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I'm back! My readers asked for this to be put on KU. It started out on Vella, then I moved it to Patreon when that ended. I took it from episodes to chapters.

Some of you will hate Atlas. Some of you will absolutely hate Kairi. There's a lot of back and forth, a lot of push and pull.

It's not my usual—this one's contemporary, steamy but not erotic.

The ending? My readers wanted it, and they get what they want! LOL

See you next month with Luciano. Y’all read Saint, right?

If you liked Over Him and Session 33, you’ll probably like this one too.

I don’t usually do trigger warning but this is contemporary, I don’t want anyone thinking this is going to be happy go lucky..

Emotional manipulation

Toxic relationships

Gaslighting

Divorce and custody disputes

Pregnancy loss / miscarriage (discussed, not graphically described)

Death / Murder (off-page)

Police interrogation / implied legal pressure

Mentions of mental health struggles

Verbal abuse

Physical altercation


Atlas Uncharted - Playlist


1. Summer Walker – "Fun Girl"
2. Giveon – "Stuck On You"
3. Brent Faiyaz – "Loose Change"
4. H.E.R. – "Damage"
5. Ari Lennox – "Pressure"
6. SZA – "Ghost in the Machine"
7. Tems – "Free Mind"
8. Jorja Smith – "Be Honest"
9. Jhene Aiko – "Spotless Mind"
10. Victoria Monét – "On My Mama"
11. Beyoncé – "Jealous"
12. Bryson Tiller – "Right My Wrongs"
13. Jazmine Sullivan – "Let It Burn"
14. Lucky Daye – "Over"
15. PARTYNEXTDOOR – "Come and See Me"


Each of these songs captures the mood, tone, and emotional intensity of Atlas and Kairi’s journey—listen while you read. 


Chapter 1

Kairi

He was not meant for me, and I knew it from the moment I lay eyes on him. Girls like me didn’t get the boy that every girl who crossed his path fell for.

I wasn’t downing myself. I wasn’t insecure or self-pitying, and I didn’t have any deep-rooted issues I needed to work through in therapy where my love life was concerned. There was just an order to things. Society had made it that way. Certain girls ended up with certain boys.

And I told myself that it was fine.

He wasn’t even my type—too much fire and not enough warmth. I could see it in his eyes; he was about as deep as a puddle of water, but at that moment, I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

Tattoos snaked down his muscular arms, disappearing under the sleeves of his fitted black T-shirt that clung to his broad chest. His dark jeans hung low on his hips. He towered over everyone else in the bookstore, his hair a blazing fire, and he had these pretty green eyes.

I looked away before I started wondering about him, before I let myself start unraveling him, picking apart the layers like I always did—searching for the soft underbelly of a man who might not have one.

"I saw you looking," Ashlen’s voice came out of nowhere, low and teasing in my ear. She nudged me. "That’s Atlas. He’s in my English class. Isn’t he fucking edible?"

"You always have a thing for giants, don’t you?" I replied.

She shrugged, her smirk widening. "I like climbing things. But tell me he ain’t a ten out of ten."

I let my eyes slide back to him for half a second before quickly looking away. He was. He was very fucking edible, and he was a ten—but I wouldn’t tell her that.

"Yeah, I guess," I mumbled.

As soon as I finished lying, he laughed. It was deep and rich, like chocolate mousse poured over chocolate cake. The sound was enough to draw the attention of almost every woman in the store and my me tingle between my thighs.

Ashlen, never one to miss an opportunity, abandoned me and sauntered over to him.  She was all curves on a tiny frame, wearing tight jeans and a crop top, her long red hair and tits bouncing with every step she took. I stayed right where I was. But I was close enough to hear and see what was going on.

She stopped behind him. "Hey, Atlas, I’m Ashlen! We have the same English class," she said, speaking to his back.

He turned, his gaze sliding down to her while his plush mouth curved into a slow, lazy smile.  “We do. I noticed you. We both have red hair—hard to miss you,” he said, pointing to his own.

“That, and we both like Hemingway,” she giggled.

“So, you’re buying books?” he asked, I don’t think he  liked Hemingway by how fast he changed the subject.

“Yep. Me and my best friend, Kairi.” She turned and waved me over. “Kairi, come here!”

I sighed but obeyed, weaving through the bookshelves until I was standing next to her.

Atlas’s eyes landed on me, and for a moment, I felt like I was being X-rayed. I was wearing a simple blue sundress and Converse, my hair in a bun on top of my head. I knew I was cute—curvy, a fucking brickhouse, really—but his gaze didn’t linger like someone interested. It was quick, assessing, and then his eyes locked on mine.

