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        What happens when your captor becomes your savior?

      

      

      

      Mikayla Miller wakes up one morning, bound to a bed, in a farmhouse in Alberta, Canada, with no recollection of how she got there.

      When she comes face to face with her captor, Mikayla can’t deny the instant chemistry between them. The man she only knows as Nolan insists he’s her protector, but lives by his own unique moral compass.

      As the days turn into months, Nolan’s touch, his words, and the way he looks at her, ignite her body and soul. No matter how hard Mikayla fights their unmistakable connection they share, she begins to fall for him, and a new woman is created in her place.

       Back in the small town where Mikayla disappeared, two women reel from a shattering loss. When letters suddenly start appearing from Mikayla, twelve years later, they are left wondering why she’d choose her abductor over her own family.

      

      
        
        Love is complicated, and messy;

        but sometimes the heart can’t help what it wants.

        For Mikayla Miller, it never was a choice.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Twelve Years Ago

        

      

    

    
      The Kidnapping

      Mikayla

      What the hell did I do last night? Mikayla tried to rub her throbbing head, but when she looked down at her hands, she found them bound with rope. Her mind drifted to the previous evening when she’d met the charming stranger, if Monday was indeed last night, and she knew she didn’t do anything worthy of the way her entire body ached. Remembering their first words, she’d felt the spark from a giddy surge when he’d merely touched her hand. One she never felt with Ethan, the man she had dated for the past several months.

      Knowing a rowdy Saturday night did not cause her pain, she surveyed her surroundings and found no clue as to her whereabouts. She was chilled to the bone even though a blanket was draped over her. There was little light, just enough coming from the other side of the door. It was as if she was dreaming, though she knew she was awake. Groggy was an excellent way to describe how her head felt. Wait—she couldn’t remember much after calling Ethan to tell him she had too much studying to meet. Was it even the night still? Ethan would never suspect she stood him up for another guy. Of course, she needed to study with her course load, but on that night, she had a different reason for her absence.

      The events of the evening started to play through her mind as if on a movie reel. Good, she thought, trying to lie as still as possible, I’m starting to remember. The man who approached her was older but probably no more than ten years her senior. He was cute—no, he was more than handsome. He was much more attractive than Ethan, but her instant attraction and connection weren’t from his looks. Experiencing a bond with this man she had just met was odd. The movie continued to play in her head. She remembered him heading in her direction with purpose as if he were on a mission. Now that she thought about it, she’d been upset, but not because of Ethan and not because of the stranger.

      Remembering the stranger who’d approached her, he’d said, “I’m sorry; I don’t mean to be rude, but I needed to make sure you were okay. I saw you crying in your car, and I knew if I approached you, I would have scared the shit out of you. Are you all right?” The man was sincere, and Mikayla’s hazy memory returned in fragments as she slowly remembered what led her to where she was now. His earnestness had struck a chord with her.

      “You were watching me in my car?” She was alarmed but recalled the fight she’d had with a man who should be protecting her, not hurting her. Looking up at this stranger from the library, it was as if he saw right through her to the secret she’d carried around for so long.

      “I guess when you say it this way, it sounds creepy,” he said with a low belly laugh that made him even more attractive. With deep dark brown eyes and almost white hair, his contrasting features were enough to cause her to take notice. “It was actually pretty hard to miss.”

      In her mind, she remembered thinking the same thing as the tears streamed down her face while this was happening. “I guess I was very upset. I’m all right.”

      “I don’t believe you. Looking at you now, you’re trembling. By the way, I’m Nolan.”

      At that point, the movie screen went black. Now she knew she was in real danger. Where the hell am I? A nervous energy raced through her veins. Her entire body was drained, and if she could stand, she’d imagine her head spinning as if she’d had too many lemon drops. But now, she had no idea where she was or how she got there.

      She smelled bacon and eggs, and for some reason, hunger pains like she’d never experienced before hit her stomach. She turned ever so slightly and saw a note that read, I’m making you breakfast. Call for me when you are awake.

      “What the hell?” she murmured. What had she done? Surely, this was not Ethan. She never in her wildest fantasies would have let him bind her. “Ouch! That hurts,” she said as a headache struck her from craning her neck and trying to sit up.

      “Hello?!” she yelled. “Where the fuck am I?” She never swore. Her roommate and lifetime best friend had a potty mouth that would put most sailors to shame, but she was prim and proper, just as her mom had taught her. Thinking of her mom put this into perspective. She would never have missed her dinner with her mother, not when she was going to introduce Ethan to her.

      She heard the creak of what sounded like old floorboards as someone approached, then the squeak of door hinges. “Oh, good. You’re up. Now, let me cut this rope.” The man spoke to her as though having a bound woman in his care was a normal occurrence. Studying him carefully, she realized he was at the library the night before. He was the man who she had felt the extreme connection with.

      “How are you feeling?” His voice was kind, almost sweet, as he caressed her cheek. Wild eyed and scared, she pushed herself as far away from him as she could in her binds.

      Within a second of encountering her captor, it was apparent that flight was not an option, and she was only left with fight. “Where the fuck am I? What the fuck did you do to me?” Her thrashing caused the bindings around her wrists to tear into her flesh. Using her legs to break any form of physical contact, she kicked him in the balls. When she automatically flinched, she expected him to strike back, but he didn’t, though he winced at the pain she’d inflicted.

      Even though he didn’t retaliate, the calm of his voice unnerved her when he spoke. “Oh, you’re at my farm.” He gave her a gentle smile and continued, “Hey, don’t be scared of me. I promise not to hurt you.”

      “What? Did you kidnap me?” She asked, her voice mimicking the nervous twitch she revealed when he tried to touch her. “I was nice to you, and what, you knocked me out with something?” Mikayla wasn’t sure what she should be feeling. Her skin paled, and her hands were clammy as comprehension of the situation caused fear to creep into her body. Her voice cracked as she spoke. “Oh, Lord, you’re going to kill me.”

      “No, I’m not going to hurt you. Not at all.” He touched the top of her head, and when she tried to pull away, he shrugged, defeated. “Well, I guess for all intents and purposes, I did sort of kidnap you. But I’m not going to keep you here if you really want to go home. Believe it or not, I actually want to protect you.”

      “Good, take me back to my dorm right now,” she said, frantically. “No, take me to my mom.” She stopped. “My mom ... she must be worried sick. Please, if you are serious, take me home.” If there was ever a lifeline in Mikayla’s life, it was her mom.
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            12 Years Ago

          

          The day after the kidnapping

        

      

    

    
      Libby

      She stood outside Mikayla’s dorm room, waiting on her daughter for their weekly dinner. Her friends envied their time together, but that was how she maintained a friendship with her children, especially the youngest. She loved Jenna, but she was more independent as the oldest. She adored Blake and was very proud of the accomplishments he’d made at such a young age. However, Mikayla was her kindred spirit. She couldn’t quite explain it, if it even needed to be explained. Mikayla just got her as a mom, and she understood Mikayla’s quirkiness.

      Mikayla never had the stressful teen years when most girls fought for independence from their mothers. She and Mikayla were as close during those years as they’d always been. Standing at just a little over five feet, she didn’t look like she had an eighteen, twenty-one, and twenty-four-year-old. With her slim build, curly brown hair, and light freckles, she looked more like a young mother than that of a woman approaching her fifties with three adult children.

      She looked down at her watch. Mikayla was almost twenty minutes late, and it wasn’t like her daughter. Libby couldn’t be on time to save her life, but Mikayla never let that deter her from being punctual. That is something I got right without even trying, she thought, though she also had her own husband to thank.

      As she heard the side door to the stairwell open, she half expected Mikayla to come running down the hall using one of the same excuses Libby had given for many years as payback. Looking up, she saw Jill Roberts, Mikayla’s lifetime friend, walking toward her.

      “Hey, Mrs. Miller. Here for your weekly dinner date with Kay?”

      She tried to ignore Jill and her stupid nickname. “Yes, that is right. I’m waiting on Mikayla,” she said, emphasizing the whole name. “Have you seen her?”

      “No, as a matter of fact, I have not. I’m not sure I even saw her this morning, to be quite honest, but that’s not unusual,” she replied casually.

      Libby looked at her, surprised she was not in the least bit worried that Mikayla might not sleep in her dorm from time to time. “Why is that not unusual, Jill?”

      “Um,” she started as if carefully thinking out her next statement. “Well, you know, Mrs. Miller, this is college, and there are no bedtimes or curfews. I don’t sleep here some nights either. It’s just the experience. Have you tried her cell phone?”

      In 2005, phones didn’t grace the hands of every person, but her husband, Adam, finally put his foot down against her protest. Now that she was starting to worry about her daughter, she was glad Mikayla had it even though she’d fought the technology for years. Libby continued, “Oh, I forget sometimes we have those now. Mine’s in the car. Can you call her?”

      “Sure, Mrs. M. She always answers and normally on the first ring,” Jill said to her, trying to calm her down as Jill dialed Mikayla’s number. When no one picked up, Jill stood in front of her, biting her lip as she drew her eyebrows together.

      Unable to break her gaze from her daughter’s best friend, goose bumps traveled up her arms and covered her entire body when she confessed, “Jill, you’re scaring me.”

      “Her phone went straight to voice mail, and it never does that. I’m not sure how to explain it. She’s out of class, and Mikayla is glued to her cell because she’s afraid she’ll miss out on something.” Pressing more numbers on her mobile, Jill waited for someone to answer while her lips trembled, and she reached her hand out to the wall for stability. “Ethan, it’s Jill. Do you know where Mikayla is?” She waited for a reply and then said, “No, was she with you last night?” Again, Jill stood there and looked down, avoiding eye contact with a frightened Libby. “She wasn’t here this morning, so I assumed she stayed with you.”

      Libby started asking frantic questions, while Jill tried to hush her as she spoke with this Ethan person who she knew nothing about.

      “So when was the last time you saw her?” Again, a long pause. “Her mom is here now, and she’s not answering her cell.” Again, Jill waited for this Ethan person to speak. “Really? Okay. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      Libby crossed her arms, glancing repeatedly at the clock; every second that ticked by was another without Mikayla. “Who the hell is Ethan?” she asked wildly, her lack of composure out of character. Even the word hell was unlike her.

      “Look, Mrs. Miller, don’t be mad, but Ethan is Mikayla’s boyfriend. They’ve been seeing each other since the beginning of school. Kay wanted to be sure he was a keeper and not an ass before she introduced him to you. He was at the restaurant waiting for you both, but he’s on his way now, just as worried as we are. I’m going to call campus police.”

      She didn’t ask any more questions about this Ethan boy as she slid down the doorframe, collapsing into herself. All she said to Jill was, “Can you call Adam?” Then the world became black.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mikayla

      The man who’d bound her was standing above her body with a smile on his face. It was odd she still found him attractive in this state, but then again, Ted Bundy was good looking too. Mikayla couldn’t shake the immediate chemistry they’d shared, but she tried her best to block it out.

      Instead, he smiled at her again, a mix of the boy next door and the arrogance of one of the kids from those one-hit-wonder bands, which she hated and despised. “I want to make a deal with you.” His candidness and ease struck her as odd, as if they were chummy.

      “What?” She was still groggy and couldn’t trust her understanding.

      He smiled at her again kindly, and if she had to guess, he looked wounded at her tone, which then had her questioning his mental wellness. He was behaving as though they were more than captor and captive. “Well, I’ll take you back home or get you as close to home as I can, but you need to promise me you will stay here for six months. After this time with me, if you want to go back, I will get you there somehow.”

      “What? Where am I?” She pushed back until her back hit the bedframe.

      “We are in Canada. Actually, Alberta. Outside Calgary, to be exact.”

      While rubbing the indentations from the ropes, she calculated she was a good half-day from her home in Washington State. Still itching at her wrists, she locked eyes with his dark brown ones and asked, “Why would I agree to this deal?” She was scared, but because he was charming, it somehow calmed her nerves, which rattled her more.

      He grabbed her hands in his, standing directly across from her. “You’re probably weak. I need you to lie down for a while, and I’ll help you up gradually. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.” He paused. His tone was low and controlled and sounded like her mom’s when she was sick. Her mom always tended to every one of her needs in a way she never quite did for her siblings. Right now, she longed for that maternal touch, not this fakeness that only reminded her of the grief her mother must be feeling right this moment, even if this man could be the next Calvin Klein model.

      “You bring up a good question, though,” the strange man said. “Why would you agree to this deal, to stay here for six months? I guess you don’t really have a choice in the matter, but I’ll tell you, true to my word, I will take you back if you still want to go. But again, I’m only trying to protect you. You were crying last night and were scared, remember that?”

      She did understand as fragments of her memory brought back the heated conversation between her and him; a man in her life at home she should be able to trust, not one who scared the shit out of her. The subject this time was Ethan and how she’d started dating again and didn’t tell him.

      Her heart beat frantically at the little parts she did remember and at the thought of this stranger wanting to keep her from her family for six months. “Why would I believe a man who drugged me and brought me here? How is that protecting me?” She didn’t have the strength to cry or scream or claw his eyes out even though she wanted to.

      “True,” he said. “You got me there. I was afraid, I guess. That’s all I can really say, Mikayla.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Well, as I told you last night, I’m Nolan. Or at least that’s what you can call me for now.”

      With beads of sweat layering her skin, she realized Nolan was not his real name. How could she believe this man who wouldn’t stop until he got what he wanted? A million questions raced through her mind. She wanted to scream and punch him, then run into the day or night. Though she had no idea what day it was, let alone the time of the day. In this room with the windows boarded up, she continued to fear the man who was holding her against her will. Longing to look around for a clue, anything that would aid in her escape, only one question mattered.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” She couldn’t even call him Nolan. To acknowledge the fake name would be to admit this was real, and she couldn’t do that.

      “Would you believe me if I said I’m a very normal guy? I’m not sure how to answer your question, Mikayla. You were in trouble, and I felt I could help.” He seemed sincere, but then again, sincere men didn’t take innocent girls out of the country.

      “Why should I believe you? There is no way in hell I’ll trust you,” she spat with anger that took hold of every part of her body.

      “Fair enough, Mikayla. Just know there are reasons I want to protect you, but I’ll divulge more on that later,” he casually said, standing to take his leave.

      Attractiveness aside, this man in front of her was buttering her up for the slaughter—she’d lay down her defenses, and he’d strangle her or slit her throat. It had to be his sick obsession. He probably took some sort of memento from all his victims. Visually searching the area around her body, she wondered what he would take. Would it be her long dangly earrings that clatter when she moved her head? The ring with the beautiful emerald birthstone her mom gave her when she graduated? Or the sterling silver necklace with a soccer ball her sister gave her to mark the completion of ten successful years in the sport?

      She finally said, “I don’t believe you, whatever your name is, so if you are going to hurt me, do it now and put me out of my misery.”

      He grabbed her hand and tried to kiss it before she yanked it away. “I would take a knife to my body before I let any harm come to you, Mikayla. I know that is hard to believe, but I want to treasure you, and after six months, if you need to go home, just know I will take you.”

      “I still don’t believe you. I want to be left alone,” she begged with raw emotion cracking through her voice.

      “I’ll leave you be, but I’ll be checking on you soon.” Bending over, he brought his lips so close they almost touched hers, whispering, “I did this for your own good, so the sooner you get that through your thick skull and admit you’re in trouble, the easier this will go.”

      Trembling, she tried to create space between them, but he only grabbed her head, making it impossible to move. “You and I shared a connection, but you are in trouble.” Releasing her and returning to the stupid as fuck smile that lined his face earlier, he continued, “The rules are simple while you are here. You’re free to roam the house and the grounds. You will find we are in the dead of winter. You won’t get far on the hundreds of acres I own, so you will have freedom. At night will be the only time you are confined to your room. I’ll do everything to make your stay as comfortable as possible,” he stated, again with a convincing genuineness.

      “If I’m stuck here for six months, do me a favor and just leave me the fuck alone. I don’t need to get to know you because I fucking hate you already.” In her mind, she’d fight him every way she could, but her voice trembled like a scared little girl who wanted her mom.

      Again, he invaded her space, resting his head even with hers. “Oh, sweetness, I can’t leave you alone. You deserve better than that. I’ll see you in an hour.” He leaned down and gave her a gentle kiss on the forehead. “I’m not going to hurt you, Mikayla. But if you could, I need you to think of a new name, probably something more Canadian. Can you do that?”

      He’d taken her from her mother, and now he wanted to take her identity. “Why?” Her tone betrayed her again, and when she meant to sound like a badass fighting for her freedom, she sounded like a little girl.

      “I can’t quite call you Mikayla when we start our new life together, you know. I think you look like a Colette. I’ve never had a connection with anyone like you. You’ll remember; some of it will come back to you little by little.”

      “Fat fucking chance!” she screamed, turning from him.

      As he touched her side, the weight of his hands should have repulsed her, but they didn’t, and that scared her more. Leaning down to whisper in her ear, he said, “But I remember how my words made your face redden and your nipples harden through your thin t-shirt. I did something to you with my words. Just think how much more my touch could do.”

      As Mikayla turned toward him to kick him in the balls again, he’d already moved from her, and the same kind smile returned to his face, as if the last words he said were from an evil twin.

      “Back to the name. Colette is my choice, but it’s up to you, sweetness.” He sauntered toward the door, showering her with attentive concern. “Are you sure you don’t want something to drink or eat?”

      Still weak and unable to protest too much, she considered his eyes and pleaded. “Please let me go home.” It was all she wanted. Even at the ripe old age of eighteen, she still wanted her mother.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Taylor

      Taylor remembered when Mikayla was taken. She was just a year her junior, finishing up her last year in high school. It was scary that this local apple pie of a girl disappeared right out from under her family’s noses.

      It resonated deeply with her from the moment she found out, and though she was an everyday teen, her biggest concern was when and where her next night on the town would take her, but with the kidnapping of Mikayla Miller, her life would never be the same.

      She had a boyfriend who she planned to follow to college and parents who she infuriated at times as she pushed the envelope of what she could do, just as any normal teen did.

      Taylor came home that night, ate a helping of chicken potpie, and then crawled into bed, calling her boyfriend, Phillip, one last time before sleep claimed her. The topic of sex had come up in their many phone conversations, and he hinted that he’d reserved a room the night of prom. It would take her all those months to work up the courage to lose her virginity to him; even though in her seventeen-year-old mind, she loved him. Her willingness to follow him to Seattle for school almost meant an engagement in teen terms. But the next morning, her whole outlook on life would change. She just didn’t know it yet.
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            Present
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      Libby

      Libby Miller gazed out the same window she had watched Mikayla, Jenna, and Blake ride their bikes growing up. She imagined Mikayla with her pigtails as Adam worked with her to pedal faster and faster until he’d let go, the momentum holding her upright.

      She had the same memories of Jenna and Blake out on the front porch playing with chalk or running through the sprinklers as Libby looked on from the privacy of her house, smiling at them.

      She’d never be able to escape the memories of Mikayla, though; they were more precious now. The front window where she sat drinking coffee, reading a book, or sipping tea was a portal to the past. Now, with everyone but Adam gone, she used this window to visit the yesteryears as if it was indeed a time machine.

      Now that it was almost autumn and summer clothes were traded in for jackets, everyone went outside to enjoy the warmth until winter descended on them. She still used that window to watch her grandkids. Blake and Jenna’s children were precious to her. Watching Emily, Anna, Trent, and Dexter through that window brought her back to a time of pure elation. She’d never see Mikayla’s children through her large bay window, and every time she watched her other grandchildren, a little piece of her died at the thought.

      “Mom!” Jenna shouted as she walked into the back of the house holding Anna with one hand and watching as Emily toddled in before her.

      Heading toward the kitchen, she said quickly, “Oh, let me help you with that, dear.” She scooped up the pudgy Emmy and swung Anna into her spare arm. “Good morning, my lovelies. I get to spend all day with my two favorite girls. How does that sound?”

      “Grammy, I wuv you,” Emily said as she squeezed Libby’s cheeks.

      “I love you too, Emmy.” Her heart was full, and she could never get enough of these kids.

      “Mom, I have Anna’s organic carrots. Remember, she can’t have any other food besides what I’ve packed. She can’t eat the same food as Emmy, or she’ll break out, and we’ll end up in the hospital.” It was a wonder she ever raised three kids of her own. According to Jenna, every time she left her kids with her, they would always end up in the hospital if she was not careful.

      “Oh, sweetie, this is not my first rodeo, remember? I did raise three healthy children, and to the best of my knowledge, I never landed any of you in the hospital. Your brother only ended up in the ER because he thought he could walk out on the rickety branch, and it wasn’t even on my watch,” she said, teasing her anxiety-ridden firstborn.

      “Yes, Mother, I know.” Her reply was delivered in a high-pitch sigh. Jenna continued as she entered the living room, surveying the space. Libby was sure she’d have a comment concerning the state of her house, though it was immaculate. “You just never had one who was allergic to everything like Anna Banana here.”

      “Listen, dear, you leave for the day with Trent. Enjoy the field trip and you will come home to the same number of babies you left me with, I promise.” Libby winked at her daughter in an attempt to appease Jenna’s anxiety. By the look on her face, she was failing.

      Jenna finally laughed at herself, appreciating her silliness, and said, “Okay, Mom. Call me if you need anything. I’d better run; Trent is in the car ready to go.”

      After Jenna left the house, Emmy said, “Never fought dat woman would leave, Grammy!”

      Jenna could linger if given the opportunity. She was so high strung. For only three years old, Emmy was very articulate. Finally, she said, “I couldn’t have said it better myself, Ems.”

      As she sat down on the floor to play with nine-month-old Anna in her arms, the phone rang, but nothing could be more important than spending time playing Barbie with Emmy or loving on her Anna. Letting the answering machine pick up, she stayed put with her grandkids.

      She heard the same normal greeting play: “This is the Miller’s. Leave a message and we just might get back to you.”

      An unfamiliar voice began to speak. “Hi, my name is Oscar Mitchell. This is going to sound weird, but a woman approached me yesterday and handed me a hundred dollars and an envelope. She asked me to call this number in twenty-four hours and read the contents of it to you.” She sat with her granddaughters, thinking this was some sort of scam. “Anyway, here is what it has to say.

      ‘Mom and Dad- It’s Mikayla. I know you probably won’t believe it’s me, but it is. Remember when I fell off my bed and got a scar on my left ear? Only I could achieve that. I’m okay, and I’m happy. I just wanted you to know.” Before he could finish the letter, she was on her feet with Anna on her hip and Emmy running with her grammy toward the phone. In the coolness of the house, Libby’s entire body broke out in a cold sweat. Between her trembling hands and damp palms, she’d barely been able to bring the headset to her ear.

      With Anna screaming, sensing her grammy and Emmy asking a million questions, she finally could speak. “Hello, who is this?”
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* * *

      Once she could understand the whole story from Oscar Mitchell, he read the rest of the letter from the beginning to end. It continued, “I know you don’t understand, and I’m not sure I do either, but I love you. Again, I’m happy. Please know this. Love, Mikayla.”

      After she explained to Oscar Mitchell, with crying kids in the background, that her daughter Mikayla disappeared twelve years ago, he was happy to help in any way he could.

      As soon as she could reach Adam and her daughter-in-law, Taylor, they rushed to the house in minutes along with the local police.

      Taylor, seven months pregnant, was a godsend and a wonderful fit for the Miller family. Though she’d never met Mikayla, Libby felt as if Taylor knew her long-lost sister-in-law better than she knew any of the other Millers, even her own husband. Taylor scooped up Emmy and Anna, along with Dexter, who was in her shadows, and took them all upstairs and out of the hoopla. Blake arrived thirty minutes after everyone else, and they all sat there, struck with wonder, disbelief, and sadness that after all these years, they’d finally heard from Mikayla.
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* * *

      Taylor

      She remembered when Mikayla Miller vanished but wasn’t aware of her future husband’s genealogy until Blake became a staunch fixture in her life. At first, she didn’t understand Blake. Early on in their relationship, she saw him as an enigma, someone who had been on his way to the NFL, just to have it stripped away. But even in the small bits and pieces of information he divulged, he was all she wanted, the man of her dreams. Even though he was five years her elder, he was the only man she’d slept with, and she loved him instantly. Everything about Blake Miller shouted and screamed “family man.”

      For some reason no one could ever explain, Mikayla’s disappearance was the only news story Taylor kept up with that year. All the hearsay of this missing girl was her new obsession. Taylor’s very own sister, Alyssa, called Mikayla her long-lost sister from a parallel universe because of her fixation on the Miller case. Through the eleven years she’d been a part of the Miller clan, she knew Mikayla better than she knew Jenna, and she had never met her missing sister-in-law. Everyone still talked about her as if she’d walk back through the door at any second. “Mikayla would love being an aunt,” people would say. “She’d love you, Taylor, and you two would be the best of friends.” Libby was adamant about this fact. She wondered if Libby had always treated her more like a daughter than a daughter-in-law because she missed Mikayla immensely.

      When Blake suggested they name their baby girl after his missing sister, she wasn’t sure she wanted her child to carry that burden. She felt naming their baby girl Kayla might be a better way to honor their daughter and Blake’s sister than giving her the full name of a missing person. However, the damage was already done when she suggested this to her husband. It was a long fight, and Blake accused her of a lack of sympathy. Taylor came back and said maybe she’d know more about his sister if he opened up, and at the comment, Blake lit in to her, calling her callous and cunning. In the end, Blake felt like an ass and begged his beloved wife for forgiveness. That didn’t change his mind, but they compromised a little and said they would give her a nickname. Of course, it was one he’d pick—she knew that already. Blake’s word was steadier than the Ten Commandments.

      Arriving at her in-laws’ house seven months pregnant with a toddler in tow, she tried to shelter her nieces and son from her distraught mother-in-law but wondered when the local news stations would pick up the new development of this letter that appeared out of thin air.

      She recalled all the parents in Bellingham, including her own, tightening the reins of their children in the area. No one knew if this was a random tragedy or planned, and some feared Washington might have another serial killer on its hands. There was never a trace of Mikayla, and it baffled investigators, especially Fallon, the detective assigned to the Miller case.

      When she met Blake Miller, she had no idea he was that Miller. In order to graduate early, she had to take summer classes, and her first summer session was in Professor Miller’s Economics class. Noticing the cute guy, she’d assumed he was a graduate student, but she found out later the professor had wrangled his son to work for him that one summer. She felt him watching her constantly, and it wasn’t hard to reciprocate those feelings because he was handsome. With light brown hair and deep green eyes, his sex appeal could marvel any rising Hollywood star. However, in the end, when she’d tried to spark conversation with the cute assistant, nothing seemed to work. She’d been baffled. Maybe she misread the signals.

      On the last day of class, he called, “Miss Jennings, can I speak with you for a second about your last assignment? There are some concerns.”

      Her heart sank. The class was brutal, and she was barely able to complete the assignment on time, though she felt it was her best work. “I’m sorry, is there a problem?”

      “Yes, there is. You were in my class. As of this minute, this class is over, and I was hoping you’d agree to let me take you out for dinner.”

      She laughed in relief. “You about gave me a heart attack, thinking my assignment was wrong.”

      “I wouldn’t know; my dad will grade them. I just record them and sit here through all his boring lessons.” She’d always heard her girlfriends talk about panty-melting smiles. Now she understood what that saying meant. With his smirk brightening her day in many ways, he continued, “So, back to my original question. Dinner?”

      Blushing, she replied, “I’d love to have dinner with you.” The name Miller was too popular, and it never crossed her mind that this Miller was related to her obsession from earlier in the year.

      As their relationship developed, she knew she’d be bonded with this family forever one day, as if it were destiny.
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* * *

      Colette

      “What a long night.” Colette let out a sigh of relief that the horrid routine was finally complete, and she had a twenty-four-hour reprieve until she underwent the torture again. Normally, she had David, her everything, here to help her, but the hospital called him in for an emergency. Such was the life of a doctor’s wife. Pouring herself a glass of red wine, she laid on the sofa with her book club’s current novel and tried to concentrate on the eloquent words of Margaret Atwood. Maribel finally convinced their book club to pick a novel by this famous Canadian author. Jodie Picoult, John Grisham, and James Patterson seemed to be the only books this group of ladies would pick. She was happy to know her sister-in-law would stop complaining that the voting was fixed.

      As she sat trying to immerse herself in the “best author,” according to Maribel Dubroise, it was hard to wrap her mind around the fact she had been with David for twelve years. This became her life’s dream as soon as she realized she loved him. The moment she confirmed her feelings, it seemed as if her life was predestined. He was her everything—he and their children. She never thought of the life that she left or the lost and battered person she was when they met all those years ago. No one would believe her if she shared her story. Her life was far from perfect but she was happy and loved David more than anyone on this earth, aside from the kids, of course.

      They moved to Edmonton just over eleven years ago but still visited their spot outside of Calgary every summer. She loved the farm because it held so many happy memories of their beginning together. Even before she was Colette, she remembered memories that led to her becoming the person she was today.

      David was happy; he had a booming medical practice, and they lived just minutes from her sister-in-law, who was her soul sister. Maribel was her best friend, and they’d seen each other through the hardest times in life. She missed Maribel and Lucas, along with their crazy boys. Having left the week before for a trip to Disneyland, they’d be back the day after next. She couldn’t wait to see Maribel. She needed to know how it went and if Maribel could pull it off. Neither one of their husbands knew the “it” of the equation, but Colette was desperate for just a sliver of information.
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            12 Years Ago

          

          Within the first few days of the kidnapping

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      Nolan carried on with Mikayla as if they were long-lost friends just catching up on life. He told her to make herself at home as though it was her house or would be one day. His moods were truly at odds with one another. One moment, he’d be as sweet as a new litter of puppies, and then next, darkness covered his face, and he’d begin hinting around about the strong sexual tension they’d forged early on in the library. As much as she tried to ignore all he said, there was truth to the latter.

      He brought her meals on a tray and always with a flower in a vase. Of course, it was winter in the tundra of Canada in January, so she often wondered where he got those fresh flowers.

      She didn’t come out of her room—no matter how hard he tried to coax her. In her many hours of thoughtless meditation, her attention was always on her parents and family, but most of all, she thought about her mother. She could see her mom vividly—biting her nails as she anxiously waited at the front windows for her return.

      Having a bond with her mom that she knew never existed with her other siblings, her demand for maternal wisdom was just part of the draw. It fulfilled a craving within Libby’s own soul, so the two women were dependent on one another. Everyone around them saw the connection they shared, and the family accepted this as the norm.

      Within Mikayla was the heart of a fighter. She needed to find energy, and soon, if she was going to survive this.

      Looking at “Nolan,” or whatever his real name was, made her realize he was not a stupid man. This was a well-researched individual. They had fresh groceries. She tried not to leave her room, but she had to get her bearings. Sneaking into the den a couple of times a day, she looked outside and it was white as far as the eye could see with barren trees covered in more ice. The white didn’t inspire the hope or purity usually associated in it; instead, it signified her desperation, need to escape, and the probability that all that white meant emptiness.

      Every morning, she would ask, “Will you let me go home?”

      And every morning, Nolan would smile at her with the same reply. “No, I’m sorry.”

      One day when she asked this and thought a simple, “No, I’m sorry,” would be his reply, he stopped and faced her with that gentle smile on his face. “You know, Mikayla, I need you to start trying. I said six months. You’ve got to get to know me, so I can help you.”

      Coldly, she replied, “I don’t need help.” What could she need help for? In her mind, her life was good—no, it was more than good at home.

      Leaving the tray at her feet, he mused, “Actually, you know you do.”

      At that exact moment, Mikayla understood Nolan knew of him.
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* * *

      She surveyed her surroundings. It was as if this man who called himself Nolan knew her intimately. Her room was more than just a mattress on the floor. For a captive, even she had to admit her environment was more than just comfortable. She wouldn’t be giving any sort of compliment to the man, though. Her room had a cozy queen bed, a desk, a reading lamp, several books, a couple of recent Seventeen magazines, which were her quiet and secret indulgence, and a cozy chair in the corner. The room was lavished in purple. It had to be a coincidence that purple was her favorite color.

      At night, that man always came to check on her, but he knocked, giving her privacy. He never entered the room, and she never invited him in. He’d bring her meals during the day, and he left the door unlocked.

      “Feel free to roam around as you please. This is your home now, at least for the next six months.”

      She snorted at him, at the familiar words from her favorite Disney movie. “What am I, Belle from Beauty and the Beast? I guess I know what that makes you.”

      Every time she insulted him, he’d only smiled, and dammit, why did it have to be such an attractive one? He’d kidnapped her, for crying out loud, and that should negate the fact that at one time she’d thought he was good looking.

      The farmhouse, as he called it, was a nice rustic place that anyone would envision as a family getaway in the outdoors. She would have preferred a place on the beach if she was going to pick any destination to be held against her will for six months, but this place had running water and electricity, and in the middle of a Canadian winter, it went a long way.
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* * *

      Nolan visited her in the bedroom that would be hers for the next six months. Standing at the door, clad in a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, he looked disheveled but in a way that pulled her instincts in different directions. One part of her shouted, “He’s bad news,” and the other voice perched at her other ear and screamed, “But he’s hot as fuck.” Those two inner voices pulled at her, but at the end of the day, she relied on the fear he’d instilled into her the first day when she woke up wondering if the man would take her life.

      “Hey, sweetness, I was just seeing if you need something or if you’d like to join me in the living room to watch a movie?”

      Oddly enough, he’d bought her nail polish, and she’d been giving herself a pedicure. Looking up from the bed, she glanced at Nolan and then back at her purple toes. “What can I do for you, dickhead?”

      “Your mouth has gotten pretty dirty since you’ve been here.” His smile created Olympic-size somersaults in her stomach mixed with anger and confusion. “Not that I mind,” he added.

      “Fuck off. I’m not your friend.” She struggled to ignore the fireworks that exploded in her stomach every time his smile connected with hers.

      Staying put at the doorframe, he began, “You won’t get your memory back, not fully, maybe bits and pieces, but, sweetness, we had a real connection.”

      “I highly doubt it. Anyway, how would you know about my memory loss? What are you, a doctor or something?” She heckled him, not bothering to look up.

      “Actually, I am a doctor. So let me know if you need an exam, and I will gladly help you.” Popping her head up quickly, she watched as he snickered. “No, just kidding about the exam part, but I really am a doctor.” With that, he was gone, leaving her speechless.
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* * *

      ￼

      She stirred on the strange floor, feeling the coldness from the tiles against her skin. She slowly regained consciousness, and out of nowhere, a young, attractive man with dark brown hair appeared. She assumed this was Mikayla’s Ethan.

      “Elizabeth, honey, you had me scared. I was about to call an ambulance.” Adam Miller only referred to his wife by her God-given name in situations of extreme fear. With Adam working on campus as a professor, he’d rushed to his wife’s side. Her little episode was insignificant, considering their daughter was missing. In his grimaces, she saw that he was aware what a dire situation this truly was.

      “Do we know anything, Adam?” she asked, barely able to get the words out.

      “No, honey. Campus police have called Whatcom County Sherriff. They need to assess the situation and make a final decision after they interview everyone. They’re checking now to see if Mikayla was in her classes today.”

      “This is not like Mikayla,” she replied as the impact of her husband’s words sat on her stomach like undigested meat, knowing Adam’s face told her he recognized what she was insinuating. He didn’t have to be told what was like or unlike Mikayla, but she continued to harmonize the attributes that made Mikayla a responsible young lady. “Mikayla wouldn’t just take off, not of her own accord.”

      “Lib, I know, but we need to let them do their jobs, okay?” She watched Jill pace their small dorm room as Ethan continued to look out into space.

      “When was the last time anyone saw her?” She hungered for a shred of information about her baby.

      Both roommate and boyfriend stared at one another, and her hope plummeted.

      When neither Jill nor Ethan spoke, her direction changed. No longer was she the nervous mother missing her child, but the enraged mama bear wanting to protect her baby. “Fuck, you two, you have to give me something to go on.”

      Jill’s eyes became as big as saucers when a curse word escaped the innocent mouth of Libby Miller.

      Jill tapped Ethan’s shoulder, and he finally spoke. “Yes, we were supposed to meet last night at a diner on campus, but she called at the last minute and told me she needed to study for an exam at the library.” Ethan looked down as he said this, not wanting to face her and Adam. “She told Jill she was staying the night with me, and that was the plan until this last-minute exam got in the way. I guess Jill assumed she’d been with me, and I assumed Mikayla came back to her dorm.”

      “And does she stay with you a lot?” she asked, though that was not relevant to finding Mikayla and she knew it.

      “We are in love, Mrs. Miller, so yes, a couple of times a week.”

      “And you live on campus?” she asked again.

      “No, I have an apartment in town with a friend.”

      Adam interrupted, “Lib, honey, Mikayla’s personal life is not relevant to finding her.”

      Rubbing her eyes, as though it took a lot of effort to concentrate, she finally conceded, “I know. I guess I just wanted to know what kind of relationship they had; that’s all.”

      Jill stepped forward. “He’s good to her, Mrs. Miller. I wouldn’t have let anyone close to Kay if he wasn’t.”

      Her capacity for anything other than news of Mikayla hit an all-time low as she screeched at Jill, “It’s Mikayla; her name is Mikayla!” Her short and jerky movements indicated to everyone in the room that she was not responsible for her outbursts.

      It was not like Libby to snap, and when Jill began to cry, she rushed over to her, and took Jill in her arms because she’d always been a second mother to her daughter’s best friend. The two had been inseparable since seventh grade, and Jill was the only one who understood the idiosyncrasies of Mikayla, besides herself.
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* * *

      Taylor

      The day the news of Mikayla Miller’s abduction broke, Taylor was sitting at the table with her parents and sister when the morning news came on the television. “A girl from Western Washington University went missing in Bellingham. Mikayla Miller was last seen heading to the library two days ago. It wasn’t until she had plans with family the next day that Mikayla was confirmed missing. The police have no leads.”

      That was it. It was all that was mentioned of Mikayla. Every day for the next week, the local news reported the same blip about the Miller case, but nothing ever materialized—the mystery stumped the whole state.

      Her parents were worried this could become some sort of serial kidnapping case, locking down both she and her younger sister, Alyssa, which neither girl appreciated. After a couple of days of not hearing any updates about the missing girl, Alyssa finally said with the candor of an older woman, “I bet you she left on her own. It would explain why the police can’t find anything.”

      “That is awful to say, Alyssa,” Her mom retorted. “That poor mom. If that were you or Taylor, I’m not sure what I’d do.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t be me. I wouldn’t leave without a major fight,” Alyssa assured them.

      Her dad looked up from over his newspaper and laughed. “I believe that, Alyssa.”

      Taylor remained quiet during her sister and dad’s interaction, feeling that eerie connection to this young girl. More so, her empathy for the missing girl and her family went beyond that of a normal scared seventeen-year-old. She couldn’t explain it in words, and in the upcoming months, the case would consume her.
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            Present

          

          The day after the letter appeared

        

      

    

    
      Colette

      She was standing at her kitchen sink watching her daughter chase her cousins around the backyard as little Liam attempted to keep up with the older kids. Enjoying their shenanigans, she half listened to her sister-in-law’s details of the fun they had at Disneyland. In the couple of seconds she’d zoned out, watching the sun cascade off her Elizabeth’s light brown hair, she thought of the love her mother would shower upon her namesake.

      The weather had changed, and autumn was setting in for her. Even with living in Canada as long as she had, she was still not prepared for the long winters they had to endure. However, her children, being true Canadians, were born with a love for nature and headed outside if the sun was shining with frigid temperatures. At eight degrees Celsius, her kids and nephews felt summer was just fading.

      “Colette, are you listening to me?” Maribel asked.

      She walked across the kitchen to the freshly brewed coffee, poured both herself and Maribel a cup, and sat down across from her at the country-style dining room table. “Sorry, Bell, I was in another world,” Colette confessed.

      “I’d say so. By the way, since you didn’t hear one word about our trip, I wanted to tell you I did as you asked with the letter,” Maribel whispered the last part, intent on not being caught by either husband.

      Her ears perked up, catapulting her back into the conversation. “You did?”

      “Yes, just as you asked. But, hon, I hope you know what you’re doing,” she warned.

      “I know your concern, Bell, but after all these years, I want them to know I’m alive. But my life is here with David, Liam, and Elizabeth.”

      “After all these years, they need closure.” Her sister-in-law’s concerns fell on deaf ears. She never was quiet about the way she felt concerning the invention of Colette Dubroise.

      Bringing her cup of coffee to her lips, Colette paused to say, “I know my mom. She’ll never accept anything but me back in her life, Bell. And you know what that will mean for David.”

      “And do you want that, Cole? You know the risks.” Maribel paused and then briefly added, “For us all.”

      Her heart slipped. Maribel had been her one confidant in this world of secrets that had manifested years ago. Maribel would pay a price too if the authorities knew the truth, and her parents would try to press charges, especially her mother, for the whole truth about how she came to live in Canada. “I know what you have to lose, Bell, I do, and I appreciate you delivering the letter.”

      “What will David say?” Maribel asked, concerned. “I assume he doesn’t know, and Lucas would freak the fuck out if I told him. But I get it; being a mother and all, my heart goes out to your mother.”

      Taking a sip of her coffee, then setting it down, she continued, “Oh, David, no doubt, will be upset; I kept this from him. We aren’t like that, you know,” she sighed, grasping at straws to describe the turbulence it would cause. “He thinks I’ll leave him, but he doesn’t have to worry about me. I love him more than I ever did.  It sounds weird, considering how we started, but it was never a choice. I would follow him to the slums of India. You know I’m crazy about him.”

      Her eyes wandered around the home they’d built together. It was comfortable, and more importantly, it was theirs—hers and David’s. Everything they did was together as a united front—from picking the colors of the walls to the bright red couch that caught everyone’s attention. Although David needed more convincing on the piece, this was what they did. From the day David asked her to move home to Edmonton with him, they were united. Even the house was a combination of their styles. She loved old, and he loved modern, but their home reflected their integrated style.

      “You know, you would have to be crazy to love him,” Maribel replied with a small laugh. “What I don’t understand is how you can’t have both. You’d never corroborate any story that would put him in harm’s way, and it would never stick. Just say you left with him willingly.”

      “My mom would never believe it, Bell. Plus, it’d hurt David and his practice, not to mention the kids. Just the doubt alone would send all our friends and neighbors running for the hills.” After twelve years in Canada, she could never escape some of the phrases that were unique to her other family. “Plus, there is that little matter of how I became a Canadian, which we don’t want anyone to uncover.” She motioned back and forth between them. They understood this was never an option.

      “Cole, nothing I could say to you now would be different from what I’ve told you over the years. I just want you to be happy.” Maribel slipped her hands over Colette’s, and the slight tip of her mouth was all Colette needed to understand her sister-in-law’s sincerity.

      She didn’t have to tell Maribel about the piece of her heart that went missing the day she chose David over her family. Back then, there was no choice. Her love for David never fully mended the missing piece from the loss of her family, but David did well to try. But there was always another reason she never returned, and that even bigger secret she’d been hiding could hurt her mother more than Colette willingly leaving did.

      The two women were so deep in conversation, they didn’t hear David walk into the kitchen. He stepped directly to Colette, leaned down, and kissed her gently on the lips. “Good afternoon, sweetness,” he said. Even after all these years, he still spoke to her with tenderness and admiration in his voice.

      “You’re home earlier than I thought, babe,” She said, standing up to embrace her husband.

      David took one look at his sister-in-law and smiled. “Bell, I’m sorry, but I need to talk to Cole for a second. Do you mind giving us a few minutes?”

      Looking at her watch, Maribel replied a bit unnerved but politely, “No problem. I need to get home to that brother of yours. Dinner won’t cook itself.” Leaning in and giving her a long hug, Maribel straightened back, offering her brother-in-law an awkward embrace. “See you tomorrow for book club, Cole. Remember, I can’t wait to discuss Margaret Atwood, fucking finally,” Maribel said as she smiled in agreement. She knew when Maribel became unnerved about a subject or situation, she rambled, but Maribel really did love her Margaret Atwood books.

