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   Chapter 1[bookmark: c1]
 
   It’d been three days since his family had gone back to England, and Maddox Hines sat on the couch in the rented apartment next door to Harper’s. He felt his chest tighten when he thought about the fight they’d had. The last time she spoke to him was three days ago.
 
   Maddox and Harper waved goodbye as their families walked through the security gate at the airport. His sister London blew kisses to them and he watched Harper catch them and smile as she threw a kiss back to London before they all disappeared down the corridor to their gate.
 
   Maddox smiled at Harper and reached for her hand. She stepped back and shook her head “no”.
 
   “Did I do something to offend you Harper?”
 
   “We don’t have to pretend anymore.”
 
   “I hope I didn’t give you the impression I was pretending.”
 
   “Maddox, nothing has changed, except for the fact that they all know. I was doing a great job keeping this from everyone until you had to show up and screw…”
 
   “Harper, I came here to tell you I was sorry. I came here to tell you I love you and wanted to try to work this out. I didn’t expect to come here and discover that you’d been hiding…”
 
   Harper turned and walked out of the automatic doors and stood on the curb attempting to hail a cab. Maddox stood beside her confused and hurt.
 
   “We have a car coming, Harper.”
 
   “There is no ‘we,’ Maddox. There is NO we. Just leave it alone I’m not doing this with you.”
 
   The car pulled up and Maddox opened the door, “We can talk about this back at your place.”
 
   “My place? You’re not going back to my place, Maddox. You need to go! Just leave me alone to figure all of this out!”
 
   Embarrassed by the public outburst and confused by the mixed signals he had been receiving from her, he took her arm. “Harper… get in the damn car!”
 
    She pulled away and screamed at the top of her lungs, “Let go of me!”
 
   Very quickly security officers were standing beside her.
 
   Maddox looked at her. His face was sad, confused, and shocked.
 
   She walked away from him and opened the door to the cab that had pulled up behind them.
 
   He watched her pull away. She was looking down and he felt his chest tighten, anxiety.
 
   He rode back to the apartment complex in silence. He tried to calm himself down by taking deep controlled breaths and releasing them slowly, counting… anything he could think of to make the pain stop.
 
   When he got off the elevator he went to her apartment and knocked on the door. She didn’t answer.
 
   He sent her a text asking that she just sit down and talk to him, and she didn’t respond. When she came home after six that night, he was sitting in the hallway with his back against the wall. He jumped up, “Where have you been?”
 
   She looked at him with no expression, “That isn’t any of your business, Maddox.”
 
   “I …Harper…It IS my business. You’re carrying our child!” He was pissed and hurt.
 
   “You can go back to England, Maddox…”
 
   “I am here for the two of you, I’m not…”
 
   She unlocked and walked in her door and shut it behind her leaving him in the hallway. That was the last time he’d talked to her. He was staying in the apartment next to hers, right next door. He heard her leave every morning and return every evening after work. 
 
   He reminded himself of what her mother had said, don’t push. He was trying to be strong. The first night he texted her several times and she didn’t return his texts. The past three days he had toned it down, sending only one in the morning telling her to have a nice day and one at night telling her goodnight. She didn’t reply to any of them.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox sat against the door knowing she would be walking by soon, returning from work. He heard her laughing, a sound he hadn’t heard in a few days. He stood and looked out the peep hole and saw Blake walking with her laughing. Blake hadn’t been around since Thanksgiving. Maddox knew they still worked together and that there was nothing he could do about that, but it still made him incredibly heated. Blake had known for a few months that Harper was carrying Maddox’s child. Blake brought her pastries and desserts. Blake was who she confided in, trusted, and wanted to spend time with. 
 
   Maddox punched the wall and then immediately looked out the peep hole, hoping they didn’t hear it. Harper stopped and looked back. Blake put his hand on her lower back and urged her to keep walking, which she did.
 
   Maddox grabbed an ice pack and held it on his hand and wanted to scream. He threw the ice pack against the wall and walked into his room and changed into warm up pants and a t-shirt. It was cold but he needed to run, to box, to do something. Anything to stop him from ripping apart the apartment. He pulled on a grey hooded Brody Hines Band sweatshirt and threw on his Adidas sneakers, and walked out of the apartment. 
 
   Maddox walked towards the trail that ran around the manmade lake on the property. He had not been out here since he and Tessa had talked after both families found out about the pregnancy. He could feel angst rising inside of him, and he began to run. He ran to try and escape the pain he felt caused by seeing the woman he loved, laughing with the man she chose to bring into her life at a time that she could have leaned on Maddox. Had he known, he would’ve walked away from his tour and his need to help Jazz get well. If he knew, he would’ve told her how much he loved her. It wouldn’t have taken months for him to gain the courage to go after her. If he knew she would not have had to hide what should be one of the happiest times of a woman’s life from the people she loved and those that loved her. If he knew, she would be smiling and laughing with him. She would be in his arms, she would be… he just knew it.
 
   He ran harder, trying to escape the memories of when they’d first met when he and his family hid from the past. He ran to try to stop the memories of her demanding they be friends and not leaving his room until he agreed, memories of the next morning when they were asleep leaning on each other and still holding hands. When she taught him to swim, their first kiss, the many times she flew off the handle angry at him. The memories of her Prom and the first time he told her he loved her. He had run around the lake five times trying to out-run the memories of him trying to forget her and then the memory of when he realized he never could. His pace slowed when the memories of the concert at Madison Square Garden came flooding back and the night they made love for the first time. He slowed to a jog, remembering every detail of what led to right here and right now. 
 
   Maddox walked around the lake one time to try to cool down, which should not have been hard to do, it was freezing in Geneva, Switzerland in December. He was trying to exhaust himself and this wasn’t enough. He walked into the apartment complex and headed to the fitness center inside where he worked out for another hour.
 
   Maddox ran to the elevator that was beginning to close and slipped in just in time. “Sorry,” he smiled and then looked up.
 
   Harper was standing in the corner and crossed her arms over her chest and looked away. Even with the way he had just worked his body into a exhaustion, his emotions were still all over the place. 
 
   The ride up was uncomfortably quiet. He felt his body tense up. He was pissed that she wouldn’t talk to him. He was pissed that every time he was around her he wanted to grab her and hold her and tell her how much he loved her and needed to love her more than he needed the next breath of air to fill his lungs. The elevator stopped and he waited for her to get off and followed her. He walked into his apartment, feeling exactly the same as he had left it hours earlier.
 
   He looked at his phone and London had called three times. He called back and she didn’t answer.
 
   He stripped down and walked into the steamy hot shower and stood under it until it began to run cool. He got out, dried off, and got dressed.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox stood on the balcony looking at the water, trying to bring back the calming feeling it had always brought him. It had not yet frozen over, but still it didn’t move. The lack of movement in the water reminded him of the way he imagined the blood flowed inside of him, just barely enough to keep him alive. He began to feel his chest tighten again and then his phone rang.
 
   “Hello London,” Maddox smiled as he answered the phone. He listened to her talk about how much fun she’d had when she was there with him and Harper, and he laughed when she told her about Lexington’s latest stunt. He talked to Lexington who repeated everything London had told him and that she missed him.
 
   His father was now on the phone, “How are things going?”
 
   “Well,” Maddox sighed, “not good, Dad.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Maddox explained that he and Harper had not spoken since after they left the airport.
 
   “No Dad, I don’t want anyone here. I’m managing.”
 
   “Come home.”
 
   “I’m not coming home. I’m going to stay here until she and I talk... Until she’s ready, Dad.”
 
   “How is that going to help you, Maddox?”
 
   “It’s not just about me anymore.”
 
   “It is about you!”
 
   “Stop, this fucking sucks Dad. I don’t want you angry at me and I don’t want anyone taking care of this for me. I’m an adult; I have a child coming into this world in four months. Support me Dad, but don’t push.”
 
   ~
 
   On Friday, Harper didn’t return at her normal time. Maddox decided he couldn’t sit in the apartment for another day alone while she was out. He dressed, grabbed his coat, a hat, and left.
 
   When Maddox returned to the apartment complex after two hours of walking around the city, he had a few shopping bags in his hands as he stood against the elevator wall. The door started to close when Blake stopped it and Harper jumped in laughing.
 
   “Sorry,” she laughed and then looked up and saw Maddox.
 
   Maddox felt his jaw clench as he looked at her and then looked away. Again, the ride was too long and very silent. When the door opened he bolted out, if he didn’t he would have done something bad. I would’ve obliterated that fucker!, he thought to himself.
 
   He walked into his apartment, slammed the door, and wanted to scream; instead he sat on the couch with his laptop and tried to write. He stopped after two hours when he realized nothing he had written could be put to music.
 
   His phone rang and it was London. He couldn’t talk to her right now… not when he was this angry. 
 
   ~
 
   Maddox got out of the shower. He’d washed away the anger and was now just hurt. He’d dried off and brushed his teeth. He walked out in the kitchen drying his hair and grabbed a glass of water. 
 
   He turned around and Harper was sitting on the couch.
 
   “Shit!” Maddox dropped the glass and jumped back avoiding the glass from dropping on his foot. The glass shattered and Harper jumped up to help him, “Don’t!”
 
   Harper stopped immediately, “I was just…”
 
   “You’ll get cut, just let me…” Maddox looked down and realized he was completely naked, “Christ, Harper.” He grabbed the towel off the counter and wrapped it around his waist. It was too small to cover him and his face turned red. He looked up at Harper who was just as red and hadn’t turned away from him.
 
   “Don’t move, just…don’t move,” Maddox jumped over the mess and ran to his room.
 
   Harper closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She turned and looked towards the pantry. She was sure she could find the broom there. She knew where it was, his apartment was set up just like hers, the only difference was his was larger, and had five bedrooms instead of two. And she knew she was trying to focus on something else, anything at all besides Maddox completely bare. Her face was heating up and she was nervous… she might’ve broken out in hives.
 
   Maddox walked out with a pair of mesh shorts on. He threw on his sneakers and grabbed the broom and dust pan out of the pantry. He cleaned up the mess while trying to ignore the pounding in his chest that only happened when he was about ready to take stage at one of his concerts or when Harper was around.
 
   “Your leg,” Harpers voice cracked. Maddox looked at her confused. She pointed down, “Your leg is bleeding.”
 
   Maddox looked down, and shook his head and shrugged. He finished sweeping up the glass and she started walking towards him.
 
   He froze as she got closer and bent down.
 
   “Harper what are you doing?”
 
   She looked up at him, “Your leg.”
 
   He stepped back quickly, “Okay.” He grabbed some paper towels and wiped up the blood and cringed.
 
   “I can…”
 
   “The floor, just stay back. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   When he had finally wiped up the water he grabbed more paper towels. He wiped the floor down several times hoping to remove any slivers of glass. He took his time knowing the longer he took the longer she would stay and if it took him forever to clean up every sliver-- real or imagined, knowing forever still would not be long enough with her. He felt a burn in his throat and was terrified that months’ worth of pain would erupt from his eyes in front of her. It would not happen. Oh please no. He took several deep breaths calming himself before he turned towards Harper.
 
   “Hello.” Maddox looked at her his eyes full of hurt.
 
   “Your leg,” Harper pointed and looked down, unable to see him like that, not only physically in pain but emotionally as well.
 
   “Oh, yes. Of course,” Maddox turned away and grabbed more paper towels. 
 
   “You should wash it,” Harper said softly.
 
   “It’ll be fine,” Maddox walked over towards her, “Did you need something?”
 
   “What?” Harper was confused.
 
   He smiled nervously, “I got out of the shower and you were...”
 
   “Oh right, how I could forget,” Harper whispered and Maddox smiled shyly, “No that’s not what I meant.”
 
   “Of course not,” Maddox took a deep breath and sat on the floor in front of her.
 
   “You’re going to get blood everywhere,” Harper pointed and he looked down.
 
   “It’s really no big deal,” Maddox lifted the paper towel and looked at it, “Shit.” He covered it quickly.
 
   “Let me see,” Harper knelt down.
 
   “No it’s okay. Just please just tell me why you came,” Maddox looked into her eyes, hopeful as he had ever been. 
 
   “It was nothing, London was just worried. Let’s take care of that first,” Harper went to the kitchen and grabbed more paper towels, “Come sit.”
 
   “Look I can take care of it, just tell me what you want,” he sounded defeated.
 
   “Please just let me look at that,” Harper looked down and scowled.
 
   Maddox walked over and lifted his leg so that she could see it. 
 
   “You could use a couple stitches, Maddox. I could call Blake and he could...”
 
   Maddox pulled his leg slowly back and looked at her closing his eyes tightly and exhaling, “No.”
 
   He walked into the bathroom and rinsed his leg under the bathtub faucet. There was a shard of glass in his leg. He grabbed tweezers from the medicine cabinet and winced as he pulled it out. He looked in the mirror and she was standing behind him.
 
   “Do you have hydrogen peroxide?”
 
   “It will be fine.” His tone was clipped, unbelievable, Blake, fix my leg! FUCK BLAKE, he thought.
 
   “I’m going to get some things. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Maddox was sitting on the couch when the door opened.
 
   “Blake wants to look at it,” Harper looked briefly in his eyes and then away unwilling to see whatever emotion she just evoked from him allowing Blake to return with her.
 
   Maddox stood up quickly, “I said I was fine.”
 
   “Come on Maddox, it’s no big deal,” Blake walked towards him.
 
   “I said no. Thank you for the offer but I would rather the fucking thing turn green,” trembling with rage Maddox took a deep breath and walked to the door and opened it, “Thanks for stopping by.”
 
   “Maddox, London said you seemed…”
 
   “Harper, please,” Maddox closed his eyes tightly and clenched his jaw.
 
   “Fine. Have a good night Maddox,” Harper whispered as she walked by.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox heard a knock on the door and looked at the clock, it was almost midnight.
 
   He jumped out of bed and ran to the door.
 
   Harper pushed her way past him, “Sit down.”
 
   “Did your boyfriend leave?”
 
   She shut the door and quickly walked past him as she removed her gloves and hat, “Don’t.”
 
   “Don’t what Harper?”
 
   “Just let me help you take…”
 
   “I don’t need your God damn help Harper, I need you!”
 
   “Maddox, just…”
 
   Maddox opened the apartment door, “When you want to talk about us, or our child… feel free to come back.”
 
   “You’re telling me to leave?” Harper was shocked.
 
   “I’m telling you I would rather be alone and locked in a fucking closet than be next door watching you and your Goddamned boyfriend flounce in and out laughing and, never mind… When you’re ready to talk, let me know. If you’re having issues with something pregnancy related, please let me know. Don’t you bring him in here and …that fucking hurt Harper,” his eyes widened and he cleared his throat.
 
   Harper looked up at him sadly, “I just wanted to help.”
 
   “Well you did, thanks,” Maddox looked away willing her to just leave it alone. Afraid he would break, and he couldn’t afford to do that.
 
   “Please let me...”
 
   “Harper,” he grabbed her face and lifted it so he was looking in her eyes; “I’m trying to be strong for you and my child. I’m trying to keep it all together, but I’m not shatter proof, please know that asking you to leave is for self-preservation.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   Maddox stepped back and closed his eyes, he shook his head and then opened his eyes again. He took her hand softly and held it to his rapidly beating chest. He kissed her fingers and let go, “Is it still beating Harper?” Confused she shook her head yes, “I couldn’t tell.” Maddox stepped back and opened the door wider.
 
   Harper stood looking up at him and then turned around and walked back into the kitchen. She opened the bag and set the supplies on the counter.
 
   “Harper, please…”
 
   “Did you clean it?”
 
   “Sure,” Maddox stood at the door so worked up in frustration that he was sure he was going to lose it.
 
   “Please let me,” Harper looked down sadly.
 
   He walked into the bedroom and grabbed his wallet and returned to the kitchen. He grabbed the bag and pulled out the receipt and then opened his wallet and handed her money to cover the costs of the supplies.
 
   “I don’t want your money!”
 
   Maddox’s eyebrows shot up, “Then take the shit and…”
 
   “Screw you, Maddox,” tears started falling down her cheeks.
 
   Maddox’s jaw dropped in surprise and he grabbed a tissue and wiped her face. He hated when she cried, and he hated when it was his fault she was crying, “Please don’t do that.”
 
   “Then let me help you!”
 
   “Fine, just don’t cry.”
 
   “Sit up here on the counter.”
 
   Harper poured hydrogen peroxide in the cut and then applied triple antibiotic ointment. She looked up at him frequently to make sure he was alright. Just her being that close, touching him, caring for him, made him feel relaxed.
 
   “What’s that?" Maddox pushed her long blonde hair to the side so he could see what she was doing.
 
   Her body shook slightly when his fingers brushed over her neck. Harper cleared her throat, “It’s like super glue for skin.”
 
   “Alright, are you okay?”
 
   “Yep, and you’re all done,” Harper stood back and forced a smile, “I should go.”
 
   Maddox closed his eyes and shook his head no, “Please don’t.”
 
   Harper looked up at him, “The definition of insanity involves repeating the same behavior, and expecting a different outcome.”
 
   Maddox lifted her chin, “You forgot the part about without changing anything.”
 
   “What’s changed Maddox?”
 
   “Everything, Harper,” Maddox looked at her intensely.
 
   “Just because I’m pregnant doesn’t mean…”
 
   “I didn’t come here over a week ago knowing that was even…”
 
   “And I didn’t tell you, so I’m a horrible…”
 
   “Shut up, Harper,” Maddox jumped off the counter and grabbed her face, “It’s a fucking bonus.”
 
   “You’re pissed at me --everyone is pissed at me,” Harpers lip trembled, “I chose to keep it. It doesn’t mean you should have to be…no, no, no.”
 
   “I thought you hid this because of my lifestyle Harper. I’m a bit confused,” Maddox was still holding her face.
 
   “There are a hundred reasons why this can’t happen—a million,” Harper pulled her head back, her eyes blinked rapidly.
 
   “Yet two that trump it all, Harper,” Maddox crossed his arms in front of him and leaned back against the counter. 
 
   “I have to go,” Harper started walking away.
 
   Maddox pulled her back against his chest and into his hard, strong body, “I’ll never hurt you again,” he kissed her neck softly and then reached down and rubbed her belly, “I will hurt you never.”
 
   “Then just walk away, Maddox,” Harper pulled away slowly.
 
   “Never,” Maddox kissed her neck.
 
   Harper took a deep breath and slowly pulled away from him, “I have to go.”
 
   “Please come back soon,” Maddox opened the door.
 
   



 
   Chapter 2
 
   Harper walked back into her apartment and sat on the couch. He was right, she had kept it all to herself, not sharing the news of her pregnancy with anyone. Blake had found out by accident and had been by her side for all of it. He didn’t make judgments or demands-- he just supported her in anything she decided. He’d even managed to get her out of a month long depression she had fallen into after she found out. Blake made her laugh, smile, and even forget for just a few moments that she was carrying a child, one that belonged to her first love, her first kiss, her first everything.They watched movies, played games, and walked and talked and he held her when she fell apart.
 
   Her phone chimed 
 
   -Goodnight Harper…Maddox
 
   She looked at it and shook her head. This is his child too, but she was so afraid of what he would allow into its life. She had been so angry at him for so long. 
 
   -We need to talk…Harper
 
   Within seconds there was a knock on her door, she opened it as he was pulling a sweatshirt over his head.
 
   “I didn’t mean right now,” Harper looked down.
 
   “Alright,” Maddox’s tone was defeated and it hurt her, “Just tell me when.”
 
   “Aren’t you tired?”
 
   “No Harper, I don’t sleep. Just text me when you want to talk.”
 
   “I don’t want the baby around your-- lifestyle.” Maddox stopped and turned back around, “I don’t want it to be in danger,” Harper looked away and wiped tears that started to fall, “I just want it to be safe and healthy and happy and…”
 
   Maddox grabbed her and hugged her tightly and she cried against his chest. 
 
   “Let’s go talk,” Maddox started walking towards his apartment with her still in his arms.
 
   “We can go…”
 
   “No,” Maddox opened his door and walked her to the couch.
 
   “This is a mess,” Harper looked up into his sad eyes.
 
   “Then we fix it.”
 
   “You don’t sound so sure, Maddox.”
 
   “Harper… I don’t know what to say to you because I don’t want to upset you, or push you any further away than I have already.”
 
   “That’s crap, Maddox!”
 
   “Please tell me what you expected to happen when I finally found out you were having or had given birth to our child,” his voice shook.
 
   “I’m going home,” Harper stood up and walked towards the door.
 
   Maddox sprung in front of her, “No Harper-- answer the question! I’ve been sitting here for over a fucking week waiting to talk about this with you. Giving you space to figure out how you wanted to proceed with this.”
 
   “Proceed with this?!”
 
   “Harper please, just sit, just tell me what you want… but just so you know: me walking away is NOT an option.”
 
   “I hate you!”
 
   Maddox leaned against the door and smiled, finally.
 
   “You’re an ass!”
 
   “I know,” he smiled and walked towards her, “Come on, sit, lets work this all out.”
 
   “I don’t want to, I’m tired and cranky and...What are you doing?” Harper squealed when Maddox picked her up and started carrying her towards the master suite.
 
   “We are going to talk and you’re tired. If you fall asleep you fall asleep in bed. If you wake up and you need to add to what has been discussed you can. We are doing this now, Harper.”
 
   “Put me down!”
 
   He kept walking with a smug look on his face.
 
   “If this is some evil trick to get me in bed…”
 
   Maddox laughed and kissed her head and set her in the middle of the bed. Harper scooted to the headboard.
 
   “It’s not funny,” she snapped. Maddox crawled up from the foot of the bed his eyes fixed on hers, “Knock it off.” She looked away and he stopped and sat on his knees.
 
   “Let’s talk,” he took a deep breath and she looked at him her eyes widened, “Harper-- don’t look at me like that.”
 
   She cleared her throat, “Like what?” 
 
   “Fuck,” Maddox hid his face in his hands.
 
   Harper pulled them away, “I thought we were going to…”
 
   Maddox grabbed the back of her head and kissed her lips gently, when she didn’t pull away he kissed her again and ran his tongue slowly across her lower lip causing her to whimper. He started to pull away and she grabbed his bottom lip with her teeth. He groaned against her mouth. Harper climbed on his lap.
 
   “Sweetness, don’t start something you don’t want to finish,” he pulled back and looked at her.
 
    She wanted to touch him, kiss him and more than anything she wanted to believe he wanted to change but this was Maddox Hines, the very broken boy who had made her feel loved and wanted, but wasn’t capable of loving her. Hating him, the hate she knew could be felt was never going to be an option but protecting her heart, she had to do that in order to survive. Her body craved his touch. She rationalized that she was pregnant and he was a craving she would indulge in. If she had learned anything from the past she knew soon after it happened Maddox would leave. He always did. She knew this, and she knew it wasn’t going to stop her from touching him just this one last time. After that, he’d leave her alone.
 
   “I really want you,” she closed her eyes.
 
   “Me, or Thumper?”
 
   She opened her eyes and looked down, “Your lips, and Thumper.” She kissed him hard and he kissed her back.
 
   “Harper, I love you. It’s all of me or nothing.”
 
   “Yeah, all of you,” she kissed him again.
 
   He took her face in his hands and kissed her nose, “I need to know that…”
 
   “Seriously Maddox, I’m pregnant and incredibly horny and if you don’t just shut up and fuck me I’m going to…”
 
   “Going to what?”
 
   “Maddox, just shut up,” she leaned in and tried to kiss him.
 
   He closed his eyes and sat back, “I’ve got to be the stupidest man in the world.” He opened his eyes, “Do you love me?”
 
   “Do I need to say it in order to get laid?”
 
   Maddox smiled and started to laugh and she slugged him in the arm, “Yeah… you do.”
 
   “You banged me back stage at a rock concert all fucked up and didn’t ask for me to say it then!” This should be easy, and he wasn’t making it so.
 
   “I knew it then,” Maddox scowled and looked up, “Are we going to make this work?”
 
   “Are you going to put out?” 
 
    “Do you love me, Harper?”
 
   Harper started to laugh and flopped back on the bed, “I love Thumper.”
 
   Maddox smiled, “He loves you too, sweetness.”
 
   “Well than tell him to hop out here and play.”
 
   Maddox smiled, stood up, and walked to the top of the bed and sat against the headboard. He reached down and grabbed her underneath the arms and pulled her back to his chest. “I love you. I came here with all intentions of winning back your love and your heart.”
 
   “But then you found out I was knocked up,” Harper whispered.
 
   Maddox rubbed her belly, “Your mother is stressed out because your father was a complete ass.”
 
   “You are by-passing me now,” there was a smile in her voice.
 
   “Shh, I need to talk to our child.”
 
   “It doesn’t…” 
 
   Maddox covered her mouth, “She does not mean to call you an It. We just don’t know yet what you are.” Maddox felt her relax and lean into him. He kissed her head and he felt her shake a little, “Are you alright?”
 
   “No,” she whispered feeling stupid about what had just happened. “It would be easy Maddox, I understand –us. I can accept it too, just …I’m scared Maddox.”
 
   “Don’t be,” he continued to rub her stomach.
 
   “I’ve thought about giving it up for adoption,” he didn’t say anything, “Now that’s not an option.”
 
   “Harper, why would you even consider…”
 
   “To keep it safe Maddox!” She started to pull away.
 
   He held her tighter so that she couldn’t leave, “Okay and that’s because of me. I get it… but let me prove to you that I’ll do anything and everything to keep you and our child safe.” Harper looked over her shoulder and he wiped away her tears. “Don’t cry, Sweetness.”
 
   “You broke my heart, Maddox.”
 
   “I’ll fix it.”
 
   “You left me for someone else Maddox.
 
   “I left you to keep you away from a crazy fucked up mess, Harper.”
 
   “What’s changed?” it wasn’t really a question, it was her attempt at ending the conversation.
 
   “When you left New York, I didn’t have time to think about anything but trying to fix the mess I’d made. It was easier to deal with all that then deal with losing you. I just knew you deserved better than a fucked up kid like me…”
 
   “I never thought of you like that Maddox, well not until…” Harper yawned.
 
   “Okay but I did. I realized how stupid it was trying to help her without anyone else’s help. Then seeing how she reacted to you and then what happened after. I never really thought how it would affect you. You’ve always been so strong. But not me, I just couldn’t stay away anymore. I had a lot of time to think and reflect on our conversation at the beach. I should’ve listened to your concerns then but I couldn’t see past wanting you.”
 
   Harper yawned again, “Does she still live with you?”
 
   “She and Zach live in my house yes, until it sells. I’ve been there a few times. She has friends now, and she and Zach are sort of getting along.”
 
   “What do you mean sort of?”
 
   “She gets angry with him when he talks about their parents. But that isn’t what I want to discuss with you. After you and I were… after New York, I stopped allowing her in my room. I was pretty stupid to think that was okay. She flipped out about me and Ally and the other girls from MASS hanging out, but I told her it was not her concern.”
 
   “Do you like her, Ally?”
 
   “Yes, she’s a great person. But she’s my friend Harper, that’s all.”
 
   “I guess it's none of my business.”
 
   “It certainly is your business. I’d like you to meet her…”
 
   “The last chick you wanted me to meet…”
 
   “She’s different.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Harper you’re tired, and the baby…”
 
   Harper rolled her eyes, “Do you think it only sleeps when I do?”
 
   “No, I’ve done a lot of reading,” he laughed.
 
   She sat up and turned around, “About what in particular?”
 
   “Chapters…” Harper covered her ears and laughed, when she stopped he was smiling at her, “About all of it, Harper. I don’t want to miss a thing.”
 
   “It …”
 
   “Okay we need to stop calling the baby it,” Maddox grabbed her hand and kissed it and her face flushed.
 
   “By we you mean I need to stop calling the baby it?”
 
   “Yeah,” he smiled, “and ‘the baby’ stops too. It’s our baby Harper, mine and yours.”
 
   Harper looked down at their hands, “I haven’t been the best Mommy.”
 
   “Don’t do that-- you haven’t had a chance to be excited. We need to change that.”
 
   “Maddox, Blake is going to be hurt.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “It’s not okay. I should’ve never…”
 
   “What made you confide in him?”
 
   She looked at his eyes: full of sadness and disappointment, “It happened when I was sick. He came here out of the blue, bringing soup. I threw up on him. He went into the bathroom to clean up and the test was sitting there.”
 
   “So you didn’t go to him asking for help?”
 
   “No, and Maddox… I don’t need anyone’s help,” Harper looked down.
 
   “What had you planned to do before he showed up?”
 
   “I hadn’t had time to process it, I was sick.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “But he has been a good friend, Maddox.”
 
   “I bet he has,” Maddox tried not to sound angry.
 
   “He’ll do whatever I ask him to.”
 
   “I am sure…”
 
   “Maddox don’t… okay? Just listen. When I’m not exhausted, I’ll figure out how to tell him that you’re going to be part of its life.”
 
   “I can tell him for you,” he smiled impudently.
 
   “Don’t be a jerk.”
 
   “Fine, but when you tell him-- if he says one thing to upset you, I swear to God I’ll break his fucking face.”
 
   Harper rolled her eyes, “You’re going to be a Daddy soon you can’t do things like that.”
 
   Maddox looked at her, “When you tell him you love me, how will he react?”
 
   “I never said…”
 
   “Will you just cut the shit Harper? I know you’re mine.”
 
   “Maddox, I’m tired and we can talk about baby stuff but this…”
 
   “Fine,” he growled and sat back.
 
   Harper smiled, “I’m going to go back to my place.”
 
   “Like hell you are,” Maddox grabbed her hands.
 
   “You can’t make me stay here.”
 
   “Oh yes I can,” he smiled smugly. “And we need to finish this conversation in the morning so you will stay here. By the way when is your lease up?”
 
   “Maddox, you’re impossible.”
 
   “Persistent as hell. Now lay down so I can talk to our baby.” Maddox was ecstatic, he knew even though she was just testing, dipping her toe in the water, she was giving him a chance to prove himself. If his assumption was wrong, he didn’t care. She loved him and he knew it, he would never hurt her again and he would work his ass off to show her that. He gently pulled her down.
 
   “It’s asleep,” Harper laughed as her head hit the pillow.
 
   “When can we open that damn envelope?”
 
   “In the morning,” Harper smiled.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m ready to celebrate this baby.”
 
   “Our baby,” Maddox bent down and pulled her shirt up and kissed her belly, “Tomorrow we find out who you are,” he kissed it again.
 
   “Maddox: the baby is right here,” she guided his hand, “This is where I feel the flutters.”
 
   “That is amazing.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   Maddox kissed her belly and rubbed it gently, “Your Daddy loves you little one, so so much.”
 
   Harper moved her leg so it wasn’t holding him back; she closed her eyes as he continued to talk to the baby. 
 
   ~
 
   Harper woke up and Maddox was asleep with his head resting on her upper thigh, her other leg was over his waist. One hand was resting on her stomach and the other was wrapped under her leg resting on the other side of her stomach. It looked like he was holding her belly. His long lashes were fanned across his face; he was still the most stunning man she had ever laid eyes on. He took a deep breath and nuzzled into her leg pushing her pajama shorts further up. Harper wanted to touch his hair. Remembering how soft it was, bringing memories of how the rest of him felt flooding into her mind.
 
    She closed her eyes tightly and she shook her head. She opened her eyes and he was looking up at her.
 
   “Sorry I didn’t…”
 
   “We fell asleep.”
 
   “Yeah,” he rubbed her belly and kissed it, “Good morning baby, we get to find out what you are today.”
 
   Harper smiled slightly and held her hand over his, “I’ll go grab it. I left my phone as well.”
 
   He kissed her belly again, “I’ll get it, and you stay in bed. Doesn’t look like you could have been very comfortable last night. I’ll make you…”
 
   Harper rubbed his head and he smiled nervously, “Your hair’s soft.”
 
   “Thank you?”
 
   Harper laughed and laid back.
 
   “Are you going to move your leg so I can…?”
 
   “Nope,” Harper giggled.
 
   “Fine with me,” he rubbed her belly and kissed it some more. 
 
   “Okay maybe you should stop that,” Harper’s voice quivered.
 
   “Maybe I don’t want to,” Maddox looked up at her and saw her eyes filled with desire.
 
   “Sorry I’m so…”
 
    “I love you,” Maddox kissed her belly again, her back arched slightly and he kissed lower, “I love you.”
 
   “Oh damn,” she whimpered.
 
   “Harper, if you need anything I will be the one who takes care of it.”
 
   “I’m pregnant,” Harper moaned as he kissed her hip bone, “Maddox did you read chapter…”
 
   “Mmm huh?” he moved lower and rubbed his nose across her pelvic bone. 
 
   “You know I…I…” he moved lower and she gasped.
 
   Harper grabbed the back of his head and moaned and he laughed and continued kissing and lightly nipping. 
 
   “Stop, stop, stop,” Harper moaned.
 
   “Sweetness, you may want to let go of my hair and maybe ease up on my face with your thighs, if you really want me to stop,” Maddox chuckled.
 
   Harper let go and sat up, “I don’t know…”
 
   Maddox kissed her, “Shut up, Harper.”
 
   Harper blushed and covered her face.
 
   “I ‘m going to grab that envelope.”
 
   “Now?” Harper screeched.
 
   Maddox laughed and kissed her head, “Yeah. I’m not that easy Harper.”
 
   Maddox started walking toward the door.
 
   “But you're mine right?”
 
   Maddox froze, his heart beat against his chest rapidly, “What?”
 
   “You heard me,” Harper whispered.
 
   Maddox turned around, “Don’t mess with me Harper.”
 
   “You’re right I just said it. I’m just trying to get laid.”
 
   Maddox turned around, “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Maddox…”
 
   “I’ll be right back.”
 
   Maddox shut the door behind him and held his hand to his heart and took a deep breath. He opened Harper’s door and went into her room and grabbed the envelope and her phone. He shut the door and walked out of her apartment, and looked up. Blake was coming down the hall.
 
   “Fucker,” Maddox growled.
 
   “How’s your leg?” 
 
   “Well Blake, it’s just fine thank you,” Maddox smiled obnoxiously and went to walk around him.
 
   “Is she awake?”
 
   “She isn’t there.”
 
   Blake stuck his hand out to stop him, “Why do you have her phone?”
 
   “Why is it any of your fucking business?”
 
   “Because she doesn’t need a …
 
   “Listen up Doc, you are two fucking seconds from getting your ass pounded. Walk the fuck away and call her. If she wants to talk… she’ll answer her phone.”
 
   Maddox walked away and left him standing with his mouth gaping.
 
   He opened the door to the apartment and Harper stood just inside the door completely naked.
 
   “I love you. I always have, always will, don’t you hurt me again.”
 
   Maddox shut the door with his foot and closed his eyes briefly. Harper wrapper her arms around his neck and he pulled her up with one arm, she wrapped her legs around him and he kissed her, “Never. I promise. Damn you’re beautiful, more beautiful than I remembered. I love you…
 
   The door flew opened, “I want to talk…”
 
   Harper gasped and Maddox walked into the bedroom, “Did you know he was here?”
 
   “Yes… no… he was in the hallway I told him to call…Fuck! Here” He pulled a sweatshirt over her head and she stood speechless, “Harper breathe sweetness and step into these shorts.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say to him, Maddox.”
 
   “Well let’s just go do this,” Maddox pulled her shorts up, “I can’t believe I’m dressing you instead of… fucker! Let’s go.”
 
   Blake was pacing in the living room when they walked out, “This is seriously what you want or did your hormones just kick into overdrive?”
 
   “Blake I…”
 
   “I bought you something to take care of yourself if you….”
 
   “Blake! Stop, that’s not it.”
 
   “Then what? You want someone who’s going to treat…”
 
   Maddox looked at Harper, “I’m going to rip his face off.”
 
   “Maddox, he has just...”
 
   “He bought you a fucking vibrator?”
 
   Harper looked at him and her face turned red.
 
   “Did you like it?” Maddox looked surprisingly interested.
 
   “Maddox, just give me a minute okay?” Harper’s face turned an even deeper shade of red.
 
   “You better make nice Doc, and by that… I don’t mean send a fucking gift!” Maddox turned to Harper, “I’m making you breakfast and then I’m going to…”
 
   “Okay, please calm down okay?”
 
   Maddox walked into the kitchen and Harper heard him sputtering obscenities.
 
   “Blake I’m sorry you walked in on that.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “Well you’re my friend and I…”
 
   “Harper, are you really going to do this with him?” Blake sneered, and pointed to the kitchen.
 
   Maddox started singing loudly, “I can fucking hear you and I don’t want to, so I am going to sing until you either leave or become a fan. Whatever she wants I’ll do, because I love her and she loves me too, man.”
 
   “He’s a lunatic,” Blake snapped.
 
   Harper smiled, “Yeah I know, but he’s my lunatic and this baby’s father. I want to be friends still Blake. Nothing has to change.”
 
   “How will he deal with that, huh Harper?”
 
   “Hey Sweetness, is Blake staying for breakfast?” Maddox yelled in a sticky sweet voice.
 
   “YES!” Blake snapped.
 
   “Perfect,” Maddox laughed loudly.
 
   Maddox walked out with a bowl of fresh fruit and toasted bagel, “We weren’t expecting company, but have a seat.” He left the room and brought in plates, silverware, and three glasses of milk.
 
   Harper looked at Maddox anxiously, “Have a seat.” He pulled out her chair, “Doc?” Maddox pulled out a chair for him. 
 
   Blake’s eyes grew large and he was angry. Harper had never seen him like this, “Blake, please sit.”
 
   Blake sat down and Maddox passed around the bowl of fruit, “It looks delicious doesn’t it?”
 
   Harper looked at him and shook her head yes.
 
   “You’re seriously going to do this?” Blake laughed, “Raise a child with someone who…”
 
   “Someone who has loved her always, someone who will never again put another before her? Someone who will make it their priority in life to ensure her and OUR child are safe? Someone who belongs to her heart, mind, body and soul? Someone who will not sit here and listen to her be questioned by a man who is supposed to be her friend, but buys her a FUCKING…”
 
   “Maddox please…”
 
   “Apparently she didn’t use it, if she ended…” Maddox flew out of his chair and was on Blake in the snap of a finger.
 
   “MADDOX NO!”
 
   Maddox stood up and looked at Blake, “Get the fuck out!”
 
   “This is what you want Harper?!” Blake screamed as he stood up.
 
   “Yes,” Harper whispered and stood in front of Maddox, “I’m sorry. We can talk another time Blake, okay?”
 
   “Why?!”
 
   “Well because,” Harper whispered.
 
   “Have fun with that Harper, I pray to God you don’t end up on the receiving end of one of his outlandish episodes.”
 
   Blake slammed the door behind him and Harper stood with her back to Maddox.
 
   “Harper I…”
 
   She turned around and looked at him. He was nervous… not angry like she expected, “You didn’t break his face.”
 
   Maddox shook his head no, “But I wanted to.”
 
   “I know,” Harper hugged him.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   Harper pulled away, “I’m so scared.”
 
   “You don’t have to be.”
 
   “I love you Maddox, but it doesn’t mean I can forget everything.”
 
   “You let me work on making you forget. Then when you trust me again, we never look back, alright?” Harper looked at him cautiously and shook her head yes, “Good… now let’s feed you and,” Maddox smiled, “Can we open the envelope?”
 
   “Yes,” Harper smiled.
 
   “Shall we do it alone or put our families on speaker phone, or Skype?”
 
   “Alone,” a smile slowly crept across Harper’s face, “Wait until London finds out.”
 
   “Yeah I know,” Maddox laughed and kissed her sweetly, “Will you have time off for a long weekend anytime soon?”
 
   “I have two weeks at Christmas,” Harper smiled, “Why?”
 
   “We should ask your parents to come to Liverpool, your brothers as well. We can tell them all together?”
 
   Harper smiled, “That sounds great.”
 
   “Good, and then I’m going to have a chance to make up for that one night?”
 
   “In Liverpool?”
 
   “Yes, we can start there,” Maddox kissed her again. He stood back and looked her up and down, “You look good in my shirt, Harper. But it would look better on my bedroom floor.”
 
   Harper laughed, “How about the dining room floor?” She lifted it over her head.
 
   “Oh yeah that works,” Maddox’s mouth was on her breast before she had both arms out of the shirt. He bit down lightly and she whimpered, “So fucking good.”
 
   His hand gently kneaded the left as he sucked on the right tugging and pulling at her nipple. Her breath became short and her knees began to weaken. He lifted her onto the table and sat her on the edge standing between her legs. His lips moved to her cheek and slowly down her jaw and across her shoulder blade.
 
   “I need to taste you, sweetness,” Maddox’s tongue ran between her breasts and down her belly stopping briefly, “Go to sleep baby, Daddy needs Mommy’s wet, hot…”
 
   “Maddox… shhh,” Harper urged his head down and he laughed.
 
   He pulled her shorts down and growled, “Lay back.”
 
   He lifted her legs and was on his knees. He licked her gently from back to front, “Impossible, even better than I remember.” He licked her deeper and lifted her legs over his shoulders and pulled her down hard against his face and growled as his tongue licked her deeper and circled her clit.
 
   “Oh Maddox,” she moaned.
 
   “Mmm.” His tongue pushed just inside her and he licked upward harshly. His thumb circled her clit and he continued licking until she came loudly pulling his hair and screaming his name. 
 
   She lay trembling on the table and he grabbed the bowl of fruit and placed a strawberry between his teeth and bent over her body and rubbed it across her lips, and she laughed a lazy laugh and took a bite.
 
   “Good huh?”
 
   “Uh huh,” Harper chewed slowly still trying to come down from the high of a much needed orgasm. 
 
   Maddox grabbed another strawberry and squeezed the juice out of it onto her chest and she jumped slightly and opened her eyes and smiled as he did it to the other breast and then licked them clean.
 
   “Why are your clothes on?” Harper smiled.
 
   “You ready for another?” He fed her another strawberry and she smiled and shook her head yes. “I’m going to cum inside you, Harper.”
 
   “You won’t get me pregnant,” she snickered.
 
   “No?”
 
   “No. Maddox your pants are still on,” Harper smiled and pushed herself up on her elbows. He dropped his shorts, “Commando? Was it like that all night?”
 
   “Yeah. Oh IT is now banned from your vocabulary.” He bent over and kissed her and she felt him rub against her and moaned. He stood up and looked down at her. He held himself in his hand and stroked himself up and down, slowly, “Is this what you want, Sweetness?”
 
   She shook her head yes and swallowed hard, “Please.”
 
   He lifted her legs and rested her feet on his shoulders and kissed her ankle. He rubbed his thick hard cock against her and she whimpered, “We are going to take it easy.”
 
   “Oh please.”
 
   He continued rubbing himself against her slowly teasing her as she moaned his name. He pushed just inside her and rolled his hips slowly. “So wet, so hot. Damn, you feel so good.”
 
   He pushed in slightly deeper and thrust upward hitting her g spot and she burned and trembled, “Maddox …oh please.”
 
   “More Sweetness?”
 
   “Please,” he felt her tighten around him and he pushed in slowly.
 
   She thrust her hips and whimpered, “Oh God!”
 
   “Good Sweetness?”
 
   “So…good... oh so good.”
 
   Maddox pushed into her and she screamed. He moved slowly in and out, “Damn so tight, so fucking hot. More?”
 
   “Oh yes, please! Oh Maddox--- please,” she grabbed his forearms and dug her nails into him. He pushed into her, taking her further, “Easy please Maddox, oh!”
 
   He held back not pushing her any further than she could handle, he felt her tighten and quickened his pace until he came violently, loudly, filling her full and overflowing.
 
   His heart was beating and he wiped the sweat off his forehead and then lifted Harper up and held her tightly against his chest, “I love you,” they both said at the same time and then laughed softly as they kissed.
 
   “We should shower,” Harper smiled as he lifted her off the table and carried her still deep inside of her to the bathroom. He reached in with one hand still cupping her backside holding her up, turned on the water and walked into the shower.
 
   “Maddox?” Harper gasped.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Your…it’s… getting hard again.”
 
   “I am well aware of that,” he kissed her neck.
 
   “Inside of me,” she whispered.
 
   “Yes.” He groaned as he began to move his hips.
 
   “Oh my,” Harper moaned.
 
    
 
   



 
   [bookmark: c3]Chapter 3
 
   Harper lay panting in Maddox’s bed, he watched her smiling. She opened her eyes and laughed, “Are you going to go to sleep?”
 
   “I prefer not to,” he leaned over and kissed her head and pulled her snuggly against him, “We didn’t open the envelope.”
 
   “We were busy,” Harper giggled. 
 
   “We were,” he kissed her again, “get some sleep, Sweetness.”
 
   Maddox rubbed her back as she drifted off to sleep. He closed his eyes but couldn’t fall asleep. He hadn’t slept for more than an hour or two at the most in over a week. Last night was the most sleep he’d gotten in months.
 
   Harper woke up, and Maddox wasn’t next to her. She stretched and rubbed her eyes and looked again. She swung her legs over the bed and went into the bathroom. Maddox was sitting on the floor staring at the wall.
 
   “Hey,” Harper whispered.
 
   Maddox jumped, startled, and stood up and smiled, “You alright? Did you need something?”
 
   Harper smiled, “Just to use the bathroom. Was I hogging the bed Maddox?”
 
   “No, I just…I don’t sleep well and I didn’t want to wake you,” he forced a smile, “I think I can sleep now. I’ll meet you out there; do you need anything, a drink, something to eat?”
 
   “No, just to use the bathroom.”
 
   “Alright then, I’ll be right out there,” Maddox pointed to the door, “If you need anything alright?”
 
   Harper shook her head yes. 
 
   Seeing him sitting on the floor caused Harper to become anxious. Why wasn’t he sleeping? Was he reconsidering them again? She washed her hands and looked in the mirror, whatever happens it’ll be fine. She rubbed her belly and let out a deep breath.
 
   Maddox stood up off the bed, yawned and stretched before patting the bed, “Come on, Sweetness.”
 
   Harper climbed in bed and laid down facing away from him. 
 
   He lay beside her and pulled her against his chest, “Closer,” he whispered against the back of her head. He felt her tremble slightly, “Are you cold?”
 
   She shook her head no and he took her face gently in his hand tilting her chin so she was facing him, “Why are you crying Harper?” His face showing signs of anxiety.
 
   “I’m not,” she quickly wiped her tears away.
 
   Maddox crawled over her so that he was facing her, “Talk to me please. Are you second guessing us Harper because…”
 
   “Are you?” her voice squeaked and more tears fell.
 
   “Harper why would you…”
 
   “You were in the bathroom…”
 
   “I didn’t want to wake you,” Maddox wiped her tears and kissed her head.
 
   “Maddox don’t… tell me why-- the truth, why aren’t you sleeping?”
 
   Maddox let out a heavy breath, “I love you. When you told me you can’t just forget I was serious when I said that I would make you. I didn’t sleep before because you haunted my dreams.”
 
   “Nightmares?”
 
   “No, not at all,” Maddox closed his eyes, “Dreams that haunted me, dreams of you and I together, dreams of our lives combined, and even dreams of you and I with children…”
 
   “Children?”
 
   “Yes, three no, four actually,” Maddox smirked.
 
   “So not happening,” Harper smiled as he wiped the last tears from her face.
 
   “You are so incredibly beautiful and I love you so damn much,” Maddox kissed her.
 
   “Then why were you in there?”
 
   “You’re really going to make me do this?” Maddox squinted his beautiful blue eyes.
 
   “Not if you don’t want to,” Harper looked in his eyes.
 
   “My stomach is in knots,” Maddox pulled her head against his chest, “I have to make sure I don’t fuck up.” He felt her tense up, “No Sweetness, not like that. I can’t lose you, not ever again. I’m trying to figure out how to make it up to you. How to show you that you are fucking everything to me. How this child of ours is going to be the most loved child in the world, the universe. And I’m trying to figure out how to do that without fucking suffocating you, or pushing you away. It’s so fucked up,” he took her hand and held it against his rapidly beating heart. “You’ve done this to me from day one. The first time I saw you, I was a mess Harper-- yet this happened. Your soul encompassed mine and I have fought so hard for years to stop it and I couldn’t. I wanted better for you. And now I’m fighting like hell to at least learn how to control it enough so that you don’t get sick of me. So that I believe that if I fall asleep, you’ll still be here in the morning, so that whenever you make little moans in your sleep I don’t get a raging fucking hard on. So that you…” Maddox lifted her chin, “Sweetness, I’m pouring it out here and you’re laughing at me?”
 
   “You had me at raging hard on,” Harper giggled and then tears began to flow.
 
   “And you Sweetness, have raging hormones,” Maddox licked up her cheek tasting her tears.
 
   “Don’t leave the bed again,” Harper looked up, “And don’t stop trying to make me sick of you.” She kissed him and closed her eyes, their mouths still touching each other’s, “I cannot get enough of you.” 
 
   “No?” he kissed her softly.
 
   “No,” she kissed him. “And it’s not raging hormones. It’s this,” Harper held her hand to his chest.
 
   “It’s all yours Harper,” Maddox’s jaw clenched, “to do whatever you need to with it.”
 
   “Then I’ll take care of it, like you will with this one,” she pulled his hand to her chest and closed her eyes as his palm ran across her alert nipples and she whimpered softly. She pulled her hand down to her stomach, “And this one.”
 
   He rubbed her belly. “I will never stop Harper. I couldn’t if I wanted to.”
 
   “Good, then no more hiding in the bathroom.” Harper pecked him on the cheek.
 
   “Can’t promise that. You won’t be able to walk and our child will be born with an indentation in …the child’s head.”
 
   “You almost said it’s,” Harper giggled.
 
   “Yeah I did,” He smiled.
 
   “Hey Maddox, don’t hide in the bathroom,” Harper closed her eyes.
 
   “I said—hey sweetness what are you doing?…oh God,” Maddox rolled to his back as she took him in her mouth, “Aw fuck.”
 
   Harper winked at him and with her mouth full of him, “No suck.”
 
   “Yeah, keep doing that,” Maddox pulled her hair away from her face, “So fucking good.”
 
   Harper’s tongue traced the rim of his rock hard penis and traveled down his shaft. She sucked hollowing her checks and his hand fisted her hair as she tasted the salty juice beading at the tip of his head. She licked across him tasting him, “Mmm.”
 
   “Damn it Harper,” Maddox grabbed the head board; “Easy Sweetness or I’m going to fill that hot little mouth of yours up.”
 
   “Mmm,” Harper licked down his thick throbbing erection and licked further down until she had his sack in her mouth.
 
    She looked up and his eyes rolled slightly back and his jaw clenched. She stroked him slowly at first and moved faster. She took his head in her mouth as her hand continued swiftly stroking up and down. 
 
   “Sweetness,” Maddox wrapped his hand around hers gently, “Slow, or I’m going to fucking blow.”
 
    Harper stopped sucking and looked up, “Kind of the point right?”
 
   “You don’t have to—damn Sweetness. Harper tell me what to do. Aw fuck!”
 
   “Come in my mouth, Maddox,” Harper’s tongue stroked his throbbing erection. From root to tip and back down. Her tongue rubbed his bulging veins as she watched his face. Heat and desire took over control. His eyes rolled back and his jaw opened slightly.
 
   “Fuck Sweetness,” his jaw clenched as he filled her mouth. 
 
   Harper continued slowly stroking him until he closed his eyes and relaxed.
 
   “I fucking love you,” Maddox chuckled sluggishly.
 
   ~
 
   Harper walked out of the bathroom and Maddox was falling asleep. He opened his eyes and smiled softly as she curled up next to him, “Best. Blow Job. Ever.”
 
   “Awe gee, thanks,” Harper laid her head on his chest and they both fell asleep.
 
   ~ 
 
   Harper woke to Maddox draped across her body. He had woken her several times throughout the night pulling her against him or laying his arm and leg across her. She loved that he found her in that big old bed if she wasn’t touching him in his sleep. 
 
   His chin was touching her head; she heard each soft, deep breath he took. She looked at the clock and it was nine in the morning. She was not used to sleeping in this late. Harper had always been an early riser. 
 
   She snuggled her head against his chest breathing in his scent, it was the same as it’d been since they met. Clean and alluring. She could lay there all morning wrapped in his arms, listening to him breathe and smelling him. She smiled, thinking of how messed up it was that less than two days ago she had been busy reinforcing the wall she had been building up around her since the concert in New Jersey. She was sure it was fire proof, bullet proof, and Maddox proof. She was Never, Ever, Ever, going to get back together with this man, like ever. She smiled bigger as Taylor Swift’s voice ran through her mind and how the Hines family was anti “that type of music”. Maddox owned her heart just like he had for many years. Even before she understood exactly how much of it he owned. She wouldn’t hurt him; he had suffered for fifteen years. She believed him with every cell in her being that he would protect and love both she and the baby once, she allowed herself to let him back in.
 
   Harper slipped out from underneath him and used the bathroom. She walked into the bedroom as his hands ran over the sheets next to him searching for her. He scowled in his sleep and his eyes fluttered as he started to wake adjusting to the light. He looked at the empty space beside him through squinted eyes and then sat up quickly realizing she was not there.
 
   He saw her standing against the door jam, as she unknowingly rubbed her hand over her belly, “Good morning Harper. Are you alright?”
 
   “Good morning Maddox and yes I am fine. Are you?” Harper held back the self-gratified smile from creeping across her face.
 
   “I am, but as you well know,” Maddox cocked his eyebrow and stepped off of the bed and walked towards her slowly, “I didn’t like waking up and you being gone.”
 
   Maddox wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tightly as he kissed her soft lips gently.
 
   “You should go back to bed,” Harper smiled and kissed him. 
 
   “You should come, too,” he kissed her.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   Maddox did not reply, he dropped his hands to her hips and lifted her. His lips covered hers and he sucked them and rubbed his tongue gently across them. He dipped his head and slid his mouth down her throat and his tongue dipped down her night shirt between her breasts.
 
   His voice was thick and raspy, “This needs to come off.”
 
   She lifted her arms as he pulled the hem of her shirt over her head. He squatted down and looked up at her his eyes glazed and dark as he pulled her panties down, “Step out.”
 
   Harper was mesmerized by his eyes and the desire she saw sweeping out of him and into her soul. Her body burned for his touch. His tongue glided between her legs stopping at the source of her need and he licked harshly up rubbing her clit. Her entire body shuttered as she whimpered. He kissed up her body and took her nipple lightly between his teeth and he sucked tugging it.
 
   “Maddox,” Harper whimpered and wrapped her arms around his neck as she arched her back into him. 
 
