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      Kam

      

      Holy Shit, it’s her.

      I knew this day would come. Now that it’s here I don’t feel prepared for it. My words are caught in my throat. My heart is beating against my rib cage so hard that I’m afraid it might break through. She’s here. The thing or woman I hoped I’d never meet.

      My sweet, beautiful fiance went into the bathroom but came back out a demon. She’s Megan, that’s what I tell myself, but as familiar as she is standing in front of me, she’s foreign. Still here is the long dark hair, full lips, and asymmetrical features. Everything is distorted, but my Megan is still in there. I know she is, and I force myself to look beyond the madness.

      What the hell happened?

      I’ve messed up before but never have I ever miscalculated this badly.

      Alana’s callous laugh rips through the air, and nausea unsettles the pit of my stomach.

      “I should probably thank you. How things had been going, I thought I might just be locked away forever. Then you pulled your little stunt…” she says, amusement dancing in those unfamiliar gray eyes.

      “What, Kameron?” She spits my name out like I’m the vilest person on earth. “You’re a bigger idiot than I thought if you’re shocked to see me. It’s not like you weren’t warned stressful situations would roll out the welcome mat for me. You went to the shrink with her a few times; you knew this. Or let me guess, you thought your demure little Megan would just  be okay with being kidnapped?”

      She really thinks I kidnapped her? Is that why she’s here.

      Alana frowns at me.

      “Why do you look so confused?” she asks, her hands on her hips. “You don’t think this constitutes as kidnapping? Come on, Kameron. You aren’t stupid. But depending on your answer, I might have to change that statement.”

      There is a biting edge in her tone that makes her words slice that much deeper. She sounds so much like Megan, but her voice is injected with a deadly venom I’ve never heard before. I have to remind myself that this isn’t Megan. No matter how much her voice resembles hers or the fact that it’s Megan’s body, I can’t let her words affect me; she wants a reaction. I’m the one in control of this situation, and I’ll stay level-headed.

      It could be a hundred times worse than this. If we weren’t already here, she’d be gone, happily on her way back to Ian or wherever the hell else she’d go. This only solidifies that I’ve done the right thing. I’m not letting her out of my sight again.

      “I would say it’s nice to meet you, but we both know that’d be a lie,” I say evenly, and she grins.

      “Oh, we both sure as hell do know that wouldn’t be the truth, and trust me, the feeling is more than mutual.” She says, condescension lacing each of her words.

      “It was inevitable that you’d come back, Alana. The truth is you’re the reason why we’re here.”

      “Me? Wow. I’m the reason you’re acting like a psycho?” She laughs.

      I’m trying to remain as calm as I possibly can on the outside despite my erratic heartbeat and sweaty palms. This version of the love of my life scares the shit out of me, but I refuse to let her see it.

      “Having you take over Megan’s body was something we were trying to avoid,” I tell her candidly, keeping my voice strong and authoritative. “We didn’t want that at all. But having you come out somewhere I can keep an eye on you until Megan returns was the reason for this.”

      “You say ‘we’- but it wasn’t a ‘we’ that made plans to stay here,” she says, shaking her head. “You didn’t seem too focused on making a decision as a couple when you decided to keep Megan here.”

      “I’m doing what’s best for our family,” I rebut, crossing my arms. “Keeping Megan safe and comfortable is my main priority. I definitely won’t let her go just because you’ve decided to show up. Although it’s inconvenient, your emergence couldn’t have happened at a better time. No telling where you would have been by now.”

      Again she laughs. “It wouldn’t be hard to find me. Just go to Ian’s.” My stomach twists up at her admission. “Of course, I’d go there, just like last time.” She gingerly places her hands on the top of her stomach and slides them down to the front, repeating the motion, a sly smile on her face.

      I know exactly what she’s implying- that the last time she took over, she went and got herself pregnant with Ian’s child, which is the entire reason why we’re in this mess. I swallow hard at the reminder, and I swear her smirk grows.

      “You’re such a coward, Kameron. Ian is more of a man than you’ll ever be. Now I get why Megan was always throwing herself at him, seeing that she’s only dealt with a pussy.”  I can feel my face heating up, but I know she’s lying. Megan didn’t want Ian. She tolerated him for the sake of peace. Alana will say whatever she can to push my buttons, and I won’t give her the reaction she wants. “Ian would never lock Megan away if the situations were reversed.”

      “Because Megan’s not the lunatic,” I point out to her, attempting to keep my voice even but failing. “You are. You’re the one that needs to be locked away.”

      Her smirk darkens, and it almost seems vindictive. “Oh honey, do you think you’re the first to do something stupid to keep me away? Megan's already tried with pills meant for seizures, but irony can be a funny little bitch. She stopped taking them because there was a chance of infertility. She wanted to have your disgusting little offspring so badly that she convinced herself she wouldn’t black out anymore. But look at us now.”

      “She used to take pills for seizures?”

      Megan really could have done damage to herself. Thank God she stopped, but it shows how desperate she was to prevent her blackouts and Alana from returning.”

      “This conversation is getting us nowhere. I am telling you that I am leaving,” she says, exasperated.

      “We aren’t leaving here, Alana,” I correct her, staring her down just as hard as she’s glaring at me.

      She shuts her eyes tight and pinches the bridge of her nose. “You don’t seem to be understanding-” when she reopens her eyes, her gray irises burn into me. “-I don’t give the first fuck about what you do. You can rot in this place for all I care. But I’m not staying here. You’re going to get me a one-way ticket out of this shithole, and this is the only time I’m going to ask nicely.”

      She considers that being nice? I let out an exasperated sigh, knowing what I say next may start a battle I don’t have the energy for at this moment.

      “I’m not letting you go anywhere,” I tell her calmly, and I can almost see steam rising off of her. “As long as I keep you here, Megan and my baby are safe. I refuse to let you put them in danger.”

      “Your baby?” she snickers and then sneers at me in disgust. “You have no clue if this is your baby or not, but one thing for sure is I’m the one pregnant, and I don’t, I won’t stay here!”

      By the end of her sentence, she’s yelling, and Megan’s voice at this level is soul-rattling. It looks like she may throw a punch at any moment, and if she gets aggressive, I’m going to have to resort to my backup plan. I didn’t think I’d have to use this method, but I will if I absolutely have to.

      “You’re not going anywhere, Alana,” I tell her, deepening my voice. “I’m not giving you the power to vanish, never to be heard from again. You’re reckless and wild, and I’m not letting you put Megan in danger.”

      I see her jaws clenching as she processes my words before she bites out, “Fine. But whatever happens after this is because of you!”

      With that, she spins on her heels and stomps off to somewhere in the house. A door slams so hard it rattles the hanging wine glasses above the sink. I’m surprised I don’t hear the door crack or the frame splinter.

      When she’s gone, I let out a breath and stagger backward, catching myself on the table behind me. I didn’t know I was even holding a breath. Alana’s going to be a much bigger problem than I thought. But I know Megan’s in there somewhere, and I will get her back.

      Whatever it takes.

      Veronica got in the way last time, and she ended up in Tennessee. Alana, from the crap I’ve found out about her, she could go anywhere or, like she said, end up at Ian’s, and I’d probably never see my baby or Megan again. I can’t let that happen.

      I have to withstand this storm to get Megan back, and I will...as long as it takes.
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      Alana

      

      I run my hands through my hair for the tenth time in five minutes, inhaling as deep as I can, but it doesn’t feel like I’m getting enough oxygen. I’ve been in countless shitty situations before, and I always figure my way out of them. But Megan has the common sense of a five-year-old. How in the fuck did she not see him losing it?

      I was trying to help her- trying to prevent this shit from happening. She’s walked into too many situations trusting just anyone, making herself an easy, naive little target. I’m so used to her not seeing the signs, I try to point them out for her, and there was a time when she used to listen. But this bitch has gotten a lot better at distinguishing my voice from her thoughts, and now she just ignores me even when I’m trying to save her ass.

      It must feel sooo good to be able to trust any and everybody, to never have to question anyone's motives.

      I don’t have that luxury. I’ve never had that luxury.

      Ever since I can remember, I’ve been protecting her.

      It’s always been me coming to get her out of the trenches. I’ve kicked too many girls' asses in those group homes that found themselves wanting Megan’s shit or bullying her. I saved us from getting molested by handsy foster brothers, and dads, from being physically abused by jealous, vindictive foster moms, and being raped by that disgusting creep of a psychiatrist. If she just would have let me out a few more seconds, I would have killed that bastard and made sure he’d never have the chance to do it to anyone else.

      I know I’m here because Megan is too weak to handle the shittiest parts of life. Each time she gets backed into a corner, I'm here to barge our way out of it. I never minded it before, but it almost seems unfair.

      At some point, Megan will have to grow a backbone- eventually, she’s going to get tired of being taken advantage of, especially by the people she trusts.

      This shit Kameron’s pulled has to have opened her eyes. There’s no way she can look past this. All the signs were there, and since I trust nobody, his possessive behavior was easy to see. But Megan wrote it off as him doting over her.

      That stuck-up bitch, Veronica, saw it too, but she’d never come out for shit like this. She’s all mouth and won’t be bothered to get her hands dirty. But at least she isn’t as useless as Megan. At least she saw Kameron deteriorating and tried to get help.

      Fuckin’ Blue. I blame Veronica for getting his head all screwed up trying to actually screw him.

      Seriously what the fuck was that?

      I pace the floor in front of the bed trying to refrain from tearing out my own hair.

      I’m sick of playing the savior. Each and every time I have to bail Megan out of something, she’s never able to handle her own shit, and she’s never thanked me. All I get is villainized for keeping us safe our entire life.

      “Ah!” The baby roundhouse kicks the shit out of me, his or her foot jams out of my side, and I stop dead in my tracks, staring down at my protruding belly.

      I’m frozen, not sure of how I feel about the life inside of me. There's a fucking kid in here. The little things that piss, shit, and cry all day, but having a little monster of my own was always an entertaining thought to have, even if I never thought it was possible.

      When I left Ian, my reality punched me in the fucking face. I realized I was ignoring the bitter truth about my existence. I couldn’t let Ian go on with the idea that we’d be this perfect family, despite how much I wanted to be able to give him that. Two people would have been brought on to my sinking ship, and I couldn’t fuck their lives up with my baggage.

      Yet here we are. Everyone in a giant clusterfuck anyway. I try not to think of Ian right now, even though he has been all I think about since I met him. He’s probably going insane. Every decision I made was to try to save him from pain, and he’s probably hurting now worse than he ever was.

      That makes me furious.

      I look down at my stomach and pray to a God I don’t know exists that it’s Ian’s. If it is his, it won’t solve everything, but it will make it a hell of a lot easier. He’s been through so much, and he deserves someone that will love him unconditionally without baggage or trauma. If this baby is his, he’s tied to me for life, and it makes me both elated but incredibly sad because he doesn’t deserve all of this.

      I force myself to breathe. I'm getting out of here. It’d be much fucking easier if I weren’t six months pregnant- I would just kick Kameron’s ass or figure out a way to drug him so I could just slip out. But since I do have an actual human inside of me and no access to anything that could knock him out, I’m going to have to come up with some other way.

      Kameron is just as naive as Megan- if I had come across him before Megan, I would have gotten him for everything he owned. He has no idea what a woman like me is capable of.

      Only one man has ever been able to keep up with me, and I will do whatever it takes to get back to him.

      I look around the room, searching for anything I can use as a weapon. However, the room is decorated with the bare minimum: a queen-sized bed, a nightstand on both sides, and a dresser. I could break the mirror and weaponize the largest shard of glass, but then I risk hurting myself.

      When I come up with nothing, I stop in a huff, but my eyes land on the window.

      I go over to the window and open it. The warm breeze brushes against my face, and just a little of the tension from being stuck here, lifts. For a moment, I’m transported back to Ian and I’s little balcony back in Chicago. I have to be smart if I do manage to get away from Kameron. I’m carrying around a bowling ball, and I don’t speak the language here. Kam’s done something with Megan’s passport; who knows where the fuck her I.D is, and he’s the one holding ALL the fucking money. Everything is stacked against me right now. The only way out I can think of is snatching Kam’s phone. If I can bypass his lock screen passcode to dial the only number I know off the top of my head- Blue’s. I’m sure I can get it off of him. If Megan could entice him without even trying, I might only have to be nice and bat an eyelash at him.

      Even the thought of doing that grosses me out, and it gets me climbing out the window.

      Instead of just throwing my leg over the window sill like I normally would, I sit up onto it and hold on tight as I put one leg over, then the other. I slide off the sill and land on my feet as light as I can.

      I think about asking one of the groundskeepers where the front gate is, but I remember how they wrote Megan off. Besides, Kameron told them I’m batshit crazy and not to listen to anything I say. Which is something else that lets me know he knew exactly what he was doing. And that makes me feel just kind of sorry for Megan. I wonder if that makes him feel like shit, telling everyone she’s crazy so she couldn’t get help.

      What a fucking asshole.

      I walk around the grounds, but I don’t see anyone else. Not down on the golf course, there’s nobody on the beach, in the pool house, the garden, nowhere. Even if I was going to ask someone for help, I can’t find a single soul around. Shit, Kameron probably told everyone to leave after last night. Getting away from this place is going to be harder than I thought it would be. Kam came here with the intention of making sure he and Megan stay here, and he’s had a three-day head start. There’s no telling what else he’s done.

      Turns out our boy isn’t as naive as you thought.

      I frown as Veronica’s voice bounces off the walls of my head.

      Shut up, I tell her before turning around and stalking back towards the villa, heading for the perimeter so I can look for a way out. I don’t care that we’re an hour away from any civilization. I’ll find a road and hitch a ride somewhere before I stay here.

      I walk along the perimeter, keeping to the red brick wall that’s keeping me from leaving. At least the weather is nice, almost perfect. The sky is clear, and there are better things to do than roam around looking for a way out.

      What a way to ruin a trip, Kameron, I think to myself.

      It takes me too fucking long to walk the perimeter, but I do find there’s only one way out. There’s an iron gate at the front that slides to one side. I’m pretty sure I remember Megan seeing Kameron use a remote to open it, but since I don’t have that, I need a key to manually get out, which I also don’t have.

      I want to punch something, but instead, I dig my fingernails into my palms and keep walking. Maybe I can find something else to get out.

      I look around for a tool shed. There has to be one somewhere, no way a place like this wouldn’t have one. I’m sure there’s something in there that can help me get out of this hell hole. When I see riding lawn mowers parked underneath a car canopy, I pick up my pace.

      Adrenaline starts coursing through me as I push my way inside. Immediately, I find a few ladders, each varying in height, but I already know none of them are even close to being tall enough to get me over the wall. I look around frantically for anything I could use to possibly damage the gate to make it malfunction and open for me, but I find absolutely nothing.

      Just before my anger reaches its boiling point, my eyes land on a wall of handheld tools that can certainly be useful. I pull a hammer down as I contemplate a new method of getting ahold of a phone.

      I don’t plan to kill Kameron…. I’m a lot of things, but I’m not a murderer. But I’m getting out of here one way or another.
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      Ian

      

      My phone is sitting on the table in front of me, and my focus hasn’t left it at all, even though I know I’m not getting a call anytime soon. My mind is racing, and I can’t stop my knees from bouncing. I would go outside, but I don’t feel stable enough to be around people right now- the smallest thing will set me the fuck off, and people can be assholes.

      It’s been a few hours since Megan never showed up to the appointment, six to be exact, but it feels a hell of a lot longer than that. Each minute that I haven’t received word of where she is, feels like an hour with each one that passes. I’m so fucking anxious I can’t sit still. I’ve been counting the seconds, torturing myself as I toss around possible ideas as to what could have happened to make her miss the appointment, and only about half of them don’t piss me off.

      There’s a chance she got too nervous about finding out the results. I can understand getting cold feet; I sure as hell know she didn’t want me to be the father- she’s been adamant that it’s Kam’s.

      But she promised me she’d be fair and that she wouldn’t do exactly what’s happening. Getting the test out of the way earlier would stop me from holding on any longer than I need to, which would get me out of her and Kam’s perfect fucking life.

      The odds of him being the father are greater, as much as I hate to admit it, but the small chance that it’s me, I need to know.

      Everything is resting on this.

      This feels nauseatingly different from the first time she disappeared. I’m dismissing the idea that she ran because she doesn’t want it to be my kid. After all, we’ve moved past that. Everything Megan had said in the therapy session told me so. We had an understanding that this complicated predicament would be handled more openly with honesty moving forward. It was the first time in a while I actually felt like she wasn’t trying to push me away. We were finally getting somewhere.

      What the fuck happened? What changed?

      Another thought that has my guts fucked up since the moment I realized she wasn’t going to show. What if she didn’t run? What if she’s lost somewhere? Maybe she was so stressed out about this whole thing that Alana or Veronica came out, only for Megan to come back, lost and without a way to contact anyone. That can’t be right. My girl’s smart, resourceful, and from what I’ve learned about Veronica, she just would have called Blue at least. It could even be worse than her just being lost, though. What if she’s hurt and needs help? The thought of them lying on the ground bleeding out makes me push my hands through my already distressed hair.

      I need Cal to hurry the fuck up and call me back, so I stop imagining all this crazy shit. Her running off with Kameron is better than everything I’ve been imagining.

      But above all else, there’s one thought that keeps pushing its way to the front.

      This time feels different than last time.

      She didn’t leave any word, and that one simple detail is what’s digging at my nerves and rattles around in my head like a penny in a tin can. That’s the one thing I’ve found that’s constant with the two of them. Alana left me a note before she blew my world up by ditching me. Megan made me trek my ass to Blue’s ex’s apartment just so I could pick up a fucking letter telling me she’s running away with Kam and my ‘maybe’ baby. She just wouldn’t not show up, not after how guilty she said she felt after the first time she left. She was too real in that therapy session. Watching her rub her belly and stare at it lovingly as she guaranteed openness made me confident she meant what she was saying; I felt her sincerity. She knew what she’d done was selfish, and I believed her when she said she wasn’t going to run again.

      Something had to have happened, and the idea of her out there somewhere, maybe hurt or in danger, has my stomach rolling. The fact that I can’t do anything but wait on Cal to call, makes this much more difficult to simply sit through. I’m used to doing and taking action, but now, I just have to sit on my fucking hands or twiddle my thumbs until I get word from the people handling this shit. They’re more than capable of finding her, and with the money they have, they could tear the world apart to find her. I just hate feeling useless. I need to be doing something to help find her, other than sitting here trying to keep from flying off the handle as I wait for Cal to call. In the entire time I’ve known Cal, this is the first time I’ve ever been eager to hear from him.

      The door to my apartment opens, and Blue comes in. I need to change my fucking locks. My annoyance soars as he comes in with a bag of burgers hanging from his hand. I’m not in the mood for company right now. The only person I want to hear from is one of the girls, and if it isn’t them, then Cal.

      “I picked up food,” he announces as if the bag with the burger on it and the smell of french fry grease hasn’t already alerted me to that.

      “Go home, Blue,” I order him as he shuts the door.

      “Home is where family is,” he quips, sitting in the armchair to my right. “You need this. You haven’t eaten shit today.”

      “I’m not in much of a mood for food or talking,” I grunt out, trying with everything in me not to get more annoyed. “Or company.”

      “Well, you need to eat something,” he says, ignoring the last part as he takes a burger with what smells like bacon on it out of the bag that he tosses my way. I make no moves to grab it, but it lands in my lap.

      “Not eating isn’t going to make her text you, bro. Neither is sitting there watching the phone like a mad man.”

      He unwraps his burger and tears into it, his eyes still on me, although I haven’t said anything.

      “Come on, man,” he says, reaching over to take the burger back. He unwraps it and holds it back out to me. “Eat something. Just a little.”

      Irritated, I snatch the burger from him, but I set it on the other side of the table so he can’t get to it again.

      “If you keep trying to make me eat, I’m gonna throw your ass out,” I growl at him. “I’m not trying to put anything in my stomach right now.” Then I look over at him, needing confirmation that I’m not overreacting. He’s not going to shut up, so I may as well talk to him about the one thought that keeps taking over. “What do you think of Megan’s phone being off but not Kam’s?”

      Blue’s chewing slows as he looks back at me, and I can see him contemplating my question before he shrugs.

      “I don’t know, man,” he says, looking down at his burger. “It’s probably nothing though, right? Like I said, she probably just forgot to pay her bill. I don’t think it’s as bad as what you’re making it out to be.”

      I shake my head because I’ve already crossed that possibility out.

      “No. Richie Rich wouldn’t be letting her pay her own phone bill, and if that were it, then she would have already turned it back on by now.”

      He stares at me before he says, “You think Kam cut it off?”

      I don’t answer him. My stare should be enough to let him know that’s exactly what I’m thinking. Blue shakes his head.

      “That’s not like him,” he tells me, his eyebrows furrowing.

      “Yeah?” I bite out. “You have no idea what someone is capable of until they show you. He knew about Veronica, didn’t he?”

      Blue nods. “Megan told him about her, and he wasn’t all too thrilled at the news. What does she have to do with him?”

      I let out a deep sigh at his words as the unease in the pit of my stomach only grows.

      “Everything. I know you say it’s not like him, but you only knew him for however long it was that you dated Katie,” I tell him. “Who, I might point out, you didn’t think would cheat on you. I’m not trying to rub it in, but you thought you knew her.”

      Blue only stares at me, waiting on me to get where I’m going with bringing up his cheating ex, so I continue.

      “Think about it, Blue. He could barely handle the idea of Alana being around, and now there’s Veronica. How well do you think he’s handling that? He tried to pay me off so I’d leave her alone, man, and now there’s a third one that seems to like you for some weird ass reason. None of this would be making me warm up to all of this?” I have to push my disdain down at the thought of Megan rolling around in the sheets with Blue.

      His face remains stone hard as he thinks about what I just said before he answers.

      “He hasn’t gotten a grasp on her condition yet and that she’s not three different people,” Blue says exactly what I thought he would.

      “He’s scared, man,” I say, trying to get him to realize Kam’s emotional state. “Megan’s who he’s after, and dealing with two other…personalities or alters takes her away from him. And he knows staying here would be hard to keep her to himself if, one, the baby isn’t his and two, if the two of us are near. The last time Megan ran, she left a note. She wouldn’t have just left without letting me know, and as much as I loathe saying this, but, Blue, any of them would have already contacted you by now if they could have.”

      Blue stares at me for a moment as my words sink in, but he shakes his head.

      “No, dude. Kam wouldn’t just take her.” His voice doesn’t sound like he’s too convinced with his own statement. “He’s in love, not psychotic. I like Megan, but the girl is hella wishy-washy sometimes. Maybe Kam convinced her to take off with him again. Maybe, just maybe, he made her see that leaving was a better option.”

      “Look, Blue,” I say sternly, trying to get him to see my point. “Megan’s phone is off, Kam won’t answer his, and nobody has heard from either of them for a few days. And above all else, Megan would have left a note, and if she’s stranded somewhere, one of them would have contacted you. Something’s off with this entire situation, and I think we both know what it is.”

      He opens his mouth to respond, probably getting ready to defend that piece of shit, Kam, but my phone rings and kills the conversation. It’s not even done ringing once before I pick it up, see Cal’s name, and I answer.

      “Hey-”

      “We found something,” he tells me, and I don’t even care that he interrupted me.

      I’m all ears to whatever it is he’s about to tell me.
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      Kam

      

      Right now, more than anything, I want to speak with my father. To hear a familiar voice. After the shock I had with Alana emerging, I’d give anything for some solid footing right now. Now that she’s here, I can already tell it’s going to be turbulent water. I’m not even sure anyone could offer advice on this except Lauren, but she’s the last person I’d call at the moment. No doubt Megan’s brothers are stopping at nothing to find out where Megan is, and calling Lauren to ask for advice on how to handle Alana would be completely stupid.

      I can’t call my dad. Hell, I’m not even sure he would offer advice. He hasn’t really been Megan’s biggest supporter since it came out that the paternity is in question. I know he’s just trying to make sure I’m not sacrificing my life or putting what’s important to me on the line to pursue a woman that could destroy me. A negative paternity test will definitely turn my family against her, and I’d never hear the end of it because I’ll never leave her.

      I brought Megan here because I wanted to shield her from all the negativity. I was tired of hearing them all spew their opinions on what they thought I should do. Megan didn’t need to hear that; she already has too much going on to worry about what my family thinks about her. I didn’t want her to believe that I would eventually start hearing their words and leave her. So, I got her away from the noise. I couldn’t let them continue to make her feel like shit. She could feel their increasing disapproval of her, which is yet another reason I decided to get her out of there until the baby is born. Being at home was just too stressful for her.

      I don’t expect anyone to understand what I’m doing; they can’t understand that even if it’s Hudson’s baby, my love for Megan will make me love that child like my own. Even she couldn’t see my reasoning behind us being here. But when she’s back, and this little ordeal is over and done with, she’ll understand why I did what I did.

      She’ll be grateful.

      Everyone else back home will understand as well. When we get back, they’ll see Megan and me with a healthy baby, more in love with each other than we were when we left, and they’ll all eat their words.

      We just have to get through this first.

      I have to get through her first.

      This hurricane of a woman. Destroying everything in her path. I won’t let her destroy us.

      The way she shouted at the doctors and how she bounced between mocking me for my miscalculation to being pissed off to the point of yelling shows me she’s a firecracker.

      “Fine. But whatever happens after this is because of you!”

      Her last few words still echo in my head, a threat left open-ended, that has made me more anxious than I care to admit. Ever since, there’s been palpable tension, like noticing the unnatural color of the sky right before a tornado or the shoreline receding before a tsunami. I can see a large-scale natural disaster coming, but I plan on weathering it. My windows are boarded up, and my most valuable assets are locked down. I just have to get through the worst of it. I’m not sure about the kind of damage she can do, but for her to have worked in a strip club, I’m certain she’s had to have seen and dealt with some rough shit. And from what I know, she’s resourceful.

      Seeing how she scratched up Uncle George’s face, I’m aware she has no problem getting aggressive, but, in her defense, he probably deserved what she gave him. Aunt Marilyn would probably love to lay one across his face along with hundreds of other women. Still to this day, I wonder why she hauled off and slapped him. Maybe I’ll be able to find out while she’s here.

      Just like at the charity event, her switch was sudden. I didn’t know it at the time, but now that I’ve witnessed it for myself, her condition is that much more real. Alana’s no longer just a scowling picture in a manilla folder that looks like Megan; she’s a very real entity that has the power to steal the love of my life away, and I have to save her. When I met with Veronica, I knew she wasn’t Megan. Her words were direct, her tone stern, and there was an air to her that made her feel wise. But she still had some likeness to Megan. Meeting Veronica for the first time wasn’t nearly as jarring as meeting Alana, and now that I have come face to face with her, my eyes have been opened.

      But I won’t be deterred.

      Alana is a demon possessing Megan's body, and now that I know what I’m dealing with, I won’t misstep again. I’ve already taken the necessary precautions to keep her here, so now all I have to do is show Megan that she has nothing to worry about, and Alana will leave. Megan will come back out, and then we’ll be back on track.

      I just have to be patient.

      I take a deep breath, preparing myself for what I have to do now. I go into the kitchen, so I can make her something to eat. Megan barely ate dinner last night and didn’t have a chance to eat breakfast this morning. The news of our extended stay disrupted her eating schedule. Alana hasn’t come back out since she slammed the door, and hours have gone by, so I know she has to be starving. Megan constantly snacked, so I know she could use something.

      Seeing how Megan reacted last night, I felt it would be the right decision to give the staff some time off until she came to terms with our new surroundings, and now, I’m more than relieved that I did. I don’t need anybody to witness the level of anger I saw Alana reach this morning.

      That means I’ll be making our meals now. I can’t imagine Alana will want to cook for herself, and I’m not comfortable with her being in the kitchen anyway. There are way too many heavy pots and pans she can swing and sharp objects she can weaponize.

      The thought freezes me as I crack eggs into a bowl.

      Rinsing my hands off, I briefly abandon my plans of making Megan a late breakfast and hide all the knives and anything else she can use to hurt herself or me.

      Once all but one knife and one pan are safely hidden, I get back to making her food. I put a kettle of water on for tea, and as I wait for it to boil, I prepare eggs and toast with strawberry jam and then cut up grape tomatoes and avocado on the side. Just as I finish with that, the kettle starts to whistle and I pour hot water into a cup that already has a lavender tea bag waiting inside, along with two spoons of honey. I add some lemon juice, and at the very end, I add milk. It’s the exact way she always makes it for herself.

      Taking hold of the tray handles, I make my way to the room on the first floor she closed herself in. I’m fully aware that she may not open the door, but I’m not going to back away. She needs to eat something, and I’m going to knock until she opens up.

      When I open the door, I’m thrown off. I expect her to be mad, livid that I’m coming to her, but I’m not met with anger. She doesn’t even answer.

      She might be in the shower.

      I’ll leave the tray on the nightstand. I take the master key from my pocket, expecting to hear a shower going, but I open the door up to silence. Pushing further into the room, I find it empty, and the bathroom is dark. A breeze hits my face, and I look over at the wide-open window.

      I sigh, irritated.

      So she climbed out the window with no regard for how that could affect the baby. Even though I’m annoyed and concerned, truthfully, I’m a little impressed. Megan was much more dependent and probably would have never climbed out the window, even if it were her only option. And if she did, she would have asked me for help despite being mad at me.

      I know she’s somewhere on the property; the only way out is through the front gate that can only be opened with a remote or a key, both of which are in my possession, so I know she’s around.

      I go back through the house and leave out through the patio door. I scan the pool area, and luckily, she’s here, and I don’t have to go far. For a moment, I take her in and hope and pray it’s Megan when I approach her, but something tells me none of this is going to be that easy. I take in the back of her head, wanting to kiss the top of her head and inhale her scent as she leans back into me. Already I miss Megan like I’m never going to see her again.

      Taking a deep breath, I ready myself before I make my way over to her.

      She’s not sitting back in the chair- she’s perched on the edge, back straight, arms folded over her chest. As I get closer, my heart picks up its pace, and I have to will myself to calm down. No telling how she’s going to react, and I need to be ready for whatever may happen. I swallow my nerves, my eyes glued to her, and I can almost see the air around her drifting off of her in heat waves, like looking at the hood of a car in the summer.

      Before I even make it to her, she speaks.

      “If you’re not here to let me out, then I don’t want to see you,” she says harshly, not even looking back at me, but her voice alone is almost enough to make me turn around.

      But my baby inside of her keeps me pushing forward.

      “You and the baby both need to eat,” I tell her

      “Fuck off.”

      I bite down on my back teeth, trying to hold off on my rebuttal. No need for both of us to be pissed off.

      “I made your favorite tea.”

      At that, she turns around, a small smile on her face, even though she still looks angry.

      She gets up, and I’m relieved she doesn’t look so furious at the moment. She comes toward me, and even her walk is different from Megan’s. Alana’s hips move from side to side as she gracefully makes her way over to me. Her long, dark hair falls down her back, and as she comes over to me, I can’t help but stare at her. There’s more about her that contrasts with Megan besides her walk: the way she holds her shoulders back, how her nose stays in the air, and how her hair falls. Megan keeps a right side-bang that hides her beauty while Alana shows it off. She’s split her hair down the middle, and it’s tucked behind her ears. The biggest difference besides her attitude is the mischievous glint in her eyes and that devilish smirk on her face.

      They’re like day and night.

      Her eyes stay on the tray as she nears me, and then she focuses her shining gaze on me.

      “You did this for me?” she asks, stunned.

      Okay, not a bad reaction.

      I can’t say I expected it, but it’s much more welcomed than what I anticipated. She actually seems like she’s happy I did something nice for her.

      “Yeah,” I tell her. “You didn’t eat breakfast, and it’s almost noon. You need something to eat, and I thought the tea would help you calm down a bit.”

      She squints and smirks at me, and I have no idea what to make of that expression.

      She picks the cup up off the tray and takes a sip, then a grimace takes over her face.

      “I know I’m not the best at making your tea how you like it, but I tried to mimic how I’ve seen Meg-”

      I see her hand, but I don’t have time to move the tray. She knocks it from my grasp, and everything splatters on the ground between us. Before I can even say anything about her wasting food, scalding hot tea splashes my front, and I jump back as it burns through my shirt, which sticks to me. I grab it, trying to get it off my skin.

      “What the hell is wrong with you, Meg-”

      I look up just in time to see her swinging a hammer, and I lean backward, barely avoiding getting a hole in my skull. I continue backing away as I stare at her, her stance now wide and her hands down by her side as she breathes in and out, her eyes angry and piercing, her face red.

      This has to be the equivalent of fucking bullfighting. I’m the matador, she’s the bull, and I’m going to get fucked up if I’m not strategic about this.

      “I’M NOT MEGAN!” she yells before she charges me.

      Everything slows down, and I realize if she’s not trying to kill me, she’s trying to severely injure me. I brace myself.

      Once she’s close enough, she brings the hammer down on me, but I catch her by the wrist before it makes contact. I bring my other hand up to wrench the hammer from her grasp, and I feel her knee hit my thigh, missing its intended target. Thank fucking God.

      Her wrist still in my hand, I spin her around and pin her hand up between her shoulder blades.

      “Let go of me!” she screams and tries to flail her body as she attempts to free herself.

      But I easily pin her to me, wrapping my arm over her chest and grabbing onto her shoulder, so she doesn’t pop her shoulder out of place struggling against me.

      I have to walk backward with her pinned to me as I pull her back towards the house. She fights me the entire way, wiggling and struggling all she can in my grasp, but I manage to get her back into the house. She’s calling me every vulgar name in the book as she tries to break free, but my hold on her isn’t going anywhere. This house seems a lot bigger now as I try to get her to the back where the master bedroom is. Had I known Alana was going to be making an appearance, I would have made the necessary modifications to a different room other than the master bedroom. But it looks like that’s going to be Alana’s home until she gets some grip of sanity back.

      “Let me fucking go, you Psycho!” She screams as if she wasn’t the one who tried to knock my head off with a hammer.

      Finally, we’re in the bedroom, and I know I need to buy some time so I can shut and lock the door. I guide her to the bed, scoop her up in my arms as she fights against me, and drop her on the bed. As she struggles to get off it, I leave the room and lock her inside.

      A loud bang comes from the other side, and I back up as if she’s going to bust it down. Which it feels like she might with how hard she’s pounding on it.

      “Calm down, Alana! You’re stressing out the baby!” I shout as my back hits the wall. I sink down to the floor as Alana screams at the top of her lungs. I suck in lungfuls of air, close to hyperventilating from almost having my head knocked off for the second time.

      That’s what Ian’s trying to get back? I guess it makes sense that the two of them would want to be with each other. They’re both fucking lunatics! Ian swung that bat with the intention of killing me, and Alana had the same look in her eyes.

      Her anger before was nothing compared to the rage I just witnessed. There’s no way I can let her out of the room now; I can’t let her roam on her own either. There’s too much she can get a hold of.

      She must’ve had the hammer tucked in the waistband of her pants because she materialized it out of nowhere. The shed she could’ve gotten it from was locked, so now I know she can pick locks. Which makes me glad I filled the keyhole with superglue when I switched the knobs that day when Megan went for a swim in the pool when we first got here.

      The room has been cleared of anything that could harm her or me. It was already sparsely decorated, so when I hear the destruction that begins behind the closed door, I’m not even worried that she’ll obtain another weapon. Still, I am nervous she might hurt herself. Restraining her comes to mind, but I can’t bring myself to go that far.

      So I let her take out her aggravation on the room.

      I look at my shaking hand, trying to calm down, sitting here waiting for her to tire herself out. I don’t want to go anywhere just in case she hurts herself, but I don’t want to go in there to try and stop her just to run the risk of being hurt.

      So I let her get it all out.

      After a while, the noise stops, and nothing comes from behind the door. I hear her mumbling to herself, but I can’t make out what she’s saying. Finally, I stand and unlock the door to find her sleeping on the bed, the room destroyed.

      I shut the door again, locking it behind me. Running my hands over my face, I let out a breath and close my eyes, trying to gather my thoughts. I don’t think I was fully prepared for what I’m dealing with before, but I am now. Alana is a force to be reckoned with. To get to Megan, I have to bear through it and handle this the best way I know how.

      I drag myself down the hall to the bathroom Megan went to earlier and get in the shower. This is going to be a lot harder than I thought, but no matter what, I’m going to walk out of here with Megan no matter how long it takes. Alana isn’t going to scare me off.
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      Ian

      

      It’s about fucking time. It’s finally Cal. I quickly hit the option for speaker phone and wait for Cal to say something anything. My eyes are locked on the phone, and I can feel Blue watching me. My heart thuds in my chest as I wait for him to go on.

      “So we spoke to his parents,” Cal starts, but I already know what that got him. “They haven’t spoken to Kameron for a few days, and he’s not answering his phone. Since Megan’s phone had been cut off, Dexter was able to strong-arm the phone company into explaining why. He was told the primary holder of the account requested the line be disconnected.”

      I look over at Blue, who’s staring at me wide-eyed as my theory comes back around to punch him in the gut.

      “But we aren’t jumping to any conclusions,” Cal continues, although he sounds like he’s already come to his own conclusion.

      “Why would he turn her phone off but not his?” I ask him.

      “It looks like they’re on vacation,” Call tells me, and I squint. “Hawaii.”

      I’m silent for a moment, immediately tossing out the idea that they just forgot about today.

      “So they intentionally missed the appointment then?” I ask, my blood boiling.

      “Well,” Cal says, a  contradictory tone in his voice. “That still remains up in the air. His parents have no idea where they are, and after speaking to them face to face, I know they aren’t lying. I found out from Kam’s father that they aren’t too thrilled about his relationship with Megan anymore. He didn’t implicitly say it, but it was conveyed in how he spoke of her. He did make it known that Kam’s adamant about staying with Megan despite how they feel about it. And given that the child may be yours, Kam’s well aware of how damaging that could be if it was made public.”

      “Okay,” I say, shutting my eyes tight as I take in what he told me. “So they hopped on a plane to Hawaii to escape this shit storm going on, but why isn’t he answering his fucking phone if all they did was go on a short vacation?”

      “That’s the thing,” he says. “I’m not all too sure that’s what they did. According to his father, none of his accounts have been tapped into, and neither have any of Megan’s. The only things that have come out of Kam’s account are payments for two round-trip tickets to Hawaii purchased about four days ago and a room reservation for two at the Auberge resort in Mauna Lani, which was extended for another few days today. They wouldn’t give us any information about whether or not they’re still there, so we’re sending some people to check it out. Dexter has connections in Hawaii. They’re already on the way.”

      I take in a deep breath, trying to kill the fire inside me, but my inhale only fuels it.

      “The resort stay and the plane tickets were the only things to come out of the account?” I ask him, making sure I heard him right. “No other transactions?”

      “Yeah, which makes me think they aren’t there,” Cal says. “They’ve been there for three days. There would be other purchases from the area if so.”

      “You’re thinking they’re not even there anymore,” I state, staring at Blue as he stares at the phone, confusion and shock on his face.

      “I’m thinking they were never there,” he clarifies. “But we need to cover every base and not jump to conclusions. Chances are, Megan lost her phone, and Kameron had it turned off, and they just wanted to stay longer.”

      “But what do you think is going on?” I ask through gritted teeth. I know I can’t be the only one thinking this, and from what it sounds like, Cal and I might be on the same page for once.

      “There’s no need to speculate until we find out,” he rebuts, but I can hear it in his tense voice that he’s not expecting to find them at that resort. “We have guys going to look into it. You’ll be the first to know what’s going on when we find anything else out.”

      I want to press him for what I know he’s thinking, but I don’t. I let that shit go for now.

      “Cool,” I force out.

      “I’ll be in touch.” And with that, the call ends, and I toss my phone to the opposite end of the couch.

      “Shit, man,” Blue says, stunned as I run my hands over my face. “Chances are, they just wanted to be away from all the shit going on here. You just have to chill. Be patient. They’ll be back.”

      I’m really starting to get fed up with him giving Kameron the benefit of the doubt.

      “Look,” I sit back on the couch and look directly at Blue. I don’t know how I’m going to get him to stop dick riding this man. “You gotta stop acting as if Kameron is as level-headed as he comes off. The dude literally offered me hundreds of thousands of dollars to stay away from Megan. He would do anything to get her away from here. I don’t believe for one second they’re at that resort. Who goes to Hawaii and doesn’t spend shit?”

      Still, Blue shakes his head. “Even if what you think happened went down, Kam isn’t dangerous. He wouldn’t hurt her.”

      “Fuck, Blue!” I yell, beyond irritated now. I clench my fist so hard they start to shake. “It’s not that simple.”

      “Then explain!” He matches my volume. “I’m not a fuckin mind reader! You’re sitting here freaking out about something I’m not privy to. Spit it out, man! All I know is that you’re assuming Kam’s holding her somewhere like he’s some nutjob. Tell me what you’re thinking!”

      “For someone who knows every side of her and for you to be so smart, you’re being really fucking stupid right now,” I growl. “If he took Megan somewhere she wasn’t aware she was going, it’s not just her in that shitty situation,” I explain to him. “And if Megan didn’t know she was going, which I’m sure she wasn’t aware of because she would’ve told one of us at least, she could be freaking out. And if she’s losing it, then more than likely, it’s Alana that’s going to be dealing with Kam.”

      His eyes go wide as my words fall out.

      “I know Alana can handle herself,” I continue. “She’s a survivor. Megan, I’m not so sure. And Veronica-”

      “She wouldn’t come out to deal with this,” Blue interrupts me. “And if she did, it wouldn’t be for long. She’s a negotiator-”

      “-which won’t do any good if Richie Rich is determined to act like a nut case,” I cut in. “We both know if he’s done some fucked up shit, who's going to handle it.”

      “You’re right,” Blue says, finally getting to my final thought, staring at the floor.

      “And I have no idea how she’s going to react,” I tell him, shaking my head. “Well, I have an idea of how she’s going to respond.” I can’t help but chuckle, picturing prim and proper Kam trying to take on my little psycho. But the idea of him handling her cuts my laugh short. “I know Alana can take care of herself, but she’s pregnant now. And thinking about how Kameron’s going to respond to her pisses me off.”

      Blue swallows hard.

      “He’s not going to know how to,” he states.

      “I know, and he’s probably going to end up doing some shit that could make her come back with a fourth altar.” The thought makes my head spin as I imagine another person with Megan’s face introducing themselves to me. “From what you’ve told me, Kam sees Veronica and Alana as a disturbance and only really acknowledges Megan. I’ve done enough research on my own to know that’s not how to go about interacting with her.”

      “He acts like if he keeps her happy, then Alana and Veronica will disappear,” Blue says.

      “And I’m worried that’s going to fuck her up even more,” I say, hanging my head. “I mean, I know she isn’t fucked up. I mean that to say, that’s just going to put her more in conflict with herself. Megan and Alana already hate each other, and with Kameron doing this shit, who knows how they’re going to be after this. I’m worried about them each individually, but I know they’re three pieces to an extremely complex puzzle. No matter how different they all are, they’re all still one person, and I’m worried for her.”

      My words hang in the air as Blue takes a moment to respond.

      “If it is what you’re thinking, if Kam really did go to this extreme, then have faith in Alana,” he finally says, trying to calm me. “No way she’d sit back and let him do anything like that. She’s probably giving him hell, and they’ll be back in no time. But I don’t think you should assume that extreme just yet.”

      He had me until he said that. I know my gut isn’t wrong. I just know this is my connection to her making me unable to eat a fry without wanting to vomit.

      Blue continues even though I just want him to get the fuck out now.

      “Before you start jumping to conclusions, wait until her brothers get back to you with actual concrete news. You can’t sit here pissing yourself off because you’re making up scenarios in your head.”

      I shake my head. “I can feel it, man. I know she’s in trouble.”

      Blue sighs and puts his hands on his knees before pushing himself up the couch.

      “Well, I can’t tell you how to feel,” he says. “And who knows, you might have some cosmic connection to her or whatever bullshit they use to explain gut feelings. But still, you shouldn’t sit in here driving yourself crazy. Eat that burger and get the fuck out of this apartment. Cal will call all the same, whether you’re here or not. Take a walk in the park, take an angry run, but whatever you do, don’t sit in here driving yourself crazy. I have to go, but I’ll be back later tonight.”

      He walks in front of me and picks up the greasy brown bag that still holds the fries that came with my burger. He tosses it into my lap before he turns to leave.

      The door shuts behind him, and I sit here a moment before I shove my hand into the bag and pull out a few fries. I have the intention of eating them, but I can already feel my stomach protest. I drop them back into the bag, put it back on the table, and get up. I can’t eat, but I’ll go out but not because Blue demanded that I do. I can’t help my wife, and the fact that I’m here doing nothing is just making me feel more restless than I’ve ever felt in my life. So I grab my camera from my room and head out. I don’t plan on returning anytime soon either.

      I don’t take my truck; this traffic is only going to give me a worse case of road rage. So I take off on foot, camera in hand, but nothing sticks out. As of right now, the only thing in the world I want to see is Megan back here safely.

      That’s the only sight capable of bringing intrigue back into my world.
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      Blue

      

      Fuck!

      I’m leaving Ian’s apartment more skeptical than I was when I got there. I went up there to make sure he wasn’t driving himself insane thinking about why Megan didn’t show up. I know how far down the rabbit hole he can fall, and I was supposed to prevent that from happening, but I didn’t know how far down the hole he already was.

      I’m trying not to be as paranoid as he is.

      I’ve known Kam for a while now, and he wouldn't kidnap Megan like Ian’s thinking. He’s not the kind of dude that would do some crazy shit like that. Paying Ian off is the furthest I can see him going; no problem is too big to solve with money for the filthy rich. He’s probably used to paying to have his problems disappear. But he wouldn’t do what Ian’s saying…. He couldn’t go that far.

      But would he, though?

      It cracks the mystery around Veronica’s call wide open, and Ian makes it all make sense. Of course, Megan would say she’s fine. Why wouldn’t she? Veronica noticed something about Kam that Megan couldn’t see, and it was Veronica that said it, the most unbiased of the three of them.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I hiss, kicking myself.

      What did I miss that day?

      Yeah, I thought his tone was tight, but given my role in all of this confusing shit, I could understand why he was surprised to see me. But thinking back, he was pretty aggressive, a little uneasy maybe…Things were tense between Kam and Megan.

      I get to my car, and Ian’s words are ringing a hell of a lot louder the more I think about it. I didn’t want to see Kam in this light, but it’s starting to shine down on him pretty fucking bright right now.

      I don’t want Ian to be right, but I can’t shake the feeling that he just might be onto something, and I can’t sit around and simmer on this. Megan’s brothers have already used the tricks I have up my sleeve to locate them, so it’d be a waste of time going behind them and doing it again.

      I have another plan in mind.

      My Challenger roars to life, and I pull out into traffic, heading towards Megan and Kam’s condo. It takes more time than I have patience for in this backed-up evening traffic, and my knuckles are white the entire way there. I’m surprised the steering wheel doesn’t look like an empty toothpaste tube by the time I finally get out of the car.

      Getting inside is easy. I can pick most locks with the kit I keep hidden under my seat. I’m just glad this one isn’t automated. I’m inside within two minutes, which isn’t nearly enough time for nosy neighbors to peek out their blinds to gauge I’m breaking in.

      Once inside, I shut the door behind me, closing myself in darkness.

      I stand in front of the door for a second, already knowing what my plan of action is. Dig up anything that can tell me where they might be or for any signs that Kam was losing it. I have no clue what kind of signs those would be, but I figure I’ll know it when I see it.

      The stack of mail on the credenza by the door catches my attention first. Still, I don’t find anything incriminating, just bills.

      I go further into their cozy little living space; everything’s so neat and tidy. I make a mental note to leave it just like this as I pick up the neatly stacked pile of papers on the coffee table in front of the sectional. It’s all only bills that need to be paid. Setting those back down, I turn my attention to the entertainment center their giant TV sits on. Magazines lay stacked on one shelf, and books are lined up on the others, along with a few vases as decoration.

      In my time going through people’s shit, I’ve learned that no place should be considered a stupid place to hide things, no matter how obvious. Some things hide in plain sight.

      I get down on the floor and start searching each magazine and book they have, flapping through them just in case there’s something hidden inside. I go one by one, shaking them out, hoping anything helpful will drop out.

      But as I go along, I come up with nothing. By the time I’m down to the last few books, I’m not expecting anything to be inside any of them. I even pick the vases up on the off chance there’s something hidden under the fake flowers.

      As I reach for one, a little black box at the very back of the shelf underneath the TV catches my attention, barely even noticeable if it wasn’t being looked for. I stare at it for a moment, forgetting about the shit on the shelves, hoping this isn’t what I think it is.

      But it’s exactly that. When I pull it off the wall it’s stuck to, I examine it, finding it has audio also. Glancing behind me, from where it was located, it had a clear view of the sectional on the back wall.

      Okay. Maybe this isn’t that bad. People put cameras in their houses all the time. They have one at the front door, which is understandable. One in the living room is reasonable if someone decides to break in through the window.

      But there’s a sinking feeling inside of me growing. I hope this doesn’t go beyond Kam trying to protect his house. I look around for more, hoping with everything in me that the two I found are the only ones. They could be absolutely anywhere, lamps, light fixtures, wall chargers, clocks. The twenty-first century has made spying on anyone effortless.

      I start with the lamps, searching each of them, relieved when I come up with nothing, but there are still so many more tiny appliances I need to check. I have to go find a few screwdrivers in order to take a few of them apart, and when I don’t find another one in the living room, I move on to the kitchen.

      The smoke detector is the first place I check, an easy place to stick one without anyone noticing. The one in the kitchen would have the perfect view from above the island.

      I turn the lights on in the kitchen, already looking up at it as I kick off my shoes before climbing on top of the island.

      It takes some wiggling to get it off, and when I do, I twist it open to find a little box inside, and my body heats up.

      Shit.

      My eyes are fixed on it as I take in a deep breath, trying to come up with any reason he’d need a camera in the kitchen. The living room was reasonable, but why the kitchen? Maybe he thinks Alana or Veronica would come out while she’s cooking, and they wouldn’t turn the stove off? I mean, that is a good reason, but I feel like I’m reaching for excuses so I don’t have to acknowledge exactly what it is. I stare down at the little camera, trying to make every excuse in the world for Kam, but I’m not convincing myself too well anymore.

      Then it hits me. He already knew I was here that day. He had to have seen me on the camera. I was sitting right under it. He got here pretty fucking quick after I did, and this is probably why.

      I can feel my blood pressure shoot up. So he’s been keeping tabs on Megan without her even knowing it. I wonder if this goes beyond just having to worry about Alana and Veronica coming out when he isn’t around. I wonder if he trusts her at all.

      I hop down from the island top and pull on my Docs before making my way to the master bedroom. There’s a fire alarm on the wall above the door. I don’t want to know where else he has these damn things hidden. The one in the kitchen was out of place enough, but to find one in here is really going to speak volumes. I reach up, not caring how I take it down, and I see a camera in here too.

      “Shit, Kameron,” I groan, staring at the little device sitting in this fire alarm too.

      This one is impossible to make excuses for. Why the fuck would he need to be spying on her in their own room? I have absolutely no way to write this one off. I don’t even put it back up. I want him to find out someone knows. I’m sure he’ll be pissed when he finds out it was me, but I don’t really give a fuck. He has some explaining to do, and I’m sure Megan would love to know why he’s been keeping his eyes on her.

      Veronica was spot on when she said something was off with Kam. He’s obsessed, insecure, concerned, or all three, but none mixes well with the fact that nobody knows where either of them are. And after finding all that shit, Ian’s words are pretty fucking loud right now.

      I have to get out of here. When I’m outside, the sky has darkened, and the temperature has gone down more, but I suck in lungfuls of cold, crisp air, trying to calm the anger rising up inside of me. Then I pull my phone out.

      I need to talk to the one person in the world that knows Kam better than anyone.

      The phone rings once before she picks up.

      “Blue?” Katie sounds happy, yet suspicious to be hearing from me. Right now, hearing her voice doesn’t annoy me like it did a few days ago when I saw her. “Is this an accidental call?”

      I shake my head like she can see me, but then I remember to answer. “No, there’s a reason I’m calling,” I tell her, but then I quickly add, “I need to talk to you about something.”

      “Alright,” she says cautiously. “What is it?”

      “I don’t want to talk about this over the phone,” I tell her, opening my car and climbing inside. “Can you meet me right now?”

      “I can’t,” she says after a moment's hesitation. “I have a big exam tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow then? When are you out of class?”

      “Blue, what’s this about?” Her voice is alert now, having picked up the tension in mine.

      I can just tell her about it now, and I almost do, but I hold off. If Katie’s lying, I’ll be able to see it in her face.

      “I’ll text you for the details.” My words come out forcefully; I can’t help it. Something tells me Katie knows about the fucking cameras, and I’m fighting against my urge to ask her about it right now.

      “Okay?” She says quietly.

      I end the call; ten different questions are on the tip of my tongue, and I almost let each of them fly. I’m left sitting in the silence of my car, staring out the windshield but not seeing anything beyond it. Ian’s words ricochet around in my thoughts, and Veronica’s warning echoes. If I tell Ian this, he’s going to have a field day.

      “Fuck!” I hit the steering wheel, thinking about how easily I dismissed Veronica’s cry for help when Megan said all was good.

      I should have known better.

      I should’ve looked further into it. If Veronica felt like something was wrong, I should have gone with her word. And now she might need help, but who the hell knows where they are.

      Pissed at myself, I crank up and take off with no particular destination in mind. Ian needs to know about this, but only after I talk to Katie and find out what she knows. She’s the one who would know if there’s anything else going on. But I can’t get answers tonight, so I just ride.
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      Alana

      

      I open my eyes, and the intricate swirl design on the ceiling is the first thing I see. Now I’m wide awake, and my aggravation is coming back full force.

      I’m still locked in this fucking room! I glance at the clock on the nightstand, and a few hours have gone by. I’m already getting restless thinking about how many more could pass until I’m out of here. The idea of staying in this place for another second makes me dig my nails into my palms as my frustration slowly climbs.

      I eye the mess on the floor, a visual representation of just how pissed off I was moments after I realized the door was locked. The asshole switched the knobs and filled the keyhole with super glue just so I wouldn’t be able to pick it.

      He really thought of everything.

      I can’t believe he’s locked me in here like some sort of psych patient. I look around the room, and it looks like a Tasmanian Devil ripped through it with how fucked up everything is. The only things left standing are the bed and part of the dresser. The mirror that was attached to it is shattered, and Kameron’s clothes are torn apart and full of glass; I made sure to keep Megan’s out of the mess since I need clothes to wear. Maybe I did go a little overboard. I didn’t intend to destroy so much, I just needed something to substitute punching Kameron in the face, and I went downhill from there. I can’t believe I’m still here. Where the hell are my brothers! Fucking Blue, I try not to think of Ian.

      I can’t right now. It’s baffling to me that Kameron has been able to get away with this shit.

      It doesn’t help that my stomach feels like I’m on a roller coaster. I’m nauseous as fuck, like I’ll throw up at any moment. Maybe it’s my anger upsetting this kid. I don’t know; I have no clue about what would upset a fetus. Now that I’m still and thinking about it, the only thing I feel bad about is putting it through that kind of fury. I hate the fact that I’m pregnant, and as terrified as I am of this thing coming out of me and it being Kam’s, I have to think smarter than I’ve been. I have to protect it, regardless of who turns out to be the father, it’s…it’s mine.

      Ours.

      I press the butt of my hands into my eyes, swallowing guilt and trying to breathe through a wave of sea sickness. It’s too late to think about it now- the damage is already done. Yet as I try to calm myself, my rolling stomach only worsens.

      I would open the windows to let in some fresh air, but Kameron has that base covered too. They’re nailed shut, and lucky for him, they’re made out of the world's most indestructible glass. No matter what I threw at it, it just wouldn’t break, and I wanted to hear the glass shatter and see it rain down so fucking bad. The fact that it wouldn’t is what got the mirror broken to pieces.

      I can already feel myself going stir crazy.

      I take a deep breath and try to collect my thoughts but being trapped in this room is making all of my other thoughts jelly. All I can focus on is the fact that I’m stuck here for who knows how long!

      Calm down, Alana, I think to myself, sucking another breath in, but again nausea washes over me.

      The smell of the sheets fills my nose, and I repress a gag when it hits the back of my nasal passage. It’s a familiar scent, like the expensive shit some of my wealthier marks wore mixed in with the light powdery perfume Megan likes to spritz herself in. I can’t stand the two scents separately, but together, they’re worse. And the baby doesn’t like the concoction either. Every time I inhale, I have to stop myself from throwing up.

      I smirk at my belly. Looks like we have something in common.

      I push myself up and get off the bed so I can rip the sheets off the mattress, and I do it more aggressively than I mean to. Everything about being stuck in this room is working together to make it as unbearable as possible. I can’t even be comfortable!

      I toss the sheets to the floor in the far right corner of the room before climbing back on the bed to strip the pillows. When I’m free of the smell, I lay back on the mattress with my head on the opposite end. At least now my nausea is gone, but the anger boiling in the center of my chest is ever present.

      You need to calm down.

      Veronica’s voice comes to me loud and clear in the silence and almost startles me.

      Hearing her voice for the second time today only agitates me more. It’s not often Veronica speaks, but when she does, it’s to tell me what I need to do or what I should, and right now, her condescending, know-it-all tone is the last thing I need. Her self-righteousness is beyond nauseating, and she can’t pull that I’m unbiased card after she tried to throw herself at Blue, which is the most disgusting shit ever.

      I’m trying to help you. We need to work together if we’re going to get out of this, and you need to keep a level head around him, Alana.

      Her voice drives me up the fucking wall.  She should know that getting Megan out of danger and shitty situations is my specialty. She’s always sitting back watching from the sidelines, trying to dictate everything. Veronica knows what I’m capable of, even if Megan doesn’t.

      I’m going to get out of this alone, I bite back. Like I’ve been doing my entire life. I’ve been coming to the rescue since before we got boobs. I know what I’m doing!

      So then getting yourself locked in this room was a part of your masterful plan to get us out of here? She says back with no hesitation, her tone patronizing as usual.

      Well, if you know how to get out of here, then you do it! I fume. You’re talking like you have a plan.

      You have to get him to trust you, Alana. If you keep this up, you’re going to be locked in a closet.