      When Maribel left, she stood still, finally realizing why he watched her as he did. “How was your day, babe?” She walked to a cabinet to make him tea since he didn’t like coffee. For the past eleven years, he had a cup of tea with his wife when he returned from a long day at his practice. “You look tired.” She noticed, but as soon as she’d turned her back, he came up behind her and encased her in a long hug.

      “Cole, sweetness, you know I’m not forcing you to stay here. I never have after…”

      Colette looked at her husband, who she’d do anything for, and gave him a weak smile. “How did you find out?”

      “You know I monitor their social media. That’s how I get information for you. It was posted that a man in Anaheim delivered a letter over the phone.” Since leaving the farm eleven years ago, he feared losing his wife once she figured out this was never how her life was supposed to play out.

      “David, babe, I never wanted you to think I was going back to them. I understand your concerns, but I needed them to know I’m okay. I wanted them to understand that though I’m choosing my happiness, I can’t forget them.”

      She recognized he was defeated by her confession. “I’ve always wondered since we had that connection in the library if I should have tried, well, a more normal approach.” He ran his hand through his light hair, gathering his thoughts. “At times, I wish I’d done things differently, Cole. I’m not the man I was twelve years ago, and I thought we were a team.” Leaning back in the chair and looking at the ceiling, he continued, “But I knew then that I had to get you away. You were in danger.” Before he could say any more, her touch startled him.

      Taking a chair, she sat in front of her husband. “I can’t apologize for what I did, David. I live with this deep regret that I chose you over them. Not that I wouldn’t do it again. I use the word regret not because I regret you, just that I couldn’t have both.”

      “Cole …” he started but then looked down, silently crying. She was quick to kneel in front of him.

      “David, I was careful. Bell was careful. I’m not going to leave you; I hope you know this.”

      She pulled at his chin just enough to place a deep kiss on his mouth. “Babe, I love you. Those kids out there, they were made in love. You know this. I make love to you each night, and that is my choice. After the first three months, I fell for you hard. I promise, I’m not leaving you ever.”

      “Cole, you …” He stopped. As she knew herself, she knew David even better. She recognized there was more he wasn’t sharing because it would gut her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Sweetness, you didn’t give your family closure. You gave them false hope. The female detective, the one from before, is reopening the case, and your mom has posted all over the place and on her ‘find my daughter’ page that she’s hopeful you will be reunited with your family soon.”

      Her body slumped as her head fell onto David’s lap, and the touch of his comforting hands landed on her head. All she cared about was absolving her guilt; she’d given very little thought to the repercussions. She started to heave in deep wails, considering the pain she unleashed on her mom.

      “David, I need to see her.”

      In a rigid posture while tightening his hands into fists, he only echoed, “I know, sweetness, I know.”
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* * *

      Libby

      Oscar Mitchell and all his college friends were the godsends she had been praying for. It’d been determined the person who delivered the letter couldn’t have been Mikayla, but hope surrounded her when forensics verified that the handwriting was Mikayla’s. Besides Oscar Mitchell’s handprints, no other prints were found on the letter. The bartender was the most helpful in the interview process, revealing the lady who delivered the envelope was much taller than Mikayla’s five-foot-three inches, even with high heels, and that she pronounced the “out” with a long “o” sound instead of the way most Americans spoke.

      This gave the investigators pause to re-evaluate their case. With the Canadian border less than an hour from Bellingham, and no passports required in 2005, the authorities always speculated that Mikayla certainly could’ve been taken over the border. Now they had justification in the investigation to cross the border.

      The detective assigned to the case explained to her and Adam they now had reason to believe she was taken against her will. No one could explain the part in the letter about Mikayla being happy. It only led them to think that her abductor had brainwashed her, which was found to be common in these situations.

      Whatever it was, a mother should not be without her child in this world, she always claimed. Bury me! But don’t let me outlive my kids.

      “Mom, we’re staying tonight. I don’t want you and Dad by yourselves.” Blake, taking on the role of the man of the house, stayed to watch over her, but she didn’t need a watchful eye. Blake always took the initiative, seeing what he could do for others. It was a joy that she’d loved seeing in her son. He took the reins, leaving her to make sense as to why her child sounded happy to live a life without her mother in it.
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* * *

      Adam had been abnormally quiet since the phone call from Oscar Mitchell. However, Adam wasn’t a talker by nature, not like Libby. He once told her, “Men don’t have to talk about everything under the sun. Being a man of few words, when it’s important, you’ll know.”

      Even so, her concern for her husband took the form of nurturer, taking every little worry she could off his shoulders as he thought long and hard about how to express his anger and disbelief to avoid letting it eat him alive.

      He was her rock twelve years ago. Teaching at the same college his child went missing from was a daily struggle for Adam. He had no other choice, especially with her state of mind. Sometimes, she didn’t leave their room.

      In bed that night, she tried to talk to Adam about Mikayla, but he shot her down. “I’m fine, Lib. I came to grips with this years ago. It sucks. We get our hopes up, and they’re dashed. That’s life,” he mused, crawling into bed next to her.

      On the night of the letter, she swore she heard him cry, something she’d never seen in her life. When she tried to comfort him, he oddly said, “Elizabeth, I’ll be all right. I will.” Reaching for her arm, he kissed it gently. Holding him until his breathing changed, an indication he’d finally fallen asleep, she wept just as quietly as he had.
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* * *

      Taylor

      She often stood in front of the picture that hung in their living room, looking almost longingly at the couple in the tux and the long white wedding dress. That couple seemed like strangers now, and she often speculated why and how that couple no longer existed in their life.

      Libby never showed any signs of fearing her son. Jenna was certainly never fearful of her brother. There wasn’t even a hint of that in Jenna’s often-cold demeanor.

      Adam and Blake were as close as ever. They shared similar hobbies and had boys’ weekends hunting and camping. It was wonderful to watch this connection; however, she was never allowed to have these sorts of weekends with her mother or sister.

      Blake had her so busy that she really couldn’t add one more thing to her plate. And with her second pregnancy rapidly approaching an end, she couldn’t bear to take one more task on. In her loneliness, she took solace in the fact no one else knew her secret.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            12 Years Ago

          

          The week after the kidnapping

        

      

    

    
      Libby

      A week had passed since Mikayla disappeared. The weather reflected the mood of the whole Miller family. It was awfully cold, and a blizzard had come through Whatcom County, obstructing most roads, just as the case of Mikayla Miller was blocked at every turn. Out of every interview she had with law enforcement agencies, only one detective believed Mikayla had been taken against her will. “There’s no struggle, no ransom. She probably left, confused in her first year of college. We see this all the time.” It had been the response of almost every agency called in to handle the Mikayla Miller case.

      She wanted to scream. “But you don’t know my child; you don’t know our bond. There’s no way she’d leave me.” With their experience guiding them, they threw the case back to the local authorities. After six days of painstaking interviews, Detective Fallon Frazier appeared on the Millers’ porch.

      Libby had started the morning the same as she had for the past six days. She’d wake with joy, forgetting the heartaches and nightmares that overtook her the previous day. Then she’d realize Mikayla was missing. Adam had not gone back to work yet. He took the rest of the semester off but understood the need to return to the university by the new summer term.

      She stood in front of her large picturesque window as the world went on around her when she only wanted to retreat to her daughter’s room. She wanted to run outside and tell all the neighbors with kids never to let go of their precious children and how life could get in the way, stealing them. She watched Mark, a widow from a few doors down, put his six-month-old daughter in her car seat each morning on their way to his mother’s house. On a day that should have been the happiest for him and his wife, with the birth of their first daughter, Delaney, his wife experienced an aneurysm and died ten minutes after their baby’s birth. Now, he went to his law firm each day and represented spouses who wanted nothing more to do with their wife or husband.

      When the doorbell rang and rattled her out of her sweet but bitter thoughts, she was surprised to see a policeman who she’d not met standing in front of her. For one second, her mind raced. They found Mikayla, or worse, something was wrong with Blake or Jenna. This short and slender woman looked as if she weighed a buck twenty, if that, and was giving Libby Miller a sympathetic smile.

      “Mrs. Miller, I’m Fallon Frazier. I’ve been assigned to your daughter’s case, and although I understand you have been put through the wringer, I wanted to chat with you concerning Mikayla.”

      Libby’s confusion clouded her head, so she reached out to steady herself on the doorframe. As she fumbled for her words and flared her nostrils, she held her elbows wide from her body with her chest thrust out once she could stand without the fear of fainting. “What do you mean? I thought this was federal.”

      “We tried to get the FBI to take this case. I truly fought for it, but in the end, there wasn’t enough evidence to prove your daughter was abducted, ma’am.”

      The mother inside her wanted to reach out and strangle this petite detective. No one knew Mikayla as her mother did, and everyone was making assumptions on limited facts concerning Mikayla Miller. She knew without a doubt that her Mikayla would never leave willingly.
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* * *

      Mikayla

      With the first week down in her six-month mandatory vacation, he’d strongly encouraged her to go on walks with him. It was as she thought; they were certainly in the middle of nowhere. If for some reason she could get away, where would she go in this weather? They had to be farther north than she’d ever been before.

      When she became familiar with the house, it reminded her of a home modeled from a Pottery Barn catalog. It had old wood floors, but they’d been well maintained. A wood-burning fireplace accented the wall near the floor-to-ceiling windows. In a distressed cabinet sat a television that could close when the TV was not in use. The kitchen was quaint with an old whitewashed table that connected the living space.

      Every morning, a knock on the door would remind her of the imprisonment when he’d unhooked the chain from where he’d locked it at night and stood in her doorframe. This morning was different though; he didn’t have a tray for her. Instead, in his stance, a slow smile formed on his face as his lips parted. “Good morning, sweetness. I would like for you to join me for breakfast.”

      “No, thanks,” she said.

      Smiling at her again, he replied, “Suit yourself, but I’m not going to serve you in your room anymore. If you want to eat, you have to come to the kitchen.” His harsh words were a shock at first—after all, he was keeping her against her will, so why should his stern words surprise her?

      He’d made the most lavish breakfast, and though she wanted to protest, when it came to food, the man had found her weakness. She reluctantly strolled into the kitchen to eggs benedict, sausage links, and rye toast. He pointed at a plate. “Now that you are out of your room, we can get to know each other better.”

      With a reddening face from livid anger and not embarrassment, she was more than curt with her reply. “I’m only here because my stomach will willingly protest through starvation, but the rest of me will dig in my heels. We aren’t going to be pals or bosom buddies, you hear me?” She stood as close to his face as she could and watched as his lips turned up into a half smile. If she had to guess, it was almost borderline arrogant. Then she caught a whiff of his scent; sandalwood with a light hint of something floral. The more she took in, the more his masculinity fueled her need to be closer. It wasn’t enough because, fuck, he smelled too good.

      Hovering just shy of her lips, he licked his own when his smile widened. “You know, Mikayla, you’re going to have to realize I had my reasons for helping you.” He still calmly wore his shit-eating grin as if he really believed he was doing her a favor by keeping her captive.

      “Oh, all right then, let me get on that thank-you card as soon as breakfast is over.” Her reply was witty, but the rage that coursed through her was attached to every word she spoke. What she needed was animosity and a tantrum of sorts to offset the effects his body was having on hers.

      It was then she walked away from him, tempted and disgusted all in the same breath. After all, this man lured her away from her normally guarded and reserved life.

      “You are funny. I know that wasn’t meant to be funny, about the thank-you notes, but it was,” he replied sincerely.

      “Well, don’t get used to conversations with me,” she spat as he wiped a little bit of her spit from his cheek.

      “Actually, you’ve been cooped up enough. I need to get you outside for some fresh air. Granted, it’s January in Canada, and that means it’s as cold as a witch’s tit, but you still need some vitamin D. So let’s go for a walk after this. And by the way, I’m not a controlling man, but you seem like a very stubborn girl. For your own good, I’m going to have to insist we take these walks. Okay?”

      “Witch’s tit? Well, that’s pretty crude,” she retorted with only a wink from him. She worked hard to ignore this man, and though the wink was suggestive, she continued. “I guess I don’t have a choice,” she replied dryly, though in her mind, getting outside to see her surroundings was not a bad idea.

      “And just so you know, we’re isolated by many kilometers, and it’s so cold outside, if you were to run, you wouldn’t get far. Not that I want anything bad to happen to you, but remember, our agreement is six months.” He stopped for a brief second to touch Mikayla, who tried to pull her arm from him, but he was quicker and held on. “I look forward to getting to know you. Then you can decide for yourself that I’m not a bad man.”

      Giving him a maniacal laugh, she persisted. “Funny, a normal person who keeps someone against his or her will is never considered a good man.”

      Again, he just smiled at her. “I know.” It was all he said as he cleared her empty plate from the table.
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* * *

      Sitting in the living room after dinner, she cuddled on the couch, watching the snowfall on the already white acreage. With a couple of tears in her eyes, she wiped them away as Nolan approached from the kitchen.

      “Sweetness, are you okay?”

      “What the fuck do you think?” Never in her eighteen years had she said the word fuck as many times as she had in the week of being with Nolan.

      Sitting on the ottoman in front of the couch, he leaned on his knees, and if Mikayla had to guess, she’d think he was conveying comfort with the deep chocolate of his eyes penetrating hers.

      “Sweetness, I saw you that night in your car. Someone approached you and put his hands on you. I will never be able to watch anyone abuse a woman when it’s someone you should trust.”

      Turning toward him, she asked, “How?”

      “After we connected, you told me everything,” he stated plainly.

      Reaching for her arm, he positioned his hands on her. “No one should ever live a life scared of a man.”

      “Ah, that’s rich, coming from you and I don’t believe you that I’d share anything with you.” All emotion had drained from her, and with it, her tone was dull and cold.

      He stood after staring for a couple of minutes. “Ask yourself this, sweetness, are you really scared of me, or is your heart trying to convince yourself that you can trust me?” At the door to the hallway, he continued, “Don’t worry, I’m sure I know the answer and so do you.”
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* * *

      Taylor

      Fear was crippling. It came upon her, and she couldn’t escape, especially since she kept it prisoner. For Taylor Jennings, it had done just that. The hold Mikayla Miller’s disappearance had on her was one she wouldn’t let go of soon.

      In her obsession with this case, it wasn’t just the fear that she could have been kidnapped that fascinated her. It was something in the way the victim’s eyes played on the many pictures that were posted through the media; she believed they were speaking to her in some way.
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            Present

          

          The week after the first letter

        

      

    

    
      ￼

      There was a knock on the door a couple of days after the letter appeared. Opening the front door to a familiar face, she smiled, embracing an old friend. “Libby.” As they released each other, Libby emitted an appreciative sigh at the sight of the person standing in front of her.

      “Fallon, oh, I’m happy to see you.” Without Fallon, she wouldn’t have ever gotten through the first year of Mikayla’s disappearance. If Fallon was anything in her life, she symbolized hope. Even after Fallon’s superior told her to drop the case due to inactivity, Fallon stayed on it, using her own time and sometimes vacation.

      “I was out of town when everything happened with the case. I have my name and number marked on Mikayla’s file to be contacted immediately.” Fallon hugged her again tenderly.

      Somehow, it didn’t surprise her that Fallon got her way. “That’s a relief, Fallon,” she said, happy with the prospect of a top-notch detective with connections; having access to her daughter’s case.

      Fallon continued to stare at her, drawing her mouth into a straight line and biting her lip. “Lib,” she’d started, “could she have been hurt by someone close to you, someone she feared?”

      At that moment, she knew what Fallon was trying to ask. “You can’t mean Adam?”

      “Oh, Lib, this is where it gets hard when I’m already emotionally involved. These are the questions I hate to ask, and of course, you know how I feel about Adam. He’s great. It’s just that …”

      “No, never Adam. If I had to stake my life on one thing in this world, my husband would never hurt our child.” With a stiff posture, she waved Fallon off, dismissively.

      “Okay, I’m just trying to rack my brain. With her leaving on her own will, I’ve got to look at all angles. Think about it, though, Libby. Maybe a neighbor, a weird relative, a friend’s dad? We are looking for a reason she would leave willingly after she was kidnapped. I still think she was taken initially. Call it a gut instinct, but it’s there.”

      “You mean that someone kidnapped her and turned her?” Again, the idea went beyond her wildest fears.

      “It’s just a working theory,” Fallon added, but she knew the statement was more for her own sanity. Through the years, she had realized Fallon was always spot-on with her theories.
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* * *

      Whenever Libby needed to be closer to Mikayla, she’d often run upstairs to Mikayla’s room. It was the same as the day Mikayla left for school. As others planted seeds of doubt in her mind as to why and how Mikayla went missing years ago, the childhood room that still smelled of her daughter had become her sanctuary.

      Lying on the bed, she could recall Mikayla begging her mother to read to her. It was always the same book, The Velveteen Rabbit. Though Mikayla wasn’t a big reader, she’d taken that book to college.

      The doubts lingered in her mind, and she wanted to smack Fallon for making her question the man she’d wager her entire life on. Could someone have harmed her? She kept on going back to her original answer—never Adam.

      With her mind searching for something other than the horrid idea of Mikayla being hurt at the hands of someone she loved, she sat up, breathing in her daughter’s aroma. For such a young girl, she had an old spirit at times. With all the choices of fragrances, her daughter chose to wear tea rose, and from the minute Libby feared that Mikayla wouldn’t return, she’d bought the scented fragrances that were plugged into an outlet. This practice of hers ensured that Mikayla’s room would forever be a reminder of the piece of Libby’s heart that was still missing.
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* * *

      Colette

      It was spring, and she remembered her mother’s old adage, “Out with the old, in with the new.” It was how she felt. But the old was too hard to let go because that would be giving up all likelihood of ever seeing or touching her mother again. She tried to forget her old life, though the one thing that would never fade from memory were her parents. Not that she had been close to her father growing up, not like her mom, but he was still her dad, and he was a good one.

      When Elizabeth was born, Colette sat in the hospital room holding a nine-pound baby, who symbolized love to the very core. From the minute Elizabeth Rebekah was born, that sweet baby held everything good in this world in her little body. She now understood the fuss her mother made in every aspect of her own life.

      Five years later when Liam entered the world, she felt the same way. And in all of that, she missed sharing it with her mom. She accepted her mother was a grandma at this point, but still, never seeing her mom as a grandma to her own kids damaged her.

      After Liam was born, she toyed with the idea of reaching out to her mother. She knew David would never stop her, though he’d discouraged her because his own fears of her leaving plagued him.

      In the farmhouse, he’d been so dominating, invading her every thought, but as David, he gave her all she wanted to compensate for leaving her old life behind. It was as though he was the divorced parent buying her love so she’d stay with him. She never needed anything, just his affection, which she had; there was no doubt about that.

      He encouraged her to go home before she became Colette, but her mother would never give up searching for the reason she left in the first place, let alone believe she fell in love with the man who separated her from her family.

      In her own world, she didn’t hear the car keys hitting the kitchen counter. “Cole,” as David called her, “what are you thinking so deeply about, sweetness?”

      This one nickname had been what he’d called her from the beginning, and it stuck, just like the suggestion of her new name from the first couple of days they met.

      Placing her hot mug down, she curved her mouth to the slightest of smiles when her eyes met his. “Hey, babe. You are off early.”

      “It really is one of the benefits of being the boss. Miranda cleared my schedule; nothing that couldn’t wait or Michael couldn’t take on.” She grinned, appreciative of her husband’s nurse and the other doctor who assisted him in the day-to-day activities of his practice. David stood behind her, as she was still seated, and wrapped his arms around her chest. Kissing her neck, it was no secret as to which buttons to push to turn on his wife.

      “You came home for this?” She laughed, now turning to meet his gaze.

      “No, this, I’m hoping, is a bonus. I came home to spend time with my wife, minus the invasion of privacy from our two adoring angels.”

      She stood a good foot shy of her husband’s slim but tall stature. Forcing herself onto her tiptoes to reach her small arms around her husband’s neck, she let his mouth find hers, transporting them to a time and place where it was just them without the worries of being caught in their tangled web.

      Placing her small body on the table, he wasted no time unbuttoning her jeans and working them off her slender waist. Laughing, she started, “I can’t imagine this is very sanitary.” Though she remembered a time when they’d made love where ever and whenever they damn well pleased. This brought back that spark, especially when his finger found her core, and she only gasped at the sensations with this naughty mid-afternoon quickie.

      Staring into her eyes, he moved in and out of her with her back on the table. Leaning down, he took one of her nipples in his mouth, biting just enough to elicit pleasure while she moaned. Leaning back, their connection strengthened when his plea turned heady and needy. “Tell me, Cole, say it to me.”

      It was all he needed to hear, and she reaffirmed that he was and would always be her choice.

      “I choose you, I choose you—always.” Whenever he was inside her, she would emphasize that her choice would always be and still was him.

      Making love to David was something she never tired of and though it began as something much darker in the beginning, the brokenness he’d healed inside her revealed a side of her man, one she understood she could never live without.
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* * *

      She stood in the doorway that led to Elizabeth’s room and watched her sleep peacefully. The rise and fall of her beautiful daughter’s chest made her realize that the most Elizabeth worried about was if Liam would destroy her perfectly manicured bedroom within ten minutes or wake up the whole house at five a.m., which was when he started his day.

      While she watched her daughter sleep, she remembered a time when her name was not Colette Dubroise

      She loved David with all she had. She was a goner from the beginning, though she’d fought it at first. The chemistry, the sexual tension was always between them. It was in his look, his words, and how his body turned her on with a single touch; he was her future from the start.

      “Honey,” she said as she quickly walked over to the table where she took her nightly coffee and he took his nightly tea.

      Slumping over in the chair rather than sitting up straight, he wouldn’t meet his wife’s eyes when he began. “We should have done this years ago. I was never fair to you, Cole.”

      She reached over to take his hand. “Hey, we are a partnership, babe. We decided this together. I love you, you are my family, and now we have more people to consider. We will take this slowly. Now with Elizabeth and Liam, I can’t imagine my life without them.” The look on his face told her all she needed to know.

      “You’ve given me more than I could imagine, Cole. I guess, I will never be able to truly pay you back for all you’ve given up for me.”

      “It was never a question, David. My love for you completes who I am. I’m a mom and a wife. I gave up being a daughter years ago for that reason.”

      At times, sex with David was tender and loving. At times, it was rushed because they couldn’t get enough of each other. At times, it was rough and urgent. In his eyes, they both knew what was needed. He led her to the room, and she stood a foot from the bed, grabbing David tightly to her small frame. Of course, with his height and against her tiny body, he went willingly. He ripped her shirt, and buttons flew everywhere. She hopped up, and he grabbed her as she wrapped her legs around his muscular waist. “I want to fuck you, David,” she whispered, digging her fingers into his back. Leaning her head to his ear, she whispered, “I choose you, I choose you—always.”

      “I want to fuck you too, sweetness.” He pushed her against the wall, and she pulled at his pants, releasing his cock. He positioned her in a way that when he pushed inside, she screamed his name. “Cole, I love you.”

      “Fuck me, I love you too.”

      With a small smirk, the arrogance he’d displayed years ago was evident. “I love your filthy mouth when we fuck.”

      “Fuck me anytime!” she said as he released her, setting her on shaky feet. Cupping his face, she assured him, “I will never regret my life with you.”
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* * *

      Taylor

      Dexter was a ray of sunshine wrapped up as the Tasmanian devil, but he made a smile appear on her sweet mother-in-law’s face. One day, she dropped by to see Libby with the pile of pictures placed in front of her, but it wasn’t just Mikayla’s pictures. They were mostly of Jenna and Blake. She looked up at Taylor through tears and said, “Losing Mikayla was hard on us all. I never realized how much harder it was for Jenna and Blake.” Her mother-in-law’s words baffled Taylor.

      Three months after she and Blake were dating and it was obvious this was serious, he decided to introduce her to his parents.

      “I’ve got something to tell you,” Blake stammered in a shaky voice on their way to his childhood house. “I’m surprised you have never asked, but you know our last name, Miller. I don’t know if you remember, but the Mikayla Miller case from early in the year, it’s my family. Mikayla is my sister.”

      Before she could say a word of comfort, Blake began, “I barely talk about it. I literally can’t, so please don’t expect some emotional breakdown on my part. I’m only telling you because my mother can’t get through an hour without bringing up Mikayla. She talks about her just like she does my sister Jenna or myself. But it kicks me in the gut each time she mentions her name as if she’s going to walk right through that door.”

      In the first year of marriage, Blake was a tender lover, understanding and passionate. As they finished their education and navigated through their first year of marriage, her entire life seemed as if it was always destined for the world she’d dreamed. She had a man who loved her, exceeding any fairy tale.

      Her first year as a teacher was demanding but Blake seemed even more needy of her time. “It’s not forever,” she began. “I have lesson plans I can follow the next year, but I have to come up with everything this first year. I will make it up to you.” She leaned down and kissed him. He grabbed her by the arm and jerked her back down to him.

      “No, you are going to spend time with me. I will be in bed soon, and you can do your work then. Marriage is about spending time together.”

      She thought he was teasing at first, but when she searched his eyes, she knew he was serious. For the next year, she’d spend the evenings with him until they made love, then wake up at four a.m. to work on her lesson plans, and leave for work at six a.m.

      Housework was the same. He expected her to do it all after working sixty to eighty hours a week. She was exhausted and was sick more times than not, working through nausea and fatigue.

      She loved Libby and Adam. Jenna wasn’t bad either, but she was closed off. How could someone so closed off like Jenna and someone as demanding as her husband come from Libby and Adam? As she continued to navigate her life as a Miller, she wondered if maybe Mikayla’s disappearance affected the kids more than the parents.
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            12 Years Ago

          

          Within the first month of the kidnapping

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      She didn’t know what day it was. It was funny—while in captivity, every second ran into the next and the next until Nolan would lock her in for the night. He had barely left her side if she was out of her room. The fucker, which was her own term of endearment for him, never left her periphery, and that in and of itself was messing with her resolve to hate him.

      He was not joking when he told her that during the day, he didn’t worry about her escaping. They were out in the middle of nowhere, and although it was colder than a “witch’s tit,” he encouraged her to get out of the house every day and walk with him. Trying to make idle chitchat with her, he struggled to make a diamond out of coal.

      Following a tough couple of weeks, she had no choice but to get cozy for the time being. Walking from her room to the kitchen, she passed him in the narrow hallway. As she gently brushed past him, his touch didn’t repulse her; it excited her. Because this scared her, she pushed her own self back against the wall to let him pass. With a cocky grin, Nolan only responded, “I don’t bite, sweetness. Though, I actually think you might like me to bite you.” Then he winked, and she wanted to slap him because his words sent shivers down her spine.

      “In your dreams, you worthless piece of shit,” she refuted, and again, he only smiled. It never stopped even when the worst words spewed from her mouth. How can I make myself hate this man?
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* * *

      Later, in the kitchen, Nolan reached for the juice over her shoulder, but if she was to wager a guess, it was to test her. He sat down, his grin never faltering. “Mikayla, is there anything I can do to make you happier? Well, besides letting you go?” The hunger in his voice would bring her cheeks to a bright pink flush. She never denied he was attractive, but as she’d said so many times, so was Ted Bundy. It was a phrase she’d continue to say as a steadfast approach to contend with the array of emotions he stirred within her.

      “You could go to hell and leave me a car to drive out of here is what you could really do, asshole.” She needed to be able to avoid the restlessness he stirred with just one slow perusal of her body. This somehow comforted her while it physically unsettled her at the same time.

      He laughed. “You are certainly a spirited little thing.”

      “I never claimed I was full of rainbows and unicorns, you fucking jackelope,” she raised her voice just a little, still shooting daggers at him.

      This time, he didn’t laugh but looked wounded. Buttering his toast, he mentioned, “Mikayla, have you thought of a name I can call you besides your American name?”

      She’d never pick one, especially that god-awful name he suggested the first day: Colette. It made her skin crawl. She was not sure whether it was the name or that the suggestion came from him. “Nope!” she said with a hiss of anger.

      In his quick reply, he didn’t seem surprised. “Okay, I will make a deal with you.” When she didn’t answer, he continued to speak. “I’ll give you a break from me tomorrow, and I’ll keep myself scarce. All you have to do is reveal something private about yourself.”

      “You won’t force a stupid conversation on me for a whole day or make me walk in the frozen fucking winter tundra?” she asked, almost curiously as her vocabulary had changed to include so many curse words with her time in captivity.

      “Yes,” he agreed, and she wanted to smack his arrogant smirk off his face.

      “Make it forty-eight hours and you have yourself a deal,” she replied.

      Continuing to wear that arrogant smirk, he said, “Well, I have a negotiator on my hands. Who would have known?” This was his return banter. “Okay, you have yourself a deal, but it can’t be an artificial answer, and I will have the final word if it was deep enough. I want to understand you better, so it just can’t be something like you started your period at thirteen.”

      She nodded, and they ate in silence for a while as her mind raced. He watched her as she tried to pick just the right event. Without an introduction concerning the subject matter, she began to speak. “Mom always had a hard time when we’d go back to school after a whole summer home. She loved being a mom. I guess all moms do, but my friends’ moms would say, ‘I can’t wait to get my brats back in school.’ Not my mom, she would cry. Anyway, to kick off the back-to-school season, she started this annual yes day. She spent one day with each of us, and we would choose what we did with her for the entire day, and if I wanted a milkshake for breakfast, she’d always reply, ‘yes.’ Anything went, and it was fun. Then after the individual yes days, we had a family yes day where my dad couldn’t say no to us. It was the best.” With puffy eyes, tears poured down her cheeks, and she didn’t attempt to hide them. Her voice was scratchy and she could barely ask, “Is that good enough?”

      Staring so deep into her soul, he wiped those tears from her face. “Yes, that’s good, very good. Thanks for sharing with me.”

      Still unable to stop the tears, she declared, “Okay, a deal is a deal. Silence from you for forty-eight hours.”

      “If you need me, please come find me,” Nolan said.

      “I won’t need you, that’s for sure, and I was twelve, by the way.”

      Giving her a blank look, he asked, “What? You were twelve for what?”

      “When I started my period, dumbass,” she said, walking away from him, in the hopes that she’d left him speechless.
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* * *

      Two days away from Nolan was heavenly or so she’d told herself. In that time, she’d evaluated the weirdness that had invaded her when his body was too close. She needed to get it out of her system, and since Nolan seemed true to his word, she’d taken the time to explore those feelings.

      I’m just sexually frustrated. I miss Ethan. It was what she’d told herself one night when she’d woke to visions of Nolan taking her from behind. What the fuck? I’ve never, I would never!

      Lying in bed, she worked her fingers under the hem of her panties. Finding the area on her clit, she took her other hand and worked two fingers inside her to her G-spot; that was normally easy for her to come when she was on her own and horny. Not that she’d been with very many men; the man who had abused her for years made sure of that. Bringing herself to a climax was never as satisfying, but it allowed her to release some pent-up frustration. She’d play with herself, thinking of Ethan, and as she did, she’d prove Nolan was nothing in her mind.

      Continuing to rub the top of her clit, she remembered the last time she’d made love to Ethan. He was hot, gorgeous, and generous; not dark. He was everything bright in her world.

      The more she tried, the more frustrated she became. Her mind wandered to Nolan, wondering what was under his shirt, and in ten seconds, she came. It was a mind-numbing orgasm. Coming back to reality, she cursed, understanding she was up the proverbial creek without a fucking paddle.
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* * *

      Libby

      She couldn’t believe her ears. After only three weeks of her daughter missing, the Bellingham police had pulled Fallon Frasier from the case. “Libby, I may not be able to work it, but I will still be investigating it on my own, and if we get a small clue or lead, that is all it’ll take to re-open it.”

      Her daughter was out of her reach, and the further Mikayla got from her, the further were the hopes that she’d ever return. Fallon continued, “The truth of the matter is that she has vanished into thin air and not one clue indicates foul play. In my superior’s eyes, it’s as if she voluntarily walked away from her life. I know it’s hard to hear, and I don’t believe this for one second, but I can’t go to them on a hunch. I’m so very sorry.”

      She wept as if she was given the news that her baby’s body had been found, but in her eyes, this was worse. She’d never know what happened to her baby, the girl she nursed day and night for two years because she wouldn’t take a bottle. She ate a little bit of baby food, enough to appease her pediatrician but most of Mikayla’s source of nutrients for twenty-four months was Libby’s own body.

      She’d do it all over again in a heartbeat; she’d never take back those nights of nursing and the endless hours she ended up in the rocking chair sleeping upright. Those hard times were what strengthened the bond between mother and daughter.
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* * *

      Taylor

      After the authorities dropped the Mikayla Miller case, the news stations abandoned the story like yesterday’s wash. For some reason, it was still fresh in her mind, and it continued to rule her life.

      With the fear, she’d also become a recluse at school. Her friends, in which for Taylor were many, had given up on trying to get her to leave the safety of her house or school itself. Where she used to go out every day at lunch with her friends, she now spent the majority of her free time in the library looking up information concerning the Miller kidnapping.

      One day, when her boyfriend couldn’t find her at lunch, he sought her out and asked, “Tay, this makes no sense. I’m in competition with a missing girl for your affection. Do you know how wrong this is?”

      “Phillip, I wouldn’t expect you to understand,” she replied, grabbing his hand. Even she didn’t understand the full obsession with Mikayla Miller.

      She cared for Phillip, even possibly loved him and didn’t want to break up, but she wasn’t going to drop something that had become so core to her existence.

      Phillip spoke with her about their plans for college in hopes she’d follow him to Seattle and the University of Washington, he told her, “Babe, they have a great journalism program.” Knowing her so well, he knew that was her dream.

      She looked at him and continued, “I’ve changed my mind, and I’m going into teaching.”

      “Teaching? You don’t like kids, Tay? I’m confused.” When she didn’t say anything, he pressed her, “Tay, answer me. Why would you want to teach? I mean, they make awful money, and again, you probably need to like kids. It really needs to be a passion, and I don’t see that in you.”

      She looked down at her newspaper with a small story on page seven about the Miller case. He ripped the paper from her. “Let me guess, Mikayla Miller was an education major?”

      She attempted to take the paper back when Phillip slammed it down before her. “This has got to stop, Taylor! Really, this is scaring me.”

      That didn’t stop her, though. She hadn’t read the entire story yet, but put it down to avoid a fight with Phillip. It didn’t work because by the end of the day, Phillip had broken up with her.
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      Colette

      Pacing the one spot in front of her sofa, Maribel didn’t sit. “Are you serious? I mean, I understand, but fuck, Cole, there is so much to lose for all of us, but they’ll point it back to Lucas.” Maribel was almost in tears.

      “You are right, and there are so many variables to think about. I mean, I have a passport, but I’m not sure I want to cross the border. For all intents and purposes, I’m Colette Dubroise, Canadian citizen. Born in Calgary, May 1st, 1984. You know I love my man to have aged two extra years,” she said with a small laugh, though Maribel had heard that joke too many times to find it funny. If she had to venture a guess, Maribel also teetered between furious anger and motherly understanding. “Okay, bad joke, I know. Anyway, Colette Dubroise has never been in the United States.”

      “How about a letter? Write her another letter. Be careful like you were before. Luke is always going to the States. We will have him send it via mail this time. Explain to your mom what happened. Tell her why you left. Maybe she’s ready to see what has been in front of her this whole time and why you had to leave.” She delivered her pleas with urgency.

      “Maybe but I feel it needs to be more personal, plus there are innocent people who he can hurt too, and I can’t chance it. And my mom will think David brainwashed me.”

      Maribel gave her the same look she had for the past eight years, since finding out the secret concerning her previous life. “Well, in a way, David sort of has, Cole.” It was the same phrase she’d repeated to her for the past eight years too.

      It angered her to no end when Maribel’s opinions of David were lower than dirt. “Bell.” With a downturned mouth and rotating her body at an angle to avoid her sister-in-law, she allowed contempt to claim her voice when she snapped, “You know I love him.”

      “I don’t doubt that. I’m just saying, of course, your mom would see it differently.”

      She had to confide in one person regarding her double life, and when Maribel married into the family ten years ago, shortly after she and David had wed, the bond she’d forged with Maribel was almost closer than the bond she had with her mom. She clicked with Maribel in every way; however, they were two completely different people. She was punctual, but Maribel ran on Maribel time.

      Colette wore expensive clothing. David insisted on only the best for his wife with designer clothes, and although Lucas didn’t make the kind of money a doctor did, Maribel and Lucas lived extraordinarily sufficient. However, Maribel refused to wear dresses or slacks. She loved jeans and boots and looked as if she was the reincarnated version of Janis Joplin, just without the raspy voice strumming out the lyrics of “Me and Bobby McGee.”

      Mikayla needed to talk to one other person about her life before David. Lucas knew the truth, but David wanted her to decide if Maribel was trustworthy enough to confide in with such a deep-seated secret.

      When she was pregnant with Elizabeth, they sat down for dinner with Lucas and Maribel as they had so many other times in her life. However, Maribel could tell by everyone’s demeanor that they were about to delve into a very serious conversation.

      Maribel joked, trying to break the ice, and said, “Okay, who went missing?” It was weird to Colette that the saying was normally who died, but Maribel changed it so casually, and her own face distorted to that of a ghost.

      Lucas began as he said, “Honey, Cole and David have something to tell you, and I know about it. You are going to think I was being dishonest with you, but it was not my story to tell.”

      Maribel looked at her and David and then back at Lucas. “You all are freaking me the fuck out.” Maribel’s language reverted to that of a sailor when she was scared.

      She began to tell her sister-in-law about her life with another name; growing up in a different town, and hell, in a different country. Just twelve hours away from them all, she led a life without the rest of her family in it. Then she started to explain the transformation to Colette when she met and truly understood David.

      “I don’t understand, Cole. Your family sounds like the people you’ve always wanted. Why would you abandon them?”

      David took over the story and explained her life on the farm, starting his own narrative from the ending of Mikayla Miller and rationalizing how he’d abducted her. Sharing the reason with her, he revealed his protective nature because of past relationships; Maribel sat slack-jawed and speechless. Suddenly, Maribel looked at Lucas, knowing his connection to the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, and asked, “You helped her become Colette?”

      He nodded briefly, but she knew her husband’s relationship with his brother too well. He would do anything for David. Maribel quietly excused herself from the table, grabbing the keys from her purse, and left all three in the dining room without another word.

      Maribel was gone for a week. Lucas couldn’t reach her. Her parents confirmed she was safe, but that was all. In the week, Colette physically recoiled at the burden they had placed on Lucas when she became a new person.

      A week later, Maribel showed up on her doorstep when she knew David would be at work. Colette was sick with worry and emotionally distraught with the transformation of her body with the upcoming birth of Elizabeth. She was never so happy to see someone in her life.

      Grabbing onto her as though Maribel was about to vanish, she screeched, “Maribel, holy hell! We’ve been so worried about you.”

      She didn’t say anything to Colette at first. They just stood there as she cried from relief. Finally, after five minutes of standing in the doorway, Maribel said, “You know there is a clinical diagnosis for what David did to you, right?”

      “Maribel, I went willingly,” Colette insisted, unable to look Maribel in the face; instead, she just stared aimlessly at the engagement ring David had given her a few years earlier.

      “I wasn’t born yesterday, Cole. You know what he did was wrong.”

      “But I love him more than life itself.”

      “And that brings me back to my original question. You know there is a diagnosis for what happened with the two of you, right?”

      “Yes, Bell, of course, I’ve heard about it. I’m here of my own accord.” She never wanted to utter those two words; it sounded so dirty and made it more real. She always had a decision in this, and she truly believed he would have let her go.

      Maribel walked past her. “You need to sit.” Grabbing her by the hand, Maribel brought Colette to the couch. “You know how mad I am at Lucas. He allowed this.”

      “He didn’t want to help us, not at first, but after losing Evangeline, which nearly destroyed David and Lucas, Lucas couldn’t watch David lose another person he loved. But you must believe me; he wouldn’t have helped us if I didn’t beg him. I convinced him, Bell.”

      “I don’t care. I read a book recently that bothered me.” Maribel went on and on about this story, sharing every detail of the plot with her. Every time the two of them had a deep conversation about something, Maribel would get her information from the exorbitant amount of reading she’d done. She’d always start a sentence with, “I read a book recently …”

      She continued her statement. “It really affected me that someone could be influenced like that poor girl was, and as I always do, I lash out my feelings at Lucas. He stood there as I mentioned this diagnosis and didn’t say a word, knowing my best friend and his sister-in-law had succumbed to this very thing.” Maribel’s voice was borderline yelling and shaky at best while tears stained her face.

      It was odd to Colette that they had never mentioned what diagnosis they were talking about; however, it wasn’t hard to figure it out. “You act as if I wasn’t a willing participant.”

      Her voice became elevated, and Maribel yelled, “But you weren’t, Colette, or whatever I should call you.”

      “You need to call me Cole as you always have. I’m Colette. That other person doesn’t exist anymore, Bell. This is very important, do you understand?”

      “Of course, I do. For fucking crying out loud, my husband is part of this. Shit, now I am.” She stood, walking back and forth, wearing the carpet beneath her clogs.

      “They can never prove I was under duress, Bell. I would never claim that, and if asked, I would say I left to start a new life.”

      “Would your parents ever believe this?”

      “My mom never would. It’s why I chose David over my family.” But she didn’t reveal the other reasons she stayed. She wasn’t ready to expose every dirty secret. Not yet, anyway.

      Maribel sat across from her, silently thinking about her next couple of sentences. She breathed in the air around her as if the house in which David lived was polluting her. “You know, I can never get over this. I’m not saying we’re done. You are my friend and family, but I can’t look at David the same ever again. He has put my husband in danger, and I still can’t wrap my head around how he has corrupted you.” Maribel stood still with a trembling chin. “I’m not sure how to get past this, Cole. You and me, we are okay because I think of you as a victim.” When those words came out Maribel’s mouth, Colette’s manner changed.

      “I’m not a fucking victim. I chose this.” Her pulse jittered, causing her to hold on to the sides of the couch when her head began to spin. She might be a victim, but in a different way, and not at the hands of David.

      “That is where we differ, Cole. I love you, and I will keep this secret. Of course, I will. There is no one I love more than Lucas and you. I need space, though; not from you, but from David.”

      “I understand.” Her tone was mimicking the release of air from a flat tire, and just like her timbre, her whole body barely stood as she deflated.

      “I’m not going to make you choose because obviously there is nothing you wouldn’t do for David.”

      Her eyes locked on Maribel. “Short of murder, I guess you’re right.”
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* * *

      Taylor

      Dexter was a nightmare this particular day. She felt her nerves unraveling, and Blake had left her the longest list of chores. All she wanted to do was rest while Dexter was down for a nap. It took him an hour to fall asleep. Whoever termed it the terrible twos never had a three-year-old. No was the only word that little demon of hers used.

      It was apparent to those around her that she didn’t have that spark anymore. Her sister said, “You’re pregnant, you should glow.” Even Blake couldn’t really hide his controlling nature around her parents anymore, but he was perfect as an altar boy on Sunday around his parents. It made her wonder what sort of marriage Libby and Adam had. Did they hide behind closed doors? But that couldn’t be true. Libby seemed happier than Taylor, and she had lost her daughter.

      The chicken for dinner wasn’t thawed yet, and she had checks to pay and Blake’s ironing to get done before five. It was nearly three, and her spastic toddler would be awake soon. She had thought about sitting down with Blake and coming to a compromise about housework once the new baby was born. Blake wouldn’t allow her to take Dexter to preschool. “This is why you stayed home, Tay, to be a stay-at-home mom. To invest in our son’s life. It makes no sense to send him to school just for you to get a break when he will be in school for the rest of his life.” It would be hard to juggle a three-year-old and a newborn along with all his daily demands.

      She hoped her milk would come in this time. He’d made her feel like a failure as a mom when she couldn’t nurse Dexter. “He’s starving to death,” she’d plea.