   “I need to be inside of you, Sweetness,” he warned before lifting her and pulling his white cotton pajama bottoms down and pushing into her savagely.
 
   “Yes,” she hissed, her head collapsing into his neck.
 
   “So good, Sweetness.” He pushed her back against the wall and continued his deep possessive thrusts into her.
 
   Harper came loudly and he continued pushing into her, “One more Sweetness, please,” he growled against her ear.
 
   “I can’t, oh Maddox,”
 
   “Come on I can feel your tight little pussy squeezing me, Sweetness, tightening around my cock.”
 
   Harper dug into his back and her orgasm crashed through her body as she screamed his name.
 
   Maddox came and held her as he sat on the bed. He rubbed her back and covered her cheeks and face with kisses, “Was I too hard on you?”
 
   She shook her head no as her body began to relax.
 
   After several minutes he kissed her and laid her on the bed and she smiled with her eyes closed.
 
   “Hungry?”
 
   “I am... I’ll go make breakfast.”
 
   “No you go shower, I’ll do breakfast,” Maddox watched her as she opened her eyes. Her face began turning red, “Are you blushing?”
 
   “No!” Her voice squeaked.
 
   Maddox laughed, “Yes you are, why?”
 
   Harper covered her face and giggled. 
 
   “Tell me why?”
 
   Harper looked up at him, “The things you say.”
 
   “Does it offend you?” he sat next to her.
 
   Harper shook her head no, “But it should.”
 
   “Why?” Maddox took her chin and turned her head towards him.
 
   “Do we have to talk about this?” Harper whispered which made him smirk.
 
   “We do now,” Maddox kneeled on the floor in front of her, “Your body is beautiful Harper. You are beautiful. The mere thought of you accepting me inside of you makes my blood start to heat up.”
 
   Harper swallowed hard and felt the heat in her face burn hotter.
 
   “When that happens the blood feels like it pools in my groin. Then it tingles and my cock gets so hard it almost hurts until it’s right in here,” Maddox ran his finger up her inner thigh and his fingers rubbed the outside of her very wet opening.
 
   “Maddox, I need to shower,” Harper’s voice hitched.
 
   “Because of this?” his finger pushed inside of her gently feeling the warmth and wet between her legs, and she gasped, “You and I mixed together Harper, it’s fucking beautiful.”
 
   “Maddox…”
 
   “Lay back, I need to taste you.”
 
   “Maddox…”
 
   “Now Harper,” Maddox kissed her and she whimpered in his mouth as his fingers still circled her inside.
 
   “Maddox,” she moaned softly, “You can’t.”
 
   “Why?” his finger curled up hitting her g spot and she cried out softly.
 
   His kisses descended until his tongue brushed her clit. Her breath hitched and he licked her deep inside, “So good Sweetness.” 
 
   He sucked on her clit and she arched her back, “Oh Maddox.”
 
   “Taste us Sweetness,” Maddox lifted her up and rubbed his finger across her lips.
 
   She licked them slowly and he groaned and his jaw clenched. He stood up and kissed her, slowly rubbing his tongue against hers, “So good.”
 
   Harper shook her head yes and reached down and held his rock hard erection in her hand, she stroked him slowly. 
 
   His kisses became more possessive as both of their bodies, inflamed with desire’s touch.
 
   Harper pulled away from his kiss and bent down taking him in her mouth, “Taste me Sweetness? Is it good?”
 
   She whimpered, “Yes.”
 
   He knelt before her on the bed as she sucked harder, “Lay down Sweetness.”
 
   “I want to…”
 
   “Me too, lay down,” his voice was filled with heat and she did as he asked.
 
   He pushed her tits together and pushed his long thick cock between them, “Suck.”
 
   He pulled back and turned so he was over her, “I want you in my mouth too, Harper.”
 
   “Yes,” she panted as he turned his body and held himself above her. 
 
   “Roll over sweetness,” he said as he licked her.
 
   He lay on his back and she sat above him. She took him in her mouth deeper than before and he pulled her hips grinding her drenched sex into his face. 
 
   Maddox growled as he licked and sucked. His hands began kneading her ass. His finger lightly rubbed around her tight puckered hole and she gasped, “Sweetness, don’t stop,” he instructed and she did as he said. 
 
   He pushed his finger into her as his tongue danced with her clit. He ran the slickness back to her ass and lightly, with the tip of his pinky, pushed into her, “Does it hurt, baby?”
 
   “No,” she gasped, “But…”
 
   “Nothing between us is dirty Sweetness, and I will not hurt you. I need to claim every part of you. Suck harder sweetness, while I taste your wet hot little pussy.”
 
   Harper’s body shuttered as he continued eating her. He pushed into her a little more with his pinky and her back arched into his touch, “Fuck yeah, Sweetness.”
 
   His tongue licked her where she never imagined it happening and her breaths became deeper, “I am going to consume you, fill every part of you that has ever felt empty, and parts of you that you never knew were.” His pinky pushed in a little deeper and he felt her tighten around the two fingers deep inside her pussy. “That’s right, consumed Harper. Every part of you claimed by me.”
 
   “Yes,” she moaned loudly.
 
   “You are mine always.”
 
   “Yes,” her voice was full of need. His pinky pulled out slightly, “No.”
 
   “You want me deeper in you, Sweetness?”
 
   “Please,” she moaned, and then sucked him faster as her hips curled into his mouth until she came, screaming his name as he filled her mouth with thick, warm, salty cum.
 
   She rolled off of him trying to catch her breath. Maddox sat up and kissed her.
 
   “I love you, Harper. Nothing about what we just did was dirty.”
 
   Harper shook her head in agreement.
 
   “Good, because if I could figure out a way to fuck every opening, your nose and ears would be my next target.”
 
   Harper gasped.
 
   “Don’t look so shocked. And I’m going to work on being balls deep in that fine little ass of yours soon. My body was made to please yours, and yours for me to devour and take care of.”
 
   Harper smiled shyly, “Okay.”
 
   “Your heart too.” Maddox kissed her, “And your belly. I am going to make you breakfast. You rest.”
 
   Maddox kissed her head and started walking out of the room.
 
   “Maddox,” Harper sat up, “I love you.”
 
   He smiled, “I know and I love you… more.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox finished making breakfast and smiled as he watched Harper walk out into the kitchen towel drying her long blonde hair, “Beautiful,” he whispered to himself. 
 
   “Looks very good, thank you. So I was thinking, we spent the entire day yesterday in bed,” Harper sat down in front of the egg white and spinach omelet he had made.
 
   “I was thinking about that, too,” he winked and kissed her head.
 
   Harper smiled, “That means I have done nothing else but…well you.”
 
   “You did it very well,” Maddox sat next to her.
 
   She looked up at him and his beautiful blue eyes were twinkling.
 
   She smiled, “But it means I’ll have to spend most the day doing laundry and cleaning my place. Work tomorrow, you know.”
 
   “Yeah, I was thinking you should just stay here naked for the next, I don’t know—forever?”
 
   Harper laughed, “Very tempting, but reality is…”
 
   “Shopping for some maternity clothes…”
 
   “Not yet!”
 
   “Fine, how about those bra’s for breast feeding, they have these trap doors,” Maddox chuckled and put a bite of omelet in her mouth when she was trying to say something, “Good, right?”
 
   “Maddox my clothes…”
 
   “You are beautiful weather you wear my t-shirt or the shapeless attire you have been rocking since…never mind, your clothes are perfect,” he looked away.
 
   Harper grabbed his chin and turned his face back towards her, “Care to explain?”
 
   “You go back to work tomorrow.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Your work clothes are perfect,” he raised his eyebrow.
 
   Harper tried not to laugh.
 
   “It’s not all that amusing Harper.”
 
   “Maybe we should go shopping. My wardrobe seems to have reflected my mood lately. But that has changed so maybe I should get some…”
 
   Maddox closed her lips with his hands, “I said they are fine.”
 
   Harper smiled and shook her head, “Jealous much?”
 
   He cocked his eyebrow, “You could say that.”
 
   “So when you’re on stage shaking that beautiful ass I should be jealous?”
 
   “Blake,” Maddox rolled his eyes.
 
   “Millions of adoring fans who stand in lines to give you…”
 
   “Alright. I’ll try to hide, I mean stow away my very jealous tendencies,” Maddox scowled.
 
   “I won’t,” Harper sat back and crossed her arms over her chest, “And I’ll so use the whole emotional, pregnant mess card …”
 
   “I’ll accept that. You got me Harper. Any whim, craving, need, want, or desire that you can conjure up will be filled by me. You couldn’t push me away if you tried.”
 
   “Maddox that’s called pussy whipped,” Harper laughed.
 
   “No Sweetness, that’s called love.”
 
   Harper’s eyes widened and she swallowed hard and whispered, “Okay.”
 
   “Twitterpatted,” Maddox smiled shyly and kissed her cheek.
 
   “Twitterpatted,” Harper hugged him.
 
   ~
 
   They spent the day in Harper’s apartment doing her laundry and renting five seasons of True Blood. Harper had read the Sookie Stackhouse series as an escape during her first year at Cornell and wanted to watch the HBO series. 
 
   “Is this a whim, or a craving?” Maddox smiled as he emptied the microwave popcorn bag into the bowl.
 
   “Popcorn craving, True Blood a need.”
 
   “A need huh?”
 
   “Yep,” Harper lifted the blanket and Maddox snuggled up next to her on the couch.
 
   ~
 
   Harper woke snuggled up in Maddox’s arms. She wrapped her arms around his waist and looked up.
 
   “I fell asleep.”
 
   “You did. You need rest.”
 
   “I rested a lot during the first three months…”
 
   “Trimester,” Maddox kissed her nose, “You still need rest. I really like holding you while you sleep.”
 
   Harper closed her eyes and held him tighter, “I really like it too Maddox. A lot, so much it scares me.”
 
   Maddox looked into her eyes, “Never be afraid of your love for me. I fought for years thinking you deserved better Harper. Fucked up so much fighting it.”
 
   “Maddox do you think that it’s because I’m pregnant…”
 
   Maddox’s jaw dropped and his body tensed up, “I already told you…”
 
   “No just hear me out,” he started to object and she clamped her fingers over his mouth, “Please let me Maddox.”
 
   He took a deep breath and sat back. Harper stood up off the couch and knelt on the floor, “When I saw you at the fundraiser, it killed me. The first night I wanted you so bad. I wanted you to fuck me and leave, like you did then.”
 
   “Harper,” Maddox growled.
 
   “No let me finish!”
 
   Maddox nodded his head and scowled.
 
   “When you found out about the baby I knew you wouldn’t walk away. But I wanted you to, Maddox. As much as it hurt knowing for the past week you have been right next door I didn’t want you to feel obligated. I want you to be happy. I want you to live Maddox,” tears began falling down her face. “What you lived, the hell you have been through—I love you enough to let you live. I love you enough to want all your dreams to come true. I love you enough to walk away from you, and lose part of my soul in the process. I love you enough that if this baby is the reason you’re still here …”
 
   Maddox’s eyes were on fire. He stood up abruptly and walked to the door and walked out.
 
   Harper followed him, “Maddox!”
 
   He turned and picked her up, “You are done fucking talking, do you understand?!”
 
   She didn’t have time to reply. His mouth crashed over hers. He pulled her legs around him and she held onto his neck as he walked towards his apartment. He opened the door and walked to the couch and sat her down, “Stay.”
 
   Harper watched him disappear down the hallway. Scared that she may have just pushed him too hard. Afraid she had just made him doubt his feelings. Terrified that her words had pushed him back to a place he had lived for years.
 
   He walked out and rolled his eyes and smiled slightly. “My turn now, alright?”
 
   She shook her head up and down quickly. He sat on the floor in front of her and held her hands and kissed them. 
 
   “I am choosing not to go back through that hell. You know what happened to me. But Harper it is what happened to me okay? It’s not at all who I am,” Maddox looked sternly into her eyes.
 
   Harper’s lip quivered uncontrollably and she cried harder, “Maddox I’m so sorry… that’s not what I was…” She stopped talking and sat on his lap with her arms wrapped around him, “I love you. I Love you so much.”
 
   “I know Harper,” he held her, “I love you just the same.”
 
   “You don’t have to…”
 
   “Yeah I do. I knew way back then it was wrong. I’m sure it was learned through my reading. I’m sure that’s why Elizabeth taught me to read. I don’t hate her; I feel she did what she did trying to keep me safe. I believe in some twisted way that’s all she could do and get this Harper: I love her for that.” Harper sat up and smiled sadly and kissed him on the cheek saying nothing, allowing him to talk. “Growing up I knew good from bad, and I could even decipher the in-between which I have been told is pretty fucking amazing, all things considered. I didn’t get attached to my captures, they disgusted me. I didn’t get too attached to the children that were brought in and taken out of the home. I couldn’t… self-preservation I assume. I did fight for them and realize now that I was still fighting for Jane. That’s where I have always felt comfortable, fighting for people who needed my help regardless the cost to me. Harper, I know myself better than most people know themselves. For all intents and purposes-- I was my parent, my own family, an Island in a sea of shit. I knew how to not get too deeply attached to anything. I knew how to go without eating for days without it wearing me down; making myself vulnerable to the rabid dogs I was surrounded by. I knew how to keep sane as I was locked in a closet for a week at a time. My family, Brody, Emma, London, and Lexington are more than I could ever had dreamed of. Unfucking believable still, that they’re my family.”
 
   “You deserve that, Maddox,” Harper sobbed into his chest.
 
   “Thank you Harper,” he wiped away her tears and lifted her head. “When we met, I was all over the place. Scared as hell, elated, devastated, and ecstatic all at the same time. My guard was up; I was waiting for the bomb to drop. My family, and yours, were like the light that people describe before they die. Like them, I was brought back from death. When I’m with you Harper, it’s hard to believe that I truly exist on this planet. I wonder if I walked into the light and it’s you standing at the end of that tunnel accepting me, every fucking time, just like you have from the first time we met. When I try to stop it, the feeling --knowing I need you to have everything you deserve. A need that’s so intense, I would give the air I breathe to make sure you had it, doubting I could give it to you, I burned. It’s my hell, worse than the first fifteen years of my life. You Harper Abraham, are my own personal heaven. I know no other way to describe it. You are what I fought against needing, and you are what I will fight against losing until the day I die. I’ll never push you away, and I’ll never let go again. I fucking exist for you.” Maddox closed his eyes tightly. “Our first date or dates. The Prom, the Garden, I’ve never felt more connected to another human being, ever. When I came here, I had huge plans that would have blown them completely out of the water. So none of this is about the life we created that is growing inside of you. You are done thinking that. You’re done feeling guilty that I didn’t know. I love you even more now than when I came here, you would suffer doing this alone for me, Harper? You have no idea what that does to me.” 
 
   Harper could tell he was fighting tears and that every word that fell from his lips was sincere. He didn’t hate her for the choices she had made, as he said he loved her even more.
 
   “Look at me, sweetness. Before I knew about this blessing,” he rubbed her belly, “I’d planned to sing you the song I wrote for you in front of those thousands of people. Jumping off that stage and you running into my arms. I planned to take you to dinner and then stay with you here until I had the answer I needed.”
 
   Maddox stood and sat her on the couch.
 
   “All of this before knowing of our child Harper. I’ve loved you since I knew what love was. I’ve wanted you since I knew my desire was not something to be ashamed of. I need you more than the air I breathe because without you, I just don’t give a fuck Harper. You are mine and I am yours always. We are each other’s forever. Harper Ann Abraham,” Maddox knelt and pulled a box out of his pants pocket and opened it, “Marry me.”
 
   



 
   Chapter 4
 
   Maddox sat outside the World Health Organization’s headquarters as he had every day waiting for Harper to get out of work. He’d bought a new SUV on the phone with an Audi salesperson while she slept, the night she accepted his proposal. She slept like an angel after they made love the rest of the day. He picked her up from work in it as a surprise. This is yours and the babies, look in the back. She looked back and saw an infant seat and laughed. He loved how excited she got every time he did something for her. He especially liked the gift she gave him in return all the way home as he drove gripping the wheel so tightly his hands hurt. The future Mrs. Hines was born of privilege, yet so completely grateful for everything he did. He smiled thinking about the past three weeks and what his life had become. He loved that girl more and more each day and he loved that she seemed to feel exactly the same.
 
   Harper had moved into his place. It was of course a little disagreement but he had won. If our family comes to visit Harper, we need this place. She agreed and her first day back at work he packed and moved everything she owned back into what was his and now was their apartment.
 
   They had argued over opening the envelope and decided that they would do so at Christmas when they both told London. Harper’s idea and it made Maddox smile still thinking of how perfect their lives would be.
 
   Maddox also asked if she would mind allowing him to ask her father’s permission to marry her before they announced it. She told him that it didn’t matter to her, and he explained to her that it did matter to him: now more than ever. She didn’t wear the ring to work, both feared Blake would tell Collin before they could.
 
   Maddox got out of the vehicle when Harper walked out in the bright winter sun. She pulled her sunglasses down and looked around until she spotted him. He had been parking away from the building so that her co-workers didn’t see him. Another disagreement between them…that she won. 
 
   It was Friday and she would be out of work for two weeks. When she came back she would be wearing his ring and the whole world could know.
 
   “You parked in a different place today,” she smiled nervously.
 
   He picked her up and kissed her, “Yeah, I hope that doesn’t upset you, but I want everyone to know Harper.”
 
   She smiled, “We’ve got to go get our stuff packed for our trip.”
 
   She noticed his smile was not the bright sunshine she had grown accustom to when he got in the car, “Maddox, I’m not upset. I want everyone to know, too. By the way.” Harper cleared her throat and held out her left hand.
 
   He smiled as he reached in the console and grabbed the ring box. It had been the same everyday she got out of work, “Harper Abraham, will you marry me?”
 
   Harper laughed, “Yes, of course.”
 
   Maddox slid the ring on her finger and smiled. He leaned over and kissed her. “I love you,” he groaned into her mouth. “It’s a good thing you’ll be able to sleep on the plane because I’m going to have you all night.”
 
   “Perfect,” Harper’s hand slid from his knee up his leg.
 
   “Easy sweetness, Thumper may just jump out of his cage and …”
 
   There was a knock on the window and Harper jumped.
 
   Her office mate Serena was standing outside the SUV with her mouth gapping.
 
   Harper rolled down the window and smiled, “Hello.”
 
   “Is that?” Serena was a beautiful girl, petite with dark hair and brown eyes. 
 
   Harper laughed, “Maddox, this is Serena. Serena this is Maddox…”
 
   “Hines?” Serena’s voice squeaked.
 
   “Very nice to meet you Serena,” Maddox gave an award winning smile and stuck out his hand to shake hers.
 
   “Oh. My. God,” Serena shook his hand, “Harper, are you the same girl from the video in…”
 
   “Yes she was, my one and only,” Maddox grabbed Harper’s hand, “Love.”
 
   “Unbelievable. I can’t believe you’ve never told me about him. You let me go on and on about our boss and …I’m so embarrassed now. Of course you don’t see how incredibly sexy Blake is, when you have Maddox fucking Hines!” Serena laughed.
 
   “She has me, alright,” Maddox forced a smile.
 
   “Oh my…Okay it’s a secret then, Harper I promise I can keep a secret, I am so…”
 
   “Serena, do you have a car?” Maddox asked.
 
   “No I walk. It’s not very…”
 
   “Get in we’ll give you a ride,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Really?” Serena asked.
 
   “It’s freezing out Serena, we would be glad to give you a ride,” Harper smiled.
 
   Serena jumped in and looked at the car seat, “I didn’t just see that.”
 
   Maddox laughed and Harper sat back in the seat and covered her eyes, “Or that, wow Harper!”
 
   Harper gave Maddox a confused look, “The ring, Sweetness.” He took her hand and kissed it. 
 
   “Oh boy,” Harper groaned.
 
   “I won’t tell anyone,” Serena clapped, “My office mate is engaged to and knocked up by Maddox fucking Hines.”
 
   “Serena, that’s twice,” Maddox tried to keep a straight face. She looked confused, “I’m pretty sure my middle name is not fucking.”
 
   Serena covered her mouth and Harper held back as long as she could and then burst out laughing and so did Maddox.
 
   “Wow this is unreal, your father is…”
 
   “Brody fucking Hines,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “If you only knew the …I’m going to stop while I am ahead. Harper –wow--- just WOW!”
 
   “Pretty amazing, isn’t he?” Harper smiled back at her.
 
   “He’s pretty damn lucky,” Maddox pulled her hand to his chest, “So fucking lucky.”
 
   Maddox kissed her again, “Where to, Miss Serena?”
 
   Serena laughed, “I’m good here.”
 
   Maddox chuckled and glanced at Harper. 
 
   “Take the next right, then the fourth left,” Serena laughed.
 
   “We’ll chat when I get back from the holiday, top secret got it?”
 
   “Of course Harper, you have a great holiday Maddox fucking Hines,” Serena hopped out of the SUV.
 
   “Funny, right?” Maddox laughed.
 
   “Did you do that on purpose?”
 
   “What on purpose, Harper?”
 
   “Offer her a ride, so she would see the car seat?”
 
   Maddox looked at Harper briefly and then away.
 
   “You did!”
 
   “Are we going to argue, Sweetness?”
 
   “Are you going to answer? I mean you parked almost in front of the door and then you offer her a ride.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Yes what?”
 
   “Yes it was on purpose Harper.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’m sick of hiding. I want to pick you up from work and not hide behind a fucking tree. I want to send you flowers. I want to bring you lunch. I want people to know you’re mine.”
 
   Harper didn’t say anything as they silently drove towards the apartment. He got out and opened the door for her.
 
   “Thank you,” Harper said as he held his hand out for her to hold as she got out onto the icy parking lot.
 
   They rode up in the elevator quietly holding hands. Maddox let out a slow deep breath as they exited.
 
   He unlocked the door to the apartment and held it open. She walked in and smiled as she looked around the room. “You did this?”
 
   “I did,” he dropped the keys into the bowl sitting on the entry table, kissed her head and walked past her and lit the candles on the coffee table as she took in the room.
 
   He had flowers everywhere and music playing, a picnic blanket on the ground and an ice bucket chilling a bottle of sparkling cider. 
 
   “Why?” she asked following him into the kitchen.
 
   “Why what Harper?” Maddox asked as he took the chicken parmesan out of the oven.
 
   “What made you do this?”
 
   Maddox heard nervousness in her voice and turned around, “I made us dinner Harper. I’ve done that a lot lately. The other stuff…well it’s our last night alone for a while and, I was trying to be romantic… I guess.”
 
   He scratched his head and leaned back against the counter. Harper scowled at him and looked away.
 
   “Look, I’m sorry about your friend. I’m not sorry I want the entire fucking universe to know about us. We’re not kids, we’re in love. The whole birds chirping, head spinning, heart beating faster, flowers, and indoor picnic kind of love. So, it may have been juvenile but…”
 
   “You’re coming back with me right?” Harper’s voice cracked and he stood up straight and walked towards her.
 
   “What?” He was shocked, “Harper don’t cry. Please…why are you asking if I am coming back with you? Of course I’m coming back with you. This is where we live at least until March… when you finish here. Then we have a month until the baby is born and a lot of stuff to figure out, but yes -- I am coming back with you.”
 
   “I can’t lose you again,” Harper shook.
 
   “Hey Harper, I have asked you to marry me every day since I proposed. I don’t understand…”
 
   “All this, is a lot like that first night and you so easily walked away and…”
 
   “Hold up,” he smiled bending and wiping her tears away as he looked in her eyes, “We have to do better than this, Sweetness. I know you’re emotional now, but…”
 
   “When you get like that, like what you pulled today…”
 
   “What I pulled today Harper, is going to continue happening. As soon as your parents know about this, we are getting married I’m going to put it up in lights.”
 
   “Maddox, it was like you were marking me. Like you were trying to prove a point, like it didn’t matter that we’d discussed and agreed upon, waiting until our families knew.”
 
   “I think you’re hungry, go sit I’ll bring…”
 
   “I think you’re avoiding, Maddox.”
 
   He put the food on the plate without saying a word and carried it over to the picnic blanket and set the food down, “Are you coming?”
 
   “Are you going to talk to me?”
 
   “Sure, after you sit,” Maddox looked at her with no emotion on his face.
 
   “You’re mad,” Harper whispered as she sat down.
 
   “I am a little. Look I’m probably going to act like an ass sometimes, Harper. I’m going to hold your hand in public, I’m going to kiss you, I’m going to wear a stupid ass grin on my face, and if anyone looks at you wrong it is possible, that I may lose it. You make me stupid happy, and stupid possessive, and stupid…”
 
   “Stop, just stop,” Harper climbed on his lap and hugged him, “I was just remembering what happened at the Cape, and in New York, and how you were so damn positive and then the next day…”
 
   “We walked to breakfast and on our way back I said I wanted to take you back to my room and stay like that forever and you laughed and said ‘That’s not going to happen, but I like the way you think’. That…”
 
   “Maddox, we were joking,” Harper sat up and looked at his eyes, he looked away and didn’t say anything, “Maddox you …you got really weird after that.”
 
   “I was very serious Harper,” he lifted her hand and looked at her ring, “I’ve had this for a long time.”
 
   “But then everything happened with Jazz and…”
 
   “Harper, everything happens for a reason. Let’s not go back to that alright?”
 
   “You were going to ask me to marry you?”
 
   “I was,” Maddox looked into her eyes.
 
   “But …”
 
   “No, let’s not do this,” Maddox looked at her and shook his head no.
 
   “Would you have chosen me that day, and not…”
 
   “I’ve known forever that I wanted, no-- needed you to be my always. But I …Do we have to do this?”
 
   “I hurt you that day?”
 
   “I was kind of hurt, yeah,” Maddox shook his head.
 
   “You know I had no idea right?”
 
   “I do now, but at the time no. I told the press you were my wife remember? I planned on making it so.”
 
   “But I was taking an internship, and…”
 
   “I was touring. I would have spent the summer with you and followed you here or wherever you went. My schedule can be very flexible, you know.”
 
   “But then you just gave up.”
 
   “I had things to deal with. I needed to figure out what to do to make you feel the same as I did. I doubted how you felt after our walk. Then the Jazz thing… I couldn’t walk away from helping her, knowing you didn’t feel the same way I did for you. At the hotel, you made a comment that it was easy-- just step back and say goodbye, and then, New Jersey…”
 
   “Our baby was conceived,” Harper lifted his chin.
 
   “When I was fucked up and you came after me.”
 
   “And then …”
 
   “Do we need to talk about all this? Can we move past all the shit and just be stupid, happy, and Twitterpated?
 
   “Yes,” Harper smiled and kissed him, “And if I ever hurt you… please say something to me Maddox. You are my …”
 
   “I’m yours and you’re mine.” Maddox leaned back and grabbed two wine glasses and filled them with sparkling cider and handed her one. “To us.”
 
   “And to stupid, happy, Twitterpation.”
 
   “Oh… I like that,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Me too,” Harper kissed him and he held her tightly.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about drinking this out of your belly button all day,” Maddox swirled the glass and nipped her earlobe.
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Definitely,” Maddox leaned over and pulled her legs behind him. He leaned forward kissing her and holding her back until her head was on the floor.
 
   Maddox slowly poured the cold liquid from his glass into her belly button and she shivered.
 
   “Cold, Sweetness?”
 
   “Yes,” she whimpered as he licked her belly.
 
   “I wonder if we can keep it right there and see if we can make it boil,” his eyes swept down her body and he licked his lips “Stay still, sweetness.”
 
   He pulled her skirt down slowly and then her underwear. 
 
   Harper watched his jaw tighten as he ran his finger down the front of her and she quivered when he licked his lips again.
 
   He looked up at her, his eyes a blaze, “Don’t you move.”
 
   He pushed his finger slowly into her and she moaned, “That feel good Sweetness?” His thumb grazed her clit. Her hips thrust up slightly, “Should I tie you up?” Her eyes widened and she bit her lip as he slid another finger into her. “Would you like that?” She shook her head no, “That’s not what your eyes are saying or your hot little pussy is telling me. So fucking wet, Harper.” Maddox pulled his fingers out and she groaned. He lifted his fingers to his mouth and sucked them slowly. “You taste so fucking good, sweetness.”
 
   Maddox watched her knees start to pull together and he dipped his head down and licked her belly button deeply and harshly, “Please.” Harper whimpered.
 
   “Please what sweetness?” he licked again.
 
   “Maddox, please.”
 
   “Tell me what you want Harper.”
 
   “You,” her hips pushed up against him.
 
   “What do you want from me?”
 
   Harper squinted her eyes, frustrated and desperately wanting him.
 
   “Do you want me to lick that sweet little pussy Harper?”
 
   She shook her head yes as his tongue traced between her hip bones, “Say it Harper.”
 
   “I want you to lick me,” Harper whimpered.
 
   “Where sweetness?” His nose ran across her and she moaned loudly.
 
   “Lick my pussy, Maddox.” 
 
   “I am going to lick it and then fuck you with my tongue until you come over and over again.”
 
   Maddox’s tongue plunged deep inside her, and she grabbed his hair, “So good, sweetness.” His tongue pushed in again, he pushed against her g spot and she fell apart. 
 
   He grabbed her hips and held her against his mouth. He licked harshly and sucked on her clit until she screamed again and again.
 
   When she was no longer pulling away he pulled his pants off and sat on his knees and pulled her onto him.
 
    “Fuck,” he hissed as he slid into her, “Feel how wet you are, my cock is sliding into your wet little pussy, Harper.” He swiveled his hips and pushed further, she moaned. “So fucking wet, so tight, and mine.”
 
   He thrust deeper into her and she dug her nails into his back, “Oh God, Maddox!”
 
   “That’s right sweetness, come for me again. Come riding me,” he lifted her up and pushed into her over and over again. 
 
   Her body was slamming against his until she screamed out and he came with her.
 
   He held her tightly against him, both panting as they tried to catch their breath. 
 
   “Damn, I love you,” Maddox sat back and looked into her eyes.
 
   Harper smiled and kissed him.
 
   “Taste good huh?” Maddox kissed her and ran his tongue across hers.
 
   Harper laughed and sat back.
 
   “I swear to you I need my tongue in you like you need air in your lungs,” the muscles in his jaw twitched.
 
   “Orally fixated,” Harper bit her lower lip.
 
   “Hell yeah,” Maddox kissed her and laughed. 
 
   Harper was deep in thought and he smiled at her.
 
   “I’m going to breast feed.”
 
   His hand immediately went up her shirt and he rolled her nipple between his fingers, “Me too.”
 
   Maddox lifted her shirt and sucked on her nipple, “Have I mentioned lately how much I love your tits?”
 
   Harper smiled and giggled.
 
   “Seriously Harper look at these things,” Maddox cupped her breasts and gently kneaded them, “Works of art.”
 
   Harper covered her face and laughed.
 
   ~
 
   Harper woke to gentle kisses on her neck, “Good morning, Sweetness.”
 
   “Morning,” she smiled and hugged him tighter pulling him against her.
 
   “We need to leave in about an hour,” Maddox kissed her lips.
 
   “WHAT?” Harper pushed him up, “I have to pack, we didn’t get a chance to last night…”
 
   Maddox chuckled, “Done, relax. There are two things that we must do first.” He kissed down her throat and licked across her breast. “Shower and fuck.”
 
   Harper looked at him, “So crude.”
 
   Maddox raised his eyebrow and tilted his head as his hand traveled down and rubbed between her legs, “But you like it, so wet…”
 
   Harper smiled, “How about fuck and then shower?”
 
   “That’s more like it,” Maddox smiled and kissed her.
 
   ~
 
   Harper sat on the plane holding Maddox’s hand tightly.
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   “Yes… I just don’t like to fly in these big planes,” Harper closed her eyes and sat back.
 
   Maddox chuckled and Harper sat up and looked at him, “What?”
 
   “Princess with a private plane,” Maddox whispered.
 
   She smiled and rolled her eyes, “How do you remember that? It was so long ago.”
 
   “I remember everything that has ever happened between us, I remember the swim suit you wore as you strutted around in front of me…”
 
   “When I taught you to swim? You do not,” Harper laughed.
 
   “Oh yes I do, blue tankini that matched your eyes and the sea. I assume you chose it because it covered a lot. That same night you and I went swimming after everyone was asleep, well let’s just say I saw everything underneath those white panties and bra…”
 
   “Yeah, so did your poor father,” Harper laughed.
 
   “And Emma,” Maddox laughed, “He was so embarrassed… it was very funny. The time we went to the Cape, well I remember that suit was a deep purple and much smaller.”
 
   “You’re naughty,” Harper looked into his sparkling eyes.
 
   “I could control it just fine then, but now is a completely different story.”
 
   “And why is that?” Harper smirked.
 
   Maddox leaned towards her and whispered in her ear, “Your tits have been in my mouth,” he licked her earlobe, “You sweet pink pussy, all over my face,” he growled and nipped her ear, “My cock has been inside that tight little…”
 
   “Would you care for a drink?” The flight attendant interrupted.
 
   Maddox smiled, “Two waters?”
 
   Harper’s face was red and she shook her head in agreement and looked down.
 
   The flight attendant left, and Maddox nodded towards the window and Harper looked out, “We’re in the sky?!”
 
   “Yes,” he smirked.
 
   “You were talking all—dirty, to draw my attention from…”
 
   “Yes and imagine what the delivery room will be like.”
 
   Harper gasped and then laughed out loud, “You wouldn’t.”
 
   “Oh yes I would. For you of course,” he laughed, “All for you. You should sleep Harper.”
 
   “We’ll land soon,” Harper yawned.
 
   “I know. Surge will be picking us up from the airport.”
 
   “Not your parents?”
 
   “No, I thought about it but well a little more time alone to chat once we are in England sounded like a good idea.”
 
   “About what?” Maddox saw panic in her eyes.
 
   “Harper you need to stop that now. We are going to be fine. If you keep acting like the bottom is going to fall out from under us, I’m going to spank yours.”
 
   “Well than what do we have to talk about Maddox?” he saw her eyes begin to fill with tears.
 
   “When we get to Liverpool I’ll have to talk to a few people, you know this right?”
 
   “I will be with you, you know this right?”
 
   “Not if it’s unsafe,” Maddox looked uneasy and then he smiled, “You my beautiful future wife are just as possessive as I am. The difference is... I like it.”
 
   “You like it?”
 
   “I like it a lot.” 
 
   Harper smiled nervously and then the plane touched down.
 
    He smiled back at her, “We’re here.”
 
   “Yay,” she looked out the window.
 
   “Now let’s see who bombards us when we get off the plane.”
 
   “Your fans?”
 
   “Who knows,” Maddox laughed as he stood and grabbed the bags from the overhead compartment. He held his hand out and pulled Harper into him and kissed her, “I got you.”
 
   He pulled a knit cap out of his carry-on and pulled it down over his head and then pulled a Yankees cap over her head.
 
   Harper smiled, “You like baseball?”
 
   “I like the Yankees.” He handed her sunglasses and held her wool coat out for her to put her arms in. He turned her around and kissed her nose, “Perfect let’s go.”
 
   “Hey-- we may have a problem.”
 
   “What is it? Are you alright?”
 
   “My Dad is going to be upset with you,” Harper gave him a dramatic nervous look.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He’s a Sox fan,” Harper gasped.
 
   Maddox laughed, “Well, we’ll have to agree to disagree.”
 
   “Choose your battles,” Harper smiled as he pulled her behind him.
 
   ~ 
 
   Walking through the security check, Maddox spotted Surge and T; he smiled and pulled Harper tightly against him.
 
   He looked down at Harper and she looked incredibly nervous. He held her tighter and she squeezed his hand. People everywhere noticed Maddox, and took pictures as they walked down the corridor. 
 
   The way she looked up at him made his heart melt. Harper was incredible, strong headed, and took on every challenge she ever encountered with an attitude that nothing would stop her. He always felt she was stronger than he was, and in some instances she may be. He loved that Harper that was full of piss and vinegar. The one who loved deeply and would stand her ground to do what she felt was right and fight for those she cared about.
 
   Over the past few weeks he had begun to see her differently. He knew she was beautiful, kind, and caring. But he learned that she hid her insecurities well. The girl he fell head up his ass in love with was no longer a girl, she was a woman. Each night before work she carefully pressed her clothes and made her lunch. Maddox watched her dress each day, looking cautiously at herself in the mirror trying to get a glimpse of what the outside world would see. Her work attire was very conservative. Pant suits and dresses which normally were covered by a sharply tailored suit coat. Her hair was carefully placed in a bun or pinned back at the sides. She wore very little makeup and her heels were never high. She did not pose or smile at herself like he watched other woman do when they looked at themselves. 
 
   “You alright?” she whispered as they approached Surge.
 
   “Do you know how perfect you are?” he looked at her in wonder.
 
   Harper blushed and looked away, “Thanks.”
 
   He stopped abruptly jerking her back slightly.
 
   “Maddox?”
 
   “I love you, you are without a doubt the most beautiful person I’ve ever met, Harper.”
 
   He took her face gently between his hands, and kissed her. She closed her eyes and smiled sweetly at him when he pulled away. He rubbed his nose across hers gently and kissed her again. 
 
   Harper smiled a smile that showed concern and insecurity.
 
   “Don’t do that, Sweetness,” he whispered and kissed her cheek, “I told you I’ve got you. And just so you know, I’ll never let go.”
 
   Harper blinked rapidly and then aware of her surroundings she fought not to cry, “There’s a lot of people here Maddox.”
 
   “I don’t care,” he smiled, kissed her head and they walked out of the airport.
 
   


Chapter 5
 
   They sat in the car and Maddox noticed that Harper was looking down and she was very quiet. He rubbed his thumb back and forth across her knuckle, lifted her hand and kissed it. She looked up and gave him a quick smile before sitting back against the black leather seat. He watched her head relax against the seat and then her hand rubbed over her belly keeping time with his thumb across her knuckle.
 
   Maddox gave her a minute to think before he could not take it anymore, “Talk to me.”
 
   Harper looked up at him curiously, “What shall we discuss?” She gave him a quick smile.
 
   “Whatever it is that is bothering you,” his eyes held hers.
 
   She wanted to look away but she couldn’t, “It’s nothing.”
 
   He raised his eyebrow and held her stare, “Come on Harper, don’t do that.”
 
   “I’m tired.”
 
   “And?”
 
   She smiled and then her lip quivered and tears pricked the back of her eyes. 
 
   Maddox pulled her onto his lap and held her head to his chest as she cried. He rubbed her back and kissed her head over and over again, “Emotional and tired?”
 
   “Yes, I think so,” she choked out. 
 
   Maddox reached in his pocket and pulled out the box. He opened it and took out the ring, “Marry me?” Harper kissed him and held his face in her hands tightly and shook her head yes. He smiled and slipped the ring on her finger and kissed it and then her soft wet lips. “We have an hour before we get to the house, sleep please, Sweetness. I promise you everything’s going to be okay.”
 
   While Harper slept on his lap Maddox rubbed her little belly. He thought about ways to make her more secure with their relationship, their love. He couldn’t bear to see her upset, he had done that to her plenty over the past few years. He’d finally accepted what his heart had told him since he was fifteen years old. He loved her more than words or a song could express, and he would stop at nothing to make her believe him. 
 
   Maddox knew she felt the same way about him, when she wasn’t worried about what everyone around her thought or felt. When she was not worrying about the outside world. He secretly wished he could spend every second of the day with just her and soon just her and their child. 
 
   He closed his eyes thinking about how truly selfish that was. This need deep inside to keep her just to himself… his. It reminded him of the first fifteen years of his life, and the weeks… probably months if he added up the time by days, that he had spent in the closet locked and alone. Hungry, tired, scared, and in pain. He would never do such a thing to anyone and no one who cared to take their next breath would ever do that to someone he loved.
 
   Maddox looked down at his sleeping Harper, curled up on his lap with her hands locked behind his neck and he took a deep breath. He closed his eyes trying to bring himself back to the apartment, a place he had lived for only a few short weeks but had never felt more alive. He finally slept for more than a few hours at night, his sedative, Harper, in his arms. She was his sea, his calm, his breath, his everything.
 
   Every night he watched her eyes flutter as she tried to stay awake, mentally exhausted from work and physically exhausted from the hours they spent every night pleasing each other. He loved when he woke before her and could watch her sleep. But when he slept longer and was either treated with wake up kisses, or the ability to watch through the open door as she got ready for her day, those moments when he could see Harper the way she thought others should see her, melted his heart. It made him smile from the inside out knowing that he was indeed still the person she chose, like she had many years ago, to know the real her. Yet it made him sad that she seemed insecure in who she was to everyone else around her. Even he no longer felt that way about himself. 
 
   They watched endless hours of ridiculous movies that made her laugh out loud and he could not help but do the same in response. He read to her, because she thought, Damn, it’s hot to hear him read nineteenth century English literature. 
 
   It was when they were together, just the two of them, that both he and Harper felt relaxed and happy. They took comfort in each other. He remembered the first week she lived in his place officially after they had made love, she asked what time it was and he told her. It only took him the first weeks to realize if it were before seven at night she dressed in clothing and if it were after she would beam and throw on a tank top and cotton pajama pants and either a sweater or one of his sweatshirts, (which he loved).
 
    On the weekends, they didn’t spend time at clubs or at the movies, they spent time at home. Snuggled up, wrapped in each other under blankets. She decided that she needed to get back into working out and they would go to the gym in the building and she would walk as he ran on the treadmill. When he stopped and lifted weights she would walk at a leisurely pace and watch him. It was when he would break a sweat her eyes would get that dopey, dewey appearance and she would lick and bite her lips a lot. The gym trips never lasted long, because he would start to get hard and they would have to leave. They barely made it off of the elevator before they were tearing each other’s clothes off and they were in the shower washing and touching each other until he couldn’t handle the whimpers coming from her. They decided they could get more of a workout in the shower than at the gym. 
 
   If it were warm out, they’d go walk on the trail around the lake, and end up either in the trees or standing in front of the water silently holding each other. 
 
   He watched as they neared the gate to the Hines estate and kissed her head gently, “We are here, Sweetness.”
 
   Her eyes blinked and she yawned into his chest and looked up, “Sorry.”
 
   He smiled adoringly, “For what?”
 
   “Falling asleep on you. It must have been uncomfortable,” she started to move.
 
   “There’s nothing more comfortable than this,” he kissed her forehead as the car came to a stop in front of the house, “But now be prepared for London, she’s going to be all over you.”
 
   Harper laughed and then hugged him tightly, “It sounds great.”
 
   Maddox took her hand as she stepped out of the car and looked around, “No welcome committee… London is slipping.”
 
   Harper took a step towards the door and Maddox grabbed her hand and stuck her ring finger in his mouth and sucked gently. Her eyes rolled slightly and she held her breath as she watched him. He slowly pulled her finger out and kissed it smiling, revealing the ring.
 
   Harper laughed, “Oops.”
 
   Maddox grabbed her face and rubbed the ring across her lower lip and then stepped back and took it out of his mouth, “Soon Sweetness, very very soon.”
 
   The front door flew open, “Are you guys going to play kissy face all day or are you coming in?” London dove towards Harper.
 
   Maddox grabbed London and hugged her tightly twirling her around, “Me first.”
 
   London laughed loudly as he tickled her and tried to escape yelling, “Let me at her.”
 
   Harper laughed and grabbed her face and kissed her.
 
   “We have a big…well a few big surprises for you inside, Harper,” London grabbed her hand and pulled her inside.
 
   “Merry Christmas!” Harper looked around the room at her parents, brothers, grandparents, and Maddox’s entire family as well.
 
   She smiled and looked at Maddox, “Your eyes are sparkling, Harper.”
 
   “Did you know?”
 
   “Yeah,” he kissed her head and Tessa hugged her and Maddox smiled, “Harper, I need some time with your Dad before we make the announcement alright?”
 
   Tessa hugged Maddox, “Good to see you.”
 
   “You as well.”
 
   Maddox hugged Brody and Emma, “Where is Lexi?”
 
   “She’s napping,” Emma looked sadly at Brody.
 
   “She has a fever,” Brody smiled gently at Emma, “She’s going to be just fine, Love.”
 
   When Maddox got done with Caroline and Henry he looked at Harper. He saw her brother’s CJ and Matthew looking at him and then glanced at Collin who had his arm protectively around Harper’s shoulder.
 
   He took a deep breath and forced a smile on his face. 
 
   “Hello CJ, Matthew, and Collin,” he looked them each in the eye as he spoke.
 
   His voice didn’t waver nor did his demeanor, he was strong and confident as he stuck out his hand to shake theirs. He stepped back and looked at Harper briefly and she was holding back a smirk.
 
   His eyes widened and she smirked, she bit her lip and winked causing him to chuckle.
 
   He looked away from her very slowly and drew his attention to Collin, “I was wondering if I could have a moment alone with you.”
 
   Collin gave a quick nod and followed Maddox into the kitchen.
 
   “Would you like to have a seat?” Maddox pointed to the table and Collin sat, “Would you like a drink?”
 
   “No I’m all set,” Collin crossed his arms and sat back in the chair.
 
   “Alright then,” Maddox blew out a slow breath. He sat down, scowled at the ground and then looked up. “I love your daughter, and I’m absolutely positive that I have loved her since the first time I saw her. I will never hurt her again; I couldn’t -- I wouldn’t survive being without her.” Maddox closed his eyes and took a deep breath and looked up at him, “I would like your permission—blessing to marry Harper.”
 
   Collin’s expression was unchanged, he stared into Maddox’s eyes for a full minute before he spoke. “Will you ask her if I say no?”
 
   “Yes, I just felt like this was…”
 
   “Maddox, she is one of the four people in this word that mean more to me than my next breath,” Collin glared into his eyes and Maddox chuckled.
 
   “I feel the same. I can assure you that…”
 
   Matthew walked into the room and Maddox stopped talking, “Please don’t tell me you are going to tell him yes!”
 
   “Matthew that’s…”
 
   “He’s just doing this because she’s pregnant,” he whispered.
 
   Maddox’s head snapped towards him, “How do you know that?”
 
   Collin looked down and Matthew scowled at Maddox and did not reply.
 
   Maddox stood up, “I’m going to ask you this one more time. How did you…”
 
   He stopped when he saw Matthew looking at Collin as if to ask for help.
 
   “You knew…” Maddox whispered harshly.
 
   “Let’s take this outside,” Collin stood and walked out the back door into the cold winter’s air on the large brick patio.
 
   Maddox looked at him waiting impatiently for an answer.
 
   “Blake told you didn’t he?!”
 
   Collin looked at him and started to answer and Maddox interrupted him.
 
   “How long have you known?”
 
   “That’s none of your damn business,” Matthew snapped at Maddox.
 
   “I beg to differ, MY child is MY business,” Maddox sneered. “You knew your sister was pregnant and didn’t go to her, or try to help her figure out…”
 
   “Blake was there. I knew HE could take care of it,” Matthew glared at him.
 
   “BLAKE is not the baby’s father. BLAKE is not Harper’s family! Do you have any idea how hurt she’d be if…”
 
   “Fuck you! How hurt she would be! I know exactly what MY SISTER has gone through with your shit!”
 
   Collin held up his hand and they both stopped, “Enough!”
 
   “Did you know!?” Maddox asked him.
 
   Collin did not answer.
 
   “Un-fucking believable!” Maddox threw his hands in the air, “She went through months of…”
 
   “Crying over you! Because you have a problem keeping your dick in your pants!” 
 
   “Now you listen here if you weren’t her brother you would be picking your bloodied ass up off the fucking bricks, Matthew!”
 
   “And you would have your hands full too, tough guy. I watched my sister fall apart before graduation because of you…”
 
   “I was fucking drugged and brought back here, young and fucking…” Maddox stopped and looked at Collin, “Does your wife know you knew?”
 
   “No she doesn’t,” Collin looked at him, “Harper had been killing herself inside and rebelling, I knew she would be safe and have Blake to watch over her.”
 
   “You’re kidding right, that fuck bought your daughter a vibrator in case she …”
 
   “He what?!” Collin snapped.
 
   Maddox’s hands fisted and he looked back and forth between Matthew and Collin and opened his mouth to say something and quickly closed it knowing he was going to say something he might regret.
 
   “Don’t sit there and judge us, Hines. While you were out fucking everything that moved…”
 
   “Let me tell you something, my dick has been inside of one person! One! Care to fucking guess who that is?” Maddox asked antagonistically and then growled loudly and walked away.
 
   Maddox stood looking into the woods trying his best to figure out how to hide this from her. He immediately felt guilty at the thought and then he got angry. So, so angry.
 
   Maddox looked over and Collin was standing next to him, “I was going to tell Tessa and then…”
 
   “How long did you know?”
 
   “Maddox I knew for two weeks. I’m not trying to give an excuse here, but I knew Tessa would go to her and insist she tell you.”
 
   “You don’t think it was my fu…”
 
   “Harper didn’t want you to know. She was doing fine and you were a fucking mess, Maddox. I knew at some point you would need to know and I knew she was safe and had a friend.”
 
   Maddox stood and glared into the woods, avoiding eye contact.
 
   “I’d really like to refocus this conversation Maddox. Do you want to marry my daughter because she’s pregnant?”
 
   Maddox’s head whipped around and he faced Collin, “I want to marry Harper because I love her, because I always have, and because I know she feels the same. I want to marry Harper because we’ve wasted too much time based on my insecurities and desire for her to have more than I thought I could give her. I want to marry your daughter Collin, because no matter how much I’ve tried to stop feeling this way, I need her even more than I need air in my lungs. I need to make sure she’s safe, I need to make sure she’s happy, and I need to make sure she knows that I’ll love her now, as much as I did the first time I saw her and will love her, until long after I am not of this earth.”
 
   Collin looked at him, “When?”
 
   “Funny you should ask,” Maddox shook his head.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


Chapter 6
 
   Harper watched out the kitchen window at Maddox and Collin. She saw Matthew pacing back and forth and knew he was angry. Of course he would be… he was her brother. Oh just wait until CJ hears the news, she thought as she looked back at Maddox. 
 
   She watched Maddox as he stood confidently, and her father doing the same. They didn’t look angry anymore, but the conversation certainly looked deep. Finally Maddox stuck out his hand offering it to Collin and Collin took it. They shook hands and Harper couldn’t stop smiling. She saw Collin put his arm over Maddox’s shoulder and smile at him. Her heart melted. She would have married Maddox Hines without agreement from her father, but it made it even more real. It made her suddenly feel like it was not just her and Maddox who believed in their love but her father as well.
 
   Harper was overcome with emotion and she tried taking deep breaths to hold back the approaching tears. She needed to be alone, just for a moment. She looked towards the doorway that led to the family room where everyone was and then towards the back patio door and saw them approaching quickly. She didn’t want her Dad to see her crying, he would worry he made the wrong decision, and if Maddox saw her, he’d worry that she didn’t want her Dad to say yes. They were coming and she had no time to hide. She purposely dropped the glass on the floor and it smashed as Maddox, Collin, and Matthew all walked in the door.
 
   She let the tears flow and stood looking down. Maddox quickly grabbed a broom and dust pan, “Hey, don’t cry. It’s no big deal Harper.”
 
   Collin walked over and hugged her as Maddox dumped the glass into the basket, “Harper it’s just a glass.” Collin held her tighter as the room filled with people.
 
   She looked up and closed her eyes.
 
   “Did you get hurt, Harper?” Maddox reached between her and Collin and wiped her face.
 
   “No,” she whispered and looked up at him.
 
   “Okay, then.” Maddox lifted her and walked her to the doorway and set her down.
 
   Harper held his elbows and looked up at him and whispered, “I’m really tired.” 
 
   “Alright give me a minute and I will…”
 
   “Harper we have a room ready for you upstairs. Let me show you,” London grabbed her hand.
 
   Maddox smiled at Harper, “She is tired though, right?”
 
   “I know, I know, I know,” London dragged Harper behind her.
 
   Maddox looked around the very quiet room and smiled, “London has got it all under control.”
 
   Everyone laughed and he helped Emma clean up the floor.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked up the stairs an hour later and saw Tessa walking quietly out of the room. The room he had woken up in the day after his very first concert and found Harper had left. He stood silently as he watched Tessa carefully shut the door behind her.
 
   “Is she asleep?” Maddox whispered.
 
   “Yes. Has she been feeling alright?” Tessa looked very concerned.
 
   “I asked her that question every day for a week and she finally rolled her eyes, put her hands on her hips and said, ‘Do you want me to be sick?’ I of course don’t but her point was taken and I didn’t ask again,” Maddox smiled and Tessa giggled.
 
   “I told you she was full of it.”
 
   “Full of life, and love. You did an amazing job raising her Tessa, thank you,” Maddox was following her down the hallway when Tessa stopped and turned around.
 
   Tessa looked at him and his eyes widened. She knew he was afraid he’d offended her and she knew this because it had taken forever to make Collin feel comfortable opening up to the people she loved when she wasn’t there to validate his worth. “That is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. My children are my life.”
 
   “I can tell, it’s the same with Emma, I can see it in her eyes. I also see it in Harper’s. She is going to be an amazing mother to our child, because you showed her how,” Maddox looked up and then back at Tessa. “I hope you know I’ll be a great father to our child as well. I’ve learned that from my father. There is nothing in this world as important as family.”
 
   “Maddox, I know you love her. I see it. I have also seen the way she has looked at you for years now. I watch you with London and Lexington and I’m sure you’ll be a good father. I’m just – Maddox will you continue to sing? Will you be away from her for months at a time? Will you…”
 
   “I’d like to have a discussion with my parents as well as you and Collin while Harper naps,” Maddox smiled, “That is, if London can be entertained. We have planned how to tell her, Harper wouldn’t be pleased if she found out, otherwise.”
 
   They walked into the family room and Maddox watched as Tessa whispered something to Matthew. Within minutes, he was dragging London outside in full snow gear to play.
 
   “Now good?” Tessa smiled.
 
   “Of course,” Maddox laughed.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox sat at the dining room table with Brody, Emma, Tessa, and Collin. He took a deep breath and smiled, “I’ve had a few weeks to try to figure out what, besides Harper and all of you, is the most important to me in light of recent events. I also have more than myself to take into consideration now.”
 
   Maddox sat back and looked at Brody and quickly away, “I don’t want anyone to be disappointed…”
 
   “Maddox-- whatever it is son, I never would be,” Brody scowled, “Whatever you need I will help you make it happen.”
 