      Like hell, I’d let that happen! I’ll kill him first.

      You already tried and failed, thank God. You’re smarter than this. Stop acting like an animal and think.

      Takes one to know one, Bitch!

      I push myself up, and as I struggle to do so, I groan at the fact that it’s this hard to sit up in a damn bed. I never appreciated how easily I moved around before, but now, each movement takes a little more thought and strategy than before.

      The baby moves in my stomach like it can feel me thinking about it, and who knows- maybe it can. Everything else I do affects it. I wouldn’t be surprised if it could sense what I’m thinking. And the guilt I tried to ignore comes back full force this time. I didn’t ask for this. I never wanted this.

      Well, I can’t lie; once upon a time, I allowed myself to imagine I could have a life that I knew could never be real. In an alternate universe, Ian and I would still be married, I’d be on my second kid, and we’d have a house off the beach in California where he’d take pictures all day. I could sing our babies to sleep, and after they were out, Ian would put me to sleep. There we’d be happy. There would be no Megan, Veronica, and sure as hell, not Kameron, but I’m not one to dwell on fairy tales and happy endings, that’s Megan's thing. I deal with reality, as fucked up as it is.

      

      It could have been your reality, but you chose to run.

      Shut up!

      Pull it together, Alana. I know you can get us out of this.

      

      The laugh that escapes me is a humorless one; her words are triggering

      Of course, I’m the only one that can get her out of this shithole. I’m her knight in shining armor, not that prick out there wherever he is. Saving her is nothing new to me.

      But still, Megan treats me like I’m a demonic spirit that needs to be exorcised. No matter what I do, no matter how I’ve helped her, I’m the bad guy in all of this. And when this is all over, someway somehow, Kameron is still going to be her hero.

      It pisses me off just thinking about it. When I get us out of here, she’s going to run back to Kameron and make up with his ass. He’s going to have story after story about me and how I tried to kill him, blah, blah, blah. She’ll overlook the fact that he kidnapped her, and all will be forgiven because poor baby Kam had to deal with that monster Alana.

      My anger only surges at the light knock that sounds through the room. My gaze snaps towards the door, and heat washes across my body, but I try to swallow it down, forcing myself to get it together so that I can face him.

      I’m fixing my mouth to say come in, but the door opens before I can get it out, and I sneer in annoyance at him as he comes in with a tray.

      “What was the point of knocking if you were going to come in without me saying you can?” I ask him, crossing my arms.

      He doesn’t respond, of course; he's too busy taking in the shit storm around him.

      Seeing his cry baby reaction makes me feel more than pleased with myself.

      “There’s gonna be a hefty charge on daddy’s credit card, but it’s not like you can’t afford it,” I say nonchalantly, with a smirk.

      His gaze finally lands on me, and the anger in his expression transforms into incredulous.

      “I don’t give a shit about how much this is gonna cost,” he spits out in disgust. “You could have hurt the baby, Alana. Did you even think about that?”

      I bite down on my back teeth, wanting to tell him to shut the hell up and that it’s his fault I even got this mad to begin with, but I suck it down and widen my smile, taking the opportunity. Bringing my hands to my belly, I rub them over my stomach.

      “The baby’s fine,” I tell him. “If it were your weak genes, it might be a different story. But since Ian is strong, it’ll be okay.”

      Alana! Veronica scoffs in my head, but I ignore her, enjoying how Kameron’s face has fallen. Aww, how sweet. It’d make my day if he cries.

      He doesn’t, unfortunately. Instead, he just flexes his jaw before he turns and bends down to set the tray on the floor by the door, and just like that, he’s gone. What a pussy, a perfect match for his spineless ass girlfriend.

      Why would you say that? If you really believe he’s crazy, why are you provoking him?

      He’ll get over it, I tell her, laying back in bed. And if you don’t shut up, I swear I’m going to find a way to block you out.

      My threat works. She doesn’t say anything else, but I can feel how badly she wants to.

      Now I really smile. It feels good to be in control. Veronica’s quiet for now, Megan’s sulking, and I just have to figure out a way to get Kameron in line.

      I really don’t give a shit about his feelings. He and Megan made Ian feel like shit, and I’ll never forget the pain in Ian’s eyes whenever Megan threw Kam in his face. She tortured him, now I’ll torture Kameron, but unlike Ian, he won’t be able to handle it.

      And if I’m going to be stuck here with him, I may as well have fun.
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      Kam

      

      She is a bitch.

      I don’t even feel right calling her that, but Alana deserves it.

      I know she said Ian was the father to get me riled up but knowing that didn’t stop me from feeling the sting of her words. She’s so fucking mean.

      I won’t let her get to me, though. I know that the baby is mine. She and Ian may have had one night. I made love to Megan on multiple occasions. There’s nothing to worry about, but I can’t fight the tightness in my chest thinking about even the possibility. I won’t let her get to me. That’s what she wants. And even if it’s the worst-case scenario, I’m going to love this child, but Alana is making it pretty fucking clear she’s going to get in the way of that if it is Ian’s. And who knows how long she’s going to be in Megan’s body. The thought of how long I’m stuck with her makes me nauseous.

      I can’t even eat now. I have a snake in the house ready to attack and destroy me. I don’t have any peace with her around; I don’t know how I ever will.

      The air around her vibrates with her anger, and I can barely stand to look at her knowing her only motivation is to ruin what Megan and I have. She can try, but she won’t succeed.

      Alana doesn’t have a maternal bone in her body like Megan does. She doesn’t even acknowledge that she’s pregnant unless it’s to taunt me. Megan always keeps one hand on her belly, and I’d catch her staring at it lovingly. The thought of her sitting on the couch back home in Chicago eating a rice crispy she had balanced on her stomach flashes in my head, and I smile at the memory of her asking the baby if they liked it. She didn’t know I saw it, but I’m glad I was peeking in on her when I was. I never would have caught that moment. I miss her energy, her softness, her love.

      I crave it badly.

      It gives me something to hold on to to get me through this. It’s a way for me to remember that the woman in the bedroom at the moment isn’t her, but she’s in there somewhere.

      Alana sets all of my nerves on fire, and I’m on high alert. I try to be calm while I’m in her presence, but everything about her makes my thoughts race, and not in a good way. It’s like diffusing a bomb, except all the wires are the same color, and I have hedge clippers.

      But I’ll be damned if I let her win. I’m determined to figure this out.

      I rub my hands over my face and into my hair, resting on the couch.

      It’s clear to me now that Megan can’t control Alana. I hoped that her seeing Helen would be a fix, but she doesn’t have a treatment method to completely get rid of the alters. But that’s what has to happen. Thinking about our life being interrupted whenever Alana or Veronica gets an inkling to show up, makes my chest tighten. I’m doing the most rational thing, trying to create a more stable environment for Megan and our child. Alana might call it kidnapping, but that’s not what I’m doing, and when Megan gets back, I’ll make her realize it’s not. After she hears a first-hand account of how unhinged Alana is, she’ll be grateful I did this for her.

      For us.

      Now Alana isn’t just a dreaded figure waiting for her turn to take over, she’s real, and she wants to destroy everything. And it may not just be Alana and Veronica that are in there wanting to live two separate lives from Megan. Knowing that Veronica has been around for ten years and just recently decided to pop out for an unwelcome visit makes me dread who else could be hiding out in Megan’s head. Who the fuck knows if Jessica has been in there for eight or if Tabitha came along last week. There could be more in there that have been dormant, just waiting for the right time to come out.

      That line of thinking makes my heart sink to my stomach, and I close my eyes at the thought. Megan can’t even wrangle the two she has now. What would a third be like? And more importantly, how would she try to blow mine and Megan’s life apart?

      For Megan, I’d deal with whoever showed up just so I could be with her. But that’s not something I want to do. Dealing with them is a last resort if we can’t figure out a way to get rid of them altogether. Helen isn’t the authority on DID.

      I snatch my phone off the table and begin another exhaustive search.. I’ve been through these pages before, but each time I hope for something different. I find what I always do, even though I wish for another explanation.

      The mind is capable of splitting itself to survive trauma but afterward, pulling itself back together isn’t something that frequently happens. Experts don’t know how the brain is able to create one consciousness and push the others back in the event of trauma. All they know is that it can sometimes develop as a response to trauma when the person can’t handle certain circumstances, so they create a different version of themselves that can. The inner workings of the brain is still something doctors and mental health experts don’t fully understand, which means there is no cure.

      Just adaption, compromise. Which isn’t a solution. Maybe for other people with more amicable personalities. With work and time, I could possibly see Megan and Veronica working things out. Veronica is level-headed and didn’t need the spotlight for quite some time, well, until she decided to become infatuated with Blue. Even still, I think she can be controlled but the other one. You can’t compromise with someone who has the emotional stamina of a four-year-old.

      

      Alana hates my guts, and the feelings are extended right back.

      “Fuck!” I shout, my aggravation and desperation getting the better of me.

      I go to throw my phone at the wall but tighten my grip on it at the last second. I can’t go breaking my things.

      Calm down, Kam, I say to myself, trying but failing to ignore my budding anxiety. If I can’t figure out a way to keep Megan stable, I might lose her. I don’t want to give her up.

      To anyone.

      After hours of searching, I come away with nothing but a headache for an answer I don’t want.

      I keep trying to think of a solution. How am I supposed to accept the fact that Megan can disappear and turn into one of the others at any moment? How do we explain this to our kids; that mommy sometimes isn’t herself even if she looks like her?

      The thought of Alana being around my children doesn’t just make me nervous it terrifies me. I let out a deep sigh. I know this is what I signed up for, and I’ll go through hell and back if it means I get Megan in the end. I don’t care how long it takes for her to come back. I’ll endure this for her. For us.

      Blankly I stare at the ceiling.

      I came here to bond with Megan, but it looks like this is the beginning of a different relationship.
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      Blue

      

      I’ve been at this little cafe for about thirty minutes now, sitting, sipping on coffee, staring out the window, trying to distract myself by watching people walk past the window. In actuality, I’m too deep in my own fucking thoughts to concentrate on anything else. I glance at my watch. Katie should be here soon. Her class got out thirty minutes ago, and I’m not too far away from campus, so I only have to sit here a bit longer, patiently waiting for her to get here.

      Patiently waiting? Maybe not.

      I’m already anxious, and the coffee I’m sipping on is only making me jittery as fuck, wringing my hands together, twisting my lip ring just so my hands have something to do so I’m not tapping the table. If my knees aren’t jumping up and down, then I’m stretching my legs out under the table or leaning back in my chair.

      Fuck, I need her to hurry up and get here. I’m pretty sure anyone watching me barely keep my worry and anxiety in check is wondering if I’m going through fucking withdrawals.

      I finally see Katie walk by the window heading towards the door. I sit back in my seat and let out a breath, relieved to finally see her. I never thought I'd see the day when I’d be glad to see her again.

      I watch her as she approaches me, looking like money and cute as usual. Her high ponytail swings behind her as she comes towards me, dressed in a teal blouse that flows around her and ties in the front, paired with white pants. Her cheeks are rosy, her lips are glossed up, and her eyes are bright. It’s easy for me to stare at her and admire how pretty she is. Whenever I lay eyes on her, I’m taken back to how tightly I was wrapped around her manicured little fingers.

      But that doesn’t help me ignore the fact that she cheated on me. It’s been months since I saw her with that other dude, but the betrayal has stuck around for a hell of a long time. I thought I’d be over it by now, but I still feel it in my chest as she gets closer to me.

      When she gets to the table, the perfume she’s wearing fills the space around me, the very same one that used to make me pull her closer to me. She knows just how much I liked smelling it on her. Little does she know it doesn't have the same appeal anymore. It just reminds me of what we had, how happy we were and how she ruined it.

      But she looks happy to see me, sitting down with eagerness in her eyes, but there’s worry mixed in, and it throws off the chipper smile on her lips.

      “Blue,” she says as she sits. “What’s the occasion? I wasn’t expecting a call from you. I definitely didn’t think you’d ask to meet up.”

      “I wouldn’t call it an occasion, really. It’s more like a situation.” I tell her, straight up.

      Her face tightens just a bit as she slides the menu sitting on the table in front of her to the side.

      “Okay then,” she says cautiously, the optimism falling from her expression, but to her credit, she’s still smiling. “What’s going on?”

      I let out a breath before I speak.

      “I need to know if you’ve noticed anything off about Kam lately,” I start. “Has he been off? Or has he been acting differently?”

      Now the smile on her face drops just a bit, and her eyes widen slightly, but it’s only for a moment before she puts herself back together to feign ignorance. If not for me staring into her face like a hawk, I would have missed it, but that tiny little expression told me so much.

      “What do you mean?” She asks anyway.

      I lean forward with my elbows on the table, and her posture straightens.

      “How’s he been acting?” I ask her. “Has he been tense? Antagonistic? Obsessive?”

      Her eyebrows furrow and settle low above her eyes as she hears how I’m trying to categorize Kam’s behavior. But something in her expression tells me I might have hit on something.

      “I can’t really give an answer to that,” is what she tells me as she shakes her head just a bit. “Ever since he’s been playing house with Megan, I haven’t seen much of him. I’ve seen him maybe three times since he’s been to Chicago, and each time I do, he’s further up Megan’s ass.”

      Her tone is sour, like Megan’s name leaves a bad taste in her mouth, and her lip pulls up as she talks about them. She’s not good at hiding her feelings about their relationship. It’s all in her voice and right there on her face. She used to love Megan, but it’s clear that’s no longer the case.

      “You sound bitter about them,” I point out, looking her directly in her face, so I notice her frown deepen.

      “I’m not bitter,” she retorts. “He's just so wrapped up in her I don’t see much of him these days.”

      Her sentence makes my hair stand on end, and I fixate on that. There’s more there.

      “So when you saw him the other day, did he seem off?” I push.

      She stares at me for a moment, but I can see her trying to figure her answer out.

      “He seemed normal until we got back to his and Megan’s place,” she says, and I sit back in my chair. “I don’t know. He seemed agitated to see you there. I don’t think he was expecting it.”

      I squint my eyes at her now, unable to hide my doubt. I just know that’s a fucking lie.

      “Really?” I ask her in disbelief. “He really wasn’t expecting me to be there? Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes,” she bites out, agitated now. “Stop with the questions, Joshua. Tell me what you’re getting at?”

      Letting out a sharp breath, I just decide to get it out, rip the bandage off now.

      “I went by Kam and Megan’s condo to see if I could find a clue about where they could be.”

      “What are you talking about?” She asks, confused. “They’re in Hawaii.”

      “So you talked to Kam?”

      “No,” she says slowly. “Dad did. I spoke with him after you called me a few days ago. He said Kam and Megan were going on a trip, but he never found out where. But our travel agent said there was a trip booked there, so, I’m guessing, that's where they are.”

      I shake my head. “Megan’s phone is off, and Kam isn’t answering his. Megan’s brothers are looking for her.”

      Katie frowns.

      “Why? They’re just on vacation,” she says defensively. If I know one thing about Katie, it’s that she’s going to defend Kam and her indignation tells me she’s not hiding anything about where they could be. “You wouldn’t be answering either if you were in Hawaii.”

      I’m shaking my head as she talks. “They don’t think they’re there at all,” I cut her off. “They got a hold of Kam and Megan’s account statements-”

      Shock takes over Katie’s face at my reveal. “How’d they get into his accounts without an authorization?”

      “Megan’s brothers are Crestfields,” I point out. “They have more power and influence than anyone in your family.” She looks taken aback by my straightforwardness, but I keep going. “Anyway, neither of their accounts show any activity in Hawaii except the plane tickets and the resort booked as well as an extended stay.”

      Now she really looks lost, staring at me with squinted eyes before looking down at the table.

      “Nobody goes on a vacation to Hawaii without buying anything,” she admits through a mutter.

      “Exactly,” I say, looking at her closely. “So, do you know of anywhere they might have run off to? Did Kam mention going anywhere or taking a trip somewhere that wasn’t Hawaii when you saw him?”

      “No,” she answers. She’s getting flustered now at my relentless prodding. But I keep pushing.

      “Katie, Kam isn’t answering his phone, Megan’s phone is off, and nobody has spoken to them for days. He didn’t even tell you where they were going.”

      Her gaze comes back to me, but now it’s hard.

      “I don’t like what you're suggesting, Joshua,” she says, sneering at me. “How do you know they aren’t in Hawaii? You can’t just accuse him of taking Megan away.”

      “Her brothers have people in Hawaii searching around for them right now, Katie,” I tell her calmly. “So I don’t know that they aren’t there, but I wouldn’t just jump to fucking conclusions if I wasn’t being lead there.”

      “By who?” she shoots back. “How do you know that?”

      “Ian’s worried about her. When she never showed up at her appointment and she wouldn’t answer her phone, he called Cal, and they’ve been keeping in touch,” I tell her. “You can’t me tell you wouldn’t be worried and thinking the same thing. I was there when Cal called and told him they have people searching.”

      She frowns hard at me now. “So you go along with Ian’s theory? He’s crazy! He swung a bat at Kam’s head! You know Kam. You know he wouldn’t do anything psychotic like what you’re suggesting.”

      “Yeah,” I say, sitting on the edge of my seat. “I thought the same. Look. I was there at their condo that day because Veronica called me. I don’t know if you know or not, but there’s Megan, there’s Alana, and there’s Veronica. Veronica called me, telling me something was wrong with Megan and Kam, but by the time I got there to check on her, Megan was back. Megan said they were fine, so I thought nothing of it. But now, her phone is off- disconnected, I should say- and Kam’s not answering his phone.” When she doesn’t say anything, I go on. “I went back over to their place yesterday; I was leaving there when I called you.”

      “Why’d you go there?” she hisses at me. “What were you hoping to find?”

      “I felt like I could have tried harder to look into what Veronica was warning me about. So I started digging around. I know there had to be something that would let me know where they are.”

      “Jesus, Blue,” she interrupts, almost shouting. “You broke into their home and went through their things? What the hell is wrong with you? You can’t operate like that because you have a little suspicion about something you don’t even have proof of.”

      “Only because I was looking for anything to help find Megan,” I tell her as calmly as I can without matching her tone. “And I’m glad I did. I think I found something to hint at what’s going on. I found cameras, Katie, all around their apartment. In the bedroom,  in the living room, the kitchen… there was one in the fucking shower head in their bedroom.”

      A small breath escapes her, and the anger that was on her face melts off at my words, but her eyes are wide.

      “He put one in the shower too?” she says, more to herself than to me.

      That’s not the reaction I was expecting. I’m sitting here, still disturbed by what I found yesterday, and she’s just finding out her brother had cameras all around their apartment, and all she does is gasp? That reaction isn’t big enough for me, not for someone just finding this shit out. I felt like I was going to vomit.

      Sitting back in my chair, I scan her face as she looks down at her hand, biting her lip. At my silence, she looks up at me.

      “You knew about the cameras,” I state.

      She stares back at me for a second, her expression stern and uneasy now. Then she nods. “Yes,” she says, breaking eye contact and looking back down at the table. “Yeah. I knew about the cameras.”

      “What the fuck, Katie?” I growl, leaning across the table at her. “How long have you known about them?”

      “Not long.” Now she looks worried. “I just saw him for the first time in a while the day you were at the condo. He was checking in on her while he was away to make sure she was still Megan. I didn’t know there was one in the shower, though. He didn’t mention that one. I just knew about the one in the bedroom. I figured there was more, but I didn’t think he’d need to put one in the damn shower!”

      I run my hands over my face, trying to get a grip.

      “Okay, but why didn’t you say anything?” I ask her, laying my hand out on the table. “That’s some serious shit! That one in the bedroom should have clued you in.”

      “I did say something!” She defends herself. “To him. I told him he was getting obsessive, but he didn’t want to hear it. I was trying to get him to see that none of this is worth the trouble and heartache, but for some reason, he just has to have Megan, like he can’t have any other woman he lays his eyes on. But he denied it.”

      “Of course, he’s going to deny he’s being obsessive!” I screech, rolling my palms over my face. “Nobody realizes when they’re losing it! Do you have any idea where they might have gone?” I ask her, trying to calm down. “If you know anything, please tell me. Her brothers are pulling out all the stops to find her, but they’re coming up with nothing.”

      She shakes her head. “No,” she says forcefully. “I don’t. He wouldn’t even tell our father.”

      “He didn’t hint at anything?” I ask, desperately trying to get something out of her.

      “No. Nothing. But it’s not like she’s in any danger. She’s with Kam. So what if you found cameras in questionable locations, he’s just trying to make sure she stays…her. You’re acting like he’d hurt her. If there’s anything I’m sure about, as much as I hate it, is that Kam loves Megan.”

      I look across the table at her because I need her to consider the possibility that it actually might be what she doesn’t want to see. She’s clearly in denial. I was, too, until Ian made me see why the pieces weren’t lining up.

      “Katie, you and Kam tell each other everything. You don’t know where he went, you haven’t spoken to him in days, and he’s grown distant from you.” She stares past me as I talk, and my words sink in. “Megan’s phone is off, and Kam booked a false trip to Hawaii. You even realized he was getting more obsessed with her. What is this looking like? I know he’s your brother, and you don’t want to accept this possibility, but if it ends up being true, you can’t ignore it.”

      She stares blankly past me then she starts shaking her head, but I can see her putting it together. “They should be back any day now.” She’s still trying not to see it like this, but it’s dawning on her. “Kam wouldn’t….kidnap Megan. He wouldn't do that. He’d never hurt her.”

      “Yeah, I know that,” I say, trying to keep my patience. She isn’t aware of how vastly different Megan's sides are, so she doesn’t know the hell fire Alana may be on her brother. “But if she ends up afraid, then it’s not going to be Megan he’s there with. If he took her somewhere she wasn’t expecting to go, then Alana or Veronica might come out, and neither of them is going to like that.”

      “But she’s with Kam,” she says, her voice shaking. “She’s not going to be scared away.”

      “You don’t know that, Katie,” I tell her softly. “Who knows how she’s going to react. With her condition, it’s better if she’s here, in a familiar environment with the doctors she’s used to.”

      Katie sits back in her seat and lets out a breath.

      “I wish I could help you.” Her voice is much quieter now and quivers as it comes out. “But I really don’t know anything.”

      I nod. “I found out what I needed to know.”

      She looks at me, her eyes shining with tears and full of confusion.

      “If Kam didn’t even tell you anything, then he had a plan when they left.”

      “Shit,” she breathes out, and her shoulders slump.

      “Yeah, I know,” I nod. “I don’t think they’re going to find them in Hawaii.”

      “I’m not so sure either now,” she mutters in agreement.

      “I’ll talk to my Dad and let you know if he’s heard from Kam.”

      “Thanks,” I say, pushing back from the table. “I’ll let you know what I find out too. I’m sorry I dropped all of this on you.”

      “No, it’s fine,” she says, waving her hand. “I needed to know what’s going on. I wouldn’t have thought anything more of the cameras, but now it does make sense.”

      I stand up from the table and wait for her to get up, but she stays there.

      “I’m going to stay here for a little bit,” she says, giving me a weak smile.

      Seeing how solemn she looks makes me feel bad that I’m about to speed off, but I have to get going. I need to call Ian.

      I bring my hand up to rub the back of my head.

      “I didn’t mean to make you think bad about your brother, and I’m not meaning to make it worse, but Katie,” her eyes find mine. “you can’t be mad at Megan for Kam staying with her. It’s his choice.” Her jaw flexes as I talk. “There’s a lot to put on Megan, but Kam decided to stay after he found out. He signed on for Megan’s mess. Don’t blame her for choices he made.”

      She tears her eyes away from me and looks back at the table.

      “I know that. I do. But she could have told him when they first met. Even if she didn’t know the full extent of her condition, she could've said something.”

      “Valid point,” I say, nodding. “But still, he chose to stay after he found out.” She bites her lip, but she doesn’t respond. “I’ll talk to you later, Katie.”

      “Bye, Blue,” she says.

      I leave the cafe a lot more pissed than I was when I walked in. Now that I know Kam didn’t even tell Katie what his plans were, I already know they aren’t finding them at that damn resort. They could be anywhere in the world right now.

      Fucking Kam. What was he thinking?

      Once I get back behind the wheel of my Challenger, I take a second to breathe before I connect my phone to Bluetooth and tell it to call Ian.
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      Ian

      

      The rims of my eyes are on fire, and there’s a dull headache between my temples that Tylenol hasn’t done shit for. I didn’t sleep but not for lack of trying. Who’d be able to? Thirty minutes in bed only made me sit still long enough to hear my own thoughts shouting at me, and none of them eased my mind. All they did was make me more restless than I’ve been in a while.

      So I head outside for what’s usually the only cure for my restlessness. But so far, even the Chicago’s nighttime air doesn't even help like it usually does when I can’t sleep; I walk until I’m tired of walking, then I turn back. This time I only stop because I realize how far I am. I’m at least 5 miles from home, and I’m not any less tired.

      By the time I finally get home, the sun is already in the sky. I can’t help but think of the days when I’d find Alana on the little terrace watching as the city came alive again. How every time she turned around and gave me that sexy, know it all smile, I’d fall in love with her all over again. I’ve never met anyone who’s had the power to make me this overwhelmed in any of my emotions before. When it comes to her, everything I feel is amplified, my love, anger, sadness, excitement, fear, and my worry; she makes me feel everything on a different level.

      That’s why breathing was so fucking hard when she left me.

      And that’s why this nauseating feeling in my gut telling me she didn’t run on her own is so strong.

      I’ve tried to convince myself that maybe she did get talked into hiding again, that perhaps she had a change of heart and decided to skip town with Kam to get away from this paternity test shit. Blue did say Megan’s wishy-washy, and he has known her for longer than I have. He knows how she operates a lot better than I do. I thought that maybe, just maybe, she powered through her guilt and went back on her words to me. But that idea doesn’t survive long. I know Kameron took her. I feel it in my gut. At this point, I’m waiting on a call from Cal just so he can tell me what I already know; they aren’t at that fucking resort or anywhere near it. Whatever people he has scrubbing the place haven’t found them yet. Who knows, maybe they’re searching all of Hawaii. But after I find out what I already know, then what. What’s the next step to finding them from here? He already said none of their accounts have been touched, so they can’t track a money trail. It’s like they just fell off the grid.

      If they aren’t at the resort, then where the hell else could they be? They could be anywhere in the world by now. Cal and Dexter Jr. are rich as fuck and have money out the ass, but they can’t scour the entire globe looking for her.

      Which means we’re going to have to sit back and wait until Richie Rich decides to come back, and who knows when that will be. The thought that it might be never crosses my mind, and my fist flies out to connect with the shower wall. The pain brings me out of my head and back to the steam floating around me and the hot water beating against my skin.

      The one thing that gives me solace is that if Alana comes out, she won’t be gone that long. She’s going to drive him insane. I know my girl, and if he has decided to say fuck it and keep her holed up somewhere with him, then she’s going to make trouble, and it won’t be pretty.

      Given what I know about Megan’s condition and about how her alters operate, it puts me at ease only a little that if shit does go south and Megan isn’t happy, then Alana will more than likely be there. But it makes my blood boil thinking about her having to get out of something like that.

      I know she can; she’s more than capable of figuring a way out of whatever situation Kam might have created. But I don’t want her to have to get herself out of that. She shouldn’t have to. And the next time I see Kam, if this all turns out as bad as I’m thinking it is, I’m kicking his fucking ass for putting her through this.

      My knuckles throb but the pain shooting up my arm is nothing compared to the iron fist wrapped around my chest. It’s had a hold on me since Alana left, and since Megan came back into my life, it's been slowly tightening. I don’t know how much longer I can take it. Being without her since she’s been back, knowing she’s in love with Kam and wants nothing to do with me, has been the hardest thing I’ve had to deal with since Alana left. The love of my life is right in front of me, but I can’t do shit to get a hold of her. She has to know how I feel, and I know she feels it too. She never would have kissed me like she did all those months ago if she didn’t feel something. I know I can get her to love me. The one I might have the most trouble with is Veronica, being the ice queen that she is.

      When Megan gets back, I’m going to tell her. I have to. I can’t sit around, hoping she’ll realize that we’re supposed to be together. I never wanted to make her feel like she had to choose. I wanted her to just naturally come to me. But I had to make Alana realize we’re meant to be together. I have to do the same with Megan. She knows how I feel about Alana, but she has to understand that means I feel the same way about her. I want each part of her, and she needs to know that. I need her to know that.

      I turn off the shower, but I don’t move to dry off or get out. I have to figure out what the hell I’m going to do when I’m done getting dressed. I can’t sit around here all day again, but I can’t concentrate on snapping pictures right now. I have no idea how I’m going to occupy my mind.

      My ringer echoes off the bathroom wall, startling the shit out of me, and I throw the shower curtain back to get out, still dripping wet, to grab my phone off the counter. Cal’s name is on the screen, and I immediately answer.

      “Yeah?” I say into the phone, sounding as anxious as I feel.

      He’s silent for a second before he says, “I wasn’t sure you’d be up yet.”

      “I never went to sleep,” I tell him, my heart racing. “What’s the word? Any news?”

      “Yes, actually,” he tells me with a sigh, and my body goes on high alert as tension rings loud in his exhale. “Dexter’s men didn’t find them at the resort.” I shut my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose as he continues. “His guys got resort management to give them information, and it turns out they didn’t check-in for their reservation. And the extended stay didn’t mean anything either. They weren’t ever there, and after contacting the airline, we found out that they never even got on that plane.”

      Cal’s voice is the only thing tethering me to this world right now as my rage and worry start to consume me. The only thing that stops me from flying off the handle is examining how different Cal sounds. The cadence of his voice is more even, calmer, lacking the bite and agitation it usually holds. He must be trying to keep cool, so he doesn’t lose it too. He doesn’t sound like he’s struggling too badly. “It was a decoy location,” Cal continues. “They could be anywhere right now. But we’re not going to stop looking. They’re bound to leave some kind of a hint somewhere. For now, we’re going to see if we can come across airport footage. Since he went through the trouble of booking a fake trip, I can only assume the airline they actually flew with isn’t the same one that was going to Hawaii.”

      “When are you going to start looking at the footage?” I ask him through clenched teeth.

      “Just as soon as we get the legal documents required to do so,” he tells me. “We’re getting them together now.”

      How much footage and how many airports are they going to have to go through until they find something? How long am I going to be waiting to hear that they boarded a plane to the Caribbean or Greece?

      How much longer am I going to be sitting here, unable to do anything to help find her? Not being able to do anything helpful is what’s making the entire thing difficult to watch from the sidelines.

      “Is there anything I can do?” I ask through clenched teeth. “I want to help look for her.”

      “We have it covered,” he says. “I’ll let you know once I get more information.”

      “Yep.”

      Before he hangs up, I hear Lauren in the background, talking to him.

      “Let me talk to him,” she demands, sounding unusually annoyed.

      “I have to go,” Cal says.

      “Give me the phone, Collin,” she demands, and I squint before I realize Collin must be an altar, and that’s why Cal sounded so different.

      Lauren is the definition of strength and patience. I realized this a long time ago. To be able to form a relationship like what she has with someone with Cal and Megan’s condition takes strength and determination. If what she has with Cal is the result of riding through all the shit and being patient, then all of this will be worth it in the end.

      “Hey,” she says into the phone. “How are you holding up?”

      “Eh.” I don’t want to lay all the shit in my head on her at one time. “It’s starting to feel pretty fucking routine day by day.”

      She’s quiet for a moment before she softly says, “Ian.”

      I let out the breath I was holding. She knows I’m lying my ass off only because she’s probably aware of exactly what it’s like to be here.

      “I’m doing as good as I can be doing with this shit going on,” I tell her rubbing my forehead. “It seems like I’m stuck in a redundant loop of this shit.”

      “Like you’re losing it,” she states knowingly.

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what it feels like.”

      “It’s a lot. I know. And you don’t have to force yourself to be strong. This is a lot to deal with. A change in scenery might help. Why don’t you come over? Don’t fixate on this, even though I know it’s hard not to. I could use some company today if you’re up for it.”

      I think about it for only a second before I agree. I can’t sit around here all day, and I did need something to keep me occupied anyway.

      “Okay,” she says. “Come whenever you want. I’ll be here.”

      “Thanks, Lauren.”

      “Yeah, no problem. See you in a bit.”

      After I hang up, I’m left standing in the silence of my bathroom, and I’m frozen in place. Even though I knew they weren’t going to be there, I was still hoping that there was a small chance they would be and that this gut feeling I have is wrong. But of course, in the spirit of how things go with Megan, it just isn’t that easy.

      I try to breathe through this fire in my chest and the worry clouding my mind; I have to force myself to stop shaking.

      For Kam’s sake, I hope Megan remains happy in all of this because if not, he has no idea what he’s in for. And if I find out otherwise once they get back, then there’s a hell of a lot more he’s going to have to deal with coming from me.

      I throw on jeans, a black long-sleeved shirt, and a jacket before lacing up my shoes, heading for the door, ready to get out of this place, when my phone ringer shrieks through the air. Blue’s name is on the screen, and I ignore it. I don’t really feel like talking to him at the moment, or anyone really. But before it’s even in my pocket, he’s calling right back, and I let out a heavy groan before swiping the screen up.

      “What do you want?” I answer.

      “Damn,” he spits back. “Calm the fuck down. I have some shit I need to tell you.”

      “Get on with it then.”

      “Well,” he starts, his tone clipped. “After you made me think that Kam probably kidnapped Megan, I went to their condo and looked around for shit that could tell me where they are. I found cameras, dude, all over the place. There was one in the shower too. The fucking shower, bro!”

      My blood goes completely cold, and Blue’s voice continues in my ear, going on about how fucked up that is. I’m standing here with confirmation that asshole was more insecure than I thought. He was watching her every move, and if that isn’t some psychotic controlling shit, then I don’t know what is.

      “That’s on another level of twisted man,” I say, barely keeping it together now. My fist is shaking at my side. “That shit just falls in line with what Collin just told me.”

      “Who the fuck is Collin?” Blue asks angrily.

      “One of Cal’s altars,” I tell him. “I just got off the phone with him. They weren’t at the resort, man. They never even got on the plane. Who the fuck knows where they could be! And now I’m finding out he was watching her every move? I thought you said he wasn’t a fucking nut job? That shit’s fucked up!”

      “You don’t think I know that?” He snips at me. “How was I supposed to know Kam would be like this? Veronica told me something was off, but I thought she just meant there was something off with their relationship or some shit. I didn’t know it was like this! And I believed Megan when she said they were fine. FUCK!”

      “I’m gonna kick his ass,” I growl into the phone.

      “Yeah?” he says back expectedly. “Well, that makes two of us. What are her brothers doing to find her now?”

      “They’re getting paperwork together to search airport security footage,” I tell him. “But they have no idea which airport they flew out of. They think since the trip was fake, they didn’t fly out of that airport or even with the same airline.”

      “Shit,” he mutters. “That could take a while. You’ll let me know what they find?”

      “As soon as I know, you’ll know,” I tell him.

      “Katie’s supposed to be seeing if their parents have heard anything. I’ll let you know what she tells me if there’s anything.”

      “Yeah. Thanks, man. I gotta go.”

      Before he responds, I hang up, and I stand here for a moment before my fist goes straight through the drywall, and I pull it back bloody. Every call I get just makes all of this shit much worse, and I don’t know how many more dead ends I can take.

      “SHIT!”

      I don’t even bother bandaging my hand up. I wash the bits of drywall off of it before throwing my door opening and heading to my truck.

      Megan’s somewhere out there alone with Kameron, and I hope he’s considered every angle of whatever scheme he has. I don’t think he’s truly aware of what he’s working with, but it's going to find out soon.
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      Alana

      

      The sun finally came back up after hours of what seemed like a never-ending night. That was the longest night of my life. I slept, but like ass. No amount of tossing and turning could help me knock out despite my tiredness. The bed is too fucking soft, and with this belly, I sink right into the mattress in the most uncomfortable fucking way imaginable. For a while, I sat on the reading nook and stared out the window, so my lower back stopped feeling like it’s shifted, until sitting up straight got to be unbearable. I need one of those pregnancy pillows that makes laying down comfortable. I have four pillows as a poor substitute placed just so and stuffed under me, so my stomach isn’t such a burden. I’m still uncomfortable, but I’m finding it to be a constant that comes with being pregnant, and it’s only amplified by this shitty, shitty mattress.

      And on top of this mattress being intolerable, I’m starving.

      I ate what Kameron left, but it’s no joke eating for two people. Kam left a bowl full of some decent pasta along with two slices of garlic bread that I ended up devouring all of. I was starving since Megan didn’t eat anything that morning, and then I knocked what Kam made me to the ground. Somewhere in the middle of the night, my stomach started growling even after the large meal I scarfed down. I normally don't eat that much, but I inhaled what was on the tray. It probably got digested so quickly since I skipped two meals and this thing inside of me is a little vacuum. I actually wanted Kam to come back so I could make him bring me something to eat, but I guess I scared him off.

      I don’t think he’s grasped the idea of this kid not being his; it was all over his face before he left out the door yesterday. He says he can handle it, but the shit he’s pulled already proves that he hasn’t. He doesn’t even know who the kid’s father is, but he’s doing everything he can to keep Megan here all to himself, so he doesn’t have to worry about losing her to Ian. He’s not going to be able to keep it together if the kid isn’t his; he’s already lost it, and the little thing hasn’t even been born yet. He’s going to shatter into a tiny million pieces if the baby ends up being mine and Ian’s.

      We’re one person, Veronica says, interrupting my thoughts.

      I suck my teeth at the sound of her voice. She hasn’t spoken since I told her I was going to block her out, but she’s coming to me again. In the quiet of the room, I can hear her voice a lot louder, and there’s no getting away from her know-it-all tone. At the moment, however, her voice isn’t as grating and nagging as it normally is, but still, it annoys me.

      We might share a body, but that doesn’t mean I’m her. We’re completely different. Three minds cramped into one body. I don’t want her life, she doesn’t want mine, and you don’t want what either of us have.

      It doesn’t have to be like this, though, Veronica says. All we have to do is start communicating, and we can have one life instead of living three.

      You say that, I start, annoyed she’s getting in the way of me thinking. I knew she was going to be a distraction. But you moved in on Blue the first chance you got. That doesn’t sound like you want to live one life. Dragging a third person into this says the opposite, actually.

      I feel her hesitation, and I know she’s picking her words, so she says just the right thing to convince me that my accusation isn’t what it seems like.

      I had motives for why I did that, she says, her tone calm but cool.

      And what were they, Veronica? I close my eyes and shake my head. To bring another dude into this shit show that’s already going on? What reason was good enough for you to drag Blue along in what’s already a disaster?

      I was planning to stay the duration of our pregnancy, and I needed help, she explains. Our brothers are a bit overbearing, if you haven’t noticed, and Kam and Ian would have been at each other’s throats. Blue was the best option.

      No! I say, shaking my head. Being alone would’ve been a better option other than getting Blue involved.

      She’s quiet before she says, I’ve realized that may not have been the best way to approach it. I was attempting to create a more stable environment since Megan was having an attack of conscience.

      I scoff, remembering the day she tried to run from the possibility that Ian is this kid's dad.

      Selfish bitch.

      That wasn’t her first time making a shitty decision, and it won’t be her last, I tell her.

      That won’t be her last time making a mistake like that, and it’ll only persist if we remain as divided as we are.

      Now I let an annoyed groan out.

      Save it, I tell her before she goes further. The last thing I want to talk about is ‘integration’ or whatever the fuck. After this, Megan just needs to stay tucked away and let me stay where I am.

      You know that isn’t how this works, she says sternly.

      It could if she doesn’t try to take the lead. Why the hell would I want to give her control when she constantly gets herself into shit like this.

      Not herself, Alana, Veronica says. Us, we. We aren’t separate entities- we’re one person with personalities that are more characterizable and distinctly different than someone without our condition.

      Is that how you make yourself feel better about sharing a body with Megan and me? I ask her, genuinely curious. I need to know what makes her so okay with sharing a body with someone as naive as Megan.

      She’s silent for a second, contemplating something. She’s hesitating.

      Spit it out, I demand.

      Alana, she says softly. You and I are the altars. You might not want to recognize it, but the fact of the matter is that Megan needs to come to terms with us if we want life to be easy for the baby and us.

      I bite down on my back teeth at her words. I already know the reason behind Veronica and I’s existence, but that doesn’t make me any more ready to be besties with Megan just so she can get a grip on the state of her own mind. I tried talking to her and helping her. I attempted to guide her through situations that made her uncomfortable. All she ever did was ignore me, tell me to shut up, and take pills to try and get rid of me.

      And Veronica knows all of this since she’s been around for the past ten years. She’s seen the struggle I’ve gone through to help Megan, yet at the end of the day, I’m always the bad guy. And I’m not going to give her the power or space she needs to impede me. Why would I want to give up control and let her be in charge after all of this shit?

      Her talk of integration is a futile one. Megan isn’t capable of anything, really. I’m not going to sit back and have some talk about a fucking peace treaty with her when she’s the one that’s been making it hard all these years.

      If you haven’t noticed, Veronica, Megan doesn’t want us around. She doesn’t see us as an asset. We’re more like a burden to her. She’s never listened to me before. She’s not going to start now.

      I get what you’re saying. I really do, she confirms. But I know you’ve been listening in on the sessions with Dr. Lyce. If you and Megan actually talked for once and found common ground, we could lead one life where we’re all happy. You and Megan have never spoken besides you taunting her. The only thing the two of you do is get in one another’s way. This pregnancy would be easier and go a lot smoother if the two of you stopped fighting each other.

      I scoff. I’m not trying to be lectured right now or talked into playing nice with Megan. It's not like I haven’t tried before- she’s the one that decided she wants nothing to do with me.

      Why the fuck would I want to do that? I ask her. And why the fuck am I the one that has to make the first move? I’ve tried to be nice, but she pushed me away, so why should I bother? The bottom line is that she’s not capable of being in charge, and we’ll be right back in a situation where I have to play the hero. You’re wasting your energy and mine talking about this.

      If you two would stop treating each other like enemies, then maybe you’d be able to communicate with her when things start going bad. It would be more beneficial to have her in tune with us.

      What makes you think I want to hear her in my head too? I barely even want to talk to you, I tell her truthfully.

      She hesitates for a moment. I wouldn’t be talking if I didn’t think you needed me right now. And you wouldn’t be out if you didn’t think Megan needed you.

      At that, I laugh. Megan didn’t know how to handle her perfect Kam, and you won’t deal with shit like this. I’m out because neither of you would have been able to get out of here alone.

      Well, you’re going to have to let me help you, she says. If you keep on the way you are, he’s never going to let you out of this room. If you want to stop being treated like a criminal, then stop acting like one. Get used to hearing my voice because I’m not going to abandon you. I know you can do this alone, but you don’t have to. That’s the point of communicating with you to begin with.

      I’m getting ready to tell her to fuck off, that I don’t need her in my ear helping me do something I’ve been doing for years now, when the doorknob jingles, and all of my attention is directed towards the door.

      Now that he has finally came back, I don’t want him here, no matter how hungry I am. I keep my back turned to the door, not feeling like getting into it with him right now. Running on zero sleep, I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep calm like oh so wise Veronica suggests I should.

      But I don’t hear the door shut. I thought he’d leave if I ignored him, but I guess not.

      I push myself up, struggling to do so, and I turn around to face him.

      He looks like shit, like he didn’t sleep either. He changed his clothes since yesterday. Either he went out and got more, or he had some stashed somewhere. There are bags under his eyes which are red around the rims. The smell he brings in with him wafts over to me, smelling like soap, and his hair is wet and pushed back.

      “You look like shit,” I tell him, looking him up and down. He remains stone-faced as he stares at me, not saying anything. “You just decided to stop knocking altogether?”

      He stares at me a moment, then says in a low, tired voice, “I didn’t know if you’d be awake, and I didn’t want to wake you if you weren’t.”

      “How considerate of you.” I roll my eyes, my tone heavy with sarcasm. “So were you just going to stand there and watch me sleep? That’s fucking pervy.”

      He squints his eyes at me. “I figured if you were awake, you’d acknowledge me, and if not, I was just going to let you sleep. I don’t see what’s pervy about that.”

      He leans over and picks the empty tray up off the floor before he stands back up.

      “I’m glad you ate your food instead of wasting it again,” he says with just a hint of frustration. “I thought I’d come in and see it mixed in with this mess you made.”

      “The mess you made me make,” I correct him. “If you hadn’t locked me in here, this never would have happened.” And just to throw off his relaxed demeanor, I add. “And you don’t know if I ate or not. I could have flushed it down the toilet for all you know.”

      He frowns at me, and his mouth opens to say something, but I let out a laugh at how easily I got to him.

      “Calm down. I ate it,” I tell him. “And I want breakfast now. I’m fucking starving. It didn’t cross your mind that the pregnant woman you have locked in a room might get hungry or might get a craving for something a few hours after a meal? Did you even think to come back and ask if I wanted something to eat?”

      The frown that was on his face is wiped away when I see him realize he should have considered that without having to be reminded, especially with how much Megan snacked. My words aren’t just meant to make him feel like shit. Although it is the main reason why I pointed it out, it’s something he should have thought of, especially since he’s made it his business to keep me here.

      “Bring me waffles,” I say as he stares at me, shame-faced. “With strawberries, and put peanut butter on them while you're at it.”

      Without another word, he gives me a nod and leaves the room, and I flop back into the bed.

      That’s better, Veronica tells me. That was nice for you.

      I was only that nice because I’m hungry.

      Still, see how easy it was.

      Yes, I saw how fucking easy it was! But I’m not going to admit it. I don’t want to be nice to Kam. I want to drive him up a wall and make him regret this decision. And I hate it so much that being nice to him gets results.

      Shut up, I tell Veronica as I realize I might need to adjust my attitude, for now at least.
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      Kam

      

      I remember seeing a waffle maker when I was hiding all the appliances so Alana wouldn’t have anything to knock me over the head with. I can’t recall where I put it, so I have to check the five different places I’ve stashed different kitchen appliances. The first three places I check are a bust, but I find it in the fourth hiding place. I pull it out of one of the large empty trash bins out back, sitting right on top of about eight cast iron pans. I figured the last place she’d search for anything would be a trash can, so the heavier pans and almost all of the knives are hidden away here.

      By the time I’m done, and almost everything’s covered in waffle batter, I’m more frustrated than I was when I started. Aside from the fact that the kitchen looks like a bomb went off, I can’t stop thinking about how I messed up. I couldn’t even argue with her because what could I say? She was completely right. I didn’t think to go back and ask if she was hungry. I get nervous when I have to face her; I have no clue how to interact with her. The few times I have, she’s been vicious, not to mention violent and I’m not used to that. She’s in that room for her safety and mine. Despite what she says, I know I did the right thing.

      But, I do have to be more attentive. She’s hungry in there because of me. I know she’s a menace, and I expected her to be mean and nasty, so I shouldn’t be so anxious about facing her that my palms sweat. Yet I am and what makes it worse is that I think she knows it. I’m pretty sure she can smell my nerves just by how she focuses that sharp gaze of hers on me, but who knows? Not me. I’m struggling to read her. I can’t see anything she says or does, coming, and it’s her unpredictability that’s getting to me. It’s like sitting down to a card game, but I don’t know which game is being played until I make the wrong move.

      As I cut up strawberries into a bowl on the side for her, I fight against my trepidation and come to the conclusion that I can’t let her scare me off like she’s trying to do. I’m the one in control here, not her. She needs to be in that room, and while she’s there, I’m going to make sure I keep her comfortable until Megan comes back up.

      I place the strawberries she requested on the tray next to her plate of waffles and a smaller plate of eggs. I have no clue if she’s one of those people who likes their eggs on the plate to soak up the syrup. Megan isn’t, but I’m quickly learning that everything about Alana, even down to her food choices, is vastly different than Megan.

      Lastly, I place a cup of orange juice and a bottle of water on the tray, along with a cup of decaf coffee with cream and sugar beside it.

      I stare down at the loaded tray, and all I’m seeing is compensation for my massive fuck up, my way of saying I’m sorry without actually saying it.

      I pick the tray up, and as I’m walking down the hall, I take deep breaths to prepare myself. When I get to the door, I’m as ready as I’m going to be. I can’t hold off any longer because I’ve already accidentally starved her. With one final breath, I knock on the door.

      She doesn’t answer, so I knock again, but she still doesn’t answer.

      I swallow hard, staring at the heavy wooden door in front of me with a few different scenarios running through my mind. She could be standing on the other side, waiting to ambush me. She might be beside the door, arms above her head, ready to knock me out with something heavy as soon as I enter. The chances she made a weapon out of some of the debris is likely now that the entire room is destroyed. Is she going to stab me with a piece of glass from the shattered mirror?

      Do I want to go in there right now?

      It’s not a choice; I have to. She needs to eat.

      So I call out to her through the door.

      “Alana?” I shout.

      “What!” she yells back.

      Her voice sounds like she’s far enough away for me to walk in without getting accosted, so I push the door open.

      She’s coming out of the bathroom, the toilet still making noise as she walks back into the room, frowning when she lays eyes on me.

      “It’s about time,” she says, climbing back up on the bed. “I’m starving. What? You had to look up how to make them? You know there are directions on the box, right?”

      I set the tray on the bed, ignoring her. I have no idea if this will work, but everything right now is an experiment. If I don’t follow her up, then maybe she’ll stop trying to intentionally piss me off once she sees it’s not working anymore. One of us has to be the bigger person.

      “Damn,” she says as she takes in what’s on the tray. “This is an assload of food.” Then she looks up at me with a sly, knowing grin on her face. “Do you feel like an asshole for being a shitty kidnapper?”

      I glare at her, but I catch the denial that was on the tip of my tongue, and I turn away, so she doesn’t get any confirmation on her very correct accusation. How the hell did she figure that out so easily anyway?

      I’m intending to leave, but all the shit on the floor and the state of the room stops me in my tracks.

      “Are you going to clean up this mess you made?” I ask her instead as I take it all in.

      “I’m not cleaning this shit up.” Her words come out garbled, and when I glance over my shoulder, her mouth is full, her cheeks puffed out like a squirrel with a mouth full of acorns. “It’s hard enough sitting up in bed. You think I’m gonna bend over to clean all of that up?”

      “You should have thought about that before you trashed the room,” I say calmly. For me to be so anxious, I’m glad I can actually come off as unbothered. “You can’t live in this. There’s too much you can hurt yourself on.”

      “You should have thought about that before you locked me in here,” she says with a shrug. “You clean it up. Besides, I might hurt myself,” she mocks me. “You see how much glass is on the floor right now?”

      This isn’t going to go anywhere; I already know that. It’s clear that she won’t be cleaning any of this up, and since I don’t want her to get hurt, it looks like I’m going to be the one picking this shit up after her.

      I push down a frustrated groan before stalking out the room. I lock it behind me and search out a broom, dustpan, and a tall trash can.

      By the time I get back with all three in tow, she’s already done with one waffle, and she’s working on the eggs that now have syrup drizzled over them. She doesn’t acknowledge me when I come back in, and I don’t bother trying to talk to her. All of our conversations go one way, so the silence coming from her is nice, but only for so long. I don’t know why, but somehow, her silence is somehow more unnerving than when she’s talking shit.

      Without a single word to her, I start cleaning the busted-up dresser drawers that litter the reading nook and floor beneath the window. As I drop broken wood into the trash can, I keep my eyes on her without looking at her directly. She’s unaware that I’m watching her as she devours the food on the tray. At least I know the food isn’t bad. I’m positive she would have said so if it was.

      The fire that radiates off her has my full attention, leaving me to absentmindedly clean the room as all my energy is being sucked towards her. I can almost feel the heat wave radiating off of her, burning into my skin.

      Megan emits a different sort of heat, one that makes me want to go to her instead of run away.

      Shit, I miss her.

      Once I get done picking up the bigger pieces of wood, I move on to the broken table in the corner. Before I start picking it up, I stare down at it. Who the fuck does something like this? I’ve been pissed off before, but never to this extreme. I would blame it on pregnancy hormones that caused her to be this angry, but I can’t see where Megan would do this. I can’t imagine her getting this mad about anything.

      I watch Alana in my periphery, but she’s still going in on her food, munching on strawberries now. Her gaze stays pointed at the tray, paying no mind to what I’m doing, and she looks deep in thought. I can almost see the wheels turning in her head, her mischievous gray eyes shining as she chews like she’s plotting something.

      If there was ever a time where I wished I could read people’s minds, it’s now. I would pay any amount of money to be able to know exactly what’s going through Alana’s head. I’m sure it would freak me out, but knowing is a hell of a lot better than guessing.

      Moving over to the dresser, I look down at the splintered wood the mirror was enclosed in. It’s face down on the floor, and the two posts on the back that attached it to the dresser unevenly snapped. When I lift it, glass rains down on my clothes underneath it, and I repress a sigh. The only reason I’m not more annoyed is because I already went out and bought new clothes. I figured they’d be destroyed, too, and as I pick up the shirt I wore the night of mine and Megan’s romantic date, I’m glad I had the foresight to go out. The shirt is ripped apart, completely unsalvageable. Glass falls from it, and even if everything wasn’t torn apart, I wouldn’t be able to wear any of it anyway, not with how much glass is stuck inside the fibers. I sweep my clothes and the glass up, and it all goes into the trash can.

      “Are you going to at least let me out of this dump for fresh air?” she asks, breaking the silence.

      I look over at her to find she’s completely done with everything on the tray, minus the cup of coffee she’s sipping on. Stormy gray eyes watch me from over the rim of the coffee cup. If I didn’t know any better, I would have easily mistaken her for Megan when she’s feeling playful. But this look on Alana sends chills down my spine. How can someone say, ‘I’m going to ruin your life,’ with their eyes so clearly?

      I go back to what I’m doing, preparing to give her the answer I’ve already come up with for that exact question. No way in hell am I going to tell her I don’t plan on letting her out until Megan gets back. Who knows what she’d do then.

      “That’s only happening when I feel like you’re not going to try to hurt yourself or me, or whenever Megan comes back,” I tell her, sweeping up glass.

      “What makes you think Megan won’t try to hurt you?” She asks me like she knows something I don't.

      “She’s not violent,” I reply in a simple, matter-of-fact tone.

      She shakes her head. “You don’t know what someone’s capable of when they’re backed against a wall.”

      It sounds ominous how she says it like she’s threatening me, and by the way she’s glaring at me, I’m taking it as one.

      “Just because you don’t know how to control your temper doesn’t make Megan reckless, too,” I remark.

      She frowns at me. “Nothing I’ve done so far is reckless. My reaction to being held captive should have been expected. Kidnapping your mentally unstable girlfriend and locking her in a room is reckless and stupid.”

      I try to push down the contempt her accusation stirs up, but it ends up creeping up anyway. Her words are the same as biting in a lemon slice, and I can’t fight it off.

      “You’re not my girlfriend,” I reiterate through clenched teeth. “I’d never lock Megan away. She wouldn’t have tried to take my head off. She’s not the psychopath here.”

      At that, she lets out a humorless laugh. “That’s right, I’m the psychopath, according to the pot.”

      There she goes again.

      “I’m not a psychopath,” I say slowly.

      She’s quiet for a second, and her eyes flicker to the side briefly before she looks back at me. “In what way is this not psychotic? You wouldn’t let Megan go after she told you she didn’t want to be here, and now you have her locked away from people and wouldn't let her use a phone. You had an entire room prepared to lock her away. Please explain how these are the actions of a sane person.”

      I stare at her, trying not to be affected by her words, but I’m failing. I’m already beyond annoyed that I have to clean all of this shit up, and her words are only adding fuel to the flames.

      “I didn’t lock Megan in here. Let’s get that straight first,” I start, then I point my finger at her. “I locked you in here. I would’ve never put Megan in here. I only had this room ready on the very off chance that I needed to use it, and I’m glad I had it. But as soon as Megan comes back, then I’ll leave the door unlocked. It’ll be better for all of us when she’s herself again.”

      Her eyebrows set low above her eyes as she stares at me with cold eyes before she says, “I am Megan.”

      “No, you’re not,” I sneer.

      But as I’m saying it, the frown on her face cracks as a yawn slips out of her. She stretches her arms above her head, and her eyes shut as her mouth widens. Her chest pokes forward, and one of her legs bends over the other, and for just a moment, there’s Megan, seconds before she goes to lie down for a nap.

      When her arms drop, the spell is broken as she sets her watery eyes on me.

      What the fuck kind of a trick was that?

      “You’re delusional as fuck,” she says, wiping her eyes. She scoots forward and starts to lay down on the striped mattress, adjusting the pillows underneath her stomach.

      “You just couldn’t ever understand what real love looks like,” I say to her.

      “Said every obsessed person ever,” she rebuts, and my words get stuck in my throat. “If “real love” is this crazy shit, I don’t want it.”

      Katie’s words come back to me from a different mouth like a punch in the gut, but I recover quickly and push them away.

      “Get out,” she says sternly. “I didn’t sleep much last night since my baby was starving, and I want to go to sleep now.”

      Alana saying her baby makes me cringe, but without another word, I happily oblige, ready to get away from her. I pull the trash can with the broom and dustpan inside behind me, lock the door and step outside for some fresh fucking air. I desperately need to clear my head.

      I can’t keep letting her get to me, but she’s so fucking good at it. We weren’t even talking for that long, but she managed to get under my skin.

      Shit.

      I have to somehow maintain some semblance of calm when I'm around her. Otherwise, she’s going to realize her words actually dig deep. Right now, she’s succeeding in trying to show how difficult she is, but at some point, I’m going to get used to it and learn how to handle her. But right now, that’s proving to be more challenging than I thought.
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      Alana

      

      Once the door shuts, I push myself into a seated position, struggling as I do. I am tired, but I don’t want to sleep right now, nor do I think I’ll be able to, especially not now. I’m too pissed off at the moment. Now that he’s gone, I can let loose on Veronica for clouding my thoughts when I was supposed to be focusing on getting under Kam’s skin.

      You need to shut the fuck up when he’s in here so I can think! I fume at her. Do you think I can pay attention to both of you?

      You seemed to do fine just then, she quips

      No, you made that hard as fuck just now repeating the same shit over and over again!

      Because you weren’t listening! She snaps at me. This is the first time I’ve heard her tone take on anything other than that condescending coolness I’m used to. How are we supposed to get out of here if you won’t cooperate with me?

      I told you, I got this! I don’t need your help.