      “Every lactation consultant says your body knows what to make, so he’s getting it.”

      After Dexter lost two pounds from his birth weight, the doctor told Blake if he wasn’t given a bottle and gained a pound within the next week, he’d call CPS on Taylor and him.

      He went to the store and got formula, but he was mad at her the whole time for failing her son.

      She then thought of Libby and the idea of losing a child at an early age, and she knew right then that having a controlling husband was not as bad as it could get.
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* * *

      It was nearly nine p.m. before she had Dexter settled and in bed. In their master bath, she eyed her body, from her face to her toes, and couldn’t—no, wouldn’t—admit the toll her marriage had taken on her. In her mind, Blake was the loving and doting man she married.

      Turning on the electric toothbrush, she was in her own world when she’d rotated to see eyes seething at her, and her heart lurched. “Why the fuck can’t you answer me when I call for you?”

      Turning off the switch to her toothbrush, she tried to form a smile because surely, he’d understand she couldn’t hear him over brushing her teeth, but more so, she didn’t want Dexter woken up by his loud requests.

      “Sorry, babe,” she replied, placing her toothbrush down and grabbing her hairbrush. “I couldn’t hear you.”

      With a loud sigh, Blake dismissed her words. Grabbing her arm closest to him, he said, “I expect you to be able to hear me when I call for you. I work; you stay at home. Believe me, you have the better part of the deal.” Changing his tone to the Blake she’d once known so well, he took her by the hands and placed her on the bed. “I was thinking; this nine o’clock bedtime of Dex’s is not working for me, Tay. I need time with you where I’m your focus, so I’ve decided no naps for Dex anymore.”

      She whipped back her head and said the one thing she’d barely had the courage to say. “Nope, Blake. I need him to have a nap. This is not negotiable. Not now, not when I’m about to have another baby. And maybe, just maybe you can help me in the evenings. For shit’s sake, I’m growing your baby.” She went to walk away, but it couldn’t be that easy. Could it? Taylor wondered when his large hand grabbed her right before she made it out of the room.
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* * *

      Libby

      When she lost Mikayla, the little baby down the street lost her mother. In the last twelve years, she foraged a friendship with Delaney Norman. She was now almost thirteen, and though Delaney was not her daughter, Libby took pride in the beautiful, kind girl she had become. Now that she didn’t need daily supervision, she treated Delaney to the fun things in life that a girl who only had her dad might not get. This consisted mostly of shopping. Delaney loved clothes with a passion, and Libby never could deny her.

      She often wondered why Mark Norman never remarried after the death of his wife. He was such a good-looking man, even now at nearly forty years.

      When Mark found out about the letter the previous night, he’d come over to let her off the hook from the plans she’d made with his daughter weeks ago. “No way, Mark. That girl, as she did twelve years ago, still needs me, and I need her.” Mark left knowing he couldn’t talk her out of this task and thanked her again as he always did for all she did for his daughter.

      The activities around her daily routine gave her perspective when it came to her Mikayla. Perspective was certainly what Libby needed.
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      Mikayla

      It had been two days since she saw Nolan. True to his word, he left her alone. Dropping her meals promptly at nine, one, and six o’clock, he delivered them with care and always with that signature flower. He put more thought into making sure she’d stay hydrated by leaving bottles of water outside her door. On the second day at lunch, she found a note. Reading it, she hated that it caused her insides to melt in a different way than any other man sparked within her. She read every word as if he’d been whispering in her ear. I miss seeing your pretty face. Please let me know if you need anything.

      Her purpose for her “time alone” was supposed to be to investigate the weaknesses of the farmhouse, wandering around to look for keys or a phone or something—anything. In the end, she realized he was not stupid.

      It was a long two days, and as much as she hated Nolan or tried to ignore it, the loneliness in his absence dominated her thoughts. His desire made her feel wanted and special, but in her diluted mind, she was special enough to kidnap. She understood there was a psychological reason she’d been reacting this way to her captor. It was stupid, for fuck’s sake. There was a diagnosis, but she couldn’t think of it right then. She wasn’t falling for her captor; she wouldn’t allow it.

      After the two days were over, Mikayla walked out to the kitchen, and he was there with his stupid big smile. It’d been two days since she wanted to slap that look off his face but also take it all in. “How was your time alone?” he asked.

      “It was wonderful. I didn’t have to see your fucked-up face.”

      He continued to smile at her. He had to be certifiably insane. There was no way Nolan was letting her leave in six months. “Well, I missed you, sweetness. You are quite the companion.”

      “I hope you die a long and slow death,” she said, grabbing the hash browns and bacon that he had on her plate.

      He watched her as she devoured her breakfast. “I see being mean and mouthy makes you hungry,” he joked.

      “Mean? I’m mean? Are you serious? You kidnapped me. I’m your prisoner. So, asswipe, if I look up mean in the dictionary, I’m sure that is just one definition.”

      “I want to think of you as my guest, but I guess there is truth to it. What do you want to do today? I had some movies sent to me. We can watch them and even pop some popcorn.” He didn’t skip a beat, admitting to his cruelness in keeping her prisoner and planning his day all in the same breath. She stood abruptly, almost tossing the small table over.

      “Are you fucking for real right now?” As much as she wanted to yell, she was more confused. Changing her tone, she finally admitted, “Sure. I guess. It’s not like I have anything better to do.”

      “You could recon again? I mean, it was the reason for your little sabbatical from me, right?” He smiled, and she knew he was certainly baiting her, though she was playing into his hand.

      “Eat shit,” she replied, knowing she was busted. He must have cameras. The hopelessness she felt at that moment, knowing she was indeed stuck in this situation, made her heart race as if it might pound out of her chest. She had to hide that. He couldn’t see her look so broken. No, she’d have to just be the best actress he’d ever seen.

      “We can watch a movie later. I was hoping you would share something with me again. Sometimes, the questions a person asks another reveal more about the person asking the questions than the answer given.”

      This was her chance, but she wasn’t sure what angle to take with him. She thought long and hard for several seconds. “Sure, I have one. What’s your plan? Surely, you think I will fall in love with you. I’ll succumb to you. I just have to have you. What then? A happy family. My parents will never believe I left willingly. And my brother will kick your ass. He’ll probably kill you,” she added for emphasis.

      “Well, we have options. It depends on what you want. The night I took you, you were yelling in your sleep. Don’t hurt me. Don’t say those things to me. No, no. But we all know why you were screaming it. You were not scared of me.”

      “That can be debated,” she quipped back.

      “I didn’t physically lay a hand on you. Anyway, I heard a name. You said, Don’t hurt me. No, please don’t.” But he never spoke the name she’d uttered. Bringing his hand to her face, he tipped her eyes to his. “Sweetness, who’s hurting you?”

      “No one. I must have had a bad dream. That’s all, a bad dream,” she bellowed stubbornly.

      Nolan leaned in, close to her and she could smell his aftershave again. He attempted to reach for her but pulled his hand back at the last second. “I know I’m not one to judge here. In essence, I took you from your family, but do you think I might have my reasons? The name you said; he’s someone you should be able to trust.”

      She needed to defend her words, not understanding them herself. “It was just a stupid dream.”

      “Does he hurt you?” He extended his hand to take hers, but then he pulled back. “Has he taken advantage of you?”

      “Ew, like sexually? NO! He’s just loud and mean at times. That’s all.” Mikayla’s face turned bright red as she denied the accusatory words.

      “It was enough to get you to cry out in fear.”

      “Wait, do you know more than you are sharing?” Mikayla pleaded; she needed understanding and answers about the night he’d taken her.

      “I’d never hurt you. And I swear I’m going to let you go home if that’s what you want. But, sweetness, I saw a sad girl the day you and I bonded in the library.”

      Scoffing his way, she replied, “I bond with people easily; you’re the only one who’s taken me against my will.” She hated him right now, making her remember who was really inflicting the pain. But it was never something she’d share with anyone. Why would she? She had a handle on it, right?

      Nolan’s arrogant grin swept over his face, but he was right. He had hurt her; the he she couldn’t even speak of had hurt her. Nolan finally said, “I wonder if whoever is hurting you has tried to justify his abuse toward you. I know I am defending what I’ve done, but I am not physically hurting you, sweetness. Maybe it’s the same thing. I have this very real and warranted anger toward him because I care for you.”

      This time, she reached for his hand and gave him a tender smile. “Then let me go now, Nolan. I’d never love a man who kept me against my will.”

      “First, sweetness, you are trying to convince yourself of this. I see how you look at me and how when I walk in the room, your tits become as hard as my cock.” She jumped at his crude words, but he wasn’t done, nor was he wrong. “Back to the person hurting you because, believe it or not, I will never let another person hurt an innocent woman again. I suppose you haven’t told anyone yet what he’s doing to you?”

      In her quietness, she couldn’t justify why she’d allowed someone to hurt her.

      Standing up, he poured her another cup of coffee and put just the right amount of sugar and creamer in it. Mikayla hoped this Spanish Inquisition was over but no such luck. “You are right, Mikayla. I promised you a movie, and regardless of the fact you didn’t willingly share with me, you did. It helps me understand you a bit better.”

      As she drank her coffee and watched him clean the breakfast dishes, she wondered how he’d made such great coffee, since he didn’t drink it himself. Her favorite breakfast was bacon and eggs, and he cooked it for her four to five days a week. She loved salads with lots of different ingredients in it. He always had grapes, celery, oranges, apples, avocados, cheese, cucumbers, walnuts, pecans, dried apricots, peppers, and onions on hand. He also made a homemade salad dressing that was to die for. She didn’t understand how he’d learned so much about her. She loved homemade mac and cheese. Her two favorite dishes were stuffed shells and meatloaf, and those were on the menu for dinner quite often. Not only her favorite foods, but her comforter was also purple, her favorite color. She loved giraffes and had several of them in her room along with her favorite magazines.

      “Hey, can I ask you a question?”

      “Yes, of course,” he said with his back to her, doing the dishes.

      “You know how I like my coffee and my favorite foods. You know more about me than my family does. How?”

      He turned around, and she knew he was entertaining how to answer her series of questions. He scrunched his face every time he had a hard decision to make, having done the same thing when she bartered for an extra day of solitude. Sitting down, he continued, “The medicine I used on you makes you forget. Those were questions I asked you as I walked you to your car. The medicine was in your water. I guess you thought I was going to ask you out.”

      “I barely remember talking to you.”

      “We had a great conversation. You told me you had a boyfriend, but you seemed interested in me.”

      “I did?” Though she already recognized the answer to this.

      “Well, if I was reading you right, you did.”

      “Then why didn’t you just take your chances and just ask me out?”

      Putting his own tea down, he didn’t look at her eye to eye as he normally would. “I know an abuse victim. I can read it really well, and I had to protect you. I can’t explain it.”

      “But you never revealed to me you wanted to protect me that night. Maybe I’d have listened to you. Why didn’t you just lead with that?” Mikayla asked.

      “I’m not sure. I have this thing about protecting girls from abusive relationships.” That revelation he’d admitted was a conversation she needed to dig deeper into, trying to understand what gave him this God complex. Maybe by knowing him better, she’d convince him to let her leave, breaking the distance and her need to put many miles between her and him.
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* * *

      Libby

      Life was adjusting to the new normal, not that Libby wanted it to return to any sort of normalcy. In her mind, a future without Mikayla was not one she could even imagine. Maneuvering life without Mikayla was as if she had awoken to find her arm or leg missing.

      Her heart was still an organ that functioned as it should; however, it had a constant ache to it. There was hope she was still alive since Mikayla’s body had never been found, yet that optimism ate away at her every day. Could today be when her daughter came home? Her anticipation felt as if it were a two-ton boulder weighing her down from day to day. Sometimes, it was so heavy, she couldn’t get out of bed.

      Today was a milestone for Jenna. She’d finished her Doctor in Pharmacology degree earlier than expected and was moving home. She’d been in Seattle for years, commuting on weekends to see her boyfriend, Trenton. Right before graduation, he, proposed to her, and she was going to live at home until she and Trenton bought a house. Losing her sister was something Jenna couldn’t articulate, and she barely held it together to complete her degree. “If I sit here and feel sorry for myself, don’t finish school, or make any plans with Trenton, how is that honoring Mikayla’s memory?”

      Libby was more concerned about Blake. He was incredibly close with Mikayla. She was shocked that Mikayla decided last minute to move into a dorm with Jill instead of staying at the house when Blake suffered an ACL injury, ending his football career, and moved back home to plan the next phase in his life. If she had, she probably wouldn’t have gone missing. She was gone for over twenty-four hours until anyone knew she’d vanished.

      Blake blamed himself. He seldom spoke about his sister. He was hurting, and Libby didn’t know how to help him. No one did.

      Blake had been devastated after his injury, and Mikayla was there for him at every turn. At her urging, he changed his degree from computer science to biology so he could apply to physical therapy. Then he could help athletes in a way no one could help him.

      At those times, Mikayla stood next to him; she was always the one Blake let in before anyone else, and she realized that her son was in very bad shape without his little sister.

      In retrospect, she reflected on the pride she felt knowing two of her children were inseparable. Not only that, but Mikayla was also able to make Blake’s life make sense again.

      Now, Blake seemed like a lost soul. She never understood how close they truly were. Blake was so upset the night that Mikayla was reported missing; she really thought he might hurt someone. His room had holes in the walls where he’d let his frustration out. She had never seen a temper like this in him before, but these circumstances were certainly not normal.

      He hadn’t left the house in days, and one day, when Libby tried to offer him some sort of comfort, he snapped at her. “What the fuck, Mom? Just leave me be. I am not like you and Jenna. I don’t have to talk about everything under the sun.” He knew better to have treated her with such disrespect in front of Adam, and she turned a blind eye to his uncalled-for reaction. After all, everyone was in horrific pain.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Taylor

      She didn’t even pretend she was upset about Phillip. She had changed completely in the four weeks since the abduction of Mikayla Miller; she grew tired of explaining herself to everyone. Why wasn’t anyone else concerned about this girl who could have been anyone of us? Then in her own rationalization, she’d told herself, most things in life don’t make sense, and I am tired of explaining. It was then that she no longer felt the need to justify the weird connection. It was what it was, and it wouldn’t change anytime soon.

      With the case completely stalled, Taylor never believed Mikayla left of her own accord.

      She was walking out of her room one morning and almost hit her sister head-on as Alyssa exited the bathroom while she entered. “Tay, are you wearing that today?” Alyssa asked as she watched her sister pick up her toothbrush and toothpaste.

      She examined herself in the mirror. “Yes, what’s wrong with it?”

      Alyssa looked her sister up and down, and Taylor could feel the self-consciousness descend on her. “You used to dress cute and wear makeup,” Alyssa said as she casually walked away.

      It was true, she’d taken on a more natural look, not wearing a smidge of makeup with bell-bottom jeans and an array of neutral colored shirts with Birkenstocks. It was her hippy, “I’m going to Woodstock” look. She had changed; no longer caring about the frivolities of life. Two-hundred-dollar shoes and designer jeans didn’t make sense anymore. This was what she wanted. Couldn’t anyone see this?

      In Taylor’s mind, this radical change made perfect sense, but she couldn’t quite explain the reason. She could identify with the concerns of her parents and her sister, but it didn’t make her want to halt her metamorphosis. She liked the new person she was transforming into. She was going from a caterpillar to a butterfly, and in the alteration, she recognized the beauty and loved it.
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            Present

          

          Within the first month of the letter

        

      

    

    
      Libby

      Being sick for an entire week, Libby could barely get out of bed. The doctor couldn’t find any sign of what was ailing her, but everyone knew grief was gripping her from the inside just as it had twelve years ago. Jenna came by every day with her girls after dropping her son, Trent, off at school to help cheer her mother up with child cuteness.

      It wasn’t long before Jenna had enough of her mother’s moping. “Mom,” she said, holding Anna in her arms in the doorway of their downstairs bedroom, “enough is enough. We all want Mikayla back, but you can’t ignore the other people in your life because you miss one person.” Jenna was not going to allow her mom to sulk anymore. After a shower, Jenna suggested a little exercise might do Libby some good. On the way from the house, Libby checked the mail.

      Jenna screamed, “Mikayla, it’s Mikayla. I would recognize her sloppy left-handed scribble anywhere.”

      Jenna waited patiently as her mother read it for what seemed to be too long, but then she handed it over to her daughter. Jenna started to recite it out loud, giving her mother another way to understand Mikayla’s words.

      

      Mom,

      I understand my last letter gave you false hope, and I know this comes as a shock to you. I’m very happy, and I know love, real love. The love like you and Dad share. The kind of love that you sacrifice everything for. You might not understand it, but I knew you would never approve, and I chose love over my family for that reason. Please know that I’ve battled that decision for years, but I love him more than anything, and not a day goes by that I wish I couldn’t have both my love and my family, but I can’t. I live a good life with a good man who has never hurt me. It may be hard to understand but when you find love that doesn’t make sense, it actually does because love never makes sense.

      For instance, I never understood the love you had for Jenna, Blake, and myself. I appreciate it now. Believe me, I know the love you have for me. Sometimes, motherly love doesn’t make sense, but then again, it does. You gain weight you can never lose, you deal with a lot less sleep than you could ever imagine, and your demands and savings account plummets, yet you would do it all over again.

      Maybe in that weird analogy, you might comprehend why I would leave my family for a man I knew you never could like. I’m not sure if I’ll make contact again but know I love you more than ice cream and cherry pies.

      Mikayla

      

      Jenna stood speechless as her mother said, “There wasn’t anything in this world she loved more than cherry pie and ice cream. It was her; I can tell from the spirit of the letter. It was how Mikayla talks. And if I had to guess, she has kids, my grandkids.”

      Jenna started to speak, but the words didn’t come out at first. “Did she say what I think she said?”

      “She stayed willingly. She went willingly. My own life has been taken from me because of her.” The gravity of the words couldn’t quite work their way into her mind, and she fell to the ground as tears and wails escaped her.

      “Mom, let me get you back to bed.” Jenna tried to get her mother up, but her weight was too much for Jenna to bear, and soon, Anna and Emmy had joined the heap, crying with their grammy.
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* * *

      Taylor

      Looking in the mirror at the large bruise cascading down her arm, she attempted to find something that would cover the discoloration because she had plans with her sister. The last thing she needed was the strong-willed Alyssa to know what went on in her marriage.

      While she tried to dress Dexter for the afternoon out with his beloved auntie Alyssa, she stood in awe of her immaculate house, admiring the home she’d spent the past three hours scouring. In her mind, maybe Blake’s outburst would be less if she put more effort into those areas of life that were important to him, like the house.

      Lifting Dexter was getting harder as her stomach grew each day bigger and bigger with her little girl. Grabbing her keys, she was startled by the ring of her cell phone when she saw Jenna’s name on the screen. They’d never been very close, but, she answered, expecting an emergency.

      Hearing the normally cool Jenna right away in her wild and animated voice, Taylor put Dexter down, barely able to understand Jenna’s jumbled words. She made her way to the door, grabbing Dexter’s tiny fingers. Putting him in her car, she reversed quickly out of their drive to get to Libby as quickly as she could.
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* * *

      Jenna met her outside when she pulled up to her in-laws’ house where police cars lined the street. Immediately, she left for the park with the three demanding toddlers. Everyone she loved was hurting so much, and she didn’t know how to help them. In her thoughts, though, she wondered how she could help those hurting around her when she couldn’t even help herself.
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* * *

      Colette

      Whenever David made love to her, she never questioned her decision to choose him. David was a tender lover, always had been, in the midst of the hatred that plagued her early on in their relationship. Though he was dominant when she first met him, he gave into her so much more as Colette because she chose him in the end.

      He only cared about her happiness, in every facet of their life together, and their sex life was no different. Waking up to an empty house, since Maribel had taken their kids the previous night, she found David between her legs, which was a perfect way to start the morning. One more suckle of her clit and she was a goner as her orgasm raged through her. Satisfied he knew how to make his woman come, he popped his head up with the same cocky smile he had in the farmhouse.

      “Now that is what I call a wake-up call.” Colette said, pulling him into a kiss. She loved his taste, especially when she could taste herself on him.

      “I love you. I want to start every morning buried in your pussy!” As he settled by her side, he played with her nipple, hinting he still was a bit frisky.

      “Babe, I want to hide from the real world today, believe me!” she said, sliding her hands down to his erection and stroking it lightly. “But…”

      “No buts, Cole. Right now, the universe consists of you and me.” They were both aware that the letter Lucas had mailed from Florida last week should have made its way to the Miller family house.

      He’d memorized Colette’s body over the years, so it was effortless when he hovered above her, pushing slightly, entering her with both emotion and passion. Her words, “I choose you, I choose you—always,” were what David waited for. Locking their eyes together, as well as their soul, he increased his speed, pushing her over the edge.

      She moaned while he came inside her. Pulling out, he trailed kisses down her thighs, then worked toward her core, sucking up every little bit of cum from her. Looking at her from her pussy, he smiled. “Like I was saying, Cole, we need this time, just the two of us.”

      There would be another moment to talk about the next stage of their plan, one they hadn’t quite figured out yet. But right now, David worshipped her body, kissing her mouth again so she could taste herself on him.
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* * *

      Colette was ten when it all began. She never knew it had a name. It lasted for the next five years, but then it ended with his departure. She had decided to live at home while attending Western Washington in her hometown, which was when the plans changed. She couldn’t; no, she wouldn’t live at home with him, so she scrambled last minute to share a room with Jill, her best friend.

      Now, she would redeem herself. She owed it to the ones she left. No one understood fully what she fled from. Well, maybe, just maybe one person would.
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            12 Years Ago

          

          A month in captivity

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      Nolan still insisted on daily walks with Mikayla, and it let her scope out the land, though all she could see for miles was snow and wilderness. All the damn white terrain was driving her crazy. It was not a large leap in logic to understand she couldn’t survive long in the cold.

      As if insisting on these walks wasn’t bad enough, he also probed into her life. “I want to understand you, that is all, Mikayla.”

      “Understand me very clearly. For starters, I want you locked up for years for this.” It would only take a light spark to ignite her temper into a full out explosion at having her choices stripped from her. But with his mind games came the ability to take away her power to fight as she warred within herself to loathe this man.

      “Seriously, sweetness, can you work with me?” His pet name for her was one of the many things that caused her so much confusion. She loved the attention, but in her mind, she tried to detest it. She’d been caught more than once admiring his body, and it was certainly firm. Every time his shirt rode up on his waist or he had a short-sleeved top on, she could see the definition of muscles that had her eyes wandering to take in more.

      She acted as if she hated the term of endearment, sweetness, but after a couple of weeks, she understood it was his way to treasure her. She hadn’t felt respected or wanted in years. Well, there was Ethan, but Nolan’s affection took her to a new level altogether.

      “You know the saying, if you love it set it free, if it comes back it’s yours, if it doesn’t, it never was?” she asked.

      “I do, sweetness. I know where you are going with this, but when you lose something as deeply as I have, then you are afraid to lose again. It’s in that pain that people, well, me, make errors in judgment, and that is how I justify holding you against your will.”
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* * *

      Sleep had been a problem since she’d been at the cabin, but on one particular night, it had been harder than the rest. Having never asked Nolan how long she’d been there, she calculated it was three to four weeks in her mind.

      When it was obvious she wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep, but knowing it was too early for her door to be unlocked, she started to read a book. She tried to avoid any of his gifts because accepting them would bring him too much pleasure. Looking at her options, she picked up two books, skimming over the synopsis of These Lovely Bones. It was too fucking freaky of a book to read while she was being held hostage. She then decided for a lighter read, Nights in Rodanthe. She was well into chapter six when she heard him unlock the door. He never woke her up in the morning, nor did he ever just barge into her room. Before she heard his footsteps walking away, she called out. “Nolan, I’m awake. You can come in.”

      He opened the door carefully, peeking in on her. “Good morning, sweetness. What are you doing up so early?”

      “I couldn’t sleep. I decided to read one of the many books you got for me. But I have a question for you.”

      “What is it?” he asked, drumming one foot against the floor.

      She grabbed the book she was not going to read while in his care and threw it at his head. “What the hell, Mikayla?” he yelled, and she’d never heard this tone unleashed on her. As he rubbed his head where the book had slammed into his temple, Nolan only stared at her.

      Screaming, Mikayla’s voice sounded hoarse. “Look at that book. Look at the back cover and the synopsis. Why the fuck would you get that book for me?”

      He read the synopsis out loud. “The Lovely Bones is the story of a family devastated by a gruesome murder—a murder recounted by the teenage victim. Upsetting, you say?” He stopped and looked at Mikayla. “Sorry, but I swear I’m not going to kill you, Mikayla. I care for you, more than I should. And even though I see the way you look at me, I realize the chances of you ever returning those feelings are slim.”

      “You got that fucking straight.” Mikayla’s tone betrayed her when the words packed a punch but not in the pitch she’d meant to deliver them.

      “Could we stop with the profanity? Okay, I’m a horrible person. I get that. I don’t deserve a woman as special as you. It’s why I try everything; the food, the room, the books, movies. Anything you want, I will give you because I care for you, and you deserve better than the way you are treated by those who should love you.”

      “I can tell you now I don’t want any of the shit you get me. I need to go home,” she cried.

      “Mikayla, you aren’t even trying.”

      Standing from her bed, she yelled, “Try? Are you for fucking real? You take me away from my family, and you want me to try?”

      He stood there as if he wanted to tell her something important but was chewing over his options. “Can I come sit with you for a moment?”

      “It’s your house,” she retorted, not meeting him in the eyes as he still rubbed his temple. One look and she could tell she clocked him good. Part of her was pleased, but the other part was sick that his handsome face would bear a bruise.

      “But it’s your room,” he replied.

      In her mind, she asked, why does he have to be such a gentleman at times? Can’t he just stay in dick mode?

      “I’m starving.” It was what she could say to make sure he knew she didn’t want him near her.

      Standing at the doorframe, he was about to justify his actions. “Listen, the night we met, I wasn’t honest. You reminded me of someone I knew who needed saving. In your car, I watched every little grimace reflected on your beautiful face, but before that, I saw the confrontation, when he was yelling and pulling at your arms. Then, you continued to sit in your car before heading to the library. In my mind, I had vowed to protect a stranger because I couldn’t protect the woman I adored as if she were my sister. Yes, I freakishly watched you and then followed you. But this was not premeditated or rehearsed, and we were able to forge a quick bond between us. You opened up to me and told me about the person hurting you, and I let my emotions take hold of me. I am a man of science and research, but with you, I threw it out the window for what we’d shared in a brief amount of time. Two wrongs don’t make a right, but I needed to save you because I didn’t save someone who really needed help.”

      “Why would I ever open up to you about the person who hurts me when I’ve never told anyone, not my best friend, my boyfriend, my sister or my mom?”

      “You just answered your question, you see? It’s because I’m not close to the situation.” Pointing at the bed, he asked for permission to sit, and she nodded. Sitting with his leg crossed over his knee, he sat silently with her for a moment, then clearing his voice, he finally spoke. “Mikayla, my best friend, Evangeline, had a father who was abusive to her. The story does not have a happy ending for Evangeline. I wanted to make sure it was a happy ending for you.”

      Mikayla’s eyes widened, and her green eyes grew with hatred. “And you think you can play God?”

      “It’s when you have lost those closest to you that you enter a time in your life when your choices don’t make sense.”

      “This is how you justify it. And how would Evangeline feel, knowing you did this? Have you thought of her?” She stood close to him, both with compassion for his pain and righteous anger for his decision to take her away from those she loved.

      “Yes, every day. And she’d be happy that you wouldn’t fall victim as she had,” he said, standing and meeting her gaze, with both hands on her shoulders. “Her abuser stripped her raw, as I see in you.”

      “And how is that? Bring her here, let her tell me herself,” she spit at him.

      “I can’t!” he yelled.

      “Why, because she wouldn’t support you?” she spat his way again.

      “No, because she’s dead!” he yelled, and before she could say another word, he pulled her close to him. Sitting back on the bed with her on his lap, he swiped a piece of hair that covered her face, not taking his eyes off hers.

      Her body wanted to react, but in her almost nineteen years of life, never had two emotions fought so hard against one another.

      “You feel it too, sweetness. No reason to lie to yourself. You can lie to me with words, but your body betrays them.”

      She turned away from him, and he gently moved her to the side. “It’s okay, Mikayla. It’s a lot to take in.” Leaning over, he dropped a kiss on her forehead, then walking to the doorway, he turned slightly and continued, “Breakfast will be ready in thirty minutes.”

      With his absence, she stood in silence, then fell to the floor, and rolled into a ball, salty drops falling from her face as she sobbed uncontrollably.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nolan didn’t acknowledge her when she sat down at the table. He stood to grab her plate he’d been keeping warm on the stove. With potholders, he placed the food down in front of her. Turning to give her a cup of coffee, he waited on her hand and foot, making sure she had all she needed and wanted. However, she didn’t want to be grateful to this man for all the things he did. It didn’t justify what he was doing by keeping her hidden.

      After he gave her the coffee mug, he took his book from the table and started to exit the kitchen. He never left her, and it felt odd not to have his company even if she’d just sit there and loathe him through her meal. “You never leave?”

      “Yeah, I know. I just felt you needed time by yourself, that’s all.”

      “Oh, okay,” she replied.

      “Do you want me to stay?” he asked, leaning down behind her, so close she felt his breath on her neck.

      “I want you to make me understand all I forgot that night you took me. I barely remember you, but you know my favorite color, my love for bacon, how I appreciate fresh flowers, and my favorite shampoo.” She stopped herself from saying she did remember how ruggedly handsome he was. That would give him false hope, and this was not something she needed now. “How could I have gotten that deep with you about myself in an hour?”

      “More like three hours.” He stepped aside and pulled out the chair to sit down.

      Tremors coursed through her body. “I spoke with you for three hours, and I don’t remember. How is this possible?”

      “The drugs I used erased your memory. I was surprised you remembered meeting me,” he explained.

      “Evangeline ... did you love her?” she asked, and for the first time since coming to the farm, she wanted to alleviate his pain, and had an overwhelming desire to physically comfort him.

      “Not in that way. Not in the way I feel about you. Evie, she was my best friend. When we turned sixteen, I could tell she had feelings for my brother. Lucas returned those feelings a few years later. It was weird at first for Eve because I’d always been the most important man in her life. It was a struggle with my brother, but we found a way to make it work. Her dad killed her when she was so young. My brother and I lived in a state of bleakness for years. We will never be the same.”

      She reached out for his hand. “Nolan, I’m not Eve. I’m not in a bad relationship.”

      “Bullshit, Mikayla. I saw the bruise on your arm where he grabbed you. He was mad that you were seeing Ethan, shaking you and demanding you break up with him. He seems to need control over women.” Nolan held her hands, pulling her closer to him.

      She replaced the closeness of the touch and affection that was coursing through her body with rage because she had to be mad at him. It was the only way to suppress whatever the hell he was doing to her. “First, you know nothing about him. He’s protective and that is it. Second, you say you care for me, but I will never care for you, so please let me go. I’m sorry, but I need you to know that your delusion of this ending in a happily ever after is just not going to happen.”

      For five minutes, Mikayla clung to the hope that Nolan would change his mind and let her go. He finally said, “I don’t believe for a second, Mikayla, that you feel nothing for me. I can read it throughout your body. Your face flushes when I am near; you feel an odd sense of safety with me knowing you don’t have to act as though all is right with the world. Sure, you are at odds with yourself, but it is then, on the rare occasion you don’t want to kill me or claw my eyes out, I see it all. It’s at those times when you let yourself be real and vulnerable, and fuck, it’s then that I want you to stop fighting yourself and the demons working against us.” Taking her hands in his again, he kissed both, just enough that the electricity between them was as evident as all the fucking snow on the ground. He smiled as he recognized their little connection. Then he was done; no more words needed to accompany the truth he hit her with. Standing up, he walked away, giving her the freedom and the silence she wasn’t sure she wanted.
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* * *

      Libby

      The days following Mikayla’s disappearance were agonizing as she felt a range of emotions. Every time the phone rang and Libby reached for it, she’d hope in her mother’s heart of hearts that Mikayla would be on the other end of the line, signaling some sort of Morse Code only Libby could decipher. But the days turned into weeks. No longer were the FBI or the local police hanging on every phone call.

      She never experienced physical pain as she had with the disappearance of her daughter. She had heard of this phenomenon before, and sure, raising three kids was stressful, but an emotional pain that struck to the very core felt as real as someone taking their fingernails and digging them into her skin or removing her fingers digit by digit.

      Getting out of bed was more than a chore; she found it nearly impossible. If she could only just stay in bed and sleep, she wouldn’t have to think about the possibility that Mikayla would never be seen again. But when she woke up, she had to live through the agony again as her mind played catch-up to the days she hid from the world.

      Mikayla had simply vanished. She’d been seen on video surveillance entering the library the night she was supposed to meet with Ethan, but she never made it to her car. It was still in the parking lot of the library, a long walk from her dorm.
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* * *

      Wedding plans had taken over Libby’s life, and Jenna was letting her have full access to it all. In her mind, Jenna had been accommodating because being busy meant that Libby was engaged in life, not wallowing in the loneliness of her child’s absence.

      When she had consulted Jenna about the colors of the wedding, Jenna hesitated. “I’m not sure, Mom. What were you thinking?”

      “It’s your wedding, dear. What are your thoughts?”

      Jenna wanted to say something but hesitated a second time. “I was thinking lavender, but …”

      “Lavender?” Libby asked, curious as this was an odd color for Jenna.

      “I know. If you think it’s too weird, I understand. It’s just that I’m not likely to have my own sister there with me, and I thought that could be one way to incorporate Mikayla into my wedding.”

      Mikayla was a purple fanatic. She wore purple, painted walls purple, made her theme song “Purple People Eater.” Everything about her screamed purple. For her seventeenth birthday, her parents wanted to get her something nice and the seats in her little bug were peeling. She couldn’t find a purple car but somehow talked her parents into upholstering her seats a deep violet. Out of all the shades out there, her favorite was lavender.

      Before she could comment, Jenna said, “I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “No, it’s a great way to honor your sister.” It was the truth, but her life revolved around Mikayla’s disappearance. The downtime Libby had to think of her daughter made her stir-crazy. Was she hurt? Was she being held against her will? Was she eating? Her child might not be with her, but that wouldn’t stop the thoughts of the ever-worrying mother.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Taylor

      Taylor’s mom sat on her bed one night, pleading with Taylor to make up with Phillip. The break up, especially before prom, was a bigger blow to her mother than to herself. “You know, sweetheart. No matter what happens in life, we must pull on our big girl panties and continue. If this was me, your father, or Alyssa, you would still have to live, no matter how hard that is to hear. Yes, you feel some cosmic connection with this Mikayla girl, and it’s scary; I get that. A girl goes missing who is close to your age and resembles you to boot.”

      That last statement stopped her breathing. Was her mom right? Did Mikayla look like her? She stood suddenly and grabbed some of the recent pictures scattered on her desk of Mikayla Miller. Looking at them intently, she realized her mom was right. Mikayla did favor Taylor. Was this the reason she’d been so obsessed with her case? Her breathing picked up as if she was almost hyperventilating.

      “Taylor Michelle? Are you okay?” her mom asked, running a jerky hand through her hair in apprehension.

      She moved Taylor back to her bed and started rubbing her back. “Take slow breaths, honey.” As her breathing stabilized, her mother continued, “That’s good. Now slow breaths, continue. That’s right.”

      As she was able to breathe like a normal human, her mother laid her in bed. “Now, just rest. We will continue this discussion later.” Pulling the boring gray comforter over her body, her mother kissed her and turned out the light on the way out of Taylor’s room.
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            Present

          

          One month after the first letter

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      She watched her mother in-law’s world fall apart, and what was worse, Jenna left her there. “I had a front row seat to my mom’s breakdown the first time, and I will be damned if I will watch it again,” Jenna said, leaving with the kids as soon as she’d gotten back from the park. To make matters worse, Blake swooped in to play the alpha of the pack and had mandated that they would stay with his parents, offering the help of Taylor in the morning to keep an eye on Libby. Adam had a doctorate class he couldn’t pawn off on his teacher’s assistant, and Jenna couldn’t miss work because they had hit flu and cold season with a vengeance. All the pharmacists were required to work ten-hour days, and Blake’s schedule with the university athletes was in high demand with basketball in full swing.

      It didn’t matter that Dexter, Emmy, and Anna had worn her to beyond exhaustion at the park the day before. For October weather, it was surprisingly warm, and she had this wonderful plan to let the kids wear themselves out silly since Libby had Jenna’s girls on Wednesdays, and that meant Blake would expect her to watch them too.

      Blake woke her up at six a.m. to fix breakfast, and with all the movement in the house, Dexter was up ready to destroy the world shortly after she got up. Looking around the house, she sat him in front of the television to give her ten minutes to get the bacon and eggs on the skillet, a staple in the Miller house.

      Blake walked down the stairs and straight into the kitchen. She could sense his presence and had his coffee ready. Turning to him, she started to kiss his cheek; though he was demanding and controlling, she still loved him. Flashing him a little smile, she backed away because his downward lips sent shivers up her spine. “Good morning, honey. What is wrong? Is it your mother?”

      “No!” The edge in his voice both startled her and cautioned her to approach him with the utmost care. “What is Dexter doing planted in front of the television? You know how I feel about the boob tube being his babysitter.”

      Oh, that, she thought. “He’s never up this early, and was cranky. We are in a different place, and I didn’t want him whining and waking up your folks.”

      “Taylor, you come up with excuses for everything I ask of you. Last week, it was why we needed to put Dexter in preschool; the week before that, it was why the laundry and ironing weren’t done. This week, it’s the television.”

      She sat down, determined to hold her tears at bay. That was the number one anger boosting accelerant that seemed to set Blake off more than a fire. “I’m up earlier too, honey. I’m exhausted and tired, and if you haven’t noticed, I’m very pregnant. I couldn’t get to bed last night until the dishes were done; I had the kids at the park all day and running after Anna wore me out. I don’t mind doing this for those I love, and I love you and your family, but I need some understanding.”

      He sat down, next to her, and she half thought he was about to apologize. Leaning close to her, she could almost hear the I’m sorry on his lips. Taking her hands, Blake showed his pearly whites, the same smile that had her panties melting in the class he assisted years ago. With a steady tone, he started, “I understand.” He stood and leaned in behind her and whispered, “That you better figure out a way to make this happen, Taylor. I can get Mom to watch the kids, and I’ll make you go back to work. This was our agreement. I make the money; you care for the house.” Squeezing her shoulder just enough as a warning, he sat down in front of her and asked, “Do you understand me?”

      She stood to avoid seeing the arrogant bastard who replaced her husband. “Answer me, Taylor.”

      She turned around and seethed, “You want Dexter out of the den and away from the television, then you go get him.” Returning to her cooking and knowing that the worse he would do at his parents was squeeze her shoulder, she stared aimlessly at the bacon sizzling in the pan. “I’m not something you own, Blake. I’m a person with feelings, and I love you very much, but you can’t treat me like this.”

      He stood so close to her back, Taylor could smell the mint of his toothpaste. “You think you are safe here, Tay?”

      “Stop the threats, Blake. I’m a good wife, and maybe if you got off my ass every occasionally, I wouldn’t be such a letdown.”

      He left the kitchen, and within a minute, he returned with a very mad three-year-old and plopped him in the high chair that his mom left out for the grandkids. Grabbing his keys and wallet, he turned to Taylor. “This is not over. I’ll see you tonight, and I’ll take care of this, you can bet on it.”

      Taylor collapsed in the kitchen chair. “Mommy, I want Clifford.”

      She caressed Dexter’s curly brown hair and wiped his tears from his eyes. “I know. I do too, buddy.” She picked him up, turned off the stove, and took him to the living room, turning on Clifford while she sat down on the couch, snuggling with him, content in that for the time being.
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* * *

      Colette

      David sat on the bed of their hotel room early in the morning, watching his wife straighten her skirt around her narrow waist. In all the years, when they were together, David was always near Colette. Scrubbing his face, he worried about what they were about to embark on. She turned around, taking his hands in hers.

      “Cole, are you sure about this?”

      Bringing his hands to her chest, she said, “David, you’ll never lose me. You and me, we are real and have been since the day I first saw you.”

      David was haunted by the possible consequences of his actions that could destroy the firm foundation they’d worked hard to build in the twelve years they’d been together.

      “But I think this is our best shot. She’s our best shot. If anyone knows what I escaped from all those years ago, it’s her.”

      David grabbed his wife’s hand. “In another life, Cole, we would be normal without this secret.”

      “Babe, I’m not sure I’d want another life.” Those were words she told him so often—that he did the right thing all those years ago. “Anyway, in another life, you wouldn’t have had to come in and save me from a man who should have protected me.”
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* * *

      A few hours later, they pulled onto the street where she’d learned to ride a bike and skinned her knee on the pavement. It was sunny, and Colette could get away with large glasses to disguise her. Her hair was a dark auburn, and she’d gotten her cheeks lifted shortly after she decided to stay with David in Canada. Maybe the only ones who could really identify her were her family, and even then, Colette was convinced that possibly only her mom could pick her out, and only if the situation was perfect.

      She knew as a mother herself that the bond between mother and child was too great, but still, it had been twelve years and so much had changed. Colette thought of Mikayla as an old friend who moved away and lost touch. She’d never describe Mikayla as her old self. She had always existed somewhere within Mikayla before David unlocked that part of her; freeing her from the pain she’d endured for years. Colette was the woman today that the girl in Mikayla had made her, and for this one fact, she’d always be eternally grateful.

      Her breathing was steady until she took in the house that she had known as her home for so long. “Cole, honey, take a breath. It’s okay.” David’s hand brushed her knee, and with his tender touch, she could breathe again.

      She didn’t know she was crying until her cheeks became wet. “I have such good memories here.” She paused and wiped away her tears. “And I have some really bad memories here too.”

      “Let’s focus on the good ones, Cole. Okay?” he said, taking her hand and kissing it.

      They drove by the house and didn’t see anything unusual. There were no police cars. After circling the block, they parked five houses down under a large tree that offered a source of camouflage for them. “We won’t stay long, Cole. Just ten minutes. We don’t want to attract attention.”

      “I know.” A minivan drove up the driveway, and she looked on as a tall, slender blonde exited the van with a kid on both hips. “Jenna,” Colette said. “I can’t believe it. She hasn’t changed in twelve years.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to speak with your sister?”

      “No, I’m positive. We must stick to our plan. Bell got the address, so we will go there next. I wanted to see my old house. It hasn’t changed. Not at all.”

      Before Jenna could enter the house, a young but very pregnant woman exited and took the kids from Jenna. A small boy with large brown curls followed her. “That’s Dexter and Taylor.”

      “I guess we were right to come here first,” David uttered in the awkward silence as his wife looked longingly at the life she once had.

      “I guess so.” She watched as all three kids jumped up and down while Taylor put a hat on Colette’s nephew’s head. After buckling the youngest child in a stroller, she started down the walkway.

      “I didn’t think you Americans went out when it was so cold,” he teased.

      “Ah, that is funny. It’s not as if I grew up in the south. When the sun is out, it’s warm enough to go to the park. I bet you she’s heading to Gilbert Park. It’s two blocks up the street. We went there all the time. Let’s leave before we are noticed and give them time to settle. That may just be the best place to catch her.”
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* * *

      Libby

      With the kids at the park, Jenna sat down next to her mother in bed. In her honest and sometimes brash tone, Jenna began. “Mom, I can’t watch you self-destruct again.” Moving her mom’s legs, she placed one hand on her thigh. “Mikayla is one of the least selfish people in this world. Please give her a chance to prove it. We already know she’s most likely in Canada. I bet you she’s hurting too. You both were always two peas in a pod. She didn’t just abandon you without good reason.”

      “Was it that obvious?” Libby asked. She loved her children intently and without waver, but Libby understood she shared a special bond with Mikayla.