   “I do know that, and I appreciate it more than you know,” Maddox took a deep breath. “When I step back and think of what would make Harper happy in concern to our future, I don’t think staying with Burning Souls fits into it all. I love music, but it never was my dream. It has afforded me a lot. I own a home that’s paid for and have invested wisely over the past few years. I’ll continue collecting royalties on my music, and from what I can figure record sales will sky rocket once word hits that I am to become a father. You know, curiosity…,” Maddox smiled at Brody. “I do love it, but don’t wish for it to disrupt my family life. I also don’t want Harper to feel insecure or nervous ever about my lifestyle and its effect on our child.”
 
   “Maddox, you could join us, I would love for you to. It would be great,” Brody smiled.
 
   “I have considered that. Not full time, but as a guest if you would have me once in a while. Harper is going to be a Cornell graduate in just a few months. I’m very proud of the strength she showed by finishing her schooling while I was acting like – for lack of a better term, a piece of shit. I’ve considered going back to school. I love to learn and truly feel a need and desire to go back. I’ve applied to a few schools, just to see what my options are. I’ve heard back from two. Cornell is one, and the other is Harvard.” Maddox tried not to smile but he could not help himself, “Two totally different programs. Literature and,” Maddox looked at Brody and Emma, “Psychology.”
 
   Emma smiled and whispered softly, “You could help so many.”
 
   “There are several avenues I could travel in the field,” Maddox smiled at her.
 
   “Psychology is Cornell isn’t it?” Emma asked.
 
   “It is,” Maddox looked cautiously between her and Brody, “I am waiting to hear back from…”
 
   “No, I can see it in your eyes son, do it. You’re young, you’re brilliant…”
 
   “I’ll discuss it with Harper. I applied before Thanksgiving and frankly, I forgot until yesterday. I’ll ask that I start wherever Harper and I decide, in the fall. I’ll play the few shows we have scheduled in February and then I will be done. That brings me to the next topic; my…Harper isn’t going to like what I need to do tomorrow, but it needs to be done. She made mention that whatever business I needed to conduct, she would be accompanying me. I need to talk to the band. I do not want her there when I do that. I know she’s going to be very upset about this and I am asking for your help in convincing her that…”
 
   “Convincing her what?” Maddox’s head snapped around when he heard Harper’s voice.
 
   “You were supposed to be sleeping,” Maddox stood up and walked towards her smiling. He kissed her head, “Feeling better?”
 
   “I was, but now I’m little concerned,” she looked around the room.
 
   “Oh no you don’t,” Maddox smiled and whispered “I love you, Sweetness.”
 
   She smiled and raised her eyebrow, “I’m going with you.”
 
   “I am going to make sure you are safe,” Maddox held her face in his hands; “We’ll talk about it later alright?”
 
   Harper narrowed her eyes at Maddox as Caroline walked into the room with Lexington.
 
   “Maddox,” her voice cracked as she raised her little hand and rubbed her red eyes.
 
   “Hey Lexi, you are feeling better?” Maddox walked over and scooped her up and hugged her.
 
   Her bottom lip pushed out and she began to cry, “No.”
 
   “Okay, well I’m going to hold you until you do okay?” she shook her head yes, “Your throat dry?” she shook her head again, “Let’s go get you a drink.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox held Lexi until she was falling asleep at the dinner table. He stood up and walked out of the room.
 
   Harper watched him and smiled softly. When he was out of sight she looked at the ground and felt tears again stinging her eyes. She stood up quickly, “Please excuse me.”
 
   Harper walked quickly towards the bathroom her eyes fixed on the floor beneath her, “Sweetness?” Maddox grabbed her hand, “What’s going on with you today?”
 
   He pulled her in and hugged her tightly and she began to cry, “Emotional.”
 
   Maddox took her hand and pulled her into the bathroom, “Talk to me.”
 
   “I don’t know…earlier I was watching you and my father out the window….”
 
   “Always snooping,” Maddox joked and Harper tried to pull away and cried more, “Listen, I was joking and looking back I wouldn’t have had it any other way Harper.”
 
   London walked into the hallway and she stopped quickly, “Maddox you make her cry a lot. If you love her…do you love her?” Maddox looked at London’s shocked expression. She looked like a bell had gone off in her head, “You do love her!”
 
   “Madly,” Maddox smiled widely at her.
 
   “Wow does this mean…”
 
   “London, you and I need to talk,” Maddox gave her a look of warning and she stopped and then laughed.
 
   Harper looked at her and smiled, “I kind of like him, too.”
 
   “Kind of, my brother is hot stuff Harper. All the girls at school are like, OOOO your brother is gorgeous… could you hook us up? Seriously they are like twelve or thirteen, grow up…emotionally of course because obviously socially they are WAY too…”
 
   “Your brother is beautiful, London,” Harper stopped London’s rant and giggled.
 
   “And so are you,” London hugged her.
 
   “London, I would love you to help me with something. Do you think they would mind if we disappeared for a little bit?” Maddox pointed to the dining room.
 
   “Maybe Harper could keep them busy,” London smiled at Harper.
 
   “Sure, unless you need my help,” Harper looked at Maddox confused.
 
   Maddox winked at Harper, “We got this—huh, London?”
 
   ~
 
   London walked into the dining room beaming, “Ladies and gentlemen, could you please join me in the living room?”
 
   “We have dessert first London, and…” Emma began.
 
   “Not a chance. Living room. Now.” London left quickly before she could get the lecture she knew her mother was ready to dish out and knowing they would follow. She heard Tessa laugh.
 
   “Tessa?” Emma tried not to laugh but smiled and shook her head.
 
   “You heard her, Living room. Now.” Tessa laughed and they all stood up to join London.
 
   London patted the spot next to her on the couch and Harper sat next to her, “Sooo do you really like Maddox?”
 
   Harper laughed, “Sooo yes… I really do.”
 
   “What do you like about him,” London looked past her towards the stairs.
 
   “He is very cute,” Harper laughed.
 
   “Yeah, Yeah, Yeah. And?”
 
   “He makes me happy,” Harper said softly.
 
   London looked at her quickly, “Then why do you sound sad?”
 
   “Maybe because I secretly hope I can make him just half as happy as he makes me,” Harper whispered to her.
 
   “Oh, I think you do,” London laughed and hugged her tightly.
 
   ~ 
 
   Maddox walked in with his guitar and Harper looked up. He was smiling and blushing a bit, he chuckled when he saw Harper’s checks turn pink.
 
   “London and I had a chat; it appears she thinks I would be a complete idiot if I went one more day without telling Harper how I truly feel about her. But what London doesn’t know is that Harper has been told every day for the past few weeks how much I want her in my life now and forever. I love you Harper Abraham. I am one hundred percent certain I have from the day I met you.” Maddox swallowed hard and looked at Harper, “Of course London also thinks I should sing to the woman I love, so I kind of threw something new together.”
 
   Maddox sat next to Harper and smiled shyly and began to play.
 
    
 
   My past was a storm, the rain, and thunder crashing down. The water rose, drowning me taking me deeper into the depths, doubting and faithless that what I felt was authenticity. 
 
   One voice of hope one sweet kiss, dragged to the shores, sunlight peeking through blackened clouds, was it real or a dream, out of harm's way an illusion or a certainty 
 
   I fell and stumbled, broken down, hidden sorrow. The waters rose swallowing this soul again. 
 
   Fighting the current, the pull, the torment, the agony. Towards the light the sweetness my spirit’s desire, in my heart and soul, I missed you my friend…
 
    
 
   No longer fearing the rising waters, from the storm. No longer feeling inadequate, doubting my capability, I am not alone, I have been carried by your love all this time.
 
   I am giving everything to you now, I am giving you my life, my heart, my love,
 
   Everything comes down to love, to hope, to faith. 
 
   No longer what I am afraid of.
 
   When I look in your eyes, everything awake in my soul, no longer trying to forget, that I’m yours. I am not alone, I have been carried by your love all this time.
 
    
 
   Maddox set down his guitar, “I love you with everything I am and everything I will become, knowing you will be with me forever,” he knelt in front of her and pulled the box out of his pocket, “Marry me Harper Abraham, walk through this life with me forever.”
 
   Tears began to fall from Harper’s eyes and she shook her head yes and hugged him tightly.
 
   “Sweetness,” he whispered, “Wow, tears when you already knew…”
 
   “Not like that Maddox, I didn’t expect it like that in front of everyone, or like that. I think I love you even more and I didn’t think that was possible.”
 
   “I hope and pray each day you feel that way,” Maddox pulled back and held her face between his hands and kissed her lips lightly, “I love you.”
 
   Harper leaned forward and kissed him harder and grabbed his hair in her hands and her tongue traced his lower lip. 
 
   “Sweetness, we aren’t alone,” Maddox pulled back and clenched his jaw.
 
   His eyes began to darken and she laughed, “I forgot.”
 
   Maddox stood up and pulled her up keeping her hand in his, “She said yes London, what do you think?”
 
   “I think that’s perfect!”
 
   Maddox and Harper hugged London and then looked around the room. Tessa and Emma were holding hands and crying. Caroline and Maggie were smiling at them. 
 
   Brody laughed and clapped his hands, “Well then, when do we do this?”
 
   Maddox and Harper laughed and Matthew walked over and shook Maddox’s hand and hugged Harper. Matthew gasped when he felt her stomach push against his and she laughed.
 
   “Well I think we need to ask you all to sit down again, we have something else we need to tell you,” Harper smiled at Maddox and he shook his head yes and smiled back at her.
 
   Harper looked around the room and then at London, “Maddox and I have another BIG surprise.”
 
   London smiled, “Bigger than that?”
 
   “Just as big, come here London,” Harper took her hand and held it against her slightly rounded belly and as if on cue the baby kicked.
 
   London jumped back and squealed in surprise and then laughed out loud and put her hand back on Harper’s belly and felt the baby move again and smiled and laughed.
 
   “I thought you were just eating a lot of Chocolate...”
 
   “London,” Emma gasped.
 
   “What, you know like you did when you and Daddy lived together, you…”
 
   Brody laughed out loud, “Alright London.”
 
   “Well, just …she was sad, and I thought my brother was a gigantic jerk to her and…”
 
   “Wow London… not just a normal sized jerk but a gigantic one?” Maddox laughed.
 
   “Well her belly is …”
 
   
 
  

“Alright that’s enough,” Emma laughed and wiped tears from her eyes.
 
   “Mommy I didn’t mean to make you cry. I just…well Daddio must be better than chocolate,” London smirked and laughter rolled through the air.
 
   “LONDON,” Emma gapped, “These are happy tears but if you keep it up you may drive me back to the chocolate, or wine.” 
 
   Emma grabbed London and hugged her. She whispered in her ear, “Are you as happy as you look about this?”
 
   “More Mommy,” London hid her face in her hair and cried, “So much more.”
 
   Is she crying? Maddox mouthed to Emma and she shook her head yes.
 
   “Hey London, we have one more little surprise. This envelope has been sealed since we got it. How about you open it and tell us if we will have a boy or a girl.” London jumped up and wiped her face and snatched the envelope out of his hand.
 
   “We do this my way,” London raised both eyebrows at him.
 
   “That’s fine but how about you see what Tessa and Mom have to say about that,” Maddox chuckled at her.
 
   London’s jaw dropped and she smiled slyly at Maddox, “Perfect idea. Come on Tessa and Mom, the GREAT GRANDMA’s too,” London laughed loudly.
 
   Maddox looked at Harper who was looking down at her ring, “Penny for your thoughts?”
 
   Harper looked up at him, “This must have cost a whole lot of pennies.”
 
   “And that bothers you?”
 
   “It didn’t before, but I just look at my father and…”
 
   “Harper, that ring is a promise from me to you and from you to me. Please don’t feel bad about it, it will break my heart,” Maddox stuck out his bottom lip and purposely pouted.
 
   “You know I love it Maddox, almost as much as I love you,” Harper smiled and kissed him, “What is taking them so long!”
 
   Maddox’s eyes widened, shocked by her abrupt switch in conversation, “In a hurry to find out? I’d like to remind you this was your idea.” Harper’s eyes narrowed and he smiled, “Text book fucking crazy.”
 
   “Not funny,” Harper warned.
 
   “No?”
 
   “No.” She looked away and then back at him, “Fine a little. I can’t believe you remember all this stuff.”
 
   “It’s not stuff Harper; it’s our story, our beginning of forever.”
 
   He looked incredibly young when he said things like that, innocent and vulnerable, which lasted two point two seconds before he kissed her lips and ran his tongue across her lips, “I want to taste you so bad right now.”
 
   “Maddox,” Harper whispered harshly as she looked around the room at their families.
 
   “So fucking bad,” Maddox’s eyes ran down her body slowly taking her in. He licked his lips and held his bottom lip between his teeth.
 
   Harper felt the air begin to leave the room, her breaths deeper as his eyes raked her body slowly moving from her ankles, stopping at her crotch, he licked his pink lips and moved up to her breasts. His nostrils flared slightly and he held his lip between his teeth and let out a slow deep silky groan. 
 
   Harper was shocked at how her body was reacting. He was not even touching her and she was sure her panties were wet and her nipples grew very alert. She swallowed hard, “Stop please,” came out in a whimper and his eyes held hers.
 
   He shook his head slowly back and forth, “Never.”
 
   “Harper, Maddox, we have an …” London began.
 
   “London has an idea,” Emma interrupted.
 
   “And a fabulous one at that,” Tessa laughed.
 
   Harper blinked and slowly turned her head away from Maddox. She smiled at London and cleared her throat, “What is this fabulous idea?”
 
   “Well Mom has become obsessed with this picture she saw online and Facebook stalked,” London giggled, “Thaty’s Cakes in Texas. Anyway the idea came from there, we should do a reveal. We can make a cake and fill it with Blue or Pink, and then you eat it and find out what it is, a boy or a girl. Can we do it please, Please, PLEASE?”
 
   Harper laughed as London jumped up and down, she looked at Maddox who was smiling at her, he nodded quickly, “Yes, Yes, YES!!”
 
   “See Mom, they can wait too,” London smiled antagonistically at Emma.
 
   “Fine, but I really want to know so I can only imagine how they feel,” Emma let out a frustrated breath.
 
   “Tomorrow Mom okay, jeesh relax,” London ran up and hugged Maddox, “I bet I know what it is.”
 
   “Oh, do tell London,” Maddox chuckled as he smiled broadly at her.
 
   “A BABY!” London laughed and everyone followed suit.
 
   ~
 
   After London had finished bouncing off the walls everyone decided it was time for bed. London dragged Harper into her room and Emma woke Lexi to her give her a dose of medicine.
 
   Brody watched as Emma pulled Lexington’s hair away from her face and kissed her on the cheek, “She looks better.”
 
   “I hate seeing her sick,” Emma kissed her again.
 
   “I hate seeing you exhausted. I’m going to tuck you in, and then I’ll sleep in here tonight,” Brody took her hand and walked out of Lexington’s room.
 
   “No it’s alright, I can,” Emma yawned.
 
   “Em, you haven’t slept in two days and tomorrow is Christmas eve and...”
 
   Emma watched as he struggled to come up with even more excuses in order to get her into their bed. It had been three days and she had been so busy preparing for the arrival of their guests and Lexington being sick that she had completely neglected her husband’s insatiable sexual needs. “You need something, Music Man.”
 
   She had thought she had caught him off guard, that he would laugh or scowl or something, but he didn’t.
 
   Brody cocked his head to the side and raised his eyebrow, “I think we both do, Em.”
 
   The way he said her name caused the hair on the back of her neck to stand up and a chill flowed through her body. He picked her up and carried her into their room and sat her on the bed. Emma started to say something and he shook his head slowly no.
 
   He walked slowly to the door and shut and locked it. Brody turned and looked her up and down very slowly. He reached behind his back and pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it on the ground and walked into the closet.
 
   Emma watched him walk out with scarves in his hand and he smiled salaciously.
 
   Holy hell, Emma thought as his jaw tightened a bit. He threw the red silk scarves over his shoulder and unbuttoned his pants. She could see his erection threw his pants as he pulled them down slightly and reached down and pulled his hard cock out and stroked himself slowly up and down. 
 
   “Brody…” Emma whimpered.
 
   “Shh Em, I will take care of you,” Brody pushed his cock back in his pants and walked slowly up to her.
 
   “Lift your arms,” his voice was raspy and deep. Emma did as he asked and he removed her shirt and then her bra.
 
   “Beautiful, fucking beautiful,” Brody dipped his head and sucked hard on her pebbled nipple and then to the next. 
 
   His tongue traced the scar caused by the removal of the cancerous lump found several years ago. He kissed and traced it with his tongue again. He had mentioned several times how much he loved that part of her body. The scar that disgusted her, he adored. Had the cancer not been detected he would’ve lost her, and that was something he could never imagine facing.
 
   Her hands went to his dark thick hair and she held him tighter against her body. She loved his skin against hers. He pulled her hands away and pushed her back against the bed.
 
   “No Em, I’m going to tie you up tonight and fuck you so hard when I finally finish you’ll miss my cock being inside of you. Three days will feel like a lifetime to you, wanting and needing me to be inside you, filling you completely,” she looked into his burning eyes, “Completely Em.”
 
   Emma pulled her knees together hoping to slow the heat building inside. Emma knew her husband and her challenging him in the bedroom was not a good idea. He needed to feel in control and she needed to let him. Giving herself completely to him was never the wrong thing to do. When he was under stress or deeply concerned about things he needed to be wrapped in her, the woman he loved. She never went unsatisfied (even when she wasn’t tied up in bows) and it was always even more mind blowing each time. She was a little less inhibited and even more in awe of her husband, her music man.
 
   Brody pulled her up and removed her pants and underwear swiftly, he pushed her feet apart and turned her towards the bed bending her over it. He squeezed her ass lightly and pushed her feet apart with his. He pulled her hands behind her back and tied them together. 
 
   “You are so lovely Em, such a feast for my eyes, my mouth, my cock.” She heard his pants drop to the ground and felt him rub the tip of him up and down against her opening. She pushed back into him wanting more, “Patience Love.”
 
   Brody pulled her up and turned her around facing him. Her breaths were deep and fast. He kissed down her body, biting her nipples and moving down, stopping just above her crotch.
 
   “Brody,” she whimpered.
 
   “No Em,” Brody grabbed his pants and reached into his pocket pulling out the nipple clamps, “Been awhile hasn’t it?”
 
   Emma’s mouth went dry and her eyes widened as she shook her head yes quickly.
 
   He sucked her nipple hard and she moaned loudly, “Em, we have guests love, you are going to have to try to keep quiet.”
 
   He clamped her left nipple as he sucked on her right and then placed the other clamp on it as well and she whimpered.
 
   He kissed down her body and lazily dragged his tongue across her opening, “Brody…please.”
 
   “Patience love,” Brody reached into his pocket and pulled out two silver balls, “Remember these?”
 
   “Yes,” she panted softly.
 
   “Good,” Brody placed the balls into his mouth and sucked on them as he slid a finger inside her.
 
   “Awe...”
 
   “Patience Love, I am going to take my time savoring you,” Brody pulled his finger out and knelt before her. He raised her leg over his shoulder and licked her slowly and then slowly pushed the balls inside of her.
 
   He tugged on the attached string and she moaned loudly.
 
   “We are going to try something new love and you’re going to forget any idea you may have that anything could ever be dirty or wrong when it comes to your body and my body coming together. You trust me Em?”
 
   She shook her head yes.
 
   “Good girl Em,” he rewarded her with a kiss and a deep lick against her clit.
 
   She slouched against him as her body burned even more.
 
   “Turn around and bend over the bed Love,” Emma looked at him curiously and Brody twirled his finger showing her what he meant.
 
   Emma laid face first on the bed clenching her muscles tightly holding the balls in place.
 
   “Do you trust me enough for this Em?” Brody asked as he slid his finger between her cheeks brushing lightly across the outside of her ass.
 
   “Brody…”
 
   “Do. You. Trust me love?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Brody used his feet to spread her lags further apart. He rubbed his cock between her legs and hit her clit, “So wet love.”
 
   Brody rubbed her clit and made his way to her ass. He rubbed his wet finger up and down and then rubbed her wet pussy again. He rubbed his cock from her clit to her ass over and over again.
 
    Emma was panting and whimpering, “Please Brody please.”
 
   “Where love, where do you want me?”
 
   “Everywhere,” she moaned.
 
   His hands grabbed her ass cheeks pulling them apart as he pushed his head against her, “So fucking tight Love, you need to relax. I won’t go any further than you can handle. I will take care of you.”
 
   Brody reached around and caressed her clit and kissed her neck lightly, “You feel so good everywhere Em. Is this too much?”
 
   “Not yet.” She held her breath.
 
   He pushed so his head was inside her, “Every place I touch you feels so fucking good Em. I am going to do the same for you.”
 
   He tugged at the string holding the balls that were deep inside her and brushed his thumb against her clit.
 
    “Oh God,” Emma groaned and threw her head back, “Kiss me damn it.”
 
   Brody leaned over and kissed her pushing into her further.
 
   Emma‘s head reared back again, “Too much, too…full.”
 
   Brody swiftly pulled the string releasing the balls and Emma pushed back into him harshly, “Awe fuck Em,” Brody pulled back.
 
   “No…don’t—don’t stop,” Emma lifted her hands and he pulled the scarf releasing her arms.
 
   “Are you alright?” Brody groaned.
 
   “Uh huh…yes…YES,” Emma moaned into the duvet covering their bed.
 
   Brody pushed in slowly, he was half way in her, “I feel like I’m going to tear you apart Em,” he growled, “So fucking tight.”
 
   She felt him throbbing inside her, pulsing, she felt every curve and contour of his cock, “No further please… but don’t you dare stop.”
 
   “Alright love, so…fucking…good!” He pulled out swiftly and Emma whimpered loudly.
 
   “Brody!” Emma cried out and he flipped her on her back. He pulled the string swiftly releasing the balls from her pussy and pushed harshly into her, “Oh Brody!”
 
   “Love, shhh,” Brody continued pounding into her and promptly unclipped the claps and took her nipples into his mouth hollowing his cheeks.
 
   Emma bit his shoulder to stop herself from screaming out again.
 
   “Fuck,” Brody growled as he continued thrusting hard and fast into her until he came powerfully inside her.
 
   Brody lay panting on top of Emma, “Damn Em.”
 
   “Damn Brody,” Emma whispered and buried her head into his neck.
 
   “Un fucking believable,” Brody pushed himself up on his elbows and held her face between his hands forcing her to look in his eyes. “Good, huh?”
 
   “Brody,” Emma groaned and tried to move her face to look away from him.
 
   “Wife,” he kissed her lips and rubbed his finger across it and she blushed, “hot little…sexy Em.”
 
   “Really?” Emma scowled.
 
   “Fuck yeah, really,” Brody smiled, “Next time I am all in, Love.”
 
   “Get…off...me...” Emma tried to push him and hide her face.
 
   “You are smiling, yet you won’t let me bask in the aftermath with you. Such a mean little Em,” Brody smiled broadly.
 
   Emma tried not to smile.
 
   “Too much...to full...”  Brody panted mimicking her.
 
   “You’re an ass,” Emma laughed.
 
   “Hmmm,” Brody kissed her and ran his nose across her face, “I love you more, Em.”
 
   “You better,” Emma sat up and squeezed his ass hard and looked at him and smirked.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” Brody laughed and pulled her into him.
 
   ~
 
   Collin was changing into shorts for bed when Tessa walked in, “Lose the shorts, lover.”
 
   Collin turned and shook his head, “Did you want to wear them?”
 
   “Nope, but I don’t think I want you to either,” Tessa smiled and watched as he dropped his shorts.
 
   “Like this beautiful?” Collin walked slowly towards her.
 
   She looked down and watched him growing. Just the sight of him naked, even after over twenty years made her muscles tighten and her throat go dry. She shook her head yes quickly up and down.
 
   “Tell me how you want me, Tessa,” Collin stood looking into her eyes.
 
   “You, always you,” she whimpered.
 
   “Alright beautiful how do you want me?”
 
   “On me, in me, kiss me Collin, please,” Tessa stepped forward and her arms wrapped around him and his around her.
 
   They kissed slowly, his mouth over hers and he growled. 
 
   He stood up and stepped back. He lifted her shirt looking at her bare breasts, a chill went through him and he closed his eyes briefly.
 
   “More beautiful every day,” he ran his finger up her side and his kisses trailed the path is finger had created.
 
   Petal soft kisses, adoring her body. He had to hold back, after a day like today he needed her badly. Always his soft place to land in the chaotic mess life was. He began to kiss her harder and took her breast in his mouth as she pushed into him, “Collin,” she whispered.
 
   “Mmm,” Collin trailed kisses between her breasts until he was on his knees in front of her. 
 
   She watched him as hunger took over desire, and need replaced want. His tongue spread her and he lifted her leg over his shoulder. She held his hair tightly steadying her shaking legs as her desire burned deep inside. 
 
   Fiercely he licked her, tasted her, and teased her with his tongue. He pulled her leg down and stood and lifted her. She wrapped her arms and legs around him and he growled as he pushed into her harshly. 
 
   “I love you, beautiful,” his voice was a plea that she was unaccustomed to. 
 
   The way his mouth continued to kiss and lick her skin sent lightning throughout her. He was different than normal. He was with her, in her, caressing and kissing her but she knew something was amiss.
 
   “Don’t hold back on me, Tessa,” Collin growled as he pushed harder into her.
 
   “I love you,” Tessa held tightly to him burying her head in the crook of his neck.
 
    Something was wrong, and she desperately needed to find out what it was. He was hurting and it hurt her, too.
 
   Collin pulled out and turned her facing the bed, “Bend over Tessa.”
 
   “I can’t see you that…”
 
   “Please Tessa,” Collin turned her back and she did as he had asked.
 
   When he entered her from behind his hands gripped her hips tightly as he pushed in and pulled out almost all the way.
 
   “No please,” Tessa whimpered, “Don’t stop.”
 
   Collin slammed into her and she fell apart and he followed.
 
   They lay next to each other trying to catch their breath. Collin held her hand to his mouth kissing it as he tried to slow his breathing.
 
   Tessa watched as Collin closed his eyes. They were not the restful lazy after orgasm eyes he usually had after the made love. Nor was he looking at her smiling or adoringly. He was struggling with something and she knew it.
 
   Tessa lay on her side and rubbed her husband’s chest, “You wanna talk about it?”
 
   He squinted his eyes and shook his head no. Tessa leaned down and kissed his chest. 
 
   “Everything is going to be alright. She loves him Collin. When I look in her eyes when she looks at him or talks about him, I know she’s completely in love with him,” Tessa sat up and kissed his head and laughed, “You’re going to be a grandfather. I’m going to be a Nana.”
 
   Tessa expected him to laugh or smile but he did not. He sat up on his knees and took both her hands in his. “Hey beautiful, we need to talk about something. Before I start you need to know how much I love you. I love our life, our family, more than anything alright?”
 
   Tessa tilted her head and concern shown over her entire face, “You’re scaring me,” came out in a whisper.
 
   “Not nearly as much as this scares me,” Collin pulled her into him and held her head against his rapidly beating heart, “You know how much I not only love you Tessa, but I adore you. You are the reason I exist. You’ve given me three beautiful children and…”
 
   Tessa began to tremble and he held her tightly, “Just tell me, please Collin.”
 
   He kissed her head and sat back and took her hands. He leaned in and kissed her lips and rested his forehead against hers, “I love you beautiful, always have and nothing will ever change that.”
 
   Tears started falling down her face and she sat back and quickly wiped them away, “Tell me. Whatever it is that’s hurting you is killing me too. Just tell me now Collin.”
 
   Collin looked up at her sadly, “I knew Harper was pregnant, I knew for two weeks…”
 
   Tessa’s mouth dropped and he reached for her recoiled hand, “What?”
 
   “Blake told me and I didn’t know how to tell you without you going to her and…”
 
   “I am her mother Collin! Of course I would’ve gone to her. You knew!” Tessa jumped off the bed and he stood and grabbed her. “Let go of me… now!”
 
   “I won’t, I won’t ever,” Collin held her to his chest.
 
   “I am so angry at you, so hurt,” Tessa wiped away tears, “She needed us, me! She had no one…”
 
   “I am so sorry and nothing can excuse this-- but Blake was there Tessa, she wasn’t alone,” his voice had lost its edge, his control was leaving.
 
   “Did you do that too, Collin?” Tessa pulled away and he held her tighter.
 
   “Of course I did. She wouldn’t let Tomas go, she was going to be alone and I trusted him. He was qualified for the position so I pushed a little. I needed her to be safe too Tessa.”
 
   “You need to let go of me now Collin. I’m getting even more pissed at you every second so just SHUT UP!” Tessa pulled away and he let go.
 
   She grabbed her clothes and pulled them on quickly.
 
   “I’ll leave,” Collin threw on his pants and then his shirt, “I do want you to think about a couple things. First, Harper was rebelling against everything since the concert, she needed something of her own, and I needed her to tell us. Second was Maddox really in a place at that point to deal with this? You would have talked her into telling him, he would not have come to her on his own accord and she would’ve never felt like he came there for her. Third, I love my children just as much as you do Tessa. Just like I love you. I messed up. I was going to tell you, but I was angry and afraid of how I may come off. I was absolutely going to discuss this with you.”
 
   Tessa looked up at him and shook her head back and forth, “Is that all you got, Collin?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you leaving or am I?”
 
   Collin closed his eyes tightly for a moment. As he turned towards the door he whispered, “I love you.”
 
   Tessa threw herself on the bed and sobbed into her pillow. She was so angry at him, hurt that he kept it from her. Confused as to how he could love his child, yet still let her struggle for two minutes let alone two weeks. She dried her eyes and continued to let her mind run wild. What else had he kept from her, after all these years did she even truly know her husband? She felt sick to her stomach and ran to the bathroom and threw up. She sat on the bathroom’s cold tile floor and cried some more. Her baby, her daughter that grew inside her, was going through hell and she didn’t even know it. She washed her face and brushed her teeth and felt emotionally drained as she walked back into the bedroom, laid down and fell asleep.
 
   Collin knelt beside the bed and watched his wife sleep. He was dying inside, he never intended on hurting her, it was quite the opposite; he tried to protect her always. 
 
   Tessa tossed and turned in her sleep, whimpering as if she were in pain. She had dreams often that caused her many restless nights. Collin rubbed her back gently trying to soothe her as he always did. 
 
   “No, no, no, no, no,” Tessa cried as she sat up.
 
   Collin recoiled his hand and she looked at him. She looked lost and confused and again, pain built in his chest. She jumped forward and hugged him tightly.
 
   “It’s a dream beautiful, it’s alright,” he held her as he stood; cradling her in his arms and sat on the bed kissing her head and rocking back and forth slowly.
 
   Tessa’s grip finally began to loosen and she looked up at him, “You hurt me.”
 
   “I never intended to,” he whispered and looked down, “never.”
 
   Tessa dried her eyes, “Why? Why would you keep that from me it’s—cruel.”
 
   “I’m going to tell you. Just so you know I am terrified that you’ll be even more angry and hurt. That is never what I wanted, not ever Tessa,” Collin sat back and looked at her, he closed his eyes gathering his thoughts.
 
   “I wanted to go to her, you and me to go to her… immediately. I sat and thought about the fact that in two weeks we would be face to face with her and I knew she would tell us then. I know you Tessa, I know if someone is hurting or struggling it tears you apart. I know you stop at nothing to help them. I knew that if I asked you to wait, your ears would’ve turned a beautiful shade of red trying your damnedest to not blow up, but you would blow up. You would have called her, and dragged it out of her and then you would have been disappointed that she didn’t tell you. It would have hurt you.” Tessa started to object, “No Tessa… hear me out please. Or son CJ looks like me and acts like you. He is hot headed and very quick to jump to action. He doesn’t think before he reacts, he just does. This is why he is going to be a damn good doctor.  Matthew looks like you, acts a lot like me. Everything is strategic and well planned out. He gets quiet when there’s a problem and internalizes nearly everything. Again he is going to make an amazing lawyer or business man…it will take him more time to choose which way to go. Our Harper tries to be perfect Tessa. She tries to appease us. When something happens like the night in New York City…when she…she was hurt by him but also scared as hell that we were going to be disappointed. Sneaking to that concert at her age instead of telling us. Her road trip with Ava, she was either rebelling or trying to prove to herself that she could do it. Harper is so much like you when it comes to family. But like me when it comes to wanting to please you. She loves you, needs you, and would do whatever she could to not have you look at her with disappointment. She is a perfect blend of us. I didn’t tell you Tessa, because I wanted her to be the one to do it. I wanted your little girl to tell you first. The other thing was I needed her to make a decision that she could do this alone…”
 
   “No, she would never have to do it alone,” Tessa tried to get up.
 
   “Hold up Tessa, I meant without Maddox, not you. If he hadn’t wanted to change, if he had …this could’ve been very ugly Tessa. You would have lost Emma and the girls.”
 
   “He loves her I knew that from the first time I saw them together, it would not have…”
 
   “He wasn’t ready. He thought he was, but he wasn’t. I knew that, I don’t doubt my actions Tessa. I feel badly about it, but I don’t…”
 
   “What else have you not told me Collin? What else do you not trust me with?” Tessa was getting angry again.
 
   Collin took a deep breath, “Tessa if I tell you everything I know you --can’t try to fix it all. I truly believe that…”
 
   “You don’t trust me!”
 
   “That’s not what I said Tessa. Please understand that…”
 
   Tessa pulled away and stood up, “I’m done…”
 
   Collin sprung to his feet, “NO! What the hell is that supposed to mean Tessa! Never mind. Apparently you never truly loved…”
 
   “WHAT? You are such an ass Collin; I am done with this conversation, you…you...ASS!”
 
   Collin grabbed her and pulled her against him, “I told you over twenty years ago that you could crush me Tessa, and that has not changed. I. LOVE. YOU. I would never fucking hurt you.”
 
   “Don’t I …don’t” Tessa began to cry again.
 
   “I am fucking this up and all I wanted to do was protect you and our children and…you don’t trust me?”
 
   Tessa stepped back and looked into his eyes, “You hide things from me about…”
 
   “Sit, I’ll tell you everything about our kids,” Tessa sat and looked up at him sadly.
 
   “I do love you Collin so please stop looking at me like you’re afraid,” Tessa wiped her eyes. Collin stepped towards her and she held her hand up stopping him, “I am angry at you. But I love you.”
 
   Collin stood with his hands in his pockets and his head hung, “CJ goes out with different girls all the time. He never stays with them for more than a week. Matthew has been…Tessa you can’t tell them any of this, if they know we can’t keep them safe. They will start to pull away we will lose them.”
 
   “I am not an idiot, Collin,” Tessa snapped.
 
   “I know you’re not. Damn it…Matthew slept with his …this is not easy to talk to you about Tessa. They are boys and…”
 
   “Spill it,” Tessa closed her eyes.
 
   “Matthew had a two year fling with his law professor’s assistant. She moved back to her home town and got back together with her high school boyfriend. Matthew followed her to tell her he cared and she told him no. He was hurt but got through it,” Collin peeked up through his lashes at Tessa, her jaw was dropped, “Do you want to talk about it? With me Tessa, not them or it will…”
 
   “What else do you know?”
 
   “Ava Links slept with Liam for a while and then Luke Lane,” Collin grimaced.
 
   “She did?” Tessa gasped.
 
   “Yep and …” Collin stopped
 
   “Go on,” Tessa looked at him wide eyed and he shook his head from side to side.
 
   “I can’t…Tessa I can’t lose you,” Collin’s hands fisted at his sides.
 
   “You aren’t going to, but it doesn’t mean I can’t be pissed. Spill it,” Tessa crossed her arms over her chest.
 
   “I am not one hundred percent sure about this and I swear to God above Tessa that if this causes problems for us, if you leave me for him…”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about Collin?”
 
   “I am pretty sure that Ashley Links has been having an affair since the winter before Harper and Ava’s prom,” Collin took a deep breath and looked up at Tessa.
 
   Her face was expressionless.
 
   “Say something here Tessa,” Collin’s voice trembled.
 
   Tessa grabbed his face, “I’m tired.”
 
   “That’s it?” Collin asked in a somewhat angry tone.
 
   “What do I say to that? I mean really what do I say?”
 
   She started to climb into bed and he stood looking at her nervously, “What are you feeling? At least tell me that.”
 
   “I feel bad for Ava and Logan, and yes I feel badly for Lucas. I think Ashley is an idiot, he loves her. When he finds out…”
 
   “You can’t tell him Tessa…”
 
   “I won’t, it’s not my place,” Tessa closed her eyes, “It’s going to crush him.”
 
   “And he’ll come after you, Tessa,” Collin growled.
 
   “No he won’t, it’s been twenty years and we are friends, you’re his friend. Lucas wouldn’t do that to you, Collin. He may have treated girls badly back then but he has bromance issues so just get that out of your head and figure out how YOU are going to tell him,” Tessa laid down expecting him to lie next to her.
 
   “I won’t tell him,” Collin said, “It isn’t my place.”
 
   Tessa turned around and looked at him, “Would you want to know Collin? If I was out screwing around wouldn’t you want Lucas to tell you?”
 
   “I would know,” Collin whispered.
 
   “Alright stalker, but he doesn’t,” Tessa yawned, “You’re going to have to find a way to at least lead him to it, Collin. I’m tired and pissed at you and I’m going to bed.”
 
   Tessa covered up and looked back, Collin stood looking at her, “Well goodnight then Tessa, I’m sorry, and I love you.” 
 
   Collin began walking away, “Come to bed Collin,” Tessa pulled the covers back, “Just understand that I’m hurt, and you may never …” her voice broke.
 
   “Come here beautiful,” Collin pulled her into his arms and held her until she fell asleep.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked into London’s room and looked for Harper; she’d fallen asleep with London earlier. She wasn’t in the room. He tucked London in, and kissed her head. When he turned around Harper was standing in the doorway.
 
   “Hello,” Maddox said looking at Harper’s smiling face.
 
   “Hi,” Harper walked into his arms and hugged him.
 
   He chuckled lightly and held her, “You were sleeping so soundly.”
 
   Harper giggled, “Your parents are loud.”
 
   Maddox pulled back and looked at her, “So are yours.”
 
   “No way,” Harper giggled.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure your father will be barefoot in the morning,” Maddox kissed her, “I would like to be as well.”
 
   “You remember the barefoot thing?” Harper smiled with a look of confusion on her face.
 
   “I told you I remember everything Harper. Well, all except some of the last night we spent the night here. I would love a do over,” Maddox’s fingertips grazed her check.
 
   Her hand covered his and she pushed her cheek into it, “Aren’t you tired?” She pulled his hand to her mouth and kissed his fingertips.
 
   He slowly shook his head back and forth, “No, sweetness. Tired isn’t what I’m feeling right now.
 
   “No?” Harper took his middle finger in her mouth and swirled her tongue around it causing Maddox to moan.
 
   “Let’s go,” his voice was deep and his eyes full of desire.
 
   Harper turned and pushed her back against him still holding his hand to her mouth, still teasing him with her tongue. His free hand reached around her and slowly moved under her shirt and he grabbed her breast as he kissed her neck and groaned as his finger lightly skimmed over her erect nipple.
 
   Harper arched her back, pushing her breasts into his hand and reached over her shoulder while she grabbed a handful of his dark silky hair. He nipped her neck and licked it and groaned against her skin causing her body to shudder and a million tiny goose bumps to spread over her body.
 
   “Unbelievable,” she whispered as they reached the door.
 
   Harper turned around and Maddox kicked the door shut behind him and reached back locking the door, “Come here, sweetness.”
 
   Harper looked down at his blue plaid cotton pajama pant bottoms and saw his erection pressed against them. She licked her lips and looked up at him.
 
   “See something you like Sweetness,” Maddox reached over and pulled the bottom of her shirt swiftly over her head, “Look at those tits, unbelievable.”
 
   Harper reached down and released him from his pants and stroked him slowly back and forth. His head bowed and he took her breast in his mouth and he sucked as she stroked him.
 
   She stepped back and sat on the edge of the bed and licked her lips, “Come…here.”
 
   His brows shot up in mock shock and a sly grin lifted in the corner of his mouth. He reached down his pants and pulled himself free and slowly walked towards her as she chewed on her bottom lip. He chuckled deeply as she grabbed him and pulled him into her mouth.
 
   His hands fisted in her hair and he watched her take him in her mouth as deeply as she could. “Awe fuck, Sweetness.”
 
   Maddox’s head fell to the side and his mouth gaped as he breathed in slowly. Harper looked up at his steamy sapphire blue, now almost black eyes. He looked so hot; she took him further and faster. The sounds coming from his mouth, his throat, from him, made her so hot she almost lost it.
 
   “Sweetness unless you want a mouthful of our future children you better…WHAT the Hell was that for!” Maddox jumped back and held himself. He looked down and laughed “Sweetness, now you have pissed off Thumper, look he’s retreating.” Maddox chuckled and turned her face to him.
 
   Harper looked up at him expressionless, “You’re not going without me.” Harper stood and he tried to grab her elbow and she pulled away, “I am going with you tomorrow.” She grabbed her shirt and threw it over her head and handed him his shirt and pointed to the door.
 
   Maddox’s mouth fell open and he very slowly pulled his pants up as he watched her try to pull her eyes away from his hard and growing penis. He smirked as he watched her eyeing him still biting her lip.
 
   “Harper, I proposed to you today,” Maddox stood and slowly stalked towards her and she turned away, “Everyone knows how I feel about you, that we love each other. Everyone we love knows you feel the same.”
 
   Maddox grabbed her from behind by the hips and pulled her towards him. His fingers automatically sprawled across her belly rubbing gently as he pulled her firmly against him. 
 
   His nose pressed into the side of her hair as he breathed in deeply. He felt her shake slightly and he chuckled silently. Harper elbowed him and he groaned loudly in her ear.
 
   “Please let go,” she meant to sound strong but her voice betrayed her.
 
   “No thank you,” he said with a smile in his voice. “You can bite poor Thumper, and elbow me all you want. I understand what you’re trying to prove Harper but it made me even more…” He rolled his hips into her and she gasped. “You need to trust me as much as I trust you. I love you, you love me: we have covered that. Now I work on gaining your trust. When I have done that, you can try to gain back Thumper’s trust.”
 
   “Ass!” Harper tried to wiggle out of his arms as he laughed, making her even more irritated. “I’m going to scream.”
 
   “Harper, my father and yours are accompanying me tomorrow.” She turned abruptly and looked over her shoulder at him in shock, “You bit Thumper, Sweetness,” he shook his head back and forth slowly in mock disappointment. 
 
   Harper looked away quickly and remained stiff. 
 
   Maddox stepped back and turned her around as she looked down unwilling to look into his eyes. He reached down and took her hand and kissed her ring and then knelt and kissed her belly. He stood up slowly and took her hand and led her to the bed. She lay down and faced the other way, and he tucked her in.
 
   He stood up and walked to the other side and squatted in front of her. He kissed her cheek. “Get some sleep, I think you’re a bit grumpy because you’re tired and possibly overwhelmed. I won’t bother you tonight. My room is three doors down on the right if you need anything.” He stood up, “I love you Harper, goodnight.”
 
   


Chapter 7
 
   Maddox shut the door behind him and laughed to himself. He walked by Lexi’s room and heard her making a noise. He cracked opened the door and the light from the hallway allowed him to see her sitting up with her bottom lip quivering and knew she was about to cry.
 
   He walked in and smiled, “Feeling better Lexington?”
 
   He sat down and she climbed on his lap and hugged him. 
 
   “Oh there we go,” he rubbed her back and felt her head, “You are sweating like crazy girl. Let’s get you a drink and some less wet clothes okay?”
 
   She shook her head yes and yawned. He stood up, grabbed her a clean nightshirt, and carried her down to the bathroom and turned on the light.
 
   “Too bright,” she nuzzled into his neck.
 
   “Okay sorry,” Maddox turned the light off and the nightlight automatically came on lighting the dark room...
 
   “See,” she leaned back. 
 
   Maddox helped her take her gown off and wiped her body down as she shivered. He quickly put the new nightgown on, “Go potty while we’re in here?”
 
   “Yes,” she sat down and went to the bathroom as he filled up the Dixie cup of water.
 
   He heard her begin to whimper and quickly turned around, “What’s wrong Lexi?”
 
   “I forgot to pull up my gown,” her face scrunched up and she started to cry.
 
   “Oh that’s no big deal,” he pulled it over her head quickly.
 
   “I want Daddy,” Lexi’s little voice squeaked and she covered her face.
 
   “Hey, I’ve missed you. I wanted to read to you would that be alright?” Maddox pulled his shirt over his head and put it over her and she smiled shyly.
 
   “It’s too big.”
 
   “It’s perfect,” he smiled and she giggled.
 
   He walked into the hallway holding her and Brody walked out of his room, “I was just coming to check on her.”
 
   “Maddox is going to read to me,” Lexi reached her hands out and gave him a hug.
 
   “New nightgown?” Brody smiled.
 
   “No.” Lexington scowled and looked at Maddox.
 
   “Her fever broke, huh my Lexington?”
 
   She smiled sweetly and shook her head yes.
 
   “Well that’s good news,” Brody smiled at Maddox, “You sure you don’t have things to do Maddox?”
 
   “I have a book to read,” Maddox crinkled his nose up at Lexington and she smiled, “And I have missed her, so we are just fine.”
 
   ~
 
   Harper came out of the guest room and walked to Maddox’s room. He was not in his bed. She saw a light on and peeked into the room next to his and saw him lying on his back, one arm behind his head and the other around Lexington who was sleeping with her head on his shoulder. She walked in quietly and kissed his messy brown hair and went to turn off the light.
 
   He grabbed her hand and smiled sleepily. He saw her eyes begin to moisten. He held his finger up signaling her to wait.
 
   He slid his arm out from under Lexington and tucked her in. He kissed her head and took Harper’s hand. He led her to the hallway and turned towards his room. She pulled his arm stopping him. He looked at her and she tried to walk back to her room.
 
   “No way,” he chuckled, “Nothing good has ever happened in that room.”
 
   “Please,” Harper squeezed her eyes shut and a tear fell.
 
   “Sweetness, please don’t do that,” he turned and wiped the tear away.
 
   “I really am sorry, I’m just…” Harper’s lip started to quiver.
 
   “Come on, let’s go.” He pulled her into his room and shut the door and hugged her. “We’ve had a long, very emotional day. Everything is fine, better than fine.” Maddox lifted her hand and started to pull the ring from her finger.
 
   She pulled her hand back quickly and looked panicked.
 
   He smiled and took it again and she let him pull it off.
 
   He sat her on the bed and knelt in front of her, “Marry me, Harper?”
 
   She shook her head yes quickly and he pushed the ring on her finger and hugged her.
 
   He dropped his pants and climbed into bed and pulled her up into his arms and Maddox fell asleep after she finally did.
 
   ~
 
   Harper woke to the morning light and slid out from under Maddox. She’d never been in his room. It was very big and clean. It was painted gray and the floors were dark hardwood. She saw his desk and it had pictures in frames from when they were younger in South Africa. One of them on the beach with London and Lexington, the first time they had spoken. She rubbed her fingers across where his scars shone. Scars from when he was beaten as a child, before Brody knew of him. She felt tears touch her eyes. She grabbed the frame and held it tightly to her chest. She was hugging him, while wishing she could have helped him, then. She opened a small five by seven platinum plated album. The first picture was of them asleep in the room he slept in. The night she wouldn’t leave until he promised to be her friend. The one her mom had taken. There were a few from the Cape, after he’d been shot when the truth about his past was revealed. She remembered being so angry at him and now it crushed her to think of how awful she had been to him. She was so angry that he hadn’t told anyone, tried to get help when he realized his Aunt Rebecca was someone who knew of him before he even knew, before Brody knew. Before she realized it tears were pouring down her face and Maddox was kneeling in front of her.
 
   “Harper,” he whispered as he hugged her.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she sobbed, “for every rotten thing I have ever done to you. I don’t deserve you. God Maddox, I have been so awful.”
 
   She held onto him as if her life depended on it and he lifted her up and held her tightly against his chest. 
 
   “Sweetness, we’ve gone through this. I’m sorry too, okay? We’re going to be fine…right?”
 
   The question in his voice hurt her and she cried more, “I love you.”
 
   “Alright… what has got you so…” Maddox looked down at her arm still between them and saw her holding a picture frame, “Can I see?”
 
   She shook her head yes and kissed him, he smiled and pulled his head back, “Thank you for that.”
 
   He took the picture frame and looked at it and whispered, “The first time we met.”
 
   “No,” she wiped her eyes and looked up at him, “I saw you before, on the Island when you first came…”
 
   “But we hadn’t met yet,” he smiled.
 
   “I knew then,” she looked up at him and then closed her eyes, “I knew I loved you then.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   Harper watched a smile creep across his face, “Yeah.”
 
   “I’m so glad you did Harper.”
 
   She watched as he studied the picture trying to figure out what had upset her and then she saw him trying not to scowl, “I’d never hurt anyone like that, if that’s what you are worried about Harper, please don’t…”
 
   “No, no, Maddox,” she hugged him, “I know that. God, I know that. I’ve hurt you, though. I can’t believe the things…” Harper stopped talking when he moved away from her, “Maddox please…”
 
   He grabbed the photo album and then her hand. He sat them on the bed and opened it, “You really need to see us how I do Harper. This is only a glimpse of it.”
 
   He held up the framed picture, “This was us on the beach, after our first run-in,” he smirked, “I remember being a total tool because you knew of my past. God… I was so pissed at you that night. But you pushed the next day, and we played in the sand, together, overlooking the ocean which I swore calmed me. But it was actually you that calmed me. Made me feel…like I was going to be alright. You didn’t have to embrace me like my family did. You chose to. This one was the first time I slept with someone,” he winked at her and she smiled and relaxed into his side a little more, “out of friendship.” He turned the page and smiled.
 
   “Prom,” Harper whispered.
 
   “I really wanted to do naughty things to you,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “I really would have let you,” Harper wrapped her arms around his waist and he chuckled as they continued looking at the Prom pictures.
 
   “That was the first time we said I love you,” Maddox whispered again.
 
   “The first time we said it yes, not the first time I knew.”
 
   He turned the page and his body tensed.
 
   “Back stage at your first concert,” Harper looked up at him.
 
   “Yeah,” he started turning the page and she stopped him.
 
   “I would have let you that night too. Even though…”
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Maddox’s voice was a pained whisper.
 
   “No Maddox, it …I understand,” Harper took his hand and kissed it and she felt him relax again.
 
   The next picture was of them backstage at the Garden and Harper smiled. Maddox looked down at her confused, “You’re smiling.”
 
   “Yes, you sang to me,” Harper’s smile widened.
 
   He started to close the book and she stopped him.
 
   “Harper, the rest is kind of private,” Maddox’s face started turning red.
 
   “I want to see,” she snatched the album from his hand and turned the page.
 
   Harper’s mouth dropped open and Maddox chuckled as he sat up and rested his head on her shoulder looking down.
 
   “Where did you get this?”
 
   Maddox looked at the picture of her on the balcony naked wrapped around him at the hotel on their first night.
 
   “I have my ways. You can’t get mad; it’s the same picture that was splashed all over the news.”
 
   Harper turned the page and saw pictures of her sleeping that same night. Maddox ran his finger across one that had her breast exposed.
 
   “Great masturbation material,” Maddox joked and laughed nervously.
 
   “WHAT?”
 
   He laughed at her response, “Hell yes, after being inside you the very first time I knew it wasn’t just your love I needed but your hot, wet, tight little…”
 
   Harper elbowed him and he let out a groan and then laughed.
 
   He pulled her between his legs and looked over her shoulder as she flipped through the pages.
 
    Each page was part of their story, even those that were not of them together. It was in chronological order. A photo of Cornell University. One of the band’s albums and ticket stubs from the New Jersey concert.  
 
   “A computer?”
 
   Maddox shook his head, “Yep,” and he laughed, “That was when you replied to T’s comment to Ava’s father and I responded to let you know it was me…you didn’t respond.”
 
   “I couldn’t,” Harper whispered.
 
   “I desperately wanted you to. I felt,” Maddox stopped.
 
   “Please go on,” Harper raised her hand and rubbed it through his hair.
 
   “I hoped it would open up communication between us again, I missed you so much it hurt, Harper. To know what I’d done to you in New Jersey,” he whispered.
 
   “Sorry, I just couldn’t,” Harper pushed her head against the side of his cheek.
 
   He turned the page, “The phone. Our conversation when you called for London.” Maddox snapped the album shut, “And that’s it.”
 
   He quickly shoved it under the pillow and grabbed her chin lifting it up, “Unless you want to check for teeth marks,” he kissed her and chuckled against her mouth, “We could take a picture of that.”
 
   “Sorry,” Harper turned around and climbed on his lap and hugged him.
 
   She had realized he had closed the album before she had actually seen the entire album. While Maddox was busy running his hand slowly up and down her back and softly kissing her neck she reached underneath the pillow and grabbed the book. Trying to move stealthily she flipped through the pictures and came to the one of the phone and turned to the next. There was a hand written note in place of a picture.
 
   Mine…Always and Forever.
 
    The ways I love you are countless and without end. 
 
   The first and last of all things, my dearest friend.
 
   Smile of angels and darkness combines.
 
   The life and death of me, a light that blinds.
 
   On the page next to it was a photo of the bracelet she had made him in South America when they were younger, a friendship bracelet. Harper rubbed it gently as Maddox’s hand went up her shirt. She turned the page and there was a heart drawn, words of the same poem she had just read making the outline of the heart. Inside it said Harper Ann Hines and under underneath HAH.
 
   Maddox’s hand left her breast, “Sweetness, am I boring you?”
 
   “No…no I was just…” 
 
   Maddox lay back with her on him and onto the album, “What the…”
 
   Harper leaned over and kissed him deeply trying to sidetrack him. 
 
   He laughed and kissed her equally as hard. His tongue tracing the outline of her lower lip and then dipped inside her mouth.
 
   He grabbed her and rolled them to their sides. Harper’s hand moved from his hair, down his chest. He tensed as she moved down his very tight and toned abs and she moaned into his mouth. Her hand slipped down his loose cotton pajama bottoms and she grasped him in her hand and stroked him firmly. She pulled her mouth away from his and started kissing the path her hand paved. Maddox flopped his head back.
 
   “Damn,” he groaned as she took him in her mouth. 
 
   He turned his head to see what he had hit it on and saw the album. He rolled his eyes and was about to stop her for a little chat when her tongue swirled around his head.
 
   “Fuck,” he whimpered, “Sweetness stop—awe fuck don’t stop,” he pulled her hair away from her face and watched as she slowly moved up and down his length.
 
   “Okay…damn it,” Maddox pulled her head back away from him and moved away from her.
 