      Yes, you’ve been doing a beautiful job so far, she says, condescension flooding her tone.

      If I could touch her right now, I’d deck the shit out of her mainly because I don’t want to admit she’s right. All she did while Kameron was making breakfast was preach in my head about how all three of us are one person, and she continued to do it while he cleaned the room. His attention was on me the entire time, which she felt the need to point out. I didn’t need her to do that; I already knew he was watching me the whole time he was in here. I could feel him focused on me even though he pretended not to. She explained he was probably trying to pick out any similarities between Megan and me and wouldn’t shut the fuck up about using that knowledge against him. Since he’s like most people who see us as three different people, she was insistent that I see just how separate we all are in his head. He didn’t mention anything about Veronica, but Megan and I may as well be an angel and a demon in his eyes. Which he isn’t wrong about; those descriptions fit us perfectly.

      But Veronica, as annoying as she is about this, is on to something. His refusal to see us as one person can easily be used against him, and I already have an idea of how I could do it. But there are a few dilemmas.

      Despite what you say, he’s not going to be attracted to me, I tell her. And I don’t want him to think I’m attracted to him for even a second.

      The idea alone makes me shudder.

      If you play nice, of course, he would, she reasons. He’s attracted to the body, obviously. You’ve done this to men before.

      Yeah, for a whole lot of money! I let out a sigh. And that was before…before Ian.

      Ian would understand, she replies quietly.

      Ian wouldn’t understand. I can’t do that to him. I’ve hurt him so much already.

      But fuck, she’s right. I can’t fight him. Even if I wasn’t pregnant, I’d be at a major disadvantage. Kameron’s a pussy, but he’s a big guy, and without the element of the surprise, I’m fucked..

      She doesn’t say anything, and I sit here with my arms crossed looking out the window, not wanting to tell her the real reasons why I don’t want to be nice and flirty with Kam. It goes way beyond the fact that I’m repulsed by him.

      Seducing Kam wouldn’t be hard at all. That’s just an excuse.  He’s already obsessed with Megan, and I know all of her mannerisms and habits. All I’d have to do is bat an eyelash at him and be sweet, then I’m out of this room.

      But that isn’t good enough for me. I want to be out of this entire situation. I’m not swinging to just get me to first base; I need to get out of here altogether.

      Besides that, Kam doesn’t deserve kindness after any of this. I want to give him absolute hell for trapping me here. It’s going to piss me the fuck off if after all of this, Megan runs back to him. That very real possibility is another reason why I don’t want to make him want me. I’m not trying to hear Megan bitch and moan about how I tricked him into falling for me just to hurt him. Even though she drug Ian through the mud and proceeded to break his heart more, I don’t want to do that to her. That’s not the kind of revenge I want.

      I want Megan to see Kameron for the weak man that he is. I want her to see just how easily he cracks when things don’t go his way. I don’t want him to fall for me. I just want him to fall.

      Hard.
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      Ian

      

      This isn’t my first time visiting Cal and Lauren's house in the suburbs of Chicago, but each time I come, it doesn’t get any less impressive. “Door’s open.” Lauren’s voice comes to me through the speaker on the doorbell.

      I step into the foyer, and I’m greeted by children’s laughter and sounds of playing coming from somewhere deep in the house. Shutting the door behind me, I notice the pile of shoes by the door, so I kick off my worn new balances and put them near the rest.

      “Ian!” I look up to find Lauren coming toward me as I’m taking off my left shoe. There’s a tired smile on her face. “I’m glad you came.”

      “Yeah, me too,” I say, rubbing the back of my head. “This is a much better alternative to sitting in my apartment all day.”

      Her smile turns sympathetic. “A change of scenery is always nice. Come in.” She says, waving me towards her. “Can I get you anything? Have you eaten breakfast?”

      I nod. “I grabbed something on the way here.”

      “How about a drink then?” she asks, turning to lead me further into the house. “I have coke, lemonade, water, Gatorade, and sparkling water.”

      “Water’s good.”

      She turns in the opposite direction of where all the bumping around and laughter is coming from.

      “I’m going to take you this way into the kitchen,” she says, leading me away from where the girls are playing. “If they see you, you’re not going to be able to escape being roped into their games, and I’m sure you’re not really in the mood to be sucked into being the protector of their fort right now.”

      I chuckle. “I don’t mind it. I had fun fighting goblins and trolls last time.”

      Lauren laughs. “We’ll hold off as long as we can. Snack time is soon. If I don’t go to them, they’ll come to me.”

      In the kitchen, I post up on the island while she goes to the refrigerator. As she rifles around in there, I look around at their stainless steel appliance, the empty sink, the dishwasher silently running and the tea kettle on the stove steaming, their all granite countertops and marble flooring. Everything about this house looks straight out of a magazine. Picture perfect.

      The refrigerator closes, and I direct my gaze back to Lauren walking toward me, holding out water in a glass bottle.

      “You look like you haven’t slept much,” she says quietly, sitting on one of the high stools at the island in the center of the kitchen.

      “I really haven’t been,” I tell her. “I can’t. I’m too anxious.”

      She gives an understanding nod.

      “It’s hard. If anyone understands how hard it is, it’s me, and what you’re going through is even more difficult considering everything. It’s so difficult when they aren’t with you, and in my case, I had no idea why.”

      I hear the sympathy in her words. She thinks Megan ran off with Kameron, which isn’t a surprise. Given that she’s done it before, what’s stopping her from doing it again?

      But Lauren doesn’t know the glaring differences between this time and the last time. For a brief second, I contemplate whether or not I should tell her my theory about Kameron karting her off somewhere against her will, but I decide against it. It took some convincing to get Blue to see it. Nothing in my reasoning makes sense on the first look because she could have just said fuck it and left. Still, I can’t justify my suspicions as to why I don’t think that’s the case with this baseless gut feeling I have.

      I spare her my explanation and go along with her.

      “Was it as frequently as this?” I ask her

      Again she nods. “Yeah. It was. Probably more. Before he disappeared for two years, he’d be gone for days, sometimes weeks, and I’d have no idea where he was. He only ever told me he was going away to take care of whatever business Dexter Jr. had him doing.”

      “And you had no clue about what was going on with him then.” It’s more of a statement than a question.

      She smiles, but it’s sad. “He’d come home, and I’d flip out on him, threatening to leave him if he didn’t give me answers about where he’d been. But he never told me, and I’d lose it.”

      That’s an odd mental image; picturing Lauren pissed off and angry to the point of yelling doesn’t seem right. I can’t see her like that. In the time I’ve known her, she’s been nothing but sweet, stern in her words, yes, but not like the yelling, angry woman of the past that she’s telling me about.

      But then again, I get it. This shit is maddening. The one person in this entire world I’ve ever felt this deeply for is unavailable or gone. It tears me up inside that every time she’s here, she slips right beyond my fingertips to run to Kameron, that piece of shit. It’s like a dream that I can’t wake up from watching her come and go like this.

      “I’m sorry to say this, but the waiting doesn’t get any easier.”

      “Yeah.” The chuckle that escapes me is a bit dark. “I’m finding that out every day. But the shitty thing is, I was on the path to getting better,” I tell her. “I was growing used to missing her and being without her to the point where I wasn't thinking about her every second of the day. But then Blue showed up with Megan, and now I’m spiraling again.”

      “I know how that goes,” she says with a sigh. “Letting go the first time is hard enough, but the second time is impossible. What you’re going through now, I went through with Chris, minus the running away.”

      “So there’s three?” I ask curiously, and she nods. “When’d you meet him?”

      “Sometime after Cal left, I finally decided to move on with my life. But then Hilary came in with a newspaper from a small town near where she’s from. Chris and his dad were on the front page of it.” She pauses, tapping her manicured nails on her bottle.

      “Even though I was resolved to let him go, once Hilary showed me that paper, I couldn’t let it go and sit back waiting on him anymore when I knew where he was.”

      “So, when did you meet Collin?”

      “A few months after I had Caylen.”

      “Are all three of them as different as Alana, Megan, and Veronica?” I ask her, unable to hide my curiosity. Lauren laughs. “They’re drastically different, but they’re also the same. That’s what it all comes down to.”

      I stare at her as I think back to all my interactions with her husband. Most of them are not good, but we’re making progress. “It was Chris at the hospital when you had the twins,” I ask, remembering how he fumbled with the bags he was carrying and the nervous smile on his face when he asked me to wish him luck. She nods. “And then I talked to Cal when Megan got hit by the car. And a few other times since after the incident at the gallery. And I just spoke to Collin today, right?”

      “Close,” she says. “But you met Collin a time before that too.”

      “When?” I ask her, trying to think of every other moment besides today and at the hospital that I’ve spoken to him.

      “This interaction was a lot less pleasant. It was actually the first time you met him.”

      It immediately clicks when she says it, and I don’t even try to question it.

      “At the art show,” I say. “That was Collin? I would have sworn that was Cal.” I say, shocked.

      “There was so much going on. It was at the peak of them battling. It was the roughest time I’d ever been through with him.” she says quietly.

      “I met him at his absolute worst,” I state. “Makes sense.”

      “Yeah,” she sighs. “Everything just went so wrong that night,” she says sadly.

      “Trust me, if anyone understands, it’s me,” I tell her, trying to make her feel better.

      “And he had an excuse,” I say with a shrug. “Some people are just assholes for no reason… that obviously wasn’t the case then. So it all started with Cal?” I ask her, trying to make light of the conversation, and it feels good to focus on trying to make someone else feel better than feeling sorry for myself.

      “Yeah.” She says, a dreamy smile spreading across her face. “The confident playboy won me over, and then I fell in love with the rest of him… after I finally found out.”

      I stare at her, wondering how she was able to go through all of that while being pregnant, twice, and once with twins. I’m barely holding it together without having extra hormones influencing my emotions. But now, she sits here, happily married with three kids, and they seem like they have it all figured out.

      I wish I could just skip to this part; I want to be done with all of this back-and-forth bullshit. I’m ready for the day I have Alana and everything that comes with her.

      “Ian.” Her soft voice breaks me out of my daze, and I realize I'm staring at her.

      Embarrassed, I divert my gaze and take a sip of my water, trying to push the sudden swell of emotion down.

      “I don’t know how this is going to turn out for you,” she says. “I didn’t think I’d ever recognize my own pain in someone else. But if Alana loves you as much as you love her, and if she’s anything like her brother, she’s not going to stop fighting to get back to you, ever.”

      If I had to bet on anyone, it’d be my girl, but there’s a part deep within me that is still furious with her for not fighting for us before she left, for just walking away. Megan fought for her and Kameron. She didn’t resign and give in; it’s so at odds with the woman I fell in love with.

      “I’m so worried about her. She told me any other time she left, even if it was just shitty letters. This time, no word at all, and it makes me think she didn’t go willingly. Especially after my cousin finding fucking…excuse my language, the camera’s in their apartment.”

      

      She sucks in a breath at my words, and her eyes go wide.

      “He didn’t?” She gasps.

      “Veronica felt that something wasn’t right between him and Megan, and she wanted Blue to go check on her. And after all this shit with them falling off the face of the Earth, he felt like he missed something. He went back and found a few cameras. One in each room, basically. His sister said he did it so he could monitor when she switched and catch her leaving if she did.”

      “Shit,” she hisses before she falls quiet for a moment as if she’s digesting what I just told her.

      “It’s an insane idea but, and don’t think I’m crazy, but I get it. Being in love with someone with Megan and Cal’s condition will take you out of character. It practically drives you insane. I did things I never thought I would. I slapped Helen for keeping Cal's conditions a secret from me, and I assaulted the woman Chris was engaged to. I haven’t made the best decisions when it came to being kept in the dark about Cal’s condition, so I know the strain of it can make you do some crazy shit,” she continued.

      I think about telling her how I went after Kam with a bat, but I’m not sure if that’d be too out of character for me.

      I guess I can see the reason behind putting secret cameras everywhere, but that’s only if I really try hard enough and excuse the obvious problem behind it. But I still think it’s fucked up. I’ve been going crazy about all of this, being up late into the night wondering where the fuck she is and if she’s okay. I’d give anything to know where she is and as who, but still, I would never invade Megan’s privacy in that way.

      “Where’s the good in spying on her, though? It’s not like she can be stopped from leaving,  whichever one of them if they wanted. I wouldn’t make any of them stay somewhere they didn’t want to be. Alana alone would raise hell trying to set herself free, even if I was the one that did it.”

      “Well, if it is what you and Cal think, Kam’s in for a hard lesson.”

      “Yeah,” I say, imagining Alana giving him hell. “He is.”

      Lauren opens her mouth to say something, but then she stops, and her eyes squint before she smiles.

      “The girls are on their way,” she tells me.

      I hear the pitter-patter of running feet getting louder and closer. Lauren looks at her phone.

      “Snack time,” she says, getting up and walking over to the pantry.

      Willa comes in first and finds Lauren on the way to the door, but then she stops in her tracks when she sees me. A few seconds later, Caylen comes in, bumping into Willa and falling to the floor.

      A bright smile spreads across her face, and she points at me.

      “It’s the knight!” Willa exclaims.

      “The knight!” Caylen repeats, just as excited. “Come play with us!”

      “You have to sit still when you’re eating, girls,” Lauren says, coming out of the pantry with cheez-its and dried mangoes.

      “We set the table up already, but we need him to guard us while we eat,” Willa says.

      I laugh as they both pull me from my seat.

      “Girls, you have to ask him if he wants to guard the castle while you eat,” Lauren giggles.

      “It’s fine,” I say, allowing them to pull me out the door. “I’m in the mood to throw some trolls around,” I say in an exaggerated tone I figure a knight would use.

      As Lauren gets their snack ready, I pretend to toss ogres and dragons out of the kingdom. I’m caught up in their games long enough to get away from the turmoil inside of me. It’s only for a few hours, but that’s better than nothing.
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      Kam

      

      It’s been three days since Alana tore the room apart and almost ended my life with that hammer. She hasn’t tried to attack me again, but I’m pretty sure it’s because she just doesn’t have the energy. Megan takes frequent naps throughout the day because she’s always worn out, so I figure the baby makes Alana just as tired as it made Megan.

      But just because she hasn’t lashed out physically doesn’t mean her attitude’s improved or that she’s nicer.

      I’ve never met anyone in my entire life that’s as quick with insults as she is; it’s like she has a guidebook on things to say that’ll make a man’s balls shrivel. She’s so vicious with her tongue, and she says whatever the fuck pops into her head. I’m never sure about what she’s going to say or how she’s going to say it. Sometimes, her tone is sugary sweet, but her words are jagged shards of glass flying at me. Other times, she’s nonchalant, like I’m not worth the effort. But more often than not, her tone is full of hatred. The moment she opens her mouth, I want to get away from her. It’s rare when she has nothing to say to me, and those few and far between instances are a breath of fresh air. They should be anyway.

      The relief from her silence doesn’t ever last long. When she doesn’t say anything, I feel my nerves creeping up, especially if I’m in the room with her for a little while. Her silence is suspicious because what the hell could she be thinking that she’s not saying? At least when she’s talking, I know what’s running through that conniving little head of hers. No matter how demeaning she is, I would rather have her saying something than nothing. At least that way, I’m not left to make up shit in my head.

      I’ve caught her deep in thought a few times when she’s sitting in the reading nook staring out the window, catching seconds when her face isn’t distorted into that frown that lets me know she clearly hates me. Those are the few moments I can actually see Megan. It’s amazing how a scowl can change a person's face into something unrecognizable.

      My plan to pay no attention to her is damn near impossible when she wakes up and chooses violence each and every day; I can only ignore her for so long. With each hour that goes by, I realize more and more that Alana’s presence isn’t just for a short time. I have no idea when Megan’s going to come back, but Alana and I are going to have to get used to one another if we’re going to be interacting on a regular basis. That can’t happen if I dismiss myself every time she says something that gets under my skin. She’s not going to change, so I’m going to have to turn the other cheek.

      So today… today’s going to be different. I’m going to stand my ground. She’s not going to run me off like she’s been doing. My adrenaline is through the roof, and my nerves are a wreck. Still, I walk down the hallway carrying a tray loaded up with tomato soup, two grilled cheeses, and a bottle of water. Taking deep breaths as I approach her room, I’m determined to at least look calm and in control.

      When I get to the door, I tap on it, but she doesn’t answer. I wait a moment before rapping my knuckles on it again, but there’s still no answer. I don’t know if I should open the door and see if she’s sleeping, or do I just come back later? It’s insane the way normal inconsequential actions I would have with Megan have to be examined and dissected before doing them with Alana.

      This might be the time she’s waiting beside the door to knock me over the head with something. Maybe the past few days of her being “tired” have all been a setup to get me to let my guard down, so I don’t expect it when she shatters my skull with something she’s had hidden the entire time.

      I wish I could say I’m just being overly paranoid now. Probably not; with her, there is no being too cautious.

      I need to get a grip.

      “Alana?!” I shout through the door. When I don’t get an answer, I swallow hard, preparing myself for an attack. I set the tray on the table by the door, so I can free up my hands.

      I unlock the door and push it open slowly. Immediately, I hear the shower going, but that could just be a ploy. She’s not in the part of the room I can see from the crack in the door, and when I peek around to the other side, she’s not there either.

      Pushing the door open, I scan the room and find it empty but with it wider now, I can hear Alana’s voice bouncing off the shower walls. Her melodic tones drift through the door and float into my ears, and I’m instantly mesmerized. All the tension in my body melts away as her song fills my head and slowly oozes over me like warm honey, touching something deep inside of me.

      I grab the tray off the table as Alana’s slow, sultry version of Adele’s Crazy for You pulls me into the room. It’s an intoxicating sound, and I drift across the wood floors to the bathroom door, so I can hear her better.

      I had no idea Megan could sing.

      Well, Alana can sing. I don’t know if Megan can. I’m not sure if talents are something they share. Everything else about them is different, so maybe this is just something that just Alana can do.

      “What the fuck!?” Alana shrieks, ripping me out of the trance I was in.

      Quickly I spin around to divert my eyes as my heart thrums in my chest.

      “What’s wrong with you? Why the fuck are you just standing there?” she yells at me.

      I was so far from this room that her screaming at me barely comes through the fog in my head. I didn’t even hear the shower turn off. I was so lost in her voice.

      “S-sorry,” I stammer, and I mentally kick myself. “I was bringing your lunch, and I heard you singing. You have a nice voice. It was unexpected.” I don’t think she’s going to accept the compliment, but I’m not going to lie, and I don’t want her to think I was standing there hoping to catch her coming out naked.

      There’s silence behind me, and I can feel her eyes burning into my back as I wait for her to say something, anything. It might be better for me to leave the room.

      “Lucky you,” she says, and I hear a drawer behind me open. “Most people pay big bucks to hear me sing.”

      “You got paid to sing?” I probe, still trying to clear my head.

      She responds with that laugh that sounds like she has an inside joke going with herself.  “Who knows if they listened? I was barely ever wearing any clothes when I was on stage.”

      “Oh,” I can’t keep the disgust out of my tone. “At the strip club.”

      “Gentlemen's club, yes,” she corrects me, closing a drawer. “But if you’re gonna be all pissy about it, don’t ask any questions. What did you bring me for lunch?”

      I’m too focused on what she’s doing behind me to dig deeper into her answer. Another drawer slams shut behind me, and my anxiety only rises the longer I have my back turned to her. I need to have my eyes on what she’s doing while I'm in here with her. No telling what she’ll do if I have my back turned for too long.

      “Grilled cheese and tomato soup. If you want something else to drink other than water, let me know.”

      “I don’t want any of that, actually,” she snips, the attitude in her voice undoing what her song did.

      Here we go.

      “What do you want then?” I bite out.

      “Fuck if I know. I’m not really even that hungry. A football player would have gotten full off that breakfast.”

      “Well, the baby needs to eat something,” I tell her, determined to keep my patience.

      Another drawer closes, except a bit harder this time.

      “The baby, the baby. Everything’s about this little gremlin. If I weren’t pregnant, you’d probably let me starve.”

      “That’s a  hell of an accusation,” I spit out. “Of course, I’d feed you. I wouldn’t let you be hungry.  I’m not a monster.”

      “Right, just a kidnapper.” She snickers at her own statement.

      I open my mouth to respond, but just as I get ready to, her hand gently touches the middle of my back, and I jump at least a foot in the air. The tray clatters to the floor, and tomato soup goes everywhere when it hits the ground. I whirl around, and my heart knocks against my chest bone as I back away from her to create as much distance as I can between us.

      I didn’t even hear her coming toward me.

      She’s frowning down at the tomato soup splattered around on the floor and wall like blood, the grilled cheese right in the middle of it. I calm down just a bit when I see she’s not up to anything.

      But her stealth quickly leaves my mind when I finally put together what she’s wearing.

      The woman’s standing before me dressed in one of Megan's lingerie nighties. I’m glad she’s looking down at the mess I made because I can’t take my eyes off of her. She’s standing there with one hand on her hip that’s jutting out, the slit on the side exposing a good portion of her long legs and opening up to reveal the pink panties underneath. She doesn’t have a bra on, which gives the nightie an entirely different look than what I’m used to. Her full breasts fill the top out exactly the way it’s meant to look, the soft satin clinging to her nipples in a way that makes my mouth go dry. Her belly is a soft, erotic swell beneath the fabric that begs for my hands to skim over it.

      I’ve seen Megan in this before, and it never fails to have me all over her, but now, it’s been taken up a notch. Alana isn’t shy and doesn’t try to hide herself at all.

      She looks powerful, sexy, like some kind of fertility goddess standing there with her shoulders back, the lingerie a showcase for her perfect figure. Hell, as much as I hate her, I can feel my cock twitch as I take in the sight, feeling the lines blur between Megan and Alana ever so briefly in my mind.

      

      “Actually, I want this now,” she states, reminding me that she’s Alana, and my face heats up. “That soup smells fucking delicious.”

      When I don’t respond, she looks up at me, and the rage that takes over her face is instant and very much expected. Her hand drops from her hip, and both ball into fists at her side. Still, she doesn’t try to hide herself.

      “Quit fucking staring! What, did you and Megan only fuck fully clothed?” she snickers. “You need to do my laundry since you won’t let me leave this room.”

      Absent-mindedly, I spring into motion, quickly heading to the pile of clothes she’s pointing at, trying to get my head back on straight as my face only grows hotter.

      “Get me more food first!” She snaps at me, and I instantly change my direction. “Remake this. I want it now.”

      “It won’t take me long to remake it,” I mumble as I hastily clean the mess off the floor the best I can right now.

      “While you’re out there, bring me a robe,” she demands.

      “Sure,” I offer the only response I’m capable of at the moment.

      As I clean, I hear her sit on the bed, and as hard as I try to keep my attention off the energy swirling around us like a tornado forming, I can’t. I peek up at her as she situates the pillows strategically under her belly. One of her hands rests on her stomach, the other under her pillow, and from this angle, the curve of her hips and how one of her legs is bent over the other makes her look like she’s posing for a lingerie catalog.

      She looks amazing. Megan always looks great, but this is different, and I fight to remind myself that I shouldn’t be looking at this version of her and feeling what I am.

      Once I’m done cleaning the mess I made, I tell her I’ll be right back before I leave the room and lock the door behind me. I don’t move from this spot outside the door. Instead, I stand here with Alana burned into my mind's eye. Megan’s precious, and even in her lingerie, she seems innocent. But Alana… she looked forbidden, and she is.

      I rationalize that any man would have frozen up seeing her lying on the bed like that; my reaction was just a typical guy's response to seeing their woman looking that sexy with their child inside of them.

      The only thing is, that isn’t Megan in there lying on the bed.

      I swallow hard as shame washes over me. Even if it was for just a moment, that was still way too long to be looking at Alana that way. Not just because of how horrid she is but also because she’s a completely different person altogether. Alana’s the number one problem for Megan and me, and my small moment of weakness has me pissed at myself, but mostly, I’m confused. I feel like I’ve been hit in the chest with a sledgehammer. How the fuck did that happen?

      But it definitely won't happen again. I need to get more clothes for her, then I won’t have to worry about her resorting to wearing lingerie. Problem solved. I can easily stop that from happening again.

      Once I have myself together, I head towards the kitchen to remake Alana’s lunch as I think about this trip into town I’m about to make before dinner.
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      Alana

      

      Men are so easy. They all think with their dicks. I stare at the door, a little amused though not entirely surprised. Golden boy Kam's red face and wide eyes as he stared at me are burned into my memory. Clearly, he liked what he saw more than what he’d like for me to have known. I did think it would take more than seeing me in Megan’s old lady bed wear. Shit looks like she got it out of some grandmother’s armoire and everything inside smells like mothballs.

      But to Kam, this look is the hottest shit, apparently. It had him speechless.

      I…did not expect that to be so easy, Veronica says, stunned. I thought he’d show a little more control than that.

      Of course, he wouldn’t; he’s a fucking man after all. Their dick leads to all of their downfalls.

      You’re intelligent under all of that bratty sass, Veronica says, her tone full of encouragement, with just a hint of condescension.

      I don’t say anything as I chew my lip and consider what she’s saying. There’s a lot that can backfire with this, and I’m not sure I want to run that risk. I don’t have the patience to take a chance.

      It’s not like you to worry. You’ve done more dangerous things on impulse. Why the sudden change?

      Because, Veronica, I could make a quick escape before. I can’t do that now, and I could be in here for a lot longer if this doesn’t go as planned.

      Okay, she says. I get that. But from what I’ve seen of Kam, both with you and Megan, he isn’t going to back away that easy. He leaves to regroup, and then he comes back once he feels like he has himself together. Don’t be obvious about it. You barely lifted a finger a few minutes ago. Yet, I’m sure you could have gotten him to commit murder by how discombobulated he was. Sneaking up on him was a nice touch, by the way.

      Her attempt to lighten the mood works. I can’t help but snicker.

      You saw how tense his shoulders were? I say. I just wanted to scare him. I didn’t know he was going to freak out that hard.

      You don’t have the most relaxing presence.

      Aww, thank you.

      She chuckles. Only you would take that as a compliment.

      Sounded like one to me.

      She doesn’t say anything for a moment, and my stomach twirls. I’m not sure if it’s the kid or my complete disdain for what I’m going to have to do, but whatever it is, it makes me feel sick.

      I let a deep breath out through my nose, my gaze stuck on the ceiling. I’m not sure how long Kam’s been gone, but it feels like forever, and now I actually am hungry. I keep catching whiffs of the tomato soup still on the floor, and I can almost taste it.

      Pushing myself up on the bed, I rub my hands over my face, ready to get out of this fucking room. Every day I grow more restless, and the urge to flip the fuck out on Kam only increases. I’m getting sick of seeing this place. I’ve been beyond sick of it since the first day. I can’t let it eat me alive like it’s trying to, but I don’t know how much longer I can take it.

      I get off the bed and go to the window to look out at the perfect view of the backyard I have. However perfect it is, I still hate it. It’s a fucking tease. I can see the perfectly manicured green grass, the palm trees swaying in the wind, and the little octagonal cedar gazebo, but I can’t get to it. But, as gorgeous as it is out there, it doesn’t matter if I don’t even want to fucking be here.

      But it would be nice to inhale fresh fucking air and swim in the pool. I know the water will feel amazing, and it’ll take some of the pressure off my body. This would be a little easier if I could just find some way to relax, and letting water hold me will do the job.

      Just this once, I let my thoughts drift to the pissed-off tour guide Ian and I were met with when we finally made it back to the group. I smile at the memory. Neither of us gave a fuck about how annoyed the tour guide was or that the group had to wait on us; we were too lost in each other to care. That was the happiest I can ever remember being, when it was just Ian and me ignoring the rest of the world, needing nobody but each other. What I wouldn’t give to be back there right now. I’ve never been one to regret things. Life happens and you deal with it, but not telling Ian the truth is a ghost that haunts me more than I’d ever admit to anyone.

      My soul aches for him.

      I’ve never given anyone as much as I’ve given Ian; nobody’s ever been worth it. I couldn’t help but sing out to him while I was in the shower. Even though I don’t believe in that cosmic bullshit, I’m putting my faith in it now, hoping with everything in me that he can feel how much I love him. I need him to know that everything I’ve put him through was meant to keep him from all the confusion and heartache that comes with me, that I loved him too much to put him through that.

      But now, all I want is to get back to him. To feel his arms around me, his presence that always made me believe everything would be okay though I knew the truth.

      I’ve been trying not to think of him while I’m in this shithole; it only makes me miss him that much more. I have to get back to him. I can’t be stuck here with Kam. Each day I’m here hurts Ian more, and he’s been hurt enough, and he’s done nothing to deserve this.

      Ian would never do this to keep me from leaving. He was never controlling, even when he tried to get me to see things his way. He always let me come around on my own time. He was always patient with me. He would have never forced me to do anything I didn’t want to do. Ian’s the better man; I knew that already but I hope it’s getting through to Megan.

      I have to get back to Ian.

      Whatever it takes.

      I already have Kam’s attention; he hates me, but as long as he’s drooling over my body, I can work with that. The catch-22 is I don’t want him anywhere near me.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and rub my fingers over them, inhaling through my nose and letting it out the same way, trying to get myself in the mind frame to do this.

      I can do this.

      Are you okay, Alana? I hear Veronica ask.

      As good as I can be, I reply.

      A knock comes from the other side of the door, and I can hear the hesitancy in it. My heart thrums hard in my chest, and I sit up straight as my eyes shoot over towards the door.

      For someone who was so cocky a few days ago, he certainly is timid as hell now.

      “What!?” I call out.

      “Can I come in?”

      “If I say no will you leave me alone?” I shoot back just to annoy him.

      He opens the door anyway, and I glare at him from where I sit in the window with one leg stretched out, and the other one bent. His eyes trail down my body, but he quickly looks back at me.

      Here we go.

      “There’s no point in knocking if you’re going to come the fuck in any way,” I say.

      He remains stone-faced as he comes in with the steaming bowl of tomato soup and two fresh grilled cheeses.

      “There weren’t any robes in the house,” he replies, ignoring my previous statement as he sets the tray down on the nightstand on the other side of the bed.

      I’m not letting him get away with that.

      “Bring it to me,” I demand.

      Ask him to bring you something to do, Veronica says.

      I grit my teeth. Why is she talking?

      He hesitates before picking the tray up and carrying it over to me. I keep my eyes directed outside, but I can feel him staring at me as he crosses the room.

      I rack my brain for something he could bring me that isn’t food-related. When he’s almost out of the room, I get it.

      “If you’re going to keep me locked up, you can at least bring me something to do. It’s boring as shit in here.”

      He stops in his tracks when he’s in the doorway and turns around to look at me, but he reaches outside to pull a mop bucket inside.

      “What do you want me to bring you?” he asks, his expression skeptical.

      “Surprise me,” I tell him boredly.

      He stands there for a moment, thinking, then he leaves. For Megan to think Kameron’s so smart, he sure stands around looking dumb a lot.

      Just as the door opens, I bite into the grilled cheese in my hand and set my eyes on him with a book in his hand. I dip a corner of my sandwich into the tomato soup and take another bite as he comes up beside me, holding out a copy of Jane fucking Eyre.

      “Why would you think it would be okay to bring me this shit to read?”

      Kam frowns down at me, disbelief on his face.

      “I didn’t think you’d like it, but it’s the only book Megan brought with her and the only thing I could bring you.”

      I sneer at him, annoyed, before snatching the book from him. “You could’ve brought me fucking marbles, and I would’ve been happier with that.”

      “I can’t read your mind, Alana.” He’s annoyed now. Good.

      “You don’t have to be a mind reader to know that if Megan might like it, then I won’t give a shit about it.”

      “Fine. Tell me what you want, and I’ll get it.”  He says tightly.

      He reaches for the book, but I move it away from him.

      “No.” I glare up at him. “This is the only thing I have to do in this boring ass room.”

      “Then why get mad if you’re going to read it anyway?”

      “So you get it right next time,” I shoot back at him. “I don’t want shit that Megan likes to do. Give me a pen and some paper, and I’ll write a list for you if you have trouble figuring out what your girlfriend’s into.”

      He squints his eyes at me, and his jaw clenches, causing me to smirk at him.

      “I got it,” he bites out before turning around and going over to the waiting mop bucket.

      I look out the window, going back to my food, and open this book that was written in a time period I don’t give a fuck about.

      But I’m not reading it; out of the corner of my eye, I can see him looking at me, and I shudder. I want him to hurry and finish mopping, but soup got everywhere when he almost pissed his pants trying to get away from me.

      Say something, Veronica pushes. Have a conversation with him. Show him you’re not a savage 100-percent of the time.

      Bitch!

      You need to get out of this room. Tell him what kind of books you like. And hurry up before he’s done cleaning.

      But oddly enough, I don’t have anything to say, and nothing comes to mind either. What’s going on with me? This has never been so hard before. Why am I having so much trouble getting into this?

      I glance up at him, trying to find anything to talk to him about, but I draw a blank. I have absolutely nothing to say to him if my intention isn’t to piss him off.

      I watch him put the mop back into the bucket, then he starts pushing it towards the door.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. What to say to Prince Kameron?

      “I like shit that keeps me on the edge of my seat,” I blurt out when he reaches the door. “Stories that make my heart race.”

      His hand is on the knob, and I think he’s going to keep going. Instead, he turns around and leans on the door. He sets his eyes on me, skepticism heavy in them.

      “Is that why you live the way you do?” he asks.

      I freeze mid chew. I didn’t expect him to respond with that shit. I thought he was going to ask something about the books I’ve read or the movies I’ve seen, try to pry and see just how different from Megan I am.

      But nope, he went straight into trying to get information about why I’m the way I am.

      That’s not how I thought he’d reply, Veronica, admits.

      Well, since I listened to you, I really need to concentrate, so fuck you very much.

      I’ll be quiet.

      Good. Now I can focus on this fuckwad.

      I squint my eyes at him.

      “What kind of life do you think I lead?” I ask him, curiously with a grin.

      “I know about all the things you used to get into,” he says. “But I can’t understand why. You and Megan have the same exact background, yet she’s trying to make something of herself, and you want to tear all of that down. You could have easily gone to school and gotten a degree if Megan was doing that.”

      I stare at him, chewing slowly. So he wants to go there?

      “Oh wise, Kameron, how did I not think of that? Because with the little time I have, of course, I’d want to be locked up in a classroom learning shit I’d never need to work a job I’d never have a chance to keep that would most likely be shitty anyway. I’m not an idiot, nor am I delusional. Tell me how far school has gotten Megan? She only did it to feel normal, whatever the fuck that is. Which is why she’ll always be devastated when life doesn’t turn out to be the perfect little fucking fairy tale she thinks it should be.”

      Some of the frown dissolves from his face as he stares at me perplexed; he probably wasn’t expecting such a straight answer from me.

      “How do you know any of that if you never tried to live a regular life before?”

      I glare at him for a moment before I say, “Nothing about me, nothing about Megan, allows either of us to live a regular life.”

      His eyebrows furrow, masking his face in confusion.

      “If all of that is true, why did you want a life, to get…married.” He spits out the last word as if the thought of Ian and I disgust him.

      “Because I love him, Ian. I really truly love him in a way I never thought was possible. He made me want to try to do what I could to give him the life he made me believe I could have, that he deserved.” I pause, feeling my throat start to burn, emotions begin to course through me, and I refuse to let this jerk off see me cry.

      “People who love each other find ways to make even the crappiest situations work; you didn’t,” he declares like he knows what he’s talking about. I have to swallow down my anger. He’s so self-assured and entitled. It’s what he and Megan’s downfall will ultimately be. The fact he’d even imply that I didn’t love Ian enough to fight. Fighting is easy. Walking away for another person’s good is what kills you, even when you know it’s the best thing to do. He really does think that what he’s doing is love.

      “No, what you’re trying to do is make what will always be a shitty situation be perfect, and this will never ever be perfect,” I say, almost feeling sorry for the delusions he’s believing.

      “Tell me, Kameron,” I start. “What happens if this baby comes out with blonde hair?”

      His jaw clenches, and his face goes hard at my word. His face goes pale, and it makes me keep going.

      “If this baby isn’t yours, you’re telling me that you will be a healthy co-parent with Ian?” I laugh at the ridiculousness of it.

      “It’s not Ian’s.” He says firmly, and I laugh.

      “That’s what you want to believe, isn’t it? You think if it’s not Ian’s that I’m just going to go away, and you and Megan will live happily ever after?” His eyes avert mine.

      “I tell you what, you better fucking hope so, because if this is Ian and I’s baby, you have absolutely zero fucking hope, Kameron. I will fight with everything in me to stay. I will never allow you or Megan a moment’s happiness raising our baby, and Ian, Ian  will destroy you.” I say with a deadly grin. He takes a deep breath, and I have to give him some credit, he really is holding it together as best as he can, and he hasn’t walked out yet.

      Good for him.

      “I love Megan, and regardless of what you say or try to do, I will never stop loving her or give up on us.”

      “Yes, I love her with everything in me,”  he says; his voice is strong and unwavering, but his eyes are wide, and his expression is manic.

      I can’t help but laugh. “Love, you call this love?” I say dismissively.

      What little control he was holding onto flies right out the window, and he glares at me, his blue eyes going ice cold and his body going rigid.

      “Because it is,” he growls at me. “You wouldn’t recognize real love if it was wrapped around your neck.”

      I let him stand there with his statement hanging between us as I push the soup away to pull my legs up to sit cross-legged facing him, and he watches my every move.

      “ I know crazy shit when I see it,” I tell him, once I’m situated. “And you, Kameron, have lost it. You’re obsessed with Megan. You have to control her. You’re not a man in love. You’re a man who can’t let go and just wants to possess her, to win!” I tell him with a chuckle, and that’s when I see his coolness break under his now red-tinged skin.

      “You’re a fucked up, twisted person. You don’t know what it’s like to love someone so much you’d do anything for them. And you can see Megan and I have something real and you’re fucking jealous of it. That’s why you ran off and slept Ian that night, so you could destroy what we have, and now you’re bitter because it didn’t tear us apart.”

      I just glare at him with a smile.  It’s funny how this is the best he’s got to say to me.

      “I have her best interest at heart,” he continues, his livid eyes boring into me. “I’ve seen the kind of life you lead. It only leads to bitterness, loneliness, and misery, and you’re already all three, Alana. That’s why you try to bring Megan down with you. Even Veronica wasn’t cruel and nasty like you. So what’s your excuse, huh? You had the choice to live a better life, but you chose your own path. You can’t take your anger out on Megan because you regret the choices you made.”

      By the time he’s done talking, his face is red and his voice is loud, and to another woman, it may be perceived as threatening, but Kameron's all bark.

      “You feel better after getting that off your chest?” I ask, my voice nonchalant but dripping with mockery. “How long have you been waiting to say that to me?” I smirk, taunting him.

      

      He stares at me for just a moment, his face still red and his chest heaving, before he walks out of the room, slamming the door and locking it behind him.

      Please explain why you pushed him like that, Alana, Veronica asks, her tone patronizing. You didn’t have to be that…

      Harsh? Yes, I did. I know what I’m doing, I tell her.

      She sighs. I really hope you do, Alana.  For all of our sake.

      I don’t say anything back. Instead, I look out the window and eat my warm soup.

      As I eat, I realize he probably won’t be back in here for some time. Then it also hits me that he never took my laundry.

      Fuck.
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      Kam

      

      Alana is Satan’s fucking spawn.

      She’s vile, hateful, and cruel for the hell of it. I thought getting out of the Villa would help me escape her,  but her words keep playing over and over again over with every thought I have. I thought being around people in this little town would give me a break from the insanity back at the villa, but I carried most of it with me. I’m too distracted to carry on a simple conversation which only adds a new level of frustration to what I’m feeling. Yet even after everything she’s done and said to me, I’m still not only searching for books she will be interested in so she can settle down and stop riling up the baby.

      My baby. It’s going to be mine.

      Another thirty minutes go by before I pick up three books that I know Megan wouldn’t read; two have been thoroughly examined, and the other is just a guess. I hope I get this right.

      For once, I just want to give her something that’ll shut her up. I don’t want every conversation to be an argument. It’s draining and exhausting.

      When I’m outside, I look at my watch, and there are three hours before I have to make her dinner, but I still have a few places to go. I have to restock on groceries and get Alana some more clothes to wear. I don’t want to hate myself for the thoughts that’ll run through my mind if I see her in Megan’s lingerie again.

      I make my way down the street, wondering how one woman can drum up so many conflicting emotions. She makes me so nervous my hand's sweat. She knows exactly what to say to make me so angry I can’t concentrate. Despite her nasty attitude, seeing the way she wore Megan’s lingerie gave me sensations I didn’t know I could have towards her. That I shouldn’t have for her, right?

      All throughout the night, my mind bounced from how beautiful she looked, standing there barefoot and pregnant with no fear, timidity, or vulnerability. It was sexy, until she opened her mouth.

      Alana has no idea what she’s talking about, and she’s the last person whose words should affect me like this, but somehow they're eating away at me. Her accusing me of being obsessive and possessive kept me up, trying to figure out what it is that makes my love look like something other than what it is.

      What could she possibly know about love anyway? The woman is insane, and so is the man she married. Whatever was between them was nowhere near as real and solid as what Megan and I have. Alana would never be able to understand the depth of love that would make someone do anything it took for their relationship to stay alive and thriving. And based on the shit in her file, she hasn’t seen a life that’s known any ray of warmth. It’s clear that she’s bitter about Megan finding that for herself, and although she laughed at me when I said it, I know for a fact that it hit something in her. I don’t think it hit her quite as hard as her words punched me, though.

      Maybe because she echoed Katie’s words. But still, Katie only said it because she doesn't like Megan anymore. I can see where my method of checking in on her could come off as crossing the line to someone who doesn't understand the drive to be with a person as complicated as Megan. I would say the same if the roles were flipped. I’d come up with exaggerated reasons as to why Katie should break up with boyfriends of hers I didn’t like in the past, so I see where Katie’s coming from.

      But Alana, I know she only said it because she’s miserable.

      The bottom line is, I’m not obsessive, nor am I possessive.

      I just do what it takes to make sure the people I love most are protected.

      In a way, I feel bad for Alana. She’s one of those people that’ll never find love because she sabotages herself. Maybe she’s the part of Megan that doesn’t think she deserves happiness. Megan was convinced she wasn’t good enough for me in the beginning, and all of her doubts and worries might just be pushed into Alana.

      It makes sense.

      Whether I like it or not, I have to see Alana and Veronica as…versions of Megan. It’s difficult when they’re all so vastly different. But focusing on just one of them and trying to act like the others aren’t there has gotten us nowhere.

      Maybe I need to reassure them like I reassured Megan. They might disappear if they feel like Megan doesn’t need them anymore. That is why they’re in her head, after all.

      I have no idea if this is logical, but I’m willing to try anything at this point.

      When I’m done shopping, I pick food up for both of us. Megan normally gets something with chicken on it, so I get Alana beef before I head back to the villa.

      Now that I have some kind of an idea on how to approach Alana, this drive out was worth it; I needed to get out of the house and breathe some fresh air. All this shit with Alana has my made mind foggy, and I felt like I was going stir crazy. Riding with the windows down and feeling the warm breeze on my face makes a new hopeful energy run through me.

      When I get back to the villa, I’m prepared to face her. I haven’t been in her room since yesterday afternoon. I needed a little time to cool off. I put her snacks and her dinner by the door, as I did with breakfast and lunch today, but now, I’m composed, and I won’t fire back at her the moment she makes some snide remark. What I did yesterday showed weakness, and I can’t let her think that her saying a few crude accusations will run me away.

      After tossing her clothes in the washing machine, I set six tacos on a tray for her along with some fries and water before making my way down the hallway to her room. I look down at one of the books I got her sitting on the tray, wondering if she’s even going to read it. I wonder how this nice gesture is going to turn out? Last time I got hot tea to the chest, and a hammer swung on me. Will the book end up in the back of my head this time?

      I shouldn’t have gotten the hardback.

      I knock on the door, but I don’t get an answer. I knock again, and still nothing. Maybe she’s in the shower.

      “Alana!”

      Nothing.

      I let out a breath. Chances are she’s in the shower, so I unlock the door. I’ll put her food on the nightstand. It’s covered, so it’ll stay hot.

      When I peek my head in, the room is dim, and I find her lying on the bed with her back to the door, so I push it open further. My eyes roam over her form on the bed, and she doesn’t even look pregnant from where I’m standing. For the first time, I notice how shapely she’s gotten. It’s only around her hips. Her ass is rounder than it was and the curve of her hips is more defined now.

      My eyes remain glued to her back as I get closer to her. The fading light from the window makes the edges of her legs and shoulders glow orange. From this angle, I can’t help but think of walking into the room back at the condo to find Megan on the bed, taking a nap, safe and sound.

      I almost want to go lie with her.

      But then she turns over and sits up, setting those cool gray eyes on me, and I falter in my steps at the sleep still on Alana’s face. Now she really looks more like Megan, but those unbothered gray eyes of hers let me know it’s still Alana, and I hate her for it.

      I don’t say anything, and neither does she as I approach the bed to set the tray down in front of her. If she’s not going to say anything, I won’t either. I still have too much to think through with this resolution I’ve come to, and I don’t want to layer it on too soon.

      When I’m at the door, she speaks with her mouth full of food.

      “The hero dies at the end of this,” she states.

      I stop in my tracks; do I stay and run the risk of her sitting back and talking all the shit she wants, or should I just go? I’m not up for one of her famously cruel conversations at the moment. But if I’m feeling stir crazy and wanting someone to talk to, then I know she has to be.

      So I turn around and lean on the door frame. This conversation could easily turn into shit, and if it starts going that way, I’ll try as hard as I can to steer away from it.

      “Was it a good book?” I ask her, trying not to go into personal territory like yesterday.

      She shrugs, squeezing lime onto one of her tacos. “It kept me entertained for a while,” she says nonchalantly, her focus on the taco she’s about to bite into. “This is so fucking good; there should have been more,” she mumbles to herself.

      “Before yesterday, I didn’t take you for someone who reads,” I admit, and she looks at me with her eyebrows scrunched.

      “You regularly make assumptions about people you don’t know?” she asks me.

      “Based on everything I know about you, I never would have thought reading was something you’d enjoy,” I say, shrugging.

      She looks at me curiously now. “Like what?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do you know about me?” she asks. “You mentioned you knew things about me yesterday. I wanna know.”

      This feels like a setup for her to degrade me, but I’ll take the bait.

      “Aside from your time in the system, I know you have a couple of I.D’s in a few different states, there are a few misdemeanor charges on your record, I know you’re married, and I know you worked at a strip club.”

      She laughs.

      “You think your Uncle George would be caught at a strip club?”

      “Yes, actually,” I answer. “He’s not the most wholesome human being.”

      She stares at me a moment before she nods in agreement.

      “But he has some standards apparently,” she says after she swallows. “Not like there’s anything wrong with strip clubs. But I worked at a gentleman's club.”

      “Is there a difference?” I ask her.

      My question makes her stop guiding another taco into her mouth, and she looks at me, smirking.

      “Haven’t been to many strip clubs, huh?” she mocks.

      “Is that something I’m supposed to have done?”

      She shakes her head. “ I didn’t expect you to have done much of anything like that at all.  You’re too much of a tight ass. How does it make you feel, thousands of men checking out Megan’s naked body?”

      I absolutely hate the thought of it. It actually burns me up inside, especially when I think about the fact that Uncle George has leered at her at some point. Knowing the kind of shitty man he is, I wonder how many other shitty men she’s dealt with.

      Then, Alana laughs.

      “Calm down,” she says. “You’re so easily riled up. All I did there was sing. Nobody ever saw me completely naked. The most they saw of me was everything that isn’t covered by a two-piece.”

      “That’s still too much for the kinds of thoughts that must have been running through their heads,” I say.

      She stares at me with a blank face for a moment. “What’s the difference between being in a two-piece on the beach versus a two-piece in a gentleman's club? No matter where I go or where Megan goes, despite what we’re dressed in, we’re going to be sexualized.” She says it all so casually, like the conversation bores her.

      “But in a gentleman's club, they’re all there to purposefully sexualize women,” I tell her. “That’s the difference. And I don’t believe you kept your clothes on.”

      She shrugs. “I’m not going to try to convince you that that’s all I did. I could really give a shit what you think,” she says easily.

      “The night Megan left me, before I knew about you…What did my uncle say to you at the charity event?” I ask her cautiously.

      She chugs her water, the plastic bottle crinkling as she drains it, and when she’s done, she takes in deep breaths.

      “To Megan,” she corrects me but pauses. “He pretty much told Megan he’d pay her to screw her and give her a tip if she did it well.” I can feel my blood begin to boil.

      “So, that’s why you scratched his face up like that.” It all makes sense now. Uncle George acted like he was the victim of an assault. I swallow down the bile my anger pushes up.

      She stretches and lies back on the bed. “I was just doing what I do best.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She points her gaze at me and frowns. “Didn’t you hear me say it wasn’t enough food?” she says, annoyed, ignoring my question.

      I sigh. Well, that’s the end of that conversation. I guess I could only get so much out of her. However, I leave the room feeling as if I just had a small victory. That was the most tamed discussion we’ve had since she arrived, and she didn’t make any of her cutting remarks. Other than judging me for never having been to a strip club, it could have been much worse. I actually smile when I get out into the hallway.

      That was progress.

      Despite eating six tacos, I thought she might want more. I take her tray back to the kitchen and load it up with the additional four I got her.

      This feels like it was a turning point.

      I hope it was.
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      Ian

      

      I’m not sure why I let Blue convince me to come out to this loud ass sports bar with him. It’s supposed to be a distraction, but it isn’t working worth shit. All my attention has been plastered to my phone since I can barely hear shit. It’s not intolerably loud to the point where I can’t hear what Blue’s saying, but it’s loud enough to be annoying. It doesn’t matter since I can’t focus on conversation anyway; I’m waiting on Cal to call with updates.

      He and Dexter Jr. were supposed to be meeting with Kameron's parents to see if they knew anything that could help them find out where Kameron and Megan went. Katie had no idea where they went; according to Blue, they tell each other everything. So if she doesn’t know, then their parents definitely won’t. Cal didn’t tell me exactly when they’re meeting, but I know it’s supposed to be happening soon. I wish he’d have given me a more specific timeline than “within the next few days.” It’s been two days since Cal said that, and still, I’ve heard nothing.

      But I’m not expecting anything. Blue already gave me all the information I needed to know to prepare myself for the dead end Kam’s parents are going to be.

      So now I'm just simmering in this bar, sipping on whiskey that’s only fueling my anger, not paying attention to anything but my phone.

      I should have just stayed home.  It might not have been so bad had it just been Blue; if it was only the two of us, we would have been sitting in silence at our table. But Blue “forgot to mention,” Hilary is with him. I never would have come if I’d known she was here. I don’t have a problem with her… Hilary’s cool. I’m just not in the mood for excess talking.

      They’ve tried to pull me into the conversation, but after at least thirty minutes of trying to talk about anything other than Megan, they’ve given up on me, which is fine by me.

      I was shocked to see them together, though. I still am. The last I heard, they weren’t on the best of terms with how much Blue’s been up Veronica’s ass. But they seem like they’re doing fine. Hilary’s no nonsense attitude goes well with Blue’s straightforwardness. Not to mention how well they joke together. They riff off each other like they’ve been friends for a lifetime.

      Sitting across the table from them, watching as they laugh at something I missed, I’m glad they got past their rough patch with Veronica.  Blue’s always been good at getting himself into deep shit. He tries to avoid hurting feelings and pissing people off by omitting truths he feels are better left unsaid. He doesn’t ever mean for things to go to shit, but they always do. Out of the two of us, he’s always been the smarter one, but sometimes he’s unintentionally an idiot. And he has to be an idiot or blind to not see that he and Hilary are good for each other. Not just good. I’d say they’re perfect.

      As I listen to him and Hilary crack up at a joke she made, I can’t help but be envious. What I wouldn’t give to have those moments back with Alana. I’d love to be sitting somewhere laughing it up with her right now. Instead, I’m sipping on whiskey, trying to drown the worry that’s been making my stomach spin. Unsurprisingly, the whiskey isn’t helping jack shit.

      “You want another one?” Blue leans across the table and hits my arm, and I look up from my almost empty glass at him.

      “I’m good after this one,” I tell him shortly.

      “Come on,” Hilary pushes. “You can’t come to a bar and have just one drink.”

      “And it’s not like you’re spending any of your own money,” Blue says.

      “Free drinks. You have to at least get a beer?” Hillary adds.

      Still, I shake my head; this isn’t a problem I can just drink away.

      “I barely even wanted this one,” I tell them. “I’m probably about to head out anyway.”

      I can see the worry plastered all over Blue’s face.

      “You don’t need to sit up in your apartment alone getting yourself more pissed off about the situation.”

      “I just want to be alone right now,” I tell him, exasperated. “It’s not like I’ll spend the night knocking holes into the drywall. Besides, this isn’t helping either.”

      “That’s just because you haven’t drank enough,” Hilary coaxes and holds her glass up.

      “No, this is actually making me feel worse.”

      My phone starts to ring on the table, cutting my sentence off, and my heart skips a beat when I see it’s Cal. I immediately dismiss myself; their pleas for me to stay are forgotten.

      “Yeah?” I say as soon as I step out of the door onto the sideway.

      I back up against the building, so I’m not in the way of people walking on the streets and shove my free hand into the pocket of my hoodie, ignoring everything going on around me.

      “Kameron’s parents couldn't provide any useful information.”

      I think it’s Collin I’m talking to. His calm yet annoyed tone lets me know so.

      “Fuck,” I sigh, rubbing my fingers over my eyes, even though I figured they wouldn’t know anything useful. “So then what now?”

      “We’ll remain watchful of anything that alerts us to his whereabouts. It’s difficult to stay off the grid for someone with a pregnant woman who isn’t used to being isolated,” he says easily. “We have the best investigators working on this. Something’s bound to come up; it hasn’t even been a week.”

      “So then basically what you’re saying is, we’re going to sit back and wait.”

      “Yes,” he says easily. “It’s the only thing we can do at this point. Kameron isn’t dangerous, so we don’t have to worry about Megan being harmed.”

      “So you don’t believe he took her, or you don’t care?” I ask him, my patience becoming thinner by the second.

      “I’ll ignore your insinuation since I know you’re struggling. To answer your question, I’m choosing not to speculate, Ian,” and now I’m sure it’s Collin I’m talking to.

      “They could have both decided to get away from everyone. This isn’t new for them. But we won’t know until they come back. I know you and Cal share tendencies to be rash and believe the first thing that comes to mind is right. Don’t let suspicions influence your thinking. You’ll only be pulling your own hair out if you go along with him.”

      “I have my own reasons for believing he kidnapped her,” I tell him.

      “But still, it’s a hard assumption to come to with so little evidence. I’m not saying you’re wrong, but you should wait before you jump to conclusions. You can worry, but don’t be angry. It’s not an emotion that influences good decision-making and rational thinking. I have to go. I’ll let you know if I come up with anything else.”

      And then he’s gone.

      Before I can say anything else. How the hell am I supposed to stay calm if my source of information hangs up before I can ask fucking questions?

      He answered the most important ones, which were good enough but not nearly what I wanted.

      The music from the bar comes out of the doors as they open and shut. I send Blue a text saying I’m heading out, and I go back to my truck, wanting to get away from everyone everywhere.
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      Blue

      

      My phone screen lights up, and I already know it’s Ian. I figured when he walked out, he wasn’t going to be coming back in. He was already talking about leaving after sitting here looking miserable for the last thirty minutes. I’m not sure why Hilary decided she wanted to bet me.  I really wanted him to come back, so he didn’t sit in his apartment driving himself crazy, but there was no way I was going to be able to make him stay here.

      I lean over to Hilary, showing her my screen.

      “You owe me a drink,” I tell her, and she rolls her eyes.

      “I didn’t think he’d actually leave,”  she says before sipping her margarita. “The best-case scenario is if this baby isn’t his, so he can cut his losses and find someone normal,” Hillary says, shaking her head.

      I groan on the inside. I know Hillary isn’t new to this and knows how this work from Lauren and Cal, which gives her words more weight than most, but it is also why she should understand why if the baby isn’t Ian’s, he just won’t do that. Besides, I’ve been wracked with guilt ever since I found those cameras, and I’m more than pissed at myself for taking Veronica’s cry for help so lightly. Even if it doesn’t turn out to be what Ian thinks, I’m still going to deck Kam in the face for spying on Megan. That part is inescapable for him. He’s going to deserve what's coming to him.

      But those are grounds I’m not walking on with Hillary. She has a very specific opinion about Megan and how she thinks everyone is overreacting. I don’t want to get into all the reasons why this could be a kidnapping, nor do I want to tell her about Kam’s obsessive behavior.  I just want to have one night, at least a few hours, where I’m not thinking about this.

      “I doubt he’ll feel that way,” I tell her, not trying to even hint at what I think is going on.

      “I doubt he will,” she sighs and then sets a prodding, seductive gaze on me.

      “So, Blue, what’s your theory? You must have your own speculation,” she prods. “Where do you think they went?”

      “I don’t want to talk about Megan. That’s all I do with Ian. It seems like I’m surrounded by it, and I just want to get away from it for a little while.”

      “Oh, so I’m just a distraction?” she asks, her voice terse. “That’s why you agreed to meet up with me?”

      Shit. I didn’t think she'd take it that way.

      “No. I didn’t mean it like-”

      My words are cut off when she laughs. “I’m just kidding, dude.” She gently nudges me. “I know what you’re talking about. Lauren’s worried about her, and her husbands are going insane looking for her… All three of them. Even Chris is more frantic than I’ve ever seen him. All I hear is Megan, Megan, Megan. I’m positive she just ran off with Kam again. I wish everyone would stop making it out to be a bigger deal than what it actually is. She’ll be back. Cal used to disappear all the time.”

      I know she’s not Megan’s biggest fan, and I’m aware that’s my doing. Maybe one of these days, I can fix it. Hilary will see that Megan isn’t all the trouble she’s making her out to be, but as of today, I’m trying to avoid going down all roads that lead to Megan.

      “So let’s not talk about it then,” I suggest. “Let's talk about how you owe me not one but two drinks.”

      She scoffs. “That wasn’t a fair bet. You know him better.”

      “Yet you still shook on it,” I remind her even though I plan on paying the tab anyway. “You knew what you were getting into.