"Nice to meet you, Kairi," he said, his voice a smooth baritone that made my skin tingle. "Do you like Hemingway too?"

I shook my head.

I actually couldn’t stand Hemingway. "Nah. Honestly, I don’t connect with his work. His stories are full of white men having existential meltdowns. There’s no space for someone like me in his books—not that I’d want him attempting to write about Black women anyway. I’m more of a James Baldwin girl."

He raised an eyebrow; there was a flicker of something in his eyes that came too quickly for me to read.

"What else are you two planning to do today?" he asked, moving on like I hadn’t said anything worth talking about.

Well, fuck you too, I thought.

Ashlen took over. "We’re heading to a party tonight, and you’re coming with me. Put your number in my phone, and I’ll text you," she said aggressively, her phone in his direction.

Atlas chuckled darkly, glancing down at her. "You always this direct?"

Ashlen smirked, tilting her head. "Only when I know what I want."

She was good at this—I had watched her trap so many boys into her little seductive red web.

"That so?" He took the phone from her, typing his number in without hesitation. "And what exactly do you want from me?" He licked his lips.

Ashlen stepped a little closer, her fingers brushing his forearm. "Guess you’ll have to wait to find out later tonight."

I didn’t roll my eyes, but it took effort.

His gaze flicked to me, and for a moment, our eyes locked. I couldn’t read his expression, but it made my stomach twist in a way I didn’t like. I swallowed, gripping the book in my hands a little tighter.

"See you at the party," Ashlen said, taking her phone back, her fingers deliberately brushing over his, grabbing his attention again. She lingered, giving him one last slow once-over. "You better not ghost me."

Atlas grinned. "Wouldn’t dream of it."

Then there was another quick glance in my direction.

I looked away first. Then he walked away.


Chapter 2

Kairi

We were already at the party when Atlas showed up. Ashlen had talked me into matching outfits, and I was regretting every second of it. The tight white cropped polo and white tennis skirt were doing too much. I had way too much ass and way too many titties to be squeezed into fabric that wasn’t built for all this. But I went along, even though I felt like I was on display. I had my hair down, lips lined with brown pencil and glossed up. I don’t know why I always let her talk me into shit like this, but I did.

Maybe it was because when my mom died in that car accident, Ashlen was the one who held me up. My dad checked out and became lost in his own grief, and I understood, but I was twelve and I needed someone. Ashlen saw me, really saw me, and even at twelve, she had better sense than most grown folks. Every day for months, she had her mom drive her over to my house after school. Her mother would bring food or cook. They’d stay until dinner was over and leave food behind for me and my dad.

That’s how she became my best friend, even though, if I’m honest, I didn’t really like her before that. She was kind of mean and stuck up because her daddy was a lawyer who bought her everything she wanted. That made her real popular in a school full of middle-class kids. One day, she sat at my table and asked me why I didn’t like her. I told her I didn’t know. From that day forward, she made it her mission to make sure I ended up being her friend. She was persistent as hell, always.

Ashlen spotted him right after I did and waved him over. "Atlas! Over here!"

He made his way over, those green eyes locking onto Ashlen's before they flicked to me and lingered, his head tilting like he was seeing me for the first time. And there it was—a flicker of interest. But it was too late for that. I was already done with him, especially after Ashlen’s graphic rundown of how she planned to fuck him later tonight. He was officially off-limits.

"Hey, you two," he greeted, his voice rolling out smooth as silk.

"Glad you could make it," Ashlen replied, flashing all thirty-two of those expensive veneers at him.

Atlas finally tore his gaze away from me and grinned back at her. "Wouldn't miss it."

We fell into conversation, or rather, Ashlen talked. She talked, and I played my usual role—nodding, throwing in the occasional word, letting her be the star she was born to be. I wasn’t the jealous type. I wasn’t petty. I knew that to some, Ashlen was more appealing, and I loved that for her.

"Want to dance?" Atlas suddenly asked, looking directly at Ashlen.

She laughed, a sultry sound. "Sure, why not?" She grabbed his hand and pulled him onto the makeshift dance floor.

I watched them for a moment, their bodies moving against each other like they were meant to. They looked good together, Ashlen's fiery hair and confident demeanor matching Atlas's brooding energy. For a split second, something twisted in my chest—jealousy, maybe? But that wasn’t me. I didn’t do jealousy.

I turned away, in search of something to drink, preferably something sealed and not tampered with. I wasn’t trying to get roofied my first week on campus. I was lost in thought when I bumped into what felt like a wall, only to realize it was someone.