   “Really Maddox?” Harper gasped, “Fine. Thumper I’m really very sorry that I…”
 
   Maddox laughed out loud and Harper looked up at him and scowled, “No, please don’t stop on my account continue your conversation. When you’re finished chatting we need to talk about this.” 
 
   Harper looked up at Maddox. He was holding the album and his eyebrow raised.
 
   “Thumper, you are attached to the most maddening man I have ever met,” Harper rolled to her back and covered her face.
 
   “Maddening huh?”
 
   Harper started to stand up and he grabbed her and pulled her into him.
 
   “Yes very,” Harper giggled, “Why would you hide that from me?”
 
   “Are you always going to be so nosey?”
 
   “Are you going to continue answering my question with questions?”
 
   Maddox chuckled, “Are you ever going to stop driving me crazy?”
 
   “Do you really want me to?”
 
   Maddox kissed her cheek, “Hmm, in some ways yes, others …no way.”
 
   “You still have the bracelet?”
 
   “No,” Maddox laughed, “It was a figment of your imagination.”
 
   “Well it is very sweet,” Harper whispered and looked up at him.
 
   “Yeah….I suppose.”
 
   “What does that mean?’ Harper turned to face him.
 
   “Well,” Maddox chuckled, “Kind of...emasculating.”
 
   “No Maddox. Your feelings are not. You are all man.” Harper climbed on his lap and grabbed his hair with both hands and looked at him, “No more secrets, no more hidden feelings, no more being anything but what we have always been. Friends first Maddox, promise me that. I want to know first. Not my Daddy. I love that you asked him to go with you but if you don’t trust me enough to tell me…well it makes me nervous. Which makes me irritable, which makes me...?”
 
   “Bite poor Thumper and become very nosey?”
 
   “I cannot have it any other way. I want to be …”
 
   “My everything,” Maddox whispered and looked down. “You are Harper, and my God I don’t want you to doubt that. I just …I need some sort of control Harper. I know that seems…”
 
   Harper lifted his chin and he closed his eyes, “Please open those drop dead gorgeous, blue ‘fuck me’ eyes, Maddox Hines.”
 
   Maddox smirked and opened his eyes and peered up at her through his dark lashes.
 
   “Mmm mmm mmm,” Harper smiled and kissed him.
 
   “My life has only been mine for a few years Harper,” Maddox began, “It’s hard to explain.”
 
   She covered his lips with her hands, “We’ll figure it out together.”
 
   Maddox took her hand and kissed it and then held it to his heart.
 
   “Mine,” Harper whispered.
 
   “All yours, always,” Maddox kissed it again.
 
   Harper moved in for a kiss and he leaned back, “I need to tell you a few things.”
 
   Harper’s eyes widened and she sat back.
 
   “Where do you want to live when you’re finished here?”
 
   “I really haven’t thought about it, but with you of course,” Harper answered skeptically.
 
   “Well yes but…”
 
   Harper scowled, “You should know something about me Maddox Hines, when I feel like I’m about to be hurt, I get pissed.”
 
   Maddox smiled, “I’m very well aware of that Harper, so damn hot.”
 
   His thumb rubbed her lip and she attempted to bite it and he pulled it back quickly.
 
   “Okay, just sit and listen, alright?”
 
   Harper shook her head yes.
 
   “Before I came to you I had applied to a few schools. I’ve been accepted to a couple,” Maddox watched her blink rapidly. “You need to tell me which one you would prefer. Cornell is one of them.”
 
   She looked down at her ring and rubbed it slowly with her finger, “It’s up to you. What about the band and the baby and…”
 
   “I am going to quit the band.”
 
   Harper’s eyes snapped up and met his, “You love it Maddox, I don’t even have to ask if you do. When you’re on stage you shine, you…”
 
   “Music makes me happy Harper, but you make me shine. When I’m at my best on stage, you’re with me, in my words, in my heart, in each note I sing. It was never my dream to be a rock star. For as long as I have known you, you have been my dream. We’re going to have a child and your reservations about my lifestyle…I won’t have you doubt that I am anything but one hundred and ten percent yours. I applied for school when you and I weren’t together. I really want this, for us.”
 
   “Okay,” Harper smiled and looked again at her ring.
 
   Maddox smiled, “We will be married, then have a child, and then I will return to school.”
 
   Harper looked up at him, “You’re sure?”
 
   “Positive, I would marry you right now if you would agree to it,” Maddox lifted her chin.
 
   She smiled at him and felt her face flush as his eyes gleamed. 
 
   “You are so beautiful,” Maddox whispered and kissed her.
 
   Harper stepped off the bed and started to lift her shirt.
 
   “No,” Maddox grinned and took her hand.
 
   ~
 
   He opened the door to the guest bedroom and she smiled as she walked in. He shut the door behind her and locked it.
 
   “I don’t care about the bad things that happened in our past. Today and tomorrow, now and forever are what matters the most for you and I. So this room of disappointments changes from black to red hot now.”
 
   Maddox started walking towards her.
 
   Harper looked at him and her lips curled slightly, “We are going to be so happy, Maddox.”
 
   He stopped and tilted his head and looked at her and smiled softly, “Of course,” Maddox licked his lips slowly as his eyes took her in, completely. “I am going to make you very fucking happy right now.” 
 
   ~
 
   London knocked on the door and there was no answer. She tried to open the door and it was locked, “Grrr.”
 
   She walked down the stairs and into the kitchen, “Is Maddox down here?”
 
   Emma looked at her, “No he’s probably still sleeping. He was up late with your sister.”
 
   Brody looked up at her and smiled, “She chose him over me, London. It broke my heart.”
 
   “Well you’re not alone. Harper is locked in her room crying. I knocked and she stopped. So wherever Maddox is I think he piss…”
 
   “London!” Emma gasped and looked at Tessa.
 
   “He loves her so he should stop being a…”
 
   “London enough,” Brody tried not to laugh. “The language.”
 
   “What? My Dad and brother drop the f bomb like it’s hot all the time,” London crossed her arms in front of her, “I am a product of my environment. Rock stars kids are supposed to be…”
 
   Brody grabbed her and tickled her. She laughed loudly, “Don’t blame me there, potty mouth. Your mouth started when you were seven. I remember shit popping out of your mouth six years ago.”
 
   Tessa smiled at Emma and they both excused themselves.
 
   “She is a trip,” Tessa laughed when they left the room.
 
   “Yes she certainly is,” Emma smiled sadly, “Let’s go check to see how Harper is doing.”
 
   They walked up the stairs and Tessa was about to open it when they heard Maddox growl, “Fuck Sweetness, so fucking…”
 
   Emma’s face turned bright red and she covered her ears.
 
   Tessa laughed out loud and Emma covered her mouth.
 
   “God Maddox, oh God, yes” Harper’s voice came through the door and Tessa covered her ears.
 
   “Oh my God,” Emma whispered.
 
   Tessa was about to wrap on the door and Emma grabbed her hand, “Let them finish, for God sake.”
 
   Tessa’s jaw dropped and she covered her mouth and grabbed Emma’s hand and they ran across the hall into the bathroom where they both started laughing.
 
   Emma looked at Tessa and tried to stop herself and started again.
 
   “That was…”
 
   “Embarrassing?” Emma tried to keep a straight face.
 
   “I was going to say that, I really was but then…”
 
   “Then what Tessa?” Emma gasped.
 
   “I am glad my daughter is happy. That’s so wrong,” Tessa covered her face and laughed.
 
   Emma and Tessa froze when they heard Harper giggle in the hallway.
 
   “Get that little ass back here,” Maddox growled.
 
   “I’m going to shower,” Harper whispered.
 
   “I am …coming with you,” Maddox chuckled.
 
   “You just did. I miss showering with you too but not here,” Harper smacked his hand away as she opened the bathroom door.
 
   Emma and Tessa froze covering their mouths.
 
   “Now you’re hitting me. Wow, you bit Thumper last night and then…”
 
   “I said I was sorry Maddox. What more can I do?” Harper turned standing in the doorway.
 
   “Well you could wash him, rub him, and kiss him better in the shower, Sweetness,” Harper laughed and Maddox pushed the door open and hit Tessa in the head.
 
   “Damn it,” Tessa held her head and Maddox quickly looked behind the door.
 
   “Oh. My. God.” Harper turned red as she looked at Emma and Tessa behind the door.
 
   “Oh shit,” Maddox whispered closing his eyes.
 
   They all stood looking at each other in shock and then Emma started laughing out loud.
 
   “Mom,” Maddox gasped.
 
   “Sorry,” Emma covered her mouth and Tessa began to laugh.
 
   There was a knock on the door and Caroline popped her head in.
 
   “Oh God,” Maddox covered his face.
 
   “Maddox there is nothing to be ashamed of,” Caroline smiled.
 
   “Mom!” Emma’s voice squeaked and she tried to gather her wits.
 
   “Last night. Lots of crying and praying in this house last night. Both yours and Tessa’s room, so you just back off of them,” Caroline stopped and watched Tessa and Emma turn deep red. “So Harper my dear and Maddox my boy… don’t let these two prudes stop you from enjoying your…youth as thoroughly and as often as you wish.”
 
   Harper looked at Maddox shocked and he laughed.
 
   “He comes by it naturally Harper, and from the sound of your parents last night, you do as well. Sex is…”
 
   “MOM!” Emma yelled.
 
   “Oh fine. Maddox, London is looking for you. Apparently you made Harper cry this morning,” Caroline smiled and walked out the door.
 
   Maddox laughed out loud, “Enjoy your shower, Harper.”
 
   He kissed her head and walked out the door.
 
   Harper looked at her mom, “Sorry I…”
 
   “You bit his…”
 
   “Oh for crying out loud Mom could we just forget all of that just happened?” Harper held the door open and Emma and Tessa laughed as they walked out.
 
   She watched them walk down the stairs and groaned.
 
   “Hey, get that ass in the shower,” Maddox smiled as he walked back down the hall towards her.
 
   Harper quickly walked in the bathroom and started to shut the door and he stopped it. 
 
   “Quick shower saves water,” Maddox pulled his shirt over his head and then went for hers.
 
   “No Maddox…”
 
   “Grandmother Caroline said that we should take advantage of our youth Harper. She is getting older and I wouldn’t want to disobey her,” Maddox shut the door behind them and locked it.
 
   “You’re so…oh God,” Harper said as he took her breast in his mouth.
 
   ~
 
   Freshly showered Maddox and Harper walked down the stairs holding hands and laughing.
 
   “There you are! Did you make her cry again?” London put her hands on her hips.
 
   “No London,” Harper smiled, “I get a little emotional now that I am…”
 
   “Carrying my niece?” London clapped.
 
   Maddox looked up at Emma and smiled, “It’s a girl?”
 
   London looked around at everyone and looked as if she was about to cry.
 
   Harper smiled and knelt down, “Am I having a girl?”
 
   Tears started to roll down her face. 
 
   “I knew it!” Maddox beamed and picked Harper up and twirled her around.
 
   “Maddox,” Harper whispered and nodded towards London.
 
   “London, don’t you dare cry,” Maddox grabbed her hand.
 
   “I ruined it. The cupcakes, the announcement, the…”
 
   “London we wanted you to be the one to tell us and you did. Just in a little different way than you planned, but it’s all the same. Thank you,” Harper hugged her and Maddox joined them.
 
   London closed her eyes and hugged them, she smiled, “Will you still eat the cupcakes?”
 
   “Of course, I’ll even pretend to be surprised when I see the pink frosting,” Maddox smiled and kissed her cheek.
 
   London got the cupcakes out and handed them out to everyone. Harper looked at her sulking. She looked at Maddox who was carefully studying her face, his lip twisted up in the corner. She saw London peek up at him and she pushed her bottom lip out further and he chuckled. 
 
   Harper elbowed him and whispered, “She’s already upset Maddox.”
 
   “Take a bite of your cupcake,” he sucked in his cheek so he would not smile.
 
   Harper took a bite and looked down, “Oh my God!”
 
   “And the Oscar goes to…”
 
   London laughed out loud so did everyone else, “It’s a BOY!!!”
 
   Harper looked at Maddox in shock, “Did you know?”
 
   Maddox hugged her, “I know London, little actress.”
 
   “We are having a boy, Maddox,” Harper felt tears spring to her eyes.
 
   “We are,” Maddox laughed and kissed her.
 
   “I hope he looks like you,” Harper laughed as he picked her up and spun her around.
 
   “Of course he will,” Maddox rolled his eyes and laughed out loud.
 
   “Cocky,” Harper giggled.
 
   “Don’t say that word to me,” Harper laughed as he kissed her neck.
 
   ~
 
   Collin walked down the stairs dressed in jeans and deep red sweater. He saw Tessa looking out the window.
 
   He walked up and wrapped his arms around her and smelled her hair, “Do you know how beautiful you are?”
 
   Tessa held his arms tightly around her, “No, could you tell me?”
 
   He laughed as he kissed her neck, “More beautiful every day.”
 
   “Have you been drinking?” Tessa laughed.
 
   Collin laughed, “No, Tessa.”
 
   Tessa turned and looked up at her husband, “You make me that way.”
 
   He smiled and closed his eyes, “You made me this way. When I look at Maddox I remember how hard it was to feel comfortable in my own skin, until the day I knocked on that door.”
 
   “You told me I was parked in your parking spot,” Tessa huffed.
 
   “I had to say something,” Collin had a shy smile on his face, “Trust me, that may have been why I knocked on your door that day but when you opened it…I still feel that way sometimes.”
 
   Tessa looked concerned, “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I’m in awe of you, always have been,” Collin smiled and kissed her, “You changed my entire world that day. It still makes me crazy to think that if I had run, like I wanted to, I would never had known love. I would never have had children, or…my God Tessa I am going to be a grandfather.”
 
   Tessa laughed, “My life would have been pretty miserable without you. We had no choice anyways. We were supposed to be together. It was already in the cards.”
 
   “Thank God,” they both said and smiled.
 
   After a kiss Collin stepped back and took a deep breath, “I better get the Hines boys moving.”
 
   “Yes. Harper looks like a ball of stress,” Tessa nodded to the family room.
 
   ~
 
   “I’ll be back in a few hours Sweetness,” Maddox stood behind her rubbing her belly as he kissed her neck. “Our first Christmas together. Do you have any idea how that feels to me Harper?”
 
   She shook her head yes, “I know exactly how it feels, I feel the same. Maddox, I know you have to do this, I just don’t like it.”
 
   Maddox smiled and turned her to face him, “Me either but it’s necessary. I’m going to tell them I am done.”
 
   “Maddox I told you that you shouldn’t…”
 
   “If I get the itch, I do it with Dad’s band okay?”
 
   Harper smiled, “I get to watch you on stage?”
 
   “You can watch me anywhere I am Harper, you’re going to be my wife, mine forever,” he kissed her, “and ever,” he kissed her again, “and ever.”
 
   Harper was smiling. He was happy he had made her smile and she knew it. 
 
   “You’re a beautiful soul, Maddox,” Harper grabbed his hair with both hands and pulled him towards her.
 
   Maddox’s jaw flexed and he grabbed her hands. He pushed one against his face and held the other to his heart, “You showed me I could be.”
 
   Harper smiled and kissed him.
 
   “You two able to take a break for a bit?” Brody chuckled behind them.
 
   “Yes,” Harper kissed him again.
 
   “So we’re good? No crazy, pissed off, biting…”
 
   Harper pushed Maddox and laughed, “Keep it up and it may be that way.”
 
   Maddox laughed, “I love you.”
 
   “I love you,” Harper hugged him and stepped back, “Now go… and please hurry.”
 
   “I’ll be as quick as I possibly can,” Maddox grabbed her hand, “Walk me out?”
 
   “No, just go alright,” Harper whispered.
 
   “Okay if that’s what you want,” Maddox looked down into her eyes.
 
   She shook her head yes. Maddox gave her another swift kiss on the cheek and walked out the door behind his father and Collin.
 
   Harper held her hand to her heart once the door closed. She stood looking down and took several deep breaths and she started to cover her face, not wanting to sob. Her emotions were all over the place and she knew it was partially pregnancy related. She felt her baby, her son kick, and she put her hands on her belly.
 
   “Hey baby boy,” she smiled and rubbed her belly, “You have the greatest family. I cannot wait for you to meet your Daddy. He loves you so much, he is going to love you even more once you’re here and …”
 
   Harper looked up and Maddox was standing in the doorway watching her. She looked shocked and he smiled as he walked towards her, “I forgot to ask you one thing.”
 
   Maddox took her hand and removed the ring, knelt down on one knee and kissed her belly, “Marry me?”
 
   “Of course,” she smiled, “Anytime, anyplace.”
 
   Maddox laughed as he stood up, “Glad to hear it. Be back soon.”
 
   He kissed her head, rubbed her belly and was out the door quickly.
 
   


Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Instead of driving for five hours Collin had his jet ready. A thirty minute flight was plenty of time for the three men to discuss what needed to be discussed.
 
   “I’m just going to tell them, I’m getting married, having a baby, and I am done with the band. Whatever reaction she has she has,” Maddox looked out the window.
 
   “You are sure about the band?”
 
   “Yeah Dad,” Maddox smiled over at him, “Harper said the same thing.”
 
   “She loves you, she wants you to be happy,” Collin sat up and looked at him, studying his face.
 
   “I’m happiest when I’m with her. The music is fun; I can still play with Dad’s band. I don’t want her to worry, ever, that she is not more than enough. I want to see her smile and shine.” Maddox threw himself back against the seat, “God, she is beautiful.”
 
   “Is she enough Maddox? What happens if you wake up some morning and the physical attraction to her is gone? What happens when…”
 
   Maddox scowled at Collin, “Well then I would be dead, and in hell if she was not there, and I would be fucking stupid. Not going to happen. You really want to know Collin, what it is that makes me know she is it?”
 
   “If you care to share, of course I would,” Collin sat back.
 
   “Your daughter has been a huge pain in my ass since day one. Nosey, bossy, pushy, she threw tantrums, cried purposely to get her way, a real pain in the ass. That is never going to change and should probably push me right away from her. But I knew she loved me. She wasn’t trying to hurt me… she was trying to figure out her feelings and the emotions she was dealing with. I tried to leave it alone, to let her find all she deserved. I never thought I’d be good enough for her, I wanted better for her. I left her alone for a very long time. In New York, I was going to propose. I made a comment to the press that she was my wife. On our way back from our walk I told her I wanted to be like this forever and she laughed and said ‘That’s not going to happen’. I thought she didn’t want what I did. Then within minutes everything happened with Jazz. Believing Harper was not as in love as I was, and then believing she deserved more, I let her go. I was sure that’s what was best for her. Then New Jersey, what a fucking mess.” Maddox sat back and ran his hands through his hair and sat quietly for a moment and then laughed. “A beautiful mess as it turns out. From that point I knew she wanted me as badly as I did her but again, she easily walked away. It took me a lot to figure it out. Thinking with a clear head, realizing what I was doing to dull my emotions, the accident, and my family. One phone call and I realized I had never fought for her. She needed me too, and I know that for the rest of my life I will fight for her, for her smile, her kiss, her love, her heart, and her soul. She is mine and I am hers always.”
 
   Collin smiled at him, “If you hurt her, I’ll kill you.”
 
   Maddox chuckled, “You smile as you say that, but I know you’re being very serious. I know this because I’d do the same. I’ll love her, and protect her as fiercely as you have Collin. I promise this with everything I am.”
 
   “You mentioned getting married very soon, when?” Collin asked.
 
   “New Years eve, before midnight,” Maddox looked at his father.
 
   Brody smiled, “Does she know this?”
 
   “No, but I am sure she’ll be fine with it. And then this summer I thought we could have a reception of sorts at the Cape. I am considering buying a house there as well,” Maddox sat back and looked at Collin.
 
   “If you are two hundred percent positive I will happily walk her down the aisle Maddox, I have known from the first time I saw you that you would be a good man,” Collin smiled. “Tessa knew from day one you and Harper had some connection. I trust what my wife feels. Brody, you good with this?”
 
   “Whatever makes him happy, he survived hell with hardly a scratch. I trust him and what he feels. If he screws up London will kill him,” Brody laughed and so did Maddox and Collin.
 
   ~
 
   As they pulled in through the gates of Maddox’s home he grabbed his phone from his pocket.
 
   -Sweetness…I feel like I have been away from you for weeks. Fucked up how badly I need you all the time. I hope you know what you are in for …forever. Not to mention that I wish I hadn’t showered before leaving so I could smell you on my hands. Stop the eye rolling and no it’s not dirty Harper, insane but not dirty. We’re here-- text you before we fly out. I love you Harper Ann….Maddox
 
   Maddox sat back as the car drove up the driveway and his phone chimed.
 
   -No eye rolling going on here. Nipples aching for your touch, panties wet with desire, need you just as badly. BTW I will take you dirty anytime, anyplace. I love you Maddox…Harper
 
   Maddox clenched his teeth and closed his eyes.
 
   -Please don’t reply like that again. Me getting hard sitting with our father’s right here is rather embarrassing. I’m not going to show you dirty tonight Sweetness, I am going to show you filthy!...Maddox.
 
   -Hmmm, Can. Not... Wait….<3 Harper
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked through the double front doors and Jazz ran up to him and hugged him tightly. Maddox patted her back and stepped back and looked down at her.
 
   “I missed you!” Jazz beamed.
 
   Maddox smiled, “Is your brother here?”
 
   “Yes,” Jazz turned as Zach was walking out into the foyer smiling.
 
   “Welcome back, man,” Zach smiled and hugged Maddox.
 
   Zach shook Brody and Collin’s hand.
 
   They made their way to the dining room, “So, we are glad you came over. We kind of have some news,” Zach smiled at Jazz, “Claire and I would like to buy the house.”
 
   “Really?” Maddox was surprised.
 
   “Yep, our therapist says the stability is good,” Zach smiled at Claire.
 
   “He means my therapist,” her face turned red, “Zach, you don’t have to try making me look sane.”
 
   “That’s not what…” Zach started to panic.
 
   Maddox laughed, “Wow, things have changed for you two.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Claire asked.
 
   “Well you look happy,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Could be the medication,” Claire looked at Maddox emotionless and then started laughing, “Therapy has been good for me, you were right.”
 
   “You’re sure about the house?” Maddox said smiling at Claire but directing his question to Zach.
 
   “Yes, its home,” Zach looked lovingly at his sister.
 
   “Alright then,” Maddox looked back at Claire, “You look so happy.”
 
   “I finally think I am,” she sat back and looked at Brody and Collin and then at the ground.
 
   “You know they’re good people right?” Maddox leaned forward and looked at her.
 
   “It’s still kind of hard and saying it is equally as hard, but that is what I’m supposed to do, say how I feel,” Claire smiled up at him and then at Zach.
 
   Maddox had never seen Zach as relaxed and happy before, nor had he seen Claire that way.
 
   “So you’re alright with Claire now?” Maddox asked softly.
 
   “Yes, I actually am. That’s who I was before.”
 
   “Well we can’t stay long and …”
 
   “Where is Harper?” Claire asked.
 
   Maddox looked up, “Back at the house, preparing for Christmas.”
 
   “Right, that’s tomorrow,” Claire smiled softly, “So are you happy, and is she happy Maddox?”
 
   “Yes, we are actually getting married soon,” Maddox studied her face for a reaction.
 
   Claire smiled, “That makes you happy.” It was a statement not a question. “That makes you very happy.”
 
   “Yes it does. I want you to also know something else before you hear it from somewhere else,” Maddox looked cautiously up at her, “Harper and I are going to have a baby, very soon.”
 
   Claire forced a smile but he saw hurt in her eyes.
 
   “This is what I want Ja…Claire. This is what makes me happy,” Maddox continued to look at her.
 
   “Because of Harper? Or because you want a baby?”
 
   “Because of Harper. Because I love Harper and I always have,” Maddox smiled softly.
 
   “Well that’s good then. Will she let you stay in the band…with me?” Claire asked softly.
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about that as well, both of you. I want to talk to T about it too, but both of you first,” Maddox cleared his throat and sat up, “It was never my dream to be in a band. I am going to go back to school, to further my…”
 
   “Because of Harper?” Claire was a little less in control of her emotions, her voice shook slightly.
 
   “No, not because of Harper. I applied to schools before we even got back together, Claire. I told her last night and she was also concerned that I was doing this for her. She wants me to do what makes me happy,” Maddox’s tone was soft but authoritative and carried warning.
 
   “Oh,” Claire looked away.
 
   “Zach, this band will be as popular without me,” Maddox started.
 
   “Maddox, we got this alright?” Zach smiled gently.
 
   Claire stood up, “It was lovely seeing you again. I’m going to run out for some last minute gifts,” she held her hand out stopping Zach, “Alone, Zach.”
 
   “I have to grab a few things too,” Zach seemed nervous.
 
   “Zach, I’m doing fine. I’m just going out for a little while,” Claire raised her eyebrow. “My therapist told you I needed to be able to do something for myself, so please.”
 
   Maddox stood up and hugged her, “I hope we can stay friends. I hope you will always know that I love you like family.”
 
   “Will she be okay with that?” there was a bite in Claire’s tone.
 
   “Yes Harper would want that,” Maddox pulled back and smiled, “Claire we are still us, but with a better understanding of who we actually are. Our decisions shape us not our past.”
 
   “You sound like my therapist,” Claire smiled and rolled her eyes.
 
   “Well then… I like her,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Him,” Claire corrected.
 
   “You trust him?” Maddox whispered.
 
   “I do,” she whispered back.
 
   “Is that where you’re going?” Maddox asked.
 
   “No, I’m going shopping,” Claire smirked, “Isn’t that what I said, in there, just two minutes ago?”
 
   Maddox smiled, “How often are you going to therapy?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You’ve changed, really changed. You even look healthier. Not as much makeup, your clothes…”
 
   “Cover me?” she smiled.
 
   “Yes,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “I want what you have, Maddox. Each day I realize I might just be able to have it.”
 
   “Alright then. Merry Christmas, Claire,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Merry Christmas Maddox,” Claire looked at him and then away, “See you sometime.”
 
   She started walking away and looked back. Her face showed a little more sadness than it had but still Maddox was sure she was going to be alright.
 
   ~
 
   Zach and Brody were talking when Maddox came back in the room. Collin was on the phone and smiling, Maddox assumed it was Tessa. 
 
   He sat next to Brody and Zach smiled, “You are getting married and going to be a Dad.”
 
   “I am,” Maddox beamed, “I feel so blessed. My family, the girl I love, a child on the way. Jazz…”
 
   “Claire,” Zach corrected, and Maddox laughed.
 
   “She seems like she’s doing so good,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “She is, it’s crazy but the day you stormed out of here, it was like a switch flipped. Like she understood. I’d love to take all the credit, but I can honestly say that if you had not left, nothing would have changed. I tried to get her to leave here and get a place with me. She refused, which scared the hell out of me. She insisted it was because this was home, the only real home she had ever had. I didn’t believe her and that’s when she surprised me and suggested therapy. We went together every day for a week. That was the only time we talked about the past, when we were here it was quiet and calm. We talked about music. One day she asked me about my work outside of music. I told her that I had looked for Claire all of my adult life. Talking about my sister, who I loved, like it wasn’t the girl that was sitting next to me. I fucking cried and she hugged me, she held me so God damn tight and trembled as she broke down. After a while she looked up at me, her eyes were no different than the memories of her that have haunted me for years. ‘You found her Zach, she is here, right here, and she is so sorry she has hurt you when all you have done is loved her. She is here Zach, I’m Claire and I want to say thank you for loving me enough to look for me as long as you have’. Well that was it, from then she was Claire, my baby sister. She stopped dying her hair and wearing all that black makeup. She came back that day.” Zach looked down with tears in his eyes, “I was an ass to you, Maddox. I never realized how strong you actually were until the day you walked out of here. You saved her that day. You gave me back my baby sister, you gave me back Claire.”
 
   Maddox’s eyes were red when he looked up at Zach and he shook his head, “She saved me a very long time ago. I owed her.”
 
   “You have more than paid back that debt, Maddox. I’ll forever be grateful to you and so will all the parents of the kids you helped identify. You’re a fucking hero, and a rock star man,” Zach wiped a tear away. “You’re also a forever friend, please know that anything you ever need, anything I can do for you, I will do.”
 
   “You and T are like brothers to me Zach, I’ve got your back always, too,” Maddox stood and looked around.
 
   “Let me pack this all up for you,” Zach watched Maddox look at everything in the room.
 
   “You know what; I don’t want any of it. I want a fresh start with the future Mrs. Hines, whatever you guys don’t want, donate it to London’s Child.”
 
   “Oh shit, that reminds me, we talked about a benefit concert for them. Claire has taken a huge interest in that specific charity. What do you say?” Zach smiled.
 
   “I’m in, when is it?” Brody smiled.
 
   “I’ll text you the details,” Zach smiled.
 
   “Well, I hope you and Claire have an amazing Christmas Zach,” Brody hugged him.
 
   “To you and yours as well,” Zach smiled.
 
   “Hey Zach, I’m going to surprise Harper on New Year’s Eve with a little impromptu wedding,” Maddox laughed, “Just family, but in the Spring or Summer, or whenever she decides we will have a proper wedding. I would like you to be there.”
 
   Zach smiled and shook his head in agreement.
 
   Maddox watched Brody and Collin get in the car.
 
   “One favor, find out all you can about Blake, I don’t trust him,” Maddox looked at Zach.
 
   “No explanation needed. I’ll get on it now.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox smiled as he got in the back of the black town car with Brody and Collin.
 
   “That is where you bought the engagement ring, huh?” Brody patted his knee. 
 
   “Yes, such an interesting little shop, and they design everything in house,” Maddox looked out the window as they sped past the little shops on the road.
 
   “How did you know about it?” Brody smiled.
 
   “Just saw it while I was thinking of Harper. I walked in and knew this was where I had to buy the ring,” Maddox laughed, “Why?”
 
   “I bought Emma’s there. Same thing, drawn to it,” Brody laughed.
 
   “You are serious?” Collin asked shocked.
 
   “I am,” Brody smiled.
 
   “Well Tessa would take that as a sign from God above,” Collin laughed.
 
   “I would have to agree,” Maddox whispered as he looked out the window.
 
   ~
 
   They sat on the small eight passenger plane waiting for take-off, and Maddox grabbed his phone from his wool jacket pocket.
 
   -Coming home to you Sweetness and I will never leave you again. Yours Always…Maddox.
 
   The captain asked that all electronic devices be shut down and the plane began to taxi down the runway.
 
   Maddox leaned back feeling more at ease than he had since he could remember. Everything was good. Everyone he cared about was happy or at least content. He sat back and for the first time fell asleep on the plane. 
 
   Brody felt an overwhelming amount of joy as he watched his son smile in his sleep.
 
   He looked over at Collin, “I’ve waited for that for years.”
 
   “I am so glad you didn’t lose faith. You have molded him-- whether or not you can take that credit is up to you, but it’s the truth Brody. He watches you with Emma and the girls and now that the Jazz situation has been handled, I have no doubt there is no other man I would want Harper to spend the rest of her life with.”
 
   ~
 
   The plane touched down in Liverpool and Maddox woke up. He looked out the window and smiled.
 
   “We are back,” Brody patted him on the shoulder.
 
   “It’s Christmas Eve,” Maddox smiled.
 
   Collin laughed, “You like Christmas, huh?”
 
   “I do, and this Christmas is going to be the best ever, well next Christmas with my son will probably top this one,” Maddox stood up and grabbed his phone.
 
   -just landed cannot wait to see you…Maddox
 
   ~
 
   Brody climbed into the driver’s seat of the car and Collin and Maddox got in.
 
   Collin turned on his phone and saw the missed calls from his sons and then a message
 
   -911…Matthew
 
   “How far are we from your place Hines?” Collin tried to steady his voice.
 
   “Ten minutes,” Brody answered.
 
   “Make it two, we have a problem,” Collin’s voice shook.
 
   “What is it?” Maddox leaned forward in the backseat.
 
   “I am calling Matthew now to find out,” Collin dialed his phone.
 
   “Where are you,” Matthew tried to control the rage in his voice.
 
   “Matthew what’s going on?” Collin tried to speak calmly.
 
   “Dad get here NOW, get Tomas here, get…”
 
   “Alright Matthew, I need to know what is going on,” Collin’s voice was a little less steady as he took deep breaths.
 
   “Harper, Lexi, and London are gone. We came back from shopping and Emma and Mom had been attacked…”
 
   “What do you mean, Matthew?”
 
   “Someone took them; all three of them are fucking gone!”
 
   “Did you call the police?”
 
   “Yes they’re here now, but they are not moving that entirely fast Dad,” Collin heard Matthew’s voice break.
 
   “We’ll be there in five minutes Matthew. Are Emma and your mother alright?”
 
   Brody’s head turned towards Collin and Collin mouthed DRIVE.
 
   “They’re a mess Dad, beat up and scared to death,” Matthew whispered.
 
   “Alright Matthew I need to make some calls, we’ll be there soon,” Collin looked at Brody and then back at Maddox, “Someone attacked Emma and Tessa…”
 
   “Oh my God! Are they…”
 
   “And they took Harper, London, and Lexington.”
 
   No one said a word and Brody hammered the gas pedal.
 
   ~
 
   They pulled in through the gates and jumped out of the car.
 
   There were police cars and paramedics everywhere. Brody, Maddox, and Collin ran towards the house and were immediately stopped.
 
   “This is my fucking house you idiot, get your fucking hands…”
 
   “We need to ask you a few questions,” one of the officers said stopping Brody, “Where have you been for the past three hours?”
 
   Brody pushed the officer, “Get your fucking hands off of me.”
 
   Collin grabbed Brody, “We were in London and then on a plane, do your job and let us by.”
 
   Maddox pushed past them and ran into the house, he saw Emma and Tessa clinging to each other crying. Matthew, CJ, Caroline, Maggie, Henry, and John all stood around them. He ran past the police and up the stairs. One of the officers grabbed for him to stop him and he pulled away. He heard nothing they said as he went into each room looking in closets and under beds. Brody and Collin followed him and watched him flip mattresses and searching frantically.
 
   “Maddox.”
 
   Brody grabbed him and held him as he shook.
 
   “Let go, Dad,” Maddox pulled free and ran down the stairs.
 
   He ran to Emma, “What happened Mom?”
 
   Emma looked up at him and he gasped. Her eye was swollen shut and her lip was split. He looked at Tessa who looked the same.
 
   Collin and Brody came into the room and knelt in front of their wives who sobbed as they clung to their husbands.
 
   Maddox looked around and saw CJ looking at him. 
 
   His saw people talking but he couldn’t hear them, he walked into the kitchen and saw a bottle of wine. His heart, he could hear his heart beating faster. He picked up the wine bottle and looked at it. 
 
   He heard them talking, Three hours…APB…three men…hooded…London screamed and ran…Tessa lunged…Emma fought… Harper…
 
   Maddox looked back at the bottle and CJ walked into the room, “We’ll find them Maddox.”
 
   Maddox looked at him and back at the wine bottle. He pushed through the swarms of people and opened the door to the wine cellar, his heart beat faster as he walked down the stairs. He noticed the wine rack was pulled out. 
 
   He ran to it and pulled it away and opened the door to the tunnel that had been sealed off years ago. He grabbed his phone to light up the room and shined it around.
 
   London sat in the corner covering Lexington’s mouth, both shaking and looking terrified.
 
   “Oh my God,” Maddox gasped and ran to them.
 
   London let out an ear piecing cry and he grabbed her and Lexington and held them tightly, “Shh, shhh,” Maddox whispered as he held them.
 
   “Maddox,” London cried.
 
   Maddox held them as he looked around for Harper.
 
   “London, is Harper in here with you?”
 
   “No Maddox, they hurt Mommy and Tessa, and Harper,” London cried.
 
   “Listen, there are a lot of people upstairs worried about you two. Your Mommy is alright okay? Just beat up a little,” Maddox held her tighter, “Lexington are you okay?”
 
   “No,” her lip quivered, “I want to go back in there Maddox, please.”
 
   “Dad is here, Collin is here and a lot of police officers are here too. We need to let them know you’re both okay so that we can find Harper, alright Lexi?” Maddox’s voice cracked when he said Harper’s name.
 
   Maddox held both girls as he walked up the stairs, “You’re both going to be fine alright. Dad will make sure of it.”
 
   Maddox walked into the room and Emma looked up and cried out loud Brody, helped her to stand up and Maddox walked towards them. The police swarmed around them, again Maddox heard nothing they said-- he just knew his sisters were alright and Harper was not. 
 
   He looked towards Tessa and their eyes locked. He let Brody and Emma have the girls and walked towards her, “She wasn’t with them.”
 
   “They took her Maddox,” Tessa cried, “I tried to stop them and they took my little girl.”
 
   Maddox hugged her as she cried, “I promise I’ll find her and bring her back to you Tessa. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll bring Harper home.”
 
   Maddox opened his eyes and saw Collin looking at him.
 
   He watched the uniformed officers and the detectives talking. He looked at Brody holding Emma and the girls as they cried.
 
   He watched Harper’s brothers trying to hold Tessa together. Both Caroline and Maggie sat with their heads together as Maggie softly spoke; she appeared to be praying. John and Henry were both trying to hear what the detectives were saying.
 
   Maddox’s eyes went back to Collin, he took a deep breath and walked towards him.
 
   “We have to find her,” Maddox looked him in the eyes.
 
   “We will,” Collin answered back.
 
   “Surveillance footage, has anyone gone through it?” Maddox scowled.
 
   “I don’t think so…Maddox where are you going?” Collin followed him into the hallway.
 
   “Zach, he knows everything about this system. I know some, and Dad seems…”
 
   “I’m here Maddox, I am right here,” Brody hugged him, “Call Zach, have him come now. Collin, can we get the plane to him?”
 
   “Of course,” Collin closed his eyes.
 
   “But what about Claire…” Maddox began, “I will call T, he can, no Surge but he is…FUCK!” Maddox punched the wall.
 
   “Maddox, you’ve held your shit together for the past fifteen minutes…” Collin began.
 
   “Fifteen minutes! It’s only been fifteen minutes!”
 
   Brody grabbed him and shook him, “That’s a good thing, Maddox. You found your sisters in that amount of time, we’ll find Harper.”
 
   “Three hours…it’s been three fucking hours!” Maddox screamed.
 
   “I have called Tomas, have you called Clive?” Collin asked and Brody shook his head yes, “Maddox call Zach, and get Surge here and do it now.”
 
   Maddox walked outside and took a deep breath and dialed his phone, “Zach, I need your help.”
 
   “Maddox what’s going on?” Zach asked nervously.
 
   Maddox gave him the condensed version and added, “I can get T…”
 
   “Maddox,” Zach whispered, “Claire hasn’t come back, and she isn’t answering her phone.”
 
   “Have you looked for her?”
 
   “Yes, everywhere, she is gone.”
 
   “Do you think…” Maddox began.
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “No, no I don’t, she was fine, she was good, she wouldn’t…”
 
   “As soon as the cops know Maddox, they’ll write it off, no one else will be suspected. I have some friends going over street cameras now. I can’t leave here. Keep that phone charged, anything I think of, any advice I can give, anything I can do to help you bring Harper home I will do Maddox. I need the same from you, any information, leads, anything-- this can’t be a coincidence. I also don’t think Claire has anything to do with it. She loves you and wants you to be happy.”
 
   Maddox took a deep breath, “I’ll call you every hour.”
 
   “More, if you need to.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox looked at Collin and then looked quickly away. He didn’t want them to know anything if it could be helped.
 
   He saw Collin walk to the officer holding a cell phone, Harper’s phone. He walked quickly to them, “May I see it, please?[bookmark: _GoBack]”
 
   Maddox saw the last text he’d sent, it was unread. He thumbed through the texts and saw Blake had sent one to her that she did not reply to. 
 
   “Find Blake,” he sneered at Collin.
 
   “If there are any leads, we need to handle them,” the officer looked at Maddox.
 
   “What have you done so far?” Maddox yelled at him.
 
   “We have taken prints, secured and searched the property…”
 
   “Failing to find two scared little girls in the fucking process! If you think we’re going to allow you to FUCK this up…”
 
   Collin put his hand on Maddox’s shoulder, “Let them do what they need to, Maddox.”
 
   “I need the phone Mr. Hines,” the officer put his hand out.
 
   “Go fuck yourself!”
 
   “Maddox, give him the phone,” Collin raised his eyebrow.
 
   “They are going to fuck this up mark my words,” Maddox growled, “Do you have kid’s officer?”
 
   “Yes I do…”
 
   “If my fiancée who is carrying my child does not come home, I will fucking tear…”
 
   Collin grabbed Maddox and dragged him away, “Do you want to end up in jail Maddox?!”
 
   “No I want them to do their fucking job! I want her home, I want her safe, and in my arms. I want them to find her!”
 
   Maddox screamed into the clouds and walked away, he felt his emotions swell up inside his chest, and it burned. The heat crept to his throat as he started walking down the driveway, away from the swarm of people. He made it to the gate and saw that news crews were starting to show up. He turned to walk back to the house, and rage overtook him.
 
   Maddox stormed towards them and he heard Brody and Collin yelling behind him. He didn’t stop; he walked to the gate and pushed the button. 
 
   Camera’s flashed and reporters fired questions at him. 
 
   Collin ran and stood in front of him, “I want her home just as much as you do Maddox. I need my little girl home DAMN IT! This is NOT the way to handle this!”
 
   Brody stopped the reporters from coming through the gate and shut it. He grabbed Maddox and started walking towards the house. He looked back and saw Collin standing glaring at the gate.
 
   He let go of Maddox and walked back towards Collin, “Let’s go Collin.”
 
   “No, No, NO!” Collin’s voice echoed through the air.
 
   He walked towards the gate, “My name is Collin Abraham. My daughter Harper was taken by three men in a black Volkswagen van approximately three hours and thirty minutes ago. She’s my little girl. Anyone with information leading to her safe return …I beg you to call the police department. She has long wavy blonde hair and blue eyes. She is five foot eight and weighs about a hundred and thirty pounds. She has...” Collin dug for his wallet, “FUCK!”
 
   Maddox stood beside him and held up his phone, “Zoom in on this. Harper is...fucking beautiful, perfect, and the kindest gentlest person I have ever met. She’s my fiancée,” Maddox’s voice broke. “WHEN she is returned, she will be returning to people who love her and will never let this happen to her again. I love you Sweetness, if you can hear me, I love you so much.” Maddox stopped and cleared his voice, “I’m offering a two million dollar reward for her safe return, or information leading to her safe return. To whoever has my…Harper-- you need to understand that none of the three men you see here, all of whom love her, will stop until she is safely home. I fear nothing except a life without her. I’ll walk through hell to bring her home. Consider this your warning-- when I find out who has her I will rip everyone you love apart, limb by limb as you watch, just like my sisters watched their mother and Harper’s mother be brutalized by you sick fucks! I will not stop until she is safely home to me…”
 
   “Maddox let’s go,” Brody whispered.
 
   “LET. HER. GO, that is your final warning,” Maddox turned and walked away with Collin and Brody.
 
   “Wait,” Maddox stopped and nodded to the police, “I need to tell you something I don’t want those fuckers to know.”
 
   Collin pulled her SIM card from his pocket, “I’m not as trusting in them as you think Maddox, but they need to think we are.”
 
   “Claire never came home, she’s missing as well. Zach is looking into it but he thinks that if they…”
 
   “If they think it’s her, they won’t look into any other suspects,” Collin said in agreement.
 
   “Blake-- he called and texted her several times today, I want to talk to that…”
 
   “You can Maddox but he wouldn’t hurt her,” Collin scowled down at the ground.
 
   “I don’t buy it; there is something about him that I don’t trust. I’m sure you did all sorts of background checks on him but I need to know…”
 
   “Maddox, he is out of town, back in the United States with his family for Christmas,” Collin looked him in the eye, “I’ve already spoken to him, he said he wanted to wish her a Merry Christmas and he seems to be…”
 
   “BULLSHIT! You’re holding something back Collin, I can…”
 
   “Maddox, he wants her safely returned as much as you do,” Brody tried to calm him.
 
   “We also need to be prepared, in case…”
 
   “NO! She’ll be coming home, she’s alive and…”
 
   “How do you know that Maddox?” Collin had tears forming in his eyes.
 
   “I’m still breathing; if she were gone, my fucking heart would’ve stopped. If she were gone, I’d be gone, too.”
 
   


Chapter 9
 
   Harper woke to darkness. Her head was heavy and her body was aching. All she knew was that she was in a vehicle, and in pain. 
 
   Harper’s hands were bound in front of her and she rubbed her belly and prayed that her little boy was alright. I’m not afraid for myself, but I’ll fight to keep him safe, no matter what it takes… I will keep him safe, Maddox and my baby safe. She reminded herself over and over of this. 
 
   She felt tears dripping down her face and she took a deep breath and the hood stuck to her mouth, she began to panic, unable to raise her arms, she cried out. She jumped when she felt someone touch her.
 
   “Shh, shh, shh,” she heard a soft voice beside her and she began to shake. 
 
   “Who’s there,” Harper whispered, “Mom, mom is that…”
 
   “Shh, shh, shh,” the voice said again.
 
   “Please, please I beg you, let me go…”
 
   “Shh, shh, shh.”
 
   Harper’s body began to shake and the vehicle in which she was in slowed down and turned a sharp left. She fell into the person next to her, and winced at the contact. She sobbed silently as the vehicle bounced down the bumpy road.
 
   Harper had no idea what happened after she was hooded and dragged from the Hines estate but when she closed her eyes she could see every detail of what happened in the house.
 
   Harper was outside in the back with the girls collecting pine cones to make a wreath. Everyone had left to go into town to grab some last minute Christmas gifts except Emma, Tessa, Harper, Lexi and London. 
 
   Harper was laughing when she heard screaming from inside the house. She ran to the kitchen door and looked inside and saw Tessa being slapped across the face by a man with a ski mask on. She turned and saw London holding her hand over Lexington’s mouth trying to stop the screams from escaping Lexington’s lungs.
 
   Harper moved them quickly from the door, “Is there a really safe place here to hide London?”
 
   With tears running down her face she shook her head yes, “Alright, you follow me, Lexington you can’t cry: promise me you won’t make a peep alright.”
 
   Shaking, Lexington shook her head yes.
 
   “Good… listen—we’re going to sneak in and no matter what happens you run and get to a safe place. I’m going to help them okay?” Both girls shook their heads yes and then they heard Emma scream in pain, “I need to help them, girls; you just get to a safe place. Everyone’ll be back soon and I’ll make sure you’re safe. I love you both so much now stay behind me and I’m going to make sure your Mommy, and mine get help.”
 
   Harper walked into the house with the girls behind her, and London pointed to the cellar door, “Go,” Harper mouthed.
 
   Emma fell through the door and screamed, “NO!”
 
   London screamed, alerting the intruders that they were there, Harper emerged from the hall after closing the door to the cellar screaming to divert the attacker’s attention. She ran from them and one dove and grabbed her foot causing her to land hard on the floor. She kicked at the man as he pulled her effortlessly towards him. Tessa jumped at him, bashing him in the head with a vase and he swatted her off as if she were a fly. Tessa landed against the wall and Harper ran to her. She was unconscious. 
 
   Emma was frantically holding onto the leg of a bureau as the other man was trying to pull her away from it. She kicked him hard in the face and she pulled herself up. Blood was gushing from her mouth as she opened a drawer and grabbed a gun. The man tackled her, causing her to smash her head into the wooden side of the bureau knocking her unconscious. 
 
   The other man was pulling rope from his back pocket and as Harper stood to run, he grabbed for her and she kicked him with all her might between the legs. He bent over and she attempted to run past him. He grabbed her hair, jerking her backwards and backhanded her across the face. After that… she remembered nothing.
 
   The vehicle turned left again and she fell, her body was too weak and in pain to hold herself up. The person beside her placed their arms over her body keeping her on her side softly whispering “Shh, shh, shhh.”
 
   Harper couldn’t gather the strength to sit up, she was strangely comforted by the voice and stayed where she was, trying to allow her body to relax so that when it came time to fight she could.
 
   The vehicle stopped and she heard a soft voice, “Sit up, don’t let them see you weak and don’t you fight them-- not yet.”
 
   She heard a door open and someone grabbed her bound hands and pulled her out of the vehicle. Unable to get her feet under her she fell to the ground on her stomach and was dragged across what she assumed was rock. She twisted her body to the side hoping to protect her stomach and the attacker jerked her hard so that she fell again and yelled out in pain.
 
   She heard soft groans from another person who sounded like they too were being dragged. A door squeaked, and she was now on wood. Her arms were released and she dropped to the ground.
 
   She heard the whimpers of the other person, a female she was sure, but not her Mom and not Emma. Oh God, please let the girls be safe, she screamed in her head. 
 
   The hood was pulled off of her and she kept her eyes closed until she heard footsteps leading away from her, a door open then shut, and she heard the click of what she assumed was a lock.
 
   Harper opened her eyes, the room was dark she gave her eyes time to adjust and rolled to her back. After a few minutes she heard a vehicle’s tires crunching down the gravel driveway.
 
   She looked around the room that she lay in the middle of, her eyes were better adjusted but it was pitch black. She needed water, she needed to use the bathroom, and she needed to get the hell out of here.
 
   “Hello?” she whispered.
 
   “Shh,” she heard from behind her.
 
   “Who’s there?”
 
   “Keep quiet,” the female voice with a thick British accent whispered.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “The room behind you, keep quiet please,” the voice whispered.
 
   “I have to go to the bathroom,” Harper whispered as she scooted across the wooden floor on her bottom.
 
   “You can’t, you must wait, you must keep quiet,” she whispered.
 
   “Do I know you?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” the voice whispered, “But you’re going to get us both killed if you don’t keep quiet. Try to sleep.”
 
   Harper leaned against the wall, shaking and scared. She closed her eyes and prayed silently.
 
   ~
 
   “Get up,” he said as he kicked her foot.
 
   Harper jumped and opened her eyes and looked around. It was dawn; there was light coming from a small rectangular window, the only one in the dark room.
 
   She tried to scramble to her feet and fell.
 
   The man grabbed her under the arm and hoisted her up.
 
   “I need to use a bathroom,” Harper could barely find her voice. Her throat was so dry.
 
   “There isn’t one. You can piss over there,” the man pointed to the corner where a metal pan sat.
 
   Harper didn’t look at him, if she did not he may let her go knowing she couldn’t identify him.
 
   “Could you please undo my hands, I promise I won’t…”
 
   “No,” his voice was dark and deep.
 
   “But I won’t be able to…” Harper gasped when he reached around from behind her and unbuttoned her pants. He reached down and slowly unzipped them. She heard him smell her hair as he did and his breath became rigid. She stepped forward and he pulled her back tightly against him, she could feel him hard against her back, “Oh God please don’t…”
 
   His laugh was deep and full of malice, she felt his hand run up her stomach and then she cried out, “No.”
 
   He looked down and saw liquid running down onto his shoe. He pushed her hard into the wall, “Disgusting whore!”
 
   He lunged at her and she pulled her knees protectively into her chest and buried her head as she shook, “Please, oh God please don’t hurt me.”
 
   He kicked her hard in the side and she cried out loud.
 
   “HEY!” the voice from behind the door yelled, “I have to use the bathroom.”
 
   “Shut up bitch,” He snapped as he flung the door open.
 
   Harper heard footsteps and then they stopped, “Could you either untie me or help me out?”
 
   “You going to piss on me?”
 
   “Not if you hurry up,” the voice was soft and sweet.
 
   Harper peeked out from under her arm and saw two little feet between two large black boots all pointing towards her.
 
   “Could you hold the dress up while I go,” the voice was soft.
 
   She heard him growl and pull her against him.
 
   “Wow,” the girl whispered.
 
   She heard the man groan and then the girl moaned softly.
 
   “Please untie me, I won’t try anything…you don’t want me to,” the girl whispered softly.
 
   “Fine, you run I’ll kill you,” he growled.
 
   “I won’t run,” Harper saw her turn towards the man, “Thank you.”
 
   She heard the girl use the bathroom and then a vehicle crunching the gravel outside.
 
   “Hey you should tie me back up, I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble,” the voice said sweetly.
 
   He growled in response.
 
   She looked up at him and whispered, “Please don’t let him hurt me.”
 
   Harper looked up and saw the man looking curiously at the girl, “Quiet down!”
 
   Harper looked away before he could see her look at him.
 
   He had shoulder length greasy looking black hair, approximately five foot ten and was built. His eyes were dark and he had a scar on his left cheek.
 
   The door opened, Harper could see two more sets of feet walk through the door. 
 
   One set was tan work boots, the other had leather shiny dress shoes.
 
   “We move tonight, when we’re out of England we take care of them.”
 
   Harper looked up, “You’re going to kill us?”
 
   “You shut the fuck up,” her capture was about to kick her and the tall sandy brown haired man dressed nicely stopped him.
 
   He squatted down, “Harper Abraham.”
 
   His smile was full of disgust and she spit in his face.
 
   The goon from earlier went to grab her and the man stopped him. He took a crisp white handkerchief from a pocket inside his jacket and wiped his mouth.
 
   “I am not going to harm a hair on your precious little head,” he glared at her.
 
   “Why, why are you doing this? You don’t have to kill us, my Dad…my Dad has money, he will pay you whatever you want,” Harper began to shake.
 
   “Collin Abraham, ex Navy, Doctor, and humanitarian of the year? Hmmm, I don’t think so,” he laughed maliciously.
 
   “My boyfriend he will…”
 
   “Maddox Hines,” he laughed again and looked back at the girl. “Come sit, pet,” he patted the floor next to him. “Have you two met? You have a lot in common, Claire, Harper, Harper, Claire.”
 
   “You did this!” Harper screamed, “YOU DID THIS!”
 
   Claire shook her head back and forth looking at the ground.
 
   “Why! TELL me why, you piece of shit! What have I done…Oh God,” Harper held her stomach, “Oh God… please.”
 
   “No faking sick here… my dear niece, I won’t take you to the doctor,” he laughed and stood up.
 
   “What did you call me?” Harper cried out in pain and the man knelt in front of her again.
 
   “Harper, what a silly ridiculous little name. Take a good look at me, who do I look like?”
 
   “Satan, that’s who you look, ouch, ouch, ouch,” Harper bent forward.
 
   “Do I look like your perfect father Harper? Do I hold any resemblance to my brother?”
 