      “How about I get one round of drinks and a thirty-six-piece wing for us to share.”

      “Thirty-six wings?” I ask her. “Isn’t that kind of a lot?”

      “No. I’m going to eat at least twelve. I haven’t eaten shit all day. Preparing for this show has been kicking my ass.”

      “How long until that happens?”

      “A little over a month,” she answers me. “Most of it’s coming along smoothly, but then there are so many rough patches. Mainly Lauren’s shit. I’m not sure she’s going to finish her last piece with all this extra stuff she has going on.”

      “How many is she doing?”

      “A few. Which one is ambitious with her having the new babies, the girls, and all of this added nonsense with your favorite girl.” She says the last part jokingly, but that’s a trap I’m for sure going to avoid.

      “Damn.” I’m impressed. “I know she put some long hours into those.”

      “She’s been at it for months,” Hilary says, placing the menu on the table. “Two of them are finished, but the pointillism piece still has a long way to go. And this time, I have permission to put all three up.”

      Looking at her curiously, I sip my beer. “What’s that mean?”

      She lets out a sigh and sits back in her seat. “At the last art show, I put a painting up that she’d been working on without her permission. Let’s just say it didn’t go well...”

      The waitress returns and Hilary orders more drinks and gives her the wing flavors we decided on.

      It feels good to be able to just hang out with no pressure of the world collapsing for a little while. I consider myself lucky she wants to hang out. I realized how rare Hilary is before. Not a lot of women are as chill and laid back as she is. And her sense of humor is right there with mine.

      But I can’t bring myself to pursue anything with her with these unresolved feelings for Veronica, and my mind is focused on her safety. I don’t want Hilary to despise me, so I’m fine with being her friend.

      The waitress leaves, promising to be right back with our drinks, and Hilary turns back to find me staring at her.

      A small smile turns up on her lips, and her cheeks go pink as she tucks her hair behind her ear.

      “What?” she asks.

      “I’m just wondering how you’re about to eat twelve wings and maybe more. I’m excited to watch it happen.”

      She giggles and rolls her eyes.

      “I’m being nice sharing with you,” she says, and I feel the same, but just give her a wink. “I’m about to demolish these.”

      “Now that I have to see!”

      “You sound like one of those people who have that fetish- the one where they like watching people eat,” she quips, looking me up and down.

      “Feederism?” I throw out there, humored.

      “No, not that one,” she says, shaking her head, then she squints her eyes at me. “Unless you’re getting off on the idea of me gaining weight?”

      I throw my hands up. “You caught me. Guess I have to find someone else to feed.”

      She laughs. “No, it’s not that one, though. It starts with an ‘M.’ Muk- Muk-”

      “Mukbang?”

      “Yes!” she says, perking up, and now I chuckle.

      “I don’t think mukbang is the fetish name,” I clarify. “It means eating broadcasts. I think it originated in South Korea? You’ve seen those videos of people live-streaming themselves eating a fuck ton of food while they talk about something? I don’t know if you have to be talking about anything. But it’s the name for the trend, not the name for getting enjoyment from watching people eat.”

      “Blue,” she leans across the table, her humored eyes glued to mine. “Have you seen a bunch of those videos? You know a lot about it.”

      I stare at her a moment before I shrug. “If I come across a video, I’ll watch it-” her eyes go wide, and I laugh as I say, “- but I don’t get horny from it or anything, or it doesn’t satisfy some unknown desire in me. I just want to see if they can eat all that food. It’s insane. You’ve never watched one?”

      “No,” she laughs, shaking her head. “Why would someone else want to watch another person eat food and talk about random shit…?” she laughs.

      “It’s not creepy,” I joke, pulling out my phone and unlocking the screen. “But look.”

      I type “mukbang” into my search bar and click on the first video that appears, and turn the screen to Hilary. Immediately, all of her attention is on the video.

      “Oh my god,” she says, staring. “That’s an assload of food!”

      “Right!”

      She looks up at me. “You mean to tell me this tiny girl is gonna eat all of that?”

      I nod, smiling that she’s so clearly into it. Her eyes go back to the screen, and she watches, fascinated.

      “No way she can eat all of that,” Hilary says in disbelief.

      “She does,” I say, putting my phone away. “I watched that one.”

      “And people make money doing this?” she asks seriously.

      I raise an eyebrow at her. “You thinking about getting into it?”

      “Who knows, it could be another source of income,” she says vaguely, but then she smirks. “I can give you your own private show right now. It’s not nearly as much as that girl in the video, but you don’t even think I can handle twelve.”

      I look at her, surprised. “You’re going to eat all thirty-six wings?”

      She nods with a suggestive smile.

      “No way,” I say, sitting back in my chair. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Are you confident enough to make a bet?”

      “Are you?” I ask her.

      “Hell yeah!

      “Then what’s the wager?” I challenge her.

      “Loser picks up the check and two more rounds of drinks.”

      I stick my hand across the table.

      “Deal.”

      The grin she gives me is infectious, and I can’t help the one that spreads across my face.
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      Kam

      

      In the two and a half days since Alana pretty much called me an obsessive creep, I still haven’t been able to get her words out of my head. Though she seems to have forgotten about the entire incident. I don’t know how she does it; she just moves on from things like that without real resolution.

      It’s odd ground for me. I’m used to hard feelings being squashed after blowouts like that. Megan and I talk through things to the end, and the next day we make sure there aren’t any sour feelings left over. Even Katie and I make sure we’re on good terms after a fallout. I even got Blair into the habit of talking problems out.

      I have a feeling Alana would laugh right in my face if I tried to do a check-in with her. I’m sure she feels nothing about that conversation except that she’s glad she said what she said and that she meant every word. It’d be a pointless waste of breath. I won’t try to push her, it would probably end up starting another argument, and we’ve been argument-free for the past two days.

      Well,  that’s because she hasn’t really said much of anything after the night I took her that new book. I put her clothes in the drawers as she ate seconds, but she sat there and started re-reading the book, letting me know I had made the right choice.

      I’m counting that as my second victory.

      The longer she’s here, the more I’m reminded she could possibly be a more permanent fixture in our lives. Spending time with her has made her as unpleasant as most of it has been as a reminder that she’s a very real person with her own likes and dislikes that are so far off from Megan that there’d be no confusing them. I don’t see how it’s possible that any of their interests will ever align.

      I see that clearly now, and as much as I’m understanding that more and more, the thought is terrifying. Her voice runs through my head more than my own thoughts do some hours of the day. I find myself thinking about her at random times, and I’ve tried to block her out with TV, exercising, and reading, but I can’t get her voice to shut up. It overshadows Megan's soft, warm tone by a long shot.

      This mysterious force that Alana is has me grasping at straws to figure her out, which is like a thousand-piece puzzle that I’m not close to solving. Still, I have picked up little things, like she drinks her coffee black and that she absolutely hates tea. She stays in the shower for a long time. The longest time so far has been an hour. She’s big on changing bed sheets frequently. If she doesn’t wash them before she goes to sleep, she’ll make me bring her more sheets. I asked why she does it so often, and she just said she liked sleeping on fresh sheets. I questioned if that went back to her time in foster care, and she said, with much more attitude than was needed, “does everything I do relate back to foster care?”

      So, I took that as a “mind your own business” response. But I’ve also learned that her nostrils flair when I’m right about something she doesn’t want to confirm. I don’t know if I’m suffering from reverse Stockholm syndrome, but anytime I am right about something, I feel a little dose of euphoria. That’s why I’m standing outside of her door with a laptop and a few DVDs I found while I was out shopping the other day.

      I knock on the door, but I don’t get an answer. She’s probably just in the shower, or she’s sleeping like the past few times.

      I knock again a little louder and call out to her, but nothing. So I push the door open, and I hear the shower going. She likes midday showers, I’m learning. Still, I look around to see if she’s hiding somewhere before I go inside.

      I set the tray, the movies, and the computer on the bed, not knowing how long it’s going to be until she comes out, but on my way to the door, the shower shuts off. I stop in my tracks, trying to decide if I want to be here when she gets back, but I’d like to know what she thinks about the movies.

      It doesn't take her long; she opens the door and comes out in a steam cloud smelling like Megan's body wash, wrapped up in a towel. Megan’s scent overtakes my nose, and I make a mental note to get something different for Alana when I go out. I don’t want to miss Megan any more than I do while Alana is here.

      She frowns before looking up at me.

      “What are you doing?” She asks me.

      I don’t answer her. I’m too busy taking her in. She’s dripping wet, leaving a trail of water behind her on the wood floor, her skin still has water droplets on it, and it doesn’t even look like she tried to dry her hair.

      “Hey!” she says, snapping her fingers in annoyance. “Answer the question.”

      “I was going to leave, but then the shower turned off,” I say as she scrutinizes me. I don’t know how long it’s going to take me to get used to her visible disdain and judgment. “I brought lunch and some movies,” I tell her, gesturing towards where everything sits on the bed. Her expression doesn’t change when she moves towards the bed, still glaring at me as she passes. “The wifi’s disconnected, by the way.”

      She glances at me as she picks the movies up. “I didn’t think you’d be dumb enough to give me a computer with wifi connected,” she says, glancing down at the DVDs in her hands.

      “Why didn’t you dry off?” I ask, choosing not to respond to her statement.

      “Didn’t feel like lifting my arms after washing and conditioning my hair. This pregnancy shit takes an assload of energy.”

      Just for a moment, I freeze. I wasn’t expecting a straight answer from her. I’m a little stunned.

      She tosses the movies back on the bed, saying nothing about them.

      “I’ll bring different ones if you don’t like those,” I tell her as I watch her wobble over to the dresser and put her hand flat against it.

      She turns her gaze to me, that frown still in place.

      “I didn’t say shit about them, did I?” she asks as she slowly crouches down, using the dresser to hold herself up.

      I watch her, and a wave of pity washes over me, seeing her struggle to bend over, knowing she’s been doing everything in here by herself. I’m normally at Megan’s beck and call, helping her with daily tasks, some of which are reaching things that are too low for her to get on her own. For some reason, I didn’t think about how hard it’d be for her to get to her clothes when I put them in there. I didn’t even consider it. I guess since this is Alana, it didn’t cross my mind that she’d struggle like a normal person. But she’s been in here hobbling around for the past seven days now, getting by because she’s had to.

      Damn. How am I just thinking about this? Don’t I feel like an ass now? I need to become more present.

      “Let me help you,” I finally ask as she stands up, blowing a breath out through her mouth. I go over to where she is in front of the dresser and pull the bottom drawer out from the left side. “I can dry your hair for you.”

      “I don’t want you touching me,” she snips as I slide the drawer into one of the empty slots on the other side.

      I look over at her, and she’s clutching her towel to her body, her clothes clenched in her fist in her other hand.

      “Quit being stubborn. Anything you put on is going to get wet, and the bed is going to get soaked from your hair. I’m offering to help you, so just accept it.”

      She stares at me a moment, looking like she’s contemplating it, then she says, “fine.”

      I repress a sigh before heading to the bathroom to grab a towel.

      “The rest of them are dirty,” she says, pointing to the pile in the corner. “You’re going to have to use this one.”

      Before I can even tell her that I’ll go check around the house for more towels, she rips the one wrapped around her off. I barely miss seeing her fully nude as she spins around, holding the towel out behind her.

      For someone that didn’t want me to touch her a second ago, she got naked really quickly. I didn’t expect it to go from don’t touch me to staring at her nude backside. But since this is Alana, I should be ready for anything. I should know that by now. I want to look away from her, but I can’t. My eyes are glued to her perfect form, and I have to fight my urge to walk up behind her and kiss every inch of what I know is soft skin, reminding myself this isn’t Megan.

      And since it’s not Megan, the sudden suspicion that this may be one of Alana’s games hits me. She probably thinks I’m going to run out of the room now and retract my offer to help. I almost do. I could barely handle seeing her in Megan’s lingerie. But I’m not a teenager. I can control my thoughts. I’m more prepared now than I was when I saw her in Megan’s lingerie.

      If this is a way to push me out, I will not be the sucker this time.

      I reach out and grab the towel from her, and she takes her arm back around to wrap around her chest. As I gather her long dark hair away from her shoulders, I immediately find this isn’t going to be as easy as I thought. The back of her long neck comes into view, and I can’t help but have memories flash through my mind of how it drove Megan crazy when I kissed her there. It’s harder than I’d like to admit to stop myself from kissing her there, and as much as I hate to admit it for a few seconds, I wonder where Alana likes to be kissed. If everything else is different about them, would their sensitive spots be too?

      I shake the thought from my mind, getting myself back on track as I gently rub the towel over her head.

      When I’m done, I don’t stop with her hair. When I take the towel down onto her shoulders, she tries to move away from me, but I hold her there.

      “Hold still.” I have to keep the pleading tone from my voice, and I’m hoping my sternness makes her listen. “I said I’d help you, so let me.”

      If she pulls away from me again, I’ll let her go, but she doesn’t. I keep going, running the towel down her back, feeling every dip and curve that makes up Megan’s body and Alana’s, unavoidably getting hard the further down I go. I remind myself that this is Megan’s body, but it’s not her.

      When I get to her waist, I wrap the towel around her and tell her to hold it in the front so I can crouch down and get her legs. It’s long enough to where I can pat her dry, but I don’t go to the territory between her legs.

      When I’m done, I spring up and take a few steps away from her.

      “There,” I say. “All dry. Was that so bad?”

      “Get out!” she demands, turning around and securing the towel, her eyes flaming. “Get the fuck out now!”

      I stand here stunned for a moment before I do what she wants.

      Out in the living room, I plop down on the couch. My shock wears off pretty quickly. Nothing about Alana should surprise me at this point. Though, I was too surprised by her reaction. I let my head fall back into the cushion behind me and let out a deep sigh through my lips. How am I supposed to interact with her if I can’t figure out what will set her off? Simple acts of kindness don’t even get through to her. What the hell will?
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      Alana

      

      That was disgusting!

      I can’t believe I let him go that far.

      Megan’s tucked herself back again into her comfy little corner of despair after watching me get rubbed down by her screwed-up knight in shining armor boyfriend. I take a little satisfaction that now she knows how I felt with her and Ian. She likes Ian. I hate Kam and didn’t enjoy a second of that. I wasn’t even going to let him dry my hair; I definitely didn’t want him touching the rest of me. I honestly didn’t think he had in him to go as far as he did.

      Are you okay? You’re not about to have a meltdown, are you? Veronica asks cautiously.

      Yeah, the asshole has more balls than I thought he did, that’s all.

      He’s lowering his guard; that’s good. He’s used to our body, after all. And it probably helps that you’ve toned down a little bit since that first day. This is a good thing. I didn’t think I’d have to remind you that’s what we want.

      Oh goodie. I made Megan’s boyfriend feel like he had the right to touch me.

      I know it happened faster than we thought it would, but it’s happening nonetheless. Toning your attitude down the past few days is more than likely what did it. The bottom line is that he's eager to make you happy. You can have him wrapped around your finger by the end of the week.

      I let out a deeply annoyed sigh. She’s right, this is a good thing, but it makes me want to vomit.

      Where’s Megan?

      Are you worried about her?

      Fuck no. I just wanted to make sure she got a good taste of the medicine she gave me.

      Well, I think you’re worried.

      What happened to the days when you never said anything, and I could barely tell you were there?

      Come on, she taunts me. We’re having fun together.

      A grand old time.

      I don’t want to admit it, but I can’t say I completely hate having her talking to me. She’s actually been helpful, and if not for her, I may have gone crazy locked in this room by myself. She’s not as much of a stuck-up bitch as I thought she was. She’s still very much an uppity know-it-all, but I can put up with her better than I could that first day here. And it helps that she’s actually funny sometimes.

      She’s been a good distraction from all this.

      I grab the tray off the bed and take it to the window. I don’t have much of an appetite despite being hungry. Today’s lunch is a chicken quesadilla with beans and salsa. I almost slide it on the ground because I don’t want this shit, but I think better of it. He won’t be back until dinner, and I need to feed this little thing in me.

      As I eat, I can’t help but think about what’s going to happen three months from now.

      There’s no way Kam will accept Ian’s baby. I just can’t see it; he can talk about love conquering all as much as he wants. But him doing this trapping us shows he’s terrified of the connection Ian has with me…hell, even Megan, as much as I hate to admit it.

      This baby has to be Ian’s. Megan's weak, but the baby being Kameron’s will give her the fight she needs to possibly sit me down permanently, regardless of if everyone realizes Kameron’s a psycho or not. I honestly don’t know if I could survive it. Thinking about a part of him being inside me, thoroughly grosses me out, and the thought that he could be the reason I’m pregnant makes me want to vomit.

      I can’t help but wonder why she chose him. What made him stick out from all the rest of the pieces of shit that hit on her. Why was she so flattered by him? How come she’s so fucking head over heels for a dude that would do something like this? Though, even I didn’t think he’d go off the deep end like this.

      I’ve tried not to think too hard about if the baby is Ian’s. It’s almost easier not to as much as I’d prefer it over the alternative. Will I have to worry about Megan and Ian being together, or will she run like she always does? Just thinking about the day they made out makes my blood boil, not to mention my cold heart will break. Will I have to share Ian with these bitches if this kid turns out to be his, and then my thoughts roll to the third party in this Veronica and her trying that shit with Blue.

      

      Veronica,

      Yes?

      Blue…, really?

      She’s silent for a moment.

      Where’s this coming from?

      Bored curiosity.

      It doesn’t matter.

      Humor me.

      It takes her another few moments before she responds.

      Obviously, Blue is attractive, but it's so much more than that. He’s faithful and loyal to a fault. He cares so much. He’s the one person who really doesn’t have a dog in this fight, and still, he risks everything…for us.

      I sigh. She’s right. Blue can make screwed-up decisions sometimes, but who doesn’t? One thing I can say is that his heart has always been in the right place.

      What about you?

      What about me?

      You fell so hard for Ian…why?

      My first thought is to dismiss her, but she answered me, so it’s only fair, I guess, and there’s nothing really else to go anyway.

      I’ve spent so much of my existence being the protector, the hardass, always on the watch for who wanted to do us harm and screw us over….he was the first person that ever made me feel safe.

      “But, look at me now,” I say aloud with a bitter laugh, “Possibly pregnant with someone else’s kid. That’s just how my fucking luck works, though. Megan gets the happy parts, and I pick up the shitty pieces.”

      Alana-

      She doesn’t get to finish her sentence because there’s a knock on the other side of the door. I sit up straighter, surprised he’s back so soon.

      He’s back sooner than I expected.

      “What!?” I yell.

      Are you going to let him in?

      I don’t know yet.

      “Can I come in?” He asks quietly.

      “For what?”

      “To get your dirty clothes.”

      Get Megan to come back, and I might.

      I’m still getting ready to say no, but I feel Megan ease in, and I let out an annoyed sigh. She wants to see him, and it makes me want to vomit.

      “Whatever!” I call out.

      The door opens slowly, and his cautious gaze lands on me as he comes in with clean bedsheets, a box, and a pregnancy pillow.

      “What’s in the box?” I ask him.

      “A few things.” He drops the pillow on the bed before coming over to me.

      I pull the tray closer to me and put my feet on the floor so he can set the box down beside me. He lifts the linen off the top and turns back around to go to the bed.

      “It's just a few things I thought you might like to have.”

      “Were you just holding out on the pregnancy pillow?”

      “I ordered it a few days ago, and it just got here a few minutes ago.” Oh, how nice of him.

      As he strips the bed, I look in the box he set down beside me. There’s one of those grabber things, so I don’t have to bend over, a few more books, and an assortment of snacks along with some bottled waters.

      “I thought you’d prefer to have snacks in here with you instead of waiting on me to bring them. And the grabber has been in the pantry, I guess to make getting things down from the top shelves easier. They’re pretty tall. I don’t need it, though.”

      Looking at all this shit in this box only pisses me off. I wouldn’t need a box of ‘goodies’ if he would just let me out of this fucking room. Better yet, if he’d just let me go back to Chicago. Is this supposed to make me grateful towards him? Because it’s not, but I can feel that Megan is, and it pisses me off to no end.

      I grit my teeth together, and I have to repress the groan at being unable to say what I want.

      I look up at him as he tucks fitted sheets under the mattress, and I find he’s already staring at me, waiting for me to say something.

      “Thanks,” I bite out like I’m supposed to, but I can’t help myself from adding, “You wouldn’t have to bring me a box of stuff if you let me out of this shitty room.”

      He sighs and actually looks sullen.

      “I know, but I don’t feel safe with you roaming around. Just yet anyway. You swung a hammer at me, Alana.”

      “Just think about it for one second, Kameron,” I press, using the softest tone I’ve ever used in my life. “What would you do if someone trapped you somewhere? You would have wanted to hurt them so you could get away too. You can’t deny you wouldn’t have done the same thing.”

      I see his jaw clench as he stares at me, and his eyebrows crinkle together as if he’s only just now thinking about if the roles were flipped. The conflict in his eyes is clear, and I watch as he battles with himself.

      “I’ll think about it,” he finally says as he scoops the old sheets in his arms before going to the towels in the corner. “But I can’t guarantee I’ll give you the answer you want.”

      Guilt trip him with the baby, Veronica says.

      Oh shit. That’s a good idea.

      I don’t look at him when I say it; instead, I stare into the box and mumble, “Being cooped up like this can’t be good for the baby.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see him stop what he’s doing, and he looks at me, but I dig in the box a second more before pinning my gaze on him.

      “Shit,” he hisses, tearing his gaze away from me and heading for the door.

      I’m getting ready to scream after him to ask where he’s going, but Veronica tells me to let him go, and screaming won’t help at this point anyhow.

      He’s out the door, and I’m left sitting here staring at it as the sound of the lock turning rings through the room.

      I think….I think you might have gotten through to him.

      We’ll see.
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      I pace the floor of the room I’ve been staying in, unable to get her words out of my head, but that’s nothing new. I’ve been losing sleep trying to figure out what I’m going to do to make this better. After all, she’s kind of been better, a little.  Her voice hasn’t been gentle once since she got here. I can still hear it clearly even though it’s been two days since she said it.

      I’m skeptical about letting her out; it’s way too risky. I know that as soon as I do, this will all go sideways. It seems like a setup. But I feel that resolve crumbling now that she’s thrown the baby in my face. Keeping her in there is safer for the both of us, but she doesn’t see it that way. She feels trapped, and the monsoon of emotions that come with that aren't good for the baby; all of this is meant to be for the wellness of my child.

      I pass my hands through my hair, frustrated that I’m going to have to let her out for a few hours a day, which seems good enough. I’d have to keep a close watch on her to make sure she doesn’t get her hands on anything that could seriously injure me. I’ve hidden most of the more dangerous things, but I still wouldn’t be able to let her roam on her own; she might uncover everything meant to be kept away from her.

      I was set on keeping her in there, but now it looks like she’s going to be out here with me for some portions of the day. Who knows, we could fall into a little routine while she’s here. She could help me make her meals instead of me doing everything for her. I’d be able to learn more about her if we were around each other more, and that could make this easier. We might get used to each other. If she didn’t despise me, it’d make everything better for Megan and me.

      I freeze in my spot as the thought starts to take shape in my mind. I’ve never even considered what a life with Alana would be like if we got used to each other. It’s never been a possibility with how irate she’s been this entire time. I only saw her absolutely hating me and trying to get away from me whenever she appears. It never crossed my mind that we could possibly grow accustomed to one another.

      Which is far from what Megan and I want, and this is all for her. I need her back more than anything. Maybe playing nice with Alana will get her back. I just have to get her to see I’m not a threat to Megan, which is completely ridiculous. I can show her that I can tolerate her, and Megan and I being together won’t obliterate her as much as I want it to. It’s so hard being around Alana. She's vulgar, she’s mean, she’s rude, nasty, and demeaning. She has no concern for the safety of others. She’s conniving, violent, and all around intolerable. Any time she wants something, she demands I bring it to her, but if I ask her if she wants anything, she leaves it up in the air for me to figure it out, only to get it wrong so she can yell at me. I don’t know how to talk to her, so every time I ask her something, and she doesn’t answer with an insult, it’s a success for me.

      Every single last thing about them is different, even the vibe their pregnancy gives off. Megan gives off a maternal air. All she does is stare at her belly, rub it and talk to it. She’s already in love with our child and makes me more excited each day to become a father.

      But Alana,  as much as I hate to admit it, she makes her pregnancy look erotic. She has an allure that seems forbidden, that as embarrassed as I am to admit, it intrigues me. And I know in some twisted way, she thinks she’s protecting Megan. She said it in the shittiest possible way, but now that I had time to think about what she said a few days ago, I can read between the lines to see that Alana doesn’t want Megan to be hurt. She has a heart buried in all that blackness, and if Hudson can get to it, I’m sure I can.

      Letting her out of this room would be a good place to start; for a couple hours a day, I’d let the lioness roam free and just hope she doesn’t pounce on me. But I’m still more than skeptical about the idea.

      My alarm goes off, shattering the silence of the room and alerting me that I need to get down there and start on Megan’s breakfast. I clean myself up before going downstairs to make strawberry pancakes with a side of eggs. I brew decaf coffee and pour apple juice in a cup because she’s been craving it for the past three days. When I look at the clock, it’s only seven, but I know she’s up already. She’s always up early, ready to eat.

      At the door, I knock and prepare for her usual answer.

      “What!?” she yells, and my stomach does a flip.

      “Can I come in?”

      “You better have something good on that tray!”

      I look down at the pancakes with the side of strawberry syrup I had to look up how to make.

      “I think you’ll like it.”

      “Well, what are you waiting on?”

      My heart throbs as I take her in on the reading nook. She’s basically done with the first book, and when I come in, she closes it and drops it on the floor. When I set the tray down in front of her, she stares at it, her face unreadable

      “Why’d you make this?”  she asks, and everything in me sinks as I prepare myself for a verbal assault.

      “ I can make something else,” I say tightly.

      “No,” she says, shaking her head. “It’s fine. I’ll eat it.”

      I turn around to leave the room, but her voice stops me.

      “What do you do out there all day?”

      “Ugh, I clean up, read, sometimes I exercise.”

      “You used the pool?”

      I nod. “Just once.”

      “I want to use it,” she states.

      I raise an eyebrow at her, and she pays no mind to me.

      Instead, she gets up and goes to the drawer, and starts pulling out Megan's swimsuits.

      “Why the hell does she only have one-pieces?” She mutters to herself.

      “I haven’t agreed yet,” I say, watching her rummage through the drawer.

      She looks over her shoulder and throws me that smirk that lets me know she’s about to say something she knows might get under my skin.

      “Are you really scared I’m going attack you again?” she asks, turning back to the dresser, then she laughs. “You should have seen your face when I swung that hammer.”

      “You find murder hilarious?” I ask, annoyed she thinks almost killing me is a big joke.

      “Just as hilarious as kidnapping,” she rebuts, deadpan. “Besides, I wasn’t trying to kill you; I just wanted to immobilize you.”

      I don’t respond, and she lets out a sigh when she sees I’m not following her up.

      “Kameron, I need to get out of this fucking room! I’m not an idiot, and with this belly, I realize I can’t exactly move the way I used to. I’m not stupid enough to try the same thing twice.”

      “I’ll consider it,” is all I respond with.

      “Don’t consider it.” Her voice sounds like she’s trying to keep it together, but it’s not going so well. “Make it happen. You’re always asking me what I want or if there’s anything you can get me, and this is it, this is what I want. I want you to get me out of this damn room before I lose my mind, and I don’t want to see you at all unless it’s you holding the door open for me to go outside. Now, get! Out!”

      I get to the other side of the door before she’s found something to throw at me. I hate that she goes from zero to one hundred in seconds. Her being that upset can’t be good for the baby, and if she doesn’t start to calm down, there’s no way I’ll be able to have a doctor come and check up on her.  As much as I know this probably isn’t a good idea, I know what I’m going to have to do.
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      Alana

      

      Restlessness is running through my body to each of my limbs; if I’m not walking a rut in between the dresser and the bed, then I’m sitting in the reading nook, wringing my hands together and tapping my foot on the floor. With each second that passes in this shrinking box of a room, I get closer and closer to screaming my fucking head off.

      It’s been hours since I’ve seen him, and usually, that’s a good thing. His light knocking on the door makes my aggravation skyrocket, and I’m glad he hasn’t come back sooner than he should. I hope he took me seriously when I told him I didn’t want to see him unless I was getting out of this room. That’s the only way I won’t lose it on him. The tray is by the door, so he doesn’t have to come in here, and I have all the snacks I need in the little goodie box he dropped off. I’m just about to pull my hair out when I hear the knock at the door.

      “I hope you’re here to tell me what I want to hear,” I yell towards the door.

      The door opens, and I stand, ready to lay into him if he comes at me with some weak explanation about why he isn’t going to let me go outside. But he walks in holding two bathing suits; an electric blue matching bra and bottoms set and a polka-dotted white and black one. The sight of them is like a weight off my chest, and the air around me just became easier to breathe.

      I cross the room, keeping my sights set on him, still wanting to go off, but I swallow it all down, which is like swallowing acid. He stands in the doorway, wearing swim trunks, a black t-shirt, and a nervous smile, watching me as I approach him.

      When I get to him, I snatch the blue one away from him and head toward the bathroom.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks me as I’m walking away. “Do you want to eat something first?”

      I don’t answer him. Instead, I continue into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me, hoping he takes my silence as the fuck him and his question that I mean it to be.

      I change quickly, anxious to get out of this compartment. Once I’m dressed, I rummage through the cabinet for the sunscreen I’ve seen in there every day since I’ve been here, and I grab a towel before going back out to find Kam leaning on the wall beside the door.

      He doesn’t say anything when I come out; he reaches for the doorknob and opens the door, letting me out first.

      Walking through the door is like walking into another part of the prison, bigger than my cell but a prison nonetheless.

      I make my way to the patio doors with Kameron behind me, and when I slide the glass to the side, I inhale the sweet air, taking it deep into my lungs. The sun feels so good on my skin, like I’ve never felt its warmth before. It’s damn near orgasmic. And the breeze, the light wind that brushes across my skin, carries some of my contempt away with it.

      But only for a moment.

      After my fifth breath of fresh outside air, Kameron’s presence behind me pisses me off more. Fuck him for making me miss this, and fuck him for making me long for my own freedom. I shouldn’t be standing here happy to be outside, and the fact that Kameron is the one responsible for it makes me hate him more than I already do.

      I move away from him, walking barefoot on warm concrete towards the pool chairs. I drop my towel and sunscreen on one and sit on the edge of the one beside it. He doesn’t follow me over, and I don’t look around to see where he is. I stare out at the water, enjoying the smell of chlorine and the soft rustle of the wind in the trees.

      Now that I’m out, the idea of going back into that room is maddening. Realizing this time is limited makes my anxiety spike, and dread washes over me.

      I have to get out of here before I go crazy.

      I grab the sunscreen and start slathering my arms and belly with it, getting the easy parts out of the way first. With a lot of maneuvering, I manage to cover my legs but then that leaves my back.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Kam coming toward me, and I have to shut my eyes to fight off yelling at him to get the fuck away from me. I don’t want to deal with him right now. I just want to enjoy my time in the sun without having to hear his voice, but I have to.

      “Let me help you,” he says once he’s close enough.

      Both Megan and Veronica are with me right now, but Veronica isn’t saying shit. I can’t help but wonder why as I glance up at Kam, who’s looking pretty fucking determined.

      “You don’t give a shit about feeling someone up that isn’t Megan?” I tease him.

      He lets out a sigh.

      “You’re obviously struggling, and I don’t want your back to get sunburnt,” he points out, his voice tight. “It’s okay to ask me for help. You know that, right?”

      I regard him closely, wondering what caused him to go from looking like a nervous wreck to being irritated. I wonder what I did that has him talking to me like he’s fed up?

      “Kameron, give me one good reason why I would want to ask you for help?”

      “Do you want me to get your back or not?” He snips at me, and I laugh.

      “You came to me. I would’ve figured it out somehow but since you seem so eager to please, do whatever the fuck you want.”

      “Jesus,” he mutters to himself, snatching the bottle from me, and I chuckle.

      He starts with my shoulders, smearing sunscreen onto my skin with fast circular motions, and works his way down. But the lower he gets, the slower his movements become. I almost get up when he slows down, but I stay. Even when he’s not rubbing circles anymore and instead, running his greasy hands up and down my slick back, I remain right there. I peek over my shoulder to find his gaze is locked on my back, and he doesn’t notice when I turn around to look at him.

      So I turn around, letting him continue with whatever fantasy’s going on in his head until he clears his throat and his hands leave my body.

      “Alright. I’m done,” he announces, and I let out the breath I was holding.

      I sit back in the pool chair as he wipes his hand on the towel he brought out, his back to me, and I undo my bra. Might as well fluster him some more. Besides, this time he might run away seeing me topless, and I want to enjoy the sun without his presence.

      He turns around and freezes, his eyes locked on me, and his mouth falls open as he takes me in, lying stretched out on the pool chair with my hands above my head.

      He doesn’t turn around as quickly as I thought he would. He sucks in a sharp breath as his eyes start to roam down my body, but after a moment of staring at me, he finally catches himself.

      “Fuck, Alana! Warn me when you do shit like this!” he gripes as he spins around.

      “Quit acting like a fucking prude,” I say with humor in my voice, just to grate on his nerves. “You’ve seen these before. Besides, you didn’t seem to give a damn when you were ogling them just now.”

      “You didn’t say anything about sunbathing,” he says, dodging my statement.

      I suck my teeth at him. “You’d want to do this too after being shut in a room for almost two weeks,” I guilt-trip him, and he doesn't have a comeback to that because what the fuck can he say. “You can easily go back in the house if you’re going to be childish about breast.”

      He’s quiet for a moment before he says, “I’ll be back there at the table to give you the privacy you want.”

      When he leaves, I let out a sigh of relief, and I shut my eyes, sliding down further into the chair. I wish I could soak this warmth up faster. It feels so good. Veronica still hasn’t said anything. I’d ask her why, but if she wanted to talk, she would have, and right now, the silence is nice. When she wants to talk, she will, but until then, I’m not pressing her. For once, I want to hear my own thoughts uninterrupted.

      Maybe I have to accept the fact that I won’t get out of here in one fell swoop. I might have to take it in steps after all. First, get out of the room, then get out of the house. I’ll need to somehow get Kameron to take me with him on one of his trips into town and get away from him then. I just have to get him to trust me enough to take me with him.

      But that could take forever, and I’m too pregnant to keep waiting. I don’t want to hobble around Mexico huge and pregnant trying to find a way out of here. I need to find a way out much sooner than that, but I have no clue how I’m going to do that.

      

      Something’s happening with Kam, Veronica tells me, and I open my eyes to look at the clear blue sky above as her voice interrupts my thoughts. I can’t put my thumb on it exactly, but something’s different.

      He’s frustrated as fuck. I clear up for her. I’m pissing him off.

      I think you should continue being you… she tells me. It seems to be working. He keeps coming back to you even though you keep giving him reasons not to.

      I can’t help but laugh. I think he might like the abuse. Rich people have some weird-ass kinks sometimes. He might like being humiliated.

      My bathing suit top hangs over the back of the pool chair, and I know Kameron’s behind me, sitting at the table. I can feel his eyes on me as I reach for the sky. I place my hands on my hips and look at the water for a moment before I decide I’m done making Kam fidget. I put my top back on and walk alongside the pool towards the stairs.

      The cool water on my feet sends a chill through my entire body. I slowly walk in, adjusting to the temperature first before submerging myself. I swim towards the deep end, and when I get there, I flip onto my back. The water holds me up, and for the first time in days, I don’t feel heavy as fuck, and it’s such a  relief. I stay on my back for a moment, enjoying being weightless, before I flip over.

      I do a few laps from one end to the other, releasing some of the frantic energy that’s been storing itself in my muscles. After a few regular laps, I turn over to back stroking around the pool, and my chest aches as I look into the clear blue sky, wishing I was looking at it from anywhere else.

      I notice movement out of the corner of my eye, and I find Kameron sitting on one of the pool chairs, watching me. The sight of him sitting there with his dark gaze tracing me around the pool sends tremors across my body, but still, a mischievous grin spreads across my face.

      I flip over and swim to where he’s sitting, taking my sweet time, and when I get there, I send a wave of water up to him. He only has time to close his eyes to brace against it, and once it’s done, he lets out a sigh.

      “Why?” he asks, a hard edge to his voice as he wipes water from his eyes.

      “Quit staring. And go find me some goggles,” I demand, swimming around on my back in the water in front of him.

      “You splash me with water, then you ask for something,” he states, trying to understand. “That’s not how you go about getting favors.”

      “Don’t stare next time, and you won’t get splashed,” I rationalize with him. “Now go get them. The chlorine’s fucking with my eyes.”

      He sighs and gets up to go back into the house.

      He’s going to get sick of you at some point, Veronica says.

      Good. Let him. Maybe he’ll let us out of this shit hole.

      

      A few minutes later, he comes back with a pair of green goggles in his hand. He gets close to the edge of the pool and crouches down, holding the goggles out to me. As I swim to him, I examine his unstable position, and I can't resist the gag that pops in my head. He’s setting himself up for it, practically begging me to do it!

      I swim up to the edge of the pool right in front of him, and I do it all in one smooth motion; I plant my feet on the wall, grab onto his wrist with both hands and kick off, pulling him with me. By the time he realizes what I’m doing, it’s too late. He’s falling in, and I’m already kicking away from him as he crashes into the water. I chuckle as he hits the water, moving out of the way of his flailing limbs, watching him panic for a brief moment before he rights himself and breaks the surface. My laughter grows witnessing it all.

      He sputters, clearing hair and water from his face, and I only laugh harder at the wide-eye outrage on his face.

      “Why’d you get so scared?” I taunt him, still giggling as he turns red. “What? Did you think I was gonna try to drown you? I told you I’m not a murderer.”

      He doesn’t say anything. He stares at me with that dumb bug-eyed pissed-off expression, hunched forward, his entire body tense. His fingers are flexed at his sides like he’s trying to hold his anger back, but it doesn't look like he’s winning that battle. I let out a high-pitched laugh before I turn around to swim away from him, but he catches me by my shoulder and spins me around to face him.

      “What the hell is wrong with you!?” He yells in my face. “Why do you do shit like this! I’ve been trying all week to understand you and make you happy, but it’s impossible when nothing you do makes any fucking sense!”

      For a moment, I’m just a little shocked at this explosion from him. I’ve pissed him off before, but now I’ve really done it. I’ve succeeded at infuriating him, and the satisfaction from it couldn’t be sweeter.

      But I bounce back quickly and meet him with my own indignation.

      “Nobody’s making you try to figure me out, Kameron. Stop trying!” I shout louder than he did, taking a step closer to him. “You’re choosing to keep me here! You’re bringing this on yourself! All you had to do was let Megan go when she asked, and you never would have had to deal with this.”

      “I know how to deal with Megan!” he shouts. “But you… you’re insane! It’s impossible to know what’s going on in that fucked up, twisted little head of yours!”

      As he seethes in my face, breathing so hard his chest noticeably rises and falls, I smirk up at him, crossing my arms.

      “Well, if you don’t like it, then that’s shitty for you. I’m part of Megan, and this is what you get. You locked me in that room,” I point out, poking him in his chest. “You chose to deal with me. You thought you could just pick your favorite? Well, you can’t! We’re a packaged deal, and if you can’t handle what’s inside, you can walk. The Fuck. Away!”

      “How am I supposed to figure you out when every hint you give me is a riddle?” he growls. “All you offer up is mixed signals just to run me in circles. I don’t know what’s right or wrong with you, and everything about you confuses the shit out of me.”

      “None of that sounds like my fucking problem,” I snicker, enjoying everything about his breakdown.

      He groans, covering his face with his hands and throwing his head back to the sky. “Fuck…You’ve made everything much more complicated than it should have been,” he mutters. “This shouldn’t be happening.”

      But he’s not really talking to me. It sounds like he’s talking to himself out loud, confusing the shit out of me. Then he sets his wild gaze back on me as he stands there huffing, his anger still distorting his face.

      I’m about to walk away and leave him in this jumbled-up state when out of fucking nowhere, he shoots forward, and his lips collide with mine.

      I put my hand up to his chest to push him away, but this time, my own voice in my head stops me; this is where I want him.

      The moment his lips meet mine, Megan cries out. For a moment, I want to gloat because now she knows what it feels like. But that’s quickly overshadowed by the guilt that unexpectedly takes over.

      I didn’t think I’d feel like this.

      She fades away, but I don’t stop because she’s gone or because I feel a little bit bad. I need to pull him into much deeper waters. I meet his frustrated energy with my own, and I take over.

      I don’t think he’s expecting me to pull him to me and wrap my arms around his neck to keep him down on my level. I devour his mouth, sucking on his tongue that taste like pool water and spearmint. He tries to regain control, but I don’t let him have it; I’ll never let him have it. I wrap one of my legs around his waist, then the other, and he holds me up with his hands on the backs of my thighs.

      But just as quick as he picks me up, he puts me back down and pushes me away from him. He’s not looking at me; his breathing comes out labored as he stares down at the water. I follow his gaze to the bulge in his swim trunks, and when I glance back up, his wildly perplexed eyes are already on me.

      Without another word, he turns around, climbs out of the pool, and goes back into the house, leaving me here stunned. My mind races as I try to figure out how we went from yelling to that so quickly.

      You’ve got him where we want him, Veronica says.

      For now, I push my guilt down because that can’t get in the way of this. As Veronica’s words sink in, I try to latch on to the fact that I got him here somehow, but the way Megan cried out, I can’t get out of my head. I recognize that pain, the anguish, the sadness, and the disappointment. I didn’t think there was anything Megan and I could ever relate to, but now I see that having a broken heart is what we both have in common.
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      Ian

      

      Home sweet home. It’s been a while since I’ve been back here, almost two months now, and I know I’m about to get a lot of shit from my mother for it. This is the longest I’ve gone without visiting. It’s not that I purposefully avoid coming home; it’s just that I’m busy, and these past few weeks have been wild. I’ve talked to her on the phone a few times, but that isn’t enough for my mom; she wants to look me in the eyes to make sure that my words match up with my expression.

      Today, she’s going to know I haven’t been telling her even half of what’s going on. My “I’ve been good” check-ins are going to be dismantled, and I don’t know how I’m going to tell her a portion of everything without spilling it all. I tried to prepare myself the entire way here, but my head is where it always is.

      The airport security camera search is ongoing, and Cal should be calling me any day, but that’s all I have to hope for other than the two of them coming back on their own.

      With all of that fuckery rolling around in my head, and my mom’s inquisitive eyes have probably already caught it all on my face the moment she sees me from the kitchen window walking up the concrete walkway.

      She’s surprised to see me, and I can’t help but smile and wave at her. She disappears from the window, and a few seconds later, the door flies open.

      “It’s good to know you can go months without seeing your old mother,” she says in a scolding tone. “Maybe if I had another child, that one would come and see me more.”

      “Then I wouldn’t have to come as often as I do,” I joke as I laugh. When I get to her, I lean over to hug her, and she wraps her arms around me.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve just been dealing with a lot Ma,” I tell her.

      She pulls away from me but brings her hands up and places them on my cheeks, holding me in place as if I’m still six and not a grown-ass man. She searches my face for a brief moment before I pull away.

      But it’s too late.

      “You haven’t been sleeping,” she states as she turns to go back into the house.

      I follow her, shutting the door behind me.

      “Because of everything I have going on right now.”

      The inside of the house smells amazing, and my stomach rumbles for the first time since Megan’s disappearance. I can always count on her cooking to pull my appetite out. She could be a gourmet chef if she ever decides she wants to quit teaching.

      “Well, if you called me more than twice a month, you could get some of it off your chest,” she says, going back into the kitchen. “Sit down. You chose a perfect time to stop by. I just finished dinner.”

      “What? It’s like one,” I point out.

      “I have things I need to do this evening, so I won’t have to worry about it. Do you want some or not?”

      “Beef stew and garlic mash potatoes,” I say as I take a seat, inhaling the aroma filling the kitchen. “Of course, I want some. You must’ve known I was coming.”

      She shrugs before she reaches up into the cabinet. “I felt that it was time for your annual visit.”

      “I can get my own plate, Ma,” I tell her. “You don’t have to serve me.”

      “You walked through my door talking about having a rough few weeks,” she reminds me. “And you haven’t been sleeping. You need to take a load off.”

      I’m not about to argue with her about it. That’s something I won’t be able to win. The pupil can’t beat the teacher, so I stay right where I am.

      “Tell me what’s been going on with my only son,” she says from the stove with her back to me.

      How do I tell her about this shit show without giving away that it revolves around Alana? She still can’t even stand to hear Alana’s name. She’d hate to find out that Alana has once again come into my life and thrown everything off. If I told her the full story, that’s how she’d see it. I never told her anything about Alana’s mental condition. I don’t think Ma knowing about her condition will warm her towards Alana at all. In any case, I don’t want to be the one to tell my mother about my wife’s mental health issues. I’d much rather have Alana disclose this news herself. When the time comes and when Alana’s ready, I’ll be right here to support her, but I’m not going to bring it up without her here.

      So I do the only thing I can.

      “Well,” I start as she sets a plate loaded down with steaming beef stew over mashed potatoes in front of me. “One of my close friends went missing a couple of weeks ago.”

      “Oh, wow,” she breathes out, shocked. “I wasn’t expecting that. I thought this was going to be about a girl. The last time you looked this disheveled was when that bitch of a wife left you.”

      “Don’t call her a bitch; this isn’t about her.” Which I’m not counting as a total lie. “Anyway, her family doesn’t know where she is, and nobody’s heard from the guy she’s with either.”

      She listens intently as I explain how they ran off together once before, but this isn’t like the last time. She doesn’t show any doubt when I tell her why Megan not leaving a note is suspicious and that she would have definitely told Blue. I tell her about how her brothers’ search came up empty, that they may as well have fallen off the face of the Earth with how they didn’t even leave a paper trail. Not even a purchase at a store in the airport. In the end, I even tell her about the cameras just so she can understand the other heavy layer to all this that has me up all night.

      “And there’s nothing I can do to help her,” I finish. “I’ve been staying in touch with her brothers, and they’re handling everything, and I have to just sit here, watch, and wait.”

      “And you don’t think he’s dangerous, the fiance?” she inquires, concern knitting her eyebrows together.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “Blue knows the dude, and he says he’s harmless, and I believe it. He’s a prick, but I can’t say he’s dangerous.”

      “But Blue found cameras hidden around their condo, Ian,” she reminds me, shaking her head. “If he went that far, what’s stopping that from evolving into “if I can’t have you, nobody can”? That’s how a lot of young women get murdered. They mistake these characteristics for love and look over what’s really going on.”

      I groan.

      “That’s not what I need to hear. I’m already worried enough without thinking about that too.”

      “I’m sorry, son.” She reaches over and rubs my shoulder. “I didn’t mean to give you something else to think about. But you’ve never been naive. You had to have thought about it.”

      “Before, yeah, but Blue knows the dude pretty well; he went out with his sister for a while. He’s not violent. He’s just some rich prick that didn’t want anyone interfering with their relationship. That’s just a guess based on what I’ve learned.”

      “What other reason could there be?” she wonders.

      The fact that she could be carrying my kid and he doesn’t want me anywhere near Megan is a fucking huge one that I can’t tell her about.

      “I have no idea.  That’s the only major problem that I knew of.”

      “So he doesn’t want her to spend time with friends, nor does he like how protective her family is of her. That sounds beyond the scope of healthy possessiveness.”

      “Yeah, I got that when he offered me money to stay away from her,” I mumble.

      “He did WHAT?” she exclaims, her eyes popping out. “How much did he offer you?”

      “Five hundred thousand.”

      I didn’t think her eyes could get any wider, but they do.

      “How-how rich is this family of his?” she asks, astonished.

      “They’re loaded according to Blue.”

      “Are you sure that’s a friendship you need? You can’t make other friends, Ian?”

      “Ma!”

      She throws her hands up. “I’m kidding. I’m kidding. I’m just trying to lighten the mood. You know I’d never be serious about that.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “If Blue knows he’s not dangerous and you know that he’s not, then it’s likely your friend will come back unharmed for the most part. What this will do to her mentally and emotionally is hard to determine.” If she knew Megan’s full story, she’d know how much more pressing this is because of those two factors. “He might come to his senses on his own and realize what he’s doing isn’t right. But that’s if they didn’t run away together again. They do have a history of it, after all.”

      “I really don’t think that’s the case,” I reiterate, picking up my fork finally.

      “Hopefully, it’s not as bad as what you’re thinking,” she says, reaching for my plate. “Let me heat this up. It’s probably cold now.”

      “What else has been going on with you?” she asks, leaning on the counter next to the microwave.

      “The only other thing I have going on is a showing in a few weeks.”

      Her eyes slightly widen, then a hard frown takes over her face.

      “When were you going to tell me about it?” she asks. “Last minute like the other one? Do you not want me to come see your art?”

      I smirk at her, leaning to the right so I can pull the tickets out of my left back pocket, and I slide them across the table.

      “I learned my lesson last time,” I say.

      She snatches them off the table, side-eyeing me as she does. “Good. Pete’s still hurt because we didn’t get to go to the last one.”

      Which was for the better, considering how the evening descended into chaos.

      “I was nervous,” I shrug, watching as she sticks them to the refrigerator with magnets. “But I have a good feeling about this one.”

      It’s the only thing I’ve been looking forward to the past few months. Despite my struggles getting good shots, the feeling never faded, and it’s only gotten stronger.

      As I eat, she tells me about everything that’s been going on in her and Pete’s life, and as she catches me up on the neighborhood gossip, I forget my troubles from my side of town for a little while.
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      Kam

      

      I watch her from an upstairs window looking like a mermaid, as she gracefully swims around on her back as if nothing happened just now.

      But it did. Something huge happened.

      I kissed Alana. I did. Me. She didn’t make a move on me, and she didn’t trick me into doing so. Every bit of that was my doing, and it’s confusing the shit out of me.

      Why the hell did I do that?

      All of my conflicting emotions crashed together out there as she yelled that I’d never know what it takes to handle everything that comes with her. All I could see as she screamed at me was the vixen lying on the pool chair with her arms above her head, showing off her perfect breast with that mischievous grin on her lips. Even though what she was saying pissed me off, I couldn’t help but notice how close she’d gotten and that even with her face balled up in rage, she’s gorgeous. Despite her being completely unreasonable and purposefully difficult, all of her craziness, all of her stubbornness, is confusingly sexy as fuck because, at the end of the day, she has the love of my life’s face and body.

      But how would Megan feel about this? By kissing Alana, is that the same as kissing another woman even though it’s Megan’s body? Did I just make a huge fucking mistake? Am I supposed to be feeling more guilty about this?

      Half of me is remorseful, consumed with guilt for betraying Megan by accepting this part of her that neither of us wanted to stick around. Would Megan want me to convince this part of her that I could make her happy?

      As I watch Alana swimming down below without a care in the world, the part of me that wants to see them as one person tells me I’m only doing so to make myself feel better about what I’ve done. But I’m not completely off base. Alana’s a part of Megan, like she’s said a few times. However different they may be, they’re still one person. So, in essence, I just kissed Megan, just a different version of her.

      Even in my own head, I know that’s a desperate attempt at making myself feel less like shit.

      Until I figure her out and sort through these confusing emotions,  I can’t let myself fall like that again. At this point, I need to talk to Megan about this. Then a thought makes my heart slam in my chest. Does she already know? Will she understand where I’m coming from?

      As these questions rattle around in my head, I trail Alana around the swimming pool, watching her kick her long legs, moving slowly along in the water, floating on her back lazily as the water holds her up. I can’t help but wonder if she’s thinking about it too. I have no clue what’s going on in that head of hers. I never do.

      I know she hates me. She makes it her main priority to let me know so. But still, she kissed me back.

      She was all over me and dominated the kiss, as I should’ve predicted. Nobody’s ever kissed me like that before. It was among the hottest encounters I’ve had to date; how she took over and the way she sucked my tongue into her mouth drove me wild, and the feel of her legs wrapped around my waist still lingers. I couldn’t have ever predicted I'd be standing here with a hard-on watching her float around the pool.

      Fuck. What has she done to me?

      My alarm going off startles me, and I’m pulled from my thoughts, but I’m still in a daze. I have been since I’ve come back inside. I need to go downstairs and make lunch for her. She didn’t have anything in between lunch and breakfast, and she burned a lot of energy swimming, so I know she’s hungry.

      But I stand here and watch her for another five minutes, not wanting to take my eyes off of her; I don’t want her to disappear somewhere, but mostly because I just can’t look away.

      It isn’t much longer before she swims to the edge of the pool stairs and climbs out. Even when she doesn’t know someone's watching, she still has this alluring vibe to her, and I’m drawn to her.

      But I shouldn’t be.

      She glides over to where her towel is, pointing her face up towards the sun as she lifts both arms to put her hair behind her shoulders. She has a bounce to her walk, her hips swaying as she sashays to the pool chair. Once she has her towel wrapped around her, she comes back inside without drying off. After all the energy she just put out, I get it.

      She turns to come back inside, and it takes everything in me to calm down. I have to think of every turn-off under the sun to get my dick to calm down and quickly. I can’t give her a chance to grab something to stab or hit me with.

      Five minutes later, I finally make it back downstairs to find her rummaging through the fridge, standing in a puddle of water.

      She doesn’t know I’m standing here, but I don’t want to be in the same space as her right now. I can’t be, not with how mixed up my head is. I need to get her away from me for just a second, so I can regroup.

      “Alana-”

      At my voice, she jumps and spins around, holding a Tupperware bowl with leftover chicken.

      Her eyes flicker up and down my body as a frown settles into her features.

      “What?” she asks before she goes back to searching the fridge.

      “You hungry? I’ll make you something to eat while you shower.”

      “Not so you can lock me back in that room,” she says as she turns around with a bowl of strawberries. “Besides, this thing inside of me wants food now.”

      She brings one to her lips and bites into it, her gray eyes shining as she stares right into mine, licking juice from her lips, leaving them wet as she chews. I swallow hard, trying to resist but failing to not get turned on by her eating a fucking strawberry. I struggle watching her wrap her lips around the rest of it, then drop the leafy top back into the bowl only to pull another one out. She brings it to her mouth and bites the tip off as she comes towards me, her lips making sure none of the juice escapes.

      I have to fight past my clouded mind to finally speak.

      “You can’t just have fruit for lunch. Not after all the energy you just burned,” I say as she nears me. “And you have to wash the chlorine off. I’ll make lunch for you while you-”

      “Shh,” She’s right in front of me now. She brings the strawberry she bit off of to my lips and holds it against them. “Relax. Eat a strawberry. They’re refreshing.”

      I stare down at her as she holds the half-eaten fruit to my mouth, and I part my lips to allow her to slide the rest of the strawberry in. I bite it off, and she gives me a devious smile before dropping the strawberry top into the bowl and taking another one out.

      She puts it to my mouth, and as I bite into that one, she doesn’t break eye contact as she says, “I’m not going back in that room, so stop trying. But you can make my lunch, though.”

      She keeps her eyes locked on mine as she sidesteps me, and I’m about to let her go on with whatever she’s about to do, but I can’t let her walk away from me right now.

      I catch her by her upper arm, and she stops to look down at my hand. I pull her back in front of me and take the bowl from her, meaning to guide her back down the hallway to her room, but instead…I look at her lips, still red from the strawberries she ate. If it were Megan, I wouldn’t hesitate to taste them. I wouldn’t hesitate to do anything at all. And it is Megan, deep down. Isn’t it?

      I’m making excuses because I want to kiss her, and I know it. But when I lean forward to let my mouth brush against Alana’s, she doesn’t hesitate this time. If anything, she kisses me back as hungrily as she wrapped her lips around that strawberry. As I taste the juice on her tongue, I feel like I’m losing my grasp on reality.

      But this isn’t Megan. It’s Alana, and she’s not going to let me lead for long. She twists around, backing me up against the wall as I try to regain control of the situation, nipping at her lower lip. She moans softly, making all the blood in my brain rush instantly to my dick, and as she goes up on her toes to get a better angle on my mouth, I know I’m getting in far too deep. Her hands grab my hips, pulling me against the swell of her belly, making it impossible for me not to touch her. My hands slide over the curve of her stomach, down her back, and I can feel hers on my bare chest, sliding over the ridges of muscle as she travels upwards. When her hand curls around the back of my head, tugging it forward so that she can latch onto my earlobe with her teeth, I’m instantly so hard that it’s painful.

      

      “Alana,” I groan, needing her to slow down just a bit.

      “Hmmm,” she hums right next to my ear, and it’s like music in my brain.

      “Slow down… We can’t.”

      “You started it,” she drawls.

      I almost lose it when her tongue slides up my neck.

      But it also snaps me back to where I am.

      I catch her by her shoulders and hold her at arm's length, taking deep breaths as my gaze falls on my tented swim trunks. Then I focus my gaze on Alana, whose calculating eyes are already pointed towards it.

      I have to get away from her now.

      I tighten my grip on her upper arm and begin pulling her back toward the room.

      “No! Stop, Kam! I don’t want to go back in there!” She yells, trying as hard as she can to get away.

      She tries to escape my grasp, but I’m walking too fast, and my grip is too tight for her to free herself. It might end up bruising, but I’ll deal with that later. Right now, I need to stop what's about to happen.

      She yells and tries to loosen my grip on her, but it’s no use. I get her into her room, and after a ton of maneuvering, I swiftly get out the door and lock it.

      But she gets up much quicker this time because just as I lock the door, the knob violently jiggles, and two hard bangs come from the other side.

      I turn around and go back to the kitchen. I glance at the puddle of water in front of the refrigerator, then I look at the bowl of strawberries on the counter, and lastly, my attention finds the wall my back was against. Alana’s first day out went in a completely different direction than I thought it would, but it falls in line with everything about her.

      I have to get my head back in this, and right now, I’m not thinking straight at all.
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      Alana

      

      I stare at the door, trying as hard as I can to hold back the utter rage coursing through me. What stops me from flying off the handle like I want is a small movement from the baby. I remind myself to hold it together for their sake. I have to.