      “Like an atomic bomb, Mom.”

      “Oh, honey, that didn’t mean I didn’t love you or Blake just as much.”

      “I know, Mom. I have three kids. I connect with one much better than the others, and I always have since birth. I get it. It doesn’t mean I don’t love Anna or Trent as much as Emmy. We’re all human.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’m so sorry.” Libby understood she showed Mikayla a certain bit of favor, but it had nothing to do with her love for them. That was equal without fault; but her relationship with Mikayla was as smooth as the water on the surface of a calm and peaceful lake.

      “Nothing to be sorry about, Mom. I know you love me.”

      “More than words can say.”

      Jenna paused for a second, and she recognized the look on her daughter’s face. “Jen, honey, what is it?”

      “I’m worried about Taylor. Something is off with her.” Libby knew where Jenna was going with this and didn’t want another smear fest regarding her son.

      “Oh, you know that third trimester. It’s hard,” she added.

      Jenna’s eyes furrowed in as they always did when her mom blew off her concerns when it came to Taylor and Blake. “No, it’s more. Have you seen the way Blake treats her?”

      “Blake? He adores that girl,” she said.

      “I know she doesn’t think I like her, but I do, and I’m worried about her.” Jenna was not a girl’s girl. She didn’t take well to many women, and she knew Taylor always felt Jenna gave her the cold shoulder.

      “Okay, but I can tell you her change in mood has nothing to do with Blake,” Libby confirmed, always a champion for her kids.
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            12 Years Ago

          

          Within two months in captivity

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      The morning ritual began when she heard her door unlock from the outside. He never knocked this early because she was most likely still asleep, so she called for him through the door. “Nolan, can you come in here?”

      He cautiously opened it and stood back as if he didn’t trust her to try to whack him with whatever she found to warrant an escape. When he saw her tucked under all the warm blankets, he hurried toward her, “Ah, Mikayla, sweetness, you look awful.” He dropped to his knees, clutching her hand and taking his lips to her forehead, just as her mother had done for years.

      As always, her body shuddered at the thought of his double meaning for calling her sweetness. Feeling desired created a warmth in her body that then competed against the better half of her that warned this man was bad and had no place in her life.

      Sitting down next to her, he watched as she coughed, turning away from him. The sheer proximity of him made her body warm. Before she could pull away, he felt her cheeks.

      “Mikayla, your face is as red as a beet, sweetness, and you feel warm. Let me get you some Tylenol.”

      Now that he mentioned it, she had felt a little under the weather.

      Returning from the bathroom, Nolan settled on the small space where he’d been sitting previously. With a small smile, Nolan began, “I was going to talk to you today about your situation at home. I want to help you realize what is going on isn’t healthy.”

      Yanking her head back as he concocted a teaspoon of different medicines, she replied, “Because you stealing me from my family is a much better and healthier option?”

      “Point taken, smartass.” Nolan laughed, putting the spoon to her mouth. “Open up.” With her lips closed, he continued, “Mikayla, it’s medicine. I promise. Look.” Grabbing the different bottles he kept in what looked like an old doctor’s satchel, he showed her each one, explaining what they were. “Now open up, sweetness. Believe me, I will protect you. Taking you was for that very reason.”

      She somehow, without the ability to understand fully herself, knew he was taking care of her. She finally opened, taking in the whole spoonful of medicine.

      “I want to go home. I will get help, and I will make sure he does too.”

      “Not right now, Mikayla. I don’t think you realize how much danger you are in,” he said as he walked to the door. “I’ll be back with more medicine. I also have antibiotics just in case they are needed.”

      She picked up the book she had been reading and tossed it at him. “You are a bastard; you’re never going to let me go.”

      Turning around, he rubbed his head where she had clocked him with yet another book, and his teeth reminded her of the Big Bad Wolf. As his anger grew, he bared his teeth. Standing with a wide stance, he deepened his tone, but somehow, she trusted he wouldn’t physically lash out. “Fuck, you and books have got to stop hurting me. And, Mikayla, that is simply not true. I’ll release you, I promise. I care for you; I care for you more than I should.”

      “As a doctor, you have to be aware that you are transferring your feelings for Evangeline to me. That can’t be healthy,” she said as she started coughing violently but could still find her voice. “You can’t comfort me when you are the reason for my pain.”

      From afar, he looked at her with tears in his eyes. “No, Mikayla, I’m trying to save you.” As he walked away, she knew he was correct in plucking her from the life she’d known, and that scared her more than it should have.
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* * *

      A couple of hours later, he entered her room as she was beginning to stir. Opening her eyes, she locked her gaze on his when Nolan spoke softly, “I’m sorry. I didn’t have permission. But I didn’t want to wake you. Just needed to check your temperature.”

      He held out a thermometer, and she instinctively knew what to do. She opened her mouth and said, “Ahh.” Looking intently at the numbers, they both watched her temperature climb, and she saw fear claiming his eyes.

      After the thermometer beeped, his eyebrows raised as he searched her face for more signs of illness. “You are due more Tylenol in an hour, but your temperature is certainly higher than I want. Let me get you some Advil for now. We can alternate them. But let me look at your throat.”

      Obeying him, she opened her mouth again. After his intense lollygagging, he looked at her and said, “I can’t be certain without a good throat swab, but it sure looks like you have strep throat. I have some antibiotics with me for this reason.”

      Sitting up, she felt light-headed but also curious. “I have a question for you,” she said.

      “Okay,” he replied, cleaning the thermometer with an alcohol swab and rummaging through what she could only assume was his medical bag.

      “We have fresh eggs and bacon, milk, and items like OJ and medicine. When do you get it?”

      “I have my ways.”

      “Is this your way of saying you won’t tell me?” Mikayla’s reply was curt, lacking finesse in the tone it was delivered. That last time she felt that way toward him, she threw a book at his head.

      “You are perceptive,” he replied, leaning down and feeling her head with the back of his hand. “Are you allergic to penicillin?”

      “No,” she answered quickly.

      “Okay, I have Augmentin here. I want you to take it now, but I’m bringing you yogurt. You need to eat a lot of it or you will get a … umm...”

      She understood what he was about to say, and she waved him off. “You mean a yeast infection? Yeah, I’m a girl, I know.” Smiling at his uneasiness, she laid back, bringing the covers over her.

      “You’re right. Anyway, I want you to try to eat as much as you can, and I will see if I can get you something in case you get that sort of infection.”

      “For crying out loud, you are a doctor. It’s yeast; you bake with it.” She paused for a moment and smirked. “Well, hopefully not with that kind of yeast, anyway.”

      The comment made him laugh too, and the next thing they knew, the two of them were both in hysterics on the bed. He reached over, touching her briefly, and for once, she didn’t move away. She stared at him for a moment as he stood. “Thanks for the laugh. I will be back in a second, okay?”

      She just simply replied, “All right.” After he left, she thought about what just conspired between them and wondered why he stirred such emotions in her.

      Her mind wandered to the night when Nolan took her. The drug cocktail wiped a lot of her recent memories away, but it couldn’t erase the horrible fight he and she had.

      Her stomach clutched thinking about it. He showed up out of the blue, which wasn’t abnormal for him. He always seemed to track her down. They were rather close until they weren’t, and that only went on for a couple of hours until he apologized, and Mikayla forgave his most recent physical outburst.

      He’d had a terrible two years, and she took the brunt of his grief. In the end, she was the one to convince him to study physical rehab.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were dating someone?” Ah, shit, he was annoyed.

      “I do have the right to keep things quiet. Anyway, it was new, and I didn’t want anyone getting attached until I became attached.”

      “Bullshit, Mikayla. I need to protect you.” There he went again, pulling that crap on her, but she knew it was his way to control her.

      She learned early on to seek his permission—as he called it—but it was now over. She wouldn’t live this way, not one more second.

      “Control freak, it isn’t always about you. He’s my boyfriend. When I’m ready, he’s going to meet you all. Mom is going to meet him tomorrow.”

      “Mikayla, you are pathetic. You know that?” This was how he got the upper hand with her by putting her down and then saying she wasn’t responsible enough, old enough, pretty enough, or any of the ten other insults he’d used over the years.

      “What is with your obsessive need to control my life? You are acting like a stalker. What is wrong with you?”

      This was where he laid it on thick. “If I don’t protect you, no one will. I love you, Mikayla. And don’t ever make it sound sick or weird or call me a stalker. There will be consequences for that next time.”

      “When will you understand that my life is my life? Stay out of it, you hear,” she said, slamming open the car door. He grabbed her arms, pushing her against the hard steel of her vehicle. His threats had gotten out of hand for months now along with the insults that at one time did offer his control of her life. But it had to stop. After he left, she sat in her car crying. Though he was wrong, he’d always been a staple of her life, but he was a miserable, controlling jackass. She wasn’t sure how to get him to stop. After she wiped away her tears, she decided to head into the library anyway, considering she gave up a night with Ethan to study.

      Soon enough, Nolan was back in the room with warm tea for her throat and yogurt. She took a small bite of the yogurt but stopped in pain. “The coldness hurts my throat.”

      “The antibiotic should work soon, and within a day, pain relievers should help your throat feel better enough to eat.”

      “Nolan,” she started, “I understand what you are saying. I was thinking of him, and it’s not a good relationship. I’ll get help, and I swear I won’t tell the cops anything that will aid in their search for you. Not even your name.”

      “Sweetness, you need this time away. I know it’s forced, but please, try here. It’s not comforting because it was not your choice, but let me take care of you.”

      Her eyes followed his. “You are a nice guy, but let me go. Dump me in a town and I will make it to the closest US embassy.”

      “Six months, Mikayla. Let’s talk about this again in six months, but I want you to be open about him.”

      From the flush of her skin to the sweat pooling on her forehead, her anger was evident. “I’m not going to change my mind.”

      He smiled at her. Why did he have to have such a wonderful smile? He had misguided intentions, but he was still a nice guy. “I can’t promise in six months my offer to let you go without filing charges will still stand,” she said, pouting like a four-year-old. He gave her a thoughtful smile and walked out without another word.
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* * *

      Taylor

      That very night, she opened the door carefully and quietly, trying to tiptoe her way up the stairs only two hours past curfew. As she let one foot loose on the step with that damn creak, she cringed. It didn’t matter because at that instant, her father turned on the light next to his armchair and looked as if he’d been up all night. “Can I help you?” her father asked.

      “Ah, crap,” Taylor stammered. Her obsessive nature in the past two months had bordered on one that her parents couldn’t excuse anymore.

      “Busted!” he said with a little laugh. “Taylor, how stupid do you think we are? We have all tried to sneak in after curfew, and just like you, our parents, who we thought were equally stupid, caught us. But do you know what we found out instead?”

      “What is that, Dad?” She knew her dad was being calm, but this was truly the calm before the storm.

      “With age comes wisdom. Now, sit down here and tell me what could have made you stay out past curfew.”

      “Well, I guess you wouldn’t believe a flat tire?” she said with a grin that when she was younger could talk her way out of most any mess she got herself into. Her father gave her his “don’t toy with me, child” look, and she knew, at this moment, honesty was the only policy that would get her out of the heap of trouble she was in. “Okay, but don’t get mad?”

      “Taylor Michelle Jennings, out with it already.”

      She gave a smile, hoping this would tide him over, but he was not in the mood. She had messed with his sleep, and on a good day, her dad loved his sleep. “I’m convinced that this Miller missing person could be solved if I went back to the scene. I pulled out all the old newspaper clippings in hopes we could find something the police had not.”

      She looked at her dad, and she’d dug herself a hole she’d likely not be able to climb out of for a while. When her dad sat there silently, with his mouth gaped open, she knew she’d shocked even the biggest rebel on the planet.

      After what felt like ten minutes, her dad stood and said, “I hate to say this, kiddo. The stock I had in you not to do anything dangerous or stupid just plummeted. We will discuss your punishment tomorrow.” He turned, and she felt she had avoided the most dreadful words any parent could say to their child. However, that was too quick and too hopeful on her part. Then he eventually said, “I’m very disappointed in you, kiddo. I thought you had more smarts than that.” There, he’d said it, and Taylor’s resolve fell. She was upset with herself, and she hadn’t uncovered any clues. That was the most disheartening part.
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* * *

      Libby

      She was a mother, but now, she was less of one minus a child. Lying on Mikayla’s bed, she surrounded herself with Mikayla’s things. Libby’s lucky number was three, and it always had been. She was one of three sisters. She finished her nursing degree in three years. She dated Adam for three years before they got married. She waited three years to have a baby, and there were three years between each of her kids. She and Adam had lived in three places in their entire life. Now that number didn’t seem so lucky to her.

      Their long-time family dog, Tuck, of ten years had turned on Mikayla when she was only five. He had a bone, and when Mikayla walked past him, he feared she’d take it from him, and he snipped at her. Scared Libby to death and after much debate, Adam called SPCA and they came and took him away. Libby was too fearful to call and inquire about what happened to Tuck, and in her mind, she believed that they found a nice older couple without kids and lots of farmland to keep Tuck. As much as she knew they made the right decision with Tuck, she had to believe that the dog they all loved like a member of their family was running wild on a farm and loving every minute of it. Just like Tuck, she had to believe that Mikayla was happy somewhere, enjoying life on her own terms. In her dreams, she imagined Tuck and Mikayla roaming on a farm together. It was her own fantasy, so in it, Tuck would apologize with words for what he had done to her many years previously. It didn’t matter that Tuck was probably twenty-five years old by now; they were together, both alive and happy. Libby concocted this perfect image, and it was glorious.

      She wondered as she read the nameplate that displayed the meaning of the name Mikayla how different her life would have been if Adam had won out with the name Stella. Would children have treated her differently? She really felt a name was indeed a life-changing event. Just by a name change, people would look at her different. Adam didn’t believe in this. He felt whether Stella or Mikayla, she’d make the same impact in life, and it would be at her control and not merely from a name. Adam fought tooth and nail for the name Jennifer. Libby hated the popularity of it at the time, but they agreed on Jennifer, deciding to call her Jenna. Blake was her maiden name, and there was never any discussion on what they would name a boy, and when Mikayla came along, Libby had a leg up on Adam after agreeing to Jennifer Rebekah, with the middle name used to honor his mother. Mikayla embodied her God-given name. Reading the meaning, she knew they chose right. Mikayla: Gift from God. She had always been one of the best gifts Libby would ever receive.
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      Taylor

      She settled in and watched Emmy and Dexter climb the smaller playground equipment but knew they would be trying to move to the play sets specifically for older kids. She studied Anna with those deep brown eyes and said, “Okay, how long will you last in this buggy of yours?” Anna just laughed at her and grabbed the little baby doll. Soon, it was a game of how many times Taylor would pick up the doll for her.

      A woman positioned herself oddly near Taylor and Anna. Taylor was concerned when she didn’t see any children with the stranger who could have sat anywhere in the park but chose their bench. It always sent red flags up for her when adults were alone in the park but at least, she wasn’t a guy by himself. That’d be more alarming.

      The woman laughed. “My little girl and I would play the same game for hours.”

      She looked at the woman, and she appeared harmless enough. She wore big sunglasses that almost covered her whole face, but the sun was bright today.

      “Your children are here with you?” Taylor asked.

      Again, the woman laughed. “No. I guess it makes me a crazy person to watch other kids play.” Taylor gave her a “yes, sort of” look, but the stranger continued, “Actually, I haven’t been back here in years. Bellingham, to be exact. I drove by this park and remembered the many years my mom brought me here. Glad to see they got better playground equipment.”

      “Oh, you grew up here then? Just coming back for a visit?” Taylor asked, sounding relieved at the innocent reason for this woman’s visit to this park childless.

      “Sort of, I guess. I’ve missed it here.”

      “I guess I could see sitting here, taking in your past,” Taylor admitted.

      The stranger smiled at her and then looked at Anna. “Who do we have here?”

      “This is my niece, Anna. I’m hoping to keep her contained for a while before I have to follow her everywhere. Then those monkeys up there are my son, Dexter, and my niece, Emily.”

      “You are a good aunt to be taking them out, especially when you look like you could pop any day yourself.” The stranger’s eyes looked upon her growing stomach.

      “Yeah, I guess. I still have six weeks left. Dexter wasn’t early, so I assume this little one won’t be either.” She was never a forthcoming individual, so the ease with which she had opened up to this woman surprised her.

      “They are beautiful children. So very special. I bet you adore them.”

      “I do; these are my husband’s sister’s children. I love her children, and she adores Dexter and will spoil Mikayla like crazy.”

      Taylor saw the surprise in the lady’s eyes when she said that name. Then Taylor clarified the name with the stranger again. “You must know a Mikayla? We are spelling it M-I-K-A-Y-L-A, not like Michael with an A at the end. It’s after my husband’s sister who went missing many years ago. Anyway, we are still deciding if we will call her Mikayla or by her middle name of Jane.”

      The stranger raised her eyebrows over her large glasses. “You don’t hear that name very often, and yes, I once knew a Mikayla spelled the same way many years ago. She meant a lot to me, really shaping who I am today. It was just a name from the past. I bet your sister-in-law, no matter where she is, will be honored.”

      “I hope so.” She smiled, her body now relaxing with this stranger. “I’m Taylor, by the way. I never got your name.”

      The stranger noticeably flinched at the idea of sharing her name, and Taylor observed this odd reaction right away. Finally, she said, “I was once a Mikayla myself.” With the odd words, this woman lowered her glasses. It could have been the way she phrased the sentence or the fact she held a faint resemblance to what Taylor would think her sister-in-law would look like twelve years aged and with dark hair. Or maybe it was the connection she’d always sensed with Mikayla, but she knew in a second, she was staring at her lost sister-in-law.

      “What? I don’t understand? You are …?” She couldn’t finish her sentence.

      The woman grabbed her hands and said, “Taylor, listen carefully.” She paused, grabbing something out of her purse. “I need you to get this to your mother-in-law. There are no prints on it, I can guarantee,” Colette said, handing her a letter in a Ziploc bag with her gloves on. “Please give it to her by herself. Don’t tell anyone,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “Do you know what your mom is going through?” The high-pitch timbre of her tone radiated the anger in her voice.

      “Yes, I think I do,” Colette reassured her.

      “No one understands why you left.”

      Colette grabbed Taylor’s hands tenderly then pulled her sunglasses farther down her face, looking straight into her sister-in-law’s eyes. “You, of all people, understand why I left.” Their eyes linked, and they both knew the truth of Colette’s words.

      Pulling a piece of paper and a pen from the diaper bag, Taylor jotted down her own phone number. “Take this.” Looking up, Taylor scanned the playground for her niece and son, and suddenly exclaimed, “Crap, I need to get them. They are too far away from me.” Taylor was up in a flash, running after the crazy toddlers with her stomach shaking, holding Anna. Turning around, she cried to her sister-in-law, “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back.”

      By the time Taylor returned to the bench, her sister-in-law was gone and the letter was tucked neatly into Anna’s diaper bag. What did Mikayla mean by her cryptic message? She wondered, Why would she ask me that? However, there was no hidden meaning to what Mikayla meant, and Taylor knew exactly what her sister-in-law intended.
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* * *

      She hurried back to her in-laws in hopes that the cool air would give her some sort of answer as to what to do next. She sat stunned for five minutes at first after Mikayla left. Thank goodness, no one wanted to kidnap the children in those minutes because they surely could have.

      Her first instinct was to call the police, but Mikayla seemed all right, more than someone would be if she’d been abused. She needed to have a long talk with her mother-in-law but not with the children running all over the place. She formulated a quick plan, knowing right away that Blake wouldn’t like it, but she didn’t give a rat’s drunken ass what he would like at this moment. She knew the wrath of God was waiting for her at home after the way she stuck up for herself this morning.

      Grabbing her phone, she watched Emmy and Dexter to make sure they didn’t dart off the sidewalk like toddlers were known to do and dialed her sister. Alyssa picked up on the first ring. “Alyssa, I need a big favor. Can you watch Dexter and Jenna’s two children? I’m not feeling well, and Libby is not either.”

      As soon as Alyssa eagerly agreed, she called Jenna, who used Alyssa quite often to babysit. Jenna assured Taylor that she loved Alyssa and so did her girls. Even Emmy called Alyssa Auntie like Dexter did. Within five minutes of returning to the Millers’ residence, Alyssa had arrived for three excited children. She gave Alyssa the keys to her minivan and secured the kids in the car, leaving Taylor her beat-up Volvo. “Just take them to my house. Everything you need is there for Anna. What am I going to do when you finish your master’s degree?” she asked, teasing Alyssa that she finally made it five years in the same subject. “But for now, I will take all the help I can get when little MJ gets here. Of course, that is what we are calling her for now.”

      Alyssa sneered, and Taylor knew she was in for Alyssa’s long-winded opinion. Hoping her sister would give her the condensed version, she was tired and had a lot on her mind. Alyssa always had an opinion about her life. “I’m not in the mood for one of your soliloquies,” Taylor stated.

      “I was just going to say isn’t it weird to name your baby after a woman who now everyone is speculating left on her own accord?”

      Alyssa had no idea how weird it really was especially now that Taylor had spoken with her daughter’s name sake. “You know Blake when he gets his mind set on something.”

      “Oh, I know Blake.” Was that all Alyssa had to say?

      Taylor gave her sister a warning look and kissed her. She walked into the house and noticed Libby was still in bed. Her mother-in-law certainly was not doing well because her neatly manicured house was a wreck. “Libby, are you awake?” Taylor called out from the doorway.

      “Yes, honey. I didn’t hear you come in. Where are the kids?”

      “Alyssa took them. I need to talk to you.”

      “Oh, dear, I’m not sure this is the best time.” Libby turned over in bed as her way of telling Taylor she needed to be alone.

      “Libby, it’s about Mikayla.” Those words jolted Libby out of bed in a nanosecond.
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* * *

      Colette

      “Are you okay?” David asked as he put down his keys on the dresser in the hotel they were staying at just twenty minutes on the British Columbia side of the Canadian border. “Are you all right, sweetness?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. I saw my nieces and nephew, and they are beautiful. Dexter looks just like Blake.” At the sound of her brother’s name, she could see her husband’s expression dramatically change, and the vein in his neck pulsed, as it did whenever his name was mentioned. Trying to articulate her feelings concerning three little kids she had never met, she knew she loved them dearly. “And Jenna’s little girls ... Emmy looks just like her dad, and Anna looks just like Jenna.”

      David walked behind her and enveloped her in his arms. “I’m sorry this is so hard for you.”

      She turned her eyes toward him. “I’ve never thanked you for saving me from myself. You’ve given me a life free of fear. You know that, right?”

      Pressing his hands against her cheeks, he sighed. “I justified what I did to you, but it hasn’t given you everything you want.”

      She placed her finger to his lips as her way of saying nonsense. She kissed him, kissed him tenderly, then her need became more urgent. Pulling him down onto her, she grabbed his erection, stroking it until he came. David was easily aroused again, and it took him no time to push himself inside her. They made love like they had for the first time twelve years ago. Every time with David was like the first time, tender and loving, even if it was rough at times. Colette never doubted that she and their kids were the most loved beings in this world. It was due to the way her husband loved unconditionally.

      In the beginning, her attraction was quite evident for him. She never regained her memory fully from the drugs he used to kidnap her, but she felt a connection to him that maybe dealt with his need to save her along with his guilt that he couldn’t help Evangeline. However, in the end, it was more than their attraction that led her to fall deeply in love with him; it was his level of care he took and still took today. She knew in his world, she was his everything, and to be put on a pedestal like that after years of verbal abuse felt like having the keys to a castle handed to her.

      When she shed her old life and became Colette, they lived in a small two-bedroom condo as David worked his first two years at a hospital. There were long hours involved, but she was afraid if she left the apartment, the world would know who she really was. He’d come home and calmed her fears, walking her outside in the hopes he could teach her to blend in to everyday life as Colette Dubroise.

      She remembered the first time she’d burnt dinner; in her mind, she felt he would lunge after her or call her horrible names to demean her, but he grabbed her purse and his wallet along with the keys and said, “I felt like taking my beautiful wife out for dinner anyway.”

      On their way to the restaurant, he grabbed her hand. “You actually did me a favor, you know that, Cole?”

      “How, by destroying one of our best baking pans?” she joked.

      “No, now I will be the envy of every man in the greater Edmonton area. One look at you and they will know I won the lotto on brides.”

      He could always make her feel needed and desired. It carried over to every aspect of their life, and as she made love to him, she knew he certainly made her feel as if he could never live without her. More importantly, she could never live without him.
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* * *

      Libby

      She pulled her legs over and out of bed with the urgency to hear what her daughter-in-law was about to tell her concerning Mikayla. “What? What do you mean?” Did her ears hear what her daughter-in-law just said?

      Taylor approached Libby, sitting next to her on the bed. “Libby, what I’m about to share ... I need to warn you at this point you can’t tell another soul. Maybe Adam and only if you both can agree to keep it to yourself.”

      “Taylor, you are making me nervous.”

      Grabbing a plastic bag from the diaper bag and handing it to her mother-in-law, Taylor began, “Here, Libby.” She offered no explanation as Libby took the bag with the letter in it.

      She didn’t speak and neither did Taylor. She opened the letter and gasped when she saw the signature at the bottom in her daughter’s handwriting. She looked at the typed letter and took in every word as if it were the gospel.

      

      Mom,

      I need you to promise me that you will keep this to yourself. Share it with Dad but no one else. I know I’m asking a lot of Taylor to keep this from Blake, but I have my reasons for reaching out to her. That is between her and me.

      But regarding you and me, I need you to understand I made the decision, but it has nothing to do with you. I needed a new life, and I found it. I want to see you, but I’m fearful you will involve the cops, and I’m telling you right now, I will disappear, and you will never see me again. I need your word now, silently that you will let me leave in peace when I come to find you. But I don’t want to live without you anymore. I want you to be a part of my life. It may not be in the way we envisioned, but we can make it work. I’m not being held against my will. I love my life, and the family I have. Please come to Vancouver B.C. tomorrow to Queen Elizabeth Park; specifically, the dog park, at three.

      I’m sorry if this upsets you. Mom, I love you very much. My only regret to the decision I made many years ago was that it would hurt all of you.

      Mikayla

      

      She needed answers, and she had many questions. “Taylor, where did you get this?”

      Libby recognized how apprehensive Taylor was to share all the details with her. Not able to keep eye contact with her mother-in-law, Taylor finally spoke, “Mikayla came to me. She sat next to Anna and myself at the park with the kids.”

      “Mikayla is here in Bellingham?” she asked, grabbing the telephone.

      “I doubt she is anymore. I didn’t have a chance to say good-bye to her. She left when Emmy and Dexter were wandering off too far from me, and I went to get them. When I got back, the letter was in the diaper bag.”

      “I need to call Fallon.”

      Grabbing the phone from her hands, she said, “No, Libby, let’s think about this. She wants to see you. Do you want to risk this?”

      Her ability to think straight was just as impossible as trying to get her hands to stop shaking. “Did you know it was her?”

      “Only after we started talking about names for the baby, and I told her we were naming her Mikayla. She took her large sunglasses off, and she said at one time in her life that was her name. She looked different than the face you all had aged for her missing person pictures.”

      “Different?”

      “Like she had some work done to alter her face a little, and her hair was dark, not the blond she had when she was younger. It was almost auburn. Once I could concentrate, I could tell it was her.”

      Libby still couldn’t get over Taylor’s news. She didn’t want to believe her daughter would willingly leave. There had to be more to the story, and she wasn’t sure if Adam would keep this a secret.

      She remembered when Mikayla was a young girl, she’d run up to her and squish Libby’s cheeks and tell her, “Mommy, when I’m older, I’m going to live next door to you. Mr. Cheswick will just have to sell his house to me.” Now, Mr. Cheswick had long passed away, and Mikayla wasn’t living next door to her. She willingly left Libby to grieve the loss of her, not knowing if she was dead or alive all these years. What had Libby done to Mikayla to warrant such behavior?

      “Taylor, what did she mean she had her own reasons for reaching out to you?”

      “I honestly don’t know, Libby,” she said quite confidently, almost too confidently for Taylor’s personality.

      “Did she say anything else?” Taylor stood quietly, replaying the conversation in her mind. “I asked her if she knew what you were going through.” Taylor paused. “Um, there is more, Libby. As you suspected from the second letter, I’m sure she has children, at least one.” Libby felt she would crumple at that news. Never had she imagined her daughter would be living happy and healthy, and in her mind, because of this, she never thought children were a possibility until just recently.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When she approached me, it freaked me out that she had no kids on the playground. She told me she grew up close to the park and that her mom took her there all the time.”

      “I did,” she confirmed.

      “Anyway, Anna was playing her favorite game of dropping her toy on the ground, and when I would give it back to her, she’d do it again. When she approached, she said her children did the same thing when they were younger. She watched the kids intently, like she knew them, and now I know why. It was the first time she saw her nieces and nephew.”

      The world was pressing in on Libby at the weight of the news. “But why you?”

      “I assume she knew you would pick up on her right away, her voice, at least,” Taylor explained. “Are you going to tell Adam?”

      “I’m not sure. What about Blake? You can’t keep this secret from him; it’s not right of her to ask you.”

      “For now, I’m going to, in hopes that you get your questions answered. I can be quite good at keeping secrets,” Taylor replied. Libby held Taylor’s hand, not thinking those words had a hidden message.
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      Mikayla

      Nolan might be psychotic in Mikayla’s mind, but he was a hell of a doctor. Really, his bedside manners were impeccable. His care for her and loving nature were always present even as she cursed him most of the time. He never hid his infatuation, so why start now?

      After a couple of days on the medicine, her throat didn’t feel like it was on fire every time she swallowed. Nolan gave her time alone, not pushing his agenda of a new Mikayla with a new name. During the time she’d been in her room, she realized she didn’t want a reprieve from Nolan. Yet she couldn’t let him know this.

      On the second day, when the fever was at its worst, he sat near her body with a wastebasket, making sure she had a place to puke without having to leave the bed. To get the fever down, he kept a lukewarm washcloth against her forehead. When she’d complained it was too hot, his doctor mumbo-jumbo only infuriated her, but he remained by her side, regardless.

      In the hours he let her be, Mikayla felt as if she were looking in on her own life from a waking position, not fully understanding her desire to forgive this man from yanking her from her home. Certainly, these feelings too were as misguided as his intentions to help, yet in the past two to three days, she’d waited for him to unlock the door, then called for him. She must be both delirious and just plain lonely, though she did mean what she said. She’d go back home if he released her now and never mention his name.

      On the fourth morning of her sickness, the latch unlocked, and she called out his name as she had the past few mornings. When Nolan smiled at her, it was right then that something inside her caught in her throat. How could she like a man who smiled so damn much? He was like the Joker off Batman with the wide smile, though he didn’t look as creepy as Jack Nicholson. She could never deny that he was downright hot. And maybe the death of Evangeline could cause someone to lunacy. However, he didn’t seem like a lunatic.

      “Morning, sweetness. How is my favorite patient this morning?” His deep brown eyes a stark contrast to his light blond hair, but that seemed to fit Nolan too. His whole demeanor and temperament, a doctor kidnapping a girl, was also in constant battle. So the dark features of his eyes and the lightness of his hair were just Nolan.

      “I’m better, amazingly better, just like you told me I would be.”

      “Good, let me look in your mouth,” he ordered as she opened wide. “Still pretty chalky in there but it looks better. How about some of that yogurt?” He leaned over, and when the bottom of his shirt lifted more than it normally did, she saw an outline of something on his side, wrapping around to his back.

      “I can try,” she replied to his comment but then lifted the shirt a bit more, looking at his back. “Well, Dr. Nolan, you keep surprising me.” Her voice betrayed her with the tone, and if she had to guess, it sounded like she was flirting, but surely, she’d not stooped this low.

      “If you want me to take my shirt off, all you have to do is ask,” he teased, echoing Mikayla’s same flirtatious tone. Her cheeks immediately reddened, but he continued, “It’s just a tattoo. I have a couple.”

      “Tattoos, really? You are not cut from the same cloth as most doctors.”

      “Never claimed to be,” he said, almost a little too stern but returned a smile.

      Mikayla’s eyes roamed over the tribal tattoo that sat a couple inches above his belt line on his back but was afraid to ask about it. She wasn’t sure her heart could take it if he were to reveal more to her. Before he walked out, she called after him. “Hey, has anyone told you that you smile way too much?”

      “No, but I’ve been told it’s hot.” In his statement, she had to agree.
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* * *

      “You seem better,” Nolan said with a little bit of a frown on his face when she entered the small but intimate old farm kitchen the next day.

      “Yeah, what is wrong with you, and where is that annoying smile of yours?”

      He turned away and huffed a bit in frustration. “Even the happiest of people have a bad day from time to time.”

      His candor amused her. “Oh, good to know Dr. Freaking Seuss is having a bad day.”

      “Glad I can be your entertainment, Mikayla. I’m surely your punching bag.” Then he slammed down her eggs and coffee in front of her.

      “I didn’t ask to be kidnapped against my will and dumped here by a psycho doctor.” She looked at her plate and snorted. “And where is my bacon?”

      “We ran out, princess. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to take a break from you for a second in the den.” She knew he wouldn’t go far. He always had a line of sight on her in the main part of the house when she was not in her room.

      “If you are that tired of me, you can just take me home,” she called over the half wall that led to the den.

      “Yeah, you are a pain in the fucking ass at times. I wish I could. Believe me. You aren’t grateful for what I’m trying to do. Do you not get that he may kill you? Do you want to be a victim your whole life? You sure like acting like a spoiled bitch,” he said. Changing directions, he slammed the door to the back deck, keeping her in his line of sight.

      She took her coffee mug and threw it at the back door, shattering it in hundreds of pieces. She sat there with her head in her hands, sobbing. Being away from the abuse gave her clarity.

      With the loud crash, he hurried back inside. Ignoring the mess, he studied her. She had been quite comfortable in the toasty warm house with tight yoga pants and a snug sweater, since her wardrobe consisted of clothes he’d bring her from time to time. His eyes stopped on her chest, with the low-cut V-neck sweater accenting her perky breasts. Raising his eyes a touch, he grabbed the trashcan, giving it to her. “Do you feel better? Did that release all the built-up sexual frustration we both have toward one another?”

      She raised her hand as she stood, and he caught it, bringing her close to his body. “I can teach you how to put those hands to better use,” he whispered into her ear. “I mean, I’m a very good teacher.” Leaning back, he only smiled when he released her. “But for now, since you want to act like a fucking four-year-old slinging shit all over, then go ahead and clean up this mess.” He spun her around, and before she knew it, he was gone, leaving her breathless.
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* * *

      After a very quiet dinner where Mikayla and Nolan barely spoke, she’d found a blanket and snuggled up on the couch in the den. With her knees tucked close to her chest, she stared at the snow that seemed as if it would cover the earth for the entire year. In her own world, she was dozing off here and there, as she’d still been recovering from her illness. Hearing a loud clank on the ottoman, she yanked her head back and saw he’d thrown a deck of cards on it. “What the hell, Nolan? After your little tantrum, I need a break from you.”

      “We’ve had a break all day, sweetness, and I want to play a game.” His hot and cold personality was more than she’d be able to take in the upcoming months.

      “By all means, Nolan wants to play a game, so let me hop up right now and be at your fucking beck and call! Do you always get your way?” Mikayla had shed the blanket and was standing toe-to-toe with Nolan.

      Grabbing the cards and placing them in her hands, he replied, “You’re here, I took what I wanted, so you answer that question.” Nolan tipped her chin back a little harsh, the tips of his lips formed into that arrogant smile she wanted to slap off of him. His words and actions caused her stomach to clench in a pre-orgasm kind of way. He pulled away harshly then sat down across from Mikayla as she started to shuffle. “Wow, you are really good at that; you could be a Las Vegas dealer.”

      Flipping him off, as he was obviously teasing at all the cards that were being tossed by her butterfingers, she gave him the deck to cut.  “What are we playing, asshole?” She always insulted him whenever the emotions he stirred in her were winning against her hatred.

      “War but it’s modified a bit. For each win, the winner asks the loser a question they have to answer.”

      Mikayla raised her brow. “Anything?”

      “Within reason, my little sweetness. But no questions I ask are off-limits to you.”

      She was tempted to toss her water at him as she spat, “You really are a dick.”

      Setting the deck down and giving her half of it, he replied, “Yes, sometimes, but most of the time, I’m gentle and sweet, and I can do things to you if you’d only allow me.”

      Her body betrayed her, and she sensed her nipples harden against the flimsy bra she wore. Nolan was obvious in that he saw the change in her body and winked her way.

      Placing down her card, Mikayla watched as he set his down and then she said, “I win.” Tapping her finger against her chin, she teased him, “Um … what to ask you—I know! Is Nolan your real name?”

      “No.”

      “Are you going to tell me your real name?”

      With his lips turned up, he winked and replied, “This will be a free answer, and that’s a no.”

      With the next set of cards, she set down a six, and he set down a seven. “My turn, sweetness. Hmm, are you a virgin?”

      Quickly, she responded, “No.”

      Next turn, she set down a two, and he set down a nine. “I win again. How many men have you slept with?”

      “Two.” Before he could respond, she placed down a five, and he placed a queen.

      “Fuck!” Mikayla exclaimed.

      “Only if you are lucky!” Before she could reply, he took a swig of his beer, and it was odd to see him drinking. He never had, not since they’d been here together. “How easy is it to make you come, I mean, the idea of you having an orgasm is well, I don’t have the words?” A moan escaped from his mouth and in this sound, her panties became a wet mess.

      She laughed. “I’m not answering that, and are you drunk?”

      “Nope, just one beer, that’s it. And you have to answer the question.”

      “Let’s just say, my partner works hard but also gets rewarded.” She had planned to elicit as much pain as she could with him; if he was going to give it, she’d give it back as painfully. Mikayla put down a king, and Nolan put down a ten. “Finally. Now, how did you come upon me that night when you kidnapped me?”

      “Would you believe fate?” Nolan asked, and with a shake of Mikayla’s head, he continued, “It’s pretty much the truth.” His tone was low and controlled. “I was coming back from Seattle where I had met my brother for our annual celebration of Mom and Dad’s life. It was their wedding anniversary, and my brother and I spend it together.” Her accelerated heart beat had to be evident by what he’d disclosed. With a gentle finger, he touched her lips, and his gaze lingered on Mikayla, magnifying his tenderness for her as he continued. Moving the touch of his hand down her arm, he continued, “My brother was in Seattle on business, and I always enjoyed the drive. I happened off the highway and got a bit turned around. I was tired, and as much as I am not a coffee drinker, I needed it to stay awake. When I came across a place, I heard shouting and followed it until I saw the exchange between you two, and you know the rest.” His revelation brought a little bit more of the puzzle she was trying to piece together bit by bit to understand the man sitting in front of her better.

      Unable to say anything, her mind stalled. Was it fate, as he’d claimed? Breaking his touch when she leaned back, she simply continued the game. Pulling a five when he flipped over a four, she was all smiles. “How are you a doctor yet you can be here for six months?”

      “Long story short, my parents left us a nest egg and when I saw you for the first time, knowing you needed help, I was in between positions. I realized then that I’d be using it on helping you.” Again, his hand tried to connect with her but this time, she didn’t pull her arm away.

      Lacking the words that could express herself, she only stared at him. His revelation knocked the air out of her; she wasn’t sure how to proceed. “It’s okay, sweetness, I told you I cared for you.”

      Again, she took a card, still unable to speak. Having the highest card again, she continued with her own questions. “How many women have you been with?” she asked without flinching.

      He leaned forward, and she could smell the beer on his breath. “Ten.”

      “Really? You are a male whore then?”

      “Hardly. I’m eight years older than you. I loved two women, and then the others were just hookups.”

      She didn’t stop with the questions. “How many of those did you kidnap?”

      Nolan grabbed her wrists, bringing her focus to his eyes as his lips turned to the cocky smirk that made her insides melt. “One question at a time, my little sweetness.”

      “I’m not yours, Nolan.”

      “I think you want to be, though.” He brought his body close to Mikayla. “This is not a fuck to me, sweetness. I care for you, and if I had to guess, I’d say you are wet and want me to push my large cock inside you.” Tipping her chin to watch her eyes darting away from his gaze, he continued, “And that was not a question.”

      Throwing the cards at him, she stood. “We are done. I’m going to bed.”

      “Want company?”

      Leaving him without the answer, she went to her room because she felt as if her whole body would succumb to him if she stayed near him. She couldn’t figure him out; he was the sweetest gentleman at times, but then he was a crude sexual predator at other times. Mikayla wanted both men, both the sweet and crude man who lived in Nolan. “What am I doing?” she asked, envisioning what it would be like for Nolan to stake his claim on her.
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* * *

      Taylor

      Taylor shared a love-hate relationship with Alyssa. She loved her, but there was not one person in this world she wanted to strangle more than her little sister at this point. “Alyssa, we’ve got to go.”

      Alyssa, the forever free spirit, jumped in Taylor’s Honda Accord and adjusted her seat. “You are such a freak of nature, Taylor. You can’t even be on time for things; we have to be thirty minutes early. You watch the news as if you are running for the next election.”

      She understood the distinctions that made her unique among her peers. “Hey, that reminds me, Dad said you took the morning paper. Did Garfield run a double feature today?” Taylor joked at her sister’s shallowness.

      Alyssa looked out the window, ignoring her sister’s snide comment. “Alyssa, why did you take it?” She knew her look that screamed she was hiding something from her. “Alyssa,” she said with a little more force.

      “I thought one day away from the paper might do you some good.” After her binge a couple of nights ago and the fact that Taylor was in trouble for the first time in her life, Alyssa had been acting almost protective around her older sister.

      “What did you see I needed to avoid?” Taylor asked. Her voice was a bit more pleasant, understanding her mom’s old adage of You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.

      “They now are speculating the Miller girl either went voluntarily or she was murdered. Neither sits well with her folks, as you can imagine.”

      “I guess not, but you didn’t have to hide that from me.”

      Alyssa touched her sister’s hand and by both their responses, the tenderness shocked both Alyssa and Taylor. “Yes, I did. Your level of obsession has doubled over the past two months. I don’t understand why this case, concerning a stranger, is so important.”

      Taylor sat silent, unwilling to justify something she couldn’t quite explain herself.
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* * *

      Libby

      She had begun helping with her neighbor’s little girl twice a week. The idea of taking care of another baby would normally have Libby giddy with excitement, though the reason for the need was sad. When Mark’s wife went in for the birth of her first baby, no one predicted that she’d die during labor. It left Mark Norman wounded beyond words. Yet he still had a little one to take care of. Delaney Norman was now a chubby eight-month-old who needed the love of a mom, even if it wasn’t her own.

      When Libby met the other Mrs. Norman, Mark’s mother, while checking the mail one day with little Delaney, she was surprised when she asked if she would be willing to nanny two times a week. Mark’s mom only watched the baby one day a week, and the other grandma could watch Delaney twice, but it left a lag in her care, and no one wanted little Delaney in a daycare. The older Mrs. Norman had no idea of the tragedy in Libby’s life.

      Later that night, Mark Norman came over and apologized for his mother’s careless words. “You know, Mark, I was giving it some thought. Let me think it over a bit longer, but I may just need to have something to occupy my time and your sweet little girl would be perfect.”

      He was appreciative and said he would wait two weeks before advertising for a nanny.

      After a couple of days and countless talks with Adam, she concluded she could keep Delaney two days a week. Adam had said, “I’m surprised he’d still want you to watch the little girl.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “It’s just that I’m not sure I would want a woman who’s had such sadness in her life watching our kids, if that was Jenna or Blake.” He didn’t say Mikayla as if she no longer was part of the family, or maybe it was too painful.