    
 
   


Chapter 10
 
    
 
    Maddox walked down the stairs and looked at Brody as he cradled Emma, stroking her hair as she cried. Her eyes were still swollen shut and the left side of her face was a deep purple. Maddox could see the storm brewing inside of Brody; it mirrored the one inside of him. The girls both clung to him all evening, he knew it was only because he was the one who found them. Had they not needed him, he knew he would fall apart.
 
   Tessa was sitting on the couch with John and Caroline looking just like Emma, beaten and in intense physical pain. Through her eyes he could see the deep despair; she was being torn apart just like he was. 
 
   He walked over to her and knelt before her, “She’s out there Tessa—she’s alive. I promise you I’ll find her. I won’t stop looking until I’ve brought her back to you.”
 
   Tessa grabbed him and sobbed into his shoulder, “What if…what if…”
 
   “She is alive, I feel it. So do you Tessa, close your eyes and see her. Her heart is beating and she is scared but she knows we will find her,” Maddox was doing everything he could to stay strong. It was killing him to sit and wait. 
 
   Maddox’s phone chimed.
 
   -        Call me as soon as you can…Z
 
   ~
 
   Collin slammed down the phone and walked outside to clear his head. It had been less than twelve hours since his daughter was taken. The police had come up with nothing and his team was hitting walls every time they turned around. His baby had gone missing. He looked behind him and his chest tightened when he looked at his wife, the woman he loved more than anything, broken and beaten trying to protect their baby.
 
   Tears pricked his eyes, he had been so strong, and tried to stay objective and think of this as just another recovery mission… but it was his daughter. The little girl who he taught to ride a bike, and who tried to teach him to dance. He had taught all three of his children to protect themselves but he pushed Harper the hardest. Drilling her on how to react in crisis. He closed his eyes remembering when she was almost ready to enter kindergarten, he spent the afternoon teaching her self-defense moves and how to react in case something were to happen at school.
 
   “Like what Daddy?” her little voice squeaked.
 
   “Like…”
 
   “Like your crazy Daddy misses you so much he tries to bust in and take you home when you are having too much fun with your new friends, and Liam,” Tessa interrupted.
 
   Harper laughed as Tessa tickled her until she was rolling on the ground.
 
   “I’m gonna pee!” she laughed.
 
   “Well go, go, go,” Tessa laughed.
 
   “Like a bear Mommy?” Harper danced around holding herself.
 
   “Sure, go go go!”
 
   When Harper was behind the tree peeing Tessa looked at Collin, “You’re going to scare her.”
 
   “I’m scared Tessa, she’s four years old. The boys…”
 
   “Went to school and are just fine,” Tessa softly scolded him.
 
   “I don’t like it; she should stay home until…”
 
   “She is a freaking trained SEAL?”
 
   “It’s not funny Tessa it pisses me off, she is…”
 
   “I peed! I didn’t get any on me,” Harper turned around and shook her little butt at them and Tessa laughed.
 
   Harper turned and looked at them, she noticed Collin’s scowl, “Daddy if bad guys come in with guns I will kick them in the ding- ding and then play dead like this,” Harper threw herself on the ground and closed her eyes and let her tongue hang out.
 
   “That’s my little soldier,” Collin laughed and picked her up and swung her in a circle.
 
   Tessa smiled politely and walked away.
 
   Collin stood with his shoulders slumped as tears rolled down his cheek. He squatted down on the ground and let his tears fall. He heard someone behind him and quickly wiped his face and stood.
 
   Tessa walked in front of him and wrapped her arms around his waist and held him, “I’m so sorry, beautiful.”
 
   “Don’t be, it’s not your fault.”
 
   “Are you feeling alright physically?” 
 
   “I’m numb everywhere. Have you heard anything?”
 
   “No, not one damn thing. Blake called, he said he’s coming,” Collin looked down at his wife.
 
   “Maddox, he isn’t going to…”
 
   “I’m sure Maddox will be alright with more help, Tessa. He knows how she feels about him,” Collin closed his eyes, “She looks at him the same way you looked at me.”
 
   “Look, the same way I look at you still Collin,” Tessa closed her eyes.
 
   “I know Tessa. God I love you,” he held her closer.
 
   “What were you thinking about when I came out?” 
 
   “Harper of course, the day before she went…”
 
   “To kindergarten?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I owe you an apology now, don’t I?” Tessa smiled sadly up at him.
 
   “When I bring her back you can make up for it,” Collin forced a smile.
 
   “Make up for it?” Tessa tried to look confused.
 
   “You didn’t touch me for four days,” Collin raised his eyebrow at her; “You slept in her room.”
 
   “I missed her while she was at school.”
 
   Collin’s smile finally touched his eyes, “Okay I won’t argue with that…not now anyway.”
 
   Tears gathered in his eyes and Tessa could not stop hers from rising.
 
   “I’ll find her beautiful. You know I will,” Collin kissed her cheek carefully.
 
   Tessa shook her head in agreement.
 
   “I am going to talk to Brody and Maddox. Then I’ll call Tomas and if I have nothing still I am going to take off and find her and bring her back to you,” Collin kissed her nose.
 
   “To all of us,” Tessa cried softly into her husband’s chest.
 
   ~
 
   They sat in the living room and Maddox walked in and sat across from Collin.
 
   “I need to tell you something but you need to listen. I know in my heart that she had nothing to do with Harper’s disappearance,” Maddox said looking Collin in the eye. “Claire still has not returned. Zach made calls and found credit card purchases at a few stores near the London house. I talked to him twenty minutes ago. Three stores where the card was reportedly used do not show her using them. The transactions are date and time stamped and the video footage shows a man using the cards. The same man at each store. He knew what he was doing because he avoided looking into the cameras, leading us to believe this is not some random pick pocket who stole a card to use on Christmas Eve. It was not questioned by the store employees because Zach is also an authorized card user. He is looking at street camera footage now. Again I don’t believe she did it. Zach has not reported her missing because he believes it will mess with the investigation of Harper’s disappearance.”
 
   Maddox looked up at Collin, “Same thing I said earlier. Whoever took Harper, took her as well. Maddox, I know you want her back as much as I do. You need to think really hard about whom it is that would do this to you.”
 
   “I have thought this whole time about it. Anyone who hates my family is…well dead. I can come up with nothing. You do need to take into consideration my suspicions about…”
 
   Clive cleared his throat as he entered the room, “Blake is here to see you.”
 
   Maddox jumped up and his eyes turned to ice. Brody grabbed his shoulder, “What the fuck is he doing here?”
 
   “He came to help Maddox. He saw her every day for three months; he can help fill in the blanks. Nothing else has come to light. I need a fucking united front,” Collin smashed his fist on the coffee table. “I don’t give a fuck about hurt feelings I want my little girl home on Christmas with her family where she belongs!”
 
   “Collin,” Tessa whispered and held his hand tightly.
 
   “There’s something I have to tell you and I need you to believe I didn’t make the connection until your call,” Blake looked at Collin. “I am going to help you bring her home. Maddox, I’m going to help you too. I know how much you love her and I know how much she loves you.”
 
    
 
   


Chapter 11
 
    
 
   “No-- you don’t look like my father, and you certainly don’t act like him,” Harper tried to free her hands.
 
   He laughed a malicious laugh and stood up, “We move tomorrow. I have something important to do to make sure this all ends up looking like a love triangle. Keep them quiet until you hear from me.”
 
   “If what you’re saying is true, why? Why would you do this to me, if your family…”
 
   “Blood means nothing to me,” he sneered at her and walked quickly towards her.
 
   Claire stood up in front of him, “Will you keep me…for your pet?”
 
   He looked her up and down, “We’ll see.”
 
   When he left the other man left too. 
 
   Claire looked at their captor, “She smells can’t we give her a bath?”
 
   “No, there isn’t…”
 
   “I will wash her, you can stand watch,” Claire looked up at him and smiled seductively.
 
   “You will shower too. I will go grab supplies. There is an outside shower it’s going to be cold,” his eyes darkened and he looked her up and down slowly, “Get undressed—I’ll be back.”
 
   Claire smiled again at him, “Give us five minutes, you should probably untie me so I can…”
 
   “She stays tied up!”
 
   “How will I undress her?” Claire held her hands up and bit her lip.
 
   He looked at her suspiciously and then bent to untie her arms. Claire stroked his head softly and he peered up at her and she whispered, “I have wanted to touch your hair since I saw you.”
 
   He smiled and his eyes filled with desire, “You have four minutes.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting,” she whispered again.
 
   As soon as the door closed behind her she walked quickly to Harper, “Give me your hands.”
 
   “No way, they’re going to kill me either way, I won’t let you…”
 
   “Do you think I want any of this? Give me your hands, Harper,” she scowled, “I will do whatever I can to get out of here, alive. You need to think the same way.”
 
   Harper held up her hands as tears fell down her cheeks, “I’d rather die than allow them or…”
 
   Claire grabbed her face, “Stop crying, stop arguing, people like that eat little girls like you up. I cannot even remember a time when I …”
 
   Harper looked into her sad eyes, “You really had nothing to do with this?”
 
   “No, of course not,” Claire looked wounded as she untied her hands.
 
   She looked at the rope burns on Harper’s arms and closed her eyes, “Self-preservation Harper. That’s what my shrink calls this. I have not been with a man since…”
 
   “Maddox,” Harper said softly.
 
   “Technically I was not with Maddox,” Claire stood up, “He helped me by leaving.”
 
   Claire began taking her clothes off and Harper saw the scars on her back and let out a quiet cry as she covered her mouth. Claire turned back and saw her.
 
   “It was a long time ago,” she whispered.
 
   “No one has the right to…”
 
   “I know that now. Harper, pull yourself together. When we shower do not fight me, but don’t act like you enjoy yourself either. I will do my best to not make you uncomfortable. Very mother -child like alright? I don’t want this either Harper. But I want to live and I want to bring you back to Maddox, he loves you.” 
 
   Claire stood before her completely naked and Harper looked away, “Harper you need to take your clothes off.”
 
   Claire turned her back and Harper undressed. She looked at her stomach and the bruises all over her, she held her stomach and Claire turned around. 
 
   Claire held her hand over Harper's, “Is the baby moving?”
 
   Tears fell from Harper’s face, “No, he isn’t.”
 
   “He?” Claire asked sadly.
 
   Harper shook her head yes and Claire wiped her eyes, “They don’t know you’re pregnant. You need to keep it that way as long as you can.”
 
   The door opened and Claire closed her eyes tightly. Harper knew Claire was as scared as she was but instead of fighting she was buying time. Harper pulled off her pants and noticed the blood. Her tears fell faster and her body shook. Claire opened her eyes and looked down.
 
   “It doesn’t mean…”
 
   Harper let out a quiet sob and Claire grabbed her face and pulled her into her, she kissed her cheek and whispered, “You need to stay strong Harper. They will die for what they have done to you, and to Maddox. You have all the reason in the world to fight now. Follow my lead.”
 
   Claire pulled her face away from Harper’s and turned around, “She’s never been with a woman, and she’s scared. She’s menstruating and embarrassed. I’ve told her she needs to do as she’s told, and she has agreed,” Claire turned and looked at Harper whose tears fell down her face, “Isn’t that so, pet?”
 
   Harper shook her head yes as tears continued to fall.
 
   “What supplies do we have master?” Claire walked slowly and seductively towards him.
 
   “Master?” he looked at her and laughed nervously.
 
   “You’re in control here correct?” Claire said as she began to reach for him, he shook his head yes, “May I touch your hair, Master?”
 
   He shook his head yes and she did, “Will you be showering with us Master?”
 
   “No,” he said as he swallowed hard.
 
   “I wish you would,” she pulled his hair lightly drawing his head down to her, “I would really like that.”
 
   He pulled away quickly and snapped, “What are you trying to pull?”
 
   Claire dropped to her knees cried, “I did not mean to offend you master, please forgive me. It’s just my desire for you is so strong. I just want to please you.”
 
   Harper watched as the confusion left his face and heat fell upon it, “Stand up.”
 
   Claire stood, “Please forgive me I just…I had a master before who liked to share me. He liked two of us at a time. I just was hopeful you wanted only me. I wanted to please you.”
 
   Harper looked down and briefly wondered if she was referring to Maddox, and then she was afraid Claire was involved.
 
   “I’m cold,” Harper’s voice shook.
 
   Claire took a towel and walked over and wrapped her in it.
 
   They walked outside shivering towards the back of the small wooden cabin. The water was running and cold, Claire saw her eyes narrow.
 
   “Don’t, just wash off. I won’t even touch you, our backs will be to him, hold your hand under mine,” Harper shook uncontrollably. “You’re going to be fine, open your mouth and drink Harper. I’ll wash your hair.”
 
   Harper stood under the shower head that was drizzling water and held her mouth open. She drank as Claire cupped water and dumped it over her head. Her teeth began to chatter and she began to quietly sob.
 
   “Shh, Harper, it’ll be alright. Think of a beach---Maddox talked about you teaching him to swim and he said he loved the water. He never went to the water so I can safely assume it was you he loved. He loves you, Harper.”
 
   The words Claire spoke to her comforted her. She was by no means warm but the thought of Maddox brought her peace. 
 
   “He must be so worried,” Harper whispered.
 
   “Okay now, turn and face me, do what I just did, wash my hair Harper. Of course he is worried,” Claire turned away from her, “Just like I did.”
 
   Harper looked at their capture and watched as desire poured from his eyes.
 
   “Disgusting fuck,” she whispered softly.
 
   Claire looked up at her, “Most men are, now pretend to kiss my neck.”
 
   “WHAT!” Harper scowled.
 
   “Either that or…”
 
   Harper did as she instructed and Claire put on a magnificent performance, moaning.
 
   “Enough! Get inside,” he snapped.
 
   “See Harper, didn’t even have to get dirty and I bet that fuck only lasts two minutes,” Claire rolled her eyes.
 
   “I won’t…”
 
   “You won’t have to Harper,” Claire gave her a slight smile, “I’m used to this.”
 
   “No, you don’t have to either,” Harper said through clenched teeth.
 
   “We shall see, maybe he’s already blown his wad,” Claire’s lips pursed together and she smiled nervously.
 
   


Chapter 12
 
   Maddox paced the floor, he hated that Blake was there and he hated that Harper wasn’t. 
 
   “My mother was married for two years when I was three to a man named Harrison Dunlop. He was older and…”
 
   “The fucking point, Drake!” Maddox snapped.
 
   “I have a stepbrother his name is Atticus. He looks a lot like you, Collin. He is about five years younger than you. Harrison is ill, he asked me to visit him. We chatted about what my life has been like, school, work, that kind of thing. I showed him some photos on my phone, he saw you. He asked about you. Where you were from, what you did. He didn’t say much more. After…when I was no longer speaking to Harper daily, my mother visited. We discussed it. She called to speak to Harrison, Atticus answered Harrison was sleeping. He asked her several questions and told her his father did not need to be disturbed while he was sick over her ridiculous assumptions. He told her as of right now she was part of Harrison’s will. Harrison cheated on my mother, she left him. Apparently he loved her and still felt guilty. Atticus told her to let it go or she would get nothing.”
 
   “You think he has Harper?” Collin asked as he sent a text message.
 
   “I think that unless Maddox has some crazy stalker fan or his ex…”
 
   “Fuck you,” Maddox grabbed him. “You fucking brought this on, the one who kept her from me for months worrying her about what shit I would bring into her life!”
 
   Brody grabbed Maddox, and tried to pull him off of Blake.
 
   “MADDOX!” Collin snapped.
 
   Tessa ran down the stairs, “This isn’t helping! Stop this now!”
 
   Collin grabbed her and held her as Maddox walked out the door.
 
   ~
 
   “Zach, look into Atticus Dunlop. Son of Harrison Dunlop, Blake just showed up and he thinks that is Collin’s father and brother,” Maddox’s voice was full of anger.
 
   “Breathe Maddox, now isn’t the time to lose it.”
 
   “What the fuck else can I do Zach?! This is…”
 
   “I just received a message that the vehicle spotted in the street surveillance cameras was seen three hours from you in New Castle. Don’t leave without me. I will text Tomas. No cops, I
 
   I’m going to be to you in an hour.”
 
   “Thanks Zach, I’ll see you then,” Maddox walked into the house and looked at everyone, “I have a lead.”
 
   Collin looked up at him, “Let’s hear it.”
 
   “Not with him in the room,” Maddox glared at Blake.
 
   “Maddox I had no idea…” Blake began and Maddox cut him off. 
 
   “I’d like to talk to you all in the other room,” Maddox looked at Collin.
 
   “Do I threaten you that much Maddox? I flew seven hours to give my help in finding a young woman who I have known for years and a family who means a lot to me.”
 
   Maddox walked past him and glared, “You’re a fucking dick, Drake.” 
 
   “You’re a fucking Prince Max,” Blake sneered from behind him.
 
   Brody grabbed Maddox and took him in the kitchen, “No more, you’re struggling and I get it-- but no more.”
 
   “I need to find her, God Damn it Dad, I’m going fucking crazy,” Maddox clenched his fist, “You see what they did to Emma and Tessa, I can only imagine --FUCK!”
 
   Maddox held his head in his hands and tried to take a few deep breaths to relax himself, it wasn’t helping. 
 
   Collin and his sons walked into the kitchen, “What do you know?”
 
   Maddox looked suspiciously at Matthew, “She is my sister, Maddox. Just because I knew…”
 
   “Fine! Street surveillance footage showed someone pulling Claire into a black van. As I said before, I know she has nothing to do with this. The vehicle was spotted about three hours north of here. It’s not a hundred percent but at least it’s something. Zach will be here in an hour. He didn’t call the police... we should wait for him and then go bring her, them home.”
 
   Collin let out a heavy, deep breath, “Alright. Let me talk to Tessa and Tomas…”
 
   “Zach is also contacting Tomas.”
 
   “Thank you, Maddox,” Collin disappeared from the room and his sons followed.
 
   Maddox looked at Brody, “I’m going with him.”
 
   “I know that, and so am I.”
 
   “No Dad you need to stay with Emma and the girls. This is my fight, my soon to be wife and my child.”
 
   “You are my child…”
 
   Maddox interrupted him, “They need you.”
 
   “This is not even up for discussion Maddox. Go shower--- it’s going to be a long night. I’m going to go talk to Em.”
 
   ~
 
   “Hey beautiful,” Collin sat next to Tessa and patted his lap.
 
   Tessa looked at him sadly, climbed on his lap, hugged him tightly and whispered, “Collin.”
 
   “We have a lead.”
 
   “Tell me, where is she?”
 
   “I’m waiting for details from Tomas. Zach Taylor will be here soon. His sister Claire was taken as well. They think the vehicle Claire was dragged into is three hours north of here.”
 
   Tessa was crying and shook her head up and down, “Okay.”
 
   “I’m going to make sure our baby comes back to you, Tessa Abraham,” Collin looked into her eyes, “Do you understand?”
 
   “You’re going?” Tessa wiped her tears and then took his face in her hands.
 
   “Yeah,” Collin whispered.
 
   “You’ll bring her home?” Tessa stroked his cheek gently with her thumb.
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Okay, let me go…”
 
   “No Tessa. I need to focus on one person, alright?” Collin kissed her forehead, “I’d like to shower and I’d like you to come with me.”
 
   Tessa stood up and took his hand.
 
   ~
 
   Collin turned on the water, and then turned the radio on to an instrumental station. Tessa shook her head and looked down.
 
   “Are you going to make up words for me Tessa?” Collin took the hem of her shirt and lifted it up over her head.
 
   She shook her head no as she unbuttoned his shirt.  
 
   He pulled her bra straps over her shoulder and kissed down her arm as one hand slipped behind her and un-snapped her bra. “Do you know how much I love you?” Collin took her breast in his mouth and the other in his hand. He stepped back as she unbuttoned his pants, “Just as much as I did the first time I saw you. You’ve given me so much more than I ever dared dream, more than I ever knew I even wanted. Two sons, a daughter, your heart, and your love.” Collin pulled down her pants and lifted her up, placing her legs around his waist, “I love you, beautiful,” Collin kissed her and pushed into her harshly.
 
   “Oh Collin,” she cried into his neck.
 
   “My God everything about you, Tessa,” he growled into her hair.
 
   “I love you,” Tessa moaned.
 
   “Tessa,” he grabbed the back of her head and kissed her.
 
   She grabbed him as he pushed her into the shower wall and moved slowly in and out of her.
 
   “I love you Collin so much.”
 
   “Tessa,” he moved faster and harder until he came.
 
   They held each other kissing slowly, softly, passionately.
 
   “Hey beautiful,” he cupped her chin as he saw tears falling down her face.
 
   “You are beautiful,” Tessa took a deep breath. “You have given me so much Collin, more than I ever expected.”
 
   “No more tears alright, we need to get out girl back,” Collin stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel and held it up for Tessa.
 
   He gently toweled her hair and she wrapped her towel around him holding him against her.
 
   Collin smiled down at her, “I promise to bring her back.”
 
   Tessa kissed his chest.
 
   “Alright,” he hugged her, “Listen, I need your help.”
 
   “Anything,” Tessa looked back up at him.
 
   “I need to be able to focus on getting her home. Maddox, Blake, and our boys are too…emotional. I can’t be worried about them too, Tessa.”
 
   “What’re you asking?”
 
   “Cover for me while I slip out of here. Zach will be here soon and Tomas should be waiting at the airport for me now. He and I have worked together for years. I know I can get her back to you beautiful, but I’m concerned that with the boys there…”
 
   “You’re sure Collin?”
 
   “A clear head, focused on Harper, and no one else Tessa. I’m sure that’s what I need,” Collin grabbed her shirt and pulled it over her head.
 
   “Alright, but what do I…”
 
   “I’ll contact Zach as soon as we take off,” Collin walked into the bedroom and grabbed a sweatshirt and black loose pants as Tessa grabbed a pair of yoga pants.
 
   “If that’s what you need, of course,” Tessa shook her head. “Do you have everything you need?”
 
   “Yes, Tomas has taken care of everything, as usual,” Collin smiled, “Look at me.” Tessa looked up at him and he kissed her nose, “Beautiful.”
 
   ~
 
   Collin slipped out the back door and quickly walked to the end of the driveway. He opened the back door to the black car waiting for him.
 
   “What the…”
 
   “So predictable,” Brody rolled his eyes.
 
   “You should…”
 
   “Listen, I understand not needing the entourage,” Brody patted his back.
 
   “Emma will be…”
 
   “Em knows and she also knew not to argue. Maddox is a fucking mess, we don’t want him to get hurt because he is worried about that dick, Drake,” Brody smirked.
 
   “His name is…”
 
   “Whatever,” Brody mimicked London’s eye rolling.
 
   “Fine. Tomas update,” Collin sat back as Tomas sped down the road towards the airstrip.
 
   ~
 
   Tessa sat up and wiped her eyes when she heard a knock on the door. She stood and slowly walked towards the door.
 
   “Tessa, I need to speak to Collin,” Maddox looked past her.
 
   “Come in and have a seat Maddox,” Tessa wiped her eyes again.
 
   “Zach should be here any minute and I’d like to speak to Collin before he gets here.” Maddox looked at Tessa, “Please don’t cry. I know she is going to be alright.”
 
   “I pray she is Maddox because if…”
 
   “No. No if’s and keep praying,” Maddox looked around, “Is he in here?”
 
   “No Maddox he…”
 
   Emma walked into the room, “Maddox why don’t you get some rest before Zach gets here?”
 
   “He should be here any minute and there is no way I would sleep,” Maddox looked at Emma and then back at Tessa, “Where is Dad?”
 
   Emma looked up at him, “Maddox now don’t…”
 
   “Please tell me that they’re here,” his voice shook in anger.
 
   “Maddox, Collin…”
 
   “She’s my heart Tessa! I need to find her just as badly as he does,” Maddox clenched his jaw and glared at Emma, “Did he go, too?”
 
   “No Maddox, Collin and Tomas…”
 
   “Yes, yes he did. You’re his heart Maddox and he…”
 
   “They had no right to leave me out of this! She is mine to protect and love just as much as….Fuck!” Maddox stormed out of the room and down the stairs.
 
   Emma ran after him, “Collin knows what he’s doing, Maddox! Stop! He is her daughter Maddox…”
 
   “And she is carrying MY child, Emma! I’m not a boy! I…” 
 
   “You’re your father’s boy Maddox, they’re doing this for both of you,” Emma started to cry.
 
   Maddox turned and looked at her, “I have sat here for nearly twenty-four hours holding myself together. I won’t sit here any longer; someone is going to pay for what they have done to her—to all of you!”
 
   “I know Maddox, I’m so sorry,” Emma sobbed and Maddox hugged her tightly, “I can’t lose you, Maddox.”
 
   “You won’t,” Maddox stepped back and looked around the room, “If I don’t leave here, that fucker is going to pay with his life.”
 
   “It’s not his fault, Maddox,” Emma whispered.
 
   Zach walked through the front door and looked around, “You ready?”
 
   “Yes,” Maddox grabbed his jacket.
 
   “We are going too,” Matthew said pointing to his brother.
 
   “No…”
 
   “Try and stop us,” Matthew sneered.
 
   “Fine, but Drake here, stays!”
 
   Maddox walked out the door and CJ and Matthew looked at Tessa.
 
   “We’ll see you soon, Mom,” CJ and Matthew each hugged her and followed him out.
 
   ~
 
   They all piled into the car and Zach looked at Maddox, “Clive is meeting us at the airstrip. Collin, Brody, and Tomas are in the air. We have two locations and they’re going to check out the area before we arrive, if they can get to them…”
 
   “Them?” CJ looked confused.
 
   “My sister is there as well,” Zach said and continued, “Maddox, having two teams is a good thing, get over it. We work together to bring them home.”
 
   Maddox sat back and then looked out the window. Silence.
 
   ~
 
   Collin looked at the laptop with the new information Tomas had just received.
 
   Harrison Dunlop was a very wealthy playboy who owned several businesses worldwide. He was worth billions of dollars. His son Atticus was the typical son of a wealthy man. Photos of him with beautiful women always attached to his arm were all over the internet. His appetite for women, money, and power where apparent and everywhere.
 
   He clicked back to Harrison’s photos. He had dark hair with hues of gray throughout. He saw the resemblance in the eyes and stature. He read a couple of articles that talked about his businesses and charities he gave to. He was divorced from Blake’s mother over twenty years ago. She was much younger than he was and beautiful. 
 
   Brody looked over his shoulder at the photos, “He looks like you.”
 
   Collin nodded and then sat back, “He’s dying of cancer.”
 
   “I am sorry.”
 
   “I don’t know if I am. A man like him could have found a child if he wanted to.” Collin let out a deep breath, “A man like me could have found a father if I wanted to. But I didn’t and still don’t.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “My children are going to want to meet him,” Collin rubbed his chin, “I can’t tell them no.”
 
   “I understand that as well.”
 
   “I have fought all my life for everything I have. I have tried to protect them yet teach them to be humble, to care for others, to give more than they received. This is unreal; never in a million years would I have thought something like this could happen to them. Tessa, my God I love that woman. I would have been no different than Harrison Dunlop had I not found her, had fate not shoved her at me over and over again.” Collin hung his head and took a deep breath, “That woman has given me everything, and I’ll do whatever I have to to bring our daughter home to her. After Harper is safe I am going to rip apart whoever is responsible with my bare hands.”
 
   “Collin--- I understand that need as well, but what will your children learn from you when you are behind bars. If you kill Atticus…his father may feel the same way about him, as you and I feel about ours.”
 
   Collin sat silently in thought for several minutes, “You and Maddox will protect them.”
 
   “Just as you have for my family.” Brody looked at him, “You’re like a brother to me, Collin. I trust you more than I have anyone in my life. You don’t even have to question what depths I’ll go to for you and your family.”
 
   “Thank you,” Collin sat back, “I’m still going to rip that mother fucker apart.”
 
   Brody chuckled, “And I’ll swear it was self-defense. Just like you did for me with Bo.”
 
   Collin smiled at him, “I knew you would.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
   Chapter 13
 
   Their captor walked in behind them as Harper held Claire’s hand tightly.
 
   “Did you get our clothes?” Claire asked as he closed the door behind them.
 
   He didn’t answer and Harper looked back. He opened the small wood burning stove and threw their clothes in. He opened the bag he carried and threw shirts at them and then sweat pants.
 
   “Thank you,” Harper said as she started to dress.
 
   “Not so fast,” his voice was dark and taunting.
 
   He started walking towards them when his phone buzzed. He stopped and reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He cleared his throat.
 
   “Yes…now…no not yet…alright then…yes sir,” he hung up the phone and shoved it in his pocket. 
 
   He looked at Claire and Harper, “Get dressed, we’re leaving.”
 
   Harper and Claire looked at each other as they threw the clothes on. Their captor took everything that was in the room and began throwing it in the stove.
 
   Harper looked at Claire and whispered, “If we leave, we die. I am going to fight Claire, we are going to fight.”
 
   “Harper you’re bleeding and weak. I would love to think we could …”
 
   “If we leave Claire we die. I am not leaving here. If I die, I die here,” Harper looked at her ring and took it off her finger and closed her eyes.
 
   Harper walked quietly to the corner. A place that had already been cleaned out. She dropped the ring on the floor and kicked it towards the darkest part of the corner. 
 
   Claire walked up to the captor and tapped his shoulder and he jumped, turned around and grabbed her forcefully.
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”
 
   “What did you want,” his tone was full of rage.
 
   “I wanted to know where we were going, if there would be a warm shower, soft towels, maybe a bed?” Claire gave him a seductive look. 
 
   Desire flashed in his eyes and then left as quickly as it came. Rage overtook him, “NO!”
 
   “But we were…”
 
   Their capture struck her hard across the face and she fell to the ground. She stood up slowly, “I am so sorry, Master.”
 
   “I am NOT YOUR MASTER!” He pushed her away from him.
 
   Harper gasped as she watched Claire’s head bounce of the side of the small wooden table and her body fell to the ground. She ran to her side and pulled her head to her lap.
 
   She grabbed the towel on the floor and held it to her head and tried to stop the bleeding.
 
   “Get her up now! We have to move!” The man was an animal, a soulless animal, Harper knew this the minute she saw his eyes.
 
   “We can’t move her, we have to stop the bleeding!” Harper screamed at him, “You’re okay Claire, we’re going to be…”
 
   The capture grabbed Claire’s arm and tried to pull her up. Harper grabbed her tightly, “NO!”
 
   He grabbed Harper by the hair, yanked her back, and kicked her across the room. Harper fell to her side and yelled out in pain. 
 
   Claire opened her eyes as he grabbed her by the hair. She grabbed his hands and dug her nails into him and screamed. Harper stood and lunged at him, he swatted her across the face with the back of his hand and she fell. He grabbed both of them by the hair and the door opened.
 
   A hood covered Harper’s head as she kicked and scratched at the man restraining her. His knee crashed into her stomach and she fell again. Unable to fight anymore her hands were bound with little resistance. It was dark and Harper was in pain, they dragged her out the door across the gravel driveway. She screamed out, as the sharp rocks cut into her body. She fought hard to free herself and felt her legs lift and then for a moment she was weightless. Her body fell into the metal below. Harper tried to sit up and was thrown back again when Claire was thrown against her.
 
   They felt the rumble of the vehicle as it pulled down the long bumpy driveway. Harper felt Claire’s bound hands search for hers and they held hands tightly.
 
   “I’m not done fighting Claire, we’re not done fighting. Rest now, Claire,” Harper felt her hands relax and she held tightly to them. 
 
   “Claire, we are going to be alright,” Harper tried to sooth her the same way she had soothed Harper, “Shh, shh, shh.”
 
   Harper tried to fight to stay awake, she felt the strength leaving her body and exhaustion take over, “Please give me strength, please God… help us survive.”
 
   Her body slumped against Claire’s and darkness overcame her. 
 
    
 
   


Chapter 14
 
   Brody and Collin jumped in the car. Tomas handed him a phone, “You have a call.”
 
   “Are you there?” Tessa’s voice was soft and scared.
 
   “Yes beautiful, I love you. You’ll hear from me soon,” Collin’s voice was soft yet sturdy : exactly what she needed and he knew it.
 
   “You be careful, Collin,” Tessa’s voice broke.
 
   “Of course,” he said softly.
 
   “I love you,” she whispered.
 
   “I know, and I love you Tessa Abraham,” Collin let out a deep breath. “Talk to you soon.”
 
   Tomas handed him the phone and the computer pointing to the location, “Maddox?”
 
   “There are two locations. The vehicle that left the Liverpool property and the vehicle that was spotted on the London street surveillance cameras are about forty miles apart. Pick the one you will go to,” Maddox’s tone was strong and confident.
 
   “We’ll go east, you take west. We communicate Maddox…”
 
   “Collin,” Maddox’s voice shook, “I agree with the communication thing, I wasn’t the one who took off…”
 
   “You’ll understand one day, soon,” Collin said in a low deep voice.
 
   “I understand now.”
 
   “This cannot be an issue,” Collin began, “We stand united.”
 
   “Understood,” Maddox agreed.
 
   “We have four with us, and you have?”
 
   “Four as well, your sons are as stubborn as the rest of you,” Maddox said sarcastically.
 
   Collin sat quietly, “You tell them to do as Zach tells them too, you do the same Maddox, you’re my son now too. Which means all three of your asses are grounded when we finish this thing.”
 
   Maddox smiled, “Your Dad says you’re grounded.”
 
   “Maddox, could you put me on speaker please?” Collin heard the phone connect to the Bluetooth system in the car. “Matthew and CJ, you go in just like it was an untapped and hostile situation. We have talked about this. You watch to see what’s going on, survey the area don’t just run in there half-cocked. She is not your sister today do you understand? Your emotions will get you killed. I need you all alive and well, just as much as I need Harper and my grandson, do you understand?”
 
   They both answered yes.
 
   “Good. I assume you are all armed. Remember to know where each other are at all times. When we sweep our site we will come to yours. One of us will have your sister and Claire. Good luck and we will talk to you soon. I love you.”
 
   “Is Dad right there?” Maddox asked.
 
   “Yes you’re on speaker.”
 
   “Hey Maddox,” Brody’s voice boomed through the speaker, “I trust you understand what Collin just said.”
 
   “Of course,” Maddox answered, “I want to add something though.”
 
   “Go ahead, Maddox.”
 
   “None of the fuckers walk out alive,” Maddox growled, “Anyone who had anything to do with this dies tonight. I have fucking had it with shitbags!”
 
   Brody laughed and Collin shot him a dirty look, “Sorry Collin, but I agree. Keep each other safe, that’s first, got it? Then I agree, fuck them up, Maddox.”
 
   “I love you, Dad,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “I love you, as well. See you soon,” Brody hung up.
 
   Maddox sat back and looked out the window, “Zach, how much farther?”
 
   “Less than ten minutes,” Zach answered.
 
   ~
 
   They pulled just down the road from the driveway and all got out of the car. Zach handed them each two hand guns.
 
   Maddox looked at Matthew and CJ, “Your sister will kick my ass if you get hurt.”
 
   Matthew smiled, “Yeah, she would.”
 
   CJ chuckled as he shoved his second gun in his belt.
 
   “Let’s do this. Follow me,” Zach had night vision goggles slung around his neck. He pointed up in the sky, “Smoke, someone is here.”
 
   Maddox felt far too calm, and it scared the hell out of him.
 
   They stayed hidden behind the trees as they surveyed the area and secured the perimeter. Zach motioned towards the other side of the house and pointed to himself and Matthew. Then pointed to CJ and Maddox and pointed to the cabin. “Give us thirty seconds, and then we move in, sweeping from back to front. Wait for the three,” he held up his fingers, “Then we go in together.”
 
   “Waste of time, she’s not fucking here,” Maddox growled at Zach and ran towards the house.
 
   “Fuck,” Zach ran behind him and Harper’s brothers followed.
 
   Maddox kicked in the door and held his gun and flashlight together in his hands as he walked through the cabin quickly shining the light and pointing his gun in around the small room. He opened the stove and saw hot pink silk scraps inside the small smoldering embers.
 
   He reached in and pulled the slow burning material out and dropped in on the ground. He stomped on it as the others searched the rest of the back room.
 
   Maddox called his father’s phone and Brody answered quickly, “Maddox.”
 
   “Put me on speaker, Dad,” Maddox growled.
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “She was here. I would guess by the fire in the stove they have been gone less than an hour,” Maddox was interrupted.
 
   “The fires almost dead man they have been gone longer…”
 
   Maddox pointed to the ground, “Those are your sisters.”
 
   “You can’t assume…”
 
   “Matthew not an argument, they are hers,” Maddox snapped as he shone the light down. He cringed when he saw the blood. “Dad, she’s bleeding,” his voice shook, “FUCK!”
 
   “You can’t be sure that they’re…”
 
   “Matthew she was fucking here!”
 
   Collin snapped, “Enough! Anything else?”
 
   Maddox walked around the room and shined his light. He saw something in the corner of the room and walked to it and picked it up, “Her ring, MOTHER FUCKER!”
 
   Maddox grabbed it and the panties, and ran out of the cabin towards the car. He climbed behind the wheel.
 
   “Maddox I’ll drive…”
 
   “Get the fuck in Zach! I’m driving.”
 
   “Maddox,” he looked at his phone.
 
   “I’m here,” he said as he peeled out.
 
   “You get to us alive Maddox, slow the fuck down,” Brody snapped at him.
 
   “Sure Dad, I’ll go the speed limit. How far are you from your destination?”
 
   “Twenty minutes,” Collin answered.
 
   “Wait for us, there were five sets of footprints, Dad. Two areas I suspect…I think they dragged them out of the cabin. You need to wait. Have you called Mom?” CJ asked.
 
   “Not yet CJ,” Collin’s tone did not waiver, as normal he was calm and direct, “I will now.”
 
   “Call Emma, Dad-- or you will be on the shit list,” Maddox pressed the gas pedal harder.
 
   “How long before you get to our destination Zach?” Collin asked.
 
   “Pretty fucking hard to tell,” Zach laughed nervously as Maddox took a corner at over a hundred miles per hour.
 
   “Maddox, slow down damn it!” Brody snapped.
 
   “Alright Dad,” Maddox clenched his jaw.
 
   “How many miles Zach?” Collin asked.
 
   “Well it changes pretty quickly,” Zach answered trying not to worry Collin.
 
   Matthew and CJ laughed.
 
   “Don’t encourage him,” Collin said calmly. “Maddox, slow down or I’ll tell Harper I think you’re an asshole and advise her not to marry you.”
 
   CJ and Matthew laughed and Maddox slowed down a bit without even realizing it.
 
   “That worked,” Matthew laughed.
 
   “Alright boys, I have some calls to make. I’ll call you when we get there and give you instructions,” Collin chuckled. “She is going to be fine, they are going to be fine. We just need to make sure you get to us in one piece.”
 
   “Talk to you soon?” Maddox asked.
 
   “Get back to you in twenty, Son.”
 
   Maddox looked at Zach briefly, “Get T and Surge to my parent’s place-- extra bodies. I think Caroline, Henry, Maggie, and John should get the kids back to New York. Find out the nearest hospital to our destination and get Emma and Tessa there.” Zach looked at him curiously, “It’s never this fucking easy, Zach. I trust you… now give me the same courtesy.”
 
   ~
 
   “What’s up Dad?” Maddox answered the car phone.
 
   “We’ll be there in five minutes. How long before you get here?” Brody asked.
 
   “Fifteen tops,” Maddox answered.
 
   “You will see a black sedan parked about a mile out. Meet us there,” Collin instructed.
 
   “You sure you’ll be there Dad?” Matthew asked sarcastically. He didn’t answer, “We’ll see you there Dad, be safe.”
 
   “See you soon Maddox,” Brody said softly, “Use your heads boys.”
 
   Maddox hung up and pressed the gas pedal even further.
 
   ~
 
   “Collin, another call for you,” Tomas handed him the phone.
 
   Collin looked at the phone, “Were you able to retrieve the number?” 
 
   Tomas shook his head no, “But we’re all set up now to trace it.”
 
   “This is Collin Abraham.”
 
   “Collin my name is Harrison Dunlap,” his voice was weak.
 
   Collin looked quickly at Tomas, “What can I do for you Harrison?”
 
   “I’d like to meet you Collin,” he took a deep breath; “I don’t want to have this conversation over the phone.”
 
   “Well I am a very busy man Harrison and…”
 
   “I am a very sick man, Collin. I don’t have time for games. I want to meet you.”
 
   “Harrison I am aware of who you are. I believe you are the man who screwed a whore and impregnated her.”
 
   He heard him take a deep breath, “I believe Collin, that you are my son. I also believe that there is possibly trouble brewing,” he took another breath, “with my son, Atticus.”
 
   “Tell me what you know about this ‘trouble’, Harrison.”
 
   Brody watched Collin retain control and had no fucking clue how he could.
 
   “I think you may have reason to be concerned.” He took a breath, “Atticus has always been-- troubled,” he coughed, “He’s sometimes explosive when he feels threatened.”
 
   “When is the last time you spoke to or saw him?”
 
   “Two days ago. I have someone who watches him,” he took a breath. “I never knew he was aware of it. A trusted employee told me he offered them money to keep me away from my ex-wife and her son Blake,” he took a deep breath. “He told them he would soon have more than enough money to continue their employment,” Harrison coughed and took a deep breath, “I’m dying, it could be a year it could be a day. I contacted Blake’s mother and she told me she had talked to him and that he threatened her.”
 
   “I don’t have time for this Harrison. As we speak I am searching for my little girl Harper. There was a break in at a home we were visiting here in England. My wife and her cousin were assaulted. My daughter was taken. We are past the twenty four hour mark, so statistically there is very little chance she is alive. So no I do not have time to bond with you at this time. I don’t even know if I have it in me to do so. When you hear what I have to say, you and I may become mortal enemies. You must understand one thing about me Harrison; I will fiercely protect my own. When I find whomever is responsible for this, they will pay for what they have done.”
 
   “I have read about your past Collin. But you need to remember something as well. Atticus is my son…”
 
   “If he is responsible for her abduction,” Brody grabbed Collin’s shoulder and shook his head slowly no, Collin laughed angrily. “My daughter, your FUCKING BLOOD Harrison… is a smart, sweet, kind, giving, loving, beautiful girl. She has two brothers who are no different. They take care of others, they work hard, and they have kind hearts, and have done NOTHING to deserve this!”
 
   “I never said they did Collin. From what I’ve learned recently, they must take after you, son. I hope someday soon to meet all of you. I hope someday you can,” Harrison stopped and coughed, then took several deep breaths, “Forgive me.”
 
   “Forgive you? Forgive you for what? I don’t even know you. You don’t know me, there is nothing to forgive.”
 
   “Thank you Collin, for not blaming me for something that was out of my control. I would have come for you.”
 
   “Harrison, we can’t fix what we don’t know.”
 
   “You certainly are my son. I need to meet you.”
 
   “Please understand that right now I need to …”
 
   “I understand. I want to meet them as well. Please give me your word that very soon we can make that happen.”
 
   “I don’t know if that will happen. You may not want that.”
 
   “Goodnight son,” Harrison coughed, “Go get your daughter. If there is anything I can do, please let me know. I’ll do whatever is in my power.”
 
   ~
 
   Collin hung up and sat back running his hands through his hair.
 
   “You need to get back your focus, Collin. Your shield lowered, my God you do have emotions,” Brody smiled and Collin looked at him curiously. “The Collin I know is one bad mother fucker. The only time you get bent is when it comes to your wife or Harper.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s true,” Collin stated.
 
   “I didn’t think you were human for some time,” Brody laughed and so did Collin, “Armor up Collin, we have some people to fuck up.”
 
   Collin looked at him and shook his head yes, “For Harper.”
 
   “Absolutely for Harper, for Claire, for Tessa, and for my Em. Whoever blackened her eye is going to eat their own dick.”
 
   “You have issues,” Collin cracked a smile, “Fucking Rock Stars.”
 
   “Crazy ass mother fuckers,” Brody gave a maddening look and then smiled.
 
   The car slowed down as it passed a driveway. Tomas looked with night vision goggles at the clearing.
 
   They drove down the road further and turned around and parked a mile back.
 
   Collin got out and Brody called Maddox, “ETA?”
 
   “What?” Maddox asked.
 
   “When will you be here?”
 
   “Ten minutes,” Zach chimed in.
 
   “Alright we drove by. Both vehicles are here. Park by the black car and follow us in on foot. See you soon son.”
 
   “See you soon.” Maddox hung up and gunned it.
 
   ~
 
   “You ready?” Collin handed Brody a hand gun.
 
   “Hell yes. Let’s get her, and get the fuck out before any more of our kids get here.”
 
   Brody and Clive followed Tomas and Collin quietly into the woods. They quickly and silently ran in the direction of the house. They arrived at the clearing and Collin held his hand up stopping them. Two men were outside on the small porch.
 
   They were talking but Collin couldn’t make out what they were saying. He motioned for Tomas to lead Clive to the back and circle the property. Collin and Brody snuck closer to the house. The lot had several trees and they easily got closer to the house. He held up two fingers and motioned to Brody. They snuck to a window and Collin peeked in.
 
   He saw two bodies slouched against each other both hooded and bound. He noticed two doors leading off the main room and motioned for Brody to follow him around back. They looked in windows but couldn’t see anything. Black drapes hung over them. Collin pushed one up and it lifted effortlessly. He pointed to himself and then the window. Then he pointed to Brody and whispered Tomas.
 
   Brody shook his head ‘no’, disagreeing that he should enter alone. Collin effortlessly pulled himself up and slipped through the window. Brody quickly made his way to Tomas.
 
   Collin was in a small room with a cot and a door. He carefully crept across the room and listened at the door. He opened it slowly revealing that he was alone.
 
   He quickly made his way to them and bent down, “Harper its Daddy, be very quiet.”
 
   He pulled the hood off and she opened her swollen eyes, “Daddy,” she whispered, “Claire.”
 
   “I know Princess,” he untied her hands and did his best to mask the anger building up inside when he saw his little girl had been severely beaten. “Don’t move.”
 
   He untied Claire’s hands quickly and pulled her hood off.
 
   She turned away and looked towards Harper, “Daddy,” Harper whispered and Claire shook her head up and down once and a tear fell down her swollen face.
 
   He looked at Harper and held his finger to his lips. He held up two fingers and raised his shoulders in question.
 
   Harper lifted her arm and held up three.
 
   “Well hello, Collin,” he heard from behind him, “I would drop the gun and turn around very slowly if I were you.”
 
   Collin did as he asked.
 
   He stood and looked at the man holding a gun, “Atticus, I presume.”
 
   “Very good Collin. Or should I say, brother?”
 
   “You’re going to turn around and walk out of here and let them go,” Collin said his voice smooth and steady.
 
   “Oh I don’t think so.”
 
   “You have no choice in the matter,” Collin took a slow step towards him.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox, Zach, Matthew, and CJ walked noiselessly through the woods when they heard a gunshot. 
 
   Panicked-- Maddox ran full speed through the trees, glancing briefly at the path of broken branches laid out before them by Collin, Brody, and the others.
 
   He came upon the clearing and all hell broke loose. He scanned the area and saw Brody grabbing his gun. As he continued to run hidden in the trees, he saw two men on the porch quickly duck inside the cabin’s door.
 
   He looked back and saw Zach, Matthew, and CJ hot on his heels. He pointed towards Tomas and Clive and then to Brody. Zach, Matthew, and CJ ran towards them.
 
   Another shot was fired and he heard Harper scream in horror. Maddox watched as Tomas held Matthew back from running towards the cabin. Harper screamed: “NO!”
 
   Maddox heard no one as he ran to the back of the cabin. He saw an open window and climbed through. A foot kicked him hard under the chin sending him falling backwards. He quickly stood and dove on the man. Maddox grabbed him by the throat and his long thick fingers easily wrapped around tight enough that the man was unable to make a sound. Maddox squeezed harder until his body quickly went limp. He dragged him towards the window intending on throwing his limp lifeless body out of it when he saw Matthew climbing through the window.
 
   Maddox grabbed his hand and pulled him in. Matthew looked at the limp body in Maddox’s other hand and looked shocked as Maddox pushed him out the window.
 
   They stood silently and listened to Harper’s soft sobs. Two men’s voices were muffled and angry, “Where the fuck is he?”
 
   The door to the room flew open and Maddox jabbed him in the face knocking him unconscious. 
 
   “Get him out,” Maddox didn’t give Matthew a chance to respond. 
 
   He stormed through the door and Atticus grabbed Harper. 
 
   Maddox drew his gun and slowly moved facing Atticus. His eyes swept over Harper’s bruised body. He glanced at Collin lying on the floor as blood pooled around him. Claire had maneuvered herself into a corner. 
 
   “Drop the gun, Hines,” Atticus pointed his gun to Harper’s head and pulled back the hammer.
 
   “You first,” Maddox growled.
 
   “You’re in no position to make demands,” Atticus smiled salaciously, “Now! Or I shoot her in the head.”
 
   Maddox’s eyes fixed on Harper’s and he slowly dropped the gun to the ground. A shot was fired and Maddox dove toward Harper covering her body with his. 
 
   Atticus hit him hard in the back of the head and Maddox growled as he was pulled up. Atticus forced him to walk towards the front window. He pressed Maddox’s head against the glass, “Back the fuck off, or he dies next.”
 
   “Fucking listen to him,” Maddox yelled.
 
   A shot rang out from behind them and Atticus yanked Maddox away from the window and closed the curtain. 
 
   Maddox was facing Harper with his back to Atticus when the goon walked out from the back room wiping the blood from his mouth, “You’re going to pay for that mother fucker,” he said as he pointed his gun at Maddox.
 
   Maddox laughed a deep throaty laugh, “Sweetness, which one of these guys fucked up that pretty little face of yours?”
 
   “Maddox, no,” Harper whimpered.
 
   The goon laughed, “I did--- what the fuck…” Maddox swiftly kicked him in the face again sending him tumbling to the ground.
 
   Atticus grabbed his neck from behind and a shot rang out. The goon jumped up and lunged towards Maddox pointing his gun at him. Maddox wrestled him to the ground and pinned him face down.
 
   He heard a commotion behind him and glanced back. Atticus lay on the ground with a bullet through his head, “Dad, Matthew, in the back!”
 
   Brody ran in the back room and Tomas pulled Collin’s head to his lap. Harper began crying. He let go and started towards her, the goon grabbed for his gun and Maddox grabbed him by his hair forcing him up on his knees as he struggled to get the gun from him, “Sweetness, which one!”
 
   “Him, Maddox… my father,” Harper whimpered and held her stomach, “Our baby.”
 
   “Not anymore BITCH!” the goon growled loudly.
 
   Maddox’s eyes went dark as he watched Harper shake her head slowly from side to side, “YOU MOTHER FUCKER!” Maddox screamed as he held the goons head tightly. Maddox screamed out as he put one arm around his neck and in the blink of an eye took his jaw in the other hand and snapped his neck. He let go and the man fell face down into the dirty wooden floor.
 
   Harper screamed as she held her hands over her ears and cried loudly. Maddox rushed to her, he grabbed her in his arms and held her as she sobbed.
 
   “I’ve got you, Sweetness. You’re going to be okay,” Maddox said as he stroked her hair and rocked her back and forth. 
 
   Her arms wrapped tightly around his neck and her body shook violently, “Claire,” she whispered.
 
   Brody came out with Matthew limping, as he leaned on Brody.
 
   Maddox looked at him and then quickly towards Collin. 
 
   Tomas and Zach were performing CPR on Collin.
 
   Matthew dropped to his knees, “NO!”
 
   Harper looked up and saw them, “Daddy please…” she cried out.
 
   Matthew looked around the room his eyes wide and angry. He saw Claire in the corner and pulled himself towards her. Claire was shaking as she covered her ears and rocked herself back and forth, "Shh, shh, shh.” Matthew grabbed her, “No… please no.”
 
   He pulled her towards him and pulled her head to his chest, “You’re alright now.”
 
   


Chapter 15
 
   It seemed like forever had passed when the police and ambulances arrived at the scene.
 
   Zach and Tomas continued CPR trying to revive Collin. They continued as they loaded him into one ambulance, Harper and Maddox in another, and Zach, Claire, and Matthew in the third.
 
   “I need to be with him,” Harper cried as she tried to sit up.
 
   “They are doing everything they can Harper. Please sweetness, lay back alright?” Maddox watched her pained eyes, “Rest please. Let me take care of you now.”
 
   Harper laid back and one hand gripped her shirt over her heart and the other rubbed her belly slowly. “It hurts, Maddox,” she whispered.
 
   “I know Sweetness, I know,” Maddox kissed her check, “You’re here now, I have you.”
 
   Harper closed her eyes as silent tears escaped them. Maddox took a slow deep breath as he opened his mouth slightly and captured the tear; he sucked gently and then slowly licked the spot the tear had fallen. A metallic taste touched his lips, blood he thought. Rage and fury burned through his veins. Maddox blocked out the need to tear everything around him to shreds. His awareness of her needs, and a desire stronger than any force he had ever felt to tend to them strangled the rage. He moved to the next tear and slowly did the same. 
 
   Harper let go and sobbed quietly against his face. She grabbed his hair and pressed his head against hers as he kissed her. Gently licking away her tears and the dried blood on her face and around her mouth, Maddox lost awareness of everything else going on around him. 
 
   The paramedic touched his arm and tried to hand him a damp cloth, Maddox shook his head ‘no’, and continued. A growl crept out as he continued to clean her wounds. He placed his hand over hers as she continued rubbing her swollen stomach. She sobbed loudly.
 
   “Maddox,” convulsive gasps followed his name, “I feel like I’m going to die.”
 
   “You’re not Harper,” he swallowed back the pain he felt filling him, “I won’t ever allow that to happen.”
 
   “Right now,” she took a large intake of breath, “right now-- I wish I had, Maddox, I wish I had!” She nuzzled her nose against his neck as she sobbed. Her arms reached around him and she cried out again. Squeezing him, she screamed out in rage-- “WHY?!”
 
   His hand brushed over her hair trying to calm her as she continued. Her body began to shake and the electrocardiograph machine spiked. 
 
   “We have to give her something to relax,” the female paramedic said softly.
 
   Maddox held her tightly against him as he laid her back down.
 
   She flinched and let out a pained cry when the IV was placed into her arm and Maddox snarled at the paramedic.
 
   “I am so sorry miss,” she said before shooting something into the plastic line attached to Harper’s hand.
 
   “Easy,” Maddox warned the paramedic, “Just what she has to have, no more.”
 
   The paramedic nodded in agreement.
 
   Harper’s sobs softened as he felt the pressure from her firm grasp start to loosen.
 