      Megan’s gone and hasn’t come back. She disappeared the second Kam ambushed me in the pool, too distraught that Mr. Perfect Prince fucking Charming came on to me. I angrily swipe the back of my hand across my mouth, but that isn’t good enough to get the feel and taste of Kam off of me. I stomp into the bathroom, snatch my toothbrush off the counter, squeeze much more toothpaste than needed onto the bristles and brush my teeth more vigorously than I ever have. I cover every inch of my mouth with toothpaste as I desperately try to get rid of the taste of Kam’s disgusting slimy saliva.

      I scrub and brush until my gums can’t take it anymore before swishing mouthwash around, then I hop in the shower to wash away everything else.

      But, it can’t wash away the fact that I feel like shit for Megan. I don’t want to because she needed to see that. She needed to see the rest, too, but if she could barely handle one kiss, I have no idea what seeing what happened after would have done to her. She put so much of her trust and faith in Kameron that this must be like a punch to the gut for her. The one person in the world she trusted not only kidnapped her but also came on to me. I already knew he wasn’t shit, but this is devastating news for her.

      I knew that wasn’t a solid plan. I growl at Veronica. I knew he’d react this way!

      She doesn’t say anything as I cross the room heading into the tub.

      What? So now you don’t have shit to say? I seethe.

      If my thoughts could yell, they'd shatter glass with how much anger is behind them.

      I’m sorry, okay?! She says. I didn’t know he’d come on to you as fast as he did. I thought he’d be more loyal than that. I didn’t know it’d take two seconds to get under his skin. What other plan did we have to go with?!

      Anything would have been better! Thanks to your genius fucking idea, I’m stuck in here for who the hell knows how long! If I would’ve just gone with my plan-

      “FUCK!” I yell at the ceiling.

      Calm down, Alana, she orders.

      Nope, you don’t get to tell me what to do anymore, I snip. If I hadn’t listened to you at the beginning of all of this, we wouldn’t still be in this mess. I could’ve already made him let us go. But I went with your plan! Just sit back and shut the fuck up now, Veronica, or I swear to fucking God I’m going to figure out how to block your ass out. I mean it this time! I’m doing this shit my way from now on.

      Alana, don’t you get it!? Kam hasn’t left you in here to rot. He’s confused! He doesn’t know how to handle his attraction to you.

      What- he tell you that himself? I ask her sarcastically. You thought I was kidding about blocking your ass?

      I shut my eyes, trying to figure out how to do this shit. How do I shut her voice off?

      Stop it, Alana! If you’d stop and think for once in your life, you would see it for yourself. He was asking you to slow down because you were going too fast. If you would have listened, you might have still been out there!

      I let out an incredulous laugh.

      So now this is my fault? I carry out a plan you were adamant about, and it’s my fault that I scared him away.

      Is it like a line or some shit that I have to snip?

      Listen, she begs frantically. All I’m saying is that Kam is trying to figure this out. Given how he and Megan feel about you, this is unexpected to him. Give him time to sort through whatever’s going on in his head, and then he’ll be back.

      Time? Fuck time! We’re running out of time! If what you’re saying is true, then I don’t want to give him time to become okay with this. If he’s comfortable with me, he will never leave Megan.

      I’m going to have to do this alone, sorry, Veronica.

      Wait! Alana-

      The silence that surrounds me is loud as fuck when she cuts off, giving me more than enough room to think without her interjecting her oh so wise comments. And since Megan is nowhere to be found, it’s like old times again.

      As soon as I step out into the room, the walls seem like they’ve moved inward, and I let out a deep breath in an attempt to dispel some of the panic building in my chest. The silver cloche on the nightstand catches my attention, and when I see it, my hunger comes back to me. I try to let that distract me. I go over to it to find spaghetti and meatballs underneath.

      So he’s back to pussing out again, huh? I wonder how long he’s going to keep this up.
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      For two and a half days, he drops food off for me, then runs the fuck away like he isn’t the one that came on to me. He comes in with no knock or warning, and he’ll crack the door just wide enough to slide the tray in. My patience for that shit runs out pretty fucking quick. I’ve been beyond fed up and antsy, but by dinner time the second day, I’ve had enough. I can’t stay in this room anymore while Kameron copes with what he did. The very thought sends a shiver of disgust down my spine, and it’s what drives me to listen intently for the doorknob for when he brings breakfast.

      I couldn’t sleep for shit last night, too nervous I’d wake up, and the tray would be by the door. He hasn’t been knocking and calling out to me like he usually does before he comes into the room, so I would’ve stayed asleep when he drops breakfast off. Since I blocked Veronica out, a decision that I’ve been going back and forth with about trying to undo, I try playing movies to keep my mind from whispering to me that I’m never getting out of here.

      I attempted to do this the humble way, but he ignored me the few times I called out to him, shutting the door with no hesitation. So I’m already up, and as breakfast time slowly approaches, my nerves start making my hands quiver, which is total fucking shit. I’ve never been so nervous about confronting anyone in my entire life. This is a new feeling, and I hate it.

      But when the doorknob jiggles, I push all of that down; it can’t get in my way now.

      He pushes the door open, and I almost rip it off its hinges when I throw it open wider. I meet his eyes before he quickly sets the tray he’s holding down on the table and ushers me further back into the room.

      But I wasn’t trying to get out. Where the fuck would I go?

      I wanted him to come in here, and he did just that.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, Kam!?” I shout as he kicks the door shut with his foot. I turn around and walk deeper into the room, then spin around to face him again. I meant for it to come out calm, but after days of being locked in this room, I’m far from it. “You come on to me, then you lock me back in here because- what- you’re confused? You regret what you did?”

      His eyes widen just a bit before he squints at me, a deep scowl settling on his face.

      “That’s not why I put you in here again,” he says through clenched teeth. “If you weren’t completely bat shit fucking crazy, you wouldn’t be, but you’re too wild, Alana!” he yells.

      My lips pull back at his ludacris statement.

      “Yeah! That’s what it is!” I sneer at him viciously. “You’re doing a piss poor job at controlling this situation you got us in, so you lock me in here to maintain what little control you do have. You’re fucking pathetic!”

      “It’s not about control,” he bites out, taking a few steps toward me. “It’s about keeping you in one spot, so you don’t disappear, hurt yourself, or do any of the other insane shit you’re known for.”

      I let out the most humorless laugh I’ve ever heard.

      “You’re really going to keep up with that? Spare me that fucking line,” I say. “You’ve already said you wouldn’t put Megan in here because you can control her!! You know exactly what to say to get her to cooperate, and that’s why you had to put me in this room because that shit doesn’t fly with me.” I’m closer to him now, so close that I can poke him in the chest. But I shove him instead. “You’re weak. You’re insecure. You’re not used to having to work for anything. You’re used to women just lying back and rolling over for you, giving you whatever you want. I’m in here because of you. I would fucking ruin you.”

      He catches my wrist in his hand, and he glowers down at me, pissed. It’s easy to see just how my words have struck a chord, but I only dig deeper.

      I step closer to him and look up right into his face.

      “You’d go insane if you had to deal with me for longer than a month. But now you’re just waiting for Megan to come back so you two can bond over what a monster I am and how I tried to seduce you. She’s just as weak and spineless as you are.”

      His eyebrows are set low over his eyes, and his grip on my wrist has gotten tighter, but I twist my arm in a circle to get out of it, so I can walk away from him.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says, his voice low, and I spin around to face him.

      “Then why don’t you fill me in!” I yell, cutting off whatever he was about to say. “Do you know how shitty it is to be locked away in a room to rot? You asshole!” I say, walking back up to him again, unable to get a grip on my overflowing resentment towards him, and I shove him harder this time, way too pissed to care.

      “Admit it!” I continue, shoving him again. “Admit that you don’t know what the fuck you’re doing, and now you’re floundering, and you don’t know how to deal with your regret about coming on to me! You can’t just lock someone away because you fucked up!”

      I go to shove him again, but he catches my wrists in his hands. I try to break free, but he holds on tight.

      “Fine!” He shouts in my face, his furry making him unrecognizable. “You want a confession so bad, then here’s one! I don’t know why but you intrigue me, Alana, and I have no idea what to do about it! But I still want to learn more about you for some fucked up reason! Happy now? Is that what you wanted to hear!?”

      Huh, I didn’t expect that. I intrigue him. Welcome to the club, Kameron.
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      Kam

      

      There. I said it, and I can’t take it back. It’s almost more of an admission to myself than to her.

      I already know I’m an idiot for hoping she’d ever want to open up to me.  She hasn’t said anything, and as the seconds tick by, my heart rate speeds up, waiting for her response, and I feel myself starting to panic.

      Just before I’m about to leave, her eyes narrow, and she leans forward.

      “You have an odd way of trying to get to know a person,” she spits out harshly, then turns away from me. I watch her take a seat on the edge of the bed, her arms folded across her chest, and I prepare myself for what’s coming next. “It was messed up of me to leave you in here; I can admit that,” I tell her honestly. “And you’re right. I have no idea what I should do when it comes to you, but I’m trying to figure it out.”

      “I didn’t need you to admit you don’t know what you’re doing. That much is obvious. But why you kissed me isn’t.” She tilts her head to the side, an inquisitive frown on her face. “What the fuck was that about?”

      “It was a lapse in judgment,” I answer, and she immediately scoffs.

      “All of this has been a lapse in judgment for you, but it isn’t a valid excuse,” she says. “It’s deeper than that.”

      “So then why don’t you tell me what the reason is. You seem to know something I don’t,” I counter.

      Her eyes flicker up and down my body before she stands and turns away from me, heading towards the dresser. I watch curiously at what she’s doing as she ruffles through the top drawer, and when she finds what she’s searching for, she glances over her shoulder at me.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” she demands, then disappears into the bathroom.

      The door closes behind her, and I let out a deep breath, welcoming this moment to collect myself.

      What could she possibly be doing in there? Whatever it is, I know it has to deal with the question she’s trying to get me to answer. Am I an idiot to stand here waiting around to see? Surprises from Alana can’t be good. I should probably leave; no telling what’s going to happen when she comes out of that bathroom. But what if, for the first time, it’s something positive? I’m having a hard time trying to convince myself of that. Positivity and delightfulness aren’t concepts Alana’s familiar with.

      I want to leave, but I need to prove to her that whatever she throws at me, I can handle it. The main reason she’s been the way she has been with me is to piss me off and get under my skin, but eventually, I’ll get used to her. It’s just how she is. Then she’ll see that her antics can’t run me off, and maybe then I’ll start to understand her more, and she can see that I’m someone who can be trusted to take care of Megan. But for right now, anything could happen when she comes out of that bathroom, and I have to be ready for it.

      When the door swings open, not only do I realize none of my guesses would have been close to being right, but I’m also aware that I’m not prepared.

      She comes out dressed in a lingerie set I’ve hardly ever seen Megan in, a blood-red push-up bra that makes her breasts look amazing paired with a matching thong and a sheer red robe that stops at the curve of her hips.

      I swallow hard at the sight of her as she leans on the door frame, her hair flipped to one side, cascading over one shoulder, her fingers toying with the strings tied in a bow at the top of her belly. Her long, gorgeous legs stick out the most, one crossed over the other as she leans on the door frame. My mind goes blank, and my cock pushes up against my zipper as I take her in, every gorgeous inch of her.

      She smiles when she catches the gaped-mouth look on my face before sashaying over to me, her hips swinging from right to left. I thought the sway in her walk before was alluring, but this sexed-up version of how she normally moves is impossible to look away from. I had no idea just how many more notches she could turn it up to.

      I want to look away from her, but I can’t. I’m entranced by her, locked in by the playful glint in her eyes, that slow, hypnotic walk, and the confidence with which she does it. I’ve never seen Megan like this before. Everything about her right now is familiar yet foreign, like watching a movie I’ve seen a thousand times but in a different language. But however different this version is, she’s still Megan, and that’s what I repeat silently to myself.

      “What are you doing?” I ask her, trying to refrain from getting sucked in more, but it's a battle I’m losing.

      She’s so close to me now, and every nerve in my body is on high alert. I can barely concentrate.

      “You don’t seem to have a problem with it.” Her low, seductive voice yanks me from my daze, pulled out by the sudden change in her tone.

      What’s more, is that for the first time, she isn’t looking at me like I’m scum. Those calculating eyes are now hooded and full of intrigue as she examines my reaction. My entire body heats up at this change in her scrutiny; it’s exhilarating having her look at me in some other way than in disgust and hatred, so much so, that I don’t want this moment to end. But I know it has to.

      She maintains eye contact as she comes to a stop right in front of me, a seductive grin on her face. Gently, she places her hand on my stomach, but I grab hold of her wrist.

      “What’s going on with you?” I question her. “Why are you acting like this?”

      She doesn’t flinch at all from my tone or the fact that I have a tight grip on her wrist; she just keeps staring up at me.

      “Why’d you kiss me, Kam?” she asks again, taking a step closer to me. “You’re not fooling me. It wasn’t a bad judgment call.”

      “It was, and it never should have happened,” I declare, wanting to get that moment out of her head.

      “But then… it happened again,” she points out her voice just above a sexy whisper. “And you didn’t seem to have a problem with that time either. You liked it.”

      I can’t tear my eyes from her. I don’t want to give her a reason to think she’s right because she is. I don’t want to confirm it, though, but denying it would be an obvious lie, one she’ll pick up on easily. I can’t leave the room like the voice in the back of my head is telling me because that would be a dead giveaway too. I should have left when I had the chance but seeing Megan’s likeness like this has me stuck to this spot.

      The smirk on her face grows the longer I don’t have an answer for her.

      “Your silence is enough of an answer,” she says. “You want to again, don’t you? That’s why you haven’t backed away from me.”

      “I’m not going to follow up on whatever it is you’re doing, Alana,” I tell her. “I told you it was a lapse in judgment. I’d never expect anything to come of it.” Truth is, I’ve been thinking about those moments between us for the last two days. Each time, it doesn’t get any easier to cope with the fact that yes, I liked how it felt kissing her, but only because physically, all I see is Megan.

      Mischief descends on her face before she says, “That’s not what I asked you. Why are you avoiding the question?”

      “I’m not avoiding any-”

      My words stop short in my throat when her wet lips graze my neck. My entire body goes rigid from the electricity that surges through me. Everything in me orders me to push her away, but for some reason, I can’t. My heart starts pounding harder in my chest when I realize I like how her lips feel, and I don’t want this sensation to cease.

      My grip on her wrist loosens, and she places her other hand on my shoulder as she trails light pecks up the side of my neck. I get lost in the soft kisses she’s placing on my throat; I didn’t know she was capable of tenderness, but she’s proving me wrong.

      I need to escape this trance I’m in. I have to stop it.

      “Alana-” I finally get out in a raspy voice, but her hand fists around a clump of hair at the back of my head, and she pulls my head back.

      “Shush,” she says, trailing her other hand down my chest, over my abdomen to my stiffening cock. “No talking.”

      Before she gets all the way down, her other hand comes back to my chest, grabs a handful of my shirt,  smirks at me, and then walks backward, tugging me towards the bed. I don’t try to stop her, and the thing is, I find that I don’t want to. There’s this determined look in her eye that prevents me from walking away like I know I should, one that says she’s been waiting for this moment.

      I think she’s going to climb onto the bed and encourage me to follow her. Instead, she spins me around, taking advantage of the half-daze I’m in to push me down onto my back. She moves between my thighs, leaning down to take my face in her hands and kiss me slowly, although I’m too stunned to return any of it. The passion in her kiss makes me want more. Desire slams into me like an eighteen-wheeler, rocking my entire world and way of thinking of things as my hard cock rapidly scrambles my brain.

      I want her–Megan–which is it? Alana is driving the car, but everything about the body on top of mine is Megan–except for the way she moves. Megan would never be so provocative, so aggressive. Alana reaches behind her, freeing the knot holding her sheer robe closed, and it falls open, slipping down her shoulders.

      What will Megan think?

      Does Megan even know what’s happening? Is she in there somewhere, screaming for me to push Alana off, to stop her, or is she happy that Alana might be coming around to Megan’s way of thinking, at last, wanting me? Could this fix things for us, or will it make it all so much worse?

      Am I just trying to convince myself to let this happen because I’m so fucking horny right now?

      I reach up, wanting to touch her, but I hesitate. This could start an entirely new avalanche of problems. Or this could all be a trick, and as soon as I touch her, reciprocate even a little, Alana will freak out and start screaming at me. This all seems too good to be true.

      

      But Alana is only encouraging.“Go on,” she coaxes me, her voice husky. I glance up at her, and she’s watching me, her eyelids hooded.

      Even with that permission, I don’t touch her instantly. I give myself one more second to try to think it through, to decide if I should shut this shit down or let the fact that it’s Megan’s body convince me that this is okay, that it’s not cheating, that it could even help us.

      

      I don’t know if I ever really had a choice, though, once she got me down on the bed. I might have been lost when she started kissing my neck. I can’t be sure.

      I touch her shoulders where the robe has slipped down, gently pushing the sheer material the rest of the way. As it falls and slithers off her body, my hands go to her perfect ass, fuller now from the pregnancy and weight gain. Megan was shy about it, but Alana is nothing but confident, flaunting her fuller figure, her swollen breasts, her rounded ass, and curved six-month belly. Megan was worried I wouldn’t want her like this, but she looks so intensely erotic that I can feel myself throbbing, so eager to get inside of her that I don’t know how I’ll manage to wait. But if there’s one thing I know about Alana holding the wheel, she’ll want to control the speed.

      

      I want to kiss every inch of her as I run my hands up her back. Still, I just stop beneath her shoulder blades, fingers stroking her silky skin as she looks down at me with those hooded, heated grey eyes. Everything about her is more commanding and powerful than any woman I’ve ever been with. It’s a hell of a turn-on, and that part of me that remembers that this is Alana, feels guilty, like I’m enjoying having two women in one far too much. But it is Megan, I remind myself, mesmerized as I look up at her, prey caught in a serpent’s gaze.

      I know deep down that Alana is in charge of this, that I can’t possibly know if Megan approves, but all I see is Megan. It’s like I’m under a spell, hypnotized.

      

      “Lose the shirt,” she orders, and I do, not breaking eye contact except for when the shirt slides over my head.

      She straddles one of my thighs as I toss my shirt away, licking her lips at the sight of my muscled chest. As she leans forward to kiss me, my hands find her lower back, fingertips grazing the edge of her thong as she rides my thigh, the slippery material of her panties against my skin, another new and erotic sensation. Her hand cups my chin, tilting my face up as she slides her thumb between my lips, and I groan as she smiles wickedly down at me before crushing her mouth against mine, her tongue replacing her finger as she kisses me hot and slow, making me ache for more of her.

      My hands slide down to her ass, cupping, squeezing, and she pushes me back into the mattress, her grin widening. “Get rid of the pants,” she orders, and my hands go to my fly without argument. I feel like a puppet, her pulling my strings, and it’s strangely hot as her gaze follows my hands as I shed my pants and boxers, my hard cock jutting outwards as if to beg for her attention. Alana kneels above me, staring down at me with that unreadable expression as she moves upwards, hovering over me as she beckons with a finger.

      This time I kiss her, leaning up to grab her upper arms, kissing her as her hands slide down my chest, not close enough to my cock. As the kiss deepens, tongues wrangling for control as Alana moans softly again, I have the urge to toss her onto her back and take charge. But I don’t want to fuck it up. She doesn’t give me the chance anyway–the moment it seems like I might have the upper hand, she pushes me back, straddling my waist without actually touching my cock. She reaches up as I resist the urge to stroke myself, undoing her bra and tossing it aside. I groan aloud as I see her perfect breasts and stiff, rosy nipples come into view. I hadn’t thought I could get any harder, but I do, stiffening to the point of pain as Alana rocks against me, her panty-covered pussy just grazing against the straining, hot flesh of my cock. Her breasts move as she does, swaying tantalizingly, and I want to fill my hands with them.

      I slide my palms up her waist, towards her full, pregnancy-swollen breasts. Just as I’m about to graze my fingertips against them, she grabs my wrists, slamming my hands back down against the mattress as she makes a tsking sound, still swaying near my cock.

      

      A devious smirk turns up on her lips as she says, “No touching now.”

      Fuck, she’s driving me insane.

      She keeps grinding against me, letting me watch as she mimics what she could be doing on my cock right now. Her hand wraps around my throbbing length, the pad of her thumb stroking the sensitive spot just below the head, and it feels as if an electric shock just jolted through my body.

      

      “Fuck, Alana,” I groan, my voice hoarse with frustration. “I can’t take it anymore.”

      “Someone’s impatient,” she teases in an airy voice. She slowly moves her hand up and down my shaft, making me grit my teeth as small waves of pleasure ripple through me. I shut my eyes against the frustration she’s causing, not wanting her to stop if I try to take over this slow, seductive torture.

      “You have to tell me.” Her voice comes to me and fills up the darkness behind my eyelids.

      “Tell you what?” I damn near moan out.

      “Tell me what you want.”

      I swallow hard, knowing exactly what I want.

      “I want to…  I want fuck you,” I tell her.

      “How bad?” she pushes. “How bad do you wanna fuck me, Kameron?”

      “More than you know.”

      “Oh, I think I know,” she says.

      Her hand disappears from around my cock, and my eyes open to find her with the evilest shit-eating grin I’ve seen on anyone.

      She leans over into my ear and says in a cold voice, “And so does Megan. She can’t fucking stand you now.”

      The world rushes back to me, and my body freezes as she sits up. The grin on her face instantly morphs back to anger, and she glares at me with every ounce of contempt she harbors inside of her.

      “Did you really think I was going to fuck you?” She viciously sneers at me before she climbs off.

      She grabs her bra and puts it back on as I lie here trying to figure out what the fuck just happened. I have no idea how to connect the dots to how we got back here.

      “You know how fucking shitty that is?” she continues, pulling a shirt out of a drawer. “I’m not gonna screw Megan’s boyfriend. Wait, no- I’m not screwing Megan’s fucking fiance. That would ruin her Kameron. She’s already fragile enough as it is, but you don’t seem to give a shit about that.”

      She motions to my cock as I sit up and turn my back to Alana, placing my head in my quivering hands as what I was about to do dawns on me. Was it going to be as much of a betrayal as she’s making it sound? Too much shit is running through my mind to try and come up with an answer to that. I’m too dazed and shocked to respond to anything she’s saying. My contradicting thoughts collide with each other, and I can’t come up with an answer for anything as disgust and horror begin to take over.

      “No, no, no,” I mumble to myself. “It’s Megan’s body….you’re just in it….”

      “Don’t forget Veronica,” she reminds me. “Would you have tried to fuck her too? Although I can’t imagine she’d even let you touch her. I don’t think she’d let anyone but Blue touch her. And I’d never fuck someone as weak as you. How easily you folded on Megan. You’re pathetic, Kameron.”

      I didn’t fold, did I? She’s not some other woman. This is my fiance…a version of her at least. I remind myself of that as nausea passes through me.

      “But… it’s the same body...It’s still Megan.” I sound like I don’t even believe it in my own ears.

      Alana’s sharp cackle brings me out of my daze, and my heart starts to pound in my throat. I look at her, and through that cold fury, I can't see Megan anywhere in her.

      “Not to you, we’re not,” she throws at me. “That’s why I’m locked in this room. Because you’d never do this to Megan, right? You’re just using that as an excuse to justify wanting to fuck me. That’s so shitty of you, betraying her trust like that. Just because we have the same body doesn’t make it okay for you to fuck me.”

      With ease yet again, she sees right through me, and she couldn’t be more right.

      Was this her plan all along?

      This diabolical, conniving woman easily managed to get me to let go of all of my convictions. I thought I knew what she was capable of. I was wrong.

      I definitely have to get away from her. I have to get far away from her.

      I stand up, not even bothering to get my clothes, and I leave the room as she asks where the fuck am I going, but I don’t respond to her.

      “Answer me!” she screams, following me, but I’m out the door with it locked before she makes it to me.

      “YOU FUCKING PIECE OF SHIT!” I hear her yell through the door, but I back away from it.

      I find myself back in the same position as I was on day one, except this time, instead of having almost ended my life, she’s turned my world upside down. I’ve never been mixed up this bad in my life. She did it so flawlessly, and I didn’t even know it was happening.

      How, though? I knew what I was getting into when she showed up, yet somehow she still managed to play me so smoothly I didn’t realize it was happening. How did I blur the lines between Megan and Alana? Did I separate her body and mind so I’d feel less guilty about still being attracted to her? How did I think that Alana being in Megan’s body somehow made the same person in a sense? I’m not sure where I got crossed up in all of this.

      I sit with my head in my hands as she yells in the background, and I play our entire time here back in my head. As soon as I start remembering everything, I realize I didn’t blur the lines one bit. In fact, she made sure I made the two of them distinguishable. All that shit about figuring out what she likes through what Megan hates, making me do the opposite of what Megan would like, behaving differently than how I am with Megan. This entire time right from the beginning, she was getting me to bend to her will from the room she’s been confined to. She worked herself into each and every one of my thoughts and lured me in with a body I’m familiar with. She made me eager to know her.

      I feel sick as I realize she made me want to make her happy and find out more about her despite everything I dislike about her. Thoughts of Megan plague me. Does she hate me? Could she forgive me for this, is Alana telling the truth? Maybe Megan understands. What the fuck did I do?

      Three more days would have made two weeks. It didn’t take her long at all to completely destroy what I thought was a solid foundation.

      What could she do if she had more time?

      I’m scared to see what might happen if we’re here any longer together, and I can’t keep her in that room. As much as I hate to admit it, but after this, I know I can’t face her

      Everything has gone to shit. I push myself off the floor to go grab my phone off the kitchen counter. I type up a message, reading it twice before I send it to Cal, then I get dressed and leave the villa to get myself together.
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      Ian

      

      My eyes are fixated on the punching bag in front of me, and I’m going at it like I’m fighting for my life. Music blares in my headphones, and I ignore everyone around me as I lay into the heavyweight bag I chose for my stress relief today. I’m sweating buckets, and my body is worn out, but I keep going. I don’t want to stop. The second I do, I will be tossed right back into that downward spiral I can’t get out of, and that’s not good for anyone. I can’t be around anyone because I’m too on edge, but it’s hard as fuck being alone because that’s when my thoughts really take flight.

      This boxing gym has been a good outlet for the past three days. It’s keeping my mind busy, and I’m letting out an ass of pent-up rage and worry that would otherwise consume me. And since I can’t kick Kameron's ass wherever the fuck he is right now, imaging this punching bag is him has been working. For three days, I’ve come here so I can beat the absolute shit out of something, and I’m glad I have been. I don’t know if my fists can take connecting with the shower wall anymore.

      None of the P.I’s Megan’s brothers hired have come up with anything. Their airport security camera search is basically going nowhere. His parents still don’t know where the hell he is, and waiting for them to come back on their own only makes this all worse every day when they don’t show back up. Wearing myself out, going at the punching back is the only thing that’s kept me sane the past few days. I might keep this up afterward. I forgot how good this feels.

      I invited Blue to come along. I’m sure he’s been holding back his own shit, but he had something else going on. I’m sure I heard Hilary in the background, but I didn’t press. If he’s sneaking around with her again, then so be it. That’s one less person on Megan when she gets back. It would have been good to have him here, but I’m fine working out by myself all the same.

      I go at the bag until my arms get too tired to even hold up anymore. I look at the clock, and I’ve been here for an hour and a half when I only meant to be here for forty-five minutes.

      Fuck, I think as I wipe my face with my towel. I guess I needed it today.

      In the locker room, I’m getting my stuff out of my locker, ready to go, when my music fades out, and my ringtone starts blaring in my ears. Cal’s name is on the screen, and I answer immediately, already prepared for the bad news he’s going to be telling me today.

      “Yeah,” I breathe into the phone, bracing myself.

      I don’t take my hand wraps off just in case I need to put them back on after Cal delivers more bullshit to me.

      “They’re in Cancun,” he informs me, and my heart slams hard against my sternum.

      Relief surges through me, and for the first time in almost two weeks, I feel the world start spinning again. The colors around me regain their vibrancy, and I can breathe easier. Thank fuck she’s finally been found. I don’t know how much longer I would have been able to take it.

      “Cancun? How’d you find them?”

      “We didn’t. He sent me a fucking message a few minutes ago. I’ll read it to you.” Cal’s tone is more pissed off than it normally is, and I know the message he’s about to read to me is going to make me go right back to the bag. “It says: First, I want to say I know everyone’s been worried, but Megan and the baby are okay. I would never put either of them in harm's way, and I’d never intentionally cause her any grief. But without realizing it, I did anyway. I know it’s difficult to understand my intentions and will see what I did as extreme or excessive, but I still believe I did the right thing.”

      As Cal reads the last part of that sentence, I shut my eyes against the anger welling up inside me. I know what’s about to come next is about to be some bullshit.

      “I wanted to give Megan a calming atmosphere and comfortable environment where we could bond as we start our family,” Cal continues. “There were too many outside factors trying to interrupt the life we had. I still believe my decision to get her away from all of that was the right one. However, Megan didn’t believe so, nor did the other parts of her.”

      I seethe on the inside, listening to his text. All I’m hearing is he’s so weak and insecure that he was afraid he’d lose Megan if they stayed here. What a fucking pussy.

      “So Megan transitioned?” I interrupt him, automatically knowing he’s referring to Alana.

      “That’s what it sounds like. But that’s not even the best part,” he says sarcastically. “Listen to this. He says: although I stand by my decision, I do regret choosing to stay when it was no longer Megan that was with me. I don’t expect anyone to agree with my actions, nor do I need anyone to. All I need is Megan’s forgiveness.”

      Cal stops talking, and I’m waiting for him to go on so he can explain what the fuck he needs her forgiveness for, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “Is that it?” I almost yell into the phone. “Is that where the message ends?”

      “Yeah,” Cal confirms. “The only other message he sent me was the address to the villa they’re in.”

      “What a fucking coward?” I say through gritted teeth, both anger and relief collide inside me.

      “He doesn’t trust that he can get Alana safely home, and he’s probably right. So we’re on the way to go get her.” Cal says, sounding matter of fact.

      “I have to come. I have to see her,” I tell him, letting him know I’m not taking no for an answer.

      “I know that makes sense to you, but you can’t, not now. I have to figure out who we’re dealing with, and having you there will only escalate things.” Cal says sternly but with a hint of sympathy in his voice.

      “There’s no fucking way I’m not going,” I tell him, trying to keep the anger out of my voice.

      “Ian, remember it’s not just her, she’s pregnant, and we need her calm and emotionally stable. You, her, and Kam in the same room will be anything but that.” He replies instantly. I squeeze my eyes shut and kick the punching bag. I’m so sick of this shit, being treated like a fucking kid just sitting back while everyone makes decisions about my fucking wife and possibly my kid.

      “She’s coming back. We found her, I promise as soon as she’s back and in a good state, you’ll be the first to see her.” Cal says in a tone that shows he’s attempting to be conciliatory. I swallow all my anger and rage down as best I can and remember that she’s found the hard part is over…well, this leg of it anyway.

      “Fine. I get it. But the second I’m able to, I want to see her.”

      “That’s a promise.” He says before the line goes dead.

      “Thank you,” I say aloud to whoever is listening and who had a part in bringing her home.
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      Alana

      

      It’s been a few hours since Kameron left the room, a distraught little puppy with his tail between his legs. He should’ve checked in on me by now to see if I need anything, even just water, but he hasn’t done that at all today. And what’s more, he dropped a different bag of snacks off that’s full of a variety of shit that isn’t in my box, but I don’t want any of that shit.

      I want out of this room.

      I pace the floor in front of the bed, barely able to contain myself as I try to stay calm and fight a headache, but it’s not working. Both Veronica and Megan have found their ways back out. Veronica re-tied the severed string the moment I started to panic, and Megan’s been out since her piece of shit fiance came in here. I’m glad she got to witness her boyfriend being shit, but I’d much rather she tuck herself back into the depths she usually hides in. Her presence only makes me angrier, and I do not need that right now.

      Being stuck in this room was bad enough. But being confined to this room with no knowledge of whether or not anyone else is out there is terrifying. As much as I hate him, he’s my only way to the outside world, and if he left and something happened to him, then I’m fucked. Those snacks can only last so long, and I already know the window is indestructible, so if Kam doesn’t come back, then this is going to be a long, slow, shitty way to go. Kam rented this place out until after the baby is born, and since he sent all the workers packing, mine and the baby’s decaying bodies won’t be found for months.

      Don’t think like that. Gosh, when did you get so morbid! He’s coming back, Veronica tries to comfort me, and I bite down so hard on my back teeth I swear they’re going to shatter.

      You’re spiraling now, Veronica says. Please, stand still and take a breath.

      I’ll take a deep breath when he opens that door, and I can punch him in the face.

      Alana. I freeze in my tracks. It’s not Veronica’s voice coming to me. It’s her. Fucking Megan speaking to me for the first time ever.

      Kam wouldn’t just leave us here. Please calm down, for the baby.

      A chuckle that doesn't even sound like mine escapes me as I’m struck by her audacity.

      No bitch! You don’t get to say what Kam would or wouldn’t do. I don’t even want to hear you right now! You got that?

      Alana, Veronica says softly. That’s not called for.

      I’m sorry, Megan snivels.

      I don’t want your weak apology! I snarl. That’s not gonna get us out of here. Now both of you need to shut the fuck up so I can come up with a way to get out.

      Let us help you, Veronica pleads. You’re only going to panic more working on your own.

      Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! I yell at her, squeezing my eyes shut against the pounding in my head, and I’m about to fucking lose it. Let me think!

      She doesn’t say anything, but it turns out, that wasn’t my dilemma. My mind is racing with thoughts of never getting out of this room and dying here. I can’t stop them all from bombarding me either.

      I’m about to let out the scream that’s been building since the first day Kam locked me in this room when the door knob jiggles. I stop in my tracks, and all my energy is directed toward it.

      As the door opens, I’m prepared to lay into Kam, every vile name I know on my tongue, ready to tear apart his worthless little existence. Then a familiar face appears in the doorway, and I feel like I can cry. Relief washes over me, and I actually feel tears running down my face as I stare wide-eyed at Cal and Dexter Jr.’s stunned faces.

      I blink a few times, convinced I’m seeing shit. They’re here? Cal and Dexter Jr. are both standing in the doorway, and I can’t believe it. This entire time, I never once thought about whether or not they’d be looking for me or if they were even worried about where I could be. They never crossed my mind. I’m not used to having people looking out for me and standing behind me, but here they are. Even when I found out about them, I was sure I didn’t need them since I’d come this far without them. But now, as I stand here staring at their relieved faces, I can’t stop the river of tears falling down my cheeks, and I’m glad to see them.

      I don’t say anything. All the tension leaves my body, and the weight that’s been on my chest disappears as I move over to them.

      I’m not sure what comes over me, but when I get there, I wrap my arms around Cal's neck and bury my head under his chin, and then my body gives out.
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      Veronica

      

      I open my eyes, and the first thing I become aware of is the fact that I’m no longer in that villa. I’m at Cal and Lauren’s. The last thing I remember is briefly waking up and walking inside. I’m overcome with relief, and the peaceful stillness overwhelms me as I take a deep breath and relax into the mattress. I’m not sure how much longer I was going to be able to hold it together. Despite the calm that Alana was getting from me, I was anything but. Holding it together as I came to the realization that Kameron had taken matters into his own hands was one of the more difficult things I’ve had to do to date, especially with the intense panic of being trapped coming from Alana. One of us had to keep it together.

      My body becomes heavy, and heat washes over me. If only I could have pinpointed what was wrong with Kameron, this may have been preventable. Maybe if I had something more to give Blue to go off of that day, maybe he could have helped Megan.

      I didn’t think he would go to that extreme. He seemed too reasonable and level-headed to pull something crazy like that. I never saw him as someone who would take on that kind of controlling mind frame; he never gave any obvious signs. His infatuation with her was apparent from the moment he saw her, and it only evolved, but I never thought he’d descend the way he did.

      I tried, but my attempt didn’t work. Thanks to Alana, we never would have gotten out of there as quickly as we did. He definitely never would have let Megan go, and I wouldn’t have been able to persuade him to do so. Between Megan and I, neither of us has the aggressiveness needed to get out of certain situations. We couldn’t have done what Alana did, and we both owe her some gratitude. More than that, actually.

      Despite how frantic she was starting to become, she managed to keep it together for the baby. She did what she’s used to doing, and she deserves more than just a couple of thank yous.

      My stomach growls, and the baby moves around in my belly. I remember Alana saying she didn’t eat anything the last day we were in Cancun. She was too anxious to. I have no idea how long I’ve been sleeping. I need to go find food for this little one.

      I’m sure it was my hunger that woke me up. I could eat an entire buffet with how ravenous I am. Otherwise, I would have still been sleeping. I’m worn out and could definitely use a few more days worth of sleep. But that’s off the table, at least for now. I have some things I have to take care of. Now that I’m out and I have a quiet moment to myself, there are some truths to my reality I need to face.

      This baby is above everything else, and I’m thankful that everyone had the same goal in mind to protect the child through all the madness. As its mother, it’s our collective job to provide the best possible life for it, and Alana and Megan will both agree with that. But given that none are on the same page with anything, we’re going to be at odds and more of a problem for this child than a proper parent. We cannot go on like this. It won’t be good if the three of us remain divided. The paternity of the father is still very much a big question. Still, after everything that’s happened and given the circumstances, the decision shouldn’t be hard.

      Alana was right; Kam can’t be trusted. After what he pulled, the little respect I had for him is gone. He took advantage of Megan’s trust and tried to isolate her from a support system she needed and the stability that was crucial for her. Yes, he loves Megan, but Kameron’s love is dangerous, and it’s not safe for her to raise a child with him as of now.

      But if it’s Ian’s, with how combative the two would be, sharing custody with Kameron would be an entirely different battle. There’s also Alana, who’s made it perfectly clear that she refuses to let Kam near Ian’s baby. There’s a chance Megan might forgive Kameron, and it’s nerve-wracking to know that Megan will go back to him. I don’t know where she stands on how things ended up, and I can’t feel her right now, so I can’t ask her. If she does go back to Kameron and it’s Ian’s baby, things are going to be very volatile. I don’t see Kameron letting Megan drop the baby off on her own with how obviously insecure he is, and Alana will definitely take the child back to Ian whenever she shows up. This baby can’t have two different dads with a mommy that's different depending on which dad she’s with.

      I rub my hands over my eyes, frustrated at the scenarios running amuck in my head. All of this has my mind racing. There’s too much that could happen if we continue on the way we are.

      Something has to be done.

      I know where I stand on the situation, and I’m already well aware of what I have to do in order to make the first step in the right direction. I don’t want to, and already my decision is causing my heart to break, but I realize it’s not just about me and what I want.  I have to get the other two to recognize the same.

      Rolling over, I look out into the room partially lit, but the sun trying to shine in through the closed curtains. There’s a chair in the corner across from me with clothes folded up on it, and I notice a phone plugged into the wall beside it.

      Crawling out of bed, I go over to the phone and find it already activated. There are a few people I need to talk to, Cal and Lauren being two of them. But now that I’ve found this phone, I can call the person on the top of my list. I have to get this out of the way before I chicken out.

      I dial the only number I have memorized, my heart thrumming in my chest as I do.

      I’m prepared to call more than once, but he picks up on the first ring.

      “Yeah?” He says, and he almost sounds expectant.

      It’s so good to hear his voice, and I suck in a breath, suddenly overcome with emotion.

      “Blue,” I say, almost breathless. I’m not sure why, but everything starts to hit me now.

      “Megan.” The relief in his tone is easy to pick up.

      “Veronica,” I correct him.

      “Veronica, how-how are you? Ian told me you’re back home.”

      “Well, not home. I’m with Cal and Lauren.”

      “You’re with family,” Blue states. “That’s home.”

      His words hit me like a ton of bricks. The idea of family is still a concept I’m wrapping my head around but having them show up for me makes their sudden presence in our life that much more solid. I saw them as overbearing before, but I may have been mislabeling my brother’s protectiveness. Now I’m grateful for it.

      “Hmm, I suppose you’re right,” I mumble, realizing his words are true. “Having a family is still something I’m growing used to.”

      “According to Ian, your brothers were tearing the world apart trying to find you,” Blue tells me. “He was in constant communication with them, getting updated on their search for Megan.”

      I expected him to be. My heart lurches, knowing he was probably losing his mind.

      “How is Ian?” I ask him.

      “He’s better now. He barely ate, barely slept. If you ask him, he’ll try to make it seem like he wasn’t that bad off, but it was obvious. He’s pissed. He wants to kick Kam’s ass, but lucky for Kam, nobody knows where he is.”

      “He didn’t come back?” I ask him.

      “Nope,” Blue tells me. “He’s not answering again.”

      Knowing he’s not back yet makes the road in front of us just a little easier. After finding that out, I get right to the reason I called. “Can you pick me up, Blue? There’s something I’d like to talk with you about, and I prefer to do it in person.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready to be around people?” he wonders. “You don’t want to rest first?”

      “I do, but I don’t know how much time I have,” I tell him. “Megan or Alana could wake up at any moment, and I’m not rested or strong enough to fight them off right now. I need to do this while I’m awake.”

      “What's the address?” is his next question.

      “I’ll send it as soon as I find out. Oh, and don’t mention to Ian that you’re coming to see me. Don’t worry; it’s nothing like the last time I asked you to keep our meeting private.”

      “Veronica,” he sighs out. “I don’t want to do that. He’s gonna be pissed when he finds out about this.”

      “No, I don’t think he will be this time,” I say softly. “Please, Blue?”

      After a beat with no answer, he finally sighs. “Yes, alright, I won’t tell him. I’ll come to get you.”

      “Okay, good. Thank you.” Part of me is glad I’m going to see him, but the other side is breaking. “I’ll see you in a little bit then?”

      “I’ll be there, wherever that is,” he confirms. “Veronica?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I’m glad you’re back home safe. I’m sorry- I’m sorry I didn’t try harder to look into the warning you gave me-”

      I cut him off. “Don’t blame yourself, Blue. You did what I asked with nothing to go off of. You did what you could. I’ll see you in a little bit. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      After I hang up, I sit in silence for a little while, letting it ring in my ears. My heart is heavier than it has ever been. I’m dreading this conversation, but it’s one that needs to be had. I sigh, letting my head fall in my hands for just a minute as tears threaten to start falling. I fight them off, if I start, I won’t stop, and I don’t want to face Cal and Lauren with a red puffy face.

      But before I do anything else, I need a shower. I’m still in the clothes Alana had on when Cal and Dexter Jr. showed up, and I want these far away from me.

      As I shower, I prepare myself to go downstairs. I don’t know who’s here, but by the time I’m out, I’m ready to face whoever.

      The house is so quiet; I’m not sure there’s anyone else here. As I walk through, I don’t hear anything. I thought I’d hear children playing coming from deep in the house, but there isn’t even that. I’m about to turn around to go back upstairs when I start to pick up voices coming from the kitchen. They’re not hushed, but they aren’t talking loud enough for me to make out what’s being said. I take a moment before I walk in to Cal and Lauren sitting at the island. Cal’s back is to me, but Lauren sees me as I enter. She cuts off what she’s saying, her grim expression changes instantly, and Cal turns around to me, his gaze concerned.

      “Hey.” Lauren gives me a relieved but very nervous smile. “I’m glad to see you’re up.”

      I can already tell I brought tension into the room with me, and that’s the last thing I wanted to do. Still, it’s inevitable, given the situation surrounding us. I power through it.

      “It feels good to be home,” I tell her, nodding. “How long was I out?”

      “Not long,” Cal informs me. “You slept through the plane ride and the morning. It’s just a little past lunch now.”

      “Yeah, that feels about right,” I say, my hand going to my stomach. My hunger is much more intense, having missed three meals.

      “Do you want lunch? There’s some stir fry I can heat up for you,” Lauren offers, and I’m nodding before she’s even done with her sentence.

      “Anything is good,” I tell her.

      I’m hungry enough to eat anything.

      “Well, sit.” Lauren gestures to the island while she goes over to the refrigerator. “It won’t take long to reheat stir fry. How are you feeling? Do you need anything else? Something to drink?”

      I swallow the flash flood of emotions that that loaded question brings up. It almost overwhelms me, but I suck it up, watching her as she shovels rice from a paper carton into a bowl.

      “I’m okay, considering,” I answer. “The baby’s okay, and that was my main concern.”

      The microwave door shuts, and Lauren turns around to face me, leaning on the counter behind her.

      “But are you really?” Lauren asks.

      I sit here staring at her, everything on the tip of my tongue. I want to tell her; Lauren has an air that makes me want to spill everything, but I want to sort through the past couple of days with professional help before I talk to anyone else.

      “I definitely need to talk with Dr. Lyce,” I say, then I look at Cal. “Would you mind setting an appointment up for me?”

      “I can make that happen,” he tells me. “When?”

      “As soon as possible, preferably,” I answer.

      “I’ll send Helen a message now.” He pulls his phone out, then he points his eyes back up at me. “Who are we talking to?”

      I pull a deep breath into my lungs, not really feeling like answering questions, contemplating charading as Megan, but I decide to go with the truth.

      “Veronica,” I tell them.

      Cal nods, and Lauren's worried smile doesn’t falter.

      “Really. I’m okay,” I reassure her, trying to put her mind at ease, even just a little bit. “The best thing I can do right now is to start seeing Dr. Lyce regularly, and I’m sure my counterparts will agree.”

      “Well,” Cal says, looking down at his phone. “She has an opening tomorrow afternoon at four. Are you up for that?”

      “That’s not too soon for you?” Lauren asks. “Are you sure you don’t want to take a day or two?”

      “The sooner, the better right?” I reply.

      They’re both trying to make sure I don’t push myself out there too quickly, and I appreciate them for that. It’s nice having someone looking out for our best interest. I already know being around our brother and sister-in-law will be much needed encouragement and inspiration. They have a thriving life together, and if Cal can find happiness, we can too.

      “We aren’t trying to stop you from getting help,” Cal tells me. “We’re just trying to make sure you’re taking time to rest after what you’ve been through. Helen’s sessions can be intense, and we want to make sure you’re fully rested for it.”

      “I get it,” I say softly. “I think I can handle it. I have a good bit I need to sort through before the baby comes.”

      “As long as you’re ready,” Lauren states, setting the bowl down in front of me.

      I immediately start eating before my baby starts eating me from the inside out, controlling myself so I don’t inhale it all at once. After about four mouthfuls of steaming Chinese rice, Lauren sets a glass of water in front of me. I pick it up and wash down what I’ve eaten, then I glance across the counter at Cal with questions of my own.

      “How’d you find me?” I ask first, setting the glass down and picking my fork back up.

      When he doesn’t answer right away, I look up from my bowl, and he’s staring at me like he’s contemplating telling me, but then he begins to speak.

      “Kam sent a message to me with your location and his reasoning,” he explains. “Do you want to read it?”

      I nod my head emphatically with no hesitation, forgetting about my food. I slide the bowl to the side to make room for Cal’s phone.

      “You think that’s a good idea, Collin?” Lauren asks.

      I sit up straighter as I realize this isn’t Cal. It’s Collin. We’re both full of surprises, I guess.

      “I’d like to know what he said,” I announce, pushing past my momentary stall. “I’ll be okay. I want to know what his reasoning is.”

      He slides his phone across the granite countertop to me. There's a paragraph from Kam explaining how he doesn’t feel guilty about his decision to trap Megan, only that he regrets he didn’t come back when Alana came out. He’s trying to explain himself, but the more I read, the more sour my stomach feels. Megan would have still been there if not for Alana, and even though I knew that, having him confirm it makes me resent him more.

      “How noble of him.” I roll my eyes and hand Collin his phone back. “Alana wasn’t gentle at all.”

      Collin's eyes remain on me, anger evident in them now. “What happened while you were there?”

      I divert my gaze and reach for my bowl, not wanting to talk about it.

      “That’s more for Alana to tell,” I answer him. “She was the one that dealt with him, and I’m not sure if she wants all of that out.”

      He nods, understanding.

      “Well, just so you’re aware, he hasn’t returned home yet. His parents haven't seen him, and we’re still unsure where he is. He said you and the baby weren’t harmed, but I want to hear that from you.”

      “He didn’t hurt us,” I confirm, then move past that. “Blue told me nobody’s heard from him.”

      “Good. You found the phone,” Lauren says.

      “And thank you for it.” I look from Cal to Lauren. “For the phone and the clothes. I didn’t want to go back to the condo to get anything, but knowing Kam isn’t back makes it easier.” I think about asking Blue to take me over, but I’m not sure that’ll be such a good idea. Which reminds me. “What's the address here? I’m having a friend pick me up so I can take care of a few things before my appointment tomorrow, so it’ll go a bit smoother for the other two.”

      Neither Collin nor Lauren seem like they think my decision to go out ten minutes after I wake up from being kidnapped is a good idea. They’re both clearly wary about it.

      I swallow the lump of food in my mouth and take a sip of water, looking back down at my bowl, hoping they don’t pick up on my shot nerves.

      “Trust me,” I say as nonchalantly as possible. “I’m fine. What I have to do is crucial for the well-being of my baby. I’ll be okay. I’m hoping it’ll be a pathway for Megan and Alana to finally get along.” I wanted that last part to sound hopeful, but it came out sounding just a little solemn.

      “I understand the two of them don’t get along very well,” Collin inquires.

      “After this, I’m not sure where they stand.”

      He nods. “Who knows. This might be the start of them coming together. Cal and Chris weren’t the most cooperative until pretty recently. Having a common goal is what did it.”

      “How are they now?” I ask him, imagining what it’d be like to have all three of us on the same accord for once. “Do they get along?”

      “For the most part,” he answers, sitting back in his seat. “We all don’t instantly agree with one another; sometimes it’s two against one. Sometimes, we have to deal with Cal blocking us out when he doesn’t want to hear us-” God, that sounds like Alana. “-but that happens less and less now. But we’re better. It was a rocky start, and we’re still making progress every day, but we’re not like we were.”

      His words give me some reassurance but only a little bit. I don’t think he’s aware of how Megan and Alana feel about one another. I’m not sure if either of them will be able to put their differences aside for anything.

      “What was it?” I ask Collin. “The goal, I mean.” I need to know what it was that got them to agree with one another.

      “The fact that we had a daughter already and  twins on the way that we needed to be on the same page for.”

      I look down at my belly, remembering my own sacrifice, hoping Megan and Alana will be able to come to a compromise for this child. Will this be enough? The baby’s presence got Alana to think rationally for once but is it the thing that will get them to cooperate at last?

      “I’m trying to get them to come together for that same reason,” I confess. “This baby needs us to be stable, and right now, we aren’t.”

      “It’s not impossible. If all three of you have the child's well-being in mind, some kind of an agreement can be reached. The paternity is still in question,” he points out, like that fact isn’t still a glaring reminder of why we’re in this mess. “But I’m not comfortable with any of you being near Kameron after this if it is his child.”

      “That’s something both Alana and I agree on, but I’m not so sure about Megan.”

      “Well,” Collin’s expression turns dark, and a chill runs up my spine at his sudden change. “Your friend Blue found cameras in the condo.”

      “What?” I gasp, struck with horror at his reveal. “He was watching us?”

      Collin nods. “Megan needs to know that it wouldn’t be in the best interest of your child to go back to him.”

      “Given the circumstances, I don’t really see that as an issue anymore, especially with this information.” His news made me feel nauseous, but it’s heavy enough to hopefully make Megan understand why Alana and I aren’t letting her go back. “I have yet to discuss anything with either of them. But, that’s why I need to know the address, so I can make this already complicated situation less complicated.”

      I don’t want to tell them I’m going to cut things off with Blue. I’m scared they might think I might not be able to handle something like that on top of what just happened, but I’ve already come to terms with this.

      I almost let out a relieved breath when Collin nods, then proceeds to give me the address, which I immediately send to Blue.

      “Thank you,” I say once I’ve sent the message. “For everything.”

      “That’s what family’s for,” he says simply.

      And yet again, it hits me that I have one now.

      We have one now.
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      I can’t say that I was waiting on a call from Veronica, but I damn sure was hoping I’d get one. She never fails to get in contact with me when she comes out, and I’ve been dying to hear from her since Ian told me she was back. But I feel guilty as I ride through the suburbs, following the GPS to get to her. I know Ian’s been miserable, and having to keep this a secret from him is making me feel nauseous. I’m getting to see her while he’s waiting to get a call. He’s going to be fucking pissed if he finds out I came to see her before him. I wanted to tell him, and I almost did, but I didn’t want to give Veronica something else to deal with after she just got back. She said it wasn’t like the last time, so I don’t think I’ll be caught off guard with some wild ask.

      But I can’t help but wonder what’s going on. What is it that she wants to talk to me about that had her sounding so melancholy? I know she just got out of a shitty situation, but there was something more in her voice that sounded off. I’m fucking elated I’m going to see her, but I’m nervous about how this is going to go.

      When I’m in front of Cal and Lauren’s massive house, I take a second to admire it, a quick distraction from the nerves in my gut before I finally send Veronica a text.

      Five minutes later, she comes out the door. If there’s anything I’ve learned about the three of them, it’s that their styles are vastly different, their resting expression changes, and they don’t have the same walk. Even though she’s dressed like Megan, I know this is Veronica. The expression on her face is more relaxed than I’ve ever known Megan’s to be. And the way she walks tips me off too. Her shoulders are back, her chin’s up, and her walk is more confident. Not like Alana’s take down the world bad-bitch walk, but it’s definitely more self-assured than Megan’s.

      The relief that takes over me as I watch her come toward me is indescribable. Now, all I have to worry about is why her voice was so sad when we spoke.

      She opens the door, and the second she’s settled into the passenger seat, I lean over and pull her into me. It’s an awkward over-the-center console side hug, but I still pull her as close as I can, and I hold her to me for a moment, not wanting to let her go.

      “Shit, I was worried about you,” I say into her hair as she slowly hugs me back, but she doesn’t say anything.

      Instead, she burrows deeper into the side of my neck, and her arms tighten around me. Her tense shoulders begin to quiver, and I hold her as she cries, trying not to shed my own tears. I want to give her some words of reassurance, but I don’t think that’s what she’s looking for at this moment. I’ll listen when she wants to start talking, but for now, I remain silent as she quietly sobs.

      When she finally pulls away from me, she quickly wipes her eyes, then smiles like she’s holding back more.

      “Hey,” she speaks in a whisper, looking at me with teary eyes before averting her gaze to my chest. “Thanks for coming.”

      I’m sure she knows I’d come to her no matter where she called from.

      “You don’t have to thank me,” I tell her, hoping she’ll look at me, but for some reason, she won’t. I don’t have a good feeling about this at all. “You want to go get a little something to eat?”

      She sniffles before wiping her eyes and nodding. “Yeah. That sounds good. You can pick a place.”

      She sits back in her seat, reaches for her seatbelt, and goes silent, staring out the windshield, a sad aura surrounding her. I have too many questions on the tip of my tongue, but I keep them to myself. I don’t want to push her into talking. I figure she’ll open up when she’s ready. But thinking about what could be on her mind is killing me. Is she going to talk to me about what happened in Cancun? About helping her move out of the condo? No, that seems like a Megan conversation. Would she ask for my help? Maybe that’s why Veronica’s doing it? Because she knows Megan can’t or won’t? Or she wants me to track Kam down since nobody knows where he could have run off to. But I couldn’t do any more than her brothers already had.

      I have no idea what’s on her mind right now, especially not after the ordeal that just ended. But by the time we come to a stop in front of a little sandwich shop, I’m more than anxious to hear what she has to say.

      Inside, we place our orders at the counter before taking a seat at a table in the back corner.

      We’re sitting here for a few moments as she stares into her soup, and the mystery behind her request to see me only grows. But still, despite my ever increasing curiosity, I wait for her to go when she’s ready.

      She peaks at me from her cup, and I try to give her a push of encouragement with a warm smile, telling her that whatever she has to say, she can say it and that I’ll be okay hearing whatever it is.

      “I promise I’ll start talking any moment,” she says with a nervous laugh. “I just- I’m just not sure how to say it, and I don’t want to say it.”

      I swallow to contain the unease that’s continuing to creep up.

      “Take your time.” I can see how much she’s struggling with whatever it is and that it’s hurting her to think about.

      On the outside, I’m calm but only for her. Inside, I’m terrified she’s going to tell me about some fucked up shit that happened in Cancun. I can’t make any promises that I wouldn’t put all my efforts into finding Kam wherever the fuck he is to make him pay for this shit. But I remain passive for her. It’s taking me a lot to do so, but somehow I manage to pull it off.

      She lets out a shaky breath through her lips, then, finally, she looks at me, and her watery blue eyes tear me up inside.

      “Blue, I think- No. I know that recently, I’ve made you think that there might be a future for us.” Her words knock all the anger out of me, and I sit up straighter as she starts letting me in on what she’s been thinking about. “But that can’t happen with us. I- I wanted us to be something, and I hoped that we could be. I really did. But I’m trying to do what’s best for this baby and at the same time give Alana her happiness.”

      When she finishes talking, it’s like the breath has been knocked out of me. I’m fucking relieved she didn’t have some dark shit to tell me. I’m not sure how I would have handled that other than wanting to put Kam in the hospital. But as her words sink in, her sad vibrations take me in a chokehold now that I realize what this means. I sit back in my seat as her words fully register, not even about to try to change her mind about this. Why would I? There’s already too much shit working against us; I knew that and told her. Although I didn’t have my hopes up for any kind of romantic relationship between us, I could never do that to Ian. Still, to hear the finality of it expressed out loud is almost crushing, and something I didn’t expect to hurt as much as it is.

      But I can’t stop myself from asking questions.

      “Is Alana okay?” I ask her. “What made you change your mind?”

      She lets out a heavy sigh. “Yes, she’s okay. It’s just that Alana- I realized when we were in Cancun, she’s been our savior our entire life. In every bad situation we’ve been in, she always gets us out. I’ve been watching her do it for years, and while we were in Cancun, I really saw the toll it takes on her. I think that for all she’s been through, she deserves something much bigger than a simple thank you.”

      “So you’re making it easier for her to be with Ian,” I finish for her.

      She looks down at the table and nods.

      “Yeah. After all she’s done for us to keep us safe, she deserves to know some happiness, right?” She looks at me, distress in her eyes, but there’s a smile pushing through, one that says she believes whole-heartedly in her decision and that she wants me to see it that way too. “The way she feels about Ian and how she used him to get her through what she had to do made me realize how much she needs him. She’s not impulsive with him, and she’s not constantly in survival mode. For once in her life, she found someone that makes her feel safe, and for her, I think that’s a bigger deal than anything.”