      “It may just be the reason he wants me. Maybe two people who have experienced so much pain would do well for one another.”
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* * *

      In the absence of Mikayla, Libby tried to come up with ways to just shut off her brain. Everything in the house reminded her of the little piece of her heart that was now missing, and she often wondered how it could still beat. She’d pass that dent in the wall, the one she always pestered Adam about, yet now, she was glad it was there. When Mikayla was just thirteen, she’d tossed Jenna’s curling iron at her one day when Jenna complained Mikayla always used her stuff without permission. Mikayla wasn’t being mean, just giving it to her, but had forgotten the curler was hot. The second Jenna grabbed it, she screamed, causing a high-pitch sound that only dogs could hear. It slammed against the wall, and the dent was still obvious. Small memories like this made life almost bearable even though it tore her heart apart at the same time.

      She’d walk past the pink and purple of Mikayla’s room daily, and whereas Adam felt the door needed to remain shut, she decided she needed that reminder of all the times she’d walk past her room and hear *NSYNC and Britney Spears blaring from her speakers.

      Her closet still boasted many clothes that she couldn’t take to the dorm with her along with the many shoes that were still in their respective boxes. She spoiled Mikayla, that much she was aware of, but she loved the idea that she was able to. What she wouldn’t give to take her out on a shopping spree right now.

      These were those little bits that made up her daughter. Sometimes, it hurt like hell, and other times, it was a comfort within the storm she was barely surviving.
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      Libby

      Libby gave Fallon a cup of coffee and sat down politely without much other conversation. After twelve years of knowing one another, Fallon knew something was wrong and finally leaned over toward Libby and said, “What is going on? I know you well enough and you get all busy around me when something is on your mind.”

      “I have a hypothetical question for you. But remember, it’s merely hypothetical,” she said, emphasizing this point.

      “Oh, this must be good.” Fallon smirked. Fallon was an odd duck, and Libby often wondered why she became a cop. First, Fallon was one of the shortest women she’d ever met. If she stood five-foot, it would have surprised her. Fallon’s orange hair gave her away; certainly, she could never go undercover with that mop. But more than anything, she didn’t hold back her tongue.

      “What would happen to Mikayla if we found out this whole time she had left of her own accord?” In her question, her body jerked. Lying didn’t come naturally to Libby.

      “First off, you can’t kid a kidder, Libby. I don’t for one second believe this is a hypothetical question, but I can play along.” She took a deep breath and exhaled, choosing her next words carefully, which surprised Libby. It was certainly not the way Fallon operated. It was always shoot first, ask questions later, but she was being reserved today, so Libby could relax more.

      Fallon continued, “I guess if there was no foul play, she’d be free to live her life under her assumed identity. But I can say that the Canadian authorities would probably like to know how her identity was assumed because it couldn’t have been through legal channels. And without being a Canadian citizen, that would be an issue too, unless she’s married to a Canadian who was not aware of her identity. I’m still convinced she’s in Canada, so these assumptions are based on that theory.”

      She didn’t say a word and hoped Fallon would cover more of the subject matter so she didn’t have to ask specific questions.

      “But if you were convinced foul play was involved, at least, at first, there would be no way to corroborate if she wasn’t willing to tell us the truth,” Fallon said. Libby knew this was all she’d get out of her without revealing more information, but it stumped Libby.

      Confused, she clarified, “What does that mean?”

      “It means that if she was taken and then decided to go along with her kidnapper, she’d be loyal to that person and wouldn’t willingly implicate him or her.”

      Libby’s demeanor fell. “Oh, I see.”

      Fallon looked her square in the face. “Is there something you’re not telling me, Libby?”

      “No, not at all. As I said, these questions are hypothetical.”

      “I don’t believe you for one second. I’ll tell you this, though, Libby, all I’ve ever wanted to do is get your daughter back to you, and if I have to look the other way to get it done, I will.”

      Fallon smiled, and her words were as loyal as Fallon’s character. Knowing she had Fallon in her corner made Libby feel as if she could one day reunite with her daughter, regardless.
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* * *

      All afternoon, she debated the merits of telling Adam about Mikayla’s contact with Taylor. It boiled down to one major point; if the roles were reversed, she’d never forgive Adam for keeping this from her. And so the second he walked in the door, she handed him the letter. He sat on the couch and was so quiet a pin drop could be heard.

      “So?” Libby asked.

      “I guess we know she left us all those years ago willingly,” Adam said, putting down the paper and removing his reading glasses.

      “I don’t think it’s so cut and dry and neither does Fallon.”

      His eyes tightened in front of her. “You told Fallon?”

      “No, not specifically. I asked what would happen to Mikayla if they found out she had left willingly. I shared nothing with her, but she isn’t dumb. I guess I needed to make sure Mikayla was clear of charges regardless of what we decided. But she told me she always believed that she was taken forcefully and convinced to stay, eventually choosing her captor over us.”

      He stood and walked to the kitchen, grabbing a beer. Saying very little, finally, he touched her hand. “Lib, honey, we need to accept facts here. She’s not the kid we raised. I’m not sure I can go through this again. If we go down this path, we may not survive this time. Mikayla is alive, and for now, that is enough for me.”

      “She’s our kid, Adam. She will always be our kid.”

      He took a long hard swig of his beer. “So we go up to Canada then hope she contacts us?”

      “Yes, of course, we do. She’s our daughter. We would do the same for Blake or Jenna.”

      He stood to walk outside and then stopped. “Why Taylor? Out of all of us—Blake, Jenna, myself, or you, why did Mikayla choose her?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think Taylor knows herself.”

      He stopped. “I bet you she does.” He looked back at her. “I love you, Lib, very much, but I need some space. Let me think on this for a while.”

      She hadn’t seen pain in his eyes like that since the month Mikayla went missing. It was a hard pill to swallow. Now, they knew in Mikayla’s own words that she stayed away willingly for a life with someone outside of her family, and with that choice, it intensified the hurt.
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* * *

      Taylor

      She cursed silently as she parked in front of her house in Alyssa’s beat-up Volvo to find Blake’s BMW in the driveway. As she opened the door, Alyssa signaled to her that Anna was sleeping in her arms, and Emmy and Dexter were quietly watching Thomas the Tank Engine. Great, Taylor thought, Blake was aware of all her many offenses today. From defying him in the kitchen at his parents’ to having Alyssa watch not just Dexter but Jenna’s kids too. Now, Dexter was watching more television.

      Before Taylor could get out a hello, Alyssa said, “Your hubby is pissed.” And under her breath, she could hear her sister say, “What an asswipe.”

      She didn’t have a chance to respond before Blake’s voice blared through the house, beckoning her to their room. “Hey, honey.” She tried to sound upbeat. “I got pretty ill today, and that is why I called Alyssa. Jenna was fine with it. You know she watches Anna, Emmy, and Trent all the time.”

      His eyes were Taylor’s only warning that he was about to become unhinged. It was preceded by an arrogant strut, and his clenched jaw told Taylor she was in his wake. Trying to control her breathing, she stood still, waiting for his storm to pass. “Why the hell didn’t you call me?”

      She had to answer him, or the storm would quickly turn into a category five hurricane. “Because, Blake, you have said repeatedly this is a very busy time for you. Alyssa loves being with Dexter, and she adores your nieces too. I’d never let anyone I didn’t trust watch not just our son, but someone else’s kids, and I checked with Jenna.” She sighed. “I think her exact words were, ‘take your pregnant ass and get some well-needed rest. I know my girls are in good hands.’ She’s aware of how bad I feel now. It would be nice if you were.” With his irises darkening through his eyes, this was one of the many indications she pressed too hard.

      “Don’t tell me what to feel. I know you are exhausted. I don’t like your sister around our son.”

      Ignoring his comments, her reply was, “Now I’m going to spend time with our son,” Taylor announced.

      Before she could go, he grabbed her hand. “I’ve not dismissed you yet.”

      “What the hell am I? An indentured servant? Let go of me.” She whipped her arm away from him and walked out of the room. She motioned Alyssa to the door with Anna in her hands and scooped up Emmy and Dexter before Blake knew they had left.

      Outside, Alyssa refrained from any remarks about her sister’s husband. Taylor loaded the kids into the car and headed to Libby and Adam’s house, where she’d tell them Blake wanted her to stay another night to keep an eye on Libby.

      On her way to her in-laws, Blake was blowing her phone up with texts, phone calls, and voice mails. She was emotionally and physically exhausted and needed a night away from her demanding husband. She finally picked up the phone. “Blake.”

      “Get the hell back home.”

      “I’m staying with your mom again. She needs me. I want a break from you. I love you, but you treat me as your property, and for some reason, I’ve never put my foot down.”

      “This is not a fucking democracy, Taylor. Bring my son home or I will have you charged with kidnapping.”

      “Oh, for heaven's sake, Blake, you know where I’m taking him. He’s going to be with your mom, but by all means, come and get him, if you would like. That would certainly give me a good night’s sleep.”

      He hung up without a word. She looked in her rearview mirror at the boy she adored, and she realized he too would have a wife one day. She only hoped he would treat her differently, with the respect she deserved.

      “Dex, Emmy, my sweethearts, would you like McDonald’s for dinner?” She figured if she was going to disobey Blake, she might as well go all out and get her son some fast food. Jenna would be happy to have Emmy fed, regardless.

      The two older kids who could have fast food squealed in the backseat. “Yes, yes!” Their happiness made her elated, if just for a moment.
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* * *

      Colette

      Sleep didn’t come easily for her or David that night. After squirming around for hours on the hotel bed, she sat up and turned on the lamp on the nightstand. “David, honey?”

      He was at the desk with a small book lamp, journaling in his notebook. It was a habit he began after they started their lives as Colette and David. “You couldn’t sleep either, Cole?” he asked.

      “No. What are we doing here? We should be home with the kids. I’m not even going to approach my mom if she comes to the park tomorrow. We are just scouting, and who knows if she even has a passport. It slipped my mind yesterday before Taylor took off to rescue the kids. And I knew I needed to get out of there, right then.”

      Putting down his journal and locking it as if it were a little girl’s secret diary, he approached his wife and sat next to her. “Cole, I know you feel conflicted about this, to say the least, but you made this commitment, honey, and we are going to see it through.”

      She laid on his body, feeling the whole length of his slender build comfort her. “Tell me about your nieces and nephew. We have all night. It seems sleep is going to evade us, so let’s sit up and talk like the old days. Remember when we used to do that?” He gave her a wry smile. “Though we found other ways to occupy one another during the night.” He raised his eyebrows and looked at her intimately.

      “Ah, that is what it always comes back to,” she teased. “Is sex all you think about twenty-four hours a day?”

      “No, I do have to sleep, you know,” he teased, leaning down to kiss her forehead. “Seriously, though, remember how much fun we had just talking all night long to the point we kept the same hours as the owls.”

      “I remember. Of course, they are the fondest memories of us before we became us,” she replied, caressing her thumb across David’s cheek. “I never regret you, David.”

      Slipping his hands up her pajama top, he massaged her nipples while a moan escaped Colette’s mouth. “I’ll never regret anything of you.” Finding the waistline of her bottoms gave him easy access to her pussy, and he found her core instantly while she lay back and shocks of excitement ran through her. She never tired of the touch from this man who knew her so well that in the first three hours of their relationship, he understood she needed protection.

      “You are mine, Colette, forever.”

      One last swipe of her clit with the pad of his thumb caused an explosion of sorts to shoot through her body. “I belong to you. I’ve always belonged to you.”

      While he settled her close to his heart, smoothing over her auburn hair, she reflected on the day. As a rule of thumb, they never discussed Colette’s past life.  Occasionally, she’d admit to missing her mom or sister or dad, but it was very vague, and names were never mentioned. David knew very few stories of her past except for the ones she had shared that winter on the farm. But in the hotel, the rule was put on hiatus.

      “I always appreciated you giving me so much liberty with the kids’ names. I’d hoped by hearing both mom’s first and Jenna’s middle names every day, their spirit would be kept alive in our little drama queen.”

      “What about Liam? Where did that come from?”

      “I just liked it, but Robert is my dad’s middle name.”

      “Why don’t you tell me about Dexter?”

      She smiled, hesitantly at first. “I think I would have been good friends with Taylor in a different life. She looked broken, and I barely know her. It’s apparent her world revolves around her little boy. He has the same wacky curls his dad had growing up. Whereas Jenna and I had this straight, wispy almost white hair, Blake had this curly beautiful hair. Everyone thought he was a girl until he looked like a boy. Now, Dexter has his mom’s light color but Blake’s brown hair and eyes. He will be a handsome little guy, I’m sure.” David’s hands were instantly balled into fists at the sound of Colette’s brother’s name.

      “How did your parents miss his abuse?” David’s hand now moved to her back, attempting to relieve the tension caused by the day’s events.

      “I often wondered that, and there are two possibilities, quite honestly, and I think there is truth to both of them. First off, they just didn’t want to see, and second, he hid it well. I bet you Taylor had no clue until after they were married.”

      “I could literally kill him for the hurt he caused you.”

      Those words didn’t surprise Colette, but she turned to him slowly and said, “Please promise me that you won’t. I can’t handle one more loved one being taken from me because of him.”

      He took her by the chin, looking deeply into her green eyes, and said, “I promise you, honey. He’ll never hurt you again.”

      She fell asleep in his arms, thanking God for his intervention so long ago. Drifting asleep, she realized she just wasn’t strong enough to go home and face her mom, knowing the truth of her son would break her beyond repair. It was better this way for her mom to think Blake was still perfect in her eyes, or at least she thought so—until she saw the brokenness in the eyes of a woman she barely knew. Unbeknownst to Colette, there was the strong connection she couldn’t quite explain when it came to Taylor.

      Waking an hour later, safe in her husband’s arms, she found his side soaked with her tears. Instantly, as if he sensed it, David sat up, watching the state of his wife.

      Before he could say anything, she began, “You walked me through my life when we were just two lost souls on the farm. You are still walking me through it. At every turn, you are there for me and have never let me go.”

      “I won’t ever let you go. You are my addiction,” he said, trying not to sound cheesy but sincere in his words. “Cole, you are you; it doesn’t matter if your name starts with a C or an M. You will always just be you, my best friend and the mother of our children. Regardless what happens, we can be us, like this, whenever you want. I want you any way I can have you.”

      His endless love for her never ceased to amaze her and catch her off guard. He hated the way her brother had permanently changed her whole character and personality. It used to be something he said often, but it waned through the years as her personality and character soared with each year she was away from the abuse. But in his eyes, she knew that was what he was thinking.

      “I love you too.” They drifted to sleep, readying themselves for whatever the next day had in store for them.
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          Month two in captivity

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      She tried to tell herself she didn’t like any place on the farm, but she’d be lying. The front porch looking out onto the snow-covered pastures was her sanctuary, and it almost made her life seem normal when she was sitting there taking in the beauty of the view. Sitting on a rocking chair with a couple of blankets, she sensed Nolan’s eyes on her as he quietly stepped out on the porch. “I knew if you weren’t in your room, you’d be here,” he said, handing her a cup of coffee as he sipped his tea. She was as frigid to his words as the outside temperature. “Mikayla, I’m only trying to protect you.”

      “Do you know what day it is? How long have I been here?” she asked, her eyes protruding while cracking her knuckles. In the anger that plagued her body in this moment, she also was glad for the comfort of his company. Her Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde transformation with Nolan left her dazed. Mad was not a word she felt looking at him, but then longing for his touch, like he’d given her when she was sick, was another emotion that captured her quite often. She wasn’t sure who the anger was directed towards, Nolan or herself. In the past couple of days, she could see the more endearing side of the man who claimed his only goal in life was to keep her safe. That in itself confused the fuck out of her.

      He turned around at the anger in her voice. “It has been two months, Mikayla,” he disclosed in a monotone pitch.

      “Two months. Come on, please, Nolan, I can’t tell you how worried my parents are. Please, let me go.”

      “I told you we would discuss this at the six-month mark, Mikayla. I’ve not changed my mind.”

      “Why are you pissed at me?” she asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know. You are not easy to live with at times.”

      She laughed at him in a non-humorous way. “Really?”

      “I don’t want to talk right now. I’m going to the living room to watch The Goonies; you can join me, or you can retreat to your room. The choice is yours.”

      She’d always been the object of his affection from the day he had brought her to his farm, and though she told him daily that she’d never reciprocate those feelings, she had grown accustomed to his overprotectiveness.
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* * *

      She went to her room during the movie. Picking up the first Harry Potter book in the series, she’d just read where the sorting hat picked Draco Malfoy for Slytherin when she heard a small tap on her door.

      “Come in!” she yelled out.

      He stood at the door, watching her try to ignore him as she continued to read. “Are you a big reader?” he asked and then chuckled a bit. “I mean, you threw a book at me both times I saw you read, so you may understand why I’m a bit cautious when you have a book in your hand.”

      “Yeah, well, these books are not about men killing girls, so I’m better off with this selection. And no, I’m not too big of a reader, but what else do I have to do here but kill time.” She looked up and then said, “No pun intended.”

      “I think you will like these books. You will find that I have five. The newest one isn’t set to release until later this year. I enjoyed them and can’t wait for the next one, which I hear won’t be the last. But then again, I’m a voracious reader.” He stood at the door with his hands tucked in his pockets and just a touch of his blond hair shielding his dark eyes. He needed a haircut, but who was she to mention grooming when he was keeping her against her will.

      “Yeah, well, I will see how well they keep my attention,” she replied, already wanting to see if Harry Potter ended up with the spoiled Malfoy. She never wanted to give him the satisfaction of knowing her even though he was starting to.

      “You missed a good movie,” he added.

      “Yeah, it had to have been good; I’ve only seen it fifty times. They save their parents’ house, a new catch slogan is made for baby Ruth, and Bran gets the girl.”

      He smiled at her again; a smile he had that screamed his affection when he didn’t have to say a word. “You know The Goonies pretty well.” A deep chuckle escaped his lips, and she didn’t miss the way his entire face lit up, looking at her over her dry humor. “Listen, Mikayla, you drive me crazy. I know that isn’t an excuse, but you do.”

      “I drive you crazy?” she asked, rage coursing through her veins.

      “You drive me crazy because I care for you,” he said, pulling his hair out of his eyes with a quick flick of his hands through his thick blond hair. He could play the victim well, but he looked injured at her callous words.

      “Remember, I didn’t choose this, Nolan.”

      “Yes, I can’t forget because you won’t ever let me,” he said, shutting the door quietly behind him.
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* * *

      She needed to fight with him because she required a high tension to squash any real feelings she was experiencing from the kindness of his actions; the ones she couldn’t reconcile with the man who’d drugged and kidnapped her. If she could just continue to hate him, all of this would go away, and he’d eventually release her. Then she could rid herself of the toxic existence of the man at home who’d used her as his punching bag.

      Lying on her bed, taking in every personal touch Nolan had added for her to feel at home, she thought of Ethan and how she’d betrayed her boyfriend. Deep down, Mikayla understood Nolan was taking over her heart. Ethan, had come out of nowhere, and she thought their love was the real deal until Nolan appeared in her life.

      “No, Mikayla, get that out of your mind,” she said out loud to stun her back to reality.

      “Who are you talking to?” Nolan asked, walking by her room.

      “Just myself,” she replied.

      “I’m not a bad guy, Mikayla,” he said, and she wanted to think of him as a monster, but she couldn’t.

      He entered her room, this time without permission, and she didn’t stop him. As she sat with her ass planted on her bed, he walked toward her, stopping when his knees touched hers. She didn’t look at him, but he grasped her chin, tipping her head to his. “You have to know what I feel for you is as real as the snow outside.”

      Her eyes tried to avoid his gaze, but the more she felt his stare, the more it drew her eyes to look at his. “Mikayla, tell me to leave the room, and I will.”

      She sat silently, not saying a word. “Mikayla, tell me not to touch you, and I won’t.”

      Again, she said nothing.

      “Mikayla, tell me you don’t have feelings for me, and I will believe you.”

      Again, she couldn’t speak. At the moment, she was mute.

      “Tell me not to kiss you right now, and I won’t.”

      Sitting down next to her, he moved her face to his, leaning his head toward her. “This is it, sweetness, no turning back.” Right then, she leaned in, placing her lips on his as their connection strengthened with their first kiss. It was soft. How could his lips be so tender, she thought as their tongues danced together? She couldn’t pull away. In her mind with her judgment clouded she told herself, I don’t want to stop this, not now, not ever.
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* * *

      Taylor

      “Are you still obsessing over this case?” Alyssa asked her sister in the still pre-digital world of 2005.

      “I was just looking online for some information; it has been two months. It’s odd that they have nothing on her yet.”

      Alyssa was perceptive for a fourteen-year-old. “I think it’s weird that you act as if you two were the best of friends.”

      “Don’t you wonder, though? What if that was me?”

      She snorted at her sister. “It’s just like you to hold one large story for months and obsess about it. You did it with 9/11, the space shuttle, and the tsunami in Thailand. Now you are focusing on something local. I just think you need to feel pain in your life, and you replay it repeatedly until the next big headline hits, bringing you more pain. It’s like your endorphins need this, as though you get off on it.”

      “Okay, Freud,” their father broke in, “when you get your doctorate in crazy, made-up notions, you can diagnose your sister. Until then, can you just finish your oatmeal? You are only in eighth grade, for crying out loud.”

      “But gifted,” her sister quipped.

      “And full of shit,” Taylor added.

      Her mother joined them as she continued, “Aww, it wouldn’t be a normal morning in our house if some four-letter word wasn’t exchanged, I guess.”

      “Mom, I’m tired of hearing about this Miller case. It’s so depressing.” Alyssa complained.

      “And how do you think her family feels? At this rate, I heard the likelihood of them solving the case has gone down to under three percent.”

      “When did you become a detective?” Alyssa asked.

      “The same fucking time you became a shrink, you bitch,” she said as her parents stopped in their tracks. Alyssa was the feisty one and prone to a large array of swear words at fourteen years old but very rarely Taylor.

      Her mother looked lovingly at her father “Please tell me the upside to two very independent daughters,” her mother joked to lighten the anger of both her girls.

      Her father walked up beside their mother. “Well, let’s just keep modeling what a good marriage looks like, and maybe we will marry them off one of these days.”

      “Alyssa will never marry; she’s too much of …” Alyssa threw a piece of toast at her as Taylor grabbed her orange juice. When their dad intervened quickly, taking the OJ from her, he placed it in front of his plate.

      With the weapons in his control, their dad quickly interrupted, “Okay, girls, I think we have had enough bad language for the day.” This didn’t stop their disagreement and like little kids they stuck their tongues out at one another.
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* * *

      Libby

      Two months had passed, and Fallon visited her less and less. The news had stopped broadcasting Mikayla’s story. The hold on her daughter was slipping away, little by little. One day, she’d lose that grip on Mikayla altogether, and then, she’d be left without the hope of her returning to their lives.

      She bonded with Delaney right away. It was as if the two, the younger and the older of the women, needed to have that connection to what they both lost. Delaney was a blond, similar to Mikayla, but fat and chubby. Delaney was an easy baby, able to sleep anywhere and anytime. She never planned to do anything on the days she had the baby.

      In the meantime, for now, her other children needed her, and she required the presence of Blake and Jenna too. Between the kids and Delaney, these three depended on her, and with it, Libby had a purpose and self-worth. Her oldest daughter set a date for her wedding just four months from now. Libby saw Jenna struggle with the task of setting the date because she had wanted her little sister in the wedding. However, in the end, Adam and Trenton talked Jenna into an earlier day to bring some much-needed joy to this family.

      One day when Blake arrived home from his classes earlier than normal, she saw the same longing on his face she had on her own without Mikayla. Blake had a connection with her, and his protective nature around his little sister always made Libby proud. While he stared endlessly at the wall when she walked back in the kitchen from vacuuming the downstairs, she sat down, taking her son’s hands.

      “Blake, son, you okay?” He wasn’t. No one was, but it was the only question she could think to ask.

      Looking down at his own hands, he replied, “The last time we talked, we fought.”

      Her eyes narrowed on Blake. “What do you mean? I never heard you all fight before.”

      “Well, we did, Mom. You know, you don’t know everything.” Standing up, he pushed the chair away from the table, and when it crashed on the floor, Libby jumped back in alarm. This was so out of character for her son. When Adam walked into the house as Blake was stomping away, she stopped him from confronting their son.

      “We all grieve in different ways; it’s not like he’s violent in nature. Let him be, he’ll be back down to apologize.” His apology never happened, but he never showed this side to his parents again. And as Libby tended to always see the best in her kids, she let it go.
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      Colette

      Colette and David had a plan. He would sit on the park bench, opposite where Libby was supposed to meet her. It was cruel to play this game with Libby, but they had to make sure she was alone and find out if they could trust her with Mikayla’s identity in the future.

      She sat at the top of the walkway where she had a view of the dog park below. The only flaw in their plan was they had instructed to meet Libby at the dog park and how could David be near if he didn’t have a dog. With Elizabeth begging for a pet, they felt that it was the least she deserved after them being away from her for the week.

      Armed with an adult Golden Retriever they called Goldie, David sat in his sunglasses just far enough away, reading a newspaper. He had been on the bench for a half an hour, and as he stood to walk Goldie and stretch his legs, Libby approached the park and sat on the bench nearest the entrance.

      David quickly looked up at his wife, her stature transforming the second her mom came into the picture. Quickly, her cell phone rang, and it was her husband. “Cole, honey, remember we have a plan.” He was far enough out of earshot. Walking toward his wife, he grabbed her hand and exited the park.

      “Let’s drive around and see if we detect any surveillance before we leave, David.”

      “Sure, sweetness.”

      They circled the park several times and didn’t see anything unusual. “I think she came alone.”

      “You’re right.” Grabbing her hand, David said, “But the question is, how are you doing?”

      “She looks good. My mom looks really good. She has aged but considering what I’ve put her through ...” Colette hadn’t seen a picture of Libby Miller since she was abducted, then chose a life with David. However, she could pick the woman out of a crowd. Sure, she’d aged and been through a crisis, losing Mikayla so long ago, but it didn’t show. Colette’s understanding of her mother was far reaching; she knew her mother’s wounds were skin deep.

      “No, Cole. I refuse to let you beat yourself up. It was not you.” He pulled over in a parking lot of an abandoned warehouse. “What did you say to me the day you realized Mikayla was dead to you?”

      “That we saved one another.”

      “Exactly. So please, don’t ever say you caused your mom this heartache. It was him.”

      She had let this part of her life go years ago, and to this day, she didn’t understand how fresh the ache was in her heart. She thought of Liam and Elizabeth and how the time away from them stung like the worst bee sting imaginable and had a completely different outlook on her mom. Throughout the years, she justified her absence from her life as partially her mother’s fault. When deciding to become Colette, she cried for seven days over this part of her choice. In the end, she decided that somewhere deep down, her mother had to have known about the abuse. It was obvious; of course, she was looking back without blinders through her own memories. Was she fair to her mom all those years ago?
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* * *

      Libby

      She felt like a fool, sitting at the dog park, waiting for her long-lost daughter to return. Libby watched everyone intently and wanted to talk to every woman in her early thirties who was in the park, but she knew that would raise suspicion. According to the letter Taylor had gotten from Mikayla, that was the last thing she wanted. She was sure Mikayla was there, though; she sensed it.

      Before she left early in the morning, Adam’s apprehension of this absurdity played into the fight they had. “It’s obvious she left us to pick up the pieces of her life, mourning her for all these years. How can we support this? We should call Fallon and have the Royal Canadian Mounted Police bring her in.”

      “I don’t think so, not now. How can we do this to our daughter without hearing her story?”

      The hatred in which he looked upon Libby was never present in the almost forty years of marriage together. “I don’t fucking care. The fact is, our child faked her death, letting us believe she was dead all this time.”

      “And what if she’s happy, and we ruin it? We raised this girl, so she had to have a good reason. What if she was running away from something?”

      “I grieved for our baby. The pain, she could have stopped it, Libby.”

      “She was young. Maybe she didn’t have a choice.” Again, she always saw the good in her kids.

      In his forty years with his wife, he had never raised his voice or sworn in her presence like he just had. He wanted his children to understand a woman should be respected in any relationship. Adam’s face was unrecognizable to Libby, as if a stranger had taken his form. “I will not report our daughter, but don’t defend her to me. Ever. Go on your little jaunt but don’t expect me to understand or care.”

      As she thought of her fight with Adam and the fact that Mikayla was clearly not coming today, she walked back to her car. She’d make this trip a million times if it meant she’d get a glimpse of her daughter.
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* * *

      Taylor

      She was not sure how long she could hide from her husband, but she wasn’t fooling anyone; understanding he’d never let her go that easily. Blake had a strong hold on her in the form of their son. It never occurred to her that Dexter could become like his dad, abusing women as he did. Now that she knew she was not Blake’s first victim, she understood he needed help beyond what she could give. Taylor always hoped it would end when he apologized; that he would come to his senses and turn from his ways. He never became too violent and always knew when to stop or so she told herself that.

      Learning the truth from Mikayla made her wonder who was Blake’s first victim. Should she tell Libby and Adam what was happening? They’d understand the reasons Mikayla fled from her family twelve years ago.

      She heard a bit of the fight her in-laws had concerning Mikayla’s disappearance. If she told Libby and Adam about the reason Mikayla stayed in Canada, he would go with Libby and scour the Canadian countryside looking for their daughter.

      She had just poured herself some coffee as she watched her mother-in-law reverse out of the driveway when Blake called her. Hesitating to pick it up, she was aware he’d track her down one way or the other, and the “consequences” would be worse than ever.

      “Hello,” she said in a tone that she’d never have normally greeted him in.

      “If you are done pouting, I expect you home tonight with my son intact, dinner on the table, and ready to talk through the shit you pulled last night.”

      She never thought she was a strong woman, and that was why she felt she deserved to be in this position in the first place. She could never have stood up to Blake; however, knowing about Mikayla, she was ready.

      “And if I said no?” she replied with confidence as though he was the average husband taking sass from his wife.

      As the silence continued over the line, he finally said, “Okay, Taylor, you win. I’m an ass. Is that what you want to hear?”

      “No, not at all. I want respect.” But even as she said that phrase, the one thing she demanded after every one of his episodes, it fell on deaf ears.

      “Honey, I love you. Please come home. I will make it up to you. I promise.”

      “It’s the same crap all the time. How can I believe you?”

      “Because I need you to love me. I need you in my life. I’m nothing without you.”

      Knowing he was incapable of change, she still said, “I’ll be home tonight, but I’m tired. I will have your sister’s kids all day. Can you just pick up a pizza?”

      “Sure and, Taylor, I will see you tonight, six p.m. And please know I love you.”

      She couldn’t say it, not anymore. Did she still love him? Could she still love him?
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            12 Years Ago

          

          Two months of captivity

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      After their first kiss, he was right in front of her, his lips on hers, and as much as she wanted to pull away, she couldn’t—no, it was more like she wouldn’t. Breaking contact for a second, the dark eyes of Nolan’s pierced her soul, and she shuddered, knowing she couldn’t go back if she decided to go forward.

      “Sweetness, tell me to stop.” His hand reached the bottom of her top. Her body went still, and again, she couldn’t find the words.

      When his hands found her breasts, bringing them under her bra, he tipped her head to his. “Now, sweetness, I need you to use your words. Tell me this is what you want. If not, I will stop.”

      She stalled. How could she find her words when she was battling the demons within? Staying silent for Nolan wasn’t good enough. She had to admit she wanted him. When she didn’t say a word, he stood, leaving them both breathless and gasping for air. Walking toward the door, he spun around. “You know where to find me, sweetness, when you can admit something is here.” With that, he shut the door behind him, making her both curse the ground he walked on as well as worship it at the same time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Angry was not quite how Mikayla would describe her emotions when it came to Nolan. There were times she wanted to kill him, then in the same breath, she’d want him to take her hard over the kitchen table. How could someone who changed her life in such a drastic way be able to make her love him, even if only half her body did this?

      At night, she fantasized what it would be like to have his body next to hers, tangled together and breathless from him ravaging her. But all she had to do to hate Nolan again was think of her mother and how lost Libby was without her.

      When she finally appeared at dinnertime, his back remained to hers, not turning with his normal greeting. Having already plated her food, she accidentally rubbed her arm against him, and though it wasn’t intentional, her arm remained touching his.

      His warning came out only when his voice rose, and he said, “Mikayla.”

      Still she was silent, and he continued, “You have to say something, anything.”

      Her words were frozen, out of respect for herself and the family she left behind.

      “It was Blake; he belittled me, damaging everything about me for years.” Her voice could only be heard by the person standing closest to her. Taking her, he embraced her, letting her tears escape.

      “Let it out, Mikayla, sweetness. Let it out,” Nolan replied.

      It was the release she needed to admit to a relationship that kept her in chains for years. In her mind, memories of his fits of anger that would rise from nowhere came flooding back to her. He freaked out when he found out she had slept with Ethan, though he was not her first. In retrospect, that was not a normal brother-sister conversation. Sure, her dad would be upset to know that about her, and she could understand Blake not wanting to hear the details of his little sister’s sex life, but he freaked out like a jealous boyfriend. She didn’t see the distorted manner of their relationship, not until Nolan removed her from the bondage. Now she could see this impossible situation with Blake with more focus. Nolan allowed her to see the whole situation with better clarity.

      Leaning back from her, he looked deep into her soul, and she could feel his mind permeating the barriers she built because of Blake. “This is the first, Mikayla. I know you want help now. I’m here to help you.”

      It wasn’t the words, but the way he delivered them that gave her confidence that he was telling her the truth.

      “I don’t know why I want you,” she admitted, and since she’d just bared her soul, she might as well get this out too.

      “I honestly don’t know either, sweetness, but I want you too. I can’t imagine my life without you in it.”

      She brought her chin to her chest. “I can’t bring you into my life when I get back to Bellingham. You will have to let me go.”

      “Then if it’s having you for now or never having you, I will pick you any way I can have you.” He kissed her neck, only increasing her moans. “Mikayla, you need to tell me this is what you want.”

      Backing away, she turned, running to her room.
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* * *

      Taylor

      Her father sat on her bed one day. “You know, I saw the resemblance the second the news broke, but no one mentioned how much you and that missing girl look alike. It’s unbearable to even think that could have been you, honey. Is that why you are so obsessed with this case?” her dad asked as if he was reading her mind. “But your mom said it came as a shock to you.”

      “It did, but I see it now. It certainly could be one reason, subconsciously. She’s a local girl like me, abducted from the town where she grew up. It’s a bit unsettling, to say the least.”

      Her father grabbed her hand with the affection only a father could. “I know it’s scary in the big, dark world, but, honey, you can’t stop living. When the twin towers went down, we all felt like you. I never wanted to get on a plane again. I mean, I travel so often and to those locations, but it just wasn’t my day to die. As hard as it was to board another plane, I had to, and you must pick a college, and if Western is your first choice, don’t let some sicko win by altering your life too.”

      Those were the words that Taylor needed to hear in order to stop this fascination that had taken over her life. Though she chose to move on from this stranger she was mourning, Mikayla’s mysterious disappearance never strayed far from Taylor’s thoughts.
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* * *

      Libby

      Acceptance was coming to Adam that their little girl would never return to the house they raised her in. The mother inside Libby couldn’t accept it. It was nearing three months, and her heart felt a void that very few could truly understand.

      Her time with Delaney was heaven as she snuggled her as she had her other children. One morning on his way out the door, Mark looked at her with such appreciation in his eyes. “This is a really good fit for us, Mrs. Miller. I appreciate it more than I can express.”

      “It’s good for me too.” That was all she could say. The truth was, wrapping herself up with another child really did cause a sense of need that she felt was taken from her. Sure, Blake and Jenna still needed her but in different ways.

      She still had this physical pain that she couldn’t quite articulate, though. “Mom,” Jenna said one night, “I think you need to explore group options. Speak with those who have undergone something similar.” Her child convinced her to attend group meetings for parents of victimized children. She had wanted Adam to go with her, but he was unable to hear the heartfelt stories of those who had lost children. In the end, Blake went with her. He needed closure as much as Libby needed it, but she knew she’d never get it, and she doubted with as close as he and Mikayla were, he would ever receive it either.

      Blake felt the group wasn’t quite right for him but encouraged his mom to continue. Somehow, Libby found her niche there. It was tough at first as she heard story after story concerning grief. Even though it was sad, it was nice at the same time, knowing that others were going through similar situations.

      She kept trudging through it, though some days were harder to get through than others. The tragedy that each person had experienced was mind-blowing. She knew she was always so fortunate in what she had in her family. Adam was a supportive husband. Their story was your typical meeting, dating, and marriage in three years’ time. Jenna came along three years later, and Blake was part of their life three years after that, and then after three miscarriages, they thought that the baby aspect of their life was past them until Mikayla made an appearance in their lives just six years after having Jenna.

      Jenna was the most attentive older sister, acting as if she was indeed the mother instead of Libby, and Blake was protective of her from the very beginning.

      But in motherhood, she never forgot about Adam. As her children became her centerpiece in life, she still made room for Adam as just not the father of her kids but also as her husband and lover. He was tender, and though it was normally behind closed doors, he still treated Libby like royalty. It was a marriage of give and take, and it was one she cherished.

      The support group showed her how people dealt with grief in their own way, and that was the hope in her mind as she decided to give Adam the space he needed to process his hurt on a different level than her own.
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            Present

          

          Six weeks after the first letter

        

      

    

    
      Colette

      Elizabeth was sitting in front of the television watching her favorite after-school program, and Liam was napping in his room. While she had peace and quiet with her daughter, she sat while she closely surveyed everything that was Elizabeth Rebekah Dubroise. She was beautiful, the perfect combination of David and herself. Having Colette’s original thick dirty blond hair and David’s dark brown eyes, Elizabeth was a beauty. Her child’s wit was quick like Colette’s, but her intelligence was certainly from her father. She never wanted to contemplate a life where she’d been left to Blake’s devices. But if there never was David, would she have married Ethan? It was hard to tell, but she wouldn’t have Elizabeth or Liam, and for that, she didn’t even want to venture where her life would be without David.

      Just two weeks after they had returned from their trip to Bellingham and Vancouver, their absence was almost forgiven with the arrival of Goldie, the newest member of the family.

      “Mom, if we get a new pet every time you are gone, then I won’t be so mad if you leave again.” She was happy to know her daughter could be bribed so easily.

      She missed her kids terribly, but as she watched them with Goldie, she couldn’t escape the fact that today was her parents’ anniversary. She was a better person because of them, but at times, doubt crept into her mind about whether her parents knew Blake’s true nature.

      When she met Anna and Emily, it was as if she was reliving the twelve years of her life she missed. She could envision Jenna throwing elaborate birthday parties for her children. Jenna never did anything simplistically. For her high school graduation, she talked their mom and dad into having her party at Whatcom Falls, a large park with wonderful waterfalls that lined the trails. Moreover, she knew some of the older partygoers would need help up the trails, so her parents rented two golf carts.

      Blake was the opposite; he asked her parents to use the money that would have been spent for his party on a trip with his friends to San Diego. That trip was good for Colette too, giving her a break from him. He also met someone; becoming serious with a girl from California. He took his frustrations out on Trudy, who had already been accepted to the University of Washington in Seattle. After the long and turbulent relationship, Trudy ended up moving back to San Diego, assumedly to escape the ups and downs of Blake Miller.

      Colette was in her own thoughts as Maribel walked into the house. “Cole, you seem a million miles away.”

      “I am,” she said when she finally acknowledged her best friend.

      “Ah, I don’t need to ask where you have gone. Are you doing all right? You look as if you have seen a ghost.”

      “I was just thinking of, well, you know,” she whispered. She was very careful never to talk about her family in front of Elizabeth who had sensed something was off with her mom well before their hiatus to Bellingham and Vancouver.

      “Ah, given any more thoughts to the next move?”

      “No, we gave it that day in Vancouver, and she made the drive. We’re pretty sure she wasn’t followed.”

      “Now what?”

      “I will make contact eventually. I’m just not sure when.”

      Maribel touched her friend and gave her a thoughtful smile. “I know when you do, it will be the right time.”

      Maribel was privy to her fears that her mom wouldn’t understand or wouldn’t accept the illness that gripped her brother.

      “I hope so, Bell. I really hope so,” she echoed.
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* * *

      Libby

      The note only indicated to visit the park on that one occasion, but she was no closer to seeing or meeting her daughter. She left wondering what Mikayla was proving by making her jump through hoops. More so, she was furious with her daughter as it became more apparent she’d left on her own. Of course, she left on her own, Libby silently cursed. The note was clear about this fact; she chose the man who kidnapped her over her family.

      How could she believe that this would lead to reconciliation with her daughter? And worse, Adam thought she was a fool. She sat in her living room window, envisioning her kids playing hopscotch as if it was twenty-five years ago.

      Adam had moved out of their room and was sleeping in Blake’s old room. He had not spoken more than ten words to her since she decided she needed to see her visit through in Vancouver.

      Her husband had never been so cruel to her in their forty years of marriage. Their anniversary passed just days ago without either one uttering a word of love toward the other.

      It wasn’t that her hope in their daughter panned out that hurt her; it was her husband not understanding that she had to do whatever to be reunited with their daughter again. She’d walk the earth a million times to see her Mikayla.

      Taylor was spending a lot of time at the house, almost as if she was avoiding Blake. If anyone had a perfect marriage, it was Blake and Taylor. He loved Taylor as if it was a necessity, as though she was his oxygen, and he was such a doting father to Dexter. She couldn’t wait to see him with a daughter. It made her day when she found out Taylor would give him a daughter and even more fittingly since they were naming her after someone Blake adored.
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* * *

      When Libby arrived home, Dexter came barreling into his grandma. “Grammy, guess what?” With his lips trembling, he whimpered, “Mommy is upstairs crying.”

      “What?” she asked for clarification.

      “Yeah, she got off the phone with Daddy, and she crying.”

      “Oh, married couples fight. It’s normal, sweetheart. I’m sure she’s okay.” She looked down at her sweet grandson, but he was troubled by her explanation. “Your grandpa and I had a fight the other day, and it went on for a while, but we are fine.” And although they weren’t, they would be, eventually.

      “Ah, so Grandpa yells at you a lot too, then?”

      Her arms wrapped around Dexter as she stooped down to his level with her hands shaking. “No, Grandpa doesn’t yell at me, maybe once or twice in his life. Normally, if he’s mad, he sits down and talks to me. Why?”

      Dexter looked down, confused. “Oh, I guess it not okay then if Grandpa don’t do it.”

      “Do what?” She could see Dexter had become more secure than Fort Knox. “Dex, honey, I’m your Grammy, right? It’s okay, you can tell me.”

      “Daddy sometimes be mean to Mommy. He doesn’t know I see it, I do. He yelling, and couple of times, he hurt her, but not like how Mommy give me spanking. He scary.”

      She gripped the counter for support as she picked up her phone and sent Jenna a text, asking her to take Dexter for the night. As soon as Jenna replied, Libby loaded Dexter in her car, leaving a note for Taylor, telling her that Dex and she had gone out for a while. After leaving Dex in Jenna’s capable hands she took a few moments to collect herself. Her hands had been shaking but calling Adam and hearing his voice helped calm her.

      “Yeah?” he answered.

      “Adam, we have a real problem on our hands.”

      “Bigger than you secretly hoping our daughter will return to our lives?”

      She wanted to reach through the phone and strangle her husband, but she bit her tongue. “I think Blake might be hurting Taylor.”

      There was silence on the line until finally Adam replied, “Tell me everything you know.”
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* * *

      Taylor

      The days were growing old of Taylor feeling worthless in regard to her husband. She was walking on eggshells, yet she was growing confident in herself and the ability she had to walk away from him, if he pushed her to it. She increased her defiance with regards to his rules.

      One-night Dexter was playing with her phone. “Hey, Mommy, this Grammy?” he asked, looking at the picture she had programmed of Libby.

      “It sure is. Now you know how to call her.”

      Walking away from her son, she was amazed by him, but then the mood changed in the house when Blake stormed in the front door. With Dexter on her phone, he lit into her with accusations of her rotten parenting, but she wasn’t silent, not this time. “Things are going to change, and if you don’t like it, you can leave.” He raised his hand to her and came within inches of hitting her, but she knew the baby girl growing inside her was what stopped her husband from hurting her.