   “I need to see my Daddy, Maddox,” Harper sniffled softly.
 
   “I know Sweetness,” Maddox softly stroked her swollen cheek and kissed her hair gently.
 
   “Our baby boy…”
 
   “Harper,” he whispered against her head, “I will get you through this.”
 
   “What about you, you…”
 
   “Taking care of you is my focus Harper,” Maddox looked into her swollen blood shot blue eyes protectively.
 
   The red and white flashes of the lights stopped moving around them as Harper became more and more restful. She wondered if it were in her imagination. If the lights were a dream, a nightmare. If this calm now washing over her was actually because of the medication that burned when entering her veins, if Maddox was actually holding her gently in his arms, or if in fact she was now entering into the light. The only thing she did know was movement had stopped. The pain was fleeing her body, the terror of the past day and night, and the next day now night again was dwindling. The strangling pain in her heart for what she knew was loss was now a weighty soreness.
 
   The doors to the ambulance flew open and Maddox looked up and saw Emma, “Go to Tessa, I have this Mom.”
 
   Emma heard a blood curdling scream and she ran to the other ambulance. She ran towards the sound and saw a paramedic straddling a man as he did chest compressions. Her eyes swept left and she saw Brody holding Tessa back as she fought to get to the man Emma now knew was Collin. 
 
   “WAKE UP NOW!” Tessa screamed as her sons took her from Brody, “Don’t you leave me DAMN IT!”
 
   Heavy with emotion and still sore from the attack, Emma’s knees began to buckle. Brody quickly grabbed her before she fell. He held her as they followed the stretchers through the emergency room doors.
 
   Harper tried lifting her head and Maddox leaned over as he held her hand never leaving her side, “Rest, Sweetness. You can see him in a minute alright?”
 
   Harper let out a whimper as she slowly nodded her head yes. 
 
   The emergency room doctors took over administering CPR as Maddox watched the breathless paramedic squat down on the ground trying to regain his strength, “We had him back-- don’t stop damn it.”
 
   Maddox watched Harper’s groggy eyes as they went towards the bustling noise that filled the emergency room. Tessa glanced behind her as if she could sense her child was present. She wiped her eyes vehemently, trying to mask the pain and wipe away its evidence as she ran towards Harper.
 
   “Baby girl, you’re okay,” Tessa kissed her face gently and looked at Maddox for answers.
 
   “She’s going to be fine,” Maddox looked sadly into Tessa’s eyes.
 
   The third stretcher made its way into the busy halls and Maddox looked back at Claire, “Please no; please I don’t want to be here. PLEASE NO!”
 
   The deafening sound of the heart monitor’s flat line filled the hallway causing time to stop as everyone looked towards Collin, silence. 
 
   Harper dug deep inside herself and found her voice, “NO DADDY NO!” 
 
   The heart monitor beeped and Collin gasped and his eyes opened wide, “There you are. I knew you wouldn’t leave me,” Tessa sobbed.
 
   “..Can’t…have …you…yet,” he gasped.
 
   “No-- not yet, but we have lots of time Collin…”
 
   “Love...so…much beautiful,” he gasped again.
 
   “I love you, I love you Collin,” she covered his face with kisses and tears.
 
   Maddox swooped Harper up in his arms when he heard, “Hey, put her down.”
 
   “Try to stop me,” he growled at the nurse as he walked by.
 
   “Daddy,” Harper whispered, “Thank you, thank you so much for finding me.”
 
   “Maddox...” Collin tried to swallow.
 
   “Both of you, Daddy,” Maddox bent down so she could kiss him, “I love you.”
 
   Collin’s eyes widened as he looked to his sons, back to Harper, and finally at Tessa, “Four chambers…full…truest…love. Thank you…”
 
   Tessa shook, “No Collin-- thank you, thank you.”
 
   “The OR is ready, let’s get him up there,” the doctor shouted.
 
   “Enough…to fill…all four…overflowing…” Collin’s eyes rolled back and the machine sounded again.
 
   “GET BACK,” the doctor grabbed the defibrillator paddles, “CLEAR.”
 
   Collin’s body jilted up, beep-beep beep…and nothing.
 
   “CLEAR,” they shocked him again.
 
   “YOU FIGHT! YOU FIGHT NOW!” Tessa screamed.
 
   “CLEAR,” beep-beep beep…and nothing.
 
   “CLEAR,” beep-beep beep…and nothing.
 
   “Time of…”
 
   “NO!  NO! NO! NO!” Tessa screamed as she pushed the doctor away and clung to Collin’s lifeless body, “I love you, please Collin. GOD please.”
 
   Matthew and CJ grabbed her.
 
   “Daddy no don’t go, please, PLEASE! WHY? Take me God, damn it-- take me!” Harper screamed.
 
   Maddox held her tighter as tears filled his eyes and he whispered, “He can’t have you Harper.”
 
   “NO!” Harper screamed and shook.
 
   Maddox felt like he was going to lose it. He couldn’t stand to see her hurt any more than she was. He looked for the nurse and nodded to her. She gave Harper a shot in her arm.
 
   “No, please, no,” Harper fought the effects of the drugs as long as she could, holding onto Maddox as if her life depended on it, “Maddox please.”
 
   “Rest Harper, please, rest,” Maddox watched as Tessa sobbed and Matthew and CJ tried their very best to calm her down.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox paced beside Harper’s hospital bed when Matthew popped his head in, “Claire is out of surgery. They were able to drain the blood from her lung and fix the puncture.”
 
   “That’s good Matthew. How are you?”
 
   “Strong. I have to be,” he gave a weak smile.
 
   “Tessa?”
 
   “She’ll be up soon,” Matthew took a deep breath, “Emma got her to shower, and she is in scrubs. Don’t let that fool you though, she really isn’t a doctor.”
 
   Maddox smiled politely at his joke, “I won’t.”
 
   Matthew walked over to Harper and whispered, “She looks like hell. Fuckers.”
 
   “No one will ever lay a hand on her again…”
 
   “Or you will kill them,” Matthew asked.
 
   Maddox looked quickly up at Matthew and scowled slightly.
 
   Matthew chuckled, “I was climbing through a window and saw you strangle a man.”
 
   “I would do it again.”
 
   “Then you snapped another man’s neck,” Matthew chuckled again.
 
   Maddox looked at him showing no emotion and started to speak.
 
   “I know, you would do it again,” Matthew gave him a slight smile. “He liked you.”
 
   Maddox looked at Matthew as tears threatened his eyes and waited for him to re gain his composure.
 
   “He liked you a lot. I now see why,” Matthew bent down and kissed Harper’s head. “You ever hurt her and I won’t snap your neck Maddox, I’ll just fucking shoot you.”
 
   Maddox’s eyes left Harper’s face and widened a bit as he looked at Matthew.
 
    Matthew smiled, “I know you won’t. I am just fucking with you.”
 
   Maddox gave him a half smile, “We got off to a bad start. I’m truly sorry I ever caused her any pain.”
 
   “I know. Well looks like we are stuck with each other,” Matthew looked at Harper again and then up at Maddox.
 
   Maddox stuck out his hand and Matthew shook it, “I am going to see how Mom is and we will be back up,” he started walking out of the room,” I will check on Claire again.”
 
   Maddox shook his head and looked back at Harper.
 
   Her eyes fluttered and then slowly opened.
 
   He smiled sadly and bent down and kissed her head. Harper tried to sit up.
 
   “Hold up there, Sweetness,” Maddox held a pillow to her stomach and lifted her back so she could sit.
 
   “Maddox what…”
 
   He bent down and kissed her lips lightly, “You had a little surgery. You should feel better in a few weeks. Until then when you sit up, you need to hold a pillow against you. It will hurt less.”
 
   Harper’s lip quivered, “The baby?”
 
   Maddox shook his head and looked at her.
 
   “What did they do with his…”
 
   “Harper do you remember everything that went on?”
 
   She shook her head yes.
 
   “Okay well,” he swallowed and sat by her feet holding her hands. “Your father you remember that?”
 
   She shook her head again.
 
   “Your Mom said his wish was to be cremated. Did you know that?”
 
   She shook her head as tears began to fall.
 
   Maddox wiped them away, “I asked that the baby be with him.”
 
   Harper closed her eyes and tears fell down her cheeks.
 
   “Is that alright?”
 
   “It’s alright,” she choked out.
 
   “It will be, Harper.”
 
   “How?” she shook and then pulled the pillow to her stomach.
 
   “I don’t know how to answer that. I know that whatever you need, that’s within my control will be done.”
 
   “Ok,” Harper whispered as he rubbed her hands gently.
 
   “Maddox.”
 
   “Yes Sweetness?”
 
   “I need you to hold me.”
 
   Maddox got up quickly and she moved over. He sat next to her and pulled her head to his chest, “I love you. I’ll do anything you need me to.”
 
   Maddox kissed her head and rubbed her hand. Harper looked down and gasped, “My ring, I left it…”
 
   Maddox reached in his pocket, “I found it.”
 
   “You went there?”
 
   “Yes and I saw it. You were so smart Harper to leave it. It helped us find you,” Maddox kissed her again.
 
   Harper reached out to take it from him and he closed his hand around it. She looked up at him.
 
   “Harper Abraham will you marry me?”
 
   She shook her head yes and he placed the ring back on her finger and kissed it.
 
   “I love you,” she winced as she tried to sit up and look at him.
 
   “I love you, now rest Sweetness. We need to get you out of here and back home,” he held her tightly.
 
   ~
 
   Emma and Tessa sat in the waiting room. Brody was talking quietly on the phone and so were Tomas and CJ. They were trying to make arrangements to get everyone back to the US. 
 
   Tessa stood when she saw Matthew, she wiped her eyes, “Is she awake?”
 
   “Not yet, but she will be soon,” Matthew hugged his mother tightly.
 
   “It’s bad enough that you boys have seen me like this, she can’t,” Tessa tried to smile.
 
   “Mom, you don’t have to be strong for any of us,” Matthew quietly whispered as he hugged her.
 
   “I do.” Tessa stood back, “You need to get that bullet out of your foot Matthew.”
 
   “I offered,” CJ approached them with a smile, “He thinks it’s a bad idea.”
 
   Tessa smiled at him, “Well either way, it has to come out.”
 
   “They checked it out and agreed it really wasn’t in a dangerous place Mom. Let’s get back home and I’ll do it then.”
 
   “If you don’t I am going to let CJ,” Tessa forced a small smile. “Okay let’s get up there and be strong…”
 
   “We are all little soldiers Mom,” CJ swallowed hard. “We got this.”
 
   Tessa closed her eyes and shook her head.
 
   “Do you have a minute?” Brody asked softly and Tessa shook her head up and down. “We’re all set for tomorrow if Harper is released.”
 
   Tessa smiled and shook her head in agreement, “You’re sure about this?”
 
   Emma smiled, “We are.”
 
   “Alright then…”
 
   “Keep your fucking hands off of me,” Zach’s deep low voice came from the hallway, “When my sister is released you and I can handle this like men, unless you are too much of a pussy still.”
 
   “You’re not an agent anymore. You’ve been warned repeatedly. You broke the law…again.”
 
   “What would you have me do? Wait until you fucks screwed this one up too? Fuck that,” Zach growled.
 
   “A life was lost because of this Taylor,” another voice growled.
 
   “Two would have been, you fucking idiot. And just so you know, that man died saving his child. HIS CHILD!”
 
   “How very noble…” Brody heard and then a loud bang ran out the door into the hallway.
 
   “Zach let him go,” Brody grabbed Zach and pulled him away.
 
   “That’s assault…”
 
   “That was fucking nothing, you mother…”
 
   “Could we not do this, not now officer? Not now, we’re grieving in there. A family is trying …enough! His sister is in surgery, can’t you just let it go for now?”
 
   The man straightened himself up, “You have twenty four hours.”
 
   “Yeah we’ll see you…” Zach began.
 
   “Let’s go,” Brody pushed Zach through the doorway and looked over his shoulder, “Thank you.”
 
   Zach walked in the room and everyone was looking at him, “I sincerely apologize for…”
 
   “Don’t apologize Zach. From what I understand you are the main reason my daughter was found,” Tessa hugged him, “Thank you.”
 
   Zach looked at her and stepped back, “I’m sorry it came at such a loss to you and your family.”
 
   Everyone was quiet as Tessa stared at the ground and shook her head back and forth, “It was not your fault. Any of yours. Collin,” her voice cracked and she swallowed and cleared her throat, “He would have done it even if he knew the outcome.” CJ and Matthew each held one of her hands, “We should go see her now.”
 
   ~
 
   Tessa and her sons walked into Harper’s room and she was asleep against Maddox’s chest.
 
   “Did she wake up?” Matthew asked.
 
   “Briefly,” Maddox whispered trying not to disturb her, “Tessa I’m so…”
 
   “No Maddox--- stop right there, alright? She’s here because of you. Never be sorry for any of this,” Tessa walked to the opposite side of her bed. “Make her happy. Love and protect her, just like her father did all of us.”
 
   Maddox shook his head up and down, “Always.”
 
   Harper opened her eyes and tried to sit up. Maddox reached in front of her holding the small pillow against her incision site, “Thank you.”
 
   Maddox kissed her head quickly.
 
   “Mom,” Harper whispered and hugged Tessa.
 
   “I’m so glad you’re okay, Harper,” Tessa hugged her back.
 
   “Mom,” Harper began to cry, “Daddy…”
 
   “And your baby, my grandchild…. I know Harper,” Tessa cried softly.
 
   Maddox clenched his jaw and stood up holding his hand to his heart.
 
   Harper lifted her head and looked at him, “I’ll give you a minute. I’m going to grab a shower if you are sure you’ll be alright.”
 
   Maddox bent and kissed her head. Harper grabbed his shirt and he looked at the confusion in her eyes. She placed her hand over his heart. Tessa sat back and wiped her eyes.
 
   “You do this when it hurts, every time,” Harper whispered to Maddox.
 
   Maddox closed his eyes, “Sorry Sweetn…Harper. I’m fine. If you are, I am.”
 
   Harper grasped his shirt and pulled him towards her, “I know.”
 
   She kissed him on the cheek and let go of him, “I love you, I’ll be back really quickly.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked quickly towards the nurses’ station at the end of the hall. 
 
   “Maddox,” he heard Brody’s voice coming from the small waiting room to the left of the nurses’ station.
 
   “Dad,” Maddox stopped and Brody hugged him.
 
   “You okay son? Harper okay?”
 
   “Yes I am and she’ll be fine.” Maddox stepped back and looked in the room.
 
   Zach was pacing and Tomas was eyeing him intently.
 
   “What’s going on,” he nodded to them.
 
   “Zach is in some trouble. Some douche bag detective wants his ass bad,” Brody explained, “Tomas is trying to convince him to take off, go back to the states, but he’s worried about Claire. He thinks she’ll have a hard time.”
 
   “So she goes too,” Maddox looked up as Matthew walked behind them.
 
   “Yes, that’s the plan but he has a very small window of time,” Brody shook his head.
 
   Matthew walked into the room and up to Zach, “I’ll take care of it, Zach. I’ll make sure she’s alright. She…”
 
   “She doesn’t know you, Matthew. She can be a handful and…”
 
   “And you behind bars is going to help her how?” Matthew scowled.
 
   Maddox watched the interaction between them and looked at Brody and shrugged.
 
   “Let’s go see what she thinks,” Matthew walked out the door and Zach let out an exasperated breath and followed him.
 
   Maddox watched them leave and the corner of his mouth curled up and Brody laughed, “What are you thinking?”
 
   Maddox looked at him, “I think I despised him, and now I actually like him.”
 
   “That’s good--- he’ll be family,” Brody patted his back.
 
   Maddox shook his head in agreement, “I need a shower and some clothes do you think the nurses…”
 
   “Here,” Emma handed him a bag, “They were in the gift shop, nothing great and no underwear,” Emma whispered.
 
   “That’s fine,” he smiled, “Thanks Mom.”
 
   “I’m so sorry Maddox, I’m so sorry about the baby,” Emma whispered as she hugged him.
 
   “Me too,” he whispered back.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox peeked his head in Harper’s room and the curtain was drawn.
 
   He held his hand up telling Brody and Emma to wait as he walked in and through the curtain.
 
   Harper looked up when she heard him, “Maddox, now is…”
 
   Maddox looked down as the nurse was removing the catheter and then back up at her face, “I won’t look if it embarrasses you Harper, but I was right here when they did it.”
 
   Maddox continued looking at her face as he walked up to her. He was sure she was turning red, but there was really no way of telling because of all the bruising.
 
   Maddox held her hand as her eyes widened and then scrunched up showing discomfort.
 
    “All set,” the nurse said as she covered Harper back up, “If you need to use the bathroom please press the red call button, we’ll help you the first few times.”
 
   The nurse left and opened the curtain. Tessa, Brody, and Emma walked in when the nurse left and gave them the okay.
 
   Harper continued looking at Maddox.
 
   He bent and kissed her head whispering, “Nothing to be embarrassed about, Harper.”
 
   “It’s---gross,” Harper whispered back and made a disgusted face.
 
   “Nothing about you is. Nothing,” Maddox kissed her forehead and stood up and looked back at Tessa and his parents.
 
   “The doctor agreed that if you went to the bathroom and stayed next to my side we could leave tomorrow; to go home Harper, how does that sound?” Tessa asked.
 
   “Sounds good Mom but I have to finish…”
 
   “Well your father,” Tessa forced a smile, “After Maddox asked him to help plan the surprise…”
 
   Maddox looked at Tessa as she covered her mouth she appeared to look as if she would cry, “Tessa, it’s fine,” Maddox smiled gently, “I want her to know that he not only agreed but wanted to make it special. It’s truly alright.”
 
   “But now…”
 
   “We wait, no big deal. Truly no one could have seen this coming,” Maddox smiled again, “its fine, Tessa.”
 
   “What’s fine,” Harper asked, “Why don’t I know. We said no secrets…”
 
   “It wasn’t a secret,” Maddox smiled, “It’s a surprise.”
 
   “What’s the difference,” she scowled.
 
   “Well I never agreed to not being able to surprise you,” Maddox could tell she was getting angry.
 
   “Harper, they were planning a wedding. Your wedding,” Tessa smiled, “Surprise.”
 
   Harper looked up at Maddox, “My Dad was helping you?”
 
   Maddox shook his head yes and looked at Tessa and smiled trying to show her it was alright.
 
   “We’re in no hurry though Harper, we have…”
 
   Harper looked at Maddox, “Did you have a date?”
 
   Maddox let out a breath, “Yeah, but as I said before…”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Sweetness we have…”
 
   “WHEN!”
 
   “Wow,” Maddox smiled nervously, “You should try to settle…”
 
   “Maddox,” she growled.
 
   “You’re not going to win this Maddox,” Tessa laughed.
 
   “The official ceremony would have been New Year’s Eve. But in the summer we would hold a reception at the Cape,” Maddox looked into her eyes, “That was his idea. Now we should just…”
 
   “I want to get married where you did Mom. The church where you and Dad met,” Harper’s lip quivered.
 
   “That sounds perfect, Harper,” Tessa squeezed her hand.
 
   After Tessa and Harper hugged she looked up at Maddox with apologetic eyes.
 
   He rubbed his thumb across the back of the hand he held, nonverbally accepting her apology.
 
   Maddox took a deep breath, “He also made arrangements for you to complete your schooling back at Cornell. He was sure Tessa and you would want to be together before,” Maddox stopped and looked into her eyes, “Before the baby was born.”
 
   Harper shook her head in agreement, “I would have wanted that, I think.”
 
   Maddox gave her a quick smile, “So you’re not upset?”
 
   “No, not about that,” Harper lay down, “Especially not now.” Everyone was quiet for several minutes and Harper looked around the room filled with family, “Hey it’s too quiet where is London?”
 
   “When Maddox called last night he suggested that your Grandparents and his take the girls back home. To our home. Safer, I suppose at that time,” Tessa answered.
 
   “So you knew something was wrong,” Harper yawned. Maddox tried to hide his pending grin, “What?”
 
   “Harper, I was pretty sure that you weren’t out shopping when I saw our mothers,” Maddox smiled sympathetically.
 
   “Of course. London, Lexington, how are they? Did they…”
 
   “They were in the wine cellar. Apparently you suggested that?”
 
   Harper shook her head yes.
 
   “Maddox found them,” Brody smiled, “We thought they too, were taken.”
 
   Harper smiled at Maddox and yawned again.
 
   “Before you fall asleep Harper I need to let you all know something,” everyone looked at Brody, “Before we arrived Collin and I promised each other that we would protect each other’s families. Maddox, he trusts you completely. I hope you don’t doubt that ever.” Maddox shook his head acknowledging what Brody had said. “Emma and I have decided to sell the Liverpool house. We…”
 
   “Dad you don’t have to do that,” Maddox was shocked. He knew how Brody felt about the house, even after all the past events, to Brody it was home.
 
   “That house was always a place of peace for me, even after the Bo incident. It is just a house, what is important is what stands before me. And the little girls on a plane without us,” Brody rolled his eyes. “Emma and I discussed this after the conversation between all of us the other night. I don’t want it anymore; I want the girls and all of you to feel safe. Our security system was second to none but we got comfortable…”
 
   “Brody,” Emma patted his arm, “Okay.”
 
   Brody looked down at her for several moments before looking back up, “We’re moving back to the States. London will graduate as a Saint and Lexington will start her schooling there as well.”
 
   “You’re moving home Emma?” Tessa smiled.
 
   “Yes,” Emma smiled.
 
   “To your old…”
 
   “No,” Brody shook his head, “We’ll build a new home.”
 
   “So you’ll stay with us until it’s finished,” Tessa smiled, a real smile, the first since the night Harper was taken, “And you both, as well.”
 
   Harper looked to Maddox and he smiled and shook his head, “Sounds good for now.”
 
   Zach popped his head in the door, “Brody, do you have a minute?”
 
   “Zach, how is Claire?” Harper asked.
 
   Zach stepped in, “She woke up a few minutes ago, confused but…”
 
   “I want to see her,” Harper sat up holding the pillow to her stomach.
 
   “She’s kind of groggy, Harper,” Zach said softly.
 
   “I won’t be long,” she swung her legs over the side of the bed.
 
   “Harper, damn it…”
 
   “Maddox, I’m fine,” Harper stood, “Dizzy, but fine.”
 
   Maddox glared at her, “Sit your little ass…”
 
   Harper reached up and closed his lips with her fingers, pinching them together, “I want to see her.”
 
   She pulled her hand away and he closed his eyes, “I’ll take you and you’ll sit so that I can get a wheelchair.”
 
   “I can walk,” Harper insisted.
 
   “It’s on a totally different floor Harper. I really wish you would just wait,” Maddox looked at her with pleading eyes.
 
   “I need to do this, Maddox,” Harper looked at him. She hoped he understood that she did not have to explain what she, Jane/Jazz/Claire, had done for her.
 
   Harper sat and waited for him to get the chair and looked around the room.
 
   “Harper, you are as far away from…”
 
   Harper looked confused as Maddox walked in the room pushing the chair, “Can we have a minute please?”
 
   Maddox waited until everyone had left and he helped Harper into the chair. He squatted down before her and took both of her hands and kissed them softly and ran his lips back and forth over her knuckles.
 
   When he finally looked up he looked sad, “Sweetness, the surgery you had required that you be brought to the same floor as…”
 
   Harper gasped, “Maddox are we,” Harper cleared her throat, “Am I in the maternity unit?”
 
   His brows knit slightly as he shook his head up and down, “Your room is the farthest away…”
 
   “From the babies,” Harper whispered and started to look down.
 
   “We will have children Harper, more children. Your Dad… he needed part of him to be with him while he waits, for his other angels to join him someday.”
 
   Harper swallowed back tears and placed her hand against his heart, “Did you see him Maddox? Did you see…”
 
   “No Sweetness.”
 
   “Okay, I can do this,” her voice barely a whisper as she started to pull her hand away.
 
   Maddox placed his over hers as they looked into each other’s eyes, each other’s souls, gaining strength from one another as they had done so many times before.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox begrudgingly stood outside the door as Harper wheeled herself into Claire’s room, “Hi Zach, Matthew,” Harper looked confused.
 
   “Hey Harper, do they know you escaped?” Matthew smiled and stood up off the wall heater mounted on the wall beside Claire’s bed. He walked over and kissed his sisters head, “Do you need something?”
 
   “Yes, I need a minute. I want to talk to Claire,” Harper smiled sadly at him.
 
   Matthew nodded and Zach stood and patted her shoulder as they walked out the door.
 
   “How are you feeling?” 
 
   “I’m well,” Claire smiled.
 
   Harper looked down at the ground, “I wanted to say thank you, Claire. I don’t know what would have happened if you weren’t there with me. I wanted to say sorry because you would have never been in that situation if it weren’t for me. I want you to know I will always be thankful, grateful. If there is ever anything I can do, please tell me.”
 
   Claire smiled sadly, “Did you lose…” she stopped talking when Harper shook her head, “I’m sorry for your loss. I really am.”
 
   Harper looked up at her and saw tears in her eyes, “Claire…”
 
   “No, please let me. The first time I met you I wasn’t kind. I purposely hurt you each time. I didn’t know you. I didn’t want to.”
 
   “I know that Claire, and I understand.”
 
   “I was jealous.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Please don’t be,” Claire smiled and looked down at Harper’s hand, “You got your ring back.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “I’m glad, very glad that you and Maddox have each other. He loves you. Maddox was kind to me. But he loves you, deeply,” Claire smiled slightly, “I’m glad he has you.”
 
   “Someday you’ll find the person you were meant to be with also, Claire.”
 
   “Well for now, I just really want to find myself.”
 
   Harper smiled at her, “Anything I can do…”
 
   “You, your whole family, have a lot to deal with.”
 
   “We all do, Claire.”
 
   “The police have to interview us. Zach won’t be here, they want to arrest him.”
 
   “Why would they want to do that?”
 
   “Apparently he was warned about going rogue,” Claire smiled, “My brother doesn’t listen well. He has to leave the country, today.”
 
   Harper could tell Claire was uncomfortable, “Where will he go?”
 
   “The US. I guess your Tomas and Brody are taking care of it,” Claire looked scared.
 
   “Well… we do the interview together, and when we leave we’ll take you to him Claire…”
 
   “Your brother Matthew offered the same.”
 
   Harper shook her head and smiled, “So that’s what we do. No worries.”
 
   Zach and Maddox walked into the room, “Claire I have to take off, I don’t want to…”
 
   Claire smiled slightly, “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “How do you…” Zach started.
 
   Claire squeezed Harper’s hand, “Because of Harper. She said she’ll help me.”
 
   Maddox looked between the two of them nervously and Harper looked up and smiled. His eyes were cold and his face was expressionless.
 
   Harper took his hand and smiled slightly, “We’ll all be fine.”
 
   Maddox let out his held breath slowly and Harper tilted her head towards Claire motioning him to say something.
 
   “You’re alright Ja..Claire?”
 
   “Yes Maddox, thank you,” Claire smiled at him.
 
   


Chapter 16
 
   Harper insisted on staying in Claire’s room after Zach left. She wanted to wait until she was alright. 
 
   Matthew knocked and walked into her room, “Hey Claire. Zach is in the air and I just talked to the police. They will interview both of you in the morning and then us. After that we all will fly back to the US and Zach will meet us.”
 
   “Thank you Matthew,” Claire yawned.
 
   “Of course,” Matthew winked.
 
   Claire scowled at him and Maddox laughed, “It’s a friendly gesture Ja… Claire.”
 
   “Alright then,” Claire was obviously embarrassed, “I’d like the pain medication. I want to sleep.”
 
   “Promise if you wake up and need company you’ll let us know?” Harper reached up and squeezed her hand.
 
   “Yes, thank you Harper,” Claire shifted to her side and closed her eyes.
 
   “See you in the morning, Claire,” Maddox said as he pushed Harper into the hallway.
 
   Claire covered her face when they left and started to shake. She was alone in a hospital and scared. She knew she shouldn’t be. Zach had told her she was safe and through the counseling she had received, it was still hard. She felt safe for the first time in her life and then again she was taken. Again, she used her body to try to manipulate a situation based solely on the only thing she knew to do to survive.
 
   Claire jumped when she felt someone take her hand and pulled away.
 
   “Claire, you are alright.”
 
   She looked up and Matthew stood beside her hospital bed.
 
   “I want the medicine, please.”
 
   “They’ll be in with it in just a few minutes,” Matthew pulled a chair next to her bed and then another.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m going to get comfortable,” he smiled, “I’ll be right here if you need me.”
 
   Claire shook her head no as she looked at him with eyes full of terror.
 
   “I promised your brother,” Matthew sat down and propped his feet on the other chair. “I’m a man of my word. I’ll stay with you until we can get you to Zach.”
 
   “What if I don’t want you to?”
 
   Matthew laid his head back against the chair and closed his eyes, “You don’t have a choice. Now try to sleep, we travel tomorrow.”
 
   Claire knew he wouldn’t hurt her, but not having a choice made her angry. She knew he wouldn’t hurt her. He wasn’t like the men she had known all her life. She rolled to her side facing away from him and curled up into a ball.
 
   ~
 
   Detective Buchanan and two uniformed officers sat in the empty waiting room the hospital administrators had allowed them to use for the interview, waiting for everyone to arrive. Matthew and Maddox pushed Claire and Harper into the room, Emma, Tessa, and Brody followed them.
 
   “We would like to interview them one at a time,” Buchanan said as Brody closed the door behind him.
 
   “That is not necessary, we do this now or you wait until we have attorney’s present,” Brody sat next to them.
 
   Claire looked at Harper and Harper raised her lips forming a small put-on smile, “I’ll go first.” Harper held Claire’s hand as she gave an account of the kidnapping. She stopped when Buchanan held up his hand.
 
   “Claire, you could give your statement now.”
 
   Claire cleared her throat and started talking, her voice became softer and softer and her body shook. Matthew stood behind her and placed his hand on her shoulder. She glanced up and he gave her a look of encouragement. She continued talking a bit louder. 
 
   When asked what stopped the beating Claire scowled and looked down. Harper continued the story. She talked about how courageous Claire had been and how lucky she herself was that Claire was able to manipulate the man. She did not give details and Claire looked at her appreciatively.
 
   When Buchannan was finished with Claire and Harper, the men gave their statements. Matthew left out specifics about what he had seen Maddox do as he was coming through the window and it was agreed upon that the extreme measures that had been taken where done so in self-defense.
 
   Buchanan asked where Zach Taylor was and Brody told him he had to fly back to the States for some Burning Souls business, explaining that obviously Maddox couldn’t do it at this time. Brody also told him that he was sure Zach would be in touch.
 
   Buchanan looked angry and was further angered when he saw the picture pop up on his cell phone of Zach holding up his middle finger standing next to a JFK International Airport sign and cursed when he read the caption attached to the picture,
 
   -You seriously fucking suck at your job and when Madeline gets sick of lying under a douche bag, let her know I’ll let her taste my dick again.
 
   Brody chuckled to himself when he walked out of the room after peering over Buchanan’s shoulder to read the text.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Emma whispered.
 
   “Nothing Em,” Brody pulled her into his side and gave her a swift kiss on the cheek.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox wheeled Harper through the doors towards her room. He hurried as they walked by the large glass window overlooking the nursery and wondered when the realization would finally hit her that she’d lost a child.
 
   Maddox pushed the chair up next to her bed and she stood and looked at him as he put it in the hall and shut the door behind him.
 
   Harper looked at him, “I know what you’re doing.”
 
   “Shutting the door?” Maddox smiled slightly, “Then helping you into bed, hoping you will be comfortable lying on your side so I can hold you until you fall asleep?”
 
   Harper looked blankly at him, “Your parents, CJ and my mom are going to pack up our stuff, and meet us back here in the morning.”
 
   “Yep,” Maddox lifted her feet and swung them carefully onto the bed.
 
   “Tomorrow we get on a plane with a box containing my father and our child,” Harper said in a matter a fact tone causing Maddox to stop and stare at her. “I know you push me past the nursery so that I don’t see what I know is in there. I know that you sneak out in the hall when I’m asleep and talk to Tomas and your father about…”
 
   “Harper,” Maddox said softly as he finally sat next to her.
 
   “I know you keep looking at me waiting for me to fall apart. I know you want more of the story about what happened when I was…taken. But what I need right now is to be strong for me, Maddox. I need to hold it together for my mom.”
 
   Maddox shook his head slowly up and down, “But you also need to let me take care of you Harper.”
 
   “You lost a child, too,” Harper whispered.
 
   “So you need to take care of that for me as well, Harper?” Maddox’s voice carried an edgy bite.
 
   Harper looked up at him concerned and shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “If you want to discuss this now, it’s fine. I am a bit apprehensive as to how you may react to my feelings at this time.”
 
   “What does that mean, Maddox?”
 
   “I wouldn’t trade you for anything or anyone. I need you Harper. I don’t know how to explain exactly, and I know it’ll come out incredibly selfish. I haven’t given myself a proper amount of time to process all of it. I don’t even know if it’s something I should try to do. Two lives were lost, taken from you and from me. I took two lives in return. An eye for an eye. Nothing will change, regardless of what I say or do.”
 
   Harper looked into his intense blue eyes. A mix of pain and rage hid deep inside them.
 
   She said nothing; she just looked at him and then lay down and closed her eyes. Harper took a few deep breaths and rolled to her side. Maddox sat looking at her, waiting.
 
   She kept her eyes closed, and patted the pillow. She heard a mournful sound escape his chest and he laid down. He placed his lips on her forehead and she placed her hand on his heart. She felt him take a deep breath.
 
   “Goodnight Maddox, I love you,” Harper whispered and scooted closer to him.
 
   “I love you, Sweetness,” Maddox reached down and held her hand and rubbed her ring finger, “Marry me?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Harper felt his body relax and she tilted her head up towards him. He rubbed his nose across hers and breathed her in, “I’m so sorry for everything Harper. Your hurt and pain. I am so sorry I was not there to protect you.”
 
   “You did Maddox. You saved my life.”
 
   They spent the next hour holding and comforting each other through gentle touch and soft sweet kisses.
 
   ~
 
   The car pulled up on the tarmac and Maddox helped Harper out. Surge had returned from his holiday and Maddox was extremely short with him. 
 
   Harper noticed and elbowed him in the side.
 
   He looked around quickly wondering what had bothered her; upset her enough to do that. When he looked back at her she scowled. 
 
   “What is it Harper?” he quickly looked around again.
 
   “Don’t be an ass to him.”
 
   “To who?” Maddox had no idea what she was talking about.
 
   “Surge, none of this is his fault Maddox.”
 
   He let out a deep breath and looked into her eyes, “I know that.”
 
   “Well he doesn’t Maddox; he’s walking on pins and needles around you.”
 
   “Good,” Maddox sneered.
 
   “Oh for God sake Maddox. IT’S NOT HIS FAULT!” Harper screamed.
 
   Maddox stopped walking and turned and looked sternly at her and took her face in his hand, “I know that Harper.”
 
   “NO YOU DON’T!” She screamed and smacked his hand away, “NO YOU DON’T! You think it’s everyone’s fault!” Harper pushed him, “You think it’s his fault, you think it’s her fault,” she pointed at Claire and then pushed him again and he stood and watched her face. Maddox reached for her hand and she slapped at it furiously, “You think it’s Blake’s fault! You think it’s Daddy’s fault!” Harper slapped him in the shoulder, “You think I’m awful because I didn’t tell you about our Baby, and…”
 
   CJ ran up and grabbed her arms stopping her from hitting Maddox again, “Harper enough!”
 
   “NO CJ! He hates me! He thinks I’m awful. I hid his baby from him because he would hurt him.” Harper turned and looked at Maddox with tears running down her face, “SAY IT! Say I deserve this for hiding it. For resenting him, when I was mad at you. SAY IT!”
 
   Maddox looked at her expressionless.
 
   “I HATE YOU!” Harper screamed.
 
   “Harper that is enough!” CJ scooped her up in his arms and carried her sobbing as he walked up the stairs boarding the plane.
 
   Maddox looked down at the ground. He pinched the bridge of his nose and then turned and walked down the tarmac.
 
   Tessa covered her mouth as tears streamed down her face. Brody patted her shoulder and looked at Maddox, “Em, you and Tessa go ahead, I got this.”
 
   Brody stood watching his son, giving him enough time to work through whatever must be going on in his head. When Maddox stopped Brody slowly walked towards him.
 
   Maddox saw Brody standing next to him and looked up from the ground.
 
   “We have to get going, Maddox.”
 
   “I know,” Maddox said and squinted as he looked off into the distance.
 
   “You’re doing great Maddox,” Brody patted his shoulder.
 
   “I’ll continue doing so,” Maddox forced a crooked smile.
 
   “Alright then, let’s get going.”
 
   When they boarded the plane Maddox looked around quickly.
 
   “She and Mom are in the back,” Matthew answered his unspoken question, “CJ is with them.”
 
   Maddox shook his head and walked to a seat away from the others and sat looking out the window as the plane began to taxi down the runway.
 
   ~
 
   When they were able to Harper unbuckled her seat belt and walked to the door and opened it. She looked out and saw Maddox sitting in a chair away from everyone else. He had his knit cap pulled down low and his eyes were closed. His elbows rested on his knees and his hands were clasped tightly together. He lowered his head looking at the ground.
 
   “Harper,” Matthew said.
 
   Maddox looked up quickly and saw her shut the door.
 
   Maddox looked at Matthew and Matthew nodded towards the door telling him to go in.
 
   Maddox sat back contemplating and decided not to.
 
   Harper sat on the bed and looked at Tessa, “I’m sorry, mom. I am so sorry.”
 
   Tessa hugged her, “It’s expected Harper. This is awful for you, for me, for your brothers. It’s awful for everyone here on this plane and when we get home, well it’s going to be awful then as well. But for you and Maddox, Harper,” Tessa hugged her daughter, “I know it wasn’t planned and I know you’re holding guilt about a lot of things inside, but you lost twice and so did I. I’m so sorry, Harper.”
 
   “Mom, it’s fine, I’ll be fine,” Harper swallowed hard.
 
   “If you want to talk about this with me…when you are ready to, please Harper-- understand that I’m here and know that I’m equally as sad that I lost a grandchild.”
 
   Harper shook her head as tears built in her eyes, “Mom I’m so tired.”
 
   “I know, you lay down and go to sleep. We’re all here for you.”
 
   ~
 
   Everyone had fallen asleep and Maddox stood up and walked to the cabin door. He opened it slowly and saw Harper and Tessa asleep on the cabin’s bed. Harper’s head rested on Tessa’s shoulder and they were holding hands. He walked in and grabbed the blanket and pulled it up around them and kissed her head softly.
 
   As he exited the room Harper opened her eyes and saw him leave. She closed her eyes and felt her eyes heat up.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox sat back down in his chair and grabbed his head phones out of his bag. He popped them in and sat back and closed his eyes, hoping to get some sleep before they landed, knowing he wouldn’t. 
 
   He felt someone sit beside him and the music playing in his ears changed.
 
   Waves crash of thunder inside my mind
 
   I run I run
 
   Seas grand reflection open to warmth
 
   Undone Undone
 
   Reflecting the love burning inside
 
   My soul my soul
 
   The sea whispers softly
 
   Don’t hide, don’t hide
 
   She welcomes the yearning caresses my pain rippling water lightly kisses away
 
   Life’s stain Life’s stains
 
   Washed away by the seas calm, nurtured by the wind the sound of her song,
 
    
 
   Maddox opened his eyes and Claire sat next to him.
 
   He smiled and she returned his smile, “She’s just sad.”
 
   “I know Jazz,” he patted her hand.
 
   “Claire,” her lips turned up slightly.
 
   Maddox smiled, “Claire.”
 
   She sat back and held his hand, “She loves you.”
 
   “I love her, too.”
 
   “It’ll be okay,” Claire smiled.
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Why so sure?”
 
   “Because it’s Harper,” Claire’s smile broadened.
 
   Maddox chuckled, “I know.”
 
   They sat silently for a few more minutes.
 
   “I’m sorry about what happened to you, Claire,” Maddox said softly.
 
   “Been through worse,” she answered as if it were no big deal.
 
   Maddox shook his head in agreement even though he was not sure that was true.
 
   “She hasn’t though, Maddox. She needs you to be strong for her,” Claire sat up and looked at him.
 
   He opened his eyes, “I will be, of course… I will be.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Claire sat back into the chair.
 
   “Claire, I’m also here for you, alright? As your friend, I’m here for you anytime you need me.”
 
   She smiled and hugged Maddox. He hugged her back, “Thank you, Maddox.”
 
   “You’re very welcome.”
 
   “I’m here for you as well,” Claire laughed and sat back and shook her head and giggled, “We are friends, aren’t we Maddox?”
 
   “Of course,” Maddox smiled.
 
   ~
 
   When the plane touched down, Maddox woke and Claire’s head rested against his shoulder. They both opened their eyes and smiled.
 
   “Morning buddy,” Claire giggled.
 
   “Morning friend,” Maddox stuck his hand out and they shook hands. 
 
   When he looked up Harper was walking out of the cabin. She had on dark glasses and as she walked past him completely ignoring him he reached and grabbed for her hand. Harper pulled it away as if it would burn her skin and exited the plane.
 
   Maddox closed his eyes, ran his hands through his hair, and stood up.
 
   Matthew looked at him curiously and Maddox scowled and shook his head. He turned to walk off the plane.
 
   Claire looked sternly at Matthew, “Just because I am what I am, does not mean he is!”
 
   Matthew’s jaw dropped on shock, “Claire I didn’t…”
 
   “You both did,” she grabbed her bag and left the plane.
 
   Matthew looked around and Brody looked at him and patted his back, “It’ll all be fine.”
 
   Matthew shook his head up and down, “Gotta be.”
 
   ~
 
   Harper slammed the door of the car as Maddox walked down the stairs from the plane. He walked up and opened the door and climbed in. Harper moved to sit between her mother and CJ. Maddox sat across from her.
 
   “Good morning,” he said as he looked at Harper.
 
   She looked away.
 
   “Good afternoon Maddox,” CJ smiled, “Time change.”
 
   “Right,” Maddox acknowledged his correction with a polite smile and continued looking at Harper, “Good afternoon.”
 
   Tessa mouthed sorry to Maddox, and he shrugged, “Please don’t be…”
 
   “Be WHAT Maddox!”
 
   “Harper, he was…”
 
   “Don’t stick up for him, Mom.”
 
   “Harper…” Maddox began.
 
   “Don’t!”
 
   Tessa closed her eyes, a silent plea for him to stop and he closed his eyes and sat back.
 
   “When we get home, there’ll more than likely be a very large welcoming committee waiting for us,” Tessa said as she brushed Harper’s hair with her fingers, “You should both know that your loss has not been talked about. Even London knows it was between just our very immediate family.”
 
   Maddox looked at her and then at Emma, “She’s fine, Maddox.”
 
   He let out a breath and shook his head up and down and sat back watching Harper.
 
   ~
 
   They pulled down the long driveway and Tessa smiled and a tear escaped her eye, “They’re all here.”
 
   Harper lifted her head up and looked out the window, she smiled at Tessa and wiped her tear, “Of course they are.”
 
   Brody opened the door and stepped out of the car and helped Emma out. The girls ran towards them smiling and he scooped them up, “Hello little Princesses.” Emma joined their embrace.
 
   Maddox waited as Tessa got out, “Harper,” he grabbed her hand and she looked at him. “We will get through all of this, don’t shut me out. I love you.”
 
   Harper slowly pulled her hand away and got out of the car.
 
   London looked up at her and her eyes widened. She swallowed hard and let go of Brody and Emma and quickly walked to Harper, “Hi.”
 
   Harper smiled, “Hi.”
 
   London threw her arms around Harper and started to cry, “London I’m alright, okay?”
 
   “Yes,” she looked up. “Harper I …I…”
 
   “Hey London,” Maddox bent down and kissed her head.
 
   “MADDOX!” London opened her arm for him to join their hug.
 
   He smiled softly at her and joined.
 
   Harper’s body tensed when he put his arm around her, and Maddox kissed the top of her head, “I love you, Sweetness.”
 
   Harper shook slightly and London looked up, “Harper don’t cry.”
 
   Harper wiped her tear, “Sorry.”
 
   “London, Harper and I need to talk for just a couple minutes, alright?”
 
   She shook her head and walked away.
 
   Maddox wrapped his arms around Harper and he breathed her in deeply and whispered, “I won’t let you push me away.”
 
   She looked up at him, “You’re doing it all by yourself.”
 
   Maddox’s eyes locked on hers, “No Harper, you’re trying to read my mind. Trying to figure out what I am thinking, feeling—I told you the other night I don’t even know what I’m feeling. I do know that I’m not going anywhere Harper; no matter how hard you push me away, no matter what it is you say to me, I’m not going anywhere. We belong together….”
 
   Maddox looked up as Matthew cleared his throat he pointed to the back of Harper, and mouthed Blood.
 
   Maddox closed his eyes briefly and let go of her. He removed his jacket and started to put it on her, “I’m fine.”
 
   “Show me where the bathroom is?”
 
   Harper looked at him, “You know…”
 
   Maddox turned her around and held her hips as he walked her towards the house, “Back door. Less people.”
 
   “Maddox, you’re pissing me off,” Harper growled.
 
   “Harper I’m taking care of what needs to be taken care of.”
 
   They walked in the backdoor and walked through the mudroom towards the bathroom. 
 
   “No-- the one near your room.”
 
   “Maddox,” she pulled away from him.
 
   “Harper-- you need to get a change of clothes and wash up. There’s blood on the back of your pants and …,” Harper gasped and her face, still bruised turned bright red.
 
   “Come on, I will help you.”
 
   “I can do it myself!”
 
   “I’m sure you can,” Maddox lifted her up and carried her up the stairs.
 
   Harper began crying and he held her head against his chest. He opened her bedroom door and walked towards her closet as she cried.
 
   He grabbed a shirt and some jeans, still holding her he walked to her dresser and opened a drawer and grabbed underwear.
 
   He walked out of her large bedroom and into the bathroom next to it. He dropped the clothes and rubbed her hair away from her face and kissed away her tears.
 
   “STOP!” Harper wiggled out of his arms.
 
   “Harper…”
 
   “Did you kiss her like that?” Maddox looked confused, “Last night when you were mad at me? Did you comfort her like you used to?”
 
   Maddox looked appalled as he tried to keep it together, he took a deep breath and laughed an angry deep laugh.
 
   “DID YOU?!”
 
   Without saying a word, he walked to the shower and started it. He felt the water to make sure it wasn’t too hot.
 
   “I am going down to get new bandages and the wrap to cover your incision. I will only be a couple minutes,” Maddox started walking away and stopped, “I asked you to marry me Harper. Not her, not anyone else. I asked YOU to marry ME!”
 
   Harper sat on the floor and cried. Angry and confused and completely overwhelmed by the events of the past few days. She reached up and grabbed a towel from the towel rack and dragged the towel to her face and screamed into it. She cried for her mother and her brothers. She cried for herself and she cried for Claire. She cried for her child, her father, and finally… she cried knowing she was hurting Maddox.
 
   Maddox walked in and found her on the floor and dropped his bag as he fell to his knees and pulled her into his arms. Harper wrapped her arms around him and screamed into his neck. 
 
   “Shh, shhh, shh,” Maddox whispered as he held her tightly.
 
   Harper tried pushing him away.
 
   “Harper I’m not letting go. Stop fighting please, just stop.”
 
   “I want to know! I want to know what happened last night!”
 
   Maddox held her face in his hands, firmly but gently, “I was sitting down in the same area as your brother, my parents and Claire, Harper! After I snuck in like a fucking thief after you had fallen to sleep to kiss your head and cover you with a damn blanket I came back out and sat. I was listening to music, trying to fall asleep because I haven’t slept since Switzerland because your mood swings are fucking epic, and that’s putting it mildly! The music switched and I opened my fucking eyes and she was sitting there. I thanked her, we talked about you…”
 
   “What did she tell you?” Harper grabbed his wrists and tried to pull his hands away from her face and he didn’t let go, “I want to know!”
 
   “We talked about friendship and…”
 
   “Did she tell you about our shower together? Did she tell you about us washing each other? Did she?!”
 
   Maddox could not mask the surprise expression that covered his face and he shook his head no, “We talked about how much I love you. She played Stained, what are you talking about?”
 
   “Let me go,” Harper growled.
 
   “Never. Answer my question, Harper. What are you talking about?”
 
   Harper glared at him and wiped her tears away not saying a word and avoiding eye contact.
 
   “Fine, I’ll ask her,” Maddox stood up, “Although I should be able to talk to my fucking fiancé about it.”
 
   Maddox turned to walk away and she grabbed his leg stopping him.
 
   “NO!”
 
   “Harper,” he pulled her up, “Whatever it is,” he lifted her chin, “Whatever it is, it is fucking with you hard core. Talk to be damn it!”
 
   She shook her head no.
 
   “Fine, when you’re ready.” Maddox pulled her shirt over her head and she looked down at her still swollen stomach covered with bruises. He slipped her bra over her shoulders and then pulled her pants down. Her underpants were saturated. He grabbed a towel and draped it over her shoulders and walked her to the toilet. 
 
   He began pulling her underpants down and she stopped him, “Harper just stop alright. Stop fighting with me, stop fighting with yourself.”
 
   He grabbed the clothes and threw them and the pants and under pants in the garbage. 
 
   “It’s a lot of blood Maddox,” Harper’s voice squeaked.
 
   “I know,” he pulled her up and grabbed the plastic wrap and covered her wound.
 
   She looked down and whispered, “I’m disgusting.”
 
   “You’re beautiful,” Maddox took her hand and walked her into the large walk in shower.
 
   He placed her beneath the shower and gently rubbed his hands through her hair and scrubbed her scalp as she began to cry again. He turned her around and kissed her nose, “Lean back and rinse.”
 
   She looked at him, “You’re getting soaked.”
 
   He shrugged, “Doesn’t matter.”
 
   Harper took a step forward and looked down. She was ashamed of her body, ashamed of what had happened, and ashamed of the way she was treating the man she loved. He lifted her chin, “Rinse sweetness.”
 
   Harper looked at him and lifted his wet shirt over his head and he pulled it off.
 
   He unbuttoned his pants and pushed them down.
 
   He looked at Harper and she was looking down at his erection, “Maddox we …”
 
   “I know that, he obviously doesn’t,” Maddox smiled shyly.
 
   Harper pulled him towards her and grabbed his hair tightly and kissed him hard on the mouth, “Apparently you don’t either but…”
 
   “Kiss me,” she pleaded, “Like before. Kiss me please.”
 
   Maddox let out a low groan as he kissed her lips and her nipples tightened as they pressed into his rock hard abs. He pulled away and grabbed the bath sponge and squirted bath soap on it. He scrubbed her body cautiously avoiding her incision site. After she was rinsed he knelt down and kissed her stomach over and over as she rubbed his head. 
 
   The water was running cold when he stepped out and grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her. He took another and toweled his hair and then slung it around his waist.  Harper’s eyes looked amusingly at him when she saw his erection had still not lessened. He looked down and smiled and shook his head.
 
   He grabbed the sweatshirt and smiled when he saw that it was the one he had left years ago. She lifted her arms and he put it over her head and bent down and kissed her nipple before pulling it down. 
 
   “Sorry sweetness,” he smirked.
 
   She smiled and grabbed her under pants and pulled them on. She stepped into her pants and pulled them up. She tried to button them and Maddox glanced over when he heard her huff.
 
   “Take them off. I should have grabbed something different. You need to wear something loose while you heal.”
 
   “Like what a moo-moo?” Harper groaned.
 
   Maddox pulled a pair of sweats out of his bag, “These.”
 
   She stepped into them and they fell, he laughed.
 
   Harper looked up at him and smiled apologetically, “Not funny.”
 
   “Even my pants are protesting you being dressed.”
 
   “Well if they had eyes, they wouldn’t,” Harper pulled the drawstring and tied it. She rolled the waist of the pants so that would stay up. 
 
   Maddox grabbed a brush off the counter               and started brushing her hair, “You’re perfect, Harper.”
 
   She looked in the mirror at Maddox standing behind her brushing her hair. His wet brown hair looked black and his blue eyes shimmered. As he looked down his incredibly long dark lashes fanned across his perfect checks. He stood a good five inches taller than her five foot eight frame. His shoulders were strong and he had the most beautiful chest and abs. Out of everything physically beautiful about him her favorite part of his body was his arms. Long strong arms that seemed to hold her together and pull her back to him no matter what she did, how she acted, or how hard she pushed him away for the past few months.
 
   “Maddox I’m…”
 
   He spun her around, “Beautiful, you are beautiful. You are going through hell right now, Harper. You’ve lost so much in the past few days that you cannot even begin to make sense of it. You wonder what you did to deserve it, and you feel guilty about things that were beyond your control. You’re lashing out at me which is just fine, Sweetness, I have thick skin, I can take it.”
 
   Harper shook her head no.
 
   “Alright then what am I missing here? Please let me know.”
 
   She looked down and whispered, “You’re going to leave me. You’re going to get sick of me and there is nothing holding you to me now. You’re going to be pissed when you think about what I just said, and you’re going to hate me.”
 
   Maddox leaned back against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest and looked at her contemplating what to say that wouldn’t upset her further.
 
   “You lost something, too,” Harper looked up at him nervously.
 
   “There isn’t anything I can do about it.”
 
   “We should get downstairs,” Harper looked at him.
 
   “This conversation needs to continue, Harper. I am not going anywhere unless you truly believe that’s what you want,” Maddox brushed through his hair quickly; “even then I can’t promise I will leave.”
 
   “Why? You deserve so much more than…”
 
   “If you believe that Harper, truly believe that, then you know you are my more, you are everything to me.”
 
   Maddox opened the door and they walked out into the hall.
 
   Ava was coming towards them and grinned and turned away, “I’m seriously trying not to look.”
 
   Harper laughed and looked at Maddox, “You forgot your clothes.”
 
   “I’ll change in your room,” he bent down and planted a kiss on her cheek and walked away.
 
   Ava looked up, “Band boy must be rocking the gym.”
 
   Harper smiled, “He’s always looked like that.”
 
   “No, I think he may possibly be hotter than his father. Man….father-son action is beating my brain right now.”
 
   Harper giggled when she saw Emma walking up behind Ava.
 
   Ava looked behind her and quickly back at Harper and put her finger over her lips, “Hush.”
 
   “Is Maddox up here?”
 
   “Right here Mom,” Maddox walked out dressed in a long sleeve thermal shirt and loose jeans, “Everything alright?”
 