      I nod, my eyes fixed on a point beside her head. Knowing Alana’s history, I know where each of Veronica’s reasons is coming from, so I can agree that, yes, Alana deserves a life where she isn’t on defense all the time. And Ian- hasn’t fought harder for anything in his life as he has been trying to get over Alana and get her back.

      But even still, I can’t stop myself from being concerned about how Veronica’s going to deal moving forward. I’ll never stop wondering if I don't find out now.

      “Is there any way you can be happy too?” I ask. “You deserve it as much as they do.”

      “I can find joy in other things,” she answers sadly. “But I’ve never seen Alana thrive and change for the better like she does when she’s with Ian. Besides, it’s not just Alana I’m thinking about,” she adds. “But the baby also. This child needs all of us to be better than we have been. We can’t keep on as divided as we are, and right now, the biggest issues are the differences in our love lives and who the father is. Since you and I never had a chance, it doesn’t make sense to hold on to what could be, I think.”

      And there it is, the definite end to a love that never was. It shouldn’t hurt as much as it does, but I’m only human, and I smile through the pain, mourning a future that we’d never even been allowed to have.

      “I can respect that,” I tell her, fighting against the crevice forming in my chest. “But that’s not going to make me stop being here for you when you need me. You know that, right?” I take her hand across the table and hold it in mine. “I’m still going to be around whenever you need me.”

      She smiles softly at me, and her eyes begin to dampen once more. “That’s exactly why I fell for you. You’ve never let any of us down.”

      “I couldn’t if I tried,” I admit. “But Megan isn’t too happy with me. She hasn’t been in a while.”

      “She’ll come to her senses,” Veronica reassures me. “After what Kam did, I don’t think she’s going to hold that grudge anymore.”

      “Speaking of,” I say as a different issue comes up at the mention of him. “What if Kam ends up being the father? He’s not going to step down so easily to let Megan stay with Ian if that’s what the three of you agree to.”

      She nods, but I already know she has an answer.

      “I don’t think he has much of a say in this,” she states. “I’m sure some kind of custody agreement will be reached, but as far as them being together, Alana and I would both be insane to sit back and let that happen, but I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      I already know the only way Alana would let Megan go back to Kam was over her dead body.

      “There’s something else I want to bring up to you,” she digresses, scooting closer to the table, and instantly, my curiosity piques. Her face goes from stern to coy and flirty in point five seconds. “And this is going to sound weird; I already know it. It’s going to throw you off a bit, but I just ask that you consider it.”

      I should have known something else was coming. Both Alana and Veronica have their own unique ways of catching me off guard.

      “Okay,” I say slowly. “What is it?”

      “Alright.” She nervously leans forward on the table and clasps her hands together. “Okay. So, I know I just said that nothing can come of us in the long term.” I nod when she pauses. “But what if for one night we could pretend?”

      Her eyes shine as she talks, boring into me as she waits for me to respond. But I don’t know how to because I’m not sure if she’s serious or even if what I’m thinking is what she means.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask her.

      “I mean that I want to spend one night with you,” she clarifies, and it turns out, I was going down the right path. I only respond with a blink, and she keeps going when I remain silent. “Just a little piece of what could have been. One night of us on a date and then sex afterward.”

      That gets me out of my frozen state of shock.

      “Woah, Veronica, I don’t know if I can-”

      “Yes, you can go on one date with a woman you like,” she pushes. This time she takes my hand in hers and looks me right in my eyes, intent on convincing me. How can I say no to that, knowing she feels so strongly about it? She looks so eager, like she’s put so much thought into it, but there’s too much shit standing in the way.

      “Joshua, I just want to know what it’s like.”

      “You want to know what sex is like,” I repeat slowly, and she pauses, and her eyes lock on mine.

      “To feel what love is like,” she says, her voice only slightly breaking, and my heart thuds so loud in my chest I wouldn’t be shocked if I died this moment.  If I could only fulfill one promise my entire life, it would be to give her this, but how in the hell would this work?

      “Have you spoken to Megan and Alana about this?” I ask her first and foremost. “How do they feel about it?”

      Now her eager smile turns nervous.

      “I was hoping to avoid talking with them about it,” she admits. “I know they’re going to be against it.”

      “But can’t they hear you?”

      She shakes her head. “I’ve blocked them out,” she says in a whisper, her cheeks flushed.

      Still, I shake my head skeptically. “Veronica, I… I’d do anything for you, but we can’t do this, Alana would kill me if she found out, and Megan would hate me even more. And Ian…we’ve just sort of got back on good terms, he’d fucking kill me and not theoretically, literally kill me.”

      “We don’t even have to tell him,” Veronica rebuts quickly.

      “But we do,” I tell her. “We can’t just make this kind of decision without the others knowing. It’d destroy our relationship, I’ve fucked up with him in the past more than once, and I don’t want to do it again. And I’ve already lied by omission too many times; I don’t want this to be the reason they all cut me out.”

      She lets out a heavy sigh and sits back in her chair, her shoulders sagging. Her eyes leave mine as disappointment sets in, and fucking shit, I don’t want to let her down.

      Fuck. This is going to cause so many problems, but it’d be our first and last time. And I want it–fuck, I want it more than anything.

      “But,” I sigh after a moment. “If you can get the other two to agree to it, then I will talk to Ian about it.” Her attention snaps back to me, and a grin slowly spreads across her face. “But the only way I’m doing this is if they all agree.”

      “Okay,” she nods excitedly, which makes some of the tension melt off me. “But I’ll talk to Ian. If you go to him, he’ll never agree to it, and more than likely, he’s going to hit you for even bringing it up to him.”

      The image of him swinging that bat on Kam flashes in my mind, and I know she’s right, but still, as his cousin, I’m the one that needs to talk to him about it.

      “What if we did it together?” I ask her.

      She shakes her head, disagreeing. “It needs to just be me. I’ll convince him. I wanted to avoid having to do any of this, but I don’t want to put your relationships on the line with any of them because of something I asked for. I need to explain this to them.”

      “Hey, don’t think I’m doing this just because you asked me to,” I say, needing to clarify. “As much as I’ve tried to deny it…I want what you want.”

      There. It’s out, an admission to her and myself. The most beautiful and saddest smile I’ve ever seen spreads across her face, but then she gets quiet, her eyebrows scrunch together while she thinks, her gaze pointed towards the floor. I watch her as she tries to figure something out. What? I have no idea. But a light bulb goes off, and her bright eyes return to me.

      “Come with me to Dr. Lyce’s tomorrow,” she says. “She might be able to help.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her, apprehensive about that part.

      “You think she’d want to help get everyone on board with us having one day together?” I ask her.

      “No- well, not everyone. Just Ian. And right now, what I’m thinking about is only a suspicion because I don’t quite know how it works, and I don’t want to explain it now only to confuse you. I think we should go plead our case and see what she can do to help Ian be okay with it.”

      She stares right at me, eagerly waiting for me to speak, and I bite down on my back teeth, unsure of what my answer needs to be.

      “Alright,” is what comes out, and when she lets out a small breath and perks up, I’m glad I said it.

      “Okay,” she says. The smile she gives me is the happiest one I’ve seen on her since I picked her up, and I find I don’t regret agreeing to any of this. I want to help her be happy, even if it is just for a day. “We have some work to do then.”

      “That’s an understatement. Both Alana and Ian are going to be beyond fucking difficult.”

      “I’m determined,” she says, her bright blue eyes sparkling now.

      Before I can say another word, she pushes herself up from the table, circling around to bend over me. She’s close, the warm scent of her skin filling my senses, and I don’t pull back. I can’t. Veronica closes the space between us, as if she couldn’t give a shit that we’re in a cafe full of people, and that turns me on as much as the way her mouth crashes into mine, kissing me so passionately that it defies even the times I’ve imagined it. As my eyes close, I see fireworks and electricity jolting over my skin. Every song I’ve ever heard on the old radio in my Challenger suddenly makes sense. She’s the kind of shit they write stories about. I lose myself in the kiss, reaching up to run my hands over the curve of her ass, up to the small of her back as her tongue tangles with mine, her pillowy lips making me forget everything else. I don’t give a fuck about everyone else in the cafe–they can watch or look away. I don’t care.

      All I know is that I’m on cloud nine.

      She pulls away much too soon, and I automatically find myself wanting more. I open my eyes, not realizing I had them closed, and there she is, still smiling at me.

      “Just in case we don’t get the chance again,” she says before she leans back in for another kiss.

      This time, I’m not too shocked to reciprocate.
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      Alana

      

      Waking up isn’t shitty this time around. I’m not sinking down into the mattress; I’m comfortable for the first time in a while, and it doesn’t feel like gravity has a personal vendetta against me. I roll over with minimal effort, and the smooth ceiling above me makes me crack a smile, then I let out a deep breath. I’m free, no more locked up in a room, no more Mexico, no more fucking Kameron. My head is groggy, but still, I feel more rested than I have in days.

      I don’t feel Megan. Veronica’s there, but faintly. After blocking her out, I imagine she’s probably pissed at me, but I don’t really care that she is. We’re out of there, and that’s all that matters.

      I do, however, feel like an ass for Megan having to hear Kam admitting he wanted to fuck me. That had to be the ultimate betrayal. The entire trip to Cancun did the opposite of what it was supposed to. Instead of rest and relaxation, it turned into a nightmare for Megan; they didn’t spend much time together in comparison to the wonderful fun he and I had. He proved that he can’t be trusted to do what’s right for Megan. He was so confident he’d be able to keep her stable by controlling every aspect of her environment and wouldn’t listen to what she wanted. I hope she can see him for what he is now.

      She’ll bounce back from it; she always does. But I have a feeling this might take a while.

      I look down at my protruding belly, and suddenly, I become damn proud of myself. I’m surprised I held it together for as long as I did. I guess if it’s for someone else, I can control my temper. It’s not like I was actively trying before, but now that I’m going to be someone's mother, I need to wrangle it.

      I rub my hand over my bump, and as I do, a deep warmth spreads through me while I stare at my stomach.

      “Thanks, baby, for keeping me together through that shit. You were good for me,” I praise gratefully.

      I’ve always heard babies can hear their mothers from inside the womb. I needed to say all of what was said while I was in Cancun, but from now on, I’m going to make a conscious effort to make sure my words are chosen more carefully, and my anger is kept in check. I don’t want this little person coming out mad at the world, and I don’t want this baby to learn from me either.

      I want to be better for this child. I will be better.

      When I sit up, that’s when I notice the clothes on the other side of the room and a phone on the nightstand beside me. My first instinct upon seeing it is to call Ian. After being trapped by Kam for almost two fucking weeks, I just need to hear that gentle bass in Ian’s voice, but the only thing I can do is stare at the phone.

      After all the shit I’ve caused him, does he even want to hear from me? I walked out on him; there’s no way he’s gotten over that. And how would I even begin to talk about the shit that went down in Cancun? How do I bring it up? Do I tell him everything that happened? Bits and pieces? Would he want to know?

      I have no idea. All I know is that hearing his voice will make me weak, and I have some shit I need to figure out before I drag him back into this. I want to be what he deserves this time around, if he’ll take me back.

      But I need to deal with these others in my head first.

      The three of us are long overdue for a talk, and I’m going to figure out how to do that just as soon as I’ve found a place. I’m pretty sure right now I’m at Cal’s. I have very vague memories of Lauren putting me to bed, but they feel like a fever dream.

      I’m not in the same clothing, and if I had to bet between the two, I’d say Veronica showed up. I have to acknowledge that she shows up a lot for us, and having her there with me in Mexico helped me keep it together.

      The echo of Helen’s talking about integration passes through my thoughts. The thing I’ve been against and dreaded has me just a tad curious. Wondering how it’d really work if all of us magically were on the same page for once, but that seems like a pipe dream. Even if Veronica and I got along for a few days, there’s no way that Megan would even think about it. I’m waiting for her to make all of this my fault like she always does.

      Thinking about that possibility burns me up inside. Everything’s always my fault.

      With all these questions flying around in my head, I get off the bed and grab some clothes off the chair to find a bathroom.

      After a long, scalding hot shower that has my skin red and my fingertips pruned, I head downstairs to find something to eat. But as I’m looking for the kitchen, an irritated voice coming from somewhere nearby makes me change my course. I walk into the living room, and there’s Cal, already facing the door, his arm folded across his chest, chewing someone out on the phone about what a shitty job they’ve done. When he sees me, he cuts off the next insult and tells whoever it is he has to go and that the problem had better be fixed before he calls back.

      “You hear much of that?” he asks, going back over to the couch where a laptop sits.

      “Just the last part.” I plop down in one of the armchairs across the room. “Who were you yelling at?”

      “A shitty P.I that doesn’t seem to know how to do his own fucking job?”

      “P.I? Who are you tracking down?”

      Some of the annoyance dissolves from his face as he searches mine.

      “Alana,” he states. I nod, and he bobs his head as it comes together for him. “Well, we’re trying to figure out where Kameron is and wanted to know if you wanted to press charges on him when we do.”

      “I would love to,” I confirm. “But I highly doubt that wouldn’t cause a shit storm with Megan.”

      “You don’t think she’s going to want to press charges against him for kidnapping her?” he asks in disbelief.

      I shake my head. “I’m trying not to think about it. Right now, I’m putting all my energy into working on staying calm in case she ends up wanting to go back to him. I’m trying not to get pissed off anymore, and I need to focus all of my efforts towards not going off if she does.”

      Cal looks at me baffled, then shuts his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Don’t tell me there’s a chance she’d want to go back to him.”

      I shrug. “She loves him, despite everything. We all know how stupid love makes us, right?.”

      He scoffs at that but sits down on the couch in front of where his computer sits on the coffee table, his aggravation evident.

      “You’re a lot more relaxed than I thought you’d be after how I found you. Not saying that’s a bad thing. It’s just unexpected.”

      “Now that I’m out of that room, I’m fine. Other than that, I’m used to shit like this,” I tell him, ignoring the scowl he gives me. “Besides. I have more important things to worry about than where Kameron ran off to.”

      The annoyance in his demeanor leaves as his intense, prying eyes search my face, trying to read further into what I said. He gives me an understanding nod, sitting back in his seat.

      “Then, if that’s the case, I should remind you that you have an appointment with Dr. Lyce set up in a few hours.”

      I sit here, taking his words in, trying to decide if I’m going to let my agitation win out. I don’t want to go see a fucking shrink so she can tell me everything that’s wrong with me that I already know. But instead, I take in a deep breath before I speak.

      “Who set that up?” I inquire calmly.

      “I did,” he tells me. “But only because Veronica asked me to.”

      I should have known it was her.

      “How long was I out?”

      “Not long. Almost two days. ”

      I sigh, shaking my head. No telling what she went to do. That shit’s annoying. I wonder what she could have been up to, but I know it has something to do with Blue. It always does with her.

      “You can cancel that appointment. I’m not going to that.”

      “Why not?” he asks, frowning at me. “You just said you’re trying to get your shit in order for your kid.”

      “Yeah, and I don’t need to talk to someone to do that,” I rebut.

      “You think that,” he says, shaking his head. “Don’t let your ego fuck you up, Alana. You said you’re used to dealing with situations like what you just got out of; in what world do you think that’s normal?”

      “My world,” I snap back at him, annoyed he’s trying to tell me about myself like he knows me or something. “It’s not like this is my first time being Megan’s savior. I deal with this shit, then I move on.”

      “But that’s not how life should be,” he states. “Clearly, you have some things to work out. Not just with yourself but with Megan and Veronica. Life could be a hell of a lot easier if you go see Helen and let her help you instead of trying to do this all on your own.”

      I squint at him, my anger simmering down as I slowly begin to see that he’s right.

      “So now you’re about to tell me you know what you’re talking about because you were in my same position, aren't you?” It’s all I can think to reply with.

      “How do you think I ended up here?” He leans forward on his knees, a smug grin on his face. “I’ll be the first one to tell you that trying to get past this on your own is going to cause more harm than good in the long run, and if you really want to do what’s best for your child, you’ll drop the tough bitch act long enough to see that this isn’t just about you and the baby. The other two are going to be around whether you like it or not. Helen can help you work through the shit you’re going through with Megan and what you’ve dealt with throughout life. So I suggest you get something to eat before I drive you there. Trust me, you’re going to need the energy.”

      I want to tell him to fuck off, but I know it’ll only be out of frustration that everything he said was right. The only response I could’ve given him was to tell him to go fuck himself.

      But instead, I reluctantly concede, deciding that if I don’t like it, I just won’t go back.

      I cross my arms and glare pointedly at him.

      “So this is tough brotherly love, huh?” That’s the closest thing to a verbal agreement he’s getting out of me.

      “Get used to it,” he replies, standing up. “The kitchen’s that way. Help yourself to anything. I’ll be taking care of some things before we leave. If you need me, my office is past the stairs in the back of the house.”

      “Gotcha, bro,” I say, giving him a two-fingered salute.

      Once he’s gone, I sit here by myself, in silence, dreading this appointment, but it’s not like it can make shit any worse. I push myself out of the armchair, accepting the fact that I’m going to have to go talk to this lady. What harm can it do?
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      The more I think about it, the more annoyed I get. It would have been nice of her to at least warn me about this appointment. A note or something. She was so vocal in Cancun, yet she didn't say shit about this.

      Cal drops me off with promises to be back in an hour, and I head inside, loathing this next hour of my life. I already know everything that’s wrong with me; I don’t need her to confirm what I’m aware of. But I’m here now. May as well get it over with so I can say I tried it at least.

      I give Veronica’s name to the lady at the front desk, who tells me Dr. Lyce will be with me shortly, and that I can sit in the waiting area. As I’m heading that way, I zero in on the only person waiting, and I falter in my steps.

      “Blue!” I call out, and his head snaps up to me. A grin takes over my face, confusion and joy swirling around inside me.

      He gives me a goofy smile, one I didn’t even realize I missed, and he stands up to come greet me.

      “Aly,” he breathes out, getting it right. “Holy shit.”

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I question him as I get closer.

      He doesn’t answer me. Instead, he surrounds me in an embrace.

      “Shit,” he sniffles, his voice cracking. “It’s been forever. I’m so fucking happy to see you. Life’s been boring without you here raising hell.”

      “Hey now-” between all these hormones and this surprise meeting, tears sting my own eyes at his words. “Don’t get all sappy on me, ya big baby. I don’t need to cry right now.”

      He pulls away from me and holds me at arm's length, examining me as I quickly wipe my tears away. I know he’s getting ready to tease me by how his eyebrows shoot up and that crooked ass grin on his face.

      “I’ve seen Megan pregnant, and I’ve seen Veronica pregnant, and they both give off the same warm motherly vibe. But-”

      “You better not say some stupid shit, Blue,” I warn.

      “I’m not, I’m not,” he chuckles, throwing his hands up. “I was going to say you look like you’d cut someone. More so than before.”

      I laugh at him, appreciating that he cleared that emotional bullshit before I really started crying.

      “I’m glad you fucking know. But speaking of Megan and Veronica-” I pull my arm back and punch him right in his shoulder.

      “What was that for?” He gripes, grabbing hold of the bicep I hit.

      “What the fuck were you thinking, taking Megan to Ian like that?” I fume at him, and he holds his hands up.

      “I already realize where I went wrong with that,” he says. “You don’t have to bust my balls about it. Everything went to shit, so I’ve learned my lesson. I got told off by everyone involved. I know it was a jackass move. I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, you should be,” I spit out as harshly as I can, but it’s not too abrasive. “Too much shit has happened that wipes that away. If you hadn’t made such a dumbass move, we wouldn’t have known Kameron’s insane until it was too late.”

      “How is Megan?” He asks, rubbing the back of his head.

      “She’s sulking. She’ll be fine, though. She’s probably the one that needs to sit in on this therapy session.”

      “Veronica.” I spin around to find who I recognize as Dr. Lyce, looking down at me from the top of the stairs. “You can come on up. Are you having company in your session today?”

      I turn to Blue, whose hawk eyes are already on me. I don’t really want him hearing all the shit I might say.

      “I’ll stay down here if you want me to. Veronica asked me to sit in with her; that’s why I’m here.”

      Now that he says it, it’s the first thing I should have thought when I saw him sitting here. Every time she comes out, she slinks back to him.

      “Why?” I ask, narrowing my eyes at him.

      For a moment, he only stares at me before he starts twisting his lip ring. “She said she was going to speak to you about it.”

      Just like that, I’m more annoyed.

      “Of course she is. Don’t go anywhere,” I order him. “We need to talk.”

      He nods before turning back around to go sit down. I head up to Dr. Lyce, and she holds her door open for me.

      When I walk in, I immediately want to walk out of her minimally decorated office the second I lay eyes on that couch numerous people have probably sat on, spilling the darkest, shittier inner workings of their minds.

      But it’s too late now.

      I sit down on the couch, and as Dr. Lyce takes her seat, I wipe my palms.

      “It’s Alana, by the way,” I inform her as she gets situated.

      She glances at me over her glasses, surprise on her face for only a moment before she acclimates.

      “Well, Alana, it’s nice to meet you,” she says in that reassuring therapist voice. “First, I want to say I’m relieved you made it back unharmed and that your baby is okay. I know that was a difficult ordeal.”

      “It wasn’t anything less than the usual shit Megan gets herself in,” I tell her honestly.

      “Why do you say that?” she asks, her eyebrow raised.

      “That’s just the kind of thing Megan’s good at. She’s always getting herself into shit like that.”

      “It sounds like you blame Megan for what happened,” she points out.

      “I do,” I confirm, matter of factly. “That’s all she’s ever done.”

      “What’s your relationship like with Megan?” she prods.

      “We don’t have one,” I say with a shrug. “But I’m sure from your sessions with her, I know you’re already well aware I’m the problem child out of the three of us.”

      “I don’t have any preconceived notions about you, Alana,” she reassures me. “I’ve only heard of you from a biased source that doesn’t quite know you. I take nothing of what I’ve heard from your counterparts and let it dictate our sessions, so you can let go of any worries about what I might have heard already. I want to hear from you. This is our first time meeting, and I’d like to make sure you get back to a good place after what you’ve been through, if you’re okay with that.”

      Already, my head is spinning. I wasn’t expecting that. Therapists like to say they don’t judge their patients, but I don’t believe that shit for one second. They’re human, after all. Of course, they’re going to be critical, even if it is just in secret. It’s not like I give a shit about what she thinks about me, but I know she has her own opinions formed by now. But at least this time, I have a dog in this fight. It doesn’t sound like she’s on anyone’s side or likes one of us more than the other. I didn’t think I’d want to start talking so soon, but this is a chance to get all this shit off my chest, to explain it all to someone who also knows Megan that doesn’t see me as the bad guy.

      “Where do you want me to start?” I ask her.

      “How about why you’re here to see me today,” she suggests.

      “Well, Veronica made the appointment, and then Cal convinced me to come.”

      “But he didn’t make you.”

      “Of course, he didn’t. I’m an adult.” I tell her, irritated.

      “You came when you didn’t have to,” she points out. “Is there anything that’s been on your mind that you want to discuss? Anything about your time in Cancun? About your relationship with Megan and Veronica? Your early childhood?”

      I scrunch my nose up at her. I don’t want to talk about any of that. Still, all of it needs to be laid out in the open, especially if I’m going to achieve anything in the short time before the baby comes.

      “I need to get Megan and Veronica to come to some kind of understanding with me,” I start. “Being trapped in Cancun made me realize we can’t be as divided as we are, not when we’re about to have a kid. We’ve already wasted so much time, and now there’s only a little while left before we’re supposed to push this baby out. I don’t want to bring it into this world with how dysfunctional we are at the moment. I haven’t really tuned in to any of the sessions Megan and Veronica have come to. Veronica wouldn’t shut the hell up about integration.”

      The astonishment that crosses her face this time doesn’t leave so quickly.

      “You and Veronica communicate?” She questions me.

      “Only recently. She wouldn’t stop talking in Cancun.”

      “How was it having her talk to you?”

      I bite down on my back teeth because I don’t want to admit it. But this is all for the baby.

      “I hated it at first, but then I got used to her, and she turned out to be helpful to an extent.”

      “Why’d you hate hearing her?”

      “She was silent for all these years, and then suddenly she wouldn’t stop talking,” I tell her. “It was annoying, and I couldn't think straight.”

      “How would you say your relationship with Veronica is after that?”

      I shrug. “Haven’t spoken to her. She’s here, but she’s faint, and she hasn’t said anything. Before, I couldn’t feel her at all, though.”

      “Her sticking around seems like a step in the right direction,” Dr. Lyce says as she nods. “Like she wants to communicate with you more often. Is that something you’d be open to?”

      “No, but I’m going to have to if I don’t want this kid to be confused.”

      I wish I could tell what she’s thinking. How is it possible for her to remain so expressionless? She’s so stone-faced it makes her impossible to read.

      “You don’t want to communicate with Megan and Veronica to make your own lives easier?”

      I shake my head. “If I didn’t have to, I wouldn’t. That would mean sharing one life with them. I’m not interested in anything they have going on, and they would say the same for me.”

      “It would make daily life less of a guessing game if the three of you decided to communicate more frequently.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes at the very familiar phrase.

      “You don’t have to try and sell me on it. I’ve already decided that’s what we need to do,” I say, not even trying to hide the bitterness in my voice. “Whatever it is I have to do to get this going. I’m ready.”

      She gives me an approving nod as she writes on her yellow notepad. “Veronica already seems to be on board. What about Megan?”

      “I have no clue how she feels about it.”

      “Did being in Cancun affect your relationship with her?”

      “Pfft.” I let out a disdainful laugh. “We’d have to have a relationship for it to be affected. She won’t talk to me. She did once while we were there, but it was to tell me to calm down after her jackass boyfriend left.”

      “And your relationship with Megan has always been like this,” she states

      I take a moment to think back to the early days when she didn’t even know I existed, and I shake my head. “Not always. When we were young, she didn’t know I was there really, but I was well aware of her. There were plenty of times I tried to help her by talking to her, but she’d ignore me, so I started to do the shit I was telling her to do myself.”

      “Have there been many of those instances?” she inquires further.

      “Plenty. Between the foster homes with handsy dads and brothers, the group home where everyone loved to bully her, and that shitty psychiatrist that liked underaged girls, I have plenty to choose from.”

      “Sounds like you’ve been protecting her since you were young,” she states knowingly.

      “She doesn’t see it like that,” I tell her.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Well,” I say slowly. “After spending almost two weeks with her boyfriend, I’ve learned that they want nothing more than to be free of me so that I won’t try to ruin Megan’s life anymore, and they can run off into the fucking sunset together. But I’ve known for a long time that she wants me gone even though I’m the one constantly rescuing her. I’m the big bad wolf in her eyes and the sole reason bad shit happens to her. She’s probably going to find some way to twist this entire Cancun shitshow to be my fault instead of Kameron’s. That’s how this shit always ends, with her blaming me even though I saved her ass.”

      I look off to the side, more irritated than I was after saying all of that. I’ve been trying to keep it at bay, but the idea of the two of them getting back together pops in my head and makes it impossible for me to think straight.

      “It’s just that she’s so fucking naive, it’s hard to watch,” I continue. “She wants this regular, normal life, but she ignores that there’s something wrong with us. She thinks all of her problems will just go away if someone says they’re going to be able to handle this shit storm we are, but nobody ever can. She had all these plans to marry Kam, but he couldn’t even accept the fact that he wasn’t only getting Megan. She couldn’t see that he wasn’t accepting her. Eventually, our switching back and forth was going to be too much for him, and he was going to say fuck this.”

      “And you’re worried Megan’s going to get hurt?” She asks me.

      I laugh at the familiarity of the accusation.

      “No,” I emphasize. “I just want her to stop being so stupid and to stop trusting people so easily.”

      She nods. “Okay, but I also heard that when she blindly walks into situations, you’re worried that she’s not going to get the outcome she wants, and she'll get hurt,” she explains. “And that each time you have to ‘rescue her,’ you get a little more resentful towards her because you always come out looking like the bad guy. You sound like you care for her, but you’re bitter towards her for not seeing that.”

      “Of course, I care about her! She takes charge of my body sometimes!” I tell her, crossing my arms. “I can’t just sit back and let her get hurt.”

      “Listening to you talk for this short period of time tells me something different, Alana. You don’t want to admit to caring for her even though you do,” she calls me out. “But you said something else; why does her choice to live a normal life aggravate you so much?”

      I hold her gaze for a moment as I think about my answer.

      “Because life isn’t all sunshine and rainbows like she thinks, and she won’t be able to handle reality when it smacks her in the face. Just look at this shit with Kam.”

      “Talking to her might be a lot easier if you admit that you don’t hate her. And who’s making you continue to be her ‘savior’? It’s a position you fell into and one you continue to hold. Megan can’t learn if you bail her out every time things get rough.”

      “It’s hard not to take over when she starts panicking,” I counter. “She’s a nervous wreck most of the time, and when it comes time to defend herself, it’s like she forgets how to even breathe right.

      “If you’re there to handle the tough parts of life, it’s only natural that she’d be ill-equipped when it comes down to it.” She pauses for a moment, and I recognize the truth in her words in this brief silence. “Have you ever tried talking to her? Maybe the two of you can find some common ground. ”

      “What do you suggest I do?” I question her. “She’s not going to listen to me. She never has.”

      “Well, I think she might now, after what you’ve been through because of her boyfriend.”

      I stare at her for a moment before I ask her, “So then how do I talk to her if she won’t answer me when I call out to her?”

      “We tried it before,” she tells me. “Hypnosis. Do you remember?”

      I scoff. “I remember it didn’t work.”

      “Probably because we tried to contact you during a time when you didn’t want to be bothered. We might stand a chance at getting through to Megan.”

      I sit here for a moment, thinking about it. I do have some words to settle with her, and at the end of the day, this is all for our baby.

      “Fine,” I say. “I’ll try it.”

      She nods her head, happy I came to this decision.

      “Are you able to sense either of them right now?” she asks me. I take a deep breath and close my eyes.

      “Not Megan, but Veronica’s faint,” I tell her when I open them again.

      “That's a good start,” she nods. “At least you’re on the same page with one. Now you have to work on the other.”

      “What do I have to do for this to work?” I ask, becoming just a bit nervous now.

      “Just sit back, relax and listen to my voice. As you do, picture a meeting spot for the three of you. Then call out to them once you’re there. Easy enough, right?”

      “I guess,” I say, leaning back into my seat and closing my eyes.

      “Are you ready?” she questions.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Then, she starts telling me to breathe.

      I do.
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      Alana

      

      I hear the waves crashing on the shore before I even open my eyes. This meeting spot feels so real I can even smell the salt in the air. I open my eyes to the ink-black ocean in front of me, and I’m standing right on the beach where Ian and I had our first date when I yelled at him, then stormed off and left him here.

      I smile at the memory.

      I stand here for a moment, enjoying the breeze and serenity, finding the most peace I’ve had in days. After a few deep breaths, I decide to do what I came here for.

      “Veronica! Megan! Get out here!” I yell down the shore.

      Veronica appears out of the night first, and I can’t help but watch her as she comes to me. It’s weird as fuck that someone with my face can still look so different. It’s me, but not really. Then I notice the belly’s missing. I look down, and so’s mine. When I glance back up, there’s Megan, sulking out of the darkness, and she sits down in the sand a few feet away from me, pulls her knees to her chest, and rests her forehead on her legs.

      The sight of her feeling sorry for herself pisses me the fuck off. Why isn’t she more furious?

      “Are you still hoping Kam’s the father?” I ask, fixing my eyes on her, hoping she looks up at me, but she doesn’t.

      “Alana,” Veronica says in that warning voice I’ve grown so accustomed to. “What’s being like that going to solve?”

      “Hopefully, it’ll solve my curiosity about whether or not she still wants him,” I answer her. “That can’t happen again, Megan. You cannot go back to him.”

      Veronica lowers herself down beside Megan and puts her arms around Megan’s hunched shoulders, but she glares up at me. “There are much nicer ways to phrase things, Alana.”

      “Yeah, I know, and I’m trying to put this as harshly as possible, so she doesn’t talk herself into going back to that piece of shit,” I explain.

      Veronica pins me with a mean stare before she goes back to comforting Megan.

      “She is right, you know,” Veronica says sympathetically. “He kidnapped you, Megan. You can’t excuse that. And going back to him will only give him a chance to do something worse next time.”

      Finally, she looks up from her knees, and tears stream down her face. She really loved that d-bag, and seeing her like this makes me feel bad for her, but at the same time, it annoys me. I want her to be angry about it.

      “He only went that far because of me,” she states, her voice weak and shaking. My eyes almost pop out of my head when those words leave her mouth. I look at Veronica, who somehow managed to keep a straight face. “He was only looking out for me. Or at least trying to.”

      “Megan- what the fuck is wrong with you!” I growl through clenched teeth, wanting to go over to her and shake her by her shoulders so damn bad. “Looking out for someone doesn’t entail keeping you trapped in a house in a secluded location, cutting your phone off so you can’t call for help, and my personal favorite part about how he looked out for you, telling everyone on the villa property you were crazy so you couldn’t get any help. Oh yeah, Kam was really looking out for you.”

      “What Alana’s trying to say-” Veronica cuts her furious gaze off me and directs a gentle one back to Megan, who’s wiping tears from her face. “-is that people who are trying to help someone and look after their well being don’t trap them in a house away from their doctors and support system. Kam was supposed to be your number one shoulder to lean on, but he didn’t take the time to even listen to you when you were trying to get him to let you go home. Can you see how that kind of behavior isn’t safe for a child to be around?”

      “I know Kameron overreacted?” she says, pushing out a breath.

      “Overreacted? Are you fucking kidding me?” I laugh in disbelief.

      “It’s been stressful for more than just us. Kameron eventually broke under pressure.”

      I try to calm down, but I feel like I’m about to explode. I knew she was going to pull this shit.

      “We’ve all made bad choices dealing with our issues. Not just Kam but Ian and Blue.” She says, more defiant than I’ve ever seen her.

      “You cannot compare anything Ian or Blue did with this sick shit Kameron did.” I spit at her.

      “Oh really, trying to assault someone how Ian did or lying through his teeth every second of the day is perfectly fine, which was Blue’s tactic!” she counters back, and I want to smack her. She’s picked a fine fucking time to grow a backbone.

      I glance over at Veronica, and her eyes hint at slightly distressed.

      “Megan, you’re right everyone has made mistakes,” Veronica gently tells her. “But Kam’s choices make it seem that maybe being with us isn't good for him.”

      Megan goes quiet, and I know I should shut up, but I can’t.

      “What happens when he starts controlling every little aspect of your life?” My fists are clenched at my side. I’m so mad at her for even thinking about him like that still. “Of your kids' life? Huh, Megan? He’s not dangerous now, but he has a lot of tendencies that can turn dangerous. Do you want me to get started on the obsessive part of Kam’s love Megan, and tell you how dangerous it can get?”

      “You’re one to talk about anyone being dangerous. You are the dangerous one. You’re the reason Kam did any of this!” Megan counters.

      “Of course, it’s my fault that your fiance went psycho. It's always my fault!”

      “Alana, calm down,” Veronica orders sternly. “We’re getting off track.”

      “It’s not like she’s ever listened to me before, even when I wasn’t yelling at her,” I tell her. I’m trying to take deep breaths to keep my anger from setting in, but it’s not working. “Nothing’s going to change that now.”

      Now, Megan’s red-rimmed pissed-off eyes come up to me, and I cross my arms over my chest, staring her down, ready for whatever it is that’s about to come out of her mouth.

      “That’s because you’re cruel, Alana,” she bites out at me. “The only things you’ve ever said to me have been mean and hurtful. How do you expect me to want to listen to you if all you do is insult me? The only thing you know how to do is tear people down.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?!” I yell incredulously. Her accusations make me let go of the calm I was trying to hold on to.

      “Alana, let me-”

      “Nope.” I hold my hand up, cutting Veronica off, but I’m still in this stare-down with Megan. “You love to blame me for ruining your life when you never even once thought about what would have happened if I hadn’t been here watching over your ass.”

      “Watching over me?” she interrupts as if I just said something stupid.

      “Yes, watching over you!” I snarl, too livid to care that Veronica’s looking up at me in horror at how vicious I’ve become. “If I hadn’t been with you since you were little, who knows what would have happened to you all those nights when you were staying in those houses with those foster dads that came into your room. You would have constantly been fighting those bitches in those group homes if I hadn’t scared them off. That psychiatrist- he would have fucking raped you, Megan, if I hadn’t stabbed him with that letter opener.”

      The more I speak, the wider her eyes become as if she didn’t know what I was saying was a possibility. Has she really never considered any of this?

      She’s going to have to now because I’m not stopping until she does. “I got my hands dirty and lost countless nights of sleep trying to keep us safe. All you’ve ever done is treat me like shit, talk about me like I’m a curse because you never bothered to reply when I was trying to get your attention.” Tears are running down my face now, and in a futile attempt, I try to wipe them away, but they keep coming.

      “And after all that, when you do find out who I am, you didn’t even bother trying to talk to me. Instead, you just went and fucked with the one thing that’s ever brought me any kind of happiness. Do you know how shitty it was of you to throw Kam in Ian’s face every chance you got? And the worst part of watching it all is that you fucking knew what he was going through, and you still tried to run away with a kid that might be his. You and Kam loved to call me selfish, but you’re the selfish one!” I shout, pointing my finger at her. “Even now, despite what he put you through, you’re still trying to give Kameron the benefit of the doubt and excuse his behavior when we’re trying to tell you why you can’t. You don’t know the half of what Veronica and I went through to get us out of there but fuck us, I guess. You’re not the only one affected if you go back to him, Megan.”

      Her wide green eyes are glued to me, sorrow stamped across her face, and I can see just how hard she swallows. Tears start to brim her eyes again, and I look away, not wanting to witness her crying again. I’m not about to feel bad for telling her the truth.

      She opens her mouth to say something but nothing comes out as she cries, and she hangs her head again.

      Bitterness creeps up inside me as she finally sees what I’ve been trying to get her to understand all these years. I didn’t know I’d feel so sour inside when she finally realized what I’d been doing for her. It baffles me that it took all of this to happen before she started hearing me out.

      Veronica breaks the silence hanging around us this time.

      “Megan,” she says softly. “She’s only looking out for you right now. I know her tone is harsh, and she can stand to choose her words differently, but they come from a place of caring that’s been buried under frustration for all these years. You have to understand where she’s coming from.”

      Megan continues to sniffle.

      “Kam made a mistake, a huge one. I understand why you both think he’s a terrible person, but he isn’t. He loves me, and I love him, and he needs help understanding and processing this, but he’d never hurt us. You both know that we were never not safe!” She’s pleading with us, tears streaming down her face.

      “Megan, please,” Veronica says, her voice slightly rising.

      “I want to at least wait until we know the paternity before I make a decision,” she says sternly, locking her eyes on both of us.

      Before I can go off on her, Veronica speaks up.

      “That’s not a good idea,” she tells Megan.

      “I am not changing my mind on this,” she says, her voice now like ice.

      “Well, since you’re not going to compromise on this, I’m letting you know, if this isn’t his baby. You and him are done. I swear to God,” I tell her through clenched teeth.

      “You don’t get to decide that!” she says, her voice slightly wavering.

      “Megan, I do think Ian is the better choice.” Veronica chimes in.

      “What?” Megan gasps, baffled. I’m not sure how close she and Veronica have been, but this seems to catch her off guard, and I have to admit I’m shocked as well. I knew we were both on the same page about Kam not being good for our situation, but I didn’t think she’d side with me on Ian being who…we should be with.

      “Veronica, no you….” Megan begins to plead, but I cut her off.

      “But what about Blue?” I ask her, confused, but my thoughts are everywhere. With Veronica being on Ian’s side, it makes things so much easier. The fight won’t be as hard for the life I never imagined having, but I do know Veronica had some unresolved shit with Blue.

      “Well-” she wrings hands together nervously.

      The bubble I was floating in pops at how nervous Veronica has suddenly become. What could she be about to ask that’s made her demeanor change so suddenly? Even Megan’s looking at her skeptically.

      “What is it?” I coax.

      “I’m just going to say,” she says, inhaling a deep lungful before she lets it out. “I’d like one night with Blue.”

      The bliss I was surrounded in a moment ago at the idea of spending the rest of my life with Ian completely dissipates as I read the underlying meaning of Veronica’s request, and Megan looks at her, confused.

      “I’m sorry, what?!” Megan asks flabbergasted.

      “She wants to fuck Blue,” I put it simply, rubbing my temples.

      Megan gasps as her face turns beet red, but it doesn’t seem to affect Veronica. She holds my gaze and confirms my statement with a nod.

      “That’s not the only thing, but yes, I’d like for us to be able to make love.” She says, more nervous than I’ve ever heard her.

      “Yeah- that’s not happening. No fucking way. You’re not sleeping with Blue,” I state.

      “Blue wouldn’t even agree to that,” Megan claims, a slight frown on her red face.

      “Actually,” Veronica’s nervous smile gives away what she’s about to say next. “He already has.”

      “I’m gonna kill him,” I declare as fire burns at my core.

      “Oh shit,” Megan whispers, stunned.

      “But he only said he’d do it if everyone agreed to it,” Veronica adds on.

      “Well then, that’s the end of the discussion,” I tell her with a shrug. “I don’t agree with it. Blue’s like a brother to me, and thinking about it just grosses me out.”

      Veronica rolls her eyes at me. “But he’s not your brother, and you’re acting like you weren’t attracted to him at one point.”

      “It would have been a hell of a lot easier if you’d just ask to go on a date,” I state, shaking my head ignoring the earlier part of her statement.

      “I just want to know what it’s like to be with someone that I love, even if it is for a day. Both of you know what it’s like, and I just want to experience it before I miss out on the chance to. I don’t think that’s too much to ask for, with what I’d be giving up.”

      Still, I shake my head, my disgust at the situation evident.

      But before I can express it any further, Megan decides to chime in.

      “When she puts it like that, it’s only fair, don’t you think, Alana?” Megan says, and I wonder what she’s playing at, trying to get on her good side so she can change her mind about Kam?

      Instantly I glare at her. “How would your beloved Kam feel about that?”

      “Unlike you, I’m not intimidated by any love coming close to what Kam and I have, and he wouldn’t have to know.”

      I clench my teeth together. Veronica’s vouched for Ian and me, if she wanted to, she could cause a hell of a lot more trouble if she asked for more with Blue, or hell demanded it, and she’s right. Who am I to deny her a taste of what I’ve had with Ian. It just terrifies me that once she gets it, she won’t be able to give it up, but Veronica is more level-headed than both Megan and me.

      “Fine!” I say, throwing my hands up in the air. “I think this is a terrible idea, but if you promise that will be it, you have my permission…but only if Ian is okay with it. Good luck convincing him to let you sleep with his fucking cousin.”

      “That’s fine.” She wears an optimistic smile now. “I am confident that if I make my case to Ian, he will understand.”

      “Have you met Ian?” I ask with a dry laugh, still trying to deter her. “Ian’s never going to agree to it.”

      “I’d like to be the one to discuss it with Helen,” Veronica says. “See where she stands on it.”

      “Oh my God, that’s why he’s here, isn’t it? Fucking Blue!”

      “No, that’s not why he’s here. I’d never do anything that will affect all of us without both of your permission,” she says, glancing between Megan and me. I recognize a tad bit of guilt in Megan’s eyes, and I have to admit I feel an ounce of it myself, but it’s quickly replaced with frustration that we weren't able to get Megan on the same page as we’re on. If Helen can’t talk sense into Megan, I’m hoping that the results will be on my side. I think if anything, this baby will be who saves us.
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      Veronica

      

      I open my eyes to Helen sitting in front of me, patiently waiting on me.

      “How’d it go?” she asks me. “You were in there for quite some time.”

      “It went well,” I answer her, nodding. “Alana and Megan talked about a few misunderstandings they have. Both of them are strong in my head at the moment, so I’m taking that as a good thing. Neither of them have ever been around when I’m in charge, so it seems they’ve both decided to communicate more.”

      I’m willing to try, Megan’s soft voice says.

      You say that like I’m not, Alana barks. Get to the point, Veronica.

      I nod after they both confirm my statement. “Yeah, they’re going to communicate more.”

      Dr. Lyce nods as she scribbles on her notepad, and as she writes, she says, “Okay, that’s good to hear. That certainly is a step in the right direction.” When she’s done writing, I’m her focal point. “Let’s get straight to it then. Why am I speaking to you at the moment instead of Alana?”

      “Yes, actually,” I confirm. “Is it okay if I bring Joshua up?”

      “This is your session now,” she tells me, rising from her seat. “If at any point you want him to leave again, we can have him go back into the waiting room.”

      She walks over towards her door and steps out to call for Blue. A few seconds later, Dr. Lyce comes back in, and while she’s getting situated at her desk again, Blue enters. He finds me on the couch as he shuts the door, and recognition lights his eyes up. I give him a small smile and a nod letting him know that yes, he’s right it’s me.

      He sits down beside me, and his nerves are apparent. His hands are clasped together, and one of his knees bounces up and down.

      I reach over to place my hand on it to reassure him that everything’s alright. He has nothing to be worried about.

      “The girls and I are trying to get on the same page, and we’re not exactly there, but we’re making progress,” I start, and she nods. “I’ve come to the conclusion that Alana should be with Ian, and I won’t interfere with that.”

      Her expression remains unreadable, and I have no idea what she’s thinking about the conclusion we all came to, but it doesn’t seem like it’s much of a shock to her.

      “How does Megan feel about this, especially in the event that the baby is Kameron’s?” she asks.

      “She’s not sold on the idea, but we’ll place the issue on hiatus until paternity is found out. I believe things will be easier to navigate one way or the other once we know for sure.”

      “Do you believe that’s going to be an issue?” she questions further.

      I shake my head. “I believe that when we have a clear notion of this child's father, it will make things easier for everyone. Hopefully.”

      Dr. Lyce writes on her pad, and I keep going in my explanation.

      “The reason I’m here, Dr. Lyce, is because I’d like to have one night with Joshua.” Her writing stops suddenly, and she glances up from her pad at us. She puts her pencil down, making it clear that she’s all ears. “I’ve already talked it over with Alana and Megan, and they agreed. However, Alana only gives her blessing if Ian says yes.”

      “I see.” She says slowly before turning her attention to Blue. “And what are your thoughts on this?”

      His hand goes up to his lip ring and begins to twist it, contemplating his answer.

      “I have feelings for Veronica,” he tells her. “But I’m only going through with it if everyone is okay with it. But I want to make her happy. It’s just that I can’t lie to everyone anymore. I’ve done enough of that.”

      “You’re also close with Ian?” Dr. Lyce questions.

      Blue hesitates before he says, “We’re cousins.”

      That gets a little more emotion to register; her eyebrows raise just a little bit, her eyes grow, and her chest rises just a little.

      “Yes, I can see how that would definitely stir up some trouble,” she states as she regains herself. “But the two of you seem to be aware of the complications that come with this. One of my concerns is if Ian agrees to this, will the two of you be able to walk away. Sex is a bonding act, and the two of you already have strong feelings for each other. Will you be able to let each other go?”

      Her question raises an issue I hadn’t thought about. I look over at Blue, whose sad smile makes my chest ache.

      “I’ve known Alana before Megan knew Kam and just about as long as Alana has known Ian. I’ve been here in some way for each of them; Alana’s partner in crime, Megan’s protector, and when I got to know Veronica, it was the first time I wanted to be something more, but I know why that can’t happen.”

      Dr. Lyce nods then looks back at me.

      “So, how do you both plan on convincing Ian? It seems like it’s going to be an almost impossible task.?”

      “I’m going to talk to him. I think it would be better without Blue for obvious reasons, but I was actually hoping you could help,” I say hopefully.

      She doesn’t try to hide her shock this time. Her eyebrows furrow together as she sits back in her chair.

      “Me?” she repeats as if she heard me wrong. “What could I do to help you with this?”

      “Well, I’ve done some research and found that there are ways to help someone repress memories.” Helen doesn’t confirm, but she looks a little intrigued.  “I was thinking if Ian doesn’t remember about Blue and me having our time together, then the chances of him agreeing will be higher. Is that something you can do?”

      She stares at me, baffled for a while, not answering my question, and then her frown settles deeper into her face.

      My heart sinks. What if my research is wrong and it’s not possible? What if she refuses to? That’s not good. Convincing Ian is going to be a lot more difficult if she can’t or won’t do this. She may not see doing something like this as being ethical.
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      Ian

      

      I look out at the horizon where the sky and sea kiss, trying to find some sort of comfort in it, but I come up empty. It’s fucking beautiful out here, and my camera hangs from my neck, but I haven’t taken a single picture. I’ve been standing in the same spot, just beyond where the water rushes onto the shore, all my thoughts on Alana.

      She’s been back for about three days now, and all I want is to hear her voice. I know she’s okay, but I need to hear it myself. I’ve been thinking about calling Cal to see how she’s doing, but I know she needs her space after the shit she just went through. I don’t want to overwhelm her, but God, I miss her. I need to see her. I have to.

      My phone starts ringing in my pocket, and when I dig it out, I don’t recognize the number on the screen, so I ignore the call and shove it back into my pocket. I decide to finally put my camera to use since I brought it out here. I should at least try to get a few good shots, and maybe focusing my mind on capturing the perfect image will help.

      But then my phone rings again, and it’s the same number. I stare at it, wondering if I should answer it, and I decide not to, and then I give in. What if it’s her.

      

      “Hello, Ian.” Her voice instantly dissolves every bit of tension that’s been living inside of me for the past two weeks. I let out a heavy sigh, and the weight that’s been on my chest goes with it. It’s not the her I want, but I’ll take it.

      “Veronica- how- how are you?”

      “I’m good,” she tells me. “I know you’ve been worried, but I’m fine. We’re fine. Where are you right now? I hear a lot of wind.”

      “Yeah- I’m at the beach. I came out here to take some photos, but I haven’t taken any so far. I haven’t been able to concentrate at all.”

      “Can I join you out there while you shoot?”

      My heart leaps in my chest at her request, and I stand just a bit straighter; every cell in my body is already anticipating seeing her.

      “Yeah, absolutely,” I say immediately, and I don’t care how eager I sound. “But I can come to meet you if you prefer. Just let me know where you are, and I’ll be there.”

      “No, that's fine. I want to come down to the beach. I have something to discuss with you, and the beach is a nice place to do it.”

      After I tell her which beach I’m on and where I’m parked, she tells me she’ll see me in thirty minutes, but I walk back towards the stairs and climb up to wait on her anyway.

      Thirty minutes later, she pulls up in a silver Mercedes, a newer model. I sometimes forget that her family is filthy fucking rich. I only remember in instances like this when I can see it with my own eyes.

      Before she gets out of the car, I’m already heading over to where she’s parked. She gives me a wary smile through the window before she gets out, and when she’s finally standing in front of me, I pull her into me. I’ve been dying to do this for so long now, and the fact that she’s right here is surreal. I’m scared I might wake up and this will all just be a dream. It’s happened so many other times before, and still, I haven’t gotten used to it.

      She doesn’t hug me back. In fact, her arms stay by her side, and her shoulders are tense, but I don't want to let her go. With me, I know she’s safe no matter who she is, and as long as she’s next to me, my mind’s at peace and everything is right in the world.

      “It’s impossible to describe how worried I’ve been for you,” I sigh out, wishing I could get closer to her.

      “Alana’s going to be okay,” she reassures me. “We started therapy yesterday. She wants to see you, but there are some things she wants to work through first.”

      Her words cut through my fucking chest. I’m glad Veronica’s here; it could’ve been Megan, but Alana, my girl, the fact she’s here in some capacity but hasn’t been here, the fact that she’s not the one who wants to see me right now hurts so fucking bad. Still, it’s not about me right now. My eyes drift down to Veronica’s stomach. She’s gotten so much bigger since I’ve seen her. I remind myself to pull it together.

      “I’m glad that she’s okay. That all of you are okay.” I say, clearing my throat.

      Her shoulders relax, and slowly, her arms come up and wrap around my waist, it’s the first time Veronica has ever shown me affection, and it brings tears to my eyes. I’m not sure how long we’re standing here like this, but when I pull away, I look down at her, unable to stop the smile that forms as I take her in. The wide pale blue eyes are there instead of the grey ones I fell in love with, or the green ones that I grew used to, stand out against her long dark hair. Her slender face has puffed out a bit, but it only makes her that much cuter with her round cheeks. As we begin our walk down to the beach, I notice how her walk has changed in the time since I’ve seen her, if it’s lulling the little baby inside of her.

      I help her down the stairs leading down to the beach, giving her something other than the splintering handrail to hold on to. Once we’re on the ground, I give her my hand to help stabilize her as we walk through loose sand until we get closer to the water, where it's much easier for her to walk on. I might be overly cautious, but she doesn’t seem to mind it.

      We stroll along the water. I have so many questions for her, mainly about what happened in Cancun, but I know I should let her bring it up in her time. I’m just so fucking grateful she’s here, but I can’t help but notice that she’s nervous about something. Her bottom lip is sucked between her teeth as she chews at it, and her eyebrows are almost touching. I feel a wave of nausea begin to spread through me. I know Veronica the least of the girls, but she’s always been calm and level-headed, so her visible nervousness, coupled with the fact she’s the one who's here to talk, makes me feel sick. “What was it that you wanted to talk to me about?” I ask her after a moment of contemplating whether or not I should question her about it.

      After a few rounds of deep breaths, she says, “Okay. I’m not going to beat around the bush. I’m going to get right into it.” She stops in her tracks and turns to me, tilting her head back to look up at my face. “You’ve been through so much, Ian. You and Alana both. I know,” she says, her eyes on mine and her expression gentle in a way that reminds me of a mother. Hell, she’s about to be a mother. When she puts her hand on my shoulder, I almost feel myself break down, but I steel myself.

      “You and Alana deserve to be happy. You make her a better person, and I know that you could accept all of us if it came to that. And I also believe even if this child isn’t yours that you’d truly love it.” She looks at me for confirmation, and I feel tears in my eyes, and I only nod and clear my throat.

      “None of this has been fair for you. Alana didn’t tell you the truth, Megan betrayed your trust, and I never really gave you a chance.” She continues, and I feel my heart speeding up.

      “But that’s changing. We haven’t exactly gotten Megan on the same page, but I think you’re the best person for us. You made Alana fall in love with you, and I never thought that’d happen.” she says with a sad laugh towards the end. I feel myself smiling even though my eyes are watering. I feel like such a little bitch, but I’m a happy little bitch.

      “So you won’t have any interference from me when we get all of this worked out.” She tells me with a smile, but it’s sad.

      “What is it?” I ask her hesitantly, seeing tears fill her eyes, but she wipes them away quickly.

      “There’s one thing,” she says, steeling herself.

      “What…” I ask hesitantly. It’s strange seeing Veronica show emotions, and I’m wondering why she’s sharing them with me instead of Blue, but I am grateful it’s me she’s here with.

      “Alright. Okay. Here it is: I- I want. I want one night with Blue.”

      What the fuck!

      “WHAT!” I shout, and every head within a couple feet of us turns in our direction. Instantly, my anger soars, and I rear back as if she just punched me straight in the face. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “The fuck, Veronica!” I finish under my breath.

      I had to have heard her wrong.

      “Ian, please,” she says tightly, looking around us as if she’s embarrassed. She’s embarrassed. Is she saying what I think she’s saying?

      “A night, what kind of night?” I say, trying to calm myself down. Maybe she’s not asking for what I think she’s asking because there’s no way I just heard her say she wants to have sex with Blue. Fucking Blue! But her words are ricocheting off the walls of my mind, and there’s no way I could have made that up or misheard her that bad. I couldn’t have heard her wrong.

      “A romantic night,” she says sheepishly, and I’m going to throw up.

      “This is why you called me- so you can get my blessing to fuck my cousin?!”

      “It’s not just about that,” she screeches, her eyes pleading, and I can’t even look at her.

      “I love him,” she says desperately, and I’m in a bizarro world. Hearing the voice similar to the one I love, in love with, possibly carrying my child, tell me she loves my fucking cousin.

      “You don’t even know him!” I counter back.

      “If I had the opportunity, it could be even more than that, but we won’t because I’ve chosen not to pursue it. We both have,” she says, her voice calmer, but there’s still a hint of desperation there.

      

      I shake my head, still unable to grasp the absurdity of this entire situation.

      “I’ve been sick worrying my ass off, wondering where it was Kam hauled you off to, and the very first thing you come to me with is wanting to get in bed with my family. That’s weird as shit, Veronica, and beyond fucked up.”

      I’m shaking now, and I can’t stand still, or I’m going to completely lose it, so I turn and walk down the shore. She comes up beside me, and I shove my hands in my pockets, keeping my gaze fixed ahead of me.

      “Just once,” she says, desperate now, her voice quivering.”

      As if that’s supposed to smooth over my wife fucking my cousin.

      Then I stop in my tracks as something occurs to me, and I spin around. She almost crashes right into me but manages to stop herself in time.

      “Does Blue know you’re coming to me with this?”

      She looks me straight in my eyes, and the answer lands on her face before she nods twice, and a different kind of rage bubbles alive inside of me. It was a fucking gut punch coming from Veronica. But knowing Blue’s aware of this shit, that he spoke with her about something like this and didn’t tell me is like being kicked in the dick with a steel-toed boot by him.

      “I’m gonna kick his ass,” I sneer, turning back around. “Nope. I’m gonna kill him.”

      But she latches on to my arm and pulls me back.

      “This wasn’t his idea,” she tells me. “He was against it, but I convinced him and said he’d only go through with it if he got everyone's approval.”

      “That doesn’t make it better!” I say between clenched teeth.

      “Ian, please,” she begs. I’m getting ready to cut her off, but her eyes watering stop me. “It’s only one time, and after that, it’s over. I just want- I want to feel loved. Megan’s had it; you gave it to Alana. I’m not trying to fight to have it like they are. I’m asking for you to allow me to have it, just one time.”

      At the sight of her tears, my rage somewhat subsidies but not my disgust.

      I have to suppress my gag reflex. I can’t even think about it!

      I suck in deep breaths trying to calm down, but that doesn’t work like it’s supposed to.

      “Veronica,” I groan.