"Oh, sorry," I mumbled, looking up to see a guy smirking down at me. He was fine. Skin the color of coffee with too much cream, curly hair, and hazel eyes. Dressed in a purple and gold jersey, black jeans, and Jordans. He had a brand on his arm, muscular but lean.

"No worries," he said, flashing a grin. "I'm an accounting major. Name’s Mike."

"Kairi," I replied, narrowing my eyes slightly. "But why are you leading with your major?"

He chuckled, a low sound. "People always assume I’m here on a basketball or football scholarship, taking something easy like African American studies. So now I start with my major, then drop the fact that I don’t play football or basketball. And no, I don’t dance either."

I tilted my head, considering him. "Hmm. I don’t know what to make of all that. It depends on why you’re clarifying. Do you think you’re better than a Black dude here playing sports and majoring in African American studies?"

His grin faded into something sincere. "No. I just like people to know we’re not monoliths."

I nodded, satisfied with his answer. "Good response. I’m a journalism major."

We started talking, and after a while, the noise of the party faded into the background. Mike was easy to talk to, with a sense of humor that kept me engaged and laughing.

In the middle of our conversation, Mike’s words trailed off, his gaze shifting past me. I followed his line of sight.

"You know ol’ boy?" he asked, nodding toward Atlas.

I turned to see who he was talking about, then shook my head. "Not really, met him today."

Mike’s eyes narrowed slightly. "He’s been staring this way damn near the whole time we’ve been talking."

"That’s my best friend he’s dancing with," I said, shrugging it off. "She probably got him looking out for me."

Mike nodded, the tension easing from his shoulders, but just as he looked away, I caught Atlas glancing over at me. Our eyes locked for a brief, heated second. He smirked, a small, almost imperceptible curve of his lips, before turning his attention back to Ashlen.

What was that about? I wondered, but not for too long. Mike and I kept talking for a while longer. Mike had an easy way about him, like he didn’t need to prove anything to anyone. It was refreshing, especially in a place where everyone seemed to be posturing. We exchanged numbers when his frat brother came to get him.

I ended up finding a quiet corner in the empty dining area, sitting on the floor. I pulled out my noise-canceling earbuds and let "Kissing My Tattoo" drown out the party noise. I closed my eyes and rested my head against the wall. As the night wore on, Ashlen found me, shaking my shoulder to grab my attention. I opened my eyes and looked up. She was bent over in front of me, cheeks flushed, hair matted to her head. She was drunk.

"Having fun?" she asked, rolling her eyes.

"Yeah," I replied, forcing a smile. "It's been a great night."

She rolled her eyes again. “I’ll be back, and we can leave then. Stay right here.” An hour passed before she came back and pulled me up from the floor. We walked back to our shared one-bedroom apartment, me half-carrying her along the way. Inside, Ashlen flopped onto her bed, outside clothes and all. I cringed and started taking off my own clothes, ready for a shower.

"Tonight was amazing. I can't wait for the next party," she mumbled. We had only been in school three weeks and had been to a party every night. There was always a party. I was going to have to start declining.

I smiled though, sitting at my desk and kicking off my sandals. "Yeah, it was a lot of fun."

She glanced at me, eyes glazed. “You think me and Atlas would be a good couple?”

I frowned. “I thought you didn’t do relationships?”

That had been her mantra ever since she was allowed to date at sixteen. She said she just wanted to date and fuck. I was the romantic.

“That was before I met him,” she nearly sang, like he was her muse.

I shrugged. “If you can see yourself with him, I can too,” I said, heading to the bathroom.

As I turned on the shower, I couldn’t shake the image of Atlas’s smirk. It was just a look, I told myself. But deep down, I knew it was more than that.


Chapter 3

Kairi

The sun was barely up when I woke. Ashlen was sprawled across her bed, snoring softly, her red hair a tangled mess around her face. I rubbed my eyes and stretched, feeling the slight soreness from last night—a reminder of how I’d ended up on the hard floor instead of a bed. I pushed myself up and shuffled to the kitchen, pouring a glass of water and taking a long drink, trying to shake off the fog still clinging to my thoughts.

As I sipped, my mind drifted back to that brief, confusing moment when Atlas seemed to actually notice me. I couldn’t make sense of it. Did it even matter? Probably not. I shook my head, trying to clear the cobwebs, and decided to go for a morning run. I was trying to be healthier, or at least that’s what I told myself.