      She didn’t stop. Looking at him squarely, she said, “You ever hit me again or either of our children and I will leave you so fast, faster than a magician can pull a tablecloth from underneath a place setting.” She walked away before Blake could even comprehend what she said, and then added, “You are on your own for dinner. Dex and I already ate.”

      She was amazed at how brazen she had become. She refused to be a scared kitten when it came to her husband anymore. She had no idea how he would react once Mikayla Jane was born, but until then, she’d act as if her bold behavior could last forever.
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            12 Years Ago

          

          Three months into captivity

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      The days were longer, and she knew spring was in the air. Her hope was that her days with Nolan were nearing their end. They needed to. Three months was too long to be stuck with someone. Especially when that person was the only one around.

      It was funny; she didn’t mind him as much anymore, not after she had rejected him in the kitchen. But after she admitted the abuse of her brother over the years, she put up walls, not letting him in. Going home was her mission, the only goal she cared about. Revealing the truth about Blake was now her endgame. He’d placed her in a cage for so long; and though not all of his abuse was physical, the emotional beratement shattered her almost as much, if not more.

      Departing for home meant Nolan would be in her rearview mirror, and she could reunite with Ethan. Yes, this was her plan, and it was a great one.

      Nolan did save her, and she felt a mixture of gratitude and anger toward him in all he did because he pampered her with confidence. He exposed her to the truth, that Blake was bondage in the form of her protective brother. Now, she was ready; this was the day she presented her case to reunite with her family. Funny how she trusted this man who took her against her will three months ago.

      Early in the morning, she’d gotten out of bed to finish the last Harry Potter book when footsteps approached her room, unlocking the door. He was up, earlier than normal, and as he opened the door, she was shocked to see him in just a pair of flannel pajama pants.

      Her breath hitched as she was not expecting to see him shirtless and sporting more ink than what she’d already seen. Trying not to ogle his beauty and the way his pants showed off the V of his abs, she buried her head back into her book.

      “Morning, sweetness.” After the kiss, he’d stopped asking permission to enter her room.

      There was so much she wanted to say, especially about him walking around wearing very little.

      “I heard you moving around. I’ve been up since one this morning—had a lot on my mind.”

      Still fake reading, she bobbed her head up and down in acknowledgement. As he reached for her hand, she slid it away, but he continued to try to find it. Giving up, she looked at him as he obviously had more to say.

      “Sweetness, I care for you. I mean, hell, I cared for you too much in the beginning, and now, I’m not sure what to do with these emotions that swirl around in my heart.”

      Laughing, Mikayla looked at him. “You realize you’re a dude, right? Men don’t talk like that.”

      With a smirk that covered his face, he nodded. “Yes, but, sweetness, you do this to me.”

      “Nolan, this thing you think is happening is not going to go anywhere.” Swinging her hands from his, she wiped her face. “Fuck!” she yelled loudly. “Nolan, so what, I care for you and find you sexy as sin…” Her words trailed off when a silly grin covered his face. “But, Nolan, there is a diagnosis for what I’m feeling.”

      “Don’t say it, not the words, because what we have goes beyond some fucking psychological mumbo-jumbo,” he replied, taking her hand again. “Don’t think, sweetness. Just feel.”

      Turning from his firm form because the sight of his body did more to derail her plan. Out of the corner of her eye, he turned to leave, then stopped and said, “Do you know why I call you sweetness?”

      “No. To bug the shit out of me is my guess.”

      Another deep chuckle escaped his mouth. “No, it was that night in the library when you told me you weren’t anyone special, and I balked at you. I told you that you had to be the sweetest thing I’d seen in a long time, and it was the truth. Thus, to me, you will always be my sweetness.” He started to walk out of the room, and Mikayla put down her book. There’d be no more sleeping or reading.

      He stood against the doorframe, his abs even more pronounced, and Mikayla chose to fight with him. “You want me to choose you; is that why you aren’t going to let me go? You never intended for that to happen.”

      Standing from her bed, she charged him. When he reached to bring her close, it was then she wanted the callousness to enter her heart toward this man. Make me hate him, she often thought. However, she would look around her room and take in the purple items he had for her. The care he went to make her the precious coffee she had to have daily. Not only did he make sure she was comfortable, but he also provided her with her coveted bacon, and he truly cared for her. No, she knew he loved her. And it felt good to be loved and looked after. Sure, her mom did that and did that well, but it was different with Nolan.

      It was becoming impossible to hate this man who was entering her heart little by little when his body radiated the same heat as hers did.

      Nolan watched her as she battled her desire. “I would take such good care of you, sweetness,” he whispered in her ear, causing goose bumps to cover her body.

      She pulled away from him as if she knew he wanted to comfort her. Pushing him out of the doorway, she slammed the door in his face, and then ran back to her bed, throwing herself on it. What was worse, she felt a pain in her heart, pulling her toward him on the other side of the door where she imagined him waiting for her. She hated him, didn’t she?

      He was the reason she cried at night for her mother. This was Nolan’s doing, every bit of it. Nothing justified his reasons for taking her away from her mother, but she needed to see how detrimental her life with Blake really was.

      Dammit. She never wanted to feel anything toward this man. Nothing could make up for the lives he destroyed. Her poor mom was beside herself with worry.

      Her mom loved them all so much; she had to in order to turn a blind eye to Blake. She had to have seen it, really in all her mothering, and Mikayla knew Libby was not a run-of-the-mill mom. Libby wore the label of helicopter mom as a badge of honor.

      In that way, she wondered if her mother really would help. No, she thought, her mom would never allow anyone to hurt her children, even if it was one of her children. That was the question she wasn’t sure if she wanted the answer to.

      But her mind kept wandering back to Nolan, and that was consuming her thoughts. This was not right, and she knew it. She had to separate herself from him. He was not the good guy who only wanted to heal Mikayla. Their many walks and talks couldn’t replace what he did to everyone she loved. No, she wouldn’t allow it.
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* * *

      She was on the couch cuddled under several layers of blankets when Nolan walked out of the kitchen after he’d finished the dishes. “Sweetness, are you okay?”

      She now found it odd when he called her Mikayla and not sweetness. Smiling at him, she said, “I’m so cold. I can’t seem to get warm enough.” She’d thought he’d make some crude comment about how he could heat her up, but after the kiss, he was more sensitive because it was obvious she cared for him too.

      “What can I do to help you out? I’ll build a fire.”

      “No, when my bones get this cold, the only thing that helps is a bath.”

      With a slight tilt of his lips, that arrogant but sexy grin was back on his face. “That is an easy fix, sweetness.”

      “Really, I can take a bath?”

      “Yes, I have one in my bathroom, and I will even give you some privacy.” A little hint of his desire was evident.
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* * *

      She’d never been in his room. He left it locked all the time, and she’d assumed all the resources—phones, keys to some sort of vehicle, and everything he needed—were inside.

      Turning the faucet on, he grabbed some bubble bath from under his sink. “Lock the door behind you, but I will be in my room reading. Take all the time you need.”

      “Do I even want to ask why you have bubble bath?” she teased.

      “I love a good bath in the Canadian winters.” Grabbing her a towel, he placed it near the sink. “I’ll be outside if you need anything. Enjoy yourself.”

      “Thanks, Nolan.”

      Turning around, he replied, “No problem, sweetness.” He didn’t offer his company or his little flirting jokes she had secretly enjoyed.
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* * *

      After the bath, she retreated from his bathroom, circling his room, from his steel gray comforter to the chair in the corner and a ton of books lining several bookshelves around it. “So I get a little peek into the life of Nolan, the doctor who rescues damsels in distress.”

      Closing the space between them, he stood with the two of them almost touching while Mikayla was only in a thin pajama top and long johns. “I can show you more.” His little comments usually confused her, but this didn’t. She wanted more. Ever since their kiss, she needed more, and her fingers at night while she thought of him licking her pussy weren’t doing it anymore.

      “What would you show me?” she asked, leaning into his ear.

      “Whatever you want.” Lifting her chin, he brought her lips to his. “I’ll give you the world. Make the pain go away. Love you as you should always be loved.”

      His words could be enough to make her come, but before he said any more, her conscience got the best of her, and she pulled away from him, leaving Nolan alone in his room.
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* * *

      Taylor

      A decision had been made. It was a safe decision, one that didn’t make her feel as if she’d be leaving her home or the hold the Mikayla Miller case had on her heart. However, she could relate to something in Mikayla’s eyes in the picture. It was a sadness, but more, almost as if there was a similarity in their spirits. Yes, that was it; it was a connection, as if they were similar, due to follow the same path one day. That scared Taylor to the core, and she hoped she was not doomed to a life where no one knew the hell she was going through, just like Mikayla was in that moment.

      She walked downstairs the day after she announced Western Washington was her first choice, and because she’d already been accepted, she knew full well this was the universal sign of fate in her decision. Her mother was pleading with her dad. “Again, she always listens to you.”

      “What am I supposed to say to her, Ellen? I’m just glad she’s going to school next year at all. I wasn’t sure she was.”

      “But she got accepted into UCLA, The University of Washington, and Oregon State. WWU is great, but I think we are holding her back.” Taylor walked away without confrontation. If she’d learned anything about herself in the past couple months, it was no one would dictate her decisions and happiness.
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* * *

      Libby

      The wedding plans were completed to a point. Everything was checked and rechecked. Secretly, Libby knew Jenna gave her a lot more say on her own wedding than she would have if her nuptials had fallen during a normal time in their life. Yet she couldn’t remember when they had been normal, having Mikayla part of their family. It was as if Mikayla had always been missing from their life in some way.

      Between the baby girl who she had fallen in love with, Jenna’s wedding, and her support group, she was kept busy, but the ache for her daughter never subsided. She had made some tough heart-wrenching decisions in the midst of rocking Delaney, which she did most of the day while she cared for her. Mikayla was not returning. She wouldn’t be there for Jenna’s wedding or to help with Delaney. She’d continue attending the grief support group. This group, though it was not what she wanted, helped her articulate her grief better.

      She’d made friends with one particular mother whose grief had eaten at her like an ant colony crashing a Sunday picnic at the park. April, a young mom of the cutest little three-year-old, was victim to the selfishness of a drunk driver. Worse still, the man left the scene, leaving her alone with her son while he stopped breathing in her arms. Later, she found out the man was only sentenced to three years for vehicular manslaughter while her son was gone for eternity. What struck Libby as odd was that April forgave the man even though he never showed any remorse. It was hard to fathom. At her very core, Libby wanted the man who took Mikayla to be crucified a painful death. Yet here was April, whose hurt was raw and real, forgiving this man.

      Libby chose early on not to forgive the man responsible for Mikayla’s abduction. Her need to hang onto the anger pushed her to continue to live; vowing justice for Mikayla one day. Her life was ruined, and she sure as hell would wreck the life of the man who destroyed not only her and her family’s life, but also that of her sweet Mikayla.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She and April decided to meet one day outside group. She was much younger than Libby, but it was a nice change. April had time on her side, which Libby did not. It had been three years since her son was taken from her, and April was the shoulder Libby leaned on. Yet as the mother hen of the group, Libby felt it strange that this younger girl was such a rock for her. Then again, it was hard to think that April was so young and dealt so well with the adversity life had given her.

      Her older friends reached out weekly and sometimes daily, but they had not hauled the road that Libby had. Since this was such the focus of her life, she needed someone who knew where she was in the grieving process, and that person was April. She was her godsend.
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            Present

          

          Two months after the first letter

        

      

    

    
      Colette

      She’d been back home for four weeks, and Colette knew her mom would still be waiting for contact with her. She recognized this because she’d want the same thing if it were Liam or Elizabeth.

      Liam was playing with a set of blocks she’d brought back from their hiatus to Vancouver. Sitting down with a cup of coffee in her hand, she inhaled the scent of her child, burning it to memory. The little fingers that were tirelessly trying to design the next Empire State Building was an image she’d remember. Sometimes, it was impossible to take the United States out of the girl who now was at least partially Canadian.

      Liam was a wonder, and she knew that her mother had to have watched her just as she stared at Elizabeth and Liam. It startled her within that second that she’d never be the perfect mom. She was bound to make mistakes, but she hoped her kids would show her the same grace that she was certainly not showing her mother. It stopped her dead in her tracks. She had to face this now. Without thinking, she grabbed a sheet of paper and started to pen her thoughts without regard for anything David and she had worked for.
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* * *

      Taylor

      The phone rang, and the caller ID came up as blocked. That was odd, but it could be someone with a real emergency, and so in Taylor’s naïve mind, she grabbed the phone, ready to hang up on the telemarketer if need be.

      “Hello.”

      “Taylor?” It was a question but with familiarity as if she should recognize the voice on the other line.

      “Yes.” Taylor’s fingers were ready to disconnect the call at any second.

      “Hi, we met at the park a couple of weeks ago.”

      Her hands tingled with numbness, barely able to hold the phone. Before she could speak, her sister-in-law asked, “Are you free? I guess to ask, more free to talk than anything.”

      She stammered her way through her response. “I’m alone, if that is what you are asking.”

      “I just want to make sure you are safe. Are you?” Taylor could tell her sister-in-law was speaking from her own history.

      “For now.” It was all that Taylor could admit, and was the first time she’d said out loud how bad it was with her husband. She didn’t think she could until just then.

      “Taylor, you have got to leave. Take your kids and go, before he can stop you. I will help, I promise.”

      Right then, drawing in slow and steady breaths, she snapped at her sister-in-law. “You mean like you did, leaving your mom to wonder if you were alive or dead?”

      There was silence on the end of the line for a long time, and finally, her sister-in-law said, “I was wrong, Taylor. Being so young and scared, I’m not sure what I would do again if given the opportunity, but I have a good life here, and I know you could have a good life if you forced him to get help.”

      “Why didn’t you come back and force him to get help, yourself?” Taylor asked.

      “You are stronger than I am.”

      The line quickly disconnected, and she doubted she was strong enough.
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* * *

      Libby

      No contact after getting her hopes up with her trip to Vancouver. She and Adam were barely talking, though they both kept a vigilant watch on Taylor. Neither Libby nor Adam knew how to approach Blake about possible abuse, so they did nothing.

      Jenna was unaware of Libby’s trip to Vancouver or the visit to the park with Taylor. As she tried to understand her daughter’s reasons for leaving so long ago, her anger was directed to Mikayla and would stay that way until she explained herself; face to face.
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            12 Years Ago

          

          Three months in captivity

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      She studied her notes. She had prepared them as though it was a debate tournament. She’d work for hours on her arguments and was ready for a fight; no matter what stance she was given. After several hours, she felt she could make a good case for herself, as if she had graduated from law school.

      It was time to appeal to his human nature. After living with him for three months, she knew he was not a monster. He really thought of himself as a humanitarian.

      After breakfast, as he stood to clear their plates, she took his hand in hers and said, “Nolan, I really need to talk to you. Can these please wait for now?”

      Nolan was a clean freak by nature, and it didn’t go unseen; he felt uncomfortable leaving a mess, yet he took her hand and let her follow him into the den.

      She sat down nervously, but before she could say anything, Nolan beat her to the punch. “Give it to me, Mikayla. I know you have worked on your opening remarks.”

      She smiled, and that was all she could do. He had really studied her the past couple of months, and he knew her better than she knew herself at times.

      “I want to go home, Nolan. Please.” Disregarding her notes, she spoke from her heart. “I’m ready to admit that I have a problem. I’ve let Blake abuse me for years and dictate my life. He chose me because I’m weak, and it needs to stop. You have filled me with the confidence to face this problem and not hide it anymore. Please let me go home.”

      Nolan narrowed his focus on the silent Mikayla for a long time without saying anything. She wouldn’t be the next one to talk. She was waiting for his response. Finally, he said, “I will openly admit I care for you too much, and the thought of letting you go scares me because I know I will never see you again, yet I knew this wouldn’t last. So let me think; I still really want the entire six months with you, but I can see you are a changed person.” He grabbed her hand and said, “But I don’t want to let you go.” He was pleading his own case to her. “It was never about me in the first place.” He stood and walked to the kitchen to finish the dishes that were surely driving him mad in his absence.

      An hour later, he knocked on her door but didn’t enter, and at that moment, Mikayla knew he wasn’t going to release her. “You’re not ready, not yet. But give it another month, and we will discuss it.” Before he knew any better, a coffee mug he had brought her the previous night was thrown his way and barely missed his face.

      “You are a selfish son of a bitch!” she cried.

      “And you are proving to me right now that you are a spoiled brat, and you aren’t mature enough!” he shouted her way as he slammed the door, leaving her to cry alone.

      She stayed in her bed and didn’t move—she couldn’t. She was paralyzed, and what was worse she now felt completely torn. If she stayed any longer, she might not want to leave.

      Her thoughts drifted to all the conversations they’d had in the past three months. Was it possible it was love or some psychological need that was being satisfied because he had been in control this entire time?

      She loved Ethan—she was sure of it when she arrived here in the middle of winter—but now, could she say she still loved him?

      She hated her brother. It wasn’t until her mind could make sense of all the damage her brother had brought on her did she realize he needed help. Staying with Nolan—or whatever his name was—was not going to make him face his obsession.

      She needed to act like a brat to push him away and hate him, but the more he revealed his nature by how he cared for her, the less she could hate him. His heart was in the right place even though his actions were that of a psychopath.

      Then her mom entered her thoughts. She could never live in this world without her mother. When most girls wanted to stick their moms in the back closet, her mother radiated everything that Mikayla wanted in a best friend. As odd as it sounded, she didn’t have the need for many friends in her life. Jill was the fixture that would certainly see her through, but after Jill, she had her mom, and those two along with Jenna were all she ever had time for.

      In her mind, as much as she tried, and she certainly did try at that moment, she couldn’t hate him.
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* * *

      She found him in the kitchen an hour later with his head in his hands. “Nolan.” She touched his shoulders, and he jumped slightly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Pushing the chair back, he stood with tears in his eyes; a stark contrast to the cocky bastard he was with her most of the time. “Sweetness.” It was all he said, and in a second, he pulled her to him, and she was willing, molding herself to his body. Whispering above her head, she heard him say, “I’m a selfish bastard. I do want the best for you, sweetness, but I want you too.”

      “This can’t go further than here at your farm,” she assured him.

      “Is that what you want, sweetness? I will always do what you want. That is the definition of unconditional love. Your welfare is my only concern.”

      Pulling back from his embrace, she stood to kiss him, and it was not hurried, but she felt the need to taste him and be as close to him as this fucked-up situation would allow. This time, he pulled away.

      “Good night, sweetness. I think we both need some time to think.” He followed her to the room that had been Mikayla’s and locked her in for the night. After she lay on her bed, her fingers thinking of Nolan would be her only comfort.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Taylor

      Her graduation was nearing, and still, there was no sign of the return of her soul sister. That was how she had started to think of Mikayla Miller. She had a connection with this girl, and as much as she tried to convince herself otherwise, she could feel it. She was happy with that analogy and didn’t have to explain it to anyone but herself.

      In a couple of months, she’d walk across the stage and receive her diploma, then live at home for the summer while she started Western Washington University with early acceptance. She wanted to figure out the obsession better and planned to study psychology to help her explain this manic fixation. Plus, it would fit into her course load for education.

      She had all but alienated her friends. However, the Taylor who was always the life of the party was no longer. She hung around Alyssa more than anyone, and although her parents still worried they weren’t harping on her. A little of the old Taylor returned, but mostly, the selfish Taylor was replaced. She didn’t miss the old her, so why should she try to make her come out from hiding. No, in her eyes, the new Taylor was really the best version of herself.

      She decided for her future to embrace the new and improved version along with the realization that she needed some new growth, or she’d sit stagnantly. With her hands dialing the number and the phone ringing, she wondered what she’d say.

      “Hello?”

      “Amy?” she asked. “This is Taylor Jennings. We met at the library.” As she carried on a conversation with this girl, and they made plans, she turned around to her parents, as a tentative smile formed on both their faces.

      “Sorry, I didn’t think you would mind if I went out tonight.”

      It was then that her life began again. Though she knew she’d always have a special connection to this girl who took over her thoughts for several months, she had to exist in the world. The only way she’d sum it up was that she’d be paying homage to Mikayla finally; living her own life.
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* * *

      Libby

      It had been years since she did anything for herself. The trip was just a couple months before Jenna’s nuptials and only three months after Mikayla was abducted. Looking at her computer with anticipation, she wondered if this could even be an option. Everyone encouraged her to take the plunge, especially Adam, but could she? What if she was away from the phone and Mikayla called?

      Her counselor told her she was placing unrealistic expectations on herself. The trip itinerary was amazing. Ten days on a cross-country trip from Vancouver to Quebec sounded like a dream come true. It had been years since she left the house for longer than a day trip and for some odd reason, Libby was enamored by the countryside of Canada.

      Fallon’s working theory was that Mikayla was in Canada. With quick access to the country, it was reasonable, yet she was not going to Canada for Mikayla. It was unlikely her daughter would turn up in a country as big as Canada anywhere near Libby. She needed a break from everything.

      Her emotional health had been in question since Mikayla had gone missing. Yet here she was now, planning this trip with her support group, and at that second, she almost felt alive.

      April was going too. The plan of the scenic train trip was for a change of pace. Her counselor highly recommended it for what she called—in her bohemian free spirit way—a palate cleanser. But what if Libby never wanted her palate cleansed? What if she liked the rough and disgusting taste on her tongue?

      All she had to do was put one foot in front of the other and continue to walk. She could do it, but the question was, did she want to?
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            Present

          

          Two months after the first letter

        

      

    

    
      Libby

      “Do you know if we need to be worried about Taylor and Blake?” Jenna asked one morning as she’d dropped off her girls to Libby for the day.

      With Libby and Adam looking at one another, Adam casually asked, “Why do you ask?”

      “I called over there last night, and Dex answered the phone. Said Mommy and Daddy were fighting, and when I pressed him further to find out more information, he told me he hated when his daddy was mean to his mommy. The sound of his voice broke my heart.”

      Adam, being quick on his feet, replied to his strong-headed firstborn. “I will check on them, honey. Don’t you worry.”

      When Jenna left, her eyes moved to her husband. “Have you thought about having a man-to-man talk with him, Adam? I mean, you two have always had a great relationship, and he respects you. He’ll listen to your concerns and possibly confide in you.”

      “Well, I’m glad that you can acknowledge you have other children to worry about.”

      The blow hit her horribly, and in a way, he knocked her with a brick of truth. However, in the hurt, she walked away without another word to him.
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* * *

      Taylor

      Walking toward the mailbox at her mother-in-law’s house, she was surprised to see a letter from Canada. Before she knew what she was doing, she opened the letter addressed to Libby. There was no doubt who had sent it, and because of the connection she’d always felt toward Mikayla, especially now, she told herself she had just as much right to open it as Libby did. Her heart literally swam as she saw the contents; an explanation that would help her mother-in-law comes to terms with Mikayla’s choices. Before she could say anything, Blake grabbed her from behind. Her mind was so deep in the letter that she hadn’t heard another car pull into his parents’ driveway.

      “Surprise, honey. You’re right. I need to change some …” But before he could finish his words, he saw the letter addressed to Libby but not before he clearly read that Mikayla had been in contact with Taylor. In an instant, he snatched the letter from her hands and yanked her toward her car where Dexter sat crying in fear for his mother. Without attracting attention, they sped off in her SUV. She leaned over to see him texting his mom, making excuses as to why his car was left in her driveway.

      She had been witness to this anger before, and she was instantly fearful for her son, her unborn baby, and herself.
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* * *

      He didn’t say a word to her as they drove home together in her car. Inside, after she sent Dexter upstairs to play, her husband started in.

      “How long, Taylor?” he asked.

      “A month, maybe,” she said.

      “And you knew about it?” He demanded an answer.

      “Yes, she gave me a letter.” Taylor realized at that moment that she shared too much with her husband.

      “You saw her? I mean, you really saw her. She’s alive? My sister is alive, and you kept it from me.”

      Cowering away from him to protect the baby inside her, she tried to calm him. “She came to me, Blake. She asked me to share only with your mom, or she’d disappear and no one would ever see her again.” She stopped for a second to think about her next option. His arms came up before she knew his hands were on her.

      She fell at his force but with strength she’d never known in her life she only stared, when she whispered, “She told me you hurt her.”

      Those were the words which stopped him in his tracks as his wife stayed on the floor, crying as a result of his hands. “What are you talking about? Mikayla was my best friend. We had a connection that she had with no one else, not even our mom. Everyone was jealous.”

      “No, you were controlling her like you are with me and like you will be with your sister’s namesake. That is why you chose Mikayla. You wanted a little Mikayla again to control. Well, you will not control me, not for another second, nor will you ever treat my daughter like you did your sister.” She heard little footsteps coming down the stairs and saw Dexter, watching her crying and hurt on the floor, and he watched his dad.

      “Daddy, why are you hurting Mommy?” he asked, his eyes as wide as saucers.

      “Go back upstairs, honey,” Taylor pleaded. “Please, sweetheart.”

      Dexter looked at his mom and then at his dad, and in his three-year-old wisdom, he stood in front of his mom, blocking his dad’s path. “Daddy, I fink you need time out and to be nicer to Mommy,” he said, ready for a showdown with his father. Blake turned, brushing past Dexter, and Taylor’s breathing steadied when it looked as if Blake was not going to take his frustration out on their son.

      With her arms outstretched, she called for Dexter, and he came to throw himself into her arms. “Dexter, buddy, let’s get you to bed.” She picked him up and gave him a kiss on his cheek. “You are my hero. You know this right, buddy?”

      “I know, Mommy. I always be. Do you know why?” he asked, full of wonder and innocence.

      “Why, buddy?” she asked, in awestruck of how a three-year-old might be able to answer this.

      “Because Daddy not good man, and every mommy deserve good man in her life.”

      Taylor wasn’t sure if she should laugh or cry at her son’s statement. Tucking him into bed, she realized that she didn’t think her heart could break any further. Then she turned from her son’s bed just in time to feel her water break.
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* * *

      Colette

      David’s lips were flattened and he’d just slammed the kitchen cabinets. Colette had never seen his face so red. Baring his teeth, he almost screamed, “How could you be this careless, Cole?”

      “I know you are mad, babe. I understand. But I connect with Taylor. I get her fear and her pain. She needed to know that she wasn’t alone. Mom would stop Blake. She’d have stopped Blake from hurting me all those years ago.” It was a constant struggle within Colette to deduce whether her mom knew about Blake at some level or was really that ignorant to his demons.

      With his hands firm on his waist, he walked back and forth on the tile floor. “We talk about everything, and I mean everything. We decided this on that day at the farm where I was no longer Nolan to you, and you became my Colette. I understood the letter you had Maribel deliver. You were careful and methodical, and though you didn’t tell me, I accepted your decision, but this was careless. You gave him access to our lives with this mistake.”

      “I left him to abuse another woman, and now he has a daughter he named after me. Does that tell you something about his obsession?”

      “Yes, Cole, and that is why I’m mad. You put us in jeopardy. This is just not ‘we’ anymore, Cole. We have Elizabeth and Liam to think about. You can justify it ten ways to Sunday, and it’s still stupid.”

      David had never spoken to her like this before, not since he was Nolan and she was so mean to him on the farm. In every day they had spent together since, he had always treated her like his queen. She knew she messed up, and she knew it was stupid to put her family at risk, but Taylor, Dexter, and MJ were her family too. She felt responsible for them.

      “David, Taylor doesn’t have a Nolan to rescue her, not like I did all those years ago. I’m sorry you think I was selfish, and yes, I realize what I did could cause problems for us, but I had to help in some sort of way.”

      Walking over to her, he touched her shoulder, but she tried to jerk away. “Cole, I’m sorry. I just can’t see you ever being hurt by him again. I think I would kill him,” he said, and she knew he was not exaggerating.

      “I know, but I couldn’t live with myself if Taylor or her kids were ever hurt further by him,” she pleaded as he gathered her into his arms.

      “That heart of yours, Cole, it’s why I love you so much, but, honey, we have got to make these decisions together.”
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            12 Years Ago

          

          Three months into captivity

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      The next morning, she was so confused after the kiss with Nolan along with the mind-numbing orgasm she’d had while fantasizing about him. When she came face-to-face with him in the hallway, she’d slapped him. “You are confusing the fuck out of me, you arrogant son of a bitch.”

      In her mind, she realized she’d really slapped him square in the face, and the pain, though it had to hurt, was nothing from the way he’d looked at her. Part of her wanted to inflict physical agony on to him as he’d done to her. But it was never that simple. Love was never that simple. In her mind, she’d been stripped of the choice to put distance between her and Blake, but then again, she’d never had the strength to choose that for herself.

      Reaching for her wrists, he gently pulled her body into his. “You like it heated, you like it angry, and you like it rough. I’ll take you this way; hell, I’ll take you every way.” Dipping his head to her ear, he said, “It will only happen, princess, when you can accept you need me.” His face was now touching hers. “But you have to admit it to yourself, you stubborn, stubborn woman.” Cupping her chin, he kept his grip not gentle but not harsh. “And unlike him, I will never hurt you. You know this in your heart.” Leaning in to her ear again, he whispered, “You want my cock, but more, you want me ... all of me.” Releasing her, he sauntered to his room. Glancing over his shoulder, he winked, then slammed the door behind him.

      At this moment, her gratitude and affection were so deep for Nolan, she needed his contact. Running to the door and opening it, she found Nolan standing there, as if he knew she’d come to him. In a split second, it was over. She surrendered her heart to him as her lips met his. Pulling back, just enough to see the beauty of his dark face and the demons that haunted him, it was her time to say, “Tell me to stop. Tell me you don’t want this.” He said nothing. Lifting her light body, he carried her to the bed, standing her just in front of it.

      Nolan unbuttoned her shirt with care, pulling it back and taking a deep breath. His eyes remained on hers. When they roamed elsewhere, it was to take in all that was Mikayla Miller.

      Reaching around her to unclasp her bra, he watched her full breasts spill out and didn’t think when he leaned down to take one, then the other in his mouth. At the onset of her moans, he pulled back to take off her yoga pants and underwear, letting her step out. Now, Mikayla was fully on display for Nolan, and she loved it. In the way his body roamed over her curves, she was desired and loved, and her heart continued to overflow for this man in front of her.

      It was her turn to undress him at her leisure. No words were spoken, but it was as though their minds were translating all they needed to say to one another. Taking the shirt at the seam and pulling it over his head, she was privy to all the ink that covered the good doctor’s body, mostly on his back. Running her lips from his neck all the way down, she traced his tattoos, that led to his back. Taking her index finger, she outlined Evie’s name that was above the tribal tattoo she’d seen earlier. She couldn’t wait to explore all his markings but she stopped at his pants and pulled them down along with his boxers when his cock sprang to life, and she had to stifle a laugh. Pulling her up, where she was even with him, he wrapped his arms around her slim waist, caressing every naked part of her body.

      Breaking the silence, he began, “I want you now. I want you forever. But if now is all I get; your body will be the temple I will always worship.” Taking her hand and guiding her to the bed, he laid her out, making sure she was comfortable. “Sweetness, you have to know this is more than sex.” Mikayla nodded. There was no denying what it really was in her eyes—love.

      “I want it to be sweet and sexy and worth everything you are.” Again, she only nodded.

      Crawling onto the bed where her legs were spread, he took in the lips of her pussy. “I want to see everything of you tonight.” In a second, his lips were kissing her all over, sucking on her clit when her hands found his light blond hair. Looking up and over her for a second, he smiled through the darkness of his eyes, and her heart grew a little more. She understood right then that she was damaged, and he had saved her. Nolan too was damaged, and she saved him too.

      He thrust two fingers into her. Her body started to clench around them, and she began to quake. “Let yourself go, Mikayla.”

      She was a young woman who’d kept too much to herself for years, and this man was offering to let her be herself for once in her life. It was easy to let go with him, and she did as her orgasm shook through her for what had to be minutes. When she opened her eyes, Nolan was watching her.

      “How did it feel to finally let go, giving it all up, everything that ever hurt you?”

      She couldn’t lie; it felt wonderful, but it could only be described in one way. “It felt like I’m home. You feel like home,” she said, and with that, Nolan pulled her close to him, as they both silently acknowledged how the other person changed their lives.

      When her face reached his, her life changed in that second. All was erased—the abuse of Blake, the ignorance of her parents, the turned head of her sister. Even the love she had for Ethan or the friendship that was a lifeline between her and Jill was gone, and it was all replaced with Nolan.

      His hands could not be contained as they roamed her entire body, and he placed his face to hers and said, “Tell me what you want. I need more from you.”

      Lacing her fingers with his, she gave a simple reply. “There will be more than enough time for everything. I need you inside me; I need to be one with you now to make it real.” Cupping his face in her hands, she whispered, “To make us one.”

      The moment didn’t call for a smirk or an “I knew you’d be mine one day,” but a critical juncture that would foreshadow their entire future. In the crucial turn of events, Nolan continued to shower kisses and little nips against her skin. Pulling back her thick blond hair, he zeroed in on her mouth. “This could be our forever.”

      Nodding at him and accepting the truth in the choice she’d made, she pulled him onto her. Placing his cock at her entrance, she felt her eyes water, but not because it hurt. It was their birth as a couple, their own little Genesis. It was as if she could hear the words, “In the beginning.” This was it.

      Placing her hands over her head, he kissed down her slender arms as he pushed inside her with one hard thrust. Her nerve endings were on overdrive, sensing every move. She was too responsive, and as if he was reading her mind, he picked up the pace while she could only scream his name. With the pain of her long nails in his back, his moans matched hers. Her pussy continued to seep around his cock, lubricating her naturally for deep access. Each thrust deeper inside her was followed by, “Harder, Nolan, I need you deeper. Deeper! I need to feel you all over.”

      With his last push, she surrendered to her own orgasm while he erupted inside her. She tipped his head to look into her face, proclaiming, “I choose you, I choose you—always.” In pure exhaustion, he crawled over to her, placing her head on a pillow while she balled up into his side. When he looked over and saw her tears, worry etched around his eyes.

      “Oh, shit, sweetness, did I hurt you?”

      Looking up over her tears, she smiled weakly. “No, it was beautiful. You are beautiful.”

      “Talk to me, sweetness,” he pleaded.

      “I just said good-bye to my old life and hello to my new life with you. No matter how much I tried to fight it, you are in here,” she said, taking his hand and placing it on her chest over her heart.

      The night brought a semblance of peace Mikayla had not known for years. In Nolan’s arms, she found her new life.
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* * *

      It had been a week since they surrendered to one another. They were on the couch tangled in each other's arms as he made love to her, and they were coming down from the high. “Speak to me, sweetness. I see something on your face, and you are retreating. Don’t do this.”

      “Sometimes, I forget that we aren’t a normal couple. Even when you’re reading the morning paper as my legs are sprawled out on you, we are a mirage behind so many lies. That never means you are not my life, though.” She answered his question before he could ask it. “I trust you. But please stop locking the door at night and hiding the key.” They’d not spent a night apart, but now he locked them both in at nighttime. “Let me get to know the man who has claimed this whole time he is doing this for my welfare.”

      He sat still for what seemed like an hour but was probably just five minutes. “Mikayla—”

      He brought her close to him, and again, he kissed her with urgency as if she’d vanish within the next sixty seconds. He stood her up, led her to his bed where she followed voluntarily, and laid her there. Kneeling above her, he slowly undressed her as her heart beat a mile a minute.

      “Say it, say what you want,” he said, breathless in her ear.

      “I choose you, choose you; always.”
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* * *

      Libby

      It was over three months; that was how long it had been since she’d seen her baby’s face. Yet she needed a break from everything that claimed her. The Canadian countryside was an image of beauty that words couldn’t describe. Libby let go on the ten-day trip as she bunked and related to a young woman in her early thirties whose three-year-old son was killed in a hit and run. She felt a connection with this young girl who was easily twenty years Libby’s junior.

      She woke one morning to April crying in a chair in Libby’s line of sight. It took Libby by surprise, but she hurried out of bed to try to comfort her in some sort of way.

      “April, honey, are you okay?”

      She’d shared with Libby, though, that she’d always been a private person. The daughter of a proud senate leader, April was raised to suppress most emotions and to live on facts only. However, those ideas were unrealistic as she grieved for her son.

      “Libby, I’m not good at this.”

      Libby leaned over to comfort her and replied, “I know, honey. You don’t have to share anything. If you need to cry, just cry.”

      April stared at the bulkhead of the train. “It’s just that today would be Deshawn’s sixth birthday.”

      She could physically feel the hurt that April felt course through her own body. “Oh, honey, nothing I can say will take away the hurt. I’m so sorry.” She pulled her close to embrace her as April fought her at first. Then April’s body went limp, and she wailed into Libby’s shoulder. After five minutes, she pulled back and tried to calm herself.

      “Libby, I’m sorry. You are wrestling with your own demons, and I don’t need to add to them.”

      What Libby didn’t tell her was for five minutes, her own problems were not at the forefront of her thoughts. But she was caring for someone else, and for that, in April’s pain at that moment, it gave Libby some relief.

      “It’s okay, dear. I’m fine. It’s what this group is for ... to be there for one another because we know the pain of loss.”

      “The worst day in my life was losing Deshawn. Being a single mother, I know the likelihood of having another child is low. However, I have peace knowing Deshawn is at rest. Never knowing would be this endless pain, and I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

      “The loss of a child is not something I know, so you are in my heart too.” In Libby’s mind, there was always a little bit of hope somewhere in her heart that Mikayla was alive; maybe even happy.

      All April could do in the awkward silence was laugh and say, “Well, shit, I’m horrible at this. What do you say we get dressed and find the rest of our tribe and get this day started with some coffee and food before we embark on the Canadian countryside?”

      “That is a wonderful idea.” They were due in Alberta today, and it was their first excursion since boarding the train nearly two days ago. “Let’s see what kind of trouble we can all get into today. What do you say?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Taylor

      Moving forward, Taylor’s life returned to a slight normalcy. As she formed a close relationship with the free spirit Amy, whom she had met at the library, her positive outlook on life slowly returned.

      Now that she’d at least entered the world of the living again, she looked forward to the future, a future which seemed so far off just four months ago. She had a plan, one that her parents actually supported.

      Her parents encouraged her to live on campus, which scared her since Mikayla had lived in the dorms and was kidnapped. Her dad told her during the long discussion that, “You have to be careful. I’m not saying it was this girl’s fault she was kidnapped, but maybe, just maybe she let her guard down for someone she didn’t know very well.”

      As much as she wanted to argue with her dad concerning this fact, this certainly could have been the truth. “Taylor, honey, we have to learn to live after something scares us like this.”

      The idea of having freedom to come and go without the intrusion of her parents was one part she most looked forward to. “I’ll give the dorms a try, after the summer semester,” she said, almost with a little bit of excitement in her voice.
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            Present

          

          Two months after the first letter

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      She knew she was safe for now, but it wouldn’t last long. She held Mikayla Jane as if she was still physically attached to her. When Blake insisted on holding their baby, Taylor understood the danger her Mikayla could endure at his hands. When her breathing stopped at such a horrific thought, she decided her marriage was over.

      As everyone gathered in the room to meet the newest member of the family, she was intent on trying to get the note that Mikayla had sent to Libby.

      She was smart enough to grab it on the way out of the house as Alyssa flew over to stay with Dexter since Taylor’s contractions were only five minutes apart.

      When Blake had left the room quickly to take her parents and Adam to the nursery to see more of Mikayla Jane, Taylor grabbed Libby’s hand and with her eyes begged Libby to stay.

      “What is wrong, honey?”

      “My purse, Libby. I grabbed a letter from your mailbox today. I opened it. I’m sorry, but I was bringing it to you.”

      Libby’s eyes told her all she needed to know. She walked to Taylor’s purse and retrieved the letter and left the room.

      It was the reaction Taylor was expecting, not one of anger but anticipation as to what the letter said, which Taylor and Blake knew. The last thing Mikayla needed was to fear the wrath of her brother, yet she had no way of warning Mikayla with the blocked number.
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* * *

      Colette

      “It’s time, David. I need to contact my mom. I’ve sent her on a wild goose chase for the past two months. It’s not fair to her anymore.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I know where she goes on the days she has both Blake’s and Jenna’s kids. I will meet her on our turf at the park.”

      After sending her mother the letter that told her she was trustworthy and she’d be in contact, she realized she owed her mom a face-to-face meeting, one where Libby could meet the rest of her grandkids.

      “Cole, honey, there are no guarantees.”

      “We can drive by her house a couple of times. We will have the kids with us and stay in a hotel.”

      “You have a plan already, don’t you?”

      “Ah, you know me so well,” she said with a devious smile.
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* * *

      Maribel had been stalking Taylor’s Facebook page, and when she arrived to drop Liam off from daycare, she had news for Colette. “She had a healthy beautiful baby girl who they are calling MJ,” Maribel said when Liam was out of earshot.

      “Are she and the baby okay?”

      “According to your brother’s post, she is.” Maribel answered.

      When Maribel left, she couldn’t help herself. She picked up the phone to call her sister-in-law.

      The phone rang once as she called Taylor’s cell phone, and in her haste, she didn’t block her number. The phone was answered immediately, and after all these years, he sounded the same. “Hello,” he said impatiently two times.

      She couldn’t disconnect the call fast enough. She looked at her phone, realized she hadn’t blocked her home number, and threw it hard against the wall. What had she done?
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* * *

      Libby

      Libby took in Mikayla’s words as she opened the letter.

      

      Dear Mom,

      You may think of me as cruel that I sent you on this wild goose chase, and as I reflect on what I could have done differently, know I left with good intentions to have never split up my family. I often wondered if you truly understood the fear I lived in due to Blake. Taylor understands. Please help her. She will need it. She’s stronger than I could ever be.

      

      Libby looked at the words and wondered what that meant, but in her heart, she realized she had known for some time. Had she always been this blind?
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            12 Years Ago

          

          Four months in captivity

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      Mikayla surprised Nolan in the kitchen one morning in her birthday suit. All she did was clear her throat, and he turned around with two plates of eggs over easy that he dropped on the floor. Laughing a bit, she blushed. “Shit, babe, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be, that can wait. I can’t.” He charged toward her; his face didn’t leave her chest, then he picked her up and placed her on the couch. As he straddled her, he leaned down, taking each tit in his mouth one at a time.

      “I want to taste you,” she said shyly. She was never one for oral sex, not until Nolan came around.

      “Don’t be shy, sweetness. I’m here. You’re it. Do it if you want, but all I need in this world is this,” he said, touching her chest.

      Though she knew what he meant, she joked, “You mean my tit?”

      “You are funny.” He stood, and she sat on the couch, pulling down his pants. With her stroking his cock, he took her long thick blond curls and worked her head in the momentum he liked. “Shit, sweetness, you are good at this. So good.” Mikayla worked her tongue around the bulb of his cock, then down the underside of his shaft, the most sensitive area, lightly squeezing his balls. Hearing his moans, she playfully winked, indicating there was more to this. His eyes watched her free hand as her finger started playing with her clit while she too was moaning.

      When he pulled out, her face paled in concern. “Don’t worry, hon, you were wonderful, but if I’m going to come, I want to be inside you.”

      Leaning her back on the couch, she stopped him, and as she stood, she asked, “Can I be …?” She couldn’t finish her words for her confidence had been stripped away years ago. Nolan perceived how nervous she was, taking charge in this intimate setting, so he stood in front of her.

      “Sweetness, don’t ever be scared to tell me what you want. You want to be on top?”

      It was as though they were one, and in Mikayla’s mind, they were. She only nodded her head again, confidence draining from her.

      Tilting her chin, he stared into her eyes. “Sweetness, I will restore everything that was taken from you. Feel safe with me; I will never hurt you.”

      She waited for him to sit down, but he didn’t. “You need to use your words, sweetness. Tell me what you want, then take it.” His eyes and words gave her the confidence she needed.