      “You have my wife’s body, and the person you want me to allow you to have sex with is my cousin. My cousin, Veronica. Fuck that; he’s my brother. How the fuck do you expect me to get over it? Every time I look at him, I’m going to think about it.”

      “Well,” she sniffles, wiping her tears away with the butt of her palm. “I think I might have a solution to that.”

      “How could you have possibly found a solution to that problem?”

      “Dr. Lyce. She specializes in hypnosis,” Veronica explains. “She said if you agreed to this, she’d wipe the knowledge of it from your memory.”

      I’m fucking stunned. The very fact that that’s even a possibility freaks me out. How the fuck can you erase a memory? The idea of having any memory, especially an important one like that, taken away is disturbing.

      “She can do that?” I ask in disbelief.

      Veronica nods. “The only way she said she’d do it is if you came and gave written consent to it beforehand.”

      I slap my forehead. What the fuck! I don’t want someone in my head like that.

      Knowing Megan was laid up with Kam was bad enough, but Blue’s my fucking cousin. I don’t want Blue thinking about what she’s like in bed every time he sees her. And the fact that I’d be ignorant to that makes my gut twist more, but seeing her face, how on edge she is waiting for my answer. It’s really up to me?

      Her eyes plead to me in a way that Alana or Megan’s never done. It’s squeezing my fucking heart. The glint of hope in her eyes, the fear of my denial, is making it hard to breathe. I spot a bench and fall onto it, resting my head in my hands. I feel her sit beside me. I have a million fucking thoughts going through my head, and they’re battling it out like it’s a war.

      

      “Ian?” Veronica’s hand lightly rests on my shoulder, and I blink coming out of my head. “Please.”

      We sit in silence for I’m not sure how long, and I don’t even know what I’m about to say when my mouth opens.

      “Once!” I force out, and the sorrow dimming her eyes is brightened with elation, and it kicks me in the lung, but the anxiety filling my chest starts to leave. “But I’m not about to let Dr. Lyce erase my memory. She’s erasing his.” She sucks in a sharp breath at my demand, and I continue before she says anything. “You want me to go through with this, here are my conditions; he can’t remember. Any of it.”

      Her elation dissipates.“But, Ian, that doesn’t seem fair,” she says, her voice trembling as she speaks.

      “This is as fair as it’s going to get, and it’s the only way you’re going to get what you want. This isn’t for him. This is about your experience, right?” She bobs her head slowly, staring up at me, borderline angry. “And that’s all I can care about. I don’t give a fuck if Blue remembers. If you want me to agree, those are my terms.”

      It takes her a second before her shoulders drop, and she nods.

      “Okay then. Deal. I’ll run it past Blue.”

      “Don’t bother. I’ll relay the information.” I throw my head back and rub my face with my hands, annoyed and disgusted at what I just agreed to. “I need a fucking drink. Come on, I’ll walk you back to your car.”

      A silent ten-minute walk puts us back at her car. I shut the door behind her before she cranks up and tanks off. As soon as she’s out of sight, I pull my phone out and call my idiot ass cousin.
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      This shit’s killing me. My stomach is in knots, waiting for her to get here. She’s been gone for about an hour now, pleading our case to Ian. It feels odd waiting on her to report back. It’s usually me who they reach out to for favors or to go handle something they need taken care of. Being on the opposite end of it doesn’t feel right at all. The longer I sit here, the more I regret not going with her.

      I pick up the cold cup of diner coffee I’ve been babysitting and take a sip of the weak brew the waitress brought back; it’s just like drinking brown water.

      I ignore the collective chatter of the patrons in this small diner, too caught up with the answer Veronica’s going to come back with. At least if Ian says yes, he’ll hate me, and it’ll be worth it. If he says no, he’s going to hold a grudge for years. He’s a master at holding shit against people. Which, in this case, I can understand. This situation is so fucked up, but it’s the one we have.

      My phone vibrates on the table, and I snatch it up, ready to answer Veronica’s call, but my movements stop, and my thumb hovers above the phone screen as I stare at Ian’s contact photo.

      I should have expected him to call.

      I swipe the screen up, not wanting to stall any further, an explanation already on its way out.

      “So you’re too much of a coward to talk to me about this shit yourself?” Ian starts before I can even answer him.

      “Look, bro-”

      “Don’t call me that shit right now,” he interrupts, his tone low and full of venom.

      “Ian, this was Veronica’s request, not mine. She came to me with this, and if I were the one that talked to you about it, you would have never heard me out.”

      “Because I would’ve been too busy tossing your ass around to hear anything besides the first sentence! You should have shut that shit down, man!” He’s close to yelling already, and if he were here, he definitely would have swung on me by now.

      “I tried to,” I defend myself. “But she wants to do this, Ian.”

      “Don’t say it like that!” he groans. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “Ian, I know this is shitty, trust me, I fucking know it, but you understand her, right?” I already know nothing I say is going to make this better, but I keep going anyway. “It’d be one time, and she’s not Alana…well, it’s her, but it’s not”

      “Shut the fuck up!” He shouts, and I do. I'm grateful for the fact that he’s calling me instead of here punching me in the face.

      “One time is too much, Blue, and why the fuck would I want to think about her being happy fucking another guy, my fucking cousin at that!?”

      “It’s not about that for her.” I counter back.

      “That makes it worse!” he screeches and hearing the pain in his voice makes me feel even worse than I did earlier. The silence is loud between us, each of us trying to grasp the gravity of this mess.

      “At the end of the day, you get Alana. You and Alana could have a forever. Veronica just wants a day.”

      “Fuck.” He shouts again.

      “Whatever feelings you have for her, you better get that shit out of your system with this date, Blue. If I have to deal with this shit again, I swear to God I’m gonna smash your teeth in.

      “Look, this is how this fuckery is gonna go,” he goes on. “I don’t want to know when or where it’s going to happen. Just make sure it happens after the baby comes.”

      He’s agreeing.

      Holy fucking shit, he’s saying yes.

      Veronica is a magician. I’m so floored that I don’t realize how hard I’m smiling until my cheeks begin to hurt.

      “But.”

      The but brings me back to reality. Still, there’s nothing he can say that can ruin the elation beginning to course through me.

      “I’m not having some shrink play in my head. I want you to forget it after. All of it..”

      I sit in this tiny booth speechless as his stipulations hit me. Already, there’s a hole growing in my chest.

      “What? You don’t like that?” he asks slowly.

      “That just defeats the purpose.”

      “No, it fucking doesn’t,” he snaps right back. “This isn’t for you, asshole. I didn’t agree to this to make you happy. This is for Veronica. So you better take what you can get right now because I’m five seconds from calling Veronica and reneging on all this shit.”

      I swallow the rebuttal that wants to come out. The thought of being unable to remember my time with her carves away at my soul. I want to be able to recall every moment. It’s all I’ll have.

      “Remembering a day with her will ruin you for another woman, Blue. I just don’t want this because of my ego. It’s for you too.” he says; most of the venom in his voice is replaced with something like exhaustion and pity.

      

      The diner door opens, and Veronica walks in, and the second I lay eyes on her, I know he’s right. I may not remember it, but I already know I’m going to make this the best experience of her life. That’s who it’s about, after all, her.

      “Okay,” I say to Ian.

      “I’m going to set up an appointment with Dr. Lyce so we can talk about this memory-erasing shit. I’ll talk to you later.”

      He hangs up, and I set my phone on the table as Veronica slides into the booth across from me. I put on a pleasant face trying to mask the disappointment knocking around inside of me.

      “Was that Ian?” She asks as she gets comfortable.

      “Yeah. I agreed to his terms. He said not until after the baby’s born. So,” I reach across the table and take her cold fingers in mine, looking right into her gorgeous pale eyes. “I have months to plan the best day of our life.”

      She gives me a somber, teary-eyed smile, trying to be happy through her sadness, but more of her sorrow comes through than anything.

      “You won’t remember it.” Her voice cracks, and tears flow from her eyes.

      I bring the back of her hand just inches away from my lips, and she blushes as I do.

      “Well, I’ll just have to make sure our time is unforgettable.”

      And that’s a promise I’ll die before breaking.
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      Three weeks later…..

      

      The night of the art show is a relief, if only because it helps take my mind off of things just a little. Still, it’s hard to want to mingle and schmooze all that much, even if it would make Lauren happy to have the photographer of the night milling around the guests. I needed a break, though, so I’m on the upper floor alone, leaning against the railing as I look at everyone downstairs. They’re all dressed up for the night, in suits and expensive dresses. I wore my best black jeans and black button-down with my least-scuffed boots, but I know that doesn’t matter. I’m the photographer, an artist, and I’m supposed to look a little rough around the edges. Adds character and helps flesh out the story people tell themselves when they look at me.

      I wonder what they’d all think if they knew the real story.

      It’s been three weeks since she came back. Other than that fucked-up conversation I had with Veronica, I haven’t seen her—but I’ve gotten updates. No one seems to want to keep me completely in the dark now, which is a relief. All it took was the possibility of a kid, and now I’m being treated like I’ve got a fair shot at being in Megan—Alana’s—life. It’s almost enough to make me hope they never find Kam. He’s all we’re waiting on for the paternity results. Megan wants him here when they’re revealed, and I can’t exactly blame her—there’s a chance, hell more than a chance, it is the slimy fucker’s. And I don’t want to upset her, either, not when things seem to be going relatively smoothly.

      She’s been going to therapy, I’m told, and her doctor’s appointments. The baby is fine and healthy. All good things—especially considering the hell Kameron put her through. I hope the therapist has talked to her about that—Megan, specifically, helped her see that a man who loves her wouldn’t kidnap her or treat her alters the way he did. Kameron has gone crazy, and while I’ll grudgingly admit it hasn’t been easy for me to deal with two entirely different personalities in the body of the woman I love, I haven’t lost my fucking mind over it.

      I haven’t heard anything about my girl, though. I’m aching to see her, not just her body with some other personality running it, but Alana. My wife, the only woman I’ve ever loved, who I hope like hell, is carrying my baby. It was good to see Veronica until she dropped a load of shit all over our reunion. I don’t want to talk to Veronica for a good, long time. I haven’t gotten over her fucked up wish to sleep with Blue or how it made me want to shred him to pieces for even considering it. I might have agreed with stipulations, but that doesn’t mean I’ve come around to the idea. If it could give me some hope for a guarantee that, that shit with Blue is annihilated, it’s worth it. If Alana comes back and stays with me, there will be a day Veronica comes out around me. How will that feel, sharing my life for a  day, or a week, or a month with a woman who begged me for a night with my cousin, even if functionally she’s Alana?

      Megan. Fuck. I clench my teeth as I sip my champagne, wishing like hell it was something stronger even as the bubbles fizz through my veins. It’s enough to drive a man mad, keeping it all straight, thinking through all the weird-ass scenarios, but I still wouldn’t pull the shit Kam did. And besides that—this might feel like hell sometimes, but I’d walk through hell to be with Alana, if she wants me to. All I wanted was for it to be her instead of Veronica that day, but I take what I can get now.

      Speak of the devil. It’s not Veronica, but I sure as hell see Blue, and that makes me grit my teeth angrily. I would’ve thought he would have had the presence of mind not to show up after that shit, but here he is, dressed in his nicest jeans and Doc Martens, talking to Hilary like they’re the best of fucking friends. I toss my champagne back, fighting the urge to go down, grab him by the collar, and throw him bodily out of the gallery. The only thing that stops me is the violence that occurred the last time Lauren held one of these shows—I don’t think she’d appreciate it happening twice. And I do appreciate having a place to show my work and get paid for it. Chicago sure as hell isn’t a cheap place to live.

      Something catches my eye—Kylie waving at me from her spot on the ground floor before she starts up the stairs, coming to see me. I give her the most genuine smile I can, given how tense I am, as I try to remind myself that even with everything else happening, this is a good night for me. Even if the worst happens—if the baby isn’t mine, if I lose Alana all over again, the world doesn’t have to just be shades of grey. I can still make connections that inspire me, like I did with Kylie and Abby. I can still find beauty in the world. I’ll lose a part of it, but not everything that makes life worth living.

      It’s a good reminder with everything I’m facing.

      I see Abby standing near the picture I took of her, and I feel that warmth again. Even if Alana isn’t here tonight, others who matter are. Abby cared enough to come and see the results of the work I did. I matter, and I need to remember that. I should go and thank her for coming once I’m done talking to Kylie.

      “Are you proud of yourself?” Kylie teases lightly as she joins me in leaning against the railing, handing me another flute of champagne that she grabbed from a passing tray as she takes a sip of her own. “Look at you, the man of the hour.”

      “They’re mostly just photos I took that day we rode around and talked,” I say, shrugging modestly. “Nothing all that special.”

      “You’re too hard on yourself.” Kylie jabs me lightly with an elbow. “You did well. This is the beginning of a bright and illustrious career for you. I just know it.”

      “I hope so.” I hope it’s the beginning of a lot more, but I’m not about to elaborate on that. Kylie doesn’t need to hear all my shit—my wife, who has three personalities at least and left me, only to come back and spend one searing night with me that might mean she’s pregnant with my kid—or someone else’s. And now one of those personalities wants to bang my cousin.

      What a fucking soap opera. I toss back the remainder of the champagne, gesturing downstairs. “Come on. I should say hi to Abby. She’s the focal point of one of these pieces, after all.”

      “There you go. Mingle and have a good time.” Kylie swishes downstairs behind me, her black dress skimming over the stairs as she sips at her champagne, a slender shadow.

      “Ah, there you are, young man.” Abby smiles at me as I approach. “This picture is incredible. All of them are, really. You’ve captured the soul of this city in a way that I don’t think anyone else ever really has. You’ve got a bright future.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her appreciatively. “It really means a lot to me that you came. That anyone came, really.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” she assures me.

      “I’m going to get something else from the bar,” I tell them both, and Kylie follows me, chattering away about some of the other guests who are here tonight. I order a whiskey, neat, wanting something to take the edge off, and lean back as the bartender starts to pour.

      “Lauren really knows some important people—” Kylie starts to say, only for the rest of that sentence and all the air in the room to be sucked out all at once as the only person I really wanted to see tonight walks through the door.

      I can’t move. I can’t fucking breathe. It’s Megan, but it’s not. The instant I see her move, I know it’s not Megan or Veronica in there. She’s not shyly glancing around or turning her nose up, she’s looking at the room like she could command every single one of them to get on their fucking knees, and they would—because it’s Alana.

      Alana. My heart is hammering in my chest, my blood rushing in my ears. I want to go to her the instant I see her, but I hang back a little, because I want to look at her for a moment first, too. I want to see her before she sees me, to eat her up with my eyes because, just like always, I don’t know how long it’ll be before she disappears like a fucking mirage in the desert for a man dying of thirst.

      She looks fucking incredible. Just her clothing is enough to tell me it’s Alana—Megan would have worn something modest that didn’t show off the baby bump too much, and Veronica would’ve dressed like a lady, but Alana is wearing a long-sleeved, body-hugging black dress that stops mid-thigh and clings perfectly to every full and luscious curve, including her belly. She’s showing it off proudly, happy for everyone to see her new body, and it turns me on so fucking much that it’s nearly unbearable.

      Cal is at her side, and he leans down, murmuring something in her ear. Alana shrugs him off, but he murmurs it again, pointing in the direction of where my pictures are hanging. I stand there, my drink forgotten, wondering what she’ll do—and then she starts to walk towards them, her gaze open and curious as she looks at the photos I took. The photos that, once upon a time, she inspired me to start taking—encouraged me to keep taking.

      I might have made other connections and found inspiration in other people and places, but in the end, it all comes back to her.

      It’s always going to fucking be all about her. ‘Til the day I die.

      I grab my whiskey from the bar, making my way through the crowd towards her. “I’ll catch up with you in a bit,” I tell Kylie over my shoulder as I beeline for Alana as fast as I can, the thick crowd of guests slowing me down. I want to shove them aside, but I can hardly do that, being Lauren’s man of the hour and all. I have to behave, but it’s damn hard when Alana is standing right there, and all I want to do is get to her.

      By the time I make it to Alana, she’s talking to Abby. “A lovely young man took these photos of me,” Abby says cheerily. “He looked a bit sad, like something was weighing down his soul. But he’s a good boy. A talented one.”

      I stop just to one side and clear my throat. “That young man would be me.”

      Alana whips around, her eyes widening at the sight of me, and I have to fight to hold myself together. Seeing her across the room was hard enough, but now that she’s in front of me, within touching distance, I feel like I’m going to lose my mind if I don’t grab onto her and never let go. I want to hold her, kiss her, make sure that she knows she’s mine and that she’ll never get away from me again.

      There’s so much I have to say to her, and I can’t say a damned bit of it here. I know once we start talking, hashing it all out, once I say what’s frothing in my mind—in my goddamned soul—it’s going to be explosive, and the last thing I want is to mess up Lauren’s night yet again.

      So I bite my tongue, even though it’s the hardest goddamn thing I’ve ever done. I stand there as Alana turns back to Abby, chatting, and I try to hear what they’re saying to each other, even though I can’t focus on a word of it. The air around us feels like it’s vibrating, shimmering with the tension between us, when Alana finally turns to me at some point and asks in her husky voice, “Do you want to get out of here, Ian?” I can’t fucking speak for a second.

      My name on her lips sounds like music, like heaven. “Gladly,” I say gruffly, and Alana turns towards Cal.

      “I’m leaving with Ian,” she says, so definitively that even though the look on his face suggests that he’s not sure it’s the best idea, he doesn’t argue. Lauren appears a moment later, and I thank her for the evening, letting her know I’m heading out, as well as Kylie and Abby. It’s a flurry of goodbye and so nice of you to come and see you again soon. Throughout all of it, I’m so impatient to be alone with Alana that I can’t think of anything else.

      Until we’re leaving, walking outside into the cool night air, all I can hear is my heartbeat. All I can feel is how close she is, and all I can do is hope that this night doesn’t end in heartbreak—for either of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      Ian

      “I have an Airbnb just down the road,” Alana says quietly. “I rented it out in case—in case I needed some privacy. We can walk there if you’re okay with that?”

      Walking just means more time with her, and that’s all I fucking want. “Sure,” I manage as we fall in step with each other, heading down the sidewalk, and I wait for her to say something else. I want us to be alone before I say all the things I have to say, before I let it all pour out. I’m not going to do it on a downtown Chicago sidewalk.

      “I’m happy you went further with your photography,” she says tentatively, but I don’t respond. I feel like it’s all building up behind my teeth, like if I say a word about anything at all, especially about my fucking photography, it’s all going to burst loose, and I’m going to lose it. We’ll have it out on this sidewalk, and that’s the last thing I want to do.

      We just barely make it inside the Airbnb, Alana punching in a code and walking in as I follow her through the foyer and into the dark living room before I turn towards her, unable to stop myself from getting right down to it. “Why didn’t you tell me what was going on before you left?” I ask, grinding the words out as Alana flips a switch, and suddenly the room and her are bathed in warm light.

      My fingers itch for a camera to take a picture of her. There isn’t a painting of the Madonna and child in any museum that could rival how she looks right now, round and luscious, her body begging for my hands without her saying a word, encased in that smooth black fabric that matches the black fall of her hair down her back.

      “You wouldn’t have understood,” Alana says softly, shaking her head. “You would have thought I was a lunatic.”

      Anger lances through me. She doesn’t think I would have believed her? Who the fuck does she think I am? I fucking love her. “You didn’t even give me a chance,” I growl, staring her down. “Not a single fucking chance before you up and fucking left. You decided for me how things were going to go, what I would believe. How is that fucking fair?”

      Alana looks at me, still shaking her head slowly, and it’s infuriating. “You would never have stayed if I told you,” she insists, and the tone of her voice tells me she actually fucking believes that, which makes it so much worse. “No one wants to have only a piece of a person,” she continues insistently. “If you had known the truth about me—even if you had believed me—you would have left me eventually. Or you would have tried to hold on to just this part of me, just Alana, like Kameron tried so hard to do with Megan. He wanted to rip us out like weeding a fucking garden because that’s all we were to him. Weeds strangling his precious little flower.”

      “Don’t ever fucking compare me to Kameron!” I shout, raising my voice in a way that I haven’t in a long fucking time, but I don’t want to hear that shit, not a word of it. “I don’t even want to fucking hear his name, not from your lips if anyone, Alana.”

      Her cheeks are turning pink, high up on her sharp cheekbones, and I can tell she’s getting angry too. “Well, what did you expect me to do, anyway, Ian?” she lashes out, her stormy grey eyes narrowing. “You started talking about having kids and shit! Creating a family with me! And it scared the fucking shit out of me because at that point in Megan’s life—in my fucking life—everyone either classified me as crazy or just fucking gave up on me because they couldn’t figure out what the hell was wrong! I was just some nutso kid, some schizo, someone begging for attention! For the longest time, I didn’t even know what the hell was wrong with me, don’t you get that?” She’s breathing hard now, her chest heaving, the words spilling out in a painful rush. “How was I supposed to tell you about something that I didn’t even have any clue how to explain, Ian?”

      I hear the pain in her voice, the agony of loss and hurt. Betrayal lancing it, all the confusion and bitterness and rejection she’s faced all her life. I force myself to lower my tone and speak to her more calmly. I love her, I remind myself. If I’m going to have any chance at this, she has to trust me. We have to work through this together.

      “We were married, Alana,” I tell her, my voice still tight. “We are married. I would never have given up on you or treated you like you were insane. I know you’re thinking that’s easy for me to say now when we have diagnosis and proof. It’s not as strange as it would have sounded back then, but I’m telling you right now that I loved you then, just like I love you now, and I would have believed whatever you told me. I would have done anything necessary to make it work, to understand you and what you were going through, and I would never have acted like you were crazy—” I pause, laughing softly. “Well, you are crazy. But not the way that you’re afraid I think you are.”

      I move towards her slowly, carefully, like she’s a wild deer or some other animal I don’t want to spook. “I think you’re crazy, like the kind that yelled at me on the beach that night,” I remind her softly, my voice thickening with emotion as the memories come flooding back. “You’re the kind of crazy that blamed me for the accident when you ran into me, who went on a high-speed chase in a busted fucking car and outran the cops.” I laugh ruefully, shaking my head. “You’re the good kind of crazy that makes my dick hard even though I know it shouldn’t, the kind that makes life worth living, that makes me want to spend the rest of that life with you, even if sometimes I’m worried it’s gonna be really fucking short, with some of the shit you pull.”

      My voice deepens, taking on a more serious note as I hold her grey eyes with mine. She looks like she’s hanging on to every word even if she doesn’t quite believe me, like there’s a key hidden somewhere in the things I’m saying, and hope blooms in my chest. “I would never have left you if you’d been honest with me,” I tell her roughly, emotion rising hotly in my voice. “That wedding wasn’t a game to me, Alana. I took those vows seriously. It was fucking real. You’re my wife, and I’m your husband, and I would never have left you. In sickness and in health, right? Well, I don’t care what kind of fucking sickness you said you had, how out of this world it sounded. I’ve been pissed the fuck off since the day I met Megan and started learning about your condition because you didn’t have enough faith in me—in us—to stick around and try telling me the fucking truth. We could have figured it out together, Alana, if you’d just given me a chance. But you never fucking did.”

      My voice trails off, the last words hanging heavily between us, and my chest aches like I’ve been hit by a fucking truck. Alana lets them sink in, her grey eyes shimmering, and when she speaks again, I hear her voice crack with emotion for the first time. That, too, gives me a flicker of hope.

      “I was scared,” she whispers, her voice soft and almost pleading for me to understand. “I didn’t want to ruin your life because I loved you! You were the first good thing that ever happened to me, and I didn’t want to mess your life up with the load of shit I was carrying around. It was real to me too, Ian. I meant those vows—I wanted to mean them. But I thought I was doing the right thing by you at the time, when you started talking about wanting a family. I thought it would be easier for you if I just left, and you could move on. Find a—a normal woman.” Her voice cracks at that last statement, shuddering a little, and I can feel my heart crack a bit too.

      I step forward, closing that last bit of distance between us, and I take her chin firmly in my fingers so she can’t look away. Not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough that she knows I mean what I’m saying, so she can feel what I’m holding back. How much I fucking want her.

      “You’re the only woman for me, Alana,” I tell her, each word emphasized. “No matter how fucked up you might think you are, you could never be too fucked up for me.” My thumb grazes along her chin, and I look deeply into her eyes—the eyes of the woman I love more than my own fucking life. “You’re my special little psycho, Alana. And I don’t ever want to let you go.”

      This time, it’s Alana who grabs ahold of me. Her hands come up, cupping my face as she drags my mouth down to hers, her tongue running hungrily over the seam of my lips. Her kiss is hot, fierce, and urgent, and there’s not a single part of me that wants to resist or question it. It’s been too fucking long, and my body craves her like she’s food, water, and air, like she’s the only thing that can keep me alive.

      The last time I was with her, I thought it was a dream, but this is the real dream, having her in my arms while I’m awake and aware, feeling every heated curve of her against my body. She feels even better than I remember, not just because it’s been so long but because her new curves suit her perfectly, her body ripe and luscious under my hands like the most delicious fruit, and I want to taste and lick and bite every inch of her until she’s screaming out with pleasure.

      My hands go to the zipper at the back of her dress in the same instant that Alana’s fingers go to the buttons of my shirt, as if I ever needed any more fucking proof that we’re on the same wavelength, that we were meant to be together all along. My fingertips slide down her spine as I drag it down, touching her naked flesh as she gasps against my lips, unhooking her bra as I go so that when I peel the fabric away from her, I’ll be able to see everything.

      She’s deftly undone every single button by the time I reach the base of her spine, my shirt hanging open as I slide the tight fabric down her arms and away from her breasts, pushing it down so that when it falls to her feet, she’s left standing there in nothing but her silky black panties, her creamy skin absolute perfection.

      “You look fucking delicious,” I manage as I look at her, shrugging out of my shirt as my eyes eat up her newly full and rounded breasts, nipples larger and stiffening under my gaze, the smooth curve of her baby bump, the thicker curves of her ass and thighs. “I want to fucking eat you up.”

      I sink to my knees as I say it, unable to stop at the thought of my mouth on her, and I hook my fingers in her panties, dragging them down her hips as I breathe in the scent of her.

      “Ian—” Alana moans my name, her voice thick and husky like smoke, and I feel my cock throb at the sound of it, so hard that I’m nearly in pain. I want to be inside of her more than I want to breathe, but the only thing I want more than that is the taste of her on my lips.

      “At least let me sit down, so I don’t fall down,” Alana teases. I look up at her, moving ever so slightly so she can sink into the soft couch next to us, turning to kneel between her thighs as I spread them apart. I hook my hands underneath them, pulling her ass to the edge of it so there’s nothing in my way, nothing stopping me from spreading her so wide that I can see every bit of her sweet pussy, look at her in a way that I haven’t been able to in so long. I want to fucking worship her with my mouth, and when I flick out my tongue to run it along her swelling folds, I groan at the taste of her on my tongue.

      She gasps aloud, but I’m only just beginning. I tease her with lips and tongue, sucking and nibbling at the folds of her pussy, teasing her entrance with the tip of my tongue, pushing it inside so I can lap her up as she squirms and moans with frustration, looking down at me with a near murderous expression as the seconds turn to minutes, ticking by.

      “Ian—” she growls, and then my name turns to a cry on her lips as I turn all my attention to her clit, flicking my tongue over it and then circling the stiff nub before fastening my lips there, sucking and licking as her thighs splay wide and her fingers tangle in my hair. Her head falls back, her moans turning to panting cries of pleasure, and I groan against her, my cock throbbing with need at the sweet scent and taste and feel of her.

      She’s mine. My girl, mine forever, and this just proves it. All this time and I still know just how to touch her, how to bring her to the brink. I can feel her thighs trembling, feel her arching, hands pressing my mouth to her pussy as she cries out, and then she gasps aloud as she starts to shudder.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming, oh, Ian—I’m—” Alana nearly screams, bucking up against my mouth, writhing with pleasure as she comes hard on my tongue. I lick her through it, lapping up every bit of her arousal as she writhes and whimpers and moans. It’s not until she sags back, panting, that I give her one last lick that leaves her shuddering and then look up keenly from between her thighs.

      “Where’s the bedroom?” I ask hoarsely, and Alana swallows hard, trying to speak between breathless gasps.

      “It’s—upstairs—Ian!”

      Her voice ends on a squeak as I push myself up and reach for her, sweeping her easily into my arms despite her advanced pregnancy, and carry her bridal-style towards the stairs, intent on us both being in a bed before we go any further.

      I want us both comfortable for this because I have every intention of taking my time.

      I don’t notice a damn thing about the bedroom I walk into. All my focus is on the girl in my arms—my girl—and all I can see is her. I lay Alana back on the bed, following her onto the mattress as I stretch over her, undoing my belt with one hand as I plunge the other into her hair, tilting her face up so I can kiss her again. My lips are still sticky with the taste of her, but she doesn’t seem to care, running her tongue over my lower lip and moaning as she slips it into my mouth. I shed my jeans in a hurry, kicking them away as Alana hooks her thumbs in the waistband of my boxers, pushing those down too so that my cock springs free, hard and aching and leaking pre-cum for her, brushing against the swell of her belly as she moans.

      “I want to taste you,” she whispers, wrapping her delicate hand around my shaft, and I groan with the sheer incredible pleasure of it. “I want you in my mouth, Ian—”

      “Later,” I growl. “Right now, I just need to be inside of you.”

      Alana sucks in a breath at that, her legs spreading wider for me as she arches up, and I kneel between her thighs, spreading them wide as my cock brushes against her inner thigh.

      “I can’t—” I swallow hard. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to go slow, once—”

      “I don’t care.” Alana’s eyes gleam with lust as she looks up at me, her hands sliding up my forearms. Everywhere she touches me feels like an electric shock to my system, jolts of pleasure rippling through me until I can hardly bear it. “Just fuck me, Ian,” she moans. “You can make love to me later.”

      That’s all I need to hear. I push my cock between her swollen folds, feeling the wet heat of her give and squeeze around me as I thrust into her in one long, hot, heavenly slide that makes me wonder if there’s a single thing on this Earth that could ever feel so fucking good. No other girl could ever compare. There’s only Alana, everything about her. My hands squeeze her thighs as I thrust forward, watching myself sink into her to the hilt, her pussy wrapped around my straining shaft as I gasp with pleasure.

      “Yesss—” she throws her head back, moaning as her hips thrust upwards, seeking out more of me.

      “Greedy girl,” I groan, grinding against her, drawing out only to thrust back in again, harder than the first time. “You want more of that cock?”

      “Yes,” Alana gasps. “Yes, please, Ian—I want all of you, I want you—”

      Those last words drive me insane. It’s all I’ve wanted to hear for so long. That she wants me, and only me. There’s so much noise in my head about Kameron and Megan, Veronica and Blue, so many doubts and worries, but hearing Alana gasp those words, her voice thick with pleasure, gives me a satisfaction that I couldn’t put into words.

      But I don’t have to. I thrust into her again, sinking to the hilt as I take in the gorgeous vision of her in front of me, naked and curvy and glowing. Then I pull out, my cock throbbing in protest as I grab her hips and urge her to turn over.

      Alana doesn’t hesitate, flipping onto her hands and knees as she spreads her legs wide for me, arching her back so that her ass is upturned and her pussy visible to my eager, hungry eyes, all of her exposed for my pleasure. “Ian—” she whimpers, her gorgeous ass bouncing as she pushes backward in search of my cock, and I’m happy to give it to her.

      I thrust into her hard, my hands squeezing her lush hips as I give her what she asked, fucking her hard and fast, and it’s cathartic in a way. I want to fuck her so hard that I leave the imprint of my cock on her, that she never feels anything but me, so that she can never ever forget who she belongs to again.

      My hand wraps in her thick dark hair, tugging her head back a little as I pound into her, the pleasure overwhelming. “Whose pussy is this?” I growl as I thrust again, hard, nipping at her throat. “Whose, Alana?”

      “Yours,” she gasps. “It’s yours, Ian, always—” Her ass grinds backward against me. “I’m going to come again, oh god—”

      My fingers slip between her thighs, teasing her clit as I feel her start to shudder, letting go of her hair so I can cup one of her swollen breasts in my hand as I lean over her, thrusting into her hard and fast. “I’m so close, Alana—come for me. Come on this cock while I fill you up.”

      She lets out a near animal cry of pleasure, tossing her head back as she rocks backward onto me, every inch of my cock buried in her perfect tight pussy. I feel the rush of my orgasm boiling up from my fucking soul as she cries out again, her entire body shuddering. “Ian—Ian—” she screams my name, clutching the headboard as she fucks herself back onto me, her climax overtaking her entirely. I moan her name too, biting her shoulder as the near-painful bliss of my own orgasm sears through me, my cum filling her.

      “I wish I could get you pregnant all over again,” I growl against her skin, still lightly thrusting into her as she shudders, the last ripples of both of our climaxes jolting over us both.

      “One day,” Alana says softly as I slip out of her, rolling to one side as I pull her into my arms. “Let me get this baby out first.”

      I freeze, turning my head to look at her, her black hair spilling over my shoulder and chest. “Do you mean that?” I ask in a low voice. I remember all too well the last time I brought up babies and a family to Alana and how she fled the next day. “I’m not trying to push you—”

      “I want this to be your baby, Ian,” she says softly, her cheek pillowed on my shoulder as she looks up at me. “I want to be able to make a real family with you. I was afraid before. I made the wrong decisions then, I can admit that—but I’m not afraid now.”

      Alana lets out a breath, her body relaxing against mine. “I was afraid when I was in Cancun with Kameron,” she admits. “I was pissed and fighting back, but I was scared too. Scared for myself and the baby. The way he acted, keeping me locked in that room—”

      “He did what?” I growl, pushing myself up on an elbow to look down at her. “What the fuck happened in Cancun, Alana?”

      “He—made sure I couldn’t get out. Superglued the lock, kept me shut in, and brought me meals while he decided what to do. I felt like a captive animal.” Alana bites her lower lip, and though she doesn’t let a single tear fall, I can see how hard it was for her. It makes rage bubble up in me, hot and thick and murderous, and I clench my teeth.

      “I’m going to fucking kill him,” I hiss. “I’m not going to wait for them to find him. I’m going to hunt that motherfucker down, and—”

      “Ian.” Alana touches my arm, and the feeling of her palm against my skin is enough to clear the red in my vision just a little. “I know you’re pissed. I am too. But I need you here, with me. Not running off on some vigilante manhunt. Kam will come back to find out about the baby. You don’t need to chase him down. We’ll settle all our scores then. But for now—I just need you.”

      There’s a hint of vulnerability in her words, something I haven’t heard from her in a long time, and it’s enough to make me relent. I lay back down against the stack of pillows, taking Alana in my arms again, kissing her softly as she tells me the rest of it, everything leading up to Cal and Dexter finding her. I kiss her hair, her forehead, her nose, breathing in the scent of her, reveling in the feeling of having her in my arms again. I’m never going to let her go, I think to myself as we lie there, and when she’s finally done, I tilt her chin up, kissing her lips lightly.

      “No one will ever hurt you like that again,” I promise her. “You’re safe now, Alana. You and the baby.” I stroke my hand down her hair, feeling my cock starting to stiffen again at the feeling of her warm naked body pressed up against me.

      “I want to make love to you in my own bed,” I whisper, leaning down to kiss her once more. “Let’s get dressed and go home, Alana. I want to take you home.”

      She looks up at me with those wide grey eyes and nods. “I want to go home with you too, Ian.”

      The truth is, though, as she kisses me—anywhere she is, is home for me.
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      Alana

      It’s not the first time I’ve been in Ian’s apartment, but it feels new anyway as he leads me inside, his fingers wrapped tightly around mine. The others in my head are silent as if they’re giving us this. As he closes the door and pushes me gently back against it, kissing me with those full, soft lips that I remember so well, all I want is for this night to never end.

      “I want you more than I ever wanted anything, Ian,” I whisper against his mouth, and he doesn’t argue.

      I turn my back to him once we’re inside his room, lifting my hair. “Unzip me again?” I ask softly, and his fingers graze my back, dragging the zipper down slowly as he caresses my skin, sending shivers through me with every touch. I let out a sigh of pleasure, shrugging off the dress as I stand there in my bra and panties, turning towards Ian.

      He looks so handsome standing there, dressed all in black, the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen. I step towards him, swaying seductively as I reach for the buttons of his shirt, savoring the act of undressing him. I brush my fingers over his chest as I undo each one, feeling the hard muscle, the warm skin. I hear his soft intake of breath as he stands there, his hands lightly on my hips as he lets me touch him, remember him.

      Earlier was all passion and burning up from the inside out, shaking with the desperate need for each other, but this time I want to take it slow. I slowly push his shirt down his arms, letting it fall to the floor as I wrap my fingers around his muscled arms, my breath quickening as I look up into his eyes and press another kiss to his mouth.

      “It’s my turn,” I murmur, and then I sink to my knees in front of him.

      Ian groans as my hands go to his belt, deftly undoing it and getting his jeans and boxers down in one quick motion. His cock is already hard for me, smooth and thick and long, bobbing near my lips as he looks down at me with a near-painful need.

      Another time, I might have thought about teasing him, torturing him a little. Another time, I will—my thoughts are alive with ideas of tying Ian down to the bed and edging him with my lips and hands and pussy until he’s begging me to come—but not tonight. Tonight I want to give him everything we’ve both been dreaming of and more.

      I wrap my lips around his firm tip, squeezing his shaft with my hand and stroking him gently as I lick his cockhead, teasing the soft flesh underneath until Ian’s hands are in fists at his sides, his eyes closed as he rocks forward against my mouth and groans.

      “Alana—more—” he pleads, and I give it to him.

      I slide all the way down, taking every inch of him into my mouth and throat until my nose brushes against his abdomen. I breathe in the scent of him, moaning a little at the way it turns me on. I can feel myself getting wet all over again, aching for him, and I suck harder, bobbing on his cock as I look up at his face. His expression is taut with pleasure, and he reaches to run his fingers through my hair, cupping the back of my head as I take all of him again.

      “Oh god, Alana—” Ian groans. “I want to be inside of you—but god, I also want to come in your fucking mouth.”

      Why not both? I feel my lips curve around his cock as I look up at him wickedly, deep-throating him again and again as I slide my hand between his legs, cupping his tight balls in my palm and teasing the taut flesh with my fingertips as I suck his cock with every bit of skill I possess, remembering exactly what drives him wild.

      “Oh fuck—Alana—” Ian cries out my name, his hand tightening in my hair as he thrusts forward into my mouth, his thick cock choking me, but I love every second of it. I feel him harden and throb, his cock pulsing as he starts to come, thick and hot and salty on my tongue, and I swallow convulsively, wanting every drop.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he chants, his hips rocking against my lips as he spurts cum over my tongue and down my throat, both hands in my hair now as he leans up on his toes and throws his head back, every muscle flexed with the strength of his orgasm, and I keep sucking, not letting him go until he cries out that it’s too much, pulling free of my lips and staggering back onto the bed.

      I join him there, cuddling against him as I kiss him with lips still tinged with the salty taste of his cum. I don’t know how long we lie there, cuddling and kissing and touching, but at some point, I feel him stiffen against my thigh again. I grin down at him as I roll him onto his back, straddling him as I guide his cock between my legs.

      This time is slow and sweet. Ian’s hands are all over me as he looks up at me rapturously, his eyes locked on mine as I ride him, savoring every inch of his thick, perfect cock filling me up. We fit perfectly together, like two pieces of a puzzle, and I feel like a goddess as I ride him, round and lush and fertile, rocking against him as I urge him to give me more of his cum.

      His fingers slide between my thighs again, rubbing my clit as he plays with my breasts, and then he pulls his hand away, groaning as I can feel him reaching the edge again. “Play with yourself,” Ian moans, reaching up to cup my breasts in both of his hands. “I want to watch you make yourself come.”

      I obey wordlessly, stroking my clit as he watches, enjoying his eyes locked on me, on us as I slide up and down his cock, my movements speeding up as I get closer to my own climax. His fingers on my sensitive nipples feel like heaven, and I moan aloud as I ride him harder, faster, feeling my entire body tense with my oncoming orgasm.

      “Oh fuck, Ian, I’m right there—Ian!” I arch my back, grinding down onto his cock as he lets go of my breasts and grabs my hips, his expression full of his own need as he pulls me down for a kiss, my swollen belly between us as his hand knots in my hair.

      “I love you,” he groans, as I feel him swell and throb inside of me, his cock filling me with cum for the second time tonight. “I love you, Alana—”

      “I love you too,” I whisper against his lips, still shuddering with pleasure as I rock down onto him, wanting it all, every bit of it. “I always have. And I always will.”

      The sky is turning grey by the time we fall asleep. I lose track of how many times we make love, lying in each other’s arms, kissing and touching until Ian gets hard again and slides into me, in every position we can manage at seven months pregnant. When we finally do fall asleep tangled together, it’s the best sleep I think I’ve had in years.

      We wake up to the sound of Ian’s phone. He reaches for it blearily, putting it on speaker when he sees that it’s Cal.

      “Cal?” Ian answers, a bit sleepily.

      “It’s me, and Dexter and Lauren are here too,” Cal says. “On speakerphone.”

      “Well, I’ve got Alana here and you on speaker too.”

      “Did you have a good night?” There’s something wry in Cal’s voice, and I’m glad he’s not angry.

      “Yes,” I answer quickly, not wanting to get into too many details. “What’s going on?”

      “Well, we wanted to check on you, first of all. Is everything—okay?”

      I pause for a moment before answering and then nod, the gesture more for Ian’s sake than anything. “It is,” I tell him firmly. “Megan is still quiet, and so is Veronica.”

      “The paternity test is scheduled in a few days,” Cal says hesitantly. “If Kam—”

      “If Kam isn’t here, then we wait.” I bite my lip. “Megan wants him here, and I can understand that, even if I don’t like it. In the spirit of this new thing we’re trying to—to all get along, I promised to wait. I’m keeping that promise.”

      “Where are you now?” Lauren asks.

      “I’m at Ian’s.” I chew on my lower lip. “I’m going to stay here for a little while. I’ll be back, though. If you’re worried about me, just call. I’ll keep you updated—I promise I won’t just disappear.”

      Ian talks to Cal for a few more minutes while I go and freshen up. When I come back out in panties and one of his t-shirts—huge and oversized on me, he grins and reaches to pull me back into his arms, propped up against the pillows on the bed.

      “I’m proud of you,” he says, smoothing my hair back. “Even just that conversation—I know you’re terrified of being a mother, Alana, but you’re already doing a great job. I know you’re going to be a mama bear—ready to kill anyone that threatens your cubs—but you’re compromising where you can. That’s a good thing. A good quality.”

      I look up at him, feeling myself soften at his words. I’d been so afraid that Ian would think I was crazy, unreliable, undependable—unable to be a good mother when I can’t even always control what’s inside of me. But here he is, after everything, holding me in his arms and telling me how good of a mother he thinks I’ll be, how ready he is to have a family with me.

      I’ve never been so glad to be wrong.

      “Do you really think I’ll be a good mother?” I whisper, almost afraid to ask, still. “You’re not just saying that to get me to stay?”

      Ian shakes his head. “Absolutely not,” he tells me firmly, stroking my cheek with his fingers. “Look at all the changes you’ve made already. You agreed to see Helen twice a week. All the parts of you are in agreement now, and since that talk, you’re trying. You’re all trying, and that alone proves that you’re ready to do what it takes to be a parent.” He leans down, kissing me softly. “I’m proud of you, Alana. And I have faith in you.”

      He kisses me again, and I reach up, threading my fingers through his blond hair as the kiss deepens, heating up. Ian rolls onto his back, pulling me atop him as I squeak with surprise, and he grins, leaning up to kiss me again as he sits firmly on his hardening cock.

      “Now,” he says with satisfaction, grunting as he thrusts up into me. “Let’s do some more practicing for the next one.”

      
        
        ---

      

      

      Those few days between Ian and I making up and the paternity test are blissful, full of lovemaking and joking and just spending time together. We try to ignore the elephant in the room, savoring our time together, even though both of us know that part of the reason we’re so hungry for it is the chance that the results will come back in a way that neither of us wants—and then decisions will have to be made.

      It’s the night before when Ian gets a call from Cal. He puts him on speaker again, sitting on the couch next to me as he sets the phone down on the coffee table.

      “I got a call from Kam’s family,” Cal says slowly. “He’s back. And just in time, which I hardly think is a coincidence.”

      “So he’s going to be there?” I ask nervously, glancing at Ian.

      “Not at the test itself. When you open the results.” Cal hesitates. “My parents are passing along the news that Megan, for whatever reason, still wants him there for that. I hardly think he’ll refuse, with the chance that the baby is his.” The words are blunt, but neither of us is the type to mince them either. Not like Megan. I’m grateful that she and Veronica both have stayed sequestered away these past few days, letting Ian and I have our time. I just hope it’s not because Megan is hoping that when the results come back, it’ll be Kam’s, and she can banish Ian and me forever from their lives.

      “And what am I supposed to be doing when the results are opened?” Ian’s voice is tight, and I can hear the fear in them that he’s trying to bite back, that this won’t go the way we want it to.

      “I suggest you be as far away from where Kameron and Megan meet up as possible,” Cal says smoothly. “I can’t help you if you commit homicide, Ian. Let them work this out. We’ll deal with the aftermath when it comes.”

      “And if he doesn’t like the results and decides to kidnap my girl again?” Ian growls, and I feel a warm tightness in my chest at the sound of him calling me his girl.

      “Dexter and I will both be there,” Cal reassures him. “Nothing will happen to Megan.”

      “Alana. My wife.”

      “Or Alana,” Cal adds. “Or anyone. Ian, you have nothing to worry about. We all know we need to keep a close eye on Kameron from here on out.”

      “I’m not worried,” Ian says, his voice still tight. “But I want to get my hands around the fucker’s throat.”

      “Which is precisely why you need to keep your distance.” Cal pauses. “It’ll work out, Ian.”

      Neither of us feels very confident in that as we head to the clinic for the test the next day, though. I feel sick with fear, throwing my breakfast up for the first time in months, and no matter how much Ian reassures me, I can’t shake how terrified I am to do this. What if the baby turns out to be Kam’s, and my whole world will come crashing down again. Megan doesn’t seem to understand the severity of what Kam did—she still wants him there for the results, for fuck’s sake!

      “What if it’s his?” I whisper to Ian. I can’t hide the fear coursing through me at the thought as I come out of the bathroom. “And Megan comes back and insists on staying with him?”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Ian tells me firmly. “All we can do is keep pushing forward, Alana—I have everything I need now. I know you love me. I love you. We’ll figure this out together, just like I promised.”

      “I don’t want to go.” I shake my head. “I can’t do this—”

      “It’s better to know.” Ian takes my hand, squeezing it tightly. “That way, loose ends can be tied up. Would you be able to be happy, always wondering? With Megan in there, wondering too, and Kameron always dogging us, claiming our kid could be his? It’s better to know, so we can deal with it, whatever happens. I promise, baby, it will all work out.” He pauses. “And I’ll be there with you today, through the whole thing. I can’t be there when you find out the results, but I’ll be there for this. I’ll always be by your side.”

      He keeps telling me that, the entire ride to the clinic, the whole time I’m sitting there in the waiting room, wanting nothing more than to run. “I’m not going to leave you, no matter what,” he tells me over and over, never letting go of my hand, and I’ve never felt so safe, so secure, so loved.

      For the first time in my life, I feel seen. I feel loved for myself, for all of me, even the crazy, dirty, wild parts that no one else could love. Even the hardest, bitterest, most combative parts of me. Ian has seen everything, and he still wants me to be his wife. He wants to keep his vows, his promises to me when no one else ever has.

      He wants a family with me. He thinks I’ll be a good mother, even if sometimes I feel insane. Even if there are two other people living in my head.

      All I’ve wanted to do the last few days is wrap my legs around him and hold on tight forever. Now he sits here, breathing words of encouragement all the way until it’s time for me to go back. His face is the last thing I see when the door closes. And when I come back out, still stressed, feeling as if I’m vibrating from the inside out with anxiety, Ian stands up and reaches for my hand.

      “Come on,” he says, linking his fingers through mine. “We need to do something to get your mind off of all this.”

      “Did you have an idea?” I ask shakily, looking up at him, and he grins.

      “I sure as hell do. The camera is in the car.” Ian leans down, pressing a kiss to my lips. “Let’s go to the beach.”
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      Alana

                  Going back to the beach with Ian brings back so many memories. Some of them are good, and some are bad. Some make me cringe remembering how I acted, but when I stop and think, as he pulls into the parking lot, I wonder why I ever believed the bad meant that we couldn’t work things out. After all, any life isn’t made up of just good, all of the time. There’s always bad mixed in there too, and even if my bad is crazier than a lot of people’s, it’s still mine. A part of me, and Ian loves me. He wants to build a life with me.

                  I’ve never believed that so sincerely until now. With all my heart, I believe that Ian loves me entirely, even the parts I never thought were lovable.

                  It makes me want to do anything and everything I need to, even cooperating with Megan and Veronica, to make sure I don’t lose this feeling again.

                  Ian comes around to open my door, helping me out. The wind ruffles his blond hair, his camera hung around his neck on the thick strap and resting against his black t-shirt. He looks so effortlessly happy and at ease in this moment that I wish I had a camera and the skill to capture the way he looks right this second.

                  He doesn’t let go of my hand as we walk down the steps to the sand, the wind picking up and blowing my hair around my face. It’s late afternoon on a weekday; the beach is basically empty, the atmosphere peaceful. Ian squeezes my hand as I kick off my shoes just before we hit the sand, and then as I start to walk through it, kicking it a little as I go, I feel him let go of my hand and hear the click of the camera.

                  “What are you doing?” I ask, laughing as I turn to look at him over my shoulder, pushing my hair out of my face as he keeps clicking. 

                  “Did you think we were going to come out here, and I wouldn’t take pictures of you?”

                  “I thought maybe you’d let me pose first this time,” I say teasingly, even though I already knew better. Ian loves nothing more than capturing a subject in motion, and I know that from the time we spent together before—before all of this.

                  “Never. Well, you can pose a little. Later. I have some specific ones in mind.” Ian winks lewdly at me, and I laugh aloud, my black sundress ruffling around my thighs as I turn towards him, throwing my hands above my head playfully.

                  I can’t remember ever feeling such overwhelming joy before. Even with everything so up in the air, the worry over the baby’s parentage hanging over our heads, our future in question, I feel the anxiety and fear of earlier slipping away because I’m sharing this moment with Ian. Coming back here feels like coming full circle, like replacing the rocky start of our past with the hope for our future. I feel the sun shining down, hear the sound of the birds overhead, and as Ian keeps clicking away, I start to laugh.

                  When he puts the camera down, I can see that he’s grinning too. He reaches for me, pulling me across the sand into his arms, and I tilt my chin up, leaning into him for a kiss. His lips are cool compared to the warm air, pressing softly against mine. As my nostrils fill with the scent of salt and the warmth of his skin, my eyes closing as his tongue runs gently along the seam of my mouth, I feel my eyes fill with tears.

                  “I love you,” I whisper, my hands lacing behind his neck, and he deepens the kiss.

                  “I love you too,” he says as he pulls away.

                  We walk down the beach then, hand in hand, not talking. It feels good to be silent, not to talk about the possibilities of what’s to come, good or bad. I want to just soak this up, every second with him, without thinking about how many are left. I want to be present in my own life in a way I’ve never been entirely able to be before. 

                  Right now, I exist. There are times when I don’t, not really, like when someone else is running the body I inhabit. There are not many people who could empathize with that. But for right now, it’s just Ian and me, and I want to enjoy it without fear. Without wondering when it’ll be snatched away.

                  As the sun sinks into the golden hour, the wind in my hair, the seagulls cawing overhead, and the sound of rushing water in my ears, Ian backs away from me again, leaving me standing there as the tide comes in around my ankles. I cradle my belly, the sun setting behind me in flares of yellow, orange, and pink. He takes photo after photo, letting me pose this time, and when he’s done, we back away from the damp sand and sit where it’s still dry, side by side as his hand finds mine again.

                  “We’ll have to move into a bigger place,” Ian says, looking out over the water. “My apartment doesn’t exactly have room for a baby.” He tilts his head against mine. “We’ll pick it out together. This will be the first time doing that.”

                  It’s on the tip of my tongue to say that we don’t even know if we’ll need that yet or not, but I push the words down. Now isn’t the time. Ian knows the possibilities as well as I do, but he’s choosing not to focus on them. To paint a future for us as beautiful as the bright and colorful brushstrokes in the sky above us, and at that moment, I choose to let myself believe it.

                  Whether or not it comes to pass, that future is ours. 

                  That afternoon, the evening consisted of Chinese takeout back at the apartment, and our favorite funny movies was one of the best days of my life despite the appointment it started out with. I even told Helen about it in my next therapy session, telling her how Ian seemed to know just what to do to distract me and take my mind off the fear and anxiety churning in my stomach. 

                  I haven’t looked at the photos yet. He showed me just one, and in it, I saw a version of me that looked happier than I’ve ever seen myself. Freer. I looked like I’d found my home.

                  I’ve soaked up every second that I can with him, afraid that they might be numbered, hoping against hope that they’re not. I’ve only gone back to Cal and Lauren’s for fresh clothes and to give Ian a little space, so he’s not overwhelmed by having me there all the time again, but I wind up back at his apartment sooner than not. It’s been so easy to fall back into the rhythm of our old life together that it’s almost frightening. But that, like everything else, just proves to me that we’re meant to be. That I made a mistake by ever leaving at all—one that I don’t plan to replicate.

                  Not to mention, the sex is fucking incredible. It’s like we can read each other’s minds in bed. I’d always thought passionate, good sex would be impossible while this pregnant—or pregnant at all, really—Ian and I have proved that wrong every single day. If anything, I feel more sensitive and responsive than ever. That, and being away from him for so long, has made every second feel like something I want to memorize and cherish. 

                  I just hope that nothing goes wrong tomorrow. 

                  “How is open communication among the three of you going?” Helen asks, looking at me keenly. “Especially after you spent time with Ian?”

                  I knot my hands together in my lap, thinking. “I hear Veronica’s voice a lot more than I hear Megan’s,” I say slowly. “And I think she’s more vocal because she’s still beyond annoyed that Megan’s still blaming herself for what Kameron did.”

                  “And you feel that it’s not her fault?” Helen’s voice is soft and neutral, tugging my feelings out of me like we’re connected by a thread, urging me to be honest with myself and her.

                  “Of course, it’s not her fault!” I burst out. “But I don’t understand either; why she’d still want to be near him after what he did, kidnapping her—us—like that. It’s like she has—has fucking Stockholm syndrome or whatever.”

                  Helen gives me a small smile. “Alana, Stockholm is when the victim develops positive feelings for their abductor or abuser after being taken or at the beginning of the abuse. Megan was already in love with Kameron for a long time before any of this happened. That’s something you need to come to terms with, too, for the three of you to exist in harmony. Right now, Megan is just holding onto hope that something can salvage her first love.”

                  “Kameron wasn’t the first—”

                  “He was her first,” Helen corrects gently. “You had an entire relationship and the beginnings of a marriage with Ian that Megan wasn’t privy to. When she came back to herself, she truly thought Kameron was her first love—her first everything. This is difficult for her to come to terms with. And if the baby is his—”

                  “It won’t be,” I say sharply, but a pang shoots through me at the thought. I don’t really know. I don't know—I won’t until the results come back. Helen’s voice calmly speaking that possibility makes me feel faintly sick.

                  “It could be,” Helen reminds me. “You need to prepare yourself for that possibility, Alana. But more importantly than that, I think your reaction to all of this means that deep down, you’re just worried for Megan. You’re worried for her happiness, too.”

                  “It’s the same as it’s always been,” I say bluntly, looking at her. “I’m just trying to look out for her, and she makes it so fucking hard. She has her own naïve ideas about things—” I shake my head. “She’s so innocent. She needs to grow the fuck up—and I guess I’ve been preventing that in a way, shielding her so much. But I wanted my own life, too.”

                  “That’s perfectly understandable,” Helen says gently. 

                  “I wanted to protect her.” My voice is very quiet then. “I didn’t want her to have to endure so much—and I knew I was stronger.”

                  The office is so quiet that I could have heard a pin drop. If not for that silence, I might not have heard the tiny voice in my head—a voice that I know isn’t Veronica’s. It’s shy and small, nothing like Veronica’s even, prim tone.

                  It’s Megan’s voice.

                  Thank you, she whispers in my head. Thank you for always being there to look out for me.

                  “Whatever,” I mutter under my breath, low enough that Helen can’t hear. “It doesn’t matter if you’re still going to be stupid. It’ll all be for nothing.”

                  “How do you feel about getting the results tomorrow?” Helen asks gently, and I swallow hard, biting my lip as Megan’s voice recedes into the background.

                  “I’m nervous,” I admit. “But Ian has been helping keep me calm, reassuring me—and I think at this point, I’m just ready to know. I want to find out, one way or another, so we can all move forward. Ian’s right; we can’t live with that uncertainty hanging over our heads—any of us.”

                  “Where is Kameron meeting you?”

                  “One of Cal’s properties. We’ll open the results there—Cal and Dexter will be nearby, so I’ll be safe.” I sniff, forcing myself not to cry. Megan will see the results first, and Kameron. It doesn’t really feel fair that they’re going to be the first to know. Still, I cling to the hope that in the end, it won’t matter, that it’ll be Ian’s baby, and this will just be the final nail in the coffin that sends Kam away forever. 

                  “Whatever happens, Alana, you can handle it,” Helen tells me confidently. “You’ve come this far. I know you’ll make it through. All of you.”

                  I just hope she’s right, and all this hard work won’t have been for nothing.

                  I know tomorrow could be an explosion.
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      Megan

                  I’ve stayed in the shadows for days. I wanted Alana to have her time—okay, that’s not entirely true. I knew she needed her time. After protecting me in Cancun, she wasn’t going to just easily slip back into the shadows, not when the possibility of talking to Ian was there. And once they’d reconciled—

                  I hadn’t wanted to be present for that. I hadn’t wanted to feel the electric current of passion between them, remembering how Kam and I used to have that and how close we are to losing it forever. I know he did something wrong, taking me away like that—but a part of it was my fault, too. I drove him to it with my indecision, split personalities, and the madness that is living with what goes on inside my brain. He had to get me alone—and no matter how hard I try, I can’t blame him the way Alana and Veronica do. 