   “Lexington was looking for you,” she smiled and gave him a hug, “Take your time.”
 
   Emma walked away.
 
   “Killer genetics, you two would have beautiful babies,” Ava winked at Harper.
 
   Maddox stepped beside her and wrapped his arm around her shoulder, “We will, won’t we Sweetness?”
 
   Harper blinked rapidly and started to cry.
 
   Maddox turned her towards him and held her, “Alright.”
 
   “I don’t want to act like it didn’t happen, Maddox.”
 
   “I don’t either, Sweetness.”
 
   “You don’t?” Harper was surprised, she had thought he wanted to forget it, a secret. 
 
   “Nope, not ever,” Maddox pulled her head back to his chest. 
 
   “Should I go?” Ava asked.
 
   She shook her head no, “Is Liam here yet?”
 
   “I saw him downstairs; do you want me to go get him?”
 
   “She would love that Ava. Thank you,” Maddox smiled politely. When Ava was out of ear shot Maddox looked at Harper, “Did I do or say something that made you believe I wanted to hide that our child died Harper?”
 
   “Yes…No…I don’t know Maddox. I’m so fucked up right now.”
 
   “I wanted it to be your choice Harper. You’re the one whose body has been through hell. Without trying to upset you, please keep in mind that aside from the losses, the brutality you endured, and the trauma it does to our emotions, you’re dealing with huge hormonal changes as well. I …”
 
   “How do you…”
 
   “Your doctor and nurses Harper, when you slept, I spoke with them. The books I read about what to expect after you had our child also talked about post-partum depression and baby blues. After what you have gone through I would say you’re actually doing extraordinarily well. Again, you amaze me Harper.”
 
   “Maddox I’m not doing extraordinary. I’m falling apart; I honestly have thought it would’ve been easier if I had just…”
 
   Maddox lightly closed his fingers over her lips and she rolled her eyes, his lip curled up slightly, “If that ever happens, you take me with you. Although the past few days have been awful Harper Ann Abraham-- the past month has been the best in my life. You see, I know that feeling Harper, the one you just talked about. I’ve felt that for a very long time. But now if given the choice to erase those almost sixteen years and miss out on where it has lead me… I would do it all again knowing that right here,” Maddox took her hand and held it to his chest, “inside of me is you. Harper if you just feel half as much as I feel for you we are worth it.”
 
   “I don’t want to give you just half Maddox; you deserve more than just half. I don’t know if I will ever be able to do more than what I’m doing right now. I don’t know anything anymore.”
 
   “Do you love me, Harper?”
 
   Harper shook her head yes slowly.
 
   “That’s all I need.”
 
   “You deserve more!”
 
   “Right now you are giving me all you can Harper… I know that. I also know how much more you have to give. I’ll help you get there.”
 
   “When you hate me at the end I’m going to say I told you so.”
 
   “That’s fine because when we are one hundred and ten, I probably won’t even know what the hell you’re talking about,” Maddox smiled sweetly.
 
   Harper looked at him, “I don’t want to hurt you anymore than I have.”
 
   “Good to know,” Maddox’s smile deepened and touched his eyes.
 
   He watched her smile fade and she shook her head slowly back and forth and squeezed her hand gently, “Don’t go back Harper. Stay with me.”
 
   She started tapping her foot and took a deep breath. She opened her mouth to say something and snapped her mouth shut.
 
   “Sweetness, talk to me,” Maddox wrapped his long fingers behind her head and rubbed his thumb lightly across her swollen cheek.
 
   “Is this what you did for her?”
 
   “For…Claire?” Maddox looked confused.
 
   She shook her head yes.
 
   “No Harper,” he said softly, “Not at all.”
 
   “Well what…”
 
   “Harper and Maddox, Tessa asked that you come down when you’re ready,” Ava’s voice was soft and a bit shaky, not like normal.
 
   “Thank you Ava we will be down soon,” Maddox’s hand never left her face, he continued the soothing strokes.
 
   “You and I are strong; our love is so strong Harper. When I was a fifteen year old boy fighting like hell to keep you away, building walls, your stubborn little ass did not take no for an answer. When I fell you caught me. I am here for you to fall into Harper. When your head is spinning and you’re holding back, look to me to fall into.”
 
   Maddox leaned in and gently kissed her lips and she closed her eyes. He moved his head slowly to the side and ran his nose slowly up her neck breathing her in, he reached her ear and wrapped his lips softly around her ear lobe sucking softly as he whispered in her ear, “I love you Harper.”
 
   He leaned back and looked into her moist eyes. He took her hand and they walked down the hall towards the stairs. 
 
   ~
 
   When they entered the family room all eyes were on them, Harper looked down and Maddox lifted her chin and smiled, “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   They walked over to one of the couches that had been left empty and sat. Her entire family was there, cousins, aunts, and uncles. Maddox lifted his arm and Harper sat with her head on his shoulder looking around at everyone who sat in the uncomfortable silence.
 
   “Mom, where are the girls?” Maddox asked breaking the hush.
 
   “The grandparents took the girls to the pond,” Emma smiled a gentle smile.
 
   “Isn’t it a bit cold for swimming?” Maddox said in his charming British accent.
 
   Everyone politely laughed.
 
   “Tough crowd huh, Harper?” Maddox smiled down at her.
 
   CJ looked around, “Well we made the news.”
 
   Harper looked up at him and then at Maddox.
 
   “What exactly was reported?” Maddox asked CJ.
 
   “The kidnapping, Dad’s death, the three others that died,” CJ sat back and let out an exasperated breath, “We have a Grandfather who is apparently wealthy and on deaths door.”
 
   “And of course Brody and Maddox,” Zach intervened.
 
   Brody looked at Maddox and shrugged.
 
   “Is it true?” Jade, Tessa’s first cousin asked.
 
   “Yes,” Tessa said standing by the fireplace looking at family photos.
 
   “Where did you think Dad was, Jade?” Matthew joked.
 
   “Africa, South America, I don’t really know. Tessa,” Jade stood and walked over to her and hugged her, “I am so sorry.”
 
   “Me too,” she patted Jade’s back and took a deep breath, “January third we will have a service. Apparently Tomas has everything under control. Collin had already documented what his wishes were. He was cremated and Brody pulled strings to get him home with us.”
 
   Harper’s Aunt Phoebe walked over to her and hugged her, “You don’t have to talk about this; I know this is horrible for you.”
 
   Tessa smiled and turned away from the picture and looked at everyone, “With everything I am I loved him. He and I had this conversation over and over again. Since you boys were little. I know what he expects of me and I will not let him down. We will get through this as a family, and we will stay strong for one another and for your father,” she looked at her three children. “We cannot let this break us.”
 
   “Of course not, Mom,” Matthew stood and walked over and hugged her, CJ followed suit.
 
   Harper started to stand and winced. Maddox placed his hand against her stomach and helped her up. 
 
   “Mom,” Harper hugged her.
 
   Eventually everyone walked up and joined the hug. Maddox, Zach, Claire, and Brody stood and watched.
 
   When everyone had cried enough and hugged enough, for the time being they all sat. Silence filled the room once more.
 
   Tessa sat next to Harper and held her hand, “We also have good news to share. Maddox asked Collin’s permission to marry Harper, and Collin said yes.”
 
   Ava squealed and clapped. Tessa smiled at her, “I am so glad you’re here Ava, some happy noise.”
 
   “I’ll accept that as a compliment,” She flashed a dimpled grin.
 
   “It was truly intended as one. We need our friends now, just as much as we need family. We need people to make us laugh because we’re going on day two of sorrow. I am sure Collin left instruction on how long we are allowed to grieve I just haven’t gotten there yet.”
 
   Everyone laughed. 
 
   “Maddox, will you?” Harper asked quietly.
 
   “Of course,” Maddox kissed her head, “We had thought of keeping this to ourselves but when we further discussed it we agreed we’d like to share a joy we were able to celebrate for a few months. Harper and I were expecting a child in a few months. When she was taken, she was beaten and the baby didn’t survive the trauma. Harper is here and that is all that…”
 
   “You were pregnant?” Ava gasped.
 
   Harper smiled and shook her head yes.
 
   “And you didn’t tell me?” Ava gasped.
 
   “Sorry Ava, but to be fair I didn’t even tell Maddox,” Harper’s voice was quiet.
 
   “He didn’t know?” Ava gasped.
 
   Harper hung her head in shame.
 
   “I really wasn’t involved at the time,” Maddox pulled her closer to him, comforting her, telling her he forgave her, “She was doing what she needed to.”
 
   Ava looked at Harper and back at Maddox.
 
   “Sorry Harper,” Liam walked and sat next to her taking her hand.
 
   “Someone beat you up, killed your baby, and shot your father?!” Ava covered her face and started to cry. She wiped her face and looked up, “I hope those fuckers are dead, because if they’re not I’m going to kill them.”
 
   Harper giggled and everyone looked at her sadly making her uncomfortable, “I love you Ava, but you’re not a fighter.”
 
   “Don’t worry Ava, Maddox took care of it,” Matthew winked at Harper.
 
   Maddox looked up at him and then back at Harper.
 
   Matthew chuckled, “Choked one and chucked him out the window and snapped the other’s neck.”
 
   “Matthew,” Maddox scowled at him.
 
   “What man? It was fucking awesome,” Matthew smiled.
 
   “You killed two people with your bare hands?” Ava tried to look shocked, but a grin crept across her face. Harper laughed out loud, “That’s seriously hot you know. I mean no offense to you or Emma but that fantasy is going to be impossible to erase from my mind now.”
 
   “Ava!” Lucas snapped from behind her.
 
   “Oh hey, Daddy… when did you get here?” she said in a very innocent tone and winked at Harper causing Harper to laugh, which was exactly her intention.
 
   “Just a minute ago,” Lucas answered quietly and then snapped, “You don’t talk like that.”
 
   “Oh Daddy you have no idea what I have running through my …”
 
   “Ava Links, you are going to be grounded…”
 
   Tessa laughed loudly and so did everyone else and Lucas closed his eyes and shook his head.
 
   “She’s fine Lucas; she made us laugh.We needed that.” Tessa patted his shoulder and gave him a quick hug, “Thanks for stopping by.”
 
   “Tessa I’m so sorry,” Lucas hugged her tightly, “If you need a friend, I’m here.”
 
   Tessa felt a tear fall and finally stepped back. Lucas reached up and wiped it away, “I know and thank you. I’ll be fine, and so will they.”
 
   Lucas looked sadly at her, “Alright then.”
 
   “Where is Ashley?” 
 
   Lucas gave Tessa a look and quickly answered, “Jersey.”
 
   Tessa nodded and smiled and looked around the room, “I’m very happy you all came to be with us. I know Harper is tired, I’m jet legged. You’re all welcome to hang out but I’m going to try to get some rest. Oh and you better eat, good God… there’s enough food for a hundred people out there.”
 
    
 
   


Chapter 17
 
   Maddox talked Harper into taking a nap, with the time change and the emotional stress she needed to rest.
 
   Harper lay in bed and he stood beside it, “You haven’t slept, have you?”
 
   He shook his head no.
 
   “Because of me?”
 
   “No, my own issues,” Maddox smiled as he pulled her blanket around her.
 
   “You need to sleep Maddox,” Harper yawned.
 
   “You need to heal,” he kissed her head, “I’ll check on you…”
 
   “No, come to bed Maddox, please,” she looked up at him sadly, “I need you…to sleep.”
 
   Maddox looked at her curiously, “You need me in order to sleep?”
 
   “I need you to sleep. You need sleep too,” Harper yawned.
 
   “There are things that need to be done,” Maddox smiled and bent down, “I’ll come back as soon as I can.”
 
   “Then fine, I need you in order to sleep,” Harper scowled.
 
   “Are you trying to trick me Harper?” Maddox sat on the bed next to her.
 
   “I don’t know,” she whispered and pulled his arm so that he was lying down.
 
   Maddox looked at her, “We should both use the bathroom…”
 
   Harper laughed, “Oh my God, Maddox.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Harper stood off the bed still smiling, “You!”
 
   Maddox smiled back, “Just don’t want you to mess up my pants, Sweetness.”
 
   “Well WE appreciate the reminder.”
 
   Maddox smiled as he watched her walk out, completely aware that her mood may swing back at any given moment but she smiled and she laughed. For now that was good enough. He yawned, as he stood and took off his shirt and pants and started to climb into bed.
 
   He looked up and Harper was standing in the doorway smiling.
 
   “I guess I am tired,” he stood and pulled the covers down, “Come on girl.”
 
   Harper took his sweats off, “I won’t mess up your pants.”
 
   He smiled and looked away, “I don’t care about the pants.”
 
   Harper got into bed and lay on her back and looked at Maddox sitting on the edge of the bed, “No?”
 
   Harper watched him looking at her, his eyes traveled down to her stomach and stayed there for a few seconds. His eyes changed, there was no longer anger and rage showing in them. It was now sorrow and pain.
 
   Harper rubbed her belly feeling the same hurt.
 
   Maddox quickly looked up at her, “Does it hurt?”
 
   She took his hand and placed it on her stomach and whispered, “You tell me.”
 
   He closed his eyes and said, “I wish I could kill them again.”
 
   “What would it change?” Harper smiled sadly
 
   He smiled, “I know that’s what I said to you, right? Great words of advice huh?”
 
    Harper shook her head yes and looked down and put her hand over his, “Maddox I’m truly sorry I didn’t tell you before, about the baby I mean.”
 
   Maddox leaned down and kissed her stomach, “We’ve already done this conversation, I understand. I’m sorry I was such an ass, if I wasn’t, I would’ve been with you then, not…Drake,” Maddox kissed her belly one more time and sat back up.
 
   “If you weren’t an ass, I wouldn’t have gone to that concert,” Harper giggled.
 
   “And again, you wouldn’t have been in this situation,” Maddox looked down in shame.
 
   Harper continued rubbing her stomach as they sat in silence.
 
   “Hey, Maddox?”
 
   “Yes?” he looked up at her, “Please remind me when I flip out again, that I said this,” her lips curled up, “I’m a Mommy and you are a Daddy. We’re parents still.”
 
   Maddox looked slightly confused.
 
   Harper took his hand and rubbed her belly with it, “We are the most special kind of parents ever Maddox,” Harper’s voice broke and she whimpered quietly and swallowed hard, “We are parents to an angel.”
 
   Maddox smiled and looked up into her eyes, “We are.”
 
   “Yes and our little angel is keeping my Dad company, and showing your Mom what she missed, what she deserved to have. What some sick, sick person took from her, and in turn, took from you, my angel.”
 
   Maddox’s eyes opened wider and he looked away and then looked back at her, “I am no angel Harper,” he cleared his throat and tried to keep his emotions in check, “But he is.”
 
   “You are,” Harper sat up and grabbed his hair in her hand, “Yes, you are.”
 
   Maddox leaned in and kissed her and ran his nose against hers. He dipped his head and kissed the base of her neck and slowly dragged his tongue up her throat to her ear.
 
   “You are everything to me,” he whispered.
 
   “I love you, Maddox,” Harper whispered.
 
   Maddox pulled his head back and kissed her lips a little harder than before, his tongue slid across her lips and she opened to him. His tongue licked hers. Each deep lick, more possessive than the one before, slowly tasting her mouth, declaring his love with each luxurious touch.
 
   Harper whimpered into his mouth and grabbed his head with both hands pulling him tighter against her, opening wider for him, wanting more of what he was giving her. Giving him more of who she was.
 
   Her door squeaked as it opened and Maddox jumped back leaving Harper dizzy and panting as he tried to control his breathlessness.
 
   “Oh I’m so sorry… No I’m not…You both know you can’t …Have sex yet, right?” Tessa’s face was burning red.
 
   “Mom, we aren’t, he was just… cleaning me,” Harper gasped.
 
   Maddox groaned and hung his head.
 
   “Cleaning you?” Tessa’s voice squeaked.
 
   “Harper,” Maddox whispered.
 
   Harper threw her hands over her face, “Oh. My. God.”
 
   Tessa walked up and sat on the bed and hugged her, “It’s okay.”
 
   Maddox squinted his eye’s shut and slowly grabbed a pillow from behind Harper and placed in on his lap.
 
   “Oh God,” Harper said when she noticed Tessa glance at the slowly moving pillow that Maddox pulled onto his bulging boxers.
 
   “Okay, okay,” Tessa tried to calm Harper down and looked towards Maddox, who was slowly opening one eye cringing at what reaction he was going to get. Tessa giggled nervously.
 
   “Mom,” Harper groaned.
 
   “Okay alright listen, I don’t know what you two are…I don’t know what you two are into but we do have a bath…”
 
   “MOM!”
 
   “Harper I’m sorry but cleaning you? Cleaning what your tonsils?” Tessa laughed out loud.
 
   “I think she meant kissing her, Tessa, I was kissing her,” Maddox blushed and looked away.
 
   “No cleaning me! Nothing dirty Mom. Like in the ambulance Maddox, you were kissing me to comfort me and then licking and sucking ….”
 
   “Dear God Harper,” Maddox gasped and stood up. Both Harper and Tessa looked down, “Really ladies?” Maddox gasped in dismay, grabbed his jeans, threw them on, and walked out the door.
 
   Harper and Tessa both looked at each other in shock and immediately started laughing. Tessa hugged Harper as their laughter turned into tears as they held each other.
 
   Maddox opened the door, “I forgot my,” he stopped when he saw them crying. He walked over and grabbed his shirt and put it on.
 
   Tessa sat back and Harper wiped her eyes, “We’re good, right?”
 
   “We are,” Tessa smiled.
 
   “Mom I…”
 
   “I am sorry I fell apart, it won't happen again," Tessa whispered.
 
   Maddox stood in front of them and let out a heavy breath and extended his hands, “Alright both of you come with me.” They looked at him curiously, “Please.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox lead them to the double doors leading to the master bedroom.
 
   “I don’t want to go in there,” Tessa stepped back.
 
   Maddox opened the door and walked in, “The man you loved and will always love is not in this room, Tessa. He’s in your heart and your children’s hearts’. He is in their smile and their eyes. He is everywhere. In every breath and step that you take. He’s in your past, your future, and your always. The man that you loved, loved you not only in words, but the way he lived. As a man he was a protector of what he loved, it was who Collin Abraham was. He died saving his daughter, and giving the woman he loves back her child, his child. He is not in here Tessa he is forever burned into your soul.”
 
   Tessa closed her eyes and chocked back a sob; she held Harper’s hand as they walked in the room.
 
   “You both need to sleep. It’s been physically and emotionally exhausting for all of you,” Maddox walked over to the large bed and pulled back the heavy deep red duvet, “Please for each other, both of you, climb up here, and sleep.”
 
   Harper hugged Maddox tightly and kissed his cheek before climbing into the bed. Tessa stood with her eyes closed and Maddox grabbed her hand and pulled her into a strong embrace. He stepped back and motioned for her to go get into bed.
 
   
  
 

Tessa climbed in and lay down and Harper hugged her tightly.
 
   Maddox pulled the covers up over them, “I will be checking on you both, if you don’t go to sleep Harper…”
 
   “We will, right Mom?”
 
   “We will,” Tessa whispered.
 
   Maddox turned and Matthew, CJ, Ava, and Liam stood in the doorway.
 
   He ran his hand through his hair, “Matthew, CJ, they may need you. That bed is plenty big enough.”
 
   Matthew and CJ both nodded at him as he walked out of the room.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked inside the house with Harper’s bag and smiled politely at her family as he walked into the kitchen.
 
   “Hello,” he said quietly as he sat her bag on the counter.
 
   “Hello,” Harper’s uncle Alex smiled, “Are they in bed?”
 
   “They are,” he smiled slightly as he walked to the refrigerator and grabbed two bottles of water. 
 
   “That was really nice what you said up there,” Liam sat at a bar stool at the kitchen island.
 
   “Well it was all very true,” Maddox smiled briefly and opened Harper’s bag.
 
   He grabbed the medication bottles out and looked at them.
 
   “Do you have sleeping pills in there?” Maggie asked giving Maddox a one armed hug.
 
   “One is an antibiotic, to fight infection. The other a pain pill. That one will ensure Harper sleeps,” he smiled shyly at her.
 
   “Could you give one to Tessa?” 
 
   Maddox looked at her and smirked, “You’re asking me to drug your daughter?”
 
   “No Maddox, I’m insisting on it. She won’t sleep soundly otherwise, and I am a nurse so…”
 
   “Mom, seriously?” Alex laughed.
 
   “Alex, mind your business,” Maggie scolded him and kissed Maddox’s cheek, “Tell her I said so, and that I’ll be up to check on her, and that I’ll be able to tell if she is faking.”
 
   “Yes Ma’am,” Maddox smirked.
 
   “So you really killed the guy that…” Ava began.
 
   “Two guys,” Maddox looked at Ava unemotionally, “And my father shot the fucker who killed Collin.” Maggie gasped, “I apologize for the language, Maggie.”
 
   “Alright,” Maggie patted his back and left the room.
 
   Liam chuckled, “Isn’t she sweet?”
 
   “She is, just don’t upset her,” Alex laughed, “You’re lucky she didn’t make you chew on a bar of soap like she did our younger brother Jake when he was not much younger than you are Maddox.”
 
   “I’ll remember that in the future,” Maddox grabbed a glass of milk and leaned against the counter.
 
   “That’s incredibly hot you know,” Ava grinned.
 
   “Ava, I am telling you…” Lucas began.
 
   “Yes Daddy,” she batted her eyes.
 
   Alex laughed loudly, “She is all you, Lucas.”
 
   “Well Liam here certainly isn’t you Alex,” Lucas glared at Liam.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Alex asked confused.
 
   “Daddy you do like me to come home and visit, right?” Ava raised her eyebrows.
 
   “Of course I do Ava but that…”
 
   “Daddy, I love you. But I absolutely will be staying in Charlotte and not moving back here to east bum fuck if you think you need to intrude on my private life,” Ava had a touch of sweet and a dash of hell in the way she spoke.
 
   “Well good night, or afternoon,” Maddox smiled as he walked out of the room.
 
   “Ava I don’t think you should be trying to piss your father off,” Liam whispered. “Let’s go in the other room.”
 
   “What other room?” Lucas raised an eyebrow at Liam.
 
   “The living room, why?” Liam smiled.
 
   “Not the barn?” Lucas asked.
 
   Liam’s face turned red and Ava laughed out loud, “No sir.”
 
   “Now I’m Sir?” Lucas cocked his eyebrow.
 
   “Apparently,” Liam stood and left the room.
 
   ~
 
   Jade and Phoebe walked into the master bedroom and saw Harper’s head resting on Tessa’s shoulder as they held hands. Both wide awake.
 
   “No invite to the slumber party?” Jade smiled sadly.
 
   “Sorry, the boys are going to stay in here tonight. It’s a big bed but not that big,” Tessa smiled, “Hop on up here until they get back.”
 
   Phoebe lay next to Harper and pulled her hair away from her face and held her other hand, “I am so sorry you went through all of that, Harper.”
 
   “Thanks Aunt Phoebe,” Harper smiled.
 
   Jade lay next to Tessa and held her hand, “You got me through Tommy, and I’m here regardless of how much you push me away, Tessa the Terrible.”
 
   “I know, but really I will be fine. We’ll be fine, right Harper?”
 
   She shook her head and smiled.
 
   “Liam and Ava told us what they overheard up here,” Phoebe rubbed Harper’s hand.
 
   “Maddox?” Harper asked.
 
   “Yep,” Jade grinned and sat up. “I may be old now but I’m not dead, that boy, or young man I should say, makes me feel less like a cougar, is H.O.T hot Harper, and you and he?”
 
   “Aunt Jade I don’t think I can handle another embarrassing conversation tonight,” Harper blushed furiously.
 
   “Oh please do tell,” Jade clapped.
 
   Tessa laughed, “May I?”
 
   “Mom seriously?”
 
   “It was the sweetest thing ever Harper, well except for him trying to hide the excitement… that was incredibly uncomfortable,” Tessa laughed.
 
   “But does the rock star hotty carry a big instrument?” Jade growled and they all laughed.
 
   Harper covered her face and laughed at them while Tessa reenacted one of the most embarrassing moments of her life. She ended her story with what he had said.
 
   “How do you not ooze when he’s around?” Jade grinned.
 
   “Aunt Jade,” Harper scolded her.
 
   “Look Harper Ann, how the hell do you think you got here? Why do you think I have so many kids? It’s a part of life,” Jade said as if it were no big deal.
 
   “The things he said are so sweet Harper, he seems incredibly romantic,” Phoebe scowled at Jade.
 
   “He writes music, he told me he thinks about me when he writes,” Harper’s voice was sweet and soft.
 
   “You love him?” Phoebe smiled at her.
 
   “Too much, I love him too much,” Harper said sadly.
 
   Maddox cleared his throat and they all looked back at him leaning on the doorway, “I hope I’m not interrupting.”
 
   Harper looked up and saw his face was red, “Hi.”
 
   “Hello. You are supposed to be asleep,” he smiled as he walked towards her.
 
   “Damn,” Jade whispered and Tessa laughed.
 
   “You won’t think it’s funny Tessa when I tell you that your mother insists you take this pill so that you will get some sleep as well.” Maddox walked to Harper’s side of the bed and held out the medicine and opened the bottle of water, “Open.”
 
   Harper opened her mouth and he put one of the pills on her tongue and handed her the water, “Swallow.”
 
   “Holy shit,” Jade whispered and Tessa giggled again.
 
   Maddox looked over at Tessa, “Open,” he smirked and Tessa reached for the pill.
 
   “No way Mom, he said open,” Harper smiled.
 
   “Yeah Tessa, he said open,” Jade laughed.
 
   Tessa rolled her eyes and did as she was asked.
 
   “Good girls,” Maddox looked back at Harper, “One more for you. Open,” Maddox pursed his lips so he would not laugh and Harper took her pill.
 
   “What about me?” Jade giggled and opened her mouth.
 
   “Leave him alone,” Phoebe reached over and smacked her arm.
 
   Maddox smiled and kissed Harper’s forehead, “Good night, I love you.”
 
   Harper’s eyes widened and her face turned red.
 
   “I don’t know how you could possibly be embarrassed by that, growing up around all of this,” Maddox laughed at Harper, “And I warned you already, stupid love, hand holding, kisses, the whole nine yards, and then some,” he whispered in her ear as he started to stand.
 
   “Goodnight Maddox,” Jade said in a sultry voice.
 
   Maddox laughed as he left the room.
 
   “Wow,” Phoebe smiled at Harper.
 
   “Yeah, wow,” Harper smiled back and yawned.
 
   “Your head must be spinning a mile a minute Harper Ann,” Jade smiled at her.
 
   Harper smiled and nodded.
 
   “When will you be getting married?” Phoebe asked still smiling.
 
   “I don’t know,” Harper looked at Tessa.
 
   “Whenever she wants. You two don’t mind if we get some sleep? You don’t have to leave,” Tessa let out a deep breath as she looked around the room.
 
   “We’ll be downstairs,” Jade kissed Tessa and Harper and she and Phoebe walked out of the room.
 
   Tessa lay down and Harper and she held hands again looking blankly at the ceiling.
 
   “Mom…”
 
   “Sorry Harper, I’m so sorry,” Tessa whispered.
 
   “I hate that he is gone, I hate that he died because of me,” Harper whispered.
 
   “He didn’t die because of you. He died because some crazy man wanted him to hurt. A man who never even met him hated him, because he was a good man. A good man who loved us so much,” Tessa whispered. “You have a good man now, Harper. Maddox adores you.”
 
   “I’m not always that nice to him,” Harper whispered.
 
   “You two have gone through a lot,” Tessa squeezed her hand, “Your Dad liked him.”
 
   “How do I get through this Mom, Dad’s gone and my baby…”
 
   “I am going to tell you how Harper. You’re not going to act like it didn’t happen. You’re not going to get angry at yourself, you’re going to share your feelings. Losing a child at any stage is awful.”
 
   Something in Tessa’s voice left her with a question she could not ignore.
 
   Harper turned and looked at her, “Have you…Mom had you lost a baby?”
 
   Tessa smiled sadly and turned towards her, “This doesn’t get discussed again alright? Too many people would be hurt.”
 
   Harper shook her head up and down, “Of course.”
 
   Tessa closed her eyes, “I was nineteen.”
 
   “So it wasn’t Daddy’s?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Lucas’ Mom?”
 
   Tessa shook her head yes, “Right after high school we had been broken up for a while and got back together. I got pregnant. Lucas was so excited and I was devastated. I was rotten for a while and then happy. The miscarriage happened on New Year’s Day. I beat myself up about it for a while. I didn’t talk to him. I kept everything inside, and then when I did talk about the hurt it wasn’t to him. Things spiraled out of control, we broke up.”
 
   “Because you lost the baby?”
 
   “Not all because of that but I’m sure it didn’t help. I was always on guard with him, I never let him in.” 
 
   “Did Dad know?”
 
   Tessa smiled, “He knew everything.”
 
   “Do you ever wish you and Lucas…”
 
   “Heck no,” Tessa laughed, “We would’ve killed each other. Neither of us was in any place to be playing house. It was like we ran in place for years; it never really progressed beyond high school. Your Daddy, God… that man was amazing. He and I were meant to be. We have had a great life. Lucas and Ashley have a great life as well. We were supposed to be friends, that’s it.”
 
   “Did you love him?”
 
   “Of course, still do, just in a different way,” Tessa looked over at her, “Lucas and I have been friends forever. He needed someone to show him how to love and that he deserved to be loved. He had never had a female friend and he needed one to show him he was worth more. That’s all it should have ever been, and that’s the way it has been since the day I met your Daddy, Harper. I knew immediately with him.”
 
   “But… never mind,” Harper looked up at the ceiling and tears began to fall.
 
   “Harper talk to me,” Tessa sat up, “I need you to be able to talk to me.”
 
   Harper’s face scrunched up and she cried softly, “It sounds just like Maddox Mom, he needed to…”
 
   “No Harper, your Maddox,” Tessa wiped her tears, “He is something special. You two have both known for years. I’ve known for years.”
 
   “But you …”
 
   “I am telling you Harper Ann that he is your soul mate and you are his. I am telling you that he had so much to work through and I never thought that you should’ve turned and walked away and never looked back. I know for a fact that the times your Dad and I met before getting married that I was so wrapped up in everything else going on we would have had a very bumpy road. Your father and I came together finally when it was meant to be. Our time was not then. Maddox reminds me so much of Collin, and has from day one. If you feel differently now I really think it’s because of all you have been through.”
 
   “How do I know Mom?”
 
   “You stop thinking and start feeling.”
 
   “I love him so much.”
 
   “And I know he feels the same.”
 
   “I trust him,” Harper yawned.
 
   “I do too.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox walked into Harper’s room and walked around a bit. He was exhausted but knew he would not sleep. He grabbed his bag and pulled out his notebook and then sat on the bed. He propped her pillows into a pile and sat back against the head board and opened the notebook. 
 
   He opened it and went through the pages. He had written when they were in Switzerland  and nothing was working so there were many torn pages from his book. He smiled as he looked at the last song he had completed and actually liked enough not to discard it. Tell me you hate me the song he sang with MASS, the song he wrote for Harper.
 
   His eyes felt heavy as he put his pen to the empty sheet of composition page. He knew it wasn’t going to happen, he never fell asleep without Harper or getting fucked up, not for more than a couple hours anyways.
 
   Maddox stood and pulled his shirt over his head and stepped out of his jeans leaving them in a heap on the fluffy white area rug next to her bed. He sat down in the middle of the bed and wrote.
 
   Light through the darkness.
 
   He doodled on the page writing Mrs. Maddox Hines, Harper Ann Hines, Maddox and Harper Hines, HAH and MAH.
 
   He looked at the page and laughed at himself, you’re such a fucking girl, he thought to himself and sat the book next to him and lay down. Just an hour please, just let me sleep an hour.
 
   He tossed and turned finally rolling to his stomach and growling into her pillow. He breathed in deeply and it hit him. He took another deep breath though his nose and he could smell her on the pillow. He rolled over to his side and looked around the room and saw her clothes neatly in her laundry basket. The sweatshirt she had worn most of the day laid on top of it. He hopped out of bed and grabbed it. He adjusted the pillows so they lay next to him and threw her sweatshirt over it, just a couple hours he thought as he lay down and buried his face into his make shift Harper.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox breathed in deeply and adjusted the pillows and groaned as he nuzzled into it deeper. He heard someone giggle and he blinked as his eyes adjusted to the sunlight coming through the window.
 
   He finally opened his eyes and saw Harper’s smiling face.
 
   “Good morning Sweetness,” he yawned, “What are you doing way over there?”
 
   “Watching this absolutely gorgeous guy make out with my sweatshirt and…”
 
   Maddox looked down at the pillows and sweatshirt and rolling his eyes flopped on his back and covered his face, “Shit.”
 
   “Busted,” Harper giggled as she walked over and sat next to him.
 
   Maddox stretched and the chuckled, “I was not making out with pillow Harper.”
 
   “Pillow Harper?” she laughed.
 
   “Uh huh, she isn’t quite as exciting, but apparently works as a good substitute,” Maddox sat up quickly and kissed her cheek, “Sweetness if you tell anyone about this I will kick your sweet little ass.”
 
   “Tell anyone? Maddox I already put it on Facebook that my rock star stud is really just a big cuddle bear,” Harper smiled and sat back, “With picture.”
 
   Harper held up her phone and showed him the picture and he tried to grab it as he laughed. 
 
   She stood off the bed and held it up, “Oh and the notebook with the doodling Mrs. Hines… that was adorable!”
 
   Maddox jumped up out of bed and she snapped a photo, he looked down, “Sweetness, morning wood does not belong on the internet.”
 
   “Cuddle Bear, that’s not wood that’s the whole tree. Morning’ Thumper,” Harper laughed out loud as he walked quickly after her.
 
   She held her stomach as she squealed when he got closer, he froze, “Does it hurt?”
 
   Harper’s smile softened, “Sure does, but it’s getting better every day.”
 
   “Yeah?” he asked walking slowly towards her again.
 
   “Yep,” she wrapped her arms around his neck as he wrapped his around her waist.
 
   “Good,” Maddox kissed her lips lightly and leaned back, “I slept without you.”
 
   “Placebo effect,” she giggled. “One day you’ll realize it’s not me and then I will be nothing more than a dirty shirt to you.”
 
   “Pretty sure that’s not true.”
 
   Harper kissed him, “I love you.”
 
   “I never want to go a day without hearing that from you again,” there was sadness in his voice.
 
   Harper looked up at him, “Sorry, I won’t ever do it again.”
 
   “That’s good because I won’t let you,” he ran his nose across her forehead.
 
   “Cuddle bear,” Harper giggled, “Could you tell Thumper as much as I adore both of you he is pushing on my boo boo.”
 
   Maddox chuckled, “Sorry Sweetness, but that’s all your fault.”
 
   “Not true.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “Nope it was the sweatshirt,” she giggled.
 
   Maddox kissed her swiftly on the head and stood back, “This place, your home feels like home. I like it here almost as much as I liked Switzerland .”
 
   Harper smiled, “I would have to agree, but the Cape is home too.”
 
   “Yeah, it has a nice feel as well,” Maddox smiled, “Speaking of feeling, I am going to shower, and take care of Thumper. Then make you breakfast.”
 
   Harper laughed loudly and looked down and licked her lips, “You are a very stubborn bunny.”
 
   “You have got to stop, you’re going to drive me crazy,” Maddox walked around behind her and kissed her head as his hand reached around her and quickly went up her shirt, “And fair is fair.”
 
   Harper leaned into him and moaned, “We can’t…this is--naughty,” Maddox bit her neck and licked harshly as his thumb brushed across her nipple, “too soon…too much.” Harper forced herself to pull away and took several steps away from him and turned around.
 
   His face was flush and eyes hooded, “Not naughty, need Sweetness.”
 
   Harper cleared her throat and walked to the bed. She grabbed the sweatshirt and tossed it to him and smiled, “See you downstairs. Have a nice shower.”
 
   Maddox laughed out loud as she opened the door. 
 
   “He awake?” Tessa asked as she started to walk in.
 
   “He is but…”
 
    It was too late, Tessa popped her head in the doorway, “Good morning Mad…Oh my …” Tessa covered her face when she saw Maddox cover himself with the sweatshirt.
 
   Harper laughed out loud as Tessa walked out, she turned and saw Maddox’s natural golden color turn to beet red.
 
   “That’s twice…Thumper,” Harper giggled and shut the door behind her.
 
   Tessa looked at her and tried not to laugh, “I really need to knock from now on.” 
 
   Harper looked at her mother and smiled, “We know we can’t.”
 
   “Okay good,” Tessa grabbed her daughter’s hand and walked down the stairs.
 
   


Chapter 18
 
   The ride to the church was only five miles but it seemed like an eternity. In just minutes she would walk into the church filled with people who she had known all her life. All there to say goodbye to the first man she loved, the man who taught her how to ride a bike, throw a ball, and teach others to take care of themselves. A man whose life’s work was to protect and foster communities in all cultures to gain strength from knowledge and to train them to do the same. Harper’s father gave his life protecting her.
 
   Harper was almost thankful that her father had been cremated so that she didn’t have to sit in the front row in her church and stare at his lifeless body while listening to her Pastor.  They started the service with a hymn.
 
   Maddox sat beside her in his black suit, with his arm around her shoulder as his finger stroked her arm softly as he tried to comfort her. He watched her out of the corner of his eye and she looked down at the floor, he pulled her closer to him and kissed the top of her head where it stayed. 
 
   Maddox looked about the room at the hundreds of photos of Collin and his wife, children, and extended family. He spotted a few from the times their families had been together. He smiled slightly at one of him and Harper at the Cape. He noticed Collin in the background with his arms crossed over his chest watching them as they laughed at something. He saw the small smile on Collin’s face and smiled. He looked down at Harper again. Her hands were folded on her lap as she tried not to play with them. He took her hand and kissed it and held it on his knee. He looked at Tessa and she was watching him.
 
   She smiled sadly and looked towards the picture he had been admiring. Her lips curled up a bit more and he smiled knowing that she was telling him Collin accepted him in their lives even then. He took his hand off Harper’s shoulder and placed it on Tessa’s and she patted it and looked back towards the Pastor as she held onto his hand.  
 
   Brody and Emma sat directly behind them. He squeezed Emma’s hand when he saw his son comforting Tessa. Emma smiled up at Brody and beamed with pride just as he did. 
 
   Tomas walked up to the front of the church and smiled at Tessa and then the kids and read his very well prepared Eulogy. Harper looked over at her mother as they both wiped their eyes, “Daddy.”
 
   Tessa’s lips curled up slightly, “Without a doubt.”
 
   Harper sat back against Maddox’s shoulder and he looked down at her and kissed her head, “Dad wrote his own eulogy.”
 
   He recognized sadness in her voice and nodded. He looked back at Brody and Brody and shook his head yes. Brody looked up at Tomas who was stepping away from the microphone and nodded. Tomas whispered to the Pastor and he smiled. Maddox kissed Harper and squeezed Tessa’s hand before he stood and stepped out of the pew into the aisle. Brody joined him and patted him on the shoulder. 
 
   Harper watched them wondering what he would say about her father. 
 
   Tomas handed them each a guitar and Maddox let out a deep breath and looked at Brody.
 
   When the music began Harper immediately knew the song by the notes he played. As Brody and Maddox sang Amazing Grace there was not a dry eye in the church. It was an acoustic rendition that filled the air. 
 
   Harper smiled at Maddox as tears fell down her face. It was not haunting like it felt at other funeral services. It did not hang heavy over her making her pain worsen. It lifted her sorrow, elevated her pain, and gave her hope that time would not only heal the hurt inside her but that of her mother and her brothers and of all whose lives Collin Abraham had touched. 
 
   When the song finished, Harper kissed her fingers and touched her heart and Maddox did the same in return. Maddox looked at Brody and Brody walked down the steps and sat next to Emma. 
 
   Maddox began playing again, a song she didn’t recognize. She watched him as he began to sing a song of beautiful things. She smiled and cried happy tears when she realized what it meant to him and more importantly what it meant to them. Harper looked at Tessa and hugged her tightly as he sang.
 
   “Daddy called you beautiful all the time,” she whispered into her ear.
 
   “He did,” she smiled. “He and I made three beautiful things,” Tessa smiled as they both wiped tears off each other’s faces.
 
   Tessa sat back and leaned against CJ and reached beside him and held Matthew’s hand as Harper held her other hand.
 
   All around, hope is springing up from this old ground.
 
   Out of chaos life is being found in you.
 
   You make beautiful things; you make beautiful things out of the dust
 
   You make beautiful things you make beautiful things out of us.
 
   Maddox ended the song and looked up at Harper; he gave her a tiny little smile and looked around as he set the guitar down. The tears he saw on the congregations faces were falling down hopeful faces now. None of them mattered, it was Harper  and her family that he had wished to give hope to.
 
   Maddox sat next to Harper and she grabbed his hand, “Did you write that?”
 
   He shook his head no, “A group called Gungor, it’s called Beautiful Things. Did you like it?”
 
   “I loved it, so did she,” Harper nodded towards Tessa, “Dad used to…”
 
   “Call her beautiful all the time,” Maddox smiled and held her hand, “It was for all of you Harper, but for our angel too.”
 
   Harper’s eyes widened when she realized what he was saying, “I love you.”
 
   He smiled, “I love you too.”
 
   Tessa had heard what he had said and reached across and patted his back, “Thank you.”
 
   He nodded and smiled softly.
 
   The service ended and Tessa waited for the people to exit the sanctuary. Following the service the women’s group had organized a dinner in the fellowship hall.
 
   The family walked around and looked at the pictures and Tessa stood looking at the ground hugging herself.
 
   Her father John walked up and wrapped his arm around her shoulder and she looked up and held his hand, “You’re doing real good, Tessa.”
 
   “Thanks Dad,” she smiled, “I have to be strong.”
 
   “Not always,” he kissed her head and pulled it to his shoulder. “I know why you’re standing here Tessa.”
 
   She smiled and looked up at him, “Yeah?”
 
   “This is where he proposed. You were wearing a blue dress, he told everyone what an ass he was and that you told him, he ‘would be on one knee in front of God and his family before he had a chance’.” Tessa smiled and shook her head yes, “He kept his word to you from that point on. He loved you.”
 
   “I loved him,” Tessa smiled and tears began to fall.
 
   “You going to keep your promise to him, Tessa?”
 
   “What do you mean Dad?” Tessa scowled.
 
   “I remember being at that one’s wedding in Jersey,” John pointed to the enormous spray on the table before them of white Gerber daises and yellow roses.
 
   “Lucas?” 
 
   “Yes. You thought you had lost Collin that day. You told Lucas to leave because he had a reception to get to and you had two little boys that needed you. I also remember a conversation where Collin made you promise that whatever happened, when he was away you would stay strong and live your life, you promised him you would.” John looked at her, “I’ll make you keep that promise, because it’s not only what you promised Collin, but I need you to also.”
 
   Tessa kissed her father’s cheek, “I will be strong.”
 
   “I know you will, but if I see you’re not, I’ll give you a swift kick in the right direction,” John chuckled, “Promise?”
 
   “Yes Dad.”
 
   ~
 
   Maddox was standing in front of the picture he had noticed during the service when Harper finally made it back to him. She rubbed his back, “You were even gorgeous then.”
 
   Maddox chuckled, “I never saw him look at me that way. I always saw the warning in his eyes when he and I chatted back then.
 
   “You’re just like him,” Harper smiled sadly.
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   Maddox turned and looked at her, “I do?”
 
   Harper smiled, “I will.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “After all this dies down,” Harper said and then gasped, “I said dies down.”
 
   Maddox smiled adoringly at her, “I’m the only one who heard you and all I’m thinking is I do.”
 
   Harper blushed, the way he was looking at her melted her heart. The way her Dad looked at the two of them in the photo made her certain he was up in heaven holding their angel, rooting for them. Just as he had rooted for her at every field hockey and softball game she had ever played. An overwhelming sense of acceptance rushed through her almost making her knees buckle.
 
   Maddox grabbed her quickly when he noticed, “You need to rest, damn it. This has all been too much.”
 
   Harper hugged him and laughed loudly.
 
   The room went silent and everyone looked at Maddox’s shocked face, he immediately lifted her so her feet were off the ground. She continued laughing into his shoulder as he walked out the emergency exit carrying her.
 
   Once outside he set her on the sidewalk, “Sweetness, it’s going to be…”
 
   Harper laughed even louder and raised both hands in the air, “Going to be fine!”
 
   “I think we need to get you home, today has been…”
 
   Harper lunged towards him and grabbed his face. Maddox’s eyes widened, “I felt it!”
 
   Maddox shook his head slowly agreeing with whatever it was she trying to say and then looked at her like she was crazy which made her laugh harder.
 
   “Okay,” Maddox put one arm around her, “Let’s just take a drive…”
 
   “Maddox, my Dad is holding our baby in heaven,” Maddox looked sadly at the girl he loved like she was having some sort of psychotic breakdown. “He wants you and I to be happy, he wants all of us to be happy,” Harper raised her hands in the air again.
 
   Maddox took the opportunity to lift her up wanting to get her away from this place. 
 
   She wrapped her legs around his waist and arms tightly around his neck and leaned up and kissed him hard on the mouth.
 
   Maddox slowly pulled back, “We really should get you somewhere.”
 
   Harper smiled and took his face in her hands again, “I love you, I’m alright, better than alright.”
 
   Maddox glanced behind Harper and her whole family was standing watching them. Harper kissed him again.
 
   She heard a loud whistle and laughed against Maddox’s mouth, “Ava?”
 
   Maddox peaked around them again and shook his head yes.
 
   Harper unwrapped her legs and he set her on the ground. 
 
   “I felt it Maddox, I felt my father when we were in there. Everything is going to be all right,” she whispered as she smiled up at him.
 
   He shook his head yes, “Your whole family and many others are watching us right now.”
 
   Harper giggled.
 
   Maddox tried not to smile, “If you want we could leave for a while so that you can get yourself together and…”
 
   “Do you believe me?”
 
   “I do. Something happened and I would prefer not to think that my future wife has gone mad, this early into our forever,” Maddox smirked.
 
   Tessa walked up and looked at Harper, “You alright?”
 
   “I felt Dad here, Mom,” she whispered.
 
   Tessa smiled, “Yeah?”
 
   Harper shook her head quickly up and down.
 
   Tessa hugged her and whispered into her ear, “Me too.”
 
   “Everything is going to be alright, Mom.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Tessa smiled and looked at Maddox who was still a bit uneasy, “You alright?”
 
   He looked at Harper and raised his eyebrows. 
 
   She blushed and smiled, “I’m not crazy.”
 
   “It wouldn’t matter if you were,” Maddox laughed when she pushed him.
 
   “Shall we go in?” Tessa asked.
 
   “Yes,” Harper held her hand and grabbed Maddox’s and they walked past everyone into the church.
 
   The women’s group was busy setting up the food and Tessa and the entire family stood in a procession line and one by one everyone came through and offered condolences, gave hugs, and some even kissed them. Harper and Maddox moved to the end of the line after many of her classmates stood and talked to Harper asking questions about she and Maddox holding up the line.
 
   Maddox stood with his arm around Harper supportively and protectively. Ava was one of the last people to come through.
 
   “You all better now?” She smiled as she hugged Harper.
 
   “Yes I am,” Harper laughed, quietly this time.
 
   “We need a road trip,” Ava smirked and looked at Maddox who looked at her and away quickly. “What hot stuff, you can come too, maybe get the drummer on board, hit up Spring Break or Mardi Gras. You know whoop it up before the nuptials.”
 
   Maddox looked at Harper stone faced and she smiled at him, “It might be fun you know.”
 
   Maddox opened his mouth and closed it and then forced a smile, “If you would like to we can do that.”
 
   Ava clapped loudly and winked at Maddox, “Perfect! Call S and have him join us.”
 
   “You’re holding up the line,” Lucas scowled at Ava and nudged her with his hip.
 
   Tessa laughed and looked back at Ashley, she stuck out her hand and Ashley smiled, “I’m very sorry for your loss.”
 
   Tessa smiled, “Thanks.”
 
   Lucas hugged her and whispered, “Sorry Tessa, I really am, he was a great guy.”
 
   “Thanks again Lucas. Oh and the flowers were beautiful.”
 
   Lucas smiled and hugged Harper, “Sorry about your Dad and your child.”
 
   “Thanks Lucas” Harper hugged him back.
 
   Maddox smiled at Lucas and shook his hand, “Big shoes to fill, Maddox.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Maddox smiled politely.
 
   “From what I understand you fit the bill,” Lucas smiled back.
 
   “I’ll do whatever I can.”
 
   “If you ever need anything feel free to call me,” Lucas handed him his card and walked away. 
 
   When everyone but close family had left Maddox pulled out a chair, “Tired?”
 
   “Yes actually,” Harper sat.
 
   “How is your belly?”
 
   “Fat,” she laughed.
 
   “Is not,” Maddox smiled as he knelt in front of her.
 
   Harper took his hand and placed it on her stomach and smiled sadly, “It’s not hard anymore.”
 
   Maddox smiled and leaned forward and kissed it, “It’s perfect, Sweetness.”
 
   “I have an appointment in two days,” Harper yawned.
 
   “Yes we do,” Maddox sat back on his heels and looked up at her.
 
   “You don’t have to go, it’s not like you’ll miss anything like a heartbeat or…”
 
   “I’m going with you.”
 
   “Luke!” Tessa gasped and Harper looked up and smiled.
 
   “Hey Aunt Tessa,” Maddox watched the tall handsome dark haired man hug Tessa and he picked her up and swung her around. 
 
   His hair was short, high and tight. He was not bulky but he had a nice build.
 
   Ava sat down next to Harper and moaned loudly and Harper laughed.
 
   “That is one fine piece of US Army property,” Ava rolled her eyes dramatically.
 
   Maddox looked at Harper curiously.
 
   “My cousin Luke Lane. He is Jade’s first born son…”
 
   “And hot as hell,” Ava growled.
 
   Harper rolled her eyes and looked back at Maddox, “Mom’s, and Lucas’s God son.”
 
   Lucas laughed out loud and walked up to him and hugged him, “They let you come home?”
 
   “Yes, I have two weeks leave,” Luke patted him on the back.
 
   “That’s it?” Tessa asked.
 
   “I have two more weeks this summer and then my time is up.” Luke looked back at Tessa, “I am so sorry. Mom told me what happened and I would have been here sooner but… you know.”
 
   “You’re here now,” she hugged him again.
 
   “Where is Harper and the guys?”
 
   “Harper is over there,” Tessa pointed, “The boys are helping put away the last of the chairs and tables.”
 
   “Everyone going to your place after?” 
 
   “Everyone is more than welcome to, we have so much food up there that is going to get tossed if you all don’t come up,” Tessa smiled.
 
   “Perfect, I’m going to go say hi to her.”
 
   Luke walked up to Harper, “Hey there girl. I am very sorry for your, fuck Harper for all of it.”
 
   Harper stood and hugged him, “Thanks, everything is getting better.”
 
   “Alright then,” Luke looked at Maddox and smiled, “Maddox Hines.”
 
   Maddox shook his hand, “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Yeah, you too. So you and Harper-- huh?” Luke smiled.
 
   “Yes,” Maddox nodded “Harper and I are engaged to be married.”
 
   “Do you have a date yet?”
 
   Maddox looked at Harper and they both smiled at each other, “We need to come up with a new one.”
 
   “I’ll be home on leave for two weeks starting July third.”
 
   Maddox looked at Harper, “We can’t wait that long.”
 
   “Awe come on,” Luke goaded.
 
   “We could do the reception at the Cape then,” Harper offered and then looked at Maddox.
 
   “We’ll be married before then,” Maddox raised his eyebrow.
 
   “Are you asking her or telling her?” Ava leaned forward and looked at Maddox.
 
   “Neither,” Maddox gave Ava a look.
 
   “Well maybe you should ASK her what she wants. Don’t just leave her waiting so you get to call all the shots!” Ava stood up and stormed away.
 
   Luke looked at the ground and turned red.
 
   Harper laughed, “I don’t think that was at all about us, Maddox.”
 
   Luke looked up at her and back down quickly, “Hey I um…will see you at your place in a little bit okay?”
 
   “Of course,” Harper laughed as he walked away.
 
   


Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Harper’s doctor appointment had gone very well. Her doctor was not as concerned about the amount of bleeding as Maddox was. Harper was slightly amused at the amount of questions that Maddox asked and even more amused that he actually took notes. Her doctor was very patient with Maddox even when Harper was fully dressed and standing next to the door the conversation continued. Just as Harper was about to tell Maddox that was enough the Doctor asked for his autograph and Harper smiled to herself now realizing why he had been so patient, he was a fan.
 
   When they got into the Jeep, Harper laughed at Maddox, “What?” he asked.
 
   Harper laughed and looked away.
 
   “Fine, maybe I did ask a lot of questions. I just want to be sure you're alright.” He smiled as he started the Jeep and backed out of the parking spot, “You know--- I kind of love you and stuff.”
 
   Harper laughed, “I kind of love you and stuff too.”
 
   “Cool, so in two weeks you go back, and if all is well…” Maddox smirked as he pulled onto the road.
 
   Harper smiled, “If all goes well what?”
 
   He glanced out of the corner of his eye, “I get to,” Maddox stopped and smiled and winked at her, “Do you, and stuff.”
 
   “Like what kind of stuff?” Harper whispered.
 
   “All kinds of stuff,” Maddox swallowed.
 
   “Come on, tell me what you’ll do first,” Harper rested her chin on her hand.
 
   “Well first of all I am just about starving,” he grinned, “I miss tasting you.”
 
   “I miss tasting you too,” Harper grinned.
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yeah,” Harper laughed.
 
   It was quiet for a few minutes, “Sweetness do you have a dentist appointment in the morning?”
 
   “No why?” Harper was confused as to why he would ask such a thing and she looked down.
 
   “Just wondering.”
 
   “Does Thumper want kisses?”
 
   Maddox laughed, “You are a naughty girl what would even make you think that…”
 
   Harper unbuttoned his pants and reached down and felt the slick tip of his rock hard erection.
 
   “Hey there, Thumper,” Harper whispered.
 
   “He says hey back,” Maddox groaned as she unzipped him and pulled his cock free of his pants.
 
   “I have missed you,” she bent over the console and kissed him lightly. He twitched in her hand.
 