      “I want to ride your cock until you come inside me,” she said; her words were still shaky, but there now was a freedom Nolan had given her.

      Kissing her cheek, he winked his arrogant bastard look she secretly loved. “Now, sweetness, take it from me, take me, any way you’d like.”

      Pushing him down on the couch, she straddled him, continuing to stroke his cock. As she raised up just enough to place his cock at her entrance, she lubricated him with her own wetness and sat down on him, taking him in fully. Moving up and down, her body clenched at every sensation of him inside her.

      “We make love, sweetness, but this, this is more. This is a fuck with our love that seals the deal that you are forever mine.”

      Taking his hands in hers, she locked on his eyes, his brown merging with her green. “I’m yours, I’m yours—always.” At that moment, their bodies both climaxed because they were now one.

      Sex with Nolan was passionate, loving, and evoked a sense of belonging she’d never had before, and it canceled out the physical abuse inflicted by her brother for years.

      Still in his arms, he pulled her hair back. “Sweetness, I need to ask you something, and you have to answer me honestly.”

      She nodded in response, unsure what made him so serious after their passionate morning of making love.

      “Blake, did he ever touch you in a sexual way?” He’d asked this before, but she was still in denial about him abusing her in the first place.

      “No, never. It was always physical, but that was bad enough.”

      Shifting to sit up, in order to bring Mikayla to his lap, he replied, “You are right. It was bad enough, but as you are healing, I have to know how to help you. And quite honestly, I don’t think I could live on this earth with someone who hurt my girl in that sick way.”

      Facing him with her eyes full of tears, she asked, “Am I your girl?”

      Cupping her face, he only replied, “You will forever be my girl, if that’s okay with you?”

      There was so much she wanted to say but for now, she decided it was time to start her new identity. “Call me Colette.”

      Nolan stopped just above her as she reached for his erection, slightly stroking it while he moaned. Cupping her face, he replied, “Call me David.”

      “I want you, David. All of you.”

      “I want you too, Colette.”
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* * *

      After she cleaned up the spilled eggs, and Nolan cooked more breakfast, he mentioned, “While we are here, I want to be Mikayla and Nolan, is that okay? To pretend we don’t have the world to contend with for now?” It had been a month, and all they did was make love. As he traced a heart with his fingers on her still bare stomach, she finally acknowledged the elephant in the room.

      She nodded in agreement but finally said, “What are we going to do, then? Eventually, we have to make a decision.”

      “I’m not sure. It’s totally up to you. We can go back, explain the truth, and deal with the consequences.”

      “I’m not going to press charges. They can’t prove I didn’t go willingly.”

      “And will your family believe you?”

      “After I tell them about Blake, yes, they will.”

      “Okay, we can go this evening. I will drive you home, and we can do it together.”

      She sat on the kitchen chair. “What if I’m not ready to go home? What happens if I want to stay here?”

      He looked at her, surprised. “What? Leave your family forever?”

      “Well, yes. I mean, my mom and I are close, very close, but really, how could they have missed what Blake did to me all these years? I feel my head is clear, clearer than it has been in a long time, and that is because of you, Nolan.”

      He sat up, trying to absorb everything she’d shared with him. “No, that is too much to ask of you. Sure, you’re upset at them now, but it will lessen. Sweetness, my brother and I lost our parents at an early age. It’s just us, and if I had to do it over again, I would do anything to see them. You don’t know what you are saying, sweetness. I promise you that it won’t always be like this.”

      “I hated you; at least, I wanted to. I haven’t been able to because I knew in my heart you were right about Blake.”

      He laughed at her. “Well, if that wasn’t hatred the past couple of months, I wouldn’t want to see full on hatred,” he said, leaning down to kiss her nose. “Anyway, sweetness, this can’t last forever. I do have to work eventually, and we have the issue of passports and an identity for you.”

      “Your brother, Luke, he’s a policeman. Can’t he help us?”

      “Mikayla, did I have dreams that you would come to care for me as I care for you? Yes, but not in my wildest dreams did I think it would work, and now that we are, well, whatever this is called, I have to tell you that we have our work cut out for us. You need to see your parents, if not now, then let’s give it a month, figure out what this is, and then go from there.”

      “You don’t know what this is?” she asked, pointing at her and him.

      “For me, it’s love, and I know that. I knew that the second your face looked at me with defeat in your eyes, and I saw the damage that bastard brought on you. But this is new to you.”

      “I care for you. I wouldn’t have been with you like this several times if I didn’t,” she said with a wry smile, winking at him. “I’ve loved two men—Ethan and Christopher. But with you, it’s more than I can explain. My love for you transcends everything, and as deranged as it is, I will never stop loving you. You, Nolan, are my future. If that means leaving my past behind, I’m willing to do anything it takes to be with you.”

      She couldn’t help the desperation she felt for Nolan at this moment. He was sent to protect her and was the first one who had his eyes wide open to the damage Blake caused. Nolan’s intervention had opened her mind, and she was healing and was no longer the scared little girl who Blake had tried to control. Even when he tried to force her to break it off with Christopher, she refused.

      Instead of continuing this type of conversation where he was encouraging her to face the life he had swooped her out of, she changed the topic altogether. “Tell me about Evangeline?”

      He raised his eyebrows at her, telling her silently that he knew what she was doing, but he let it go and started talking about Evangeline; by allowing this subject change. “Evie and I grew up next door to each other. She was just always there, and my parents adopted her basically as their third child. After me, Mom couldn’t get pregnant again, so Evie filled that void of the daughter she longed for. Plus, Evie didn’t have a mom, so it worked well. Luke was just too cool for us, and he treated Evie as badly as he treated me. Evie left to live with her grandparents for a year when her dad was traveling for a job, and she came back at the age of sixteen, completely different. And though Luke was nineteen, he started showing interest in her. He waited until she was eighteen to ask her out, and they fell in love quickly. But by nineteen, she was gone. Her dad said she was not allowed to leave him ever, and when Luke proposed, her dad went ballistic. She hid it from Luke and me. How did we miss it? Anyway, growing up, we had the same interests. She was going to be a nurse, and she had the most caring nature. If he hadn’t fled, I would have killed him. I hate him; I want to hurt him like I’ve never hurt anyone before. Except your brother. I could hurt him if I really wanted to, and while I really want to, it won’t solve the worst part, the victim he has made you.”

      It was as if she was this perfect collectible of his that he’d been protecting from rot or mold. She was that precious to him. In her battered psyche, she needed to feel cherished and loved.

      “I propose we stay for the rest of the six months as Mikayla and Nolan, getting to know one another, then as Colette and David, we can figure out where to go from there,” Mikayla interjected.

      He was tender with her all the time. Sure, it wasn’t perfect, but this was how they got to be a couple, making it through this impossible task to where Nolan was her future. It didn’t make it unhealthy. Nor did the circumstance of how they met and bonded. It was her fate to end up with him. Her body understood how to breathe without thought, and it knew she needed Nolan.
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* * *

      Ever since the first time they made love, they hadn’t spent a night apart. Their love affair was quick and passionate. Mikayla grew to appreciate the way Nolan wanted to protect her. “Tell me something about yourself, something I don’t know,” she said, wrapped in his naked embrace. She enjoyed the days they only left the bed for food or drinks. She loved it more when they stayed in bed naked all day, and she studied every part of his body.

      “My parents died when my brother was twenty-two, and I was twenty. I went to Uni and continued, holding this farm. Lucas would never part with it, even though Evangeline is gone, he could never bring himself back here. But for me, Evangeline lives on in this house.”

      “I didn’t know you grew up here? Was this your family home then?”

      “One of them. Our parents were wealthy. Originally from Quebec, they moved here to farm; a dream of my dad’s because money was never an issue for them. Evangeline grew up on the adjacent land. Lucas bought it after her dad went to jail and burnt the house to the ground. Now, it’s just an abandoned field. I’ve gone there at times but not in a couple of years. I’m done with that part of my life. You have saved me.”

      Sitting up, Mikayla swiped a piece of hair from his eyes when she proclaimed, “I’m not going home, ever.”

      “What? I can’t keep you from your family, especially now. Your brother must be stopped. He’ll do this to another girl; if not you, his future wife. Believe me,” Nolan insisted, not breaking eye contact with her.

      “I know, and I’m going to have to live with it. But you saved me, and I can’t ever let the authorities come after you. You are my future now. When we leave here, we will never be Nolan and Mikayla again but Colette and David,” Mikayla said, then asked, “But what will I do? How will we live?”

      “I have a place in Edmonton near my brother and his fiancée.”

      She sat on her side as he caressed her bare breasts, smiling at her, attempting to seduce her at that moment, but she was shocked by what he said. “Your brother is engaged?”

      “He found love again in Maribel. She’s feisty and so good for him but she can never know what Lucas is doing for us.”

      He found love again, and something this huge, after such a loss, put a smile on her face. “Okay.” She was looking over his body and saw a blemish on his left shoulder. “Tell me about this,” she said, pointing at the inch-long scar.

      “Ah, this little thing. I’m not sure when or where I got this. I’ve had it for a while now. It showed up on me one day and never went away.”

      Mikayla raised her eyebrows at him. “That’s quite ominous.”

      “Mysterious,” he said, sweeping her in his arms, kissing along her neck, and then the next thing she knew, he was entering her, and it felt like it should have been like this the whole time. As she’d said since the first time they were together, she was home, finally, and never leaving.
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* * *

      Libby

      Coming off the trip to Canada was what Libby needed. Everyone saw her renewed spirit the second she stepped back into the house. Always concerned that she’d put someone out, she arrived home at 5:30 p.m. that night. Jenna’s wedding was five days away, and she assured her mom that any last-minute issues were handled.

      At dinner that night, something Jenna took care of, the four of them sat down at the dining room table for the first time since Mikayla’s disappearance. Though they felt as if someone was certainly missing, they enjoyed their first real Mikayla-less dinner together.

      Blake had changed, stating he’d be helping his father during the summer term. He almost seemed back to his normal self, but when Libby asked, “Are you dating anyone, honey?” Blake just looked down and shook his head.

      However, he had a lot to say about Trent’s upcoming bachelor party, which he was given the honor of planning.

      “Oh, lord, Blake. Just promise me you will make sure my fiancé is at the wedding, or your ass will be the one being kicked.” Jenna could hold her own, and though she was kidding, everyone knew she was also serious.

      Libby needed this time with her little nuclear family. Even Adam looked renewed and refreshed, knowing part of his problem was the worry he had over his wife.

      “So, tell us, dear. What was your favorite place in Canada?”

      Blake teased and said, “Yeah, tell us, eh?” Trying to use his best French-Canadian accent though he failed, terribly.

      “I love Calgary Alberta. It was by far the most rustic. I tell you what, Adam, I think we should go there for our next anniversary. Take the train and stay in a bed and breakfast. It would be so romantic, you know.”

      Jenna and Blake laughed and then rolled their eyes. “Gross, can we not have this visual of you all having sex?” Jenna said.

      Blake added, “Yes, in my mind, you only had sex three times.”

      They all laughed, and it was the perfect ending of a trip that gave her the perspective she needed to move past this critical stage in her mourning and grieving.
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* * *

      Taylor

      While in the midst of a bowl of Cheerios, Taylor announced to her parents at breakfast one morning, “I would like to finish in three and a half years, then get my student teaching out of the way early, which won’t be hard with starting my summer courses the week after graduation.”

      Her parents eyed each other. Before her dad could phrase it a lot more eloquently than her blunt mother, she said, “Oh, so you will still be pursuing education and not journalism?” Taylor had no idea if WWU had journalism, but since she decided several months ago for education over all other majors, she just laughed.

      “I know you wish this was a phase I was going through; however, I’m very dedicated to becoming a teacher. I thought I hated kids at first, but I’ve found I’m great with them, and I think one day when I have my own, it will be nice to have summers off with them.”

      “But the pay, Taylor honey, is atrocious.”

      “Well, it’s not like being a lawyer or a doctor, but I find this is what I want. I know you think I’m going through this stage, but I’ve changed, if you haven’t noticed,” Taylor said bluntly, a tone her mother hated hearing but never worried about saying herself.

      Her dad, ever the diplomat, took his wife’s hand to calm her and proclaimed, “I, for one, think it’s a very admirable profession, and I know you will excel at this.”

      When her mom knew she was defeated, she looked at Taylor and said, “Okay, then let’s discuss your graduation party.”
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            Present

          

          Nine weeks after the first letter

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      Mikayla Jane was a wonderful baby. It had only been two days since her early arrival, and they were settling into their routine. Blake had even taken a couple of days off work to be attentive toward Taylor and MJ. However, after Taylor nursed her sweet little girl, she walked into their room and saw Blake packing.

      “Going somewhere?” she asked, a little too excited that he might be leaving them. Her marriage was over, so she didn’t press him for the details. She didn’t care; not about her marriage, not about him, and certainly not about being the one who could save him. She’d tried, she failed, and she was done.

      “I’m sorry to have to leave you. I won’t be gone but a day or two. Something came up last minute, and I must get this taken care of. I promise, after I get back, I’ll be off for the next two weeks to help you.”

      Since being home, Blake hadn’t mentioned the letter that had gone missing or Mikayla’s immersion back in their lives. He had been almost loving, so unlike his demeanor for the last ten of their eleven years.

      “Taylor, honey, I’m sorry.” But Taylor was not. She felt as if she was getting a little bit of a break from her life with Blake away and hoped in some way he wouldn’t be coming back.

      She hadn’t seen her phone since the hospital. Without concern for his trip, she blurted out, “Blake, where is my phone?”

      He took his jacket pocket and pulled out a brand-new phone. “Oh, I forgot to tell you, Dexter dropped it in water. I replaced it, and for some reason, they had to issue you a new number.”

      She didn’t buy it, knowing there was more to the story, but she didn’t press. She needed him gone. Even if he was coming home the day after tomorrow, it still gave her time to plan the departure of her and the kids from his life.
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* * *

      Libby

      She had spoken to Taylor very little since the day of MJ’s birth. For now, she was safe with the impromptu trip Blake had taken. She wasn’t angry with Taylor for opening the letter intended for Libby. In her eyes, she let Taylor down, and in her shame, she wanted to hide from Blake’s violence. It was then, she wondered, if that was what she’d done all these years, excusing Blake’s behavior. She’d let down Taylor, and as she was starting to figure out, she’d let down Mikayla too.

      Her prideful nature let her think all these years of mothering was what she was made for; but she realized she was not this uniquely wonderful mom as she had led herself to believe. In her heart, she ached for all she missed. She grieved for the lives she let down, her son especially.

      Adam was still not talking to her, so she had to swallow her pride and be the first one to make amends with him. As she approached the study, she stared at her husband, the man she’d loved for many years. There was no one like him in her life, and he was a good father. However, how did they raise the monster their son became when both Adam and herself didn’t have a violent bone in their body? She gave the slightly opened door a light knock. Looking up while his glasses slid down the bridge of his nose, he gave her a gentle smile, one she had missed for the past several weeks, then she entered his study.

      “Hey there,” he said, as he too had probably missed the visits she’d paid him throughout his days working at home. “I’ve missed this,” he said, giving her a small opening.

      “I’m so sorry, Adam. I did this without your blessing, but worse, we have a bigger problem.”

      Adam looked down at his papers first, taking in what she had just told him. He slightly brought his face to hers, and his eyes started to water. “I know, honey, I know. I’ve been avoiding this; the issue with Blake in hopes it would go away.” It was time to figure out how to help him and save what was left of their family.

      Before he could say anything else, she started to speak, “That’s the reason Mikayla left.”

      By his eyes, that was a surprise. Before he could say anything else, he grabbed his wife and brought her close to him. “You were right to try to find Mikayla; it was my silly pride. Especially now that we know.” They didn’t say anything else as they cried in each other’s arms.
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* * *

      Colette

      David had just gotten home when Liam threw up everywhere. “Cole, I got this mess. Go put Liam in the shower.” Colette knew David’s affinity for puke and gladly switched places.

      “No, honey. I got this. You get Liam. I’d rather clean up one pile of puke than two,” she said, giving David a little smirk. She often wondered how he made it through medical school.

      Elizabeth was watching some sort of tween show on Disney when the doorbell rang. “I got it,” she called.

      “No, Elizabeth!” she yelled animated when she looked at her watch, knowing that only Maribel stopped by unannounced, and she was out of town for a marketing conference. With her cleaning gloves on her hands, she opened the door, and in one moment, she was transported back to the scared girl who’d been abused by this man when his life became shitty.

      She couldn’t catch her breath. Out of nowhere, Elizabeth appeared, and now her worst nightmare was playing out in front of her. Blake preyed on women weaker than him both physically and emotionally. The one thing she’d never let Elizabeth become was a weak woman who’d allow a man to harm her.

      “Mom, who is it? Dad told me to tell you Liam threw up again.” Pushing her away from the front door, she shut it just enough to give her daughter privacy from who was on the other side.

      “Okay, I’ll be right there.” Was all she could muster as the door was pushed in on her.

      “I didn’t want to believe it,” he said on the other side of the entryway. “You built a life for yourself purposely, didn’t you?”

      “Um, how did you find me?” He had to sense her fear. Blake thrived on fear— it turned him on in some sick way, like a nice-looking woman turned on most decent men, but with Blake, this was a sickness.

      He smirked at her. “No, that won’t work, Mikayla.”

      “I haven’t been called that in a long time, and I think you need to leave, now,” she said firmly, not wanting to bring attention with her daughter behind her. His bulky body towered over her, and his harsh words wouldn’t melt her as they had in the past. She was stronger than she used to be.

      “Aren’t you going to invite me in? Or should I call the police?” He threatened her.

      “There is nothing you can do.”

      “Um, let me think ... your husband kidnapped you and convinced you to come live with him, more so, it’s convenient too that your brother-in-law works for the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. So I’m thinking you are here illegally, Colette Dubroise.”

      “Blake, I’m happy. I’m really happy, and I will make it up to Mom somehow, but please, this is my life. I love it. I have kids; this is my family.”

      “Cole, honey, who is at the door? It can’t be Maribel.” David laughed, grabbing the door away from where she was shielding herself and her brother. Before he could do anything, a fist hit David in the face, and Elizabeth, who was right behind her father, screamed.

      “I know what you did to my sister.”

      She stood between her brother and husband, as the color drained from her face. “Come in, wait for me in the kitchen.” She grabbed her phone and called Luke. “I need you to come get Elizabeth and Liam now. It’s an emergency.” She hung up the phone before he could say anything and instructed David to wait for Luke with Elizabeth. Within ten minutes, Luke was loading a puking Liam and a scared Elizabeth into his car. David walked into the kitchen.

      “You need to leave,” David spat, standing between Colette and her brother.

      “I chose this life because of you, and if you are not careful, you’re going to lose your family too!” Colette shouted at him, breaking the safety of her husband, finally standing her ground as she should’ve done years ago.

      “I have a great family. I have a great life, and you have no idea how I am living.” Blake yelled.

      She stepped closer to him with David firmly behind her. “No, you have a wife you control, like you did me. I should know. I was her at one point.” Leaning up, closer to his face, she changed her icy tone. “If I were you, I would put your own house in order before tearing down someone else’s.”

      Without seeing it coming, Blake whipped his hand around and slapped Colette in the face, but in a split second, David cold-cocked Blake, and he fell over. Fixed over him, David moved to sit on his chest, and he began swinging with both hands. “You. Will. Never. Touch. My. Wife. Again. If you do, I. Will. Kill. You!” David stood from where he kneeled on Blake’s chest, pulling him by the collar. “You took too much from her already. You come near my family again, I’ll kill you. You report my family, you will become acquainted with the same man who would have killed for Mikayla twelve years ago. That man no longer exists, but I can fucking guarantee you, he will come out and play if I think for a second you are a threat to what we’ve built.”

      Pulling himself up, Blake wobbled for a second, then he took one last look at his sister. “You won’t get away with this.” As David charged him, Blake grabbed his keys that had fallen out of his jacket from the floor and left, slamming the door behind him.
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            12 Years Ago

          

          Five months in captivity

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      She stood at the entrance of his room, the same place she’d slept for the past month. He was cleaning up, making the bed, but her plans were to get him back in the bed. “What are you doing?” she asked, though it was quite obvious.

      Tucking a sheet between the mattress and the box spring, he looked back to answer her, but the smile on her face said it all. “Well,” he said, abandoning the military way he’d been making his bed, “do you have something else in mind?”

      Walking toward him in just a white t-shirt of his, she began, “You told me once that I liked it heated, and angry, and rough.” Her voice was no more than a whisper. “And I think I may want to try all those things.”

      Unbuckling his belt, he had his pants off by the time he reached her. “Sweetness, fuck, those words are so sexy coming from your mouth.” With his arms around her, he took her mouth in a kiss, and it was rough, there was no question. Cupping her neck with his hand, he didn’t release her as her moans intensified. Jumping on him, she squeezed her legs around his muscular waist.

      Taking her to the bed, he tossed her light body on the mattress, and her eyes widened with mischief. “You want to challenge me?” His voice raspy and her eyes fixed on him, she couldn’t help but laugh.

      “We are messing up your pretty sheets.” His eyes were dark, hooded, and she was aware he only wanted one thing right now. “Do I need a safe word?” She smiled because this Nolan excited her in a different way, a raw and real way.

      “Sweetness, I will never hurt you, but if you don’t want to do anything, then you just say no, and I’ll stop.”

      “I don’t want you to stop. I want this, and I want it fucking now.”

      His eyes remained on her when he took the hem of the shirt on her body and ripped it from the bottom to the top, exposing her boobs. “This isn’t sex, sweetness; this is more.”

      He never had to say this, but he always did, and she always wondered if it was more for him, to absolve him from taking Mikayla as he had, or if it was for her. No matter the reason, sex with him was more than the physical sensations and pleasure. Her body was on fire, and she only said, “I choose you, I choose you—always.”

      Though these words were normally said when he was inside her, he had to be convinced that he was good enough for her. She saw it in his eyes that he questioned his methods at times, but she never questioned him, not after she surrendered.

      Picking her up, he carried her to the bathroom. Placing her on the counter, he lowered himself, enough to circle her clit with his tongue. He brought her just shy of a climax, then stood up, grinning at her. She silently cursed him while he spun her around, pushing her body onto the counter. Tying her hands behind her, she could see everything from the mirror. With three fingers finding her G-spot, he almost brought her to an orgasm, then he pulled out again. In the mirror, where they could see one another, she was about to light into him when he entered her roughly from behind. Leaning down to her ear, he said, “I will let you come now.”

      When he picked up his speed, she became more demanding. “Fuck me harder, Nolan. I want it rough.” Never in her life did she imagine sex would be enjoyable this way. But it was, and it was because she was with Nolan.

      He slowed for a minute, and when their eyes locked in the mirror, he said, “Say it, sweetness. I need you to say it, again.”

      She looked up, and they both had tears in their eyes. He needed this reassurance each time. Her strong man, who knew what she needed before she knew, had to be told repeatedly how he was the one for her. “I choose you, I choose you—always.”
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* * *

      “We need to make some decisions,” Nolan declared as he stretched his body, waking up in her arms.

      “Do we? Can’t we stay on this farm forever?”

      “My money will only stretch so long. I have enough to last us the six months plus some, but I’ve got to get you a passport and a valid ID. It’ll take me some time.”

      Mikayla asked, “We can stay here until we can start our life in Edmonton?”

      “Yes, but until we have your new identity, we can’t risk going to town together.”

      “But the farm, am I able to be a part of this farm for now? I mean, I’ve seen a little of it, but I would love to explore.”

      The look he conveyed to Mikayla was one of hope but laced with doubt. She intercepted his concern and finally said, “You know, I would want to explore it with you anyway.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry. I love you, Mikayla. Of course, I want to trust you.”

      She gave him a similar look. “I want to trust you too,” she said in her touché sort of way.

      He laughed at her. “Okay, so this is not the most traditional relationship, and we certainly have some trust issues.”

      She grabbed his hand and interlaced her fingers with his. “But you are right about something. I love you, and I’m not going anywhere. You are my future.”

      Her words brightened his face. “Okay, where do you want to begin?” It was now mid-April still cold for an Alberta late spring. “I don’t know. I would love to take a blanket, go for a walk down the stream, and end up in one of those old barns for a while. Drink some wine, make love. Maybe bring a little portable heater. Get lost for a while,” she said, leaning into him, her provocative hints understood by Nolan when he smacked her ass playfully.

      “I have an idea. Let me get the Hummer heated up, and we can take that around the property. I’ll show you all there is on this 200-acre farm, and we can certainly get lost somewhere.”

      “With wine?”

      Walking up to her, he pulled her body against his. “I’m not enough for you?”

      “Well, yes, but wine would make it even better.”
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* * *

      They had been on the trails for hours as he wound in and out of the various areas of the property. “This is so pretty. Can’t we make a life for ourselves here?”

      “That’s not an option, but we can always spend holidays here.”

      She laughed when he stopped the Hummer and turned to her. “What is so funny?”

      “I guess I’m going to have to start talking like a Canadian. Holidays? What other funny words will I have to replace in my American lingo?”

      “Ah, you are making fun of me.”

      “A little, I reckon.” Mikayla teased.

      “Now who sounds funny? Where did you learn ‘I reckon’?”

      “My grandparents were from Virginia. Every once in a while, the five summers I spent with them on their farm come out.”

      “I’ll teach you all you need to know. But for now, why don’t we find a barn to get lost in?”

      She turned to the tree line about a quarter of a mile to her right. “What is that over there? Is that still your land?”

      Nolan looked at the land and quietly said, “Um, that is not our land. Jenkins, the crazy SOB who lives a couple of kilometers down the road, owns it. You must promise never to go past the tree line. I never know what sort of crazy shit he may have over there.”

      “Okay,” Mikayla replied casually.

      Taking her chin, he said, “No, seriously, Mikayla, promise me you won’t ever go over there.”

      She grabbed his arm. “You have kept me safe up to this point. I promise. I’ll never go over there.”

      Relief swept in Nolan’s face, and they continued their drive until they came upon one of the six barns on his property and did as they planned to—they got lost in the barn for a while, a long while.
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* * *

      Taylor

      It was her first college class, and though the professor’s last name was one she recognized, she certainly wasn’t expecting them to be the same family. She trudged through this class with the determination that economics wouldn’t eat her alive. She often wondered, Who would ever major in this horrible course? It was all she could do just to make it through the session, which was made a little more enjoyable by the professor’s assistant. She’d often ask him questions, just to see the dimples in his cheeks. She was coming into her own, finally, confident in herself and her choices.

      Needless to say, if she could have made a choice, it would certainly have been this boy, but he wasn’t a boy. He had to be at least five years older than she was, but after a certain age, that sort of difference didn’t quite matter. She never got the same vibe from him, though he would stare at her during tests.

      By and by, she was happy. Though she was living at home until the beginning of the fall semester, she had a little introduction to college life. After leaving class one summer afternoon and checking out that guy’s dimples one last time, she said to herself out loud, “Yep, I think I will like college quite a bit.”
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* * *

      Libby

      Jenna was married. Her baby, the firstborn, was now off on her own, and Blake had spoken of a girl who caught his fancy in the class he’d been assisting his father with. “Your dad will flip,” she mentioned on the fly.

      “I know. I don’t plan to do anything about it until she’s no longer a student,” he mentioned. “Anyway, with me finishing my degree, I won’t be a quote unquote employee anymore.” Libby was ecstatic that he was following Mikayla’s advice. Football was no longer a viable option, but he had the chance to help others. Something she knew would bring him pleasure.

      Delaney was still a constant in her life, and she enjoyed the time in which they healed each other. Just as if Libby always knew something was missing in her life, Libby could sense Delaney knew she was missing out on a full-time mama. “Don’t worry, honey, I got your back,” she’d say to her daily, knowing she could never replace her mother, just like Delaney could never replace Mikayla.  They both knew loss, and they’d always share this connection.

      Looking back on the past five months, Libby never wanted to playback or hit rewind on that hell. Her strength was resolved, and only for that reason, she felt she could forge ahead.
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            Present

          

          Ten weeks after the first letter

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      The moisture in the air shifted the second Blake stormed in the door. Taylor, still oblivious to where her husband had disappeared to so quickly, only cared that he was home. It was then she realized her heart no longer belonged to him. In the understanding that she didn’t want her husband near her or her kids with his ever escalating out-of-control behavior, she knew he’d kill her if she ever planned to leave. She needed help in the form of Libby.

      Her husband was disconnected from his body, and he was not rational anymore. Not that he was rational by human standards normally, but there was no reaching him. Her last words to him, which were only to ask what he’d done on his quick trip, did him in, and now, unlike the past, she not only feared for her life but that of her children. “Dexter, run upstairs and lock the door and only open it for Mommy. You understand?” she said. In his quick departure from the room, she didn’t see what was in her son’s hand.

      It was now or never to maybe say the one thing that could stop him as his eyes grew dark and like those of a stranger she no longer knew. “Mikayla, you hurt her. That is why she left? Right?”

      Now, all she needed was to protect MJ, who was barely just a week old, sitting in her carrier on the floor. “What did you just say?” he demanded, not even understanding the fear that drove his son out of the living room.

      Though she’d said this the day her water broke with MJ, her words packed a punch with the confidence her lost sister-in-law had given her. “I know what you did to Mikayla. You are the reason she left.” Taylor repeated herself, but it didn’t bring back the man she’d fallen in love with. Her words and accusations only fueled his fire.

      “You don’t know shit, and you are just that, a piece of shit.”

      Backing up, trying to maneuver MJ’s car carrier out of his line of sight, she said, “Mikayla came to see me a month ago. She had a feeling you had moved on to your wife, and she wasn’t wrong, you know.”

      “Mikayla was my world. I loved her; she was my little sister. I only was hard on her to make her thick skinned in this world, like I’ve had to do with you.”

      “Is that how you justify it, Blake? Did you knock her around too?”

      “No, I don’t knock you around either. Only when you deserve it.”

      “No one ever deserves it!” she screamed, and the next thing she remembered was everything around her fading to black.
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* * *

      Libby

      Her mind wandered to Blake. All Taylor mentioned was he’d left for a couple of days. Where was he and could he be capable of hurting someone, actually two someone’s she loved so much? Her mind raced, sorting through files of memories stored in her brain; all that revolved around her kids, her life.

      Her phone began to vibrate, pulling her back to the present. She looked at the display and saw it was Taylor. “Hey, sweetie,” Libby said, as she always adored her daughter-in-law and loved her like one of her own children.

      Before she could say anymore, she knew right away it was not Taylor whimpering on the other end. “Grammy.”

      “Dex, honey. Where is your mommy?”

      “Daddy really mad. I scared, Grammy.”

      Adam stood immediately at the panic that appeared on his wife’s face. “I’m on my way, Dex. Stay on the line with us.” She covered the speaker and looked at her husband terrified. “It’s Taylor; she’s in trouble.” He grabbed his keys, and they hurried to the car and toward their son’s house, not sure what they’d find.
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* * *

      Colette

      “This is bad, really bad,” Colette said.

      “I need you to calm down, Cole.” David pulled her into his embrace, only twenty-four hours after his brother-in-law showed up on her front porch.

      “I can’t get a hold of her. It’s like her number was changed.”

      “Does that surprise you, Cole, with how controlling he is? He doesn’t want you two to be in contact; that would be too dangerous for him.”

      “No, not at all, but part of me wants to call my mom.”

      “We can’t do that, not now.”

      Colette searched his eyes. “I will never regret the life we chose, but it’s time. It’s time I come clean to my mom, face-to-face.”

      As he always did with his touch, she calmed. “Okay, Cole, let’s make a plan.”
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            12 years ago

          

          Eight months in captivity

        

      

    

    
      Mikayla

      To Nolan’s surprise, it wasn’t that easy to create an identity for Mikayla. It was only with the help of his brother that they finally pulled it off.

      After eight months at the farm, Mikayla watched as the small farmhouse where her life began again got smaller and smaller until she couldn’t make it out in the distance. Nolan grabbed Mikayla’s hand. “Are you sure about this?”

      Looking up at him, she said, “I haven’t been this sure about something in a long time, if ever.”

      “Well, what do you say? Are you ready for our new life together?”

      She caressed his face and turned toward him with a smile. “I can’t think of any place I would rather be, David Dubroise.”

      “That is good to know, Colette.”

      That white snow had finally melted months ago, giving way to beautiful blooming flowers. It was about the new growth that Mikayla had experienced, and the cycle of abuse that once incased her was no longer.

      She was saying good-bye to a life she knew but no longer could live. The scared girl who Blake had abused all those years ago was gone. She now was replaced by a stronger version of her old self, one she never saw inside of her, not before David. Sure, their love was certainly not one that would be written about in fairy tales that their children would one day read, but their story was written in their hearts.

      She held David’s hand, looking at her new reflection, her new self. She could never be a Stella, a name she told David she was considering early on just to get him off her back. She was no longer Mikayla. Looking at her license, she was now Colette Franche’ until he could make her legally Colette Dubroise. This name suited her—a new life with a new man in a new place. She couldn’t think of anywhere else she wanted to be.
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* * *

      Libby

      It had been eight months since she’d seen her daughter’s beautiful face and heard her sweet voice. Life had changed in many ways. Her marriage with Adam was stronger than ever. She relied on him in ways she never thought possible. There were friends of hers she never thought could be as important to her as they had become. Jenna was happy, married, and they had started trying to get pregnant. Blake was starting to see a wonderful young girl who Libby adored. She missed Mikayla more than words could describe; however, she was healing more day by day.
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* * *

      Taylor

      Never in her wildest dreams did she expect to be a part of Mikayla Miller’s life. The name Miller was popular, but when she was assigned to Professor Adam Miller’s class that summer, it never occurred to her that she’d be entangled in the life of the girl she had obsessed with for so long. Now, she was falling in love with this entire family, and just as Mikayla’s family felt her presence missing, she felt that same absence, as if she knew her. Only time would tell.
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            Present

          

          Twelve weeks after the first letter

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      Two weeks had passed since she witnessed her husband being carted off in handcuffs as the neighbors looked on with a despondent Libby crying at her feet.

      She’d never thought Dexter could use the phone, but her child saved her own life and probably MJ’s.

      Her parents swooped into the ER, trying to take Taylor back to their house, but healing had to begin with Libby, as both Taylor and the Millers pulled their way out of the hole this event had placed at their doorsteps.

      A concussion kept her in the hospital for two days, but she never entertained going to the home she and Blake shared together. In her mind, it was hard to fathom she could return to her old life in the place that held both her happiest and miserable events.

      After she’d been admitted to the hospital, Libby held her hands. “Taylor, I let you down. I never saw this, or was it that I never wanted to see it, until recently?”

      She looked away with one single tear rolling down her face. She had more to tell her mother-in-law, and she wasn’t sure how she’d take it. “It got really bad about a year after our marriage.” She paused. “And as you now know, it’s the reason Mikayla started a new life without you.”
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* * *

      Colette

      In bed, David held his wife as she wept for the life she’d never know. “I will never regret you,” she said as she kissed her husband as though he were the sole reason she could breathe.

      “Oh, Cole, I know.” He took his fingers and wiped away each tear.

      “It’s seeing Blake, and how he tried to hurt me; it’s in that I realize I could have stopped him, stopped him from hurting Taylor all these years. It’s my fault. I wasn’t strong enough to go home.”

      Moving her face to his, he only said, “No, Colette Dubroise—I will not allow you to blame yourself, sweetness. You gave up everything for a normal life, and I will be damned if I ever let him take anything else away from you, away from us.”

      It was then that David took her mouth with his, then reaching his fingers down her pants, he found her core and worked her with two fingers. “You are my everything, sweetness, and I will cherish you and love you and protect you with my last breath.” As she moaned, he moved his head to her pussy, circling her clit.

      “Fuck, David.”

      “You are mine, Cole, tell me you’re mine!” he demanded, which was one of the few times he had in their marriage, but Colette needed this as much as he did.

      As her orgasm took her over, she could only yell, “I’m yours; I’m yours. Now fuck what is yours.”

      David sat up, kissing her, and smiled, loving when she demanded what was theirs.
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* * *

      “Where are we going?” Elizabeth asked early one morning when she walked in to see her mom packing everyone’s suitcases.

      “We are going to visit an old friend you’ve never met before, but I thought it was time.” She looked behind her as David walked into the room, bringing her a cup of coffee. “Thanks, honey. I may just need ten cups of this to make it through this day.”

      They decided last night, once Maribel called her with the news that Blake had been arrested two weeks ago and that Taylor had been in the hospital, that it was time for her to break her silence. After Blake’s unannounced visit, Lucas had been monitoring him through some contacts he had acquired over the years. Everyone had been through enough hurt, and it was time to come clean. She only planned to establish her desire for reconciliation at first but on her terms. Only time would tell.
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* * *

      “Why are we stopping?” The ever-growing anxious Elizabeth asked her mom. “Are we getting out?”

      David reached for his wife with the universal I got this look. With her moving toward the house that held so much more than just memories, she let the complaints of her daughter fall off her back as goose bumps covered her own body. With each step to the front porch, her heart sped, and she almost feared it would pop out of her chest. With a few small knuckle-pounding knocks, a woman who could have been her twin in another life before Colette changed her face and dyed her hair opened the door not surprised to see her.

      Neither woman said anything; as they only stared at one another as though they were looking in a mirror to their past. “I’m sorry, I knew he’d take it out on his wife one day, and I left the future Mrs. Blake Miller to suffer.”

      Taylor didn’t break her gaze, and she could read the hurt in her sister-in-law’s eyes as if she were an open book. “I would have loved Blake to the moon and back even if you were here. It wasn’t until I was immersed in it did I know it was wrong.” Taylor reached toward her and took Colette’s small frame in hers, both with enough tears to fill a small lake as they both let out the scars inflicted by him. Pulling back, Taylor looked at her sister-in-law. “Listen, Mikayla, it was never our fault. It was Blake’s. Remember that.”

      Colette looked at Taylor, knowing they’d forever share a connection she herself could never explain.
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* * *

      Libby

      It was hard for Libby to pinpoint the new normal of her life. It had been only two weeks since she found Taylor on the bathroom floor with the baby in the car carrier next to her. They reached Blake before any more harm could be inflicted on Taylor or the kids. The beer bottle Blake threw at Taylor barely missed MJ. When she received the phone call from Dexter, crying in the background, every fear of Libby’s came into play. She was certain MJ had been a victim of SIDS or Taylor was dead in the living room and had dropped the baby, knocking her head on something. Even after they’d found out Taylor had been abused, she still never could have imagined that Blake could have almost killed his own wife. Worse, after Taylor recovered, she revealed to both her and Adam that Blake had started out with Mikayla, just verbally abusing her at first.

      She announced that Mikayla’s old room would become MJ’s new room, and she moved Taylor and the kids into her house while Blake was in jail, awaiting trial. Adam and she would not bail him out; that was a decision they both made while trying to wake Taylor up after Libby carefully extracted the glass particles from the cut on her head.

      Taylor didn’t want to press charges. It was not her desire to make the man she once loved go to jail, but it was Adam who finally pushed her into the decision. Understanding that his daughter fled a life from them because of Blake was all he needed to realize he couldn’t help his son, not yet anyway.

      How had she missed the signs? That question dominated her thoughts. In hindsight, there was clarity she hadn’t had in the past. The closeness now was something recognized as an obsession. There were times he’d blown up on Libby. There were the clues Jenna pieced together along with Dexter’s warning. She would only forgive herself when those she’d failed extended forgiveness her way.

      With four of her grandchildren in her care for the day, she loaded up the double stroller with Anna and MJ with both Emmy and Dexter on each side. The kids had begged for a picnic lunch, and it was abnormally warm enough to warrant such a treat. “Don’t tell anyone, but we will have ice cream when we get home if you are good.”

      “Grammy, you the best,” Dexter said, and her heart soared. How had she missed all the warning signs with her son? Would Dexter become the same mean-hearted man to women? Surely, he wouldn’t. Adam never lifted a finger to Libby. She’d make sure he knew how to treat women. Looking at his sweet face, she could envision Blake at that age and wonder how it went so wrong.

      Once at the park, she let Dexter and Emmy wander around. It was in the few minutes of soaking in her grandkids that she decided she’d be okay. One day, she’d hear from Mikayla; it was a given, but for now, she’d live for all those in her life.

      The park boasted a nice private area away from the road along with many fond memories of bringing her three kids here. Soon, she heard more children descending on the park, but one looked older than her grandchildren, at eight then three, if she had to wager a guess.

      The mom shouted their names, and with her affinity to names, she noted they were strong. The woman sat down next to Libby and smiled at her. “It’s a nice day, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “It sure is. My grandkids bug me to take them to the park. I have four of the five of them today, and it reminds me when my kids were this age.” She started to ramble. “Are you from around here?”

      “We are visiting, and I wanted to show my children some of my old stomping ground,” the woman said. “Your grandchildren are beautiful.”

      “Thanks so much. So are your kids, too,” Libby said to repay the compliment. “So you aren’t from around here?”

      “No, just visiting family I haven’t seen in a while. Your grandkids look similar. All siblings?”

      “My son has the boy and the smaller of the two babies, and my daughter has that crazy little girl over their bossing her cousin around and this little one who wants to get out so badly and toddle around with her sister,” she said as Anna was squirming around in the front of the double stroller while MJ was snoozing hard. “This is Anna and the younger one is MJ. Then I have Dexter and Emily.”

      “MJ?” the lady asked.

      “Yes, Mikayla Jane. It’s a family name, but we wanted to give her a name that was her own, so my son and daughter-in-law decided to call her MJ. At first, I hated it, but it fits her well.” The woman looked on at the little baby sleeping, and her eyes stayed fixated on MJ as if she knew her.

      “She’s so precious.”

      “Anyway, MJ and Dexter are living with us for now. Their parents are getting a divorce, and their mom needs us.”

      “It’s your daughter?” The stranger asked these personal questions, but Libby experienced an out-of-body sensation, as if this woman was someone she could air all her dirty laundry to.

      “Actually, it’s my daughter-in-law. It sounds weird, but for right now, she needs us. I’m not turning my back on my son; he just needs help from someone else, and once he gets it, there is a chance he will be a part of this family again. But until then … well, I guess I just overshared with you.”

      “I don’t mean to make assumptions, but I was once a part of a volatile relationship, and I was saved from it. I know it’s hard.” The stranger lovingly touched her arm as she gave her a sympathetic smile, and in her touch, Libby’s body stilled, and she was brought back to the days when her lost daughter would walk by her in the kitchen, squeezing her arm like this woman did.

      Her body was motionless, and before she could ask this stranger anything, Dexter ran up to her and looked at her and back at his grandma. “I know you; you been here talking to Mommy.”

      The lady smiled at him and instantly her voice changed, which Libby recognized, “You are a smart boy. I guess you’re right. You have grown a lot since the last time I saw you.”

      Libby couldn’t find the right words to ask what she needed to know. “Um, are you ...?”

      The woman in front of her slid down her glasses and put out her hand. “My name is Colette, Colette Dubroise.”

      “Mikayla?”

      “I’m sorry, you must have me confused. As I said, I’m Colette. These are my children, Elizabeth and Liam.” She pointed at her kids on the playground.

      The love of a mother and child was not any run-of-the-mill ordinary bond. It was forged through years of nurturing, understanding, and love. With her daughter in front of her now, after many years, it was not unreasonable for her to take Mikayla in her arms, but she was content in her touch, and the new person she’d become; after all, this was still her daughter. Libby finally took her hand and shook it. “I’m sorry, you just remind me of someone I once knew.”

      “Well, I get that a lot, and I think I could have passed for a Mikayla at one time in my life, but Colette suits me now. It’s nice to meet you, Libby.”

      Libby smiled because she’d not told this woman her name.
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* * *

      Colette

      At that moment, she saw her husband approaching from their car. As he gave her a kiss on the cheek, Colette noticed that Libby didn’t take her eyes off her. “Libby, this is my husband, David.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Libby,” he said, hugging her instead of offering the obligatory handshake one would give a stranger; not that Libby was traditionally a stranger in David’s eyes.