                  I know what Alana wants. But I gave her her time with Ian in the hope that today the results will say that the baby is Kam’s—and then we’ll move forward together. We’ll find a way to make all of this possible. I can’t fathom the idea that if the baby is Kam’s, that he shouldn’t be the one that I’m with. He was my first love, my first everything, and no matter what Alana says, what she experienced when she was in control, that still matters to me. That was my experience, and I have to see it through to the end.

                  I want the man I hope is my baby's father there when I find out the results, and I’ve held out for that. Now, the day has finally come, and I’m terrified.

                  We’re meeting in the sales office of one of the properties Cal owns, at his insistence. I don’t believe Kam would make the same mistake of kidnapping me twice, but that was the stipulation of him being allowed to be here at all—that it would be in a neutral place and that Cal and Dexter would be there. 

                  Both of them are outside the office, sitting on the couch across the aisle like sentries, and I’m pacing the floor so hard I think I might wear a hole in it as I wait for Kam to arrive. I’m incredibly nervous—not just because of what’s riding on today, but because of how on edge Cal has been this entire morning. It’s clear he’s still righteously pissed at Kam for the stunt he pulled, and while it’s hard to argue with that exactly—I’m worried about how he might react when Kam arrives.

                  I nearly jump out of my skin when the door clicks open, and I whirl to see that it’s Kam standing there. He looks rougher than I remember, his eyes tired with bags under them, like he hasn’t slept in days. The sight of him like that breaks my heart, my chest aching at the sight of him, and I take a tentative step towards the man I love, my pulse beating in my throat. I want to be held by him so badly that it hurts, my entire body yearning for him, and seeing the misery on his face makes me want to burst into tears.

                  Hesitantly, he closes the distance between us, but he doesn’t touch me. That hurts, too, especially after days of trying not to be aware of all the touching that Alana and Ian have been doing—not just passionate sex, but comforting touches, too, reassuring ones. I want Kam to touch me, hold me, reassure me—but he stands there with his hands hanging at his sides, looking down at me like a kicked dog.

                  “I’m so sorry,” I breathe, squeezing my own hands into fists, so I don’t touch him either. If he pushes me away right now, I don’t think I could bear it. “I’m so sorry I pushed you to do something like that—”

                  Kam shakes his head, stopping me as I speak. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Megan,” he says firmly. “Something in my head snapped, and I—I was so convinced I was doing the right thing. The best thing for both of us, for you. But I was wrong.” He lets out a long breath. “In the end, Megan—I’m still going to be here, if that’s what you want. Regardless of the results, everything will be okay.” He finally takes my hands as he says that, holding them in his as he meets my eyes, and I see a flicker of hope there—hear it in his voice.

                  Something inside of me leaps with happiness. He believes it’ll be okay. We’ll be okay. We can forgive each other, and it’ll all be just how it should be, how it used to be—

                  I take a deep breath as we both sit, facing each other, knees touching as I reach for the sealed envelope sitting between us. What’s in there could change everything—but I believe him when he says we’ll get through it, no matter what. I’ve loved him for so long, and I can’t stop now.”

                  Slowly, I slide my finger under the flap. I pull out the sheet of paper and flatten it on the table, carefully not looking at the results until we can both see.

                  DNA 100% match—

                  I suck in my breath at the same moment Kam does, as we see the name printed there. 

                  The baby is Ian’s.

                  Without so much as a flicker of doubt.

                  I’m afraid to look at Kam’s face, but I can’t help noticing the way he deflates beside me, his shoulders sagging as he slumps back into the chair. If it had been the other way, I would have said it was from relief, but of course, I know now it’s not. It’s hurt, disappointment, pain, grief—all things that I’d hoped neither of us would feel today, but we can’t change what’s written there.

                  That’s the truth, in black and white.

                  It feels like I’ve been hit in the gut with a bat.

                  When I can finally bring myself to look at Kam, he’s still staring at the paper as if seeing it for the first time, tears streaming down his face, his lips pressed tightly together. It’s as if he thinks if he stares at it long enough, it might change, but of course, it won’t. 

                  “Kam?” I whisper his name, reaching out to touch his arm, but he flinches away from me, recoiling and sinking back in his chair, his eyes so pained that it hurt to look at.

                  I feel my heart crack, cleanly down the center, fissuring in every direction. The pain takes my breath away, a real, physical pain, even though the blow is emotional. 

      “I’m sorry, Megan,” He says, his voice strained, and I feel myself trembling.

      “It’s not your fault, Kam. This isn’t anyone's fault. It will be okay,” I tell him, sounding more hopeful than I am. This changes things so fucking much. Alana will fight me every second now, but if she wants a fight, she’ll get one.

                  Kam meets my eyes slowly, raising his gaze to mine. “I-I can’t do it, Megan.”

                  I can’t breathe, and my mouth is so dry that I can’t swallow. I feel like I’m going to collapse in on myself as his words process, my body starting to tremble as I look at him. “What?” I whisper, and vaguely, I hear Veronica’s voice in my head.

                  It’s okay, Megan. You’ll be okay. It’s for the best.

                  But I can’t think it through. My world is falling apart around me, crumbling into dust, and all I can think is that Alana is getting what she wants—Ian, and the life they built without me, everything she dreamed of. And who knows? Maybe she fucking deserves it after what she went through. After fighting for me for so long.

                  But that doesn’t change how much it hurts to see the man I love tell me that he can’t love me through this. That he can’t be with me if things didn’t turn out just how we hoped, even if that’s not what he said only a few moments ago.

                  Kam is still crying as he stands from his chair, tears dripping down his cheeks. “The baby isn’t even born yet, Megan, and you know if you were to choose me, Alana would make our lives hell.”

                  “No—” I grasp at straws, trying to make him understand, to believe. “We’re trying to all communicate, to work together—”

      It’s not the whole truth, but I can make it so. I’ll fight for us. I’ll do whatever I need to in order to not lose Kam.

                  “I don’t want to work with her. Or the other one. I want you, Megan. Just you?” Kam shakes his head ruefully, his voice still clogged with emotion. “So many women in the world would die to have a man devoted to only them, and you’re begging me to accept two others.

      I’m struggling to breathe. He thinks that’s what I want, to share him? “That isn’t what I want, Kam!” I plead, fighting through tears. “It’s just the only chance we have!” I grab his hand, but he doesn’t hold it in his the way he used to. He doesn’t bring it to his mouth and kiss it. It just lays there like a dead fish.

      “I-I can’t do it. Alana would never let us live in peace. We could never be happy.”

                  I feel like I’m floating. The only thing tethering me to my body are tears and a heaviness I’ve never felt before as the realization that the man I’m so hopelessly in love with can’t love me, that he won’t.

                  “Kam—” I whisper, but he shakes his head and stands. 

                  “All the shit that’s been going on in my head isn’t like me, Megan,” he whispers. “I need to get away from —from all of this—from you, not you but them. I can’t be this person, but that’s who all of this is turning me into.”

                  He stands there in front of me; his expression is raw. “I love you, Megan,” Kam whispers, his voice full of emotion that I can’t help but believe. “I’ve never loved anybody else like this before. Walking away from you is the hardest fucking thing I’ve ever had to do. But it has to be done.”

                  Slowly, he bends down, kissing the top of my head softly as I start to sob—huge, wracking, gulping sobs that feel as if they might tear me apart. “I’m so sorry for everything I put you through,” Kam whispers. “Goodbye, Megan.”

                 It’s over. It’s all over. I feel my world crumbling around me as if the entire room is falling to pieces. In reality, I’m sitting here frozen as I sob, my heart breaking into a thousand pieces. I can’t breathe! 

                  There’s nothing left for me, and I know it. As Kam walks out of the door, shutting it behind him without a single glance back, I know it’s done. 

                  There’s only one thing left to do.

                  “Alana,” I whisper her name through my tears, wanting nothing more than for the pain to stop, to not have to live this waking nightmare any longer. 

                  “You can come out now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      Alana

                  My vision is blurry at first as the world swims back into view, and I touch my tear-stained cheeks, feeling the throb of an oncoming headache from all the crying that Megan did. It takes everything in me not to chase after him and tell him to his face what a fucking coward he is, what a piece of shit for telling Megan he’d stick by her and then bailing once he saw the truth. But the results of the paternity test in front of me stop me as I stare down at them, seeing that same truth for myself.

                  Ian. The baby is Ian’s. 

                  Before today, I knew I was scared. I was terrified of having a baby, but I’d still felt an attachment to the small life growing inside of me, the possibility of it. I’d been afraid to really go all in, though, to let myself develop a real, strong idea of myself as a mother, of this child I’m having, afraid that I would lose all of it to Megan and Kameron. But now—

                  Now, knowing with absolute certainty that Ian is the father, I feel my heart swell in my chest, until I feel as if I could explode with happiness. I remember all those nights ago in his apartment when he’d revealed he wanted kids with me. It had frightened me back into reality, letting Megan take back the wheel. But now it’s different.

                  Ian knows every part of me now, the good, the bad, and the totally royally fucked up. He believes in me, even though I don’t completely believe in myself. Every fiber of my being is terrified that our kid will end up like me, screwed up in the head, living a life of fractured misery. 

                  How does someone get past fear like that?

                  It won’t happen. I hear Veronica’s cool, collected voice in my head. But if it does, he or she will have parents who understand. You, and they, will have Cal and Lauren. Helen. A whole network of people who understand and care and won’t judge. Who is willing to help. Your baby will never be alone like we were.

                  It’s not enough to take away the fear entirely, but it’s enough to calm my buzzing nerves and the sick sensation in my stomach. 

                  The door opens then, and Cal pokes his head in. “Are you ready to go—” he hesitates, looking at me. “Alana?”

                  “Yes.” I nod, pushing myself up out of the chair and reaching for the other sealed envelope to give to Ian. “Can you take me to Ian’s?”

                  I can tell when I arrive that he’s been waiting on pins and needles. His hair is a mess as if he’s run his hands through it a thousand times. His face is both fearful and hopeful as he opens the door, and I step inside, handing him the sealed envelope as I stretch upwards to kiss his lips lightly, one hand on his chest.

                  He turns his back to me, holding the envelope, and I walk past him towards the hall that leads to his bedroom, stripping off articles of clothing as I go. Megan was the one who dressed this morning, and I feel as if I’m stripping her off, too; the life she lived for us, the life she wanted with Kam, the possibility of all that that’s gone now. I toss the floral chiffon blouse to the floor, unzip the pink fitted skirt, and kick away the leather flats. I leave a trail of clothing down the hall to the bedroom, dropping the full-coverage bra she wore to the carpet, shimmying out of her briefs, until I’m completely bare, naked for Ian as I perch on the foot of his bed like a goddess waiting for her subject, waiting for him.

                  When he walks in, I can tell that he’s been crying, his lashes faintly damp, but all it takes is one look at me, and his eyes fill with lust. “Alana,” he breathes, walking towards me, and we fall into the bed together, side by side as his hands tangle in my hair and he drags my lips to his.

                  “I love you, I love you,” he groans, already hard against my thigh through his jeans, and I tear at his clothes, stripping them away in my rush to get to his naked flesh, to feel him hot and straining against me.

                  He gets up, kicking away his clothing, moving to curl behind me as he pulls me close to him. I’m already as wet for him as he is hard for me. Ian guides himself easily inside of me from behind, hooking my leg over his as he spoons me, thrusting deep and rocking against me as his hands caress my body. He can’t get enough of me, his hands on my hair, my face, my breasts, my belly, one settling between my thighs to play with my clit as he grinds against me, whispering words of love into my ear.

                  “I love you too,” I pant, arching backward, desperate for more. “I’ll never leave you again, Ian, I swear—never.”

                  “No, you won’t,” he growls, his hand flattening over my pussy as he rubs his fingers harder between my folds. “You’re mine, Alana, you and our baby, and I’ll love you forever. I never stopped. You’ll always be mine.”

                  “Your wife,” I whisper, turning my head so I can kiss him, moaning against his mouth as the pleasure builds. “My husband—”

                  “We’ll have another wedding,” Ian promises, his voice thickening as he gets closer to his climax, his cock solid and throbbing inside me. “A better one—”

                  “I don’t care about that,” I promise him. “All I need or want is right here.”

                  Ian groans at that, kissing me fiercely as he pushes deeper and thrusts harder, our bodies clinging together as we careen towards the brink of pleasure. He presses his lips against my neck when he comes, my orgasm spurred by his, my pussy clenching around his cock as he fills me, sucking on my throat as we writhe and cry out together.

                  He doesn’t pull out, staying inside of me as he softens. His hands stroke my hair, pushing it away from my neck as he licks and bites and kisses me there, peppering them across my shoulder and down my back until I feel him stiffen inside of me again, his cock hardening despite the intensity of his orgasm a few minutes before, and I moan.

                  “I’ll never get enough of you,” Ian groans. “Never. I could never get tired of making love to you.”

                  “Neither could I,” I gasp. “But I want to see you this time.”

                  He rolls over, slowly slipping out of me so I can straddle him. I kneel between his legs first, bending to run my tongue over his shaft as I taste his cum and mine; the two of us mingled together. Ian closes his eyes, hands fisting in the sheets as he tosses his head back with a groan, and it sends a jolt of pure pleasure through me, seeing his. 

                  “That feels so fucking good,” he moans. “But I want to be inside of you, Alana. I want to feel you around me.”

                  I lick him once more, sucking the tip of his cock and swirling my tongue before I move up to straddle him, feeling his swollen head brushing against my sensitive flesh. An idea comes to me, and I reach down, wrapping my hand around his shaft as I lean back, parting my folds with his cock and rubbing the tip against my sensitive clit.

                  “What are you—oh fuck, that’s hot,” Ian groans, his eyes widening as he takes in the sight of me using his cock like a sex toy, rubbing my clit with the tip as I stroke him, grinding against the most sensitive part of his cock. “Fuck, Alana, are you going to come like that?”

                  “Yes,” I pant, arching against his shaft. “Yes—oh, fuck—while you watch—yes!”

                  I let out a high-pitched cry of pleasure as I go over the edge again, rubbing his cock faster against my clit as I roll my hips, the orgasm shuddering through me as I feel his slick cum coating my pussy, more of it leaking from the tip against my over-sensitive clit. I cry out his name as the pleasure rolls over me, making me feel nearly dizzy with the intensity of it.

                  “Oh, fuck,” I hear Ian growl, and then his hands are hard on my hips, pulling me up and seating me hard on his cock as he plunges inside of me, fucking me hard and fast as he thrusts up into me.

                  I catch his rhythm, riding him with my hands planted on his chest, letting him buck up into me so I can feel all that thick, hard length sinking into me again and again. After a moment, his thrusts slow, and I feel him pull me down, his hand twining in my hair as he brings my mouth to his for a kiss.

                  “I’m going to spend the rest of my life making love to you exactly the way you deserve, Alana, in every possible way I can think of,” he groans against my mouth. “And I’m going to fuck you so often you’ll be pregnant again before you know it.”

                  I grin against his lips, rocking down against him, feeling another orgasm starting to ripple over me as his cock stiffens, throbbing inside of me as he groans out his own pleasure. “Is that a promise?” I moan against his mouth, and Ian laughs, grabbing my hips and fucking me downwards onto his cock. 

                  “You’re going to be the death of me, woman,” he says, laughing up at me. “But I always knew that, anyway.”

                  He kisses me again, long and slow. “And I promise, Alana, if that were to be the case? I’d die a happy man.”

                  We don’t stop, not for a long time. Not until the sun is coming up again, and we’re exhausted, collapsing in each other’s arms.

                  If I’m being honest, I don’t plan on ever stopping.
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      Ian

             I could never have imagined that my life would feel or look like this. I’d resigned myself to getting by without Alana, moving on as much as someone ever can from the love of their life. I hadn’t cared about getting a divorce, even though I could have claimed Alana abandoned me because I wasn’t ever going to get married again. Alana was it for me. 

                  I just hadn’t been able to let myself really believe she’d come back—or even that we could make it work if she did.

                  But she’s here. And we are making it work.

                  A month has passed and we know that the baby is ours, we can start planning our future. It doesn’t even feel like work. It feels like a fucking gift I never expected to get. 

                  Hell, we’re sitting at my parents’ house, close to  Alana’s due date, on the back deck like any normal couple. My stepdad is manning the grill, burgers and vegetables and ribs sizzling atop it as he takes occasional sips from the beer he’s holding, same as the one that’s in my hand as I sit next to Alana while she and my mother chat.

                  “So—DID means that there are two other people? You’re three people, basically?”

                  “I have alters,” Alana explains patiently. “They have unique voices and desires and feelings, and they’re more or less their own people too. So in a way—yes.”

                  “That must get exhausting.” My mother purses her lips. “A committee meeting every time you want to make a decision or do anything.”

                  “Sometimes yes, sometimes no,” Alana admits. “Lately, it’s been much more peaceful. There was a time when it was a civil war with the occasional forcible takeover,” she adds with a rueful laugh. “But these days, yes. More like a committee. With me chairing it,” she adds.

                  “Doesn’t that worry you?” My mother frowns, and I can tell that she’s trying to be understanding, but it’s clear she’s concerned. I can’t blame her, it’s all new, and after the last dinner we all had together—we have work to do. But today is a good start. “After all, with a baby—”

                  “The baby is what changed everything,” Alana says, squeezing my hand. “It’s not just us anymore, after all. We can’t fight and take over at will when there’s someone to care for like this. So we’ve all made a decision. The baby is Ian’s, and I love Ian. So this body is mine to share with the others. That’s a choice we’ve come to—with a lot of therapy,” she adds.

                  “I trust Alana,” I say firmly. “With our baby and our family, however, it grows in the future. I believe in her. I’ve seen it done successfully, too. Lauren, the gallery owner who shows my photos—she’s married to a man with DID. They have a happy family together. It’s work sometimes, but it’s worth it to be with the person you love.”

                  “I know not many people know much about this condition,” my mother says hesitantly. “Even I’ve only heard of it in passing or in movies as this scary thing. Don’t you worry about that? What others might think? If your child will have friends?”

                  “Of course, we worry. But all we can do is our best. Alana is working hard to make sure that our baby and we have as normal of a life as possible.”

                  “It’s not all Split,” Alana says with another dry laugh. “I’m in therapy, like I said, being treated by the best doctor I could possibly have. I will keep making as much progress as I can until the baby comes, and even after, I’ll keep seeing my doctor regularly to ensure I’m the mother this baby needs and deserves. I’m committed to that—and to your son.”

                  “Well, if you ever leave him again, I’m coming after all three of you,” my mother says, only half-jokingly, from what I can tell. “But I can see that Ian is happy. That’s the most important thing in the world to me. He wasn’t the same after you left. It’s clear the two of you have something special.”

                  “Are you threatening our daughter-in-law?” My stepfather jokes as he comes up the steps of the deck with a platter of food, setting it in the center of the table in front of us. 

                  “Only a little,” my mother retorts, but I can see Alana quietly smiling. I know what it means to her to be acknowledged as my wife, to hear my parents refer to her in that way. Her entire life, she’s been rejected, dismissed, and ostracized, and now she’s being welcomed into a family. My family, just as we’re getting ready to start one of our own.

                  “Have you picked out names yet?” my mother asks as she begins fixing a burger for herself. “You don’t know the sex yet, do you?”

                  “We are waiting,” Alana says. “But I’ve chosen Destiny if it’s a girl. ” She smiles up at me, and I squeeze her hand.

                  “I managed to talk her into Ian Jr. for a boy,” I say, laughing as I see the expression on my mother’s face. “I’ve always wanted a little Junior.”

                  I’d been a little nervous about the dinner, especially after how things went last time, but I didn’t need to worry. It’s as different as night and day. My mother loves babies, and that’s a good starting point for her and Alana to find common ground to talk, even though they’ve both lived very different lives. My stepfather seems pleased too, the four of us chatting about the new apartment we’ve rented. I spent most of the last few weeks painting and readying the second bedroom to be a nursery. My stepfather and I talk about tools and handyman shit for a little while as Alana goes inside with my mom to get dessert, despite my mom’s insistence that she should stay sitting.

                  “I need to move around as much as I can,” Alana says ruefully. “There’s no way I want to go past my due date if I can help it.”

                  “Well, most first pregnancies do,” my mother cautions her. “So I’d be prepared.”

                  My mother made her famous chocolate silk pie, and Alana makes appreciative humming noises as she passes the small plates around.

                  “I’ve been craving chocolate like crazy,” Alana says, sinking back down next to me as she already starts forking a bite into her mouth. “This is incred—”

                  Her eyes go round and wide, her fork freezing halfway to her lips with her second bite.

                  “Alana? Are you okay?” My voice rises with alarm, fear shocking the shit out of me. My first thought is that it’s Megan or Veronica, that they’ve changed their minds about the arrangement, and one of them is about to turn this perfect day to shit.

                  “Ian,” Alana whispers. “I think my water just broke.”

                  Relief and a brand new fear wash over me all at once—relief that Alana is okay and still with me, and the terror of realizing it’s here, it’s happening—by the end of today, I will be a father, and Alana and I will be responsible for another little human being.

                  My parents are already leaping to their feet, going into business mode as I help Alana to her feet. “I’m so disgusting.  It’s everywhere—” she starts to say, but my mother waves her off.

                  “It’s natural, not disgusting, and it’s the last thing you need to be worrying about right now,” she insists. “Ian, do you have an overnight bag for her?”

                  “It’s in the car,” I tell her, wrapping a bracing arm around Alana’s back.

                  “We’ll take mine. It’s more reliable,” my mother says decisively. “Help Alana to the car and then grab the bag. I’ll drive.”

                  “I’ll catch up with you at the hospital once I clean up here and take a shower,” my stepdad says, already gathering up dishes. As I help Alana towards the garage, I’m blown away by how everyone has come together so quickly. My family is leaping into action to help us. It makes me feel as if this really is right—as if it was always meant to be, at the right time.

                  As my mom drives us to the hospital, I fire off a mass text letting everyone know that Alana is in labor, but I don’t see what anyone responds if they do. The text was a courtesy, and as soon as it’s sent, I shove the phone into my pocket, gripping Alana’s hand through the contractions as she tries to breathe, all of my focus and attention on her.

                  “You can do this,” I murmur as she gasps, her eyes squeezing shut with each wave of pain. “You’ve got this. I believe in you.”

                  I could swear her eyes change color in between contractions, but when she does speak, it’s with Alana’s voice. “Don’t—leave me—” she manages. “Stay in the room with me?”

                  “You couldn’t keep me away,” I tell her firmly, and it’s the most sincere promise I’ve ever made.

                  Once we get to the hospital, it’s a whirlwind. I remember how Chris was the day his twins were born, anxious and worried and excited and elated all at once. I feel the same whirlwind of emotions as Alana is whisked back to a room. “I’m her husband,” I tell the nurse, feeling a flush of happiness and pride at being able to say that with certainty, knowing our future is secure. I clutch Alana’s overnight bag with one hand as the nurses help her get settled, answering any questions that I can as she looks at me with pleading grey eyes, already sweating. 

                  “You can do this,” I tell her again encouragingly, feeling the swirl of emotions in my chest intensify. I’m going to be a father. The love of my life is back to stay. All is right with the world and will be from here on out.

                  The process of having the baby is longer and more intense than I’d imagined. Alana was firm that she didn’t want a c-section or any drugs at all unless absolutely necessary, afraid of how an epidural or anesthesia might affect her condition. “I want it to be me having this baby,” she’d said firmly. “Our baby,” and I let the doctor and nurses know, repeatedly, what her wishes are as Alana pants and strains and moves around the room only to end up back in bed, her hair plastered to her face and her expression taut with pain.

                  I wish I could make it go faster or take her pain away somehow, but she doesn’t complain once. She endures it with teeth gritted and squeezing my hand so hard that I swear I feel the bones rub together. Still, I’d happily take that a thousand times over than Alana enduring her pain alone.

                  She'll never be alone again if I have anything to say about it.

                  When our baby finally slips out into the world, an angry screaming mess, Alana gasps aloud, a beaming smile on her face. 

                  “You have a healthy baby boy,” the nurse says, passing the crying bundle to Alana. At that moment, as I look at my wife and my son, I know my sole purpose in life, the only thing that really matters, is to keep my family safe.

                  I look down at my wife and see her green eyes looking down at the baby, Megan peeking out for the first time in days. She’s looking lovingly down at our son, and for the first time in a long while, she looks happy. Since the day we found out the results, she’d slipped out a few times to make an appearance, but every time she’d been so sad. She’d wanted to be alone, depressed, and withdrawn, but today none of that is in her eyes.

                  My parents are ushered into the room, both beaming, and Megan hands the baby to my mother, tears in her eyes as she leans against me. I see her eyes shift back to grey as my mother leans down to kiss her lightly on the forehead, smiling as widely as Alana herself is.

                  “Your baby boy is perfect. Absolutely beautiful,” she says, handing the baby back to Alana after a few moments.

                  Alana cradles our son in her arms. “Ian Hudson Junior,” she whispers, stroking his little nose with the tip of one finger, staring down at him with fascination.

                  “I have a family,” she whispers in wonderment, and I lean down, kissing her forehead as I smile down at her and our son.

                  “You always will,” I promise her.

                  Holding my wife’s hand, our newborn baby in her arms, I know one simple truth that I couldn’t have imagined a short while ago—but one that I know now won’t ever change.

                  Our life, at long last, is perfect—

                  --because it’s ours.
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      Alana

                  As expected, Ian Jr.’s first birthday party at Grant Park hasn’t exactly gone smoothly. There’s already been tears, an overturned tray of cupcakes, and forgotten hot dog buns—but Ian’s parents have helped with it all, and nothing could spoil the mood today. It’s not just our baby’s birthday we’re celebrating today, but my successfully making it through my first year as a mother, despite all my fears.

                  The first year wasn’t as hard as I’d been afraid it would be—but it’s hardly been a walk in the park, either. I didn’t have a good parenting role model growing up, and I have very little to base my own parenting style off of—just my growing friendship with Lauren and Ian’s mother’s well-meaning advice. I can’t exactly say I’ve fallen into motherhood gracefully. Still, as Ian has reminded me every day, I’ve also done far better than the shit job I’d been terrified of doing.

                  Ian and I have both been learning as we go—something that Lauren has often reassured us is normal for all new parents. And we’ve had a generous support system in place, which has made it easier than I could have imagined—especially since part of that support system also lives with DID. I’ve gone from having no family and believing I’d always be all alone in the world to being thrust into a sudden new family. I have brothers and sisters-in-law, nieces and nephews, Ian’s parents as well as Cal’s. I’ve even met Lauren’s aunt a few times, who understands some of the struggles we’ve dealt with. It feels not just like a safety net but also a warm, inviting hug. As someone who’s spent my whole life afraid of trusting affection and intimacy, it’s definitely taken some getting used to, all while adjusting to my new role as a mother.

                  But I wouldn’t change a moment of it for the world. As I look around the pavilion at everyone gathered to celebrate little Ian, I can say with absolute certainty that I'm happy for the first time in my life. Everyone here is happy. There’s no anger or sadness or confusion or tension here, just a joyous celebration, and I know that’s what I’ve been missing my whole life. All three of us have, even if I’m the one who’s come to terms with it the most.

                  Megan and Veronica are quiet more often than not, now. Megan spends time with little Ian occasionally, like a close aunt in a way. Still, I know she has a deep and lingering sadness that the family we have isn’t the family she wanted with Kam. Her happiness is for our son, for the stability we’ve found at last, if not necessarily the circumstances surrounding it or who it’s with. When Ian and I are together, especially intimately, she stays far away from my thoughts. Veronica does too, and I know she’s waiting on her time with Blue, though Ian is holding out as long as he can before allowing it to happen. 

                  In time, with a lot of therapy, Megan came to see that the way Kameron snapped wasn’t her fault, but his. I know she still loves him, that a part of her—and therefore me in a way—always will—but she sees now that the relationship had turned toxic past the point of saving. She’s come to terms with the loss, even if it means that the life we’ve created is more mine now than hers.

                  My father-in-law is just starting up the grill, Lauren passing Ian Jr. back to me as she corrals her own children, when I see Blue and Hilary striding towards us. There was a time that Ian says it had seemed like they might be something, but not now, with all his thoughts still on Veronica. They’re pretty solidly in the friend zone together, and it looks like it’s going to stay that way. 

                  “Hey, Alana.” He gives me a warm, one-armed hug that won’t draw any side-eye from Ian and hands me a small wrapped package as he tweaks Ian Jr.’s cheek. “Hey, little guy.”

                  “What is this?” I look at it curiously.

                  “Something from Kameron. Showed up a couple of days ago.” He shrugs. “I don’t think it’s a homemade bomb or anything. You’re probably safe to open it up.” He reaches for the baby then, swinging him playfully as I look at the small package in my hands. “Come to Uncle Blue!”

                  Ian looks over my shoulder as I start to unwrap it, feeling my heart pound a little with anxiety. I can feel Megan hovering, and though I don’t really want her presence today, I know I can’t stop her under these circumstances if she wants to come out. She doesn’t, though, but she’s with me. I toss away the paper to reveal a small carved wooden alpaca and a note in Kam’s handwriting.

               Dear Megan, 

                  I went away to the mountains in Peru, traveling and backpacking and staying unplugged from everyone and everything so I could get my head together, process it all, and figure out where I went wrong—because it was me who did wrong and not you. I meant that when I said it to you that last day, and I’m more convinced than ever.

                  I’m so sorry for what I put you through—Alana, especially those last days in Cancun. I see where I went wrong now, how I lost my mind and myself. No one is to blame for that but me. 

                  I’m sure the baby’s birthday is soon, and I wanted to send a gift to let you know that I wish you and Ian the best of luck and, most of all, I wish you well. I’m glad that through all of this, the love between the two of you could endure and encompass all of you, even if mine wasn’t capable of that. Above all else, I’ll always be most sorry for that—that I couldn’t love all of you, that I wasn’t the kind of man who could do that for you. I’m glad you have someone who could.

                  I’ll never forget you.

                  --Kam

                  My eyes fill with tears as I hold the toy and the note, handing it to Ian so he can read it in its entirety as well. I see his face soften slightly as he gets to the end, and I understand why without him ever having to say a word.

                  With the note, Kam has given us a gift better than any toy or other present could ever be. He’s let us know that he’s come to terms with it all, that he’s relinquishing his place in Megan’s life—in our lives—for good. That he’s moving on.

                  I know that I’m free now. We all are. We’ve come full circle, and our lives will never be anything but ours from now on.

                  “Come on,” I say softly, leaning forward to give Ian a kiss on the lips as I tuck the note into my pocket and take our son back from Blue, setting him on my hip and handing him the small wooden toy. “Let’s celebrate a birthday.”

                  Ian smiles at me, and at that moment, I know for sure that nothing could ever be more perfect than the life we’ve built together. Whatever comes next, we’ll face it together.

                  And I’ll never, ever be alone again.

       

      

      Authors Note: It has been a long ride readers. I know it took a lot longer than expected but if you’re here you’ve stuck with me and I’m so incredibly grateful.  As a warning if you continue the next section is Blue & Veronica’s ending. If you’d rather forgo it you can stop here, if not you can continue to read!

      

      Bonus—Veronica and Blue

       

      Blue

                   I only get one shot at today, and it has to be fucking perfect. Even if I won’t remember it, she will, and all that matters to me is that Veronica has the most perfect, romantic day imaginable. She’s not technically a virgin, but for Veronica, it’ll be her first date and her first time, and I want it to be memorable.

                  Part of me has struggled with how strange it is that I’ll be doing all this with Ian’s wife, but deep down, I don’t really see it like that. Veronica, to me, is her own person—a person who isn’t getting to fully realize her life, and I want to give that to her as much as I can.

                  I get one full day, and I want to make it count.

                  She stayed the night at Lauren, and Cal’s the night before, so Ian and I wouldn’t have to cross paths today, which we all agreed was for the best. Whatever will take away from any potential awkwardness the most and make it the best possible day for her is what we all want. Thankfully, everyone involved has stuck to that—especially Ian.

                  I dress more nicely than usual for her—dark jeans, my cleaned-up Docs, a blue button-down that I think suits me with the mohawk, a few shades lighter than my hair. I show up at Lauren and Cal’s with a bouquet of flowers at nine-thirty on the dot as agreed, ready to take her out to breakfast.

                  When Veronica steps out, she takes my breath away. I hand her the flowers, feeling a little speechless. She’s wearing fitted, cropped black slacks and a sleeveless pink blouse that looks silky, her black hair curled around her shoulders, and her makeup done in tones of rose. Her full lips part with surprise as she sees the flowers I thrust out, and I feel an overwhelming urge to kiss her, even with Lauren and Cal standing there.

                  “These are beautiful, Blue,” she says softly, breathing in the scent before Lauren takes them from her to put them in water.

                  “Not as beautiful as you,” I tell her sincerely, and even though it’s a corny line, I’m glad I said it. I want her to know how I feel, as clearly as I can manage. I only get the one shot.

                  Veronica smiles at me, the expression on her face and her blue eyes so clearly her, and when she puts her hand in mine, I feel like I’m glowing with happiness.

                  “Thank you,” she says softly as we get into my Challenger. “I love your car,” she adds, a little shyly, and I grin.

                  “I don’t know what a girl like you is doing with a guy like me, to be honest,” I tell her wryly as I start it up, the engine roaring loudly in the quiet morning air. I’ve always wondered what Veronica sees in me—we couldn’t be more different. She’s elegant and ladylike, even today dressed like she’s going to a conference, and I’m a shady tech guy with piercings and a blue mohawk. But right now, she’s looking at me like there’s nowhere else on this planet she wants to be, and I feel like the luckiest guy alive. 

                  She puts a bag in the back of the car, her slim leather purse tucked between her knees and leans back as I pull out into traffic. I reach over to hold her hand, determined not to let a single opportunity pass me by today. I want everything today to be perfect, to give her as much of the experience she wants as I possibly can. 

                  I’d found out her favorite breakfast place, a little French-style café, and she claps her hands with glee when we pull up. “Oh, I love this spot,” she breathes, and I grin.

                  “I know,” I tell her cheekily, coming around to open the door for her. When Veronica takes my hand of her own accord and holds it as we walk into the café, I feel like I’m floating. 

                  “Order anything you want,” I tell her firmly. “Today is all on me.”

                  “Blue,” she says softly, but I shake my head.

                  “Today is going to be perfect for you, Veronica. For us. I’ve made sure of that. All you have to do is enjoy it with me.”

                  “I absolutely think—I know I can do that,” she murmurs, then she leans forward, taking my hand as she kisses my lips softly. 

                  That kiss sends a shockwave of desire through me, my hand tightening on hers, but I force myself not to deepen the kiss. All of that will come soon enough. I have days worth of dates crammed into this one, and I want Veronica to enjoy every stage—from early handholding and sweet kisses to all the passion I hope for between us tonight. 

                  We sit down, and when the waitress comes, I order coffee, black. “A mimosa and a cappuccino, please,” Veronica says, opening her menu. “I can’t stomach black coffee,” she adds with a smile. “I’m impressed that you can.”

                  “After too many long nights in front of the computer, nothing else works,” I say ruefully, opening my own menu as well. “So, what’s good here?”

                  “I always get the crepes,” Veronica says. “But it’s all good, especially the ham and cheese omelet if you don’t want sweet.”

                  “I’ve got more than enough sweet right here,” I tell her, squeezing her hand, and she rolls her eyes, laughing.

                  “Are you going to feed me corny pickup lines all day?” she asks teasingly, raising an eyebrow, and I grin.

                  “Only for breakfast,” I promise, and then the waitress returns with drinks and takes our order.

                  Veronica gets the fruit and cream crepes, as she’d said, and I order the omelet at her recommendation. We talk about meaningless things as we eat—more my life than hers, and I try not to think about why that is. Everything that’s happening to her—not really to her, but to the body she lives in—involves another man and the child that she’s had with him. There’s not much she can tell me that won’t bring up Ian, and we’ve tacitly agreed not to talk about him or their life together today, more for her than for me. She wants to feel like only herself today, not Megan or Alana, and I can’t blame her.

                  But it really highlights how much of her life is wrapped up in her new little family now. I couldn’t be happier for Alana, but it stings a little, too. For Veronica’s sake, as well as mine.

                  After breakfast, we walk hand in hand down the street, popping into little shops and stopping to take pictures on Veronica’s phone. We’d agreed beforehand that the photos would only be on hers, for her memories, not for mine. I have the urge to sneak one, just for myself, but it doesn’t matter. I won’t understand why it’s there later, anyway.

                  None of that could possibly ruin our day, though. We have fun carousing through the city until lunchtime, Veronica trying on a few cute items in indie clothing stores here and there, and me buying a record at my favorite shop, until we both get hungry. She ducks into a bathroom and comes back out in black shorts made of some stretchy material and a chiffon floral blouse she bought at one of the shops, and I grin.

                  “I like the outfit change.”

                  “I actually brought one for each part of the day,” she says, blushing a little. “Like it’s three separate dates, you know? But I like this outfit so much I wanted to wear it now.”

                  Her old clothes are tucked away in the shopping bag, and she looks like a more light-hearted, freer version of herself as we walk to my favorite sandwich café. “This is my favorite lunch spot,” I tell her. “I come here a lot when I can find the time.”

                  “So you pick what I get for lunch, then,” she says, laughing.

                  I order a pretzel with cheese for an appetizer, and a sandwich for each of us—a turkey Reuben for her and a blue cheese steak sandwich for me—and we sit outside, enjoying the warm weather and looking at the crowds of people heading for the park as we eat.

                  “I always love walking around the city on a day like this,” Veronica says softly. “Any city. It’s so sunny and perfect, and everyone seems happier than normal, you know? It just all seems—brighter.”

                  “It feels that way to me, too,” I tell her honestly, and we both know why.

                  After lunch, we go to the art museum together, wandering through the air-conditioned rooms hand in hand, looking at the paintings. I prefer modern art, while Veronica likes Renaissance. We discuss our favorite styles and what we each enjoy the most as we stroll. Both of us are more relaxed than we’ve ever been. We go through the sculpture room and the armor room, commenting as we go, and then head to the observatory next. As we sit in a cool dark room looking up at a “sky” full of constellations, Veronica lays her head against my shoulder.

                  “I wasn’t ‘out’ very often when we were younger,” she says softly. “I wasn’t much needed. I’m still not, really. But when I was, I remember that I used to love looking at the stars at night. One foster home we lived in was a rowhouse with a flat roof, and I’d go up and lay there, counting all the stars, memorizing the constellations.” She points to Orion’s belt, tracing the outline with her fingertip. “That one is a blue-white star called Rigel, in Orion’s Belt.” Veronica leans over as she says it, kissing me lightly on the cheek. “From now on, Blue, when I look at that constellation, I’ll think of you.”

                  I’ve never been an overly emotional guy. I honestly can’t remember the last time I cried. But as Veronica says that, I feel a burning sensation behind my eyelids, and I have to force it back. At that moment, I think I’d give just about anything to remember today—except for it to not have happened at all. Most of all, I wish I could just keep this one moment, more than any sex that comes later or anything else.

                  Veronica takes my hand, outlining the constellation with me. “I think some small, subconscious part of you might remember this, even afterward,” she whispers. “So when you see Orion’s Belt, I want you to remember me and our day together. Whatever little bit you can—but most especially this.”

                  I turn to kiss her then. I can’t help it. I need her against me, her warmth, the softness of her lips, and I keep her hand in mine as I pull her to me, kissing her deeply under a canopy of stars.

                  The entire day has been perfect. We mutually agreed that we’d be a couple for the day, and we’ve acted like it, to both of our delights. We’ve kissed, held hands, and I’ve put my arms around her as we’ve sat and walked. I’ve watched her the entire day, imprinting all her smiles and laughs on my mind as if I’ll remember them when this is all over, even though I know I won’t, and it breaks my heart. I’ve looked at the pictures we’ve taken on her phone, and my favorite is when she leaned over and kissed my cheek as we ate lunch, looking sideways up into the camera, smirking a little as if she had a secret.

                  We check into the hotel at four, and I wait downstairs in the bar while Veronica goes up to change for our dinner date. When she texts me to let me know she’s waiting in the lobby, and right after I get a message that the limo is on its way, I walk out to see a vision standing there waiting for me.

                  She’s wearing a sapphire blue velvet dress, long enough to brush her toes and slit up to her thigh on one side, with thin satin straps at her shoulders and her hair swept to one side and pinned in place. She has some kind of strappy sandals on with high heels that show off her red-painted toenails, and her makeup has changed. It’s smoky and sultry now, perfect grey eyeshadow paired with a red lip, teardrop blue earrings at her ears. 

                  “You look fucking incredible,” I groan, wanting more than anything to sweep her back up to our room here and now, but there will be plenty of time for that later. I want her night to be absolute perfection, and that means waiting until we’ve done all of it—every little bit that I have planned.

                  “So do you,” she says with a smile. “You certainly clean up well.”

                  I’d changed in the men’s room of the hotel, wanting Veronica to have the privacy of the room and not feel rushed, even though that meant getting into a suit in a small space. I’d managed, though, and it all feels worth it when she reaches out and tugs me towards her with one hand on my sapphire-blue paisley tie, leaning in for a kiss.

                  “Coincidence?” she asks, tapping the tie with one finger and looking at her sapphire gown, and I grin.

                  “Best one yet,” I tell her and then slide her hand through the crook of my elbow, waltzing her outside to the waiting town car.

                  “Blue!” she gasps as she sees it waiting there. “This is too much—”

                  “No,” I tell her firmly. “It’s not. Nothing is too much for you.”

                  There’s champagne on ice in the limo, and I pour a glass for each of us. “To the perfect night,” I say, tapping my glass against hers, and Veronica smiles, sweet with just a hint of sadness.

                  “The perfect night,” she whispers, and then we both drink.

                  The restaurant I reserved is a gorgeous five-star Italian place, the kind with a chef’s choice menu and wine pairings, which is what we decide to go with. Veronica nearly moans when she tastes the wine and takes her first bite of her prosciutto-wrapped veal, and I grin.

                  “This is incredible,” she manages. “I’ve never had anything like it.”

                  “It’s not exactly common fare for me, either,” I laugh. “It’s a special night for both of us.”

                  We eat until we’re stuffed, finishing it all off with port and tiramisu. When we can’t eat another bite, we go back out to the waiting limo and off to the opera. I sit next to her in the darkened box, holding her hand, feeling her leaning into me as we watch the performance. I feel as if everything in my life has been waiting for this one day—one I won’t even remember. But it’s all worth it. I’ve spent a month’s pay today, but I don’t care about that either. The look on Veronica’s face, the absolute, peaceful happiness, is worth everything.

                  I think I love this girl, and I wonder if I’ll remember that, or if it’ll be wiped out too.

                  “All in one day, you knocked out a breakfast, lunch, and dinner date,” Veronica tells me teasingly as we leave. “It’s honestly really impressive.”

                  “We could go out for drinks or coffee—or drinks and then coffee—if you need the whole gamut,” I tell her with a grin. “But there’s a bottle of wine waiting back at the hotel, from the restaurant we went to tonight.”

                  Veronica looks at me, her gaze drifting to my lips before her hand tightens on mine, and her eyes flit back upwards. “I think I’d like to go to the hotel,” she says softly, and my heart does a double beat in my chest, my pulse leaping at those words in her voice.

                  “Whatever you want,” I tell her honestly. “My wish is your command.”

                  “I’ll hold you to that,” she says with a grin, as we walk back out to the limousine.

                  I have one last surprise for her, arranged while we were out. When we walk into our hotel room, Veronica’s hand clutching mine nervously as I swipe the key card, I open it for her to see. 

                  While we were having dinner and at the opera, I arranged for our room to be decorated. There are rose petals on the bed, scented candles burning, dim lighting, and that bottle of wine waiting, soft music playing from my favorite record. It’s all perfect, just how I imagined it—and when I turn to look at Veronica, every part of me aching with anticipation, I can see from the look on her face that she feels the same.

       

      Veronica

                  I take the room in, biting my lower lip hard to keep from crying as I look at the scene in front of me—the candles, the wine, the music, the roses. It’s all something out of a fairytale, a romance novel, and all day Blue has done that over and over. He’s gone above and beyond to make today perfect, every single minute of it,  and this is the most bittersweet moment of all in a day full of them.

                  He won’t remember any of it. Not one single part—probably not even the constellation, no matter how hard I wished I could imprint it on some deep part of his subconscious. He did all of this for me, knowing he’ll lose every memory from today, and he hasn’t said a word. It’s been all about us, about me, and I’ve never been more grateful for anyone in my entire life.

                  “It’s perfect,” I breathe, and Blue turns towards me, pulling me into his arms.

                  “No, you are,” he says, almost reverently, and then his mouth is on mine.

                  He kisses me the way I’ve dreamed of, hot and sweet and slow, his hands roving down the velvet back of my gown to the curve of my hips, my ass, caressing and squeezing as he deepens the kiss. Neither of us is pretending that this isn’t what we’re here for, that we aren’t hungry for it, for each other.

                  “I’m not—” I lick my lips nervously when he pulls back a little, breaking the kiss. “I’m not really a virgin. I mean, my body isn’t. I’ve had a baby, for goodness’ sake.” I laugh, that coming out shaky and nervous too. “I’m a little afraid of you seeing me naked after that, to be honest. But I—I’ve never had sex. Not as—me. So I—”

                  “I’ll go slow,” Blue promises, his hands settling on my waist. “Or fast. Whatever you ask for. Whatever you want, it’s yours tonight. And I’ll think you’re beautiful, every part of you.”

                  He guides me towards the bed, sliding the zipper of my dress down as I kiss him again. Slowly, we undress each other, my fingers toying with his buttons as he savors the act of taking off my gown, my hands exploring his leanly muscled chest as he slips the straps off my shoulders. At long last, we’re standing in nothing but my cream lace panties and his black boxer briefs, still kissing by the edge of the bed, and Blue groans as I flick my tongue out, teasing his lip piercing.

                  “I like this,” I tell him, flicking it with my tongue again. “And these.” I tap his nose piercing, the one in his eyebrow at the opposite side, and brush my fingertip over his gauges. “They suit you.”

                  “I’m glad you think so,” Blue says softly, lifting me up and laying me back on the bed. “I wondered what you saw in me, to be honest. If I was just exotic, after—”

                  I know what he’s thinking. There was Megan’s Kam, the clean-cut frat boy jock, and Alana’s Ian, an artistic, edgy bad boy, but nothing as far out as Blue. “There’s never been anyone in my mind but you,” I tell him firmly. “No comparing to others. I like you for yourself. The piercings are sexy—but only because they’re sexy on you. Not because of anyone else.”

                  I can see his face relax slightly as if it had worried him more than I’d known. “Well, I have a surprise for you, then,” he says with a grin, but he doesn’t let on what it might be as he kisses his way down my body, beginning with my breasts. He stays there for longer than I’d imagined any man would, cupping and squeezing them lightly, teasing my nipples with teeth and tongue—including his tongue piercing—until I’m panting.

                  “Is the surprise what your tongue ring will feel like on my clit?” I ask in a shakily aroused voice, and Blue laughs, the sound startled.

                  “I like hearing that prim voice of yours say dirty words,” he says, looking up from where he’d been teasing my nipple to aching stiffness. “And yes, it’s one of them. But you’ll have to be a good girl and be patient.”

                  I glare down at him, but he just grins wickedly up at me, continuing his slow path down my body. By the time he reaches my abdomen, slightly softer now after having had a baby, I’m breathless with need and squirming under him. I’m pretty sure there isn’t an inch of my body he hasn’t kissed.

                  Slowly, he drags my lace panties over my hips, kissing my inner thighs as he spreads my legs open for him, until I’m ready to beg if he takes a second longer. Just as I think I can’t possibly stand it a moment longer, his tongue slides over my pussy, teasing my outer folds before delving inside, the tip fluttering over my clit.

                  I cry out, a sound of pleasure so intense it’s nearly a scream, the sensations sweeping over me as I arch shamelessly against his mouth. Blue chuckles against my already-drenched flesh, grabbing my thighs to hold me down as he starts to lick in earnest, his tongue drawing patterns on my clit that I would never have imagined, the ball of his tongue piercing rubbing against the hard, oversensitive bundle of nerves and driving me mad with sensation.

                  “I’m going to, oh god—I’m, I’m—” I pant through my helpless moaning, unable to finish a sentence as Blue drives me wild with his tongue. I’ve never felt anything like the sensations building up inside of me, sensations so strong that I’m almost afraid of them, but I can’t hold it back a second longer.

                  “Blue!” I scream his name as I start to come, writhing on the bed as I throw my head back, surrendering to the sheer ecstasy of it. “Blue, oh god, oh fuck, Blue!”

                  He doesn’t stop, licking and sucking at my clit as the pleasure ripples through me. Then just when I think the orgasm is finished, he pushes two fingers into my dripping, fluttering pussy, and it starts all over again.

                  I’m breathless by the time he pulls back, licking his lips like I’m the most delicious thing he’s ever tasted. “I’m dying to be inside of you,” he groans. “I’m so fucking hard right now, Veronica, for you.”

                  He pulls away, rolling onto his back as he hooks his thumbs into his briefs. “But I said we’d go slow until you were ready otherwise, so I’m going to let you take this at your own pace.”

                  And then, as I push myself up to my knees and watch, Blue slowly pushes his briefs down, revealing all of his naked body to me for the first time.

                  “Oh,” I whisper as his cock springs free, my eyes widening. It’s not just that he’s big and thick—but he’s pierced there, too. “Did that hurt?” I blurt out, looking at the metal bar through the tip of his dick and just behind the head, one through the skin on the top of the shaft as well, and Blue laughs.

                  “Well, yeah,” he says with a grin. “When I got it. But it feels fucking great now, and I think you’ll like it too.”

                  His hand wraps around his shaft, stroking lightly as I move to kneel between his legs. “At your own pace, Veronica,” he says softly, and I swallow hard, suddenly dying to taste him.

                  I lean forward, sliding my hands up his thighs, feeling him tense under my touch. He groans as I reach the top of his thighs, dipping my head to run the tip of my tongue over him.

                  “Fuck,” Blue hisses out from between his teeth, hand tightening in the sheets as his other hand drops away from his cock, letting me touch him however I please. I look up at him shyly, wondering if I’m really doing that good of a job. He seems to be enjoying my tongue on the tip of his cock, and I run my fingers lightly up the shaft as I tease the ball of his piercing with my tongue.

                  “Oh god—Veronica!” He cries out, stiffening as I play with it, teasing the piercing along his shaft with my fingers. Blue writhes on the bed, his face a mask of pleasure as I play with his cock, enjoying myself way too much. 

                  “It’s fun, seeing you like this,” I murmur playfully, licking the soft skin beneath the tip as Blue closes his eyes and sucks in a breath.

                  “You’re driving me crazy, woman,” he growls. I close my lips over his cockhead, at last, sucking lightly and then more in earnest, tightening my mouth around him as I keep playing with his piercings with my tongue and fingers.

                  Blue lets me explore for a long time, sucking and licking, running my hands up his thighs, and playing lightly with his balls as I take as much of his cock in my mouth as I can.

                  Finally, when I think I’ve teased him to the point of being too mean, I slide up his body, straddling him as I hover over the tip of his cock. “Are you ready?” I whisper, and Blue looks as if he’s about to make a smart remark, until he sees the look on my face.

                  “I’ve been ready for a long time,” he says softly, and as I sink down on his cock, moaning at the sweet, pleasurable stretch of it, feeling his piercings rub against my sensitive inner flesh as I take all of him inside of me. I brace my hands against his chest as his hand wraps in my hair, pulling me down for another hot, searing kiss, and then as his tongue tangles with mine, I start to ride him.

                  I feel clumsy and inexperienced, but I catch his rhythm quickly, rocking my hips against him as he steadies me with his hands. As my confidence grows, his hands move from my hips to my breasts, squeezing lightly as he runs his rough palms over every inch of my body, urging me faster.

                  I lose all control when his fingers slip between my folds, teasing my aching clit.

                  I throw my head back, crying out as the pleasure sweeps over me, sinking down onto his cock and grinding against him as I arch my back, my nails biting into his chest. He doesn’t seem to care, groaning with pleasure as I scratch him, fingers raking over his tattooed skin as I writhe atop him.

                  “Christ, you’re beautiful,” Blue growls, and then he grabs my hips, rolling me in one smooth motion onto my back without ever slipping out of me. 

                  He thrusts into me, hard and deep, taking advantage of my arousal, his fingers lacing with mine and stretching my hands over my head as he plunges into me again and again. His body slides against mine, slick with sweat, the scent of warm skin and my perfume mingling in the air. I toss my head back, breathing it in and moaning with the sheer sensory pleasure of all of it as Blue gives me everything I’d hoped for and more.

                  “God, I’m close,” he moans. I can see the effort it takes for him to slip out of me as he reaches out for the condom on the nightstand, gritting his teeth as he rolls it down his cock and slides into me again, as deeply as he can go.

                  I wrap around him like a vine, my arms around his neck, my legs around his hips, wanting to be as close to him as I can, to sink against him, skin to skin. We arch together, panting and breathless as another orgasm builds. Just as he thrusts into me once more, hips bucking as he groans and buries his face into my neck, his pleasure makes mine wash over me too.

                  We lay like that for a long time, his face in my neck, wrapped around one another. It was perfect, I think, with a bittersweet ache in my chest. It was all exactly how I’d thought it would be. The connection between us, the way we moved together, the pleasure—it was everything I’d wanted.

                  When Blue finally rolls to one side, tossing the condom in the wastebasket, he pulls me into his arms. I curl against his chest, cheek pillowed there as he strokes my hair, and neither of us speaks. I can feel a tightness in him as if he’s holding something back, but I’m not entirely sure I want to know what it is. I’m not sure if it would hurt more or less to hear it.

                  “I’m going to shower,” I tell him after a long moment, kissing him lightly on the lips. “And then we can come back to bed for as long as we want.”

                  Not as long as we want. I can see the thought cross Blue’s face, but he doesn’t say it. He just captures my face between his palms, kissing me again, and then lets me disappear into the luxurious hotel bathroom to shower.

                  My chest aches as I stand under the hot water, fighting back the tears. I don’t want to cry tonight. I don’t want to spoil a single second of it, but all I can think of is that I’ll never experience this with Blue again. This is it—one night, a night he won’t even remember. I have to bite my lip hard to hold back the tears, telling myself that it’s for the best. Alana and Ian’s relationship is the one we agreed to support, the one that we decided was right for our family. Blue and Ian can’t share any more than Ian and Kameron could have. It’s not possible for this to be more, and I tell myself to be happy with what I’ve had. It’s more than I ever actually hoped for.

                  I jump a little as the door opens, relaxing when I see Blue walk in, opaque behind the shower door. He pushes it back and steps in, looking a little uncertain, but I smile softly at him. “Hi,” I whisper, and he grins.

                  “Hi, back.” He touches my hair where it’s tied in a loose bun atop my head. “It looks cute like this.”

                  “You think so?” I look at him shyly, feeling a little self-conscious. “I always think it looks better down.”

                  “You could never look anything but beautiful,” he tells me, and then his hands are sliding over my bare, wet skin, pulling me close to him as his lips capture mine. “You look sad,” he whispers against my mouth. “You don’t have to tell me why; I already know. But I don’t want you to spend a single second of tonight sad.”

                  I breathe in as he kisses me, closing my eyes as the steam of the shower swirls around us, my arms wrapping around him too. I want him as close as he can be, and I run my fingers through his damp hair, deepening the kiss.

                  Blue pushes me against the shower wall, kissing down to my throat, kneeling down to hook one of my legs over his shoulder as he runs his tongue over my wetness, lapping at my clit as I grip his hair and moan, gasping. My hips rock against his face, seeking more of the pleasure, the little ball of his tongue piercing pushing me to the heights of pleasure faster than I could have imagined. I feel my thighs start to shake as he brings me close to the edge. 

                  “Blue—” I breathe out his name. He stands up, turning me so that my hands are against the shower wall, my back arching as he runs his hands down my waist and hips, squeezing my ass as he thrusts into me again.

                  He feels so good. So incredible, I arch back into him, matching his every stroke as he holds onto my hips, moaning as he grinds against me at the end of every thrust.

                  “I’m close too,” he pants. “Wait for me.”

                  He pulls out then, turning me once more, lifting one of my legs and hooking it around his waist as he thrusts into me again. This time it’s slower, a shallow, rocking sensation that pushes me to the very edge of pleasure as I cling to him, my mouth against his neck, moaning and whimpering with every movement of his hips.

                  “Now!” Blue groans. The command sends the orgasm crashing over me, my leg tightening around him, my hands clinging as I try not to slip and fall as my knees go weak. He holds me up, and I feel him starting to throb inside of me, the humid heat of the shower so intense that I feel dizzy. I want to tell him to come inside of me, not to pull out, but in the last possible second, he slips free, his cock throbbing against my belly as his cum spills over my skin. 

                  Blue moans, rubbing against me as he captures my mouth with his again, our bodies slick with water and sweat and cum, and we stay like that until we’re both so exhausted that we sink to the shower floor, the water spilling over us both and washing away every last trace.

                  He reaches out, touching my face gently as he turns it towards his. “I love you, Veronica,” he says softly. “I won’t remember saying it tomorrow, and you don’t need to say anything back. I know you have another life. But I wanted you to hear it because you’ll remember. I love you.”

                  I blink back tears. “I love you too,” I whisper. “I love you. And I hope some tiny part of you, deep down, remembers it.” I thread my fingers through his, kissing his hand softly. “When you look up at the stars, you’ll feel something. You might not remember exactly what it is, but it’ll be this day, these words. A part of me will be with you forever. I need you to believe that.”

                  “I do,” Blue says softly, and then he’s kissing me again, the shower water starting to turn cool above our heads.

                  Tomorrow, for him, all of this will be washed away, too. But we still have all of tonight.

                  And I plan to make the most of every moment. 

      

       Author’s Note: Thank you again so much for reading. You have two paths now. If you have not read the book that started this all you can read my very first work If I Break here. If you want to read a steamy friends to lovers with a hint of danger read Claimed here. Make sure to join my Facebook group here to stay up to date on any new releases and discuss the book with thousands of other fans here.
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