   “Harper I was just kidding about the…FUCK!” he roared when she licked the pre cum off of him, “I can’t give back sweetness… you should just,” he hissed loudly when she took more of him in her mouth.
 
   His hips lunged forward and she moaned, “Listen, you need to...”
 
   Harper took him into her mouth as far as she could; “Stop now before, Harper damn,” his hips thrust forward again and he started to slow the vehicle down. Harper moved faster and he cried out her name and his hand reached between her and the console she was leaning over and grabbed her breast.
 
   “Fuck Harper I am going to cum so fucking hard.”
 
   Harper moaned with him in her mouth and he growled loudly between clenched teeth as he slowly tried to pull over. 
 
   A horn blew loudly as it passed them and she didn’t stop, “Sweetness I need you to stop so I can pull the fuck over…damn, damn, damn!”
 
   Harper laughed as she moved up and down his length hollowing her cheeks at his tip and another car passed them and blew their horn.
 
   Unsure if they were still driving down the road or pulled over Harper moved faster and the first hot thick burst shot into her mouth and as she tried to swallow the next one came and as she licked him savagely another car honked as it passed. The third burst gagged her and spilled out of her mouth as she tried to swallow it. Harper was panting as she moved up and down on him licking and sucking until she knew he was empty. 
 
   Harper sat up and Maddox looked at her. His face was red and he was breathless and panting, “Thank…you…Sweetness.”
 
   Harper licked the cum from her lips and smirked, “The least I could do for the man who saved my life.” Maddox pulled over and a line of cars past them honking, some even had passengers hanging out the window flipping them off. 
 
   Harper laughed as she opened the glove box and grabbed a package of tissues. She started to wipe him clean and he laughed, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Maddox looked down at the mess and laughed, “T would be proud. I just got a sloppy blow job,” Maddox took the tissues and cleaned up the best he could.  He looked at Harper and winked, “You are fucking amazing.”
 
   “I know,” she smiled and they both laughed.
 
   “But seriously Harper you don’t have to do that for me, I can’t do a damn thing for you right now.”
 
   “You just did,” Harper smiled at him.
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   Maddox pulled back out onto the road with a huge smile across his face, “I owe you big.”
 
   “Yeah you do,” Harper laughed, “Maddox don’t you like take care of yourself in the shower?”
 
   “Sometimes,” Maddox laughed uncomfortably.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Oh? No way… spill it,” he laughed.
 
   “Well that was a lot of…stuff.”
 
   Maddox laughed, “It’s different.”
 
   “What do you mean,” Harper asked looking over at him.
 
   “Well, I don’t know how to say this without potentially pissing you off so that doesn’t happen as often as I would like.”
 
   “Just tell me,” Harper rolled her eyes and took a drink of water.
 
   “Alright. When I used to be a very bad boy, you know…”
 
   “Guitar or drums?”
 
   Maddox wanted to laugh but he didn’t, “Yeah. Basically cumming is cumming and an orgasm is an orgasm.”
 
   “So every time you have an orgasm it doesn’t feel the same?”
 
   “No, Harper.”
 
   “Oh,” Harper sat back and looked at him with a question in her eyes and then looked out the window.
 
   “Jerking off in the shower is a chore, seriously just wanted the release. But with you I don’t want the release I want to be inside of you whenever I can be, to enjoy you. When I finally know I have satisfied you, I can really let go.”
 
   Harper smiled and nodded her head. 
 
   They heard sirens and Maddox looked into the rearview mirror, “Shit.”
 
   He looked down at the speedometer and it said eighty miles per hour.
 
   He pulled off to the side of the road and continued buttoning himself up.
 
   The cop asked for his license and registration and Maddox handed it to him.
 
   When the officer walked back he handed him his belongings back, “You’re Maddox Hines?”
 
   “I am.” 
 
   “Slow it down and uh, could I have your autograph?”
 
   Maddox smiled and handed him the empty citation with the autograph and then pulled back out onto the road.
 
   “Maddox Hines, your stardom is so cool. You better not stop being a Rock Star.”
 
   “I already promised we would be done with all of that.”
 
   “Well after all that has happened in the past…Maddox, what happened was my fault not you or your music or…”
 
   “What happened is not your fault, Harper,” Maddox grabbed her hand.
 
   “Well neither was everything that happened to you,” Harper whispered, “I am so sorry I ever made you feel that way.”
 
   “Well look at us, Harper,” Maddox squeezed her hand, “I think both of us are growing up and I think it has a lot to do with our angel.”
 
   Harper leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder and sighed, “Maddox, I really think you are amazing. You’re talented, and so damn perfect.”
 
   Maddox chuckled, “Perfect is a little much.”
 
   “No Maddox it’s not enough,” she whispered.
 
   “Well do keep going, I get a blow job driving down the road and I am amazing and perfect, don’t stop there Sweetness, keep it coming,” Maddox kissed her head.
 
   “I love watching you perform,” Harper giggled.
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Uh huh. It’s very sexy.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Uh huh, it’s like hours worth of foreplay,” Harper whispered.
 
   “Jesus Harper!” Maddox groaned as she stroked him over his jeans.
 
   “You said keep it coming,” Harper laughed as she undid his pants again.
 
   “You’re insatiable.”
 
   “I want you to still sing in the band,” Harper pulled him free from his pants.
 
   “I already quit and I like performing for an audience of one much better,” he hissed as her grip tightened.
 
   “Do the US stops you have lined up with Burning Souls, and then make up your mind. You said you’d start school in the fall. What would you do until then?”
 
   “You, I would fucking do you,” his jaw tightened and her hand moved faster. “We are going to make a mess again Sweetness.”
 
   “You can still do me,” Harper kissed his neck and moved up to his ear.
 
   “You have to …do we have to talk about this right now?”
 
   “Promise me you’ll stick with it,” Harper licked his ear lobe.
 
   “Promise me you’ll come with me?” Maddox growled.
 
   Harper’s hand moved faster and she bent over again and kissed his head, “Not this time, but we’ll discuss the tour later.”
 
   Harper took him in her mouth and slowly moved up and down the rest of the way home.
 
   They pulled into the driveway right after his release, “Unfucking real.”
 
   Harper smiled proudly and he laughed, “Good?”
 
   “Perfect Sweetness, you just made love to Thumper with your mouth.”
 
   “Not a sloppy blow job?” Harper laughed.
 
   “No Sweetness, I’m going to have to come up with a name for what you just did to me soon though,” Maddox laughed as he put the Jeep in park and kissed her.
 
   Harper laughed and they kissed again.
 
   She opened her door and saw an unfamiliar car in the driveway.
 
   Maddox looked at her curiously and she shrugged her shoulders. He grabbed her hand and walked towards the house.
 
   ~
 
   They walked in and two men sat at the large dining room table with Tessa, Tomas, John, and Brody.
 
   Maddox looked at his father’s face and knew he was on edge.
 
   Tessa stood up quickly and went to Harper and hugged her, “Everything alright?”
 
   Harper nodded yes, “She’s doing great,” Maddox smiled quickly and nodded to the table, “Everything alright here?”
 
   “These men work for Harrison Dunlop,” Tessa looked at Harper, “Your Dad’s biological father.”
 
   Harper immediately tensed up and Maddox pulled her into his side, wrapping his arm protectively around her shoulder, “You’re fine, I have got you.”
 
   “Brody mentioned he called Collin before, before he passed,” Tessa whispered.
 
   Harper shook her head up and down and looked nervously into Tessa’s eyes.
 
   “Your brothers are on their way back from helping Grandma and then I want you all to come sit down and hear what these men have to say.”
 
   Tessa sat down at the table and Harper and Maddox sat next to her.
 
   “Is this Harper?” one of the men asked.
 
   Maddox answered a stern, “Yes.”
 
   “Harrison would like to meet you,” he began.
 
   “You will wait for her brother’s to continue this conversation, she only needs to hear your plea one time,” Brody looked at him coldly.
 
   The man nodded once and sat back.
 
   Matthew and CJ came in and sat near their mother and sister. Tessa tried to smile at them but failed, “What’s going on, Mom?” CJ looked at the men.
 
   “We work for a man named Harrison Dunlop…”
 
   “As in Atticus Dunlop’s father?” Matthew snapped.
 
   “Yes, and Collin’s father,” the smaller of the two men relayed with sincerity in his voice.
 
   The other man cleared his throat, “Harrison asked that he meet you all.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen,” Maddox sputtered.
 
   The man looked at him, “He’s dying. Against medical advice he and his medical team have flown to Syracuse. This is probably the last time he will travel and he did so wanting to meet his grandchildren.”
 
   “Waste of a…” Harper squeezed his hand stopping him. Maddox looked at her with concern.
 
   “This is up to the three of you, I will support any decision you make,” Tessa looked between her three grown children.
 
   “We ask that you make the decision based on who Harrison is, he is nothing like Atticus, he is a good man,” he pulled four plastic covered booklets out of his bag and sat them in front of Tessa. “We’ll wait in the car for you to talk this over. I would like you to keep in mind that the issue is extremely time sensitive.”
 
   With that the men left the house and Tessa looked down at the bound reports. “Do you three want to meet him, if not we don’t have to bother with these.”
 
   “Do you Mom?”
 
   “I don’t know, Matthew. I really don’t know, whatever you all decide is fine with me,” Tessa sat and waited.
 
   CJ grabbed a report, “You know what they say about curiosity?”
 
   Matthew chuckled and took one, “Yeah but we aren’t damn cats are we Harper?”
 
   Maddox felt her tremble slightly, “She’s not ready for this.”
 
   “Why don’t you let her make up her own…”
 
   “You need to back off of her,” Maddox growled.
 
   “It’s fine Maddox,” Harper let out a deep breath and sat up.
 
   “You’re not fine Harper you were shaking,” Maddox snapped as he looked at her brothers. “Do you two know what she has been through?!”
 
   Both of her brothers looked up at him. Matthew was visibly angry and CJ looked confused, “Of course we do.”
 
   “Maddox it’s fine,” Harper opened the folder and felt his hand on her knee tighten a bit, “Maddox, come with me for a minute.”
 
   She stood and he followed her into the bathroom. She shut the door and looked at him. His jaw muscles tightened and flexed and his eyes were dark and worried. She sat on the counter and curled her finger towards her asking him to come.
 
   She put her hands behind his neck and gently ran her finger nails through his hair, “Please relax.”
 
   “You trembled,” he closed his eyes.
 
   “I was cold,” she whispered.
 
   His eyes opened and he looked at her with concern, “Harper what you have been through.”
 
   “Less than twenty minutes ago we were laughing,” Maddox tried to interrupt her and she closed his lips with her fingers and smiled, “I was thinking that…I wished my Dad could have met his father. I want to know if,” Harper paused, “Maddox he was brought up a lot like you. His childhood was awful too. You met Brody, and well, what if Harrison is like him. What if…”
 
   “If he was like Brody he would not have raised a monster like Atticus. If you need this Harper, I’m going with you.”
 
   Harper smiled, “Of course you are.”
 
   Maddox watched her eyes and she seemed to have made up her mind, “Alright then.”
 
   Harper hugged him and let out a deep cleansing breath against his neck.
 
   Maddox closed his eyes and his fingers gently ran up and down her spine, he felt her body relax with each upward motion.
 
   He kissed her head and ran his nose across it as he held her.
 
   After several minutes she sat up and smiled, “The calm to my storm.”
 
   “I don’t want the damn storm for you anymore,” he looked down sadly, “I want Switzerland.”
 
   Harper smiled and he looked up and gave her a small smile back.
 
   “We get through this and …”
 
   “Then you want me to go on tour,” Maddox looked at her nervously.
 
   “I will go too, just let me…”
 
   “You will?”
 
   Harper smiled at his surprise, “Did you think I wouldn’t?”
 
   “You said we would talk about it later,” Maddox said using his best Harper impression and she laughed.
 
   “Actually you said we would while I was busy. I have to finish up my internship, and how that all works from here. Then I’m all yours.”
 
   “Meet the monster, figure out school, get shit ready for the tour…”
 
   Maddox was making a mental note of all he had to do and Harper laughed, “He might not be a monster.”
 
   “Sorry Sweetness that’s not, I hope not. I really do,” Maddox picked her up and sat her feet on the ground.
 
   “No bus right, like a tour bus, we don’t have to do that do we?”
 
   “We don’t have to, no. You and I will get hotel rooms,” Maddox’s eyes sparkled, “Tour kicks off at the Garden.”
 
   Harper smiled and bit her lip, “Our Switzerland.”
 
   “Yeah,” he started to lift the hem of her shirt and she looked down.
 
   “I need a damn gym,” she pushed his hand away.
 
   “No you don’t,” he wrapped his hands around her waist and pulled her against him, “Beautiful, absolutely perfect.”
 
   ~
 
   They drove down route 41A and turned left onto Genesee Street. Harper looked at Tessa and squeezed her hand. Tessa looked out the window as they pulled into the Hotel and Spa that she and Collin had spent every Valentine’s Day at when the kids were at school. She closed her eyes and let the memories of couple’s massages and heat filled nights in front of the fireplace in their favorite French country cottage run through her mind. 
 
   The SUV pulled around back and parked next to Harrison’s peoples’ car. There was a man who looked exactly like the two they followed standing in the door. Matthew looked at CJ and laughed, “Men in Black, do you think he’s an alien?”
 
   CJ looked at Tessa, concerned it would upset her, and Tessa smiled. They all sat watching as several people came out of the cottage door.
 
   “Give us a minute,” Brody and Tomas passed a look between them and stepped out of the vehicle.
 
   Maddox watched as his father and Tomas spoke to the men. Tomas walked inside and Brody came back to the SUV.
 
   “Tomas is going to check things out before we go in,” Brody grabbed his phone from his pocket and sent a message to Clive who was back at the house with Emma, the girls and the rest of the family.
 
   Maddox watched his face and knew he was worried, “Dad, if there’s something you’re worried about we shouldn’t do this.”
 
   “No, they need this. I’m just making sure everything is alright back at the house.”
 
   Tessa started to laugh and Harper looked at her, “Mom, are you alright?”
 
   “Yes, this is just,” she started laughing again.
 
   “Tessa we should go back,” Brody started opening the door.
 
   Tessa snapped, “No.”
 
   Everyone looked at her surprised.
 
   “This is my husband’s father. Look at us,” she waved her hand around to everyone, “We are all sitting here waiting for a fucking bomb to drop!”
 
   The boys gasped which made Tessa laugh.
 
   “I swear, sometimes I swear. I get pissed and I laugh because I want to be happy! I will not sit in fear, or let any of you either. He is an old man who is dying and we are acting like he can take what we have left away from us. I won’t live like this and neither will any of the people I love.”
 
   Tessa started to open the door and Brody stopped her, “Brody, I swear to God…”
 
   “I promised I would watch over all of you and I will not go back on my word,” His voice was deep and direct.
 
   “I have lived like this for years being directed. I love Collin and that man is the only one I would ever allow to make decisions for me. The only man I wanted to take care of me. He is gone and that ends now.” Tessa pushed Brody’s hand away from blocking the door and got out.
 
   She started walking towards the door and Harper jumped out behind her and grabbed her hand and they walked towards the door together.
 
   Matthew and Collin laughed as they caught up, “Mom’s a bad ass.”
 
   “Mom didn’t have to be before, but she’s back,” Tessa laughed and looked at the man standing in front of the entry.
 
   He stood in their way and didn’t move. Maddox stood in front of Tessa.
 
   “He asked for them to come and you’re going to block the door? Get the…”
 
   “Harper’s man is badass, too,” Matthew laughed.
 
   “Do you need ID?” Tessa snapped.
 
   The man tried not to smile, “I was told by Mr. Tomas that you were to wait.”
 
   “Mr. Tomas is not my keeper and I’m feeling real feisty right now so you may want to…” Tomas opened the door.
 
   “Thank you Mitchell,” Tomas opened the door, “It’s just Harrison and his personal assistant, come on in.”
 
   Maddox grabbed Harper’s had tightly and whispered in her ear, “If this gets to be too much…”
 
   “I am fine,” she giggled, “You do know I’m her daughter, right?”
 
   Maddox smiled, “You do know I have known you for years, right?”
 
   Tessa looked back and laughed, “She’s right Maddox, in fifty years I don’t want to hear why didn’t you warn me about her.”
 
   Maddox smiled and looked at Harper, “I will take her whatever way she comes.”
 
   Tessa laughed and covered her mouth and Maddox’s jaw dropped, “That’s not what I mean.”
 
   Harper laughed out loud, “Again, I am her daughter.”
 
   They all stood in the room waiting for their host to come out of the bedroom smiling at each other. The door opened to the adjoining room and Harrison was wheeled out.
 
   Harper looked up at her mother and watched her reaction to a tall broad older version of Collin in the wheel chair. 
 
   He looked up and took a deep breath from the oxygen mask he held in his hand. It took him several moments to compose himself, to real back in the emotions that he felt flooding him.
 
   “Hello, I am Harrison,” he looked at Harper sadly, “I am so sorry dear one.”
 
   Harper tried to smile but holding back the tears she was unable, she shook her head quickly up and down.
 
   Harrison’s eyes widened and he inhaled through the mask again and swallowed hard. He wiped away tears, “I am also sorry about this. I normally don’t …” he took another breath and looked down, “I don’t even know what to say to you all.”
 
   Harper let go of Maddox’s hand and ran to him and fell to her knees. She grabbed his hand and used her other to wipe his tears, “You look just like him.”
 
   He let out a breath and wiped at her tears, “I wish I could’ve known him.”
 
   Maddox squatted down next to her and rubbed her back. 
 
   “Harrison this is Maddox,” Harper smiled.
 
   “The man who…protected you,” Harrison held out his hand to shake Maddox’s. 
 
   Maddox looked at him, “I would do it again.”
 
   Harrison smiled softly, “I am very happy to hear that.”
 
   Maddox shook his hand and Harper smiled at him, “Matthew and Collin John, or CJ as we call him are right here.”
 
   They stood beside her and shook his hand, “Hello.”
 
   “Hello,” they both responded.
 
   “The twins,” Harrison smiled, “Three grandchildren”
 
   “Mom,” Harper stood up and motioned for her.
 
   Tessa walked up to him and stuck out her hand and started to introduce herself.
 
   “Tessa Ann Abraham. Collin’s wife and mother of his three beautiful children,” Harrison shook her hand.
 
   They spent the next few hours talking about Collin. Telling Harrison stories about him and all that he did and gave and the way he loved and protected them. Harrison smiled and listened to their stories. There were tears and laughter. Harrison had dinner brought to the room and they all ate and continued sharing stories about Collin for a few more hours.
 
   Tessa noticed Harrison was beginning to appear uncomfortable and tired.
 
   “Harrison needs to rest,” she smiled at her children.
 
   “I don’t want to yet. We still have so much to talk about,” Harrison objected.
 
   “We can come back,” Harper smiled brightly at him.
 
   “I would love that,” Harrison’s smile matched hers.
 
   “Maybe tonight we could…”
 
   “Harper, he needs to rest,” Tessa patted her shoulder.
 
   “But Mom…”
 
   Harrison laughed.
 
   “Fine, how long will you be here?” 
 
   “Awhile,” Harrison patted her hand.
 
   “Awhile like a week or awhile like a couple days?” Harper demanded.
 
   Harrison laughed, “Awhile like I really can’t answer that.”
 
   Tessa understood what he was saying, “You shouldn’t travel.”
 
   Harrison shook his head slowly from side to side.
 
   Harper looked angry when she realized what they meant. As always, Maddox was watching her. He took her hand and rubbed his thumb across the back of it. She looked up at him and her lip quivered. He pulled her towards him and she laid her head against his neck. 
 
   She took a deep breath. His scent and touch were her sedative, her comfort, and her solace. He stroked her back as she continued taking deep breaths until he could tell she was relaxed once again. 
 
   Harper looked up at him sadly. He lowered his head and held his lips against hers as he looked her in the eyes. No movement, just him right there with her, holding her together, supporting her, loving her. He felt a slight smile against his mouth and pulled back and whispered, “Better?” She shook her head yes.
 
   



 
   Chapter 20
 
   The ride home was quiet and when they finally returned to the house it was as quiet.
 
   Harper smiled at Emma, “The girls in bed?”
 
   Emma stood and hugged her tightly, stood back and rubbed her arms up and down slowly, “They’re both starting school in the morning.”
 
   Harper looked at Maddox stunned, “I forgot. Oh how could I forget that’s …”
 
   Maddox handed her his phone, “We messaged all afternoon.”
 
   Harper thumbed through the messages, “She’s got to know that was not me replying,” Harper laughed.
 
   Maddox smirked and shook his head no, “I don’t say things in that tone.”
 
   “A tone, it’s a message Sweetness,” Maddox chuckled.
 
   “Emma, did she know?”
 
   Emma tried not to laugh, “Sorry Harper but she absolutely thought it was you. She thought you were texting for Maddox too.”
 
   Harper giggled, “Well good.”
 
   Maddox smiled, “You tired?”
 
   “I’m exhausted.”
 
   “Let’s go to bed,” Maddox pulled her behind him.
 
   “Wait,” she laughed.
 
   Maddox let out a frustrated groan and dropped her hand. She kissed his cheek and walked quickly into the kitchen.
 
   Tessa and Emma stopped talking when she walked in, “Really?” she laughed and then whispered, “I know the truth about Santa, and the tooth fairy.”
 
   Maddox laughed from behind her, “So fucking adorable.”
 
   “Maddox,” Emma scolded him.
 
   “Oh sorry but she is,” Harper blushed as she looked at him, “You are, incredibly adorable.”
 
   “Oh wow did the doctor give you the go ahead?” Tessa whispered the last part.
 
   Brody chuckled as he walked in and Emma scowled at him. Maddox blushed and Harper laughed loudly. 
 
   “No actually I just …I know she’s tired and I am as well and…”
 
   “He likes to cuddle,” Harper grinned.
 
   Tessa and Emma both cooed AWE and Brody patted him on the back.
 
   “My cuddle bear,” Harper grinned at Maddox.
 
   Maddox raised his eyebrows, “Shall we discuss the ride home from…”
 
   “NO!”
 
   Maddox’s lips turned up slightly as he tried to mask his amusement. Harper scowled and his blue eyes sparkled.
 
   Brody chuckled again and hugged Emma.
 
   Harper’s face was burning red when she finally looked at her mother, “I want to go back in the morning. He is a part of all of us. He’s dying and doing it alone.”
 
   “I know honey we will okay,” Tessa hugged her and smiled, “Cuddle Bear is waiting.”
 
   Maddox raised an eyebrow and was about to say something. His jaw snapped shut and he opened it again but could find no appropriate words to say to his future mother in law. “Harper if that sticks-- your ass is in deep trouble.”
 
   He turned and stomped up the stairs.
 
   “Goodnight everyone,” Harper smiled and whispered, “I need to go calm the bear.”
 
   Harper walked into the bedroom and he wasn’t in there. She thought about everything the doctor had said, that because she didn’t have a vaginal delivery, the part of abstaining from intercourse was simply because they were waiting for her womb to heal and he advised a couple weeks for that reason alone. He told Maddox that she may not feel sexual because like a normal pregnancy she was experiencing the hormonal changes and that a caring partner would make sure she wanted to be touched, asked to be touched before her partner did so. She looked out the window and rubbed her hand over her stomach slowly. It was no longer hard, it hadn’t been in a few days. She hated the way it moved beneath her hand. She walked over to the mirror and looked into it. In loose clothes she looked the same. She knew that even under her clothes she would soon be the same size she had been since tenth grade. She lifted her shirt and looked at her breast, they had been tender since the hospital. She ran her hand slowly across her nipple and back again trying to get a reaction. 
 
   When Maddox had touched her breasts in the Jeep it wasn’t the immense pleasure she had always felt when she wanted him, or when she looked into his eyes and they burned for her, calling her body by a simple look. She pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it on the floor and slipped her bra straps off her shoulders and pulled it down far enough so her breasts sprang out of the cups. She looked at them, examining her reflection in the mirror. She gently held them, one in each hand and squeezed gently. She pushed them together and looked in the mirror, nothing. She licked her fingers and ran its wetness across her nipple and blew lightly down on them, still nothing. She let out a frustrated breath and unclasped her bra and tossed it on the floor. She turned to grab her shirt and saw Maddox standing against the wall wrapped in a towel.
 
   “Oh my God.” Harper grabbed her shirt and covered herself as she felt her face burning.
 
   Maddox walked quickly to her and lifted her chin and kissed her nose.
 
   “Please don’t,” she whispered as she started to pull away from him.
 
   He turned her around facing the mirror, “Open your eyes please.” His breath was warm on her neck but not deep and heady.
 
   “No, Maddox that was—embarrassing.”
 
     “You are beautiful Harper,” he kissed her neck and gently pulled the shirt from her hand exposing her, “Open your eyes please.”
 
   “No I…”
 
   “Give me one full minute and if you still object I will let you get dressed, trust me please.”
 
   Harper opened her eyes and looked at her reflection, “You have fifty eight seconds.”
 
   Maddox smiled at her, “When I walked in here I was a bit shocked, and very turned on. You touching yourself was the single most erotic thing I have ever witnessed in my life.”
 
   “Maddox…”
 
   “Unless we’re pausing the speculative time clock you will let me finish,” Maddox looked at her eyes in the mirror. She nodded her head and he continued. “I watched your hands moving, focusing on them alone. When I saw the disdain in your eyes I knew what you were thinking and it completely bewilders me that you could even for one second not see what you are. Harper you are incredibly sexy. With us…you are completely open and willing to be pleased and to please me. Your body is amazing outside and deep inside. It is my favorite place to play and my favorite treat. A feast for my eyes, my mouth, my ears, my hands, my cock, and my nose. I love the way you smell when you’re turned on, it calls to me Harper. I love the way you look, I have memorized every part of your body, from your hair to your toes. I can honestly tell you I would give up food if you allowed me to have my mouth on you all the time. When I touch your skin it’s like silk and velvet. When you say my name, moaning or otherwise it is the sweetest sound I have ever heard, every time. When I am buried inside you moving in and out of you I am connected to my lifeline. I am one with you and you are one with me. Do not try to hide from me Harper, ever.”
 
   “Maddox.”
 
   “Harper?” he turned her towards him.
 
   “I’m a girl, I am going to have moments of self-loathing and insecurity.”
 
   “You’re my girl Harper, and I won’t allow it. You are mine to care for, mine.”
 
   Harper smiled at him, “So when I get old and things start really sagging…”
 
   “You’ll be beautiful to me,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “What if I get so fat, I can’t move?” Harper smiled.
 
   “Genetically impossible,” Maddox laughed.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Your mother is a beautiful woman and so is Maggie,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “You check out my Mom?”
 
   Maddox laughed, “Not like that, but yeah she’s hot.”
 
   Harper laughed, “I’m going to tell her you said that.”
 
   “Harper you got a …damn it!” Tessa darted back in the hallway and shut the door.
 
   Maddox laughed, and grabbed Harper’s shirt, “Sorry Sweetness.”
 
   Harper let him put it back on her, “Mom get back here.”
 
   Tessa walked in as Maddox was walking in the closet still wrapped in a towel.
 
   “You need to start locking this door until I get used to all this, Harper Ann,” Tessa’s face was red.
 
   “We really weren’t doing anything,” Harper sat on the bed and patted it.
 
   Maddox walked out dressed in a tee shirt and shorts looking at the ground, “We really…”
 
   “Actually right before you walked in Maddox was telling me you were hot,” Harper giggled.
 
   “Harper!” Maddox gasped.
 
   “He was… Maddox --women like to hear these things,” Harper explained.
 
   “Not really,” Tessa blushed furiously.
 
   “I am going to grab a drink and as much as I would like our private life to be private I really hope you explain that to Tessa in better detail.”
 
   Maddox left the room and Harper laughed.
 
   “I don’t even know if I want to know Harper. I think you two are …”
 
   “I was having body issues. My stomach is gross and…well he was telling me what a feast I was to him,” Harper began.
 
   “Maybe you should keep this to yourself,” Tessa closed her eyes.
 
   “No Mom, he is amazing. He basically just said that he loves everything about me. That I would always be beautiful to him. When I asked if I got so fat I couldn’t move he said it was genetically impossible. That you were a beautiful woman and so was Grandma Maggie.”
 
   Tessa smiled, “He is pretty amazing, huh?”
 
   “A dream,” Harper fell back on her bed and laughed.
 
   Tessa lay back down next to her, “I’ve been thinking about Harrison.”
 
   “I don’t want to see him die Mom but I don’t want him to die alone.”
 
   “Your father wouldn’t want that either,” Tessa whispered.
 
   “So we bring him home,” Harper turned and looked at Tessa.
 
   Tessa smiled, “I thought about it.”
 
   “So that’s what we do tomorrow,” Harper sat up.
 
   “We have a bit of a room issue,” Tessa smiled.
 
   “Oh, wow I forgot the boy’s room was full.”
 
   “Yes but I have an idea,” Tessa smiled and sat up.
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Yes. But you have to agree to it and it will take a couple days. Until then do you and Maddox mind sleeping in the family room? Could you also try to keep your hands to yourselves for a couple days?”
 
   “Can’t promise anything mom,” Harper joked.
 
   ~
 
   Harrison tried to explain to Tessa and the children that he wants to spend as much time getting to know them as he could, but didn’t want to be a burden. Harper explained to him that family was family and he would do as he was told. He laughed at her but she was adamant. Harrison was a proud man, he was also a man who had lost two sons in one day which Harper was sure was not helping his health at all.
 
   ~
 
   Maddox woke up a week later to an empty bed, which he did not like at all but she had been doing it every morning. 
 
   When she walked into the house he was pacing in the kitchen.
 
   “Hey,” she smiled as she pulled her sweatshirt over her head.
 
   “Good morning Harper,” Maddox pulled her hat off revealing the sweat drenched head it covered.
 
   “I want to show you something,” Maddox dragged her into the bathroom and shut the door.
 
   “Oh yeah?” She laughed.
 
   He pulled up his shirt and poked himself in the stomach, “I could use some exercise as well.”
 
   Harper laughed and poked him, “Whatever.”
 
   Maddox pushed his stomach out, “See.”
 
   Harper laughed and cupped his belly in her hands, “I think its twins.”
 
   Maddox let his breath out, “I don’t like you doing this every morning alone.”
 
   “Maddox, I have done this for years, even my father allowed it,” Harper laughed. “Besides, someone must have told on me,” she poked him in the chest, “and that someone should know Tomas’s cover has been blown, I know he’s out there too.”
 
   “I didn’t tell Tomas…are you sure it was him…FUCK!” Maddox stormed out the door and outside in his slippers. 
 
   He crossed the snow covered driveway and up the back steps of the garage. He banged on the door and Tomas opened it panting, “Harper thinks I told you to follow her on her little morning runs in the woods. I didn’t. SO someone…”
 
   “You didn’t have to, her father did. I promised him I would always watch out for them,” Tomas answered without expression as per the norm. 
 
   “So it was you?”
 
   “Yes and how the hell did she know?”
 
   Maddox smiled and shook his head back and forth, “She is a pain in the ass.”
 
   Tomas smiled briefly, “Always has been, always will be.”
 
   “Thank you Tomas,” Maddox said and walked back down the stairs.
 
   He walked into the house and Harper smirked, “Eggs?”
 
   “Please, and tomorrow you let poor Tomas sleep in, I’m going with you,” Maddox sat pouting on a bar stool.
 
   Tessa ran down the stairs, “Shower quickly Harper, Maddox call the boys and have them meet us at Community General. Harrison was just transported by ambulance.”
 
   ~
 
   Harper quietly sat looking out the window as they drove home from the hospital. They had spent twelve hours there and when Harrison woke and saw them he immediately shed tears.
 
   He had suffered with COPD for years and had exhausted every option available. Harrison was extremely wealthy and was mentally capable of understanding that he would die soon. He reminded his newly found family every chance he got.
 
   Harper continued sneaking out to run in the morning and Maddox although still annoyed by it he understood and had begun to run himself in the evening, giving Harper time with her mother.
 
   Harper had told Tessa that Maddox had been hearing her cry a lot at night, and when she was confronted about it Tessa made up a silly reason to stop the questioning. Harper knew her mother was a lot like her and she needed to grieve alone. 
 
   A week later Maddox and Harper went to the hospital to bring him home. When they turned onto route 41A Harper looked at him and smiled, he closed his eyes, “This is not necessary.”
 
   “Again Pops… you don’t have a choice,” Harper kissed him on the cheek with a loud smack.
 
   He smiled and squeezed her hand. 
 
   Harper and Maddox had moved into the family room when they had first decided to bring Harrison home with them. London was ecstatic when Harper offered her room to her and said that she and Maddox liked it in the family room. Maddox didn’t argue and assumed it was because she would rather not be truly alone with him and he understood, sort of. 
 
   When they returned Maddox and Harper’s things had been moved, the family room was set up with a hospital bed, heart monitor, oxygen machines, and back up tanks.
 
   Maddox pushed the wheelchair into the house and Harrison smiled up at Harper, “This is beautiful.”
 
   She smiled, “You’ll love it here.”
 
   Jade’s husband Ryan walked in the kitchen and stuck out his hand, “You must be Harrison and you must be very important. They are giving you privacy; I just put a door on your room.”
 
   “I wish you had not gone through all the trouble,” Harrison took a deep breath of oxygen.
 
   Harper looked up at Maddox and smirked. He gave her a tight smile and she knew he was growing frustrated with the fact that they had no privacy at all anymore. He slept naked when they were in Switzerland and since they had moved to the family room they both wore pajamas to bed. A week ago the mail had delivered sleeper pajamas that Lexington wore to bed. Maddox turned the deepest shade of red when Harper came down in an adult size matching pair of footies. The entire night he tossed and turned on the air mattress that during the day was used as a trampoline by his sisters and in the evening was their bed. Harper fell on the floor then he threw himself back frustrated with not being able to sleep. He jumped up and scrambled to her side to make sure she was alright and she was laughing. 
 
   “What’s wrong,” she giggled.
 
    “I can’t sleep worth a shit down here with all these damn clothes on and then you come to bed in a fucking body condom which disturbs me further.”
 
   Harper had sucked in her cheeks so she could stop from laughing and he scowled, stripped naked and threw his clothes on the floor, “There!”
 
   He climbed into bed and laid so his back was to her. She climbed beside him and nuzzled her nose into his neck and wrapped her legs and arms over his. He sprung up and she almost fell again, this time he caught her and she laughed so hard she had tears running down her face. He ran his hands through his hair and groaned in frustration and turned and looked at her, “I can’t touch you through that,” his hands waved up and down, “so you can’t touch me!”
 
   Harper pulled herself together and he lay on his back. She climbed over him straddling him and he groaned, “Tease.”
 
   Harper wiggled her butt against him and his eyes rolled back.
 
   “I thought you would find this sexy,” Harper giggled.
 
   Maddox grabbed a pillow and covered his face and cursed loudly into it. The light flicked on and Tessa ran in, “Is everything alright?”
 
   Maddox threw the pillow and grabbed Harper’s hips holding her to him so she did not expose him once again in front of her mother. Harper laughed and laughed and Tessa flicked off the switch, “You’re going to kill that poor boy Harper Ann. Goodnight.”
 
   The next night as Harper looked for the footie pajamas Maddox pretended to write as he was trying to hide his amusement.
 
   “Do you know where my pajamas are?”
 
   “No sorry maybe they are in the laundry,” he smirked as she walked out.
 
   He heard her bound down the stairs and when she walked in this time she sported a blue pair, same as the ones he threw into the fireplace during her shower and of all people Tessa walked in on him cursing them as they burned. Maddox was nervous and Tessa giggled as she walked out of the room.
 
   ~
 
   Everyone sat and ate dinner. They ate French onion soup and Harper mentioned how well she enjoyed the Swiss cheese topping…several times and they ate Swiss chard steak. Again Harper asked Maddox at least three times why he thought they called it Swiss chard. The last time she asked he looked at her like she may be losing it, “I still have no idea, but I promise that I will Google it when we finish dinner Harper.”
 
   Emma and Tessa both laughed at his response and he looked at them oddly.
 
   After the girls were in bed and Harrison was asleep Harper walked out into the kitchen, “I am going for a run, wanna come Maddox?” she winked at him.
 
   “I don’t know why you need to run, its dark out,” Maddox pointed to the window.
 
   “Suit yourself,” and with that Harper took off out the door.
 
   Mumbling Maddox threw on his shoes and grabbed Harper’s coat and chased after her. He yelled her name several times and she just kept going. He watched her walk into the cabin, her family’s deer camp. When he finally got close enough he saw a flag hanging across the small front porch. 
 
   He saw Harper peek out the window. She opened the door in her dreaded blue footies holding a cup, “Would you like some hot cocoa? It’s Swiss Miss,” Harper smiled at him.
 
   “I like the flag,” he said as he looked her up and down slowly.
 
   “Come on in, welcome to Switzerland,” Harper smiled and bit her bottom lip.
 
   She was beaming with excitement when he walked in. He looked around at the dozens of tiny little Swiss flags stuck everywhere and then quickly back at Harper and smiled. 
 
   “Looks much different in here than I remember.”
 
   “Things change you know,” Harper looked quickly towards the back.
 
   “Is there still a room back there?”
 
   “Yes, and it even has a door,”
 
   “Care to show me?”
 
   “I would love to.”
 
   Harper took his hand and they walked into the back.
 
   “No couches?”
 
   “Nope, they have just recently been removed to make room for this new bed. You should sit down and see if you like it.”
 
   Maddox sat down and leaned towards Harper and she stood up and moved away. 
 
   “You wanna check out the rest of the place?”
 
   “Harper I think I just saw it when I walked in.” 
 
   “Well no, we added a bathroom last year for hunting season. It has the cutest little shower,” Harper smiled and walked out of the room.
 
   Maddox stood up and walked out behind her. His hands wrapped around from behind her and he kissed her neck, “How long do we have?”
 
   “Well, as soon as your parents decide where they will build, it shouldn’t be long after that.”
 
   Harper turned around, “Will this work?”
 
   Maddox shook his head yes, “When did you do all this.”
 
   “Morning runs” she used air quotes, “and Mom and Emma helped out when I couldn’t sneak away.”
 
   “You did this for me?”
 
   “I did this for us,” she smiled and kissed him.
 
   As soon as he pulled her tightly to his body she whimpered and he pulled back quickly, “Sorry.”
 
   Her face was flush and eyes hooded, “Sorry for what Maddox?”
 
   “I know you have to see the doctor and…”
 
   “I saw him at the hospital today. He snuck me in a room did a quick exam and said ‘Go rock his world.’”
 
   “What? When?”
 
   “I ran into him in the hallway, when I left to use the bathroom,” Harper smiled proudly.
 
   “Why are we still dressed?”
 
   “Because you keep asking questions,” Harper grabbed the silky smooth locks in his hair and pulled him down to meet her mouth. 
 
   “We go slowly,” Maddox said after he had licked her mouth deeply and was moving down her neck. 
 
   “Uh huh,” Harper feverishly pulled his thermal shirt over his head and then kissed him passionately again.
 
   “Take these fucking things off,” Maddox pulled the zipper down and she stepped out of them. 
 
   Her foot was stuck and he pulled it out and then crumpled up the pajama’s and tossed them into the fireplace and turned back around and looked at Harper, “I swear to God himself, if you ever come to bed in something like that again I will spank your little ass,” his hand cupped her breast and she pushed into him.
 
   “I swear to God himself, I may actually be turned on by that thought,” Harper moaned.
 
   Maddox looked down at her, “Very nice nighty… but it needs to go,” he groaned as he pulled it down her body and trailed kisses from her hipbone to her neck. 
 
   His hand cupped her bare mound, and he rubbed his palm against it, Harper cried out as he latched onto her breast sucking and pulling on her erect nipple and then moved to the next.
 
   He stepped back quickly and Harper looked down and breathlessly spoke, “Hey-- you fixed them.”
 
   Maddox laughed through clenched teeth, “I wanna eat that pussy Sweetness.”
 
   “By all means…OH GOD!” Harper cried out as his tongue ravaged her and he sucked on her clit.
 
   “Oh Maddox,” she pulled his hair as he threw her leg over his shoulder and licked her from front to back slowly, she cried out when his tongue plunged inside her and found her g spot.
 
   Her body trembled violently, “Maddox..”
 
   Maddox grabbed her other leg and held her by her ass holding her up.
 
   “Maddox please I am already…”
 
   He sat back and lowered her on the ground, “Did I hurt you?”
 
   “No, no, not at all,” she panted.
 
   “Do you want me to stop Harper, is this too much?”
 
   “Maddox that’s not what…”
 
   “I want you to come all over my face Sweetness; I want to bury my tongue inside of you and…”
 
   Harper bit her lip and shook her head quickly up and down.
 
   “Good girl. Lie back.”
 
   Harper lay on the floor and he bent her knees and spread her legs. He ran one finger outside of her sensitive skin and then again this time he parted her. His finger pushed into her curling up hitting her g spot lightly and she whimpered. He used his thumb to circle her clit as he took turns watching her face and his own hand movements. He slipped another finger inside and pushed in and out of her quicker, “So wet,” he growled as he continued to finger fuck her. He sucked on her lips and licked her clit and circled it with his tongue, “Mmm so good, so fucking good,” he growled and quickly pulled his fingers out and lay on his stomach. He threw her legs over his back and ravaged her hot wet pussy. Her hips met his face each time his tongue hit her g spot and he growled and nipped her sensitive skin when she tried to pull away.
 
   She screamed out his name wrapped in moans of passion and whimpers of praise as he continued until she was completely spent.
 
   He kissed and sucked his way up her body and he looked into her heavy eyes, “You ready for this?”
 
   “Please,” she moaned and he pushed into her slowly.
 
   Her hips plunged forward as he filled her, “God, Maddox.”
 
   “Slow sweetness this is going to end real fucking quick if you don’t slow down,” he hissed into her throat, “I almost came just tasting you. You are so fucking hot. I swear to God Harper, I could live on you forever.”
 
   Harper responded by pushing against him hard, causing him to hit her g spot again and she cried out loudly, he pumped hard and fast into her twelve times and then threw himself back and out of her as he came hard all over her stomach cursing incomprehensibly.
 
   He lay down and nibbled and licked her ear as he tried to catch his breath as she did the same.
 
   After a few minutes Harper giggled and Maddox sat up and smiled a sexy victorious smile, “Something amusing, Sweetness?”
 
   Harper pointed to a flag she had placed earlier, “You came on Switzerland.”
 
   He laughed, “Some distance I got huh?”
 
   Harper looked down at her stomach and chest and laughed, “Apparently so.”
 
   She sat up and it began to slide down her body Maddox’s eyes widened and his nostrils flared.
 
   Harper laughed as she stood up, “Where are you going?”
 
   “Um to wash up,” Harper laughed.
 
   “I kind of like my stuff all over you.”
 
   She laughed and walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower and jumped in, Maddox followed.
 
   “It’s cramped in here,” he kissed the back of her neck as he washed his face and then rubbed her ass.
 
   “It is,” Harper turned her head and pursed her lips asking for a kiss.
 
   Maddox bit down on her lips lightly and dragged his tongue across them.
 
   Harper pushed her butt back against him, “Thumper you need to take a break there buddy.”
 
   Maddox laughed into her neck. Cold water burst through the shower head and Harper gasped and jumped out of the shower, laughing Maddox followed.
 
   Harper grabbed a towel and dried off and threw him a wash cloth, “What’s this supposed to do?” Maddox laughed as he toweled his hair.
 
   Harper looked down at him, “Not much.”
 
   He smiled, “No?”
 
   “Nope,” Harper giggled as he walked towards her and snatched the towel away.
 
   “Fair is fair,” he laughed walking out completely naked into the open kitchen and living room area.
 
   Harper watched as the muscles in his ass flexed with each step he took and nibbled on her lip when he turned around and caught her staring.
 
   He smiled and looked down at his erection. He grabbed a hold of himself and looked down, “Nice huh, buddy?”
 
   Harper laughed, “Hey leave him alone, that’s mine.”
 
   Maddox looked up at her and winked and cocked his head to the side smiling, “He and I chat once in a while too you know.”
 
   Harper grabbed his shirt and threw it over her head laughing, “Oh yeah, what about?” Harper grabbed her panties and then his boxers and tossed them into the fireplace.
 
   “What was that for?” he laughed.
 
   “You burned my footies,” Harper smiled.
 
   “Thumper hated those things,” Maddox grabbed her and kissed her.
 
   “What else do you talk about?”
 
   “Well he gets yelled at a lot,” Maddox smiled. “Damn it Thumper, the dinner table is a completely inappropriate time to get all worked up even if watching her suck spaghetti is so incredibly hot it should be rated triple X.”
 
   “Spaghetti?”
 
   “Harper you suck that shit so slowly it makes me chub up instantly. And then sometimes you use your tongue to swirl it around. Oh and in the morning when you drink the milk out of your bowl and some spills on your lip and you lick it —So. Fucking. Hot.”
 
   “God I love you,” she jumped up and wrapped her legs around him.
 
   “Sweetness these fucking things got to go,” he ripped her panties off her and tossed them into the fire as he pushed into her slowly, “Damn Harper, so wet.”
 
   “Damn Maddox, your fault,” Harper kissed him, “Condoms, bedroom.”
 
   “Condoms, bedroom,” he held onto her and walked into their new bedroom.
 
    
 
   


Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Maddox and Harper walked into the house smiling at each other and holding hands.
 
   Tessa looked up and took a sip of her tea, “How was Switzerland?”
 
   Harper smiled, “Perfect.” 
 
   Maddox smiled at her and looked up at Tessa, “Thank you for helping her out with the surprise. It was very nice.”
 
   London and Lexington ran into the room, “You wanna take us to school Maddox?”
 
   Maddox looked at Harper, “Can we pull ourselves away from here for them?”
 
   “I think we can. Do I have time to shower?” Harper looked up and Emma shook her head yes. Maddox started to follow her. Harper turned to him and whispered, “Just a little break?”
 
   He stuck out his bottom lip and she laughed and ran up the stairs.
 
   Maddox turned and Tessa and Emma were smiling at him and looked away.
 
   “Good Morning son,” Brody patted him on the back smiling, “How was Switzerland?”
 
   Maddox looked at him and laughed, “Great Dad.”
 
   “I need a quick minute to talk business, okay with you?” Maddox shook his head yes, “Lila called and the Today show would like an interview. MASS is playing in two days on the plaza. Your tour starts in two weeks; they are willing to squeeze Burning Souls in for one song to kick it off. T is on his way in, should be arriving soon. I can push them to do it all the same day. Our label is ready to kick your ass because Tell Me You Hate Me is an internet sensation and you have not recorded it. I am sure MASS would be willing and…”
 
   “I’m not going to do all that shit right now,” Maddox scowled and looked down.
 
   “Maddox, you wrote that song. It went viral and has over ten million clicks on it. That one song would pay for four years at Cornell. Unless you’re willing for me to pay which I…”
 
   “No I am paying for my schooling, I’ll be married by then,” Maddox rubbed his head and growled.
 
   “Hey Maddox, got a minute?” Harper didn’t wait for an answer she pulled him down the hall and to the bathroom.
 
   She shut the door and looked at him, “Why not?” He got agitated, “No listen to me. Two days pays for a Cornell education Maddox? Do you know how amazing that is, how many people…”
 
   “Will you come with me?” He searched her face for a reaction.
 
   He is so damn adorable, she thought, “Um, let me think about it.”
 
   She looked down, “No forget it, I am telling him no. I sold my house in London, that’ll pay for Cornell. Fuck it and fuck the music industry and…”
 
   Harper clamped his lips shut, “You’re not backing out of the tour.”
 
   “Fine-- at least I have time to prepare for that fucking…”
 
   Harper clamped his lips shut again, “Can you get the same room at the Garden?”
 
   Maddox smiled, “If I have to drag its occupants out kicking and screaming.”
 
   Maddox picked her up and hugged her tightly, “I love you.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   His hand moved up her shirt and she giggled, “Are you laughing at me?”
 
   “Did you forget we have to take the girls to school?”
 
   “Oh shit,” Maddox dropped his head on her shoulder and groaned, “When we get back we go to Switzerland, alright?”
 
   “We will see,” Harper laughed and he pulled his hand back out from under her shirt.
 
   ~
 
   Harper and Maddox were packing when her phone rang, “Mom do you know you’re calling my cell and I am in Switzerland, should have used the Viber app….oh…oh God…no we are on our way.”
 
   Harper hung up the phone, “We have to get down there,” she started throwing things in their bag.
 
   “Harrison?”
 
   “Yes,” Harper grabbed the carry on and Maddox followed with the bag.
 
   They jumped in the Jeep and drove down to the house.
 
   Harper ran into the house and Maddox followed. They ran into his room as Tessa was holding his hand, “Stay with us Harrison, we aren’t ready for you to go yet.”
 
   Harper sat on the bed next to him, “Don’t you go anywhere-- damn it!”
 
   Harrison’s eye’s fluttered and then opened, “Harper.”
 
   “Yes damn it, don’t you go anywhere!”
 
   “Collin,” his voice was gurgled and Tessa gasped.
 
   The paramedics arrived and he was loaded into the ambulance. Harper and Tessa jumped in, “Tomas, the Jeep”
 
   Maddox and Tomas got in the Jeep and followed the ambulance.
 
   “Do you know what she’ll do?” Tomas asked pointing to their bags.
 
   “I’ll stay with her,” Maddox answered after he had figured out what he was talking about.
 
   “She loves you Maddox,” Tomas laughed, “Don’t suffocate her.”
 
   “I plan on supporting her, thank you,” Maddox scowled at him.
 
   “Isn’t that what she is doing by going with you to New York?”
 
   “Tomas, we love one another,” Maddox began.
 
   “I know this. I’ve known that little one since before the day she was born. You captured a free spirit Maddox.”
 
   “Just what is it you’re trying to say Tomas?”
 
   Tomas laughed, which Maddox knew was not something that happened often, “I never had children Maddox and those three are probably closer to me than any child I would have had of my own had Collin and I not crossed paths. I’d have more than likely ended up in the Navy until retirement or death, keeping me away from any family I would’ve created. As a child Harper and her brothers used to capture fireflies. Both boys insisted on keeping them in mason jars beside their beds. She would stay awake until they fell asleep and replace the jar with an empty one and sneak out of their room. She would sneak into hers and open the window and release them. If they didn’t fly out she would get so angry at them. One night I watched as she started to cry, ‘I want you to stay too, but I love you, go now be free’ I was so touched by what she said that it nearly brought me to tears. Then she stomped her little foot and got angry, ‘What are you stupid do you want to die! Get the hell out, and I won’t save you next time’. As a teenager she would do whatever she could to pull one over on her parents. You should remember this, sneaking out and swimming... ring a bell?” Maddox smiled and shook his head. “Harper loves her parents and always does the right thing but she needs space from time to time. She will want desperately to stay with Harrison and you admittedly know that’s what she should do. But Harper will choose to go with you if you insist on staying Maddox. She made a commitment to you and she will keep it.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you’re asking me to do.”
 
   “You’re smarter than that, Maddox,” Tomas smiled and looked out the window.
 
   “I want her with me. I want to be here for her…”
 
   “Which is it first? Before you answer that understand she’ll know the answer to that.”
 
   “What the fuck does that mean?”
 
   “No need to get pissed off. Together you are perfect for each other, where one of you …”
 
   “You think I’m weak!”
 
   “No not at all. Physically you are a bear Maddox.”
 
   “But emotionally, you think I am weak.”
 
   “Not when it comes to what you do for her. You have to be that for yourself too. If not…”
 
   “Last time I left her…”
 
   “I’ll be here and so will …”
 
   “If anyone hurts her…”
 
   “Maddox I can guarantee she has felt the same about you since she met you.”
 
   “I can take care…”
 
   Tomas laughed, “You two are going to kill each other.”
 
   “Listen; tell me what the fuck you are talking about.”
 
   “She will tell you exactly what she needs, you just have to listen.”
 
   “If I had done that in Switzerland,” Tomas looked away from him quickly. “Oh my God--- you think this is my fault.”
 
   Maddox pulled into the emergency parking lot and looked at Tomas, “Are you going to answer my question?”
 
   “It’s no one’s fault Maddox,” Tomas quickly exited the vehicle.
 
   After they had stabilized Harrison Harper walked out into the hallway and crouched down and cried into her knees. Maddox sat on the ground and pulled her onto his lap. She clung tightly to his neck as he rubbed her back.
 
   “We missed our flight,” Harper looked up at him and he wiped her tears.
 
   “Not a big deal,” he pulled her head back against his chest.
 
   He continued to comfort her and she continued to allow it.
 
   Harper groaned and sat up, “We should check on flights.”
 
   Harper watched Tessa walk out of the hospital room and covered her mouth and let out a sob. She walked quickly to the bathroom.
 
   Harper stood up and Maddox grabbed her hand gently, “She may need a minute.”
 
   Harper closed her eyes and shook her head yes.
 
   “Tell me not to go and I won’t,” Maddox said as he lifted her chin.
 
   “We have to,” she scowled and looked down, “We have to.”
 
   “As much as I want you with me all the time, she needs you now. You need her just as much,” Maddox smiled sadly.
 
   “I told you I would go, I talked you into going,” Harper rested her forehead against his chest and looked up, “Go.”
 
   He closed his eyes, “This being a grown up things sucks huh, Sweetness?”
 
   “Yep,” she smiled fakely.
 
   He did the same back and then kissed her, “Go see your mom while I make this stupid fucking call.”
 
   ~
 
   Harper walked Maddox to the front door where Tomas was waiting in the Jeep.
 
   “I love you Sweetness. Tomas assures me you’re going to be safe,” he smiled.
 
   “I love you and Tomas assured me… there he is,” Harper smiled when Surge climbed out of the cab.
 
   “He meddles,” Maddox smiled.
 
   “Well we both have our guys, huh?”
 
   “See you in two days,” Maddox kissed her and pulled her into a hug.
 
   “Kick Ass Rock Star,” Harper looked up and bit his lower lip.
 
   “Keep that shit up and I won’t leave,” he licked her lip with his tongue.
 
   Harper giggled and grabbed his hair and pulled him down to her neck, “Keep that shit up and I won’t let you.”
 
   Maddox groaned and nipped her neck, “Say the word and I stay.”
 
   Harper looked into his eyes, “I know you would and you know I want you to. But think of what this means for you, for us.”
 
   He looked into her eyes, “I am not thinking long term right now, I’m thinking two days and now I’m thinking in five months you’ll be mine forever.”
 
   “Maddox I already am.” 
 
    
 
   ###
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