      “It’s nice to meet you, David. You have a beautiful family,” her mother replied as Colette couldn’t take her eyes off Libby while her mother’s eyes stayed transfixed on the two kids running around with her other grandchildren.

      He sat down next to her, wrapping his arms around her shoulder, holding his wife tight. Libby looked back at her and David and now didn’t break contact, watching their interactions, only smiling at this man loving on her daughter. Colette understood right away that her mother got it. She had to have seen how David adored her daughter, the daughter she’d missed for too long. “Thanks, Libby. They are my everything, and this woman here is the love of my life.” Colette leaned in to kiss him when Libby grabbed her hand, and Colette didn’t pull away.

      “Can I meet your children?” she asked.

      Colette called both children over to Libby. “Hey, guys, I’d like you to meet someone.”

      The little girl held out her hand. “I’m Elizabeth. I’m named after my grandma, though I’ve never met her.”

      Libby’s eyes began to tear up. “Elizabeth is a beautiful name. It’s my name too. Isn’t that funny?”

      The little girl laughed. “I guess, a little bit. My middle name is Rebekah.”

      Libby gasped at the middle name while Colette watched her reaction, tears swelling in both of their eyes too. “I love your name. You are so pretty.”

      “Thanks.” But she looked up at her mom and asked, “Can I go back and play?” Colette nodded at her daughter, and she ran over to play; having no idea that the kids she was interacting with were her cousins.

      Libby looked at the little boy and said, “You are a handsome little fellow.” He hid behind his mom’s leg. “Hey, sweetheart. No reason to be scared of me; I have a grandson your sister’s age. He’s Trenton. What is your name?”

      “I’m Liam,” he said shyly.

      “I love the name Liam. You look exactly like my little girl did when she was young. You could be her twin.”

      Giving Liam a peck on the cheek, Colette sent him on his way as he ran after his sister. Her eyes locked on her mother’s as her lips turned up into a small smirk. “He’s my shy one.” She wanted to grab her mother and feel the warmth of her embrace in her touch, the one she’d missed for so long, but she hesitated. In her own mind, she’d wondered how much her mother knew about Blake, now that all was out in the open.

      Her mother now was so close to her; she could feel Libby’s breath on her own skin. Libby continued, “I had one like him, always wanting to be with me. Never wanted to leave my side. I miss that girl a lot. She went missing twelve years ago, and we never found her. But I think she’s happy. At least, it appears she is.”

      Still holding Libby’s hands, Colette replied, “I think she’s the happiest she’s been in a long time.” In Libby’s eyes, Colette sensed a silent agreement by her mother, when she squeezed her daughter’s hand, acknowledging it.

      Colette didn’t say anything about her missing daughter, and Libby continued, “What is your son’s middle name, if you don’t mind me asking.”

      “Liam is named after my father. I love the name Liam, but his full name is Liam Robert.”

      Again, Libby took a deep breath because Adam’s middle name was Robert. “That is a good solid name. I think your dad would be proud.”

      “I hope so,” she echoed.

      Leaning into Colette, David whispered loud enough that Libby could hear. “Honey, I hate to cut this short, but we need to go for now.”

      Looking from David to Colette, Libby reached for her daughter’s hand. “Do you have to? I mean, you just got here,” Libby asked, turning to Colette, wanting to hold her and never let her go.

      “I’m so sorry, but we do. We have a long drive. We live in Alberta. But I’m sure we will see you again. I haven’t been back to Bellingham in a long time and would like to see it more often. That is, if everyone will allow us to live the way we have for the past several years.”

      Libby’s body language told Colette that she’d perceived this as a subtle warning or even a question to whether she’d be taking this matter to the authorities. “I think if you have found a life that makes you happy, no one should interfere with it, though if you have family here, I’m almost positive they don’t want you to stay away too long. I can guarantee they’d welcome you back with open arms, regardless of anything. Family is family, even if they may have different names.”

      Standing up, David placed a kiss on Colette’s forehead, and then said, “Libby, it was nice to meet you.”

      “You too, David, and please take care of your wife and kids. They’re precious.”

      “I will. You can count on that.” Collecting their kids, he walked with them to the car, giving her time alone with her mother.

      Libby turned to Colette, and this time, she took her in her arms. “I’m so sorry. I really didn’t know about Blake,” she whispered in her ear. She pulled back and saw tears in Colette’s eyes. “It was nice to meet you. Do you think I will see you again?”

      “I think so,” Colette said, kissing her mother on the cheek. “I love you.” With that, she walked toward her little family, who’d stopped to wait for her. Taking David’s hand, she glanced back at her mother and found Libby watching her. It had been so long, and now she understood she could have both; David and the past she’d left behind so long ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five years later

          

        

      

    

    
      Colette

      It was the first time her whole family had gathered at the farm where it all began. Taylor, Dex, and MJ had been coming here for years after her identity was revealed to all; they became fast friends, always there for one another as they healed from the emotional and physical abuse of Blake ... together.

      Blake, who mortgaged the house Taylor and he had bought, skipped out on bail five years ago. Though, he occasionally sent a postcard to his parents, no one had ever heard from him.

      Libby, Adam, and Jenna eventually came around, but it took five years of understanding with many conversations that rotated around forgiveness from everyone.

      Colette had asked them often how they missed it, and Libby admitted that she’d had blinders on with Blake, only seeing what she’d wanted to see, especially when Mikayla moved out of the house as soon as Blake moved back home after his injury.

      Adam and Jenna never fully understood how Mikayla never said anything, but now, after five years, they’d all gathered at their farm near Calgary for Christmas.

      With Christmas Eve and her entire family under one roof, Colette woke to their room, the first room they’d ever made love in, and searched for her husband but couldn’t find him. Walking out to the den, she was quiet not to let the creaky floorboards wake up her entire family in their five-bedroom farmhouse they’d added to over the years. She saw David at the kitchen table, one they’d shared bacon and eggs at for eight months.

      Leaning down to kiss him, she startled him, and he turned the journal over, a practice he’d started since the day they began their life together as Colette and David. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to scare you.” He’d always been so secretive about his journal. Locking it up each night, he told her it was his way to heal from Evangeline and the duty he felt to rescue her.

      Turning toward her and grabbing her hands, he looked up, his brown eyes always locking to the green in hers. “Sweetness, I will be in bed soon. I’m finishing my last paragraph.”

      He needed to be alone while journaling, and she recognized that over the years. “Okay, babe, don’t be long. I’m feeling a bit playful.” She winked, leaving him alone in the kitchen.
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* * *

      David

      He looked back in his journal, thinking Cole could have seen his words.

      

      Once you choose a path and walk it, it is impossible to go back. I made a decision over two decades ago, which is in direct contradiction to the person I am. Choosing a life where I save people is a pledge I make, so the decision to take another person’s life should haunt me, but it doesn’t. Everyone thought Evangeline’s father ran away when he’d killed her. No, he wasn’t that lucky. The scar my sweetness always pesters me about was the only damage he did to me as I choked the life out of him. I didn’t let Evangeline’s dad survive just as I knew the second Cole’s brother put his hands on my wife the day in our kitchen, he’d not survive. Everyone thinks he’s hiding from the police, but I know the truth. Again, I don’t regret my actions. The land I begged Cole years ago never to enter is their final resting place along with many other men who’ve abused women in the past.

      

      Before he could continue with more, Cole entered the kitchen again. “David, honey, I’m waiting,” she crooned. A thought shuddered in him, leaving him barely able to breathe. Within all the reminiscing, what would have happened if he hadn’t stumbled upon Colette all those years ago? Could she have succumbed to the abuse as Evangeline? He didn’t want to know the answer to the question.

      Back to his journal, he continued:

      

      “Sweetness, you thought I saved you all those years ago, but really, you were the one who saved me.”
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        Click here to join my newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A note from the author:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (Spoilers included)

      

      

      

      I had an idea about a young girl taken from her home. I instantly knew it would take place in Bellingham, Washington, due to the closeness of this town to the Canadian border. I just had a name for the main character, knowing she’d be kidnapped. The story evolved over the year I wrote it. I put it to bed for a while and pulled it out last year and decided it would be released in 2018.

      I thought I was being very original with the name of this book. I would tell people the name and then ask what they thought it was about. Thinking I’d stumped them, most knew right away what the subject matter contained.

      The idea of this book was never to mention what Mikayla had succumbed to at the hands of her captor. Never is the diagnosis mentioned, though some of the characters did ask broad questions that referred to this.

      The idea of Blake was not part of my writing process at first, but as always, a light bulb moment came to me with the creation of Taylor and it all sort of came together in my mind. I wanted to show Nolan as a man with HIS OWN moral compass but misguided in his approach. Nolan was a fun man to create and I loved his shifts in character from hot to cold.

      This is so different than most of my novels, but I must say, I am now addicted to writing books a bit darker, so you may be seeing more of them from me in the future.

      

      
        
        ~Leigh

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What I Have Learned

          

        

      

    

    
      I am an American who grew up thirty minutes from the town of Bellingham. I spent a lot of time in Bellingham and love the quaint little college town. I have been all over the country, so my speech is certainly a combination of my time in the Pacific Northwest, the South, and my time in the military. But I received a crash course in Canadian lingo, thanks to my dear friend Kymberly.

      Mostly, we had long conversations about the geographical differences in Canada, just as I see in the United States. The captor is French Canadian and is transplanted to Alberta due to the dream of his father to become a farmer. I had no idea the differences in the Provinces but knew they exist just has they do in the United States. I see that every day as I continue my life in the South, though the Washington girl still exists in me as I try to get my kids to say pop instead of soda.

      It was fun to create a person from another country, and with that, I found out a little more about our neighbor just north of me. Thanks, Kymberly, for being my in-house Canadian.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Many Thanks

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It Takes a Village!

      

      

      First and foremost, to Kymberly Dingman, Nancy George, Megan Damrow, Megan Harris, Ann Marie Barajas, and Melody Hillier. You ladies have been with me through many books and I could not do this without you!

      Thanks to my writing bestie who has become a wonderful and close friend of mine. Auden, you give me so much confidence and I could not haul this journey without you.

      I adore my go-to Alpha readers who started Justine’s story and have pushed me, having confidence in me that my writing could evolve! Thanks, Rosemary and Emma! You both are gems I wouldn’t want to ever lose!

      For a woman who attempts to make me a bit more organized. Thanks, Sarah, for stepping up and taking on the crazy world of mine!

      There are so many things I can say regarding my cover. I will sum it up with it’s absolutely out of this world. Thanks so much, Najla Qamber, you rock!

      I can’t forget Dani Rene’ who designed my beautiful teasers and graphics for this book. I can’t tell you have much I love your work!

      I want to thank Jenny Sims who went above and beyond the editing process with me. Thanks for working with me and helping me through this book, especially with the tight deadline I was under.

      I am so happy to be working with Julie Deaton. I can’t say enough about her! Thanks, Julie, for giving me confidence in my writing.

      Chelly Peeler is the last person who gets my book for final formatting and deals with the craziest part of me (if you can imagine)? Chelly, you have been with me from the first book. Thanks for dealing with the frazzled person I am when it gets to formatting.

      I can’t say enough about some super stars who came to my rescue and have helped me. Annette, Michelle and Serena, you all are awesome!

      Thanks to my dear friend, Elizabeth, who listens to my stories over and over again as if she’s heard them for the first time (which she hasn’t). I adore you and am so glad to call you my dear friend.

      I can’t forget, you, Dawn. Who knew twenty-five plus years ago, we’d still be each other’s person after all this time.

      I can’t say enough to my Facebook group page; Succulent and Sassy Reads! You all are so awesome and I am humbled you follow me and encourage me to continue writing.

      Thanks so much to my wonderful beta readers and my incredible arc team and to everyone who read an advance copy and posted a review! You ladies are so valuable to me!

      I want to thank my readers because without you, this would not be possible!

      Again, none of this would be a possibility without the Hubs and our little ones that call me mom! I love you more than I can express.
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            Unfiltered

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Justine

        I never will get my happy ending.

        With my past threatening to ruin the possibility of love in my future, I keep every man at arm’s length.

        Nick appears out of thin air, becoming a part of my life instantly, leaving me breathless and wanting more.

        The pain that haunts me is still present, but Nick is worth the risk.

        When he promises me forever; can I trust him?

      

        

      
        Nick

        Justine makes me see that a forever is in reach with her.

        She keeps telling me she is hard to love; yet I find it quite easy.

        Once I break down her walls, she finally lets me in.

        But, I have a secret of my own which can expose her to the demons that destroyed me in the past.

        However, with Justine, I will do anything and everything to make her mine.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Unfiltered Excerpt

          

          Justine and Nick’s Story

        

      

    

    
      Justine

      If I close my eyes, my children’s empty rooms taunt me. In a split second, motherhood has been stripped from my soul. Before I have a chance to explode at my ex-husband, he opens his mouth, and my desire to seize the fire poker and rip out his eye sockets is real.

      “Justine, you’re controlling! If I don’t get our kids away from you, you’ll crush them. Your approach is pushing them away. Rose came home today crying because you called her a floozy. And did I understand you right? You called Kai a pothead?”

      “Funny how they’re suddenly our fucking kids, when for the last eight years, they’ve been my sole responsibility.” By the time I finish my sentence, I’m screaming.

      The vase near my hand beckons me to throw it at my ex-husband’s head; my hands clench against the urge to smash it against his arrogant face. My breath quickens to short gasps. Beads of sweat race down my face, and the hair on the back of my neck stands on end.

      In the midst of our showdown, his smug smile leaves me with a desire to slap him.

      “You can fight me on this, but you won’t win, not now. They’re sixteen and seventeen, and their preferences will sway a judge’s decision!” he yells.

      Fear grips me that he may be right. “And when did you graduate from law school?” I ask sardonically as the blood rushes through my head. Fury swells in my gut and anger clutches my chest. I feel as empty as my bank account was the day I left Rafe. How dare he threaten me like this? “And yes, I called Rose a floozy. She’s sleeping with Jones to get attention. Maybe she needs your fucking attention since all your effort has been focused on your new family, instead of the one we started almost eighteen years ago.”

      “Oh, this again.” Rafe unloads arrogance in the way only the president could pardon Richard Nixon. “I know, I know, Justine. You use my family as a reason for hating me more and more every time you dump on me.”

      I hate Rafe Hernandez, but I also love him in a way I can never articulate. It might have something to do with the two children who want to disown me in this moment.

      They own me, though the emptiness they’ve left in my heart mocks me.

      “Abuse is not just physical harm, you know,” he retorts.

      His vicious accusations prompt me to grab the vase and pitch it just left of his head. My aim is good, and if I’d wanted, I would have hit the son of a bitch.

      “You were an ass when we were married, but now, there’s nothing I can say.” I spin around as a single tear falls from my eye. I don’t need him thinking I’ve turned soft through the years. My voice is now raspy from all the screaming.

      “Again, this is really mature, Justine!” His arrogance is gone. In a split second, in my anger, I walk toward him. Like the wimp he is, he scurries away from me. He seems almost scared.

      Yes, be very scared of me, Rafe Hernandez. You just poked a mother bear, and now I’m fucking enraged.

      Before I retreat into my lonely house, I find eyes peeled on me. In all the excitement of Rafe, I’d forgotten a new neighbor was moving in today. Part of me should be embarrassed, as if I am being judged, but I am nothing if not transparent.

      “Well, that was the welcoming party. Sorry, I guess he doesn’t want to celebrate with us.” It’s rude, but the climate of our relationship should be established right now. If my snippy words fail, maybe slamming the door will work. Sooner rather than later, my neighbor needs to know what a bitch I am. I certainly don’t want him borrowing sugar from me at all hours or trying to be neighborly.
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* * *

      Nick

      “Do you want to tell me what’s on your mind now or can I get dressed first?” I ask my strong-minded daughter as I lean against the back of the couch. I am glad Justine has become acquainted with the number one lady in my life. I have loved her without fault since the day they placed this bundle of sweetness in my arms, but she is a bit challenging to say the least.

      “Dad, you just moved here. How can you know her well enough to let her come in here and help herself as she pleases?”

      “Emma, I am the dad here. You forget sometimes.” My tone is playfully stern. “But if you have to know, there is something about this woman. It may sound cliché but I would like to see where this can go.” I don’t owe her an explanation, but she may act better with one. At least, I can hope.

      “I walked in and she’s having a shot of your expensive whisky and it’s not even noon.”

      “Well, good, I’m glad. She had a bad dream, so awful I had to wake her up. She apparently needs to calm her nerves.”

      “She slept here?” Her eyes bug out, as though they are about to pop from her sockets.

      “Look outside, my dear. Do you think she can sleep over there? Tyler, am I going to get any help from you, son?”

      “Well, babe, she’s an attractive lady. Your dad has needs.”

      Clearing my throat, I laugh. “Son, that is not really what I was talking about.” I can’t fault Ty. He obviously has great taste in women, he married my daughter after all, but Tyler adds humor to all situations. Looking at Emma, her hands are now firmly placed on her hips, trying to show authority in this relationship. “Listen, Ems, you have always been a grade-A bitch to every woman I have dated. I ask you to cut this woman some slack. I can tell she’s different, and if I'm being honest, I think she might give you a run for your money in the bitch department.” Most may fault me for referring to my daughter as a bitch but it is more a fact than a put down.

      “Is that possible?” Tyler asks.

      Emma looks from side to side as if she’s at a tennis match. Finally throwing in the towel to this argument, she looks at us. “You both are assholes, but I’m stuck with you,” she grumbles, turning to Tyler. “Let’s go.” Being the strong-minded girl I am so proud of, she stomps away without another word to me.

      As they walk out, Tyler looks back at me, gives me two thumbs up, and shouts enthusiastically, “Way to go, Nick!”

      

      
        
        Want to get caught up on Justine and Nick?

        Unfiltered is available now on Amazon.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Unacquainted

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rose

        One night was all I could offer to a man I barely knew. I intended to return to my perfectly planned life, but now he is back and with him the reminder of the irrefutable connection we shared.

        It’s still there. 

        I crave him. 

        One night may unravel my perfect plans as I find myself at a crossroad between security and desire.

         

        Brody

         One night, that was all she could give me. Yet here I am back in her life as fate has intervened. When I first saw her in that form-fitting red silky dress,

        I was captivated.

        She owns my heart.

        As I set out to make her mine, she has to choose between her past and future. I don’t think I will survive if her choice isn't me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Unacquainted Excerpt

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose

      “Really, Brody? I’m going to look hideous in this. I’m not this Skinny Minnie like Jane or Lila.” I’m tall, taking after my dad and not my mom. A size two would not look right on my five-foot-ten frame. Brody looks at me with an amused look on his face.

      “Rose, you forget I have seen you naked, I think you can pull it off just fine.”

      “You are telling me this was all they had?”

      “It’s February, slim pickings.” Pleading the fifth, his smile is not fooling me.

      “Oh, sure, whatever. Let me hop in the shower. I should have made you wear a speedo.”

      “Sorry, they certainly didn’t have any of those, either.” Giving me the rest of what I have asked for, he continues with a cocky grin. “Listen, I will wait for you and we can go down together. When we are done we can get cleaned up and order a pizza and some beer, or sorry, OJ.”

      When we near the pool, I take my jacket off and Brody stops in his tracks. I see he is technically walking forward, but is turned around watching me. When he gets closer to the pool, I don’t say a word and just stand there, waiting for him to fall in the pool, which he does. I can’t stop laughing at him when he’s standing in the pool, shaking the excess water out of his hair. He swims over to the side where I am standing, places his hands on the cement and looks at me. “Never doubt how good you look, you single-handedly are responsible for my fall in this water.”

      “Are you all right?” I’m still laughing.

      “Yes, the ego is just a tad bruised.” Pulling himself out of the water, he comes up behind me and puts his arms around my waist, touching my stomach. “I’m sorry, I’m just trying to find a way to touch your belly. Rose, I feel close to you and very comfortable with you.”

      I see him watching every move I make when I walk down the steps to the pool. “Hey, Brody, this is the way you get in the pool,” I tease.

      I see something on his face and kidding time is over. He jumps in, swimming next to me, pulling me in for a hug. “The second I found out you were carrying my baby, I realized how that bond could connect two people.”

      “I know what you mean,” I say as he backs away from me, giving me the space he has promised.

      After swimming for a little bit, we sit on the steps of the pool as Brody watches me with an intense longing. I do want him.
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* * *

      Brody

      When we stop a couple of hours up the road to fill up my tank, she asks me to get her a bag of Skittles. “Ah, you have a little sweet tooth about you,” I tease.

      When we get back on the freeway, I notice she has poured all her Skittles out on her lap into a handkerchief I assume she had in her purse. “What in the world are you doing, Toots?” I ask.

      Looking at me, she only smiles. “I have to eat my Skittles in color order,” she says as if this is common sense.

      “And what is color order?” I ask, not knowing there is indeed an etiquette to eating Skittles.

      “It’s rainbow order, silly. Red first, then orange, yellow, green, blue and purple.” She scoffs at me and I’m not sure how to even respond to her. My girl is a little quirky. Quirky has never bothered me before.

      “Well, now that I know I have been doing it wrong all these years, I will be following suit, Toots,” I tease but she doesn’t say much, just smiles at me while she eats all the red Skittles, one at a time, before moving onto the next color.

      

      
        
        Want to get caught up on Rose and Brody?

        Unacquainted is available now on Amazon.
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        Emma

        A baby is all I've ever wanted.

        After almost dying on the operating table, I despise everything about motherhood, especially the little girl I brought into this world.

        It makes me sound awful; hell, I am awful.

        How can I make myself fall in love with a baby I feel no attachment to?

      

      

      

      
        
        Tyler

        I don’t recognize my wife anymore.

        When I thought I might lose Emma during our baby’s delivery, she survived only to reject the baby I love so much.

        When I hold this baby, I fully understand unconditional love.

        How do I make the woman I love want this little girl I would move heaven and earth for?
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      Emma

      I open the door to the guest quarters where we are staying this weekend, and I don’t see him, but his luggage is in the middle of the little apartment. I hear the faucet in the bathroom turn on, then off. The door opens, and out walks my Tyler. He seems to have gained a touch of weight, but it looks good on him, and his hair is very short. His eyes meet mine, and he stops in front of his luggage. He comes to me, but it only takes me a second until I kick the door shut and take off my shirt and he has my bra unlatched.

      I don’t say a word to him, and only crash my mouth to his, while I unbuckle the belt on his jeans. Within record time, his pants are off, and his large hands are around me, cupping my ass. He has always been an ass man, but when he trails his fingertips down my back, massaging my butt slow and deep, my core is instantly wet. I need to feel him inside me, and we still have not talked. I pull back and say, “Hi, you.” With a big smile, I move his one hand to the front of me, giving him access to my pussy. As much as he loves my ass, he loves my pussy too. He falls to his knees, looking up at me.

      “Hi, to you too,” he says as his mouth finds its way to my core. I’m so wet that all he has to do is touch my inner folds with his tongue and I could cream on him. My hands find their way to his dark hair, and I’m rubbing his head, moaning. “Fuck, Ems. You are so wet.”

      “What can I say, I fucking missed you. I won’t last long, Ty. Make me come and do it now.” He always loved my bossiness, and it doesn’t seem to have changed. His tongue works its way, circling my clit, and I’m glad he has not forgotten what makes me hot and bothered. It takes less than thirty seconds, and I hold onto him for dear life as my entire body spasms. “Fuck, Ty. I missed your tongue.”

      Standing up, he crashes his lips to mine, and when his tongue collides with me, I can taste myself on him. “I fucking taste great,” I say.

      “Yes, you do.” He agrees with me, taking my hand as we find our way to the bedroom. Pulling the blankets back, he places me on the bed, sliding in next to me. “As much as I need to be in you, Ems, I need to take you in.” Settling under the blankets, he pulls them back again as he searches my body up and down. “I want to sit here, holding you for now.”

      “Okay, I can agree with that.” With a mischievous look on my face, I continue, “Your dick had better be inside me in the next ten minutes.”

      He wears a cheesy smile while I ask, “What?”

      “I missed your bossy little mouth more than I can tell you.” He’s pulling my hair back, looking at me intently as if his gaze would burn a hole in my soul. “Shit, Ems, I knew I missed you, but it all hit me right now how incomplete my life is without you.” Placing his hand on my cheek, he strokes my face gently. “Babe, you look good. I mean, I see a little of my old Ems in you right now, and it gives me hope.”

      Rising on my elbow and placing my hand on his chest, I feel a tear run down my cheek. “Fuck, Ty, I’m so sorry. I mean, why are you still with me after all the shit I pulled? I put you through so much and here you are.”

      “Ems, I would walk over broken glass for you. Don’t you know that by now?” he asks, kissing my forehead. Tyler pulls me close. “Ems, our problems will still find us tomorrow, but for now, all I want is to make love to my wife.” He is right, and for that very reason, we fall onto the bed, in a tangled heap, as he ravages my entire body.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tyler

      Emma’s hand finds mine, leading me to our bedroom. She hasn’t initiated any affection toward me in a long time. More so, her touch stops me. It is the gentle Emma touch I fell in love with years ago. Turning to her as we enter our room, I see something in her eyes that I haven’t seen in ages. “Ems?” I ask as I desperately want to touch her too. Fuck, do I want to touch her.

      “Ty,” is all she says to give me the permission I need; by the way her eyes water and her mouth shows just a hint of a smile, one that has been missing from my wife’s face forever, and I melt. It is less than a second, if that, before I crash my mouth to hers. Her hand instantly finds my hardness, and without thinking, I grab her as she wraps her legs around my waist. “Ty, I need you.”

      She takes the words out of my mouth because at this very moment, I have not needed anything as much as I do her now. Once we are wrapped in each other’s arms, the postpartum, the guilt she feels with Aspen, the attempted suicide, the fact she’s leaving for LA soon—it all fades away.

      I place her gently on her back. Crawling onto the bed, I straddle her, taking in the sight of my wife. Over the years, her almost raven-colored hair has become a touch lighter, her deep jet black eyes still captivate me, but it is her smile, the way she tweaks her mouth just enough to look both fucking sexy and innocent all at the same time. In her smile, I can forget everything that is against us. Right now, all the shit we have in our past and ahead of us fades, and I’m left with only my wife.

      “Ems, I have fucking missed you so much! You are my world.”

      “Ty, I’m so sorry.” Hell, now she’s crying. I can’t have that ruining this moment, when the same Emma I fell in love with years ago is back with me.

      “Shh, babe, I’m here. I’m yours. I’m going nowhere. See, as much as you have tried to push me away, I’m here.”

      Again, she smiles, and this time, when it reaches her eyes, I’m a goner. The things she can do to my heart and, well, other parts of my body leave me speechless. I push her hair out of her eyes and kiss every part of her face, wiping away the tears. After that, I need to be inside of her and have the urge to take Emma roughly. And though I know she loves it when I ravage her, taking her deep and hard, she needs soft and sweet right now.

      Standing up briefly, I yank her yoga pants off her while she tries to take care of her shirt and bra. Stopping her, I simply say, “I want to soak in every moment, Ems. Let me do that.” Again, she smiles at me, and my heart is truly hers again. Not that I ever wanted to admit defeat with us, but she’s giving me a glimmer of hope, one I haven’t had since Aspen was born.

      I bring Emma up to me and pull her simple black top over her head and reach behind her to unclasp her bra in one fluid motion, something I have been known for. She laughs. “You haven’t lost your move, there, buddy,” she says with a bit of a flirt in her voice. The rasp in her tone is exactly how I remember her when she’s turned on. Oh, how I have missed that rasp.

      “Never, babe,” I say as I urgently undress. But she stands, taking control. She slowly unbuckles my belt. Taking it from the loops very slowly, she draws out the need and the desire I have to plunge into my wife right now. But I give her this control. She needs something that is hers. As she reveals my skin millimeter by millimeter, her smile grows.

      “Fuck, Ty, your body is like that of an Olympic god.” She has used this little tagline for as long as I can remember. The rasp of her voice causes my dick to stir. It has a mind of its own, and like me, Emma owns it.

      I push her back gently and crawl on top of her now that both of us are naked.

      Taking her large D cup boobs in my mouth, I massage the nipple with my tongue as a slight moan escapes from her. Wow, I’m turned on when I massage the other nipple with my hand, squeezing the tit with my fingers. Her hand moves to my erection, pumping it the way I like.

      Before she can demand entrance, I drop my head between her legs and open those sweet lips. My head finds its way to her wet pussy, and my tongue finds that sweet spot only I know when it comes to my Emma. She starts to writhe, but the second my free hand touches her stomach, she calms at my touch, allowing her the ability to enjoy the upcoming orgasm. The more I work her clit with my tongue, the more I can feel her release building. In a matter of seconds, she’s pushed over the edge and comes all over my face. I can’t help but lap up every drop of her.

      I don’t give her any time to think, though, as now I’m in front of her face. Her greedy little pussy is waiting for my entrance, and I don’t disappoint. I ram into her hard, and she smiles that sexy fucking smile again, but then I slow. I want to relish every little movement I make inside her.

      Looking deep into the black irises of hers, I realize I love her more, more than I care to admit and more than I ever thought possible. This time, Emma has given me hope.

      Now that we are finally together after our time apart, we move in motion as if we were never apart. I grab her face, moving slowly and methodically, relishing every second I’m with my wife. I make her look in my eyes, and I continue to soak her in and burn this to memory.

      

      
        
        Pick up Unwanted on Amazon today!
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      Loss is not foreign to Julia Barnett. To the outside world she is the epitome of the perfect mom.  That is, until the doors of her impeccable life are closed and reality hits her square in the face. Once the leading lady in her own epic love story, she can only look back at what used to be. With an absent husband, an intrusive father, a troubled child, and an ex-fiancé that is still tied to her life, it’s no wonder Julia is grasping for air in her chaotic world.

      The bruises that Julia lives with are invisible to those closest to her. She lost so much early in life, more than most could survive. Now, she grapples with resentment towards her husband because of all the empty promises he’s made. In the midst of this turmoil, test results reveal an illness she is not sure she will survive.

      For Julia, it is not her life that may be cut short that consumes her, but how her family will endure without her there. As everyone rallies around Julia while she fights like hell to live, she learns that family, along with love, comes in many shapes and sizes. It is her family that gives her the strength to fight the biggest battle of her life; one she doesn’t want to lose.

      

      
        
        Now live on Amazon.
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      Julia

      Every year as summer faded into fall and fall approached winter; Julia would find herself watching the calendar with dread. She knew that as November approached, she would once more have to face the reminder of her life’s greatest tragedy.

      The day served as a bitter memento of what Julia had lost seventeen years before. What made the anniversary even worse, if that was possible, was the fact that she could not confide in her husband the agony she felt.

      Joe, her husband, did not share in her grief and considered the events surrounding that fateful day to be a part of her life before him. While she wanted to be held by him and consoled as she worked through the agony of her loss, Joe treated it all as a distant anecdote in their lives that had no bearing on life today. In Joe’s eyes, the time Julia spent mourning the loss of her first child was her way of continuing to mourn for the life she once had.

      Sitting in her office that morning, Julia stared at the bouquet of baby pink roses that had just arrived. She received the exact same flowers every year on this day. They came from the same florist and were always sent by the same man. The trouble was that these flowers never came from her husband, Joe. They came from Dean Edwards.

      Julia was a rare beauty. She had an olive complexion just like her father’s and dark brown hair accented by mocha brown eyes. While she only stood 5 feet and 3 inches, Julia had no problem standing out in a crowd. Besides her obvious beauty, Julia was a kind-hearted woman with a warm and caring personality. She loved the people in her life immensely and worked hard in each of her relationships. She was an excellent boss, a trusted friend, dedicated wife and mother. It was her ambition to serve as a model for other people and to treat them, as she would want to be treated.

      As Julia looked up from the flowers before her, she noticed her business partner, Len Edwards, waving to get her attention. This man was like a second father to Julia.

      “Hey Jules, mind if I come in for a second? I see Joe sent you some flowers. That man sure has a way with making you feel special, wouldn’t you say?” Len didn’t know the flowers were actually a gift from his son Dean and not Julia’s husband.

      Smiling warmly at Len, she did her best to ignore the compliment about her husband the same way she was trying to ignore the roses sitting on her desk. “Hey Len, come in. I’m glad you’re here. I need to take off early today. I have some personal stuff that I can’t keep putting off. Mary Beth will be here though, and she can take care of anything that comes up.”

      Julia Hudson and Len Edwards had been in business together for the past nine years. They ran a very successful marketing firm that had grown from a small independent company into one of national prominence. Their success was due to a shared commitment to core values of honesty and integrity.

      “You okay, Jules?” Julia understood that Len had always looked at her as an unofficial daughter and worried about her. This fact was less than surprising given how long Julia had been a friend with Len’s own children along with the amount of time they had all spent in the company of one another.

      Like many who had known Julia for years, Len could see that she had lost the spark that had once been in her eyes. He knew that life at home was hard for her and had been for some time. In truth, the spark had started to fade seventeen years prior when Julia had mysteriously broken off her engagement to Dean. She had regained some of that spark back two years later when she met Joe, her husband today. The trouble was that in the past five years, it had started to fade again.

      “Oh, yes, um, sorry to just leave like this. I have the Laney Farms contracts ready for signatures. Mary Beth will come get you when they arrive for the 2:30 meeting. She’s lead on this contract, but it may help if you are there as well.” She was distracted, grabbing her keys, pocketbook and flowers. She tried her best to make it to her car before she fell apart. If it hadn’t been for this important contract, she would have never even attempted to come in at all today.

      The flowers were not the only routine event she followed when this day arrived each year. It was a standing custom that Julia and Dean would arrive at the cemetery around the same time. Julia knew that the roses she received were never for her, but were a clear indicator that the fateful day had once more arrived.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dean

      Opening his eyes, Dean began to register the sound of sirens in the distance. His hand was still on Julia’s knee. “Jules, can you hear me?” Dean yelled. He saw paramedics trying to open the doors to the car and somewhat heard them calling out to him. Feeling as if he were having an out of body experience, it started to dawn on him what had happened. The paramedics were trying to talk to Julia, but she wasn’t answering. Dean became frantic, “My fiancé! She is pregnant! Please help her! Julia! Answer me!”

      “Sir, how far along is she?”

      “Around 30 weeks.”

      Hearing the paramedics talking to one another, his heart seemed to stop beating. “This one is in shock and we need to get him out of here. How is the girl?”

      All of a sudden, they broke glass and a fireman yelled out, “She has a pulse, but she needs help soon”

      “Get her out of there! Take care of her first! Please!” Dean yelled.

      He heard the twisting sound of snapping metal as the Jaws of Life opened the door. “Sir, we are doing all we can for your fiancé. As soon as we get her out she is going to the hospital. Who is her doctor?”

      “Chow is her doctor's name. Please take care of her! Her and the baby are my everything.” This was the last thing Dean remembered before things went black.

      The next thing Dean knew, he was being wheeled on a gurney into the hospital. He had blacked out while the firemen were trying to get Julia out of the wreckage of their car. Hearing Julia screaming, he needed to get to her but he was hooked up to an I V. “No, I don’t want them called! Don’t call them!” It was all he could hear.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Joe

      It took Joe by surprise when someone knocked on his door but excited to see it was Julia.  “Jules, what a surprise. I didn’t know you would be in town today. I thought you had an errand near Raleigh. But, I’m so glad to see you.” He said as he pulled her close to him and gave her a kiss.

      “That’s true. I had to see to something in Raleigh but I’m back now. I guess I just needed to see your face too.” She said, wrapping her arms around his waist.

      “Come on in, stay a while.” He said to her.

      “I’m not imposing, am I?” She asked.

      He swung her into the apartment and onto his couch. Sitting down next to her he simply said, “You are my bright spot. I would be with you all the time if I didn’t think you would tire of me. Jules, I think I love you. I know that sounds too soon but I know. That is the best way I can describe it. As a matter of fact, you can stop by whenever you want and if for some reason I’m not home, use my spare key and let yourself in,” he said as he walked over to his keys and took the spare off for her. “I think coming home to you here is the best surprise I could have in my day.”

      She was stunned by this revelation. “You love me?”

      Joe was afraid he would have scared her away with this piece of information. “Yes, Jules, you make me a better version of myself. I want time to get to know you but I have a feeling we will one day grow old together, that is my hope anyway. I want to be the man you trust and love and share all your dreams with. This is the beginning, but this is how I feel and I could not be happier.”

      He looked at her affectionately, not expecting a return sentiment. It was obvious she was gun shy and for a very good reason, though it had not been anything she had opened up about, not yet. He’d wait as long as she needed. He was in no rush, not for this girl.

      

      
        
        The Last Breath is available on Amazon today!
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        Ten days.

        The Cayman Islands.

        A holiday trip to forget the woman I lost.

        Suddenly, I’m face to face with the sassiest and hardest of women, who may be able to make me forget all I left behind.

        And I want her!

        This vacation is about moving on.

        The saucy little ginger flaunting her perfect curvy body in her next to nothing bikinis could be the distraction I need to forget it all.

        Her fire and brimstone attitude leaves me in constant state of arousal.

        And she proposes a holiday affair, one I gladly accept knowing this is a hell of a risk to my already floundering heart.

        But in the end, will I be able to say goodbye?
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      Now, we sit in silence as I continue to feel her observation fall upon me, over and over again, while she doesn’t hide the fact she’s looking at me up and down like I am a mannequin.

      Finally, being direct, I say, “Um, is there something I can help you with?”

      Taking a sip of my coffee, I’m expecting her to sidestep but no, I should understand her candidness at this point, as she says, “I was just thinking what it would be like to fuck you.” My coffee makes its way out of my mouth. It would get all tens if this were a spitting contest.

      “Oh, I shocked you?” she asks, almost timidly but with the little cocky smirk that is both behind her mouth, and moving up to those caramel-amber eyes of hers, she’s not attempting to be shy, not in the least.

      “So, tell me,” I begin. “What have you come up with?” I ask.

      Pursing her lips together, Sasha finally answers. “Um, let me really imagine this in my mind as I describe it. First, you have a long dick, like super long. It is thick and will fill me up just fine.” Instantaneously, my super long dick she’s describing aches. “Next, I would say you love pussy. However, mine is incredibly delectable.” Fuck, I try not to moan. “Next, I imagine you holding yourself up with one hand while you’re over me, licking my pussy, bringing me to a really good orgasm, all while you jerk yourself off. And by the way, if I had to guess, you’re really good with your tongue.”

      I smile because I’ve been told this on many occasions but at the same time, my balls ache. She doesn’t say anything and I realize she’s finished. I respond, “I think that is a possible scenario.”

      Standing up, she gives me a throaty little laugh. “Who knows, this may just be a long ten days.” She winks then leaves me aching in pain when she retreats to her bedroom.

      Ah, fuck! This woman might be the death of me.

      

      
        
        The Holiday Package is available on Amazon today!
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        Jake

        Eight days was all we had.

        It was supposed to be casual; just sex.

        Hell, the best laid plans were blown to pieces

        as I found myself watching my heart drive away.

        Sure, I let her go, but I’ve not been the same since she’s been gone.

      

        

      
        Sasha

        How can my heart beat so differently for a man I knew only for eight days?

        He let me go. Sure, I could have stuck around to fight for him.

        I should have. Hell, I wanted to.

        But then I understood what true love really meant and I had to choose.

        Now I am back, immersed in his life.

        Can he accept everything I’ve done in the name of love?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Sweetest Package Excerpt

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      As my Ginger drives away from my house and out of my life, she’s taking my heart with her. This ache’s so deep, it physically hurts, but I don’t have time for the luxury of letting the pain overtake me. No, as damaged as I am in this moment, and I fucking am, I have two more tasks left; equally daunting and equally painful.

      Back in the house, I take my secure phone from its lock box along with my passport. Looking at the swarm of passports, I consider taking the emergency identity I created to escape the grips of Sylvie, but I opt just to be myself today. She has to know where I’ll end up eventually.

      Armed with some cash, my work phone, personal cell and my normal passport, I hurry to my room and grab my suitcase, glad I don’t have to pack since I never did end up emptying my luggage. I don’t care if the CIA can trace me. I won’t have this motherfucker of a work phone much longer anyway.

      Out in my car, I type in the code to connect to the one person I could kill with my bare hands right now. Reversing and holding the phone, I don’t fucking care if it’s illegal to talk and drive at the same time, not at this point. Turning left out of my neighborhood, I’m connected with her screechy voice, which makes me want to stick a needle through my eyes more with every syllable she utters.

      “Jacob, you did the right thing.” These are her opening words, as if I fucking care what her opinion is on this matter. No, not one iota since her agenda has always been to fuck with my life.

      I only have one reason for this phone call and then it’s over. “Sylvie, I fucking quit. You can try as you might, but you won’t win me back.” Silence for once with Sylvie. “I know where and how to hurt you but we don’t want it to come to that.” Not that this little secret is enough to dangle over her head to save my relationship with Sasha, no, Ginge is too valuable to Sylvie’s end game. “I swear Sylvie, we are done. Over.” Before I let her say a word, I have one last demand she’ll adhere to. “And Sylvie, you better stay the fuck away from my sister.”

      Pulling over to the nearest gas station, I grab for a hammer I carry in my glove compartment. Tossing the phone on the ground, I grasp the hammer with one hand. Pausing for a brief second, I smash the last connection I have with Sylvie to smithereens. Tossing the remnants of that phone and the past ten years of my life, I say goodbye to my old existence, vowing to start a new one right now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I can’t say he looks surprised that I’m standing motionless on his front porch. It’s funny, in the ten days I had been here, I’ve never once used this entrance. My expression is blank but his is certainly not. With a small smile covering the scruff that has sprung up since I left, he extends his hand for me to shake it. All I want to do is deck him, but I can’t, not until I hear him out.

      “I had a feeling I would see you again,” he says, putting down his hand, as it’s apparent I won’t be shaking it, not yet. Stepping out of the way, he motions me in. “You better come on in. This may take a while, Jake,” he plainly states, knowing what I need.

      I look over my right shoulder and see a fucking iguana. I had hoped the next time I was here it would be with Sasha by my side. This time I need only one room, instead of two like we had a few days ago. Shit, how my life has imploded in two days.

      I have never been in the front part of his house before and it’s still adorned with Christmas decorations. Leading me to the back of the house that looks out to the veranda and the pool I have fond memories of, I turn to him. “You wanted to tell me, didn’t you, Mack?”

      Shoving his hands into the pockets of his faded blue jeans, he shrugs. “After the two of you got back from the Grand Caymans last week, when I met you down at the pool, I had it in my mind I would tell you. Then you told me you wanted more with her. I couldn’t take a chance telling you. If you were on the cusp of revealing your true feelings to her and what you wanted, it would ruin any future the two of you had.”

      “So, you just let Sylvie manipulate you, with no regard for me?”

      He looks away and I know I’ve hit a cord. “What does she have on you, Mack?” Looking away again, this is all I need to understand, she has used him. “What the fuck could be more important than using an innocent woman like Sasha against me, making me fall for her, just to do Sylvie’s bidding?” I’m now yelling and he still has not faced me. He avoids looking at me eye to eye, man to man.

      Out of nowhere, the door opens and I hear the familiar voice of Mack’s better half, “Me, Jake. She has me, that’s what she’s using against Mack.” Turning, I see the long and lean figure of Mack’s wife, Anna, sobbing as she continues to explain.

      

      
        
        Pick up The Sweetest Package on Amazon today!
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      Leigh Lennon is a mother, a veteran and a wife of a cancer survivor. Originally with a degree in education, she started writing as an outlet that has led to a deep passion, writing twelve books. Now ready to publish all of them, she lugs her computer with her as she crafts her next story. Her imaginary friends become real on her pages as she creates a world for them. She loves pretty nails, spiky hair and large earrings. Leigh can be found drinking coffee or wine, depending on the time of the day.
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