The campus was dead quiet, the kind of quiet that only exists early on a Saturday morning. I started my run, letting the rhythm of my feet on the pavement and the steady beat in my ears drown out everything else. By the time I was done, I felt more centered, more like myself. When I got back to the dorm, Ashlen was still out cold. I left her alone. I took a quick shower, got dressed, and decided to head to the campus café for breakfast.

The café was packed, loud with conversation and the clatter of dishes. I found a quiet corner and ordered a latte and a croissant. As I waited, I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my messages. There was one from Mike, sent late last night:

Mike: Hey, it was great talking to you. Let’s hang out sometime.

I smiled and typed back a quick reply:

Kairi: Definitely! Let’s meet up later this week.

My food arrived just as someone slid into the seat across from me. I looked up, startled, to see Atlas, his green eyes fixed on me.

“Morning, Kairi,” he said, pronouncing my name with surprising accuracy.

“Hey,” I replied, keeping my tone neutral—not exactly eager to encourage conversation.

“I saw you running this morning,” he said, leaning back in his chair like he owned the place. “I was out for a jog too. I followed you.”

Before I could process the strangeness of his words, he kept talking.

“How’s Ashlen?” he asked.

“Still sleeping, I think,” I said, forcing a small smile. “She was pretty wrecked after the party.”

He chuckled, a low, rich sound that seemed to fill the space between us. “Yeah, she definitely knows how to have a good time.”

There was a beat of awkward silence, the kind that makes you hyper-aware of every little thing. Which was why I knew he stared at me the entire time—studying me like he was trying to fit me into a shape that made sense to him. I told myself it was nothing, that I wasn’t affected, but my pulse was skipping like double Dutch. This was too much for me. He was starting to fray my nerves.

I opened my mouth to excuse myself, but he cut me off.

“So,” he said, leaning forward, his gaze narrowing like he was trying to see something beneath the surface, “I was wondering if you’d like to hang out sometime.”

I blinked, trying to wrap my head around why in the hell he would want that. “Why?”

He shrugged, a smirk tugging at the corners of his mouth like he was in on some joke I didn’t get. “I like talking to you. You’re interesting. We should be friends.”

“Interesting how?” I asked, genuinely curious despite myself.

“For starters, you don’t fall all over yourself around me,” he said, like it was something that bored him now. “Most women do.”

I frowned, tilting my head at him. “You’re cocky, huh?”

He chuckled again, nodding like it was something to be proud of. “And you’re honest, like with the Hemingway thing.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, some of the tension easing out of my shoulders. “Well, I’m not about to pretend to like something just to impress someone.”

“That’s what I like about you,” he said, his eyes locking onto mine. “We really should hang out.” He held my gaze, like he was trying to hypnotize me into saying yes.

And it worked.

“Okay,” I said, surprising myself with how easily it came out.

He grinned, and for a split second, there was something almost predatory in his eyes, like he’d just won something. “Great. How about dinner tomorrow night?”

“Um,” I hesitated.

He frowned. “Don’t tell me no,” he said, very assertively. To the point I felt like I couldn’t say no.

“Okay. You can text Ashlen the info, and we’ll meet you,” I replied.

Atlas leaned in just a little, his face fully serious for the first time since I’d met him. His fingers drummed lightly on the table between us, his eyes never leaving mine. “No Ashlen. Just you and me.”

I blinked, my brain tripping over itself to process what he was saying. He was still watching me, waiting.

“I—” I started, then stopped. Why was he asking me this?

“You scared?” he teased, his voice smooth, dipping just enough to make my stomach flip.

I straightened, my fingers tightening around my coffee cup. “Of what?”

He grinned like he had me right where he wanted me. “Spending time with me.”

I scoffed, forcing a laugh, but the warmth creeping up my neck betrayed me. “You’re really feeling yourself, huh?”

He ignored my question. “Are you scared of being alone with me, Ki?”

“No.”

“So, dinner?” he pressed.

I should’ve said no. It would have been smart. It would have been easy.

“Okay,” I acquiesced.

“Give me your number,” he said, pulling out his phone. I did as I was told, not fully understanding why.

As Atlas stood to leave, he glanced back at me, his eyes lingering on my lips for just a moment too long. “See you tomorrow, Kairi,” he said, and there was something strange in the way he said my name—or maybe I was imagining things. I dismissed it.

I watched him walk away, my mind racing. This was unexpected, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Seconds later, I concluded that he was probably just trying to get close to Ashlen through me. Boys had done it before. One thing was clear—I needed to tell Ashlen about the encounter as soon as I got home so there would be no misunderstandings.

I finished my breakfast and headed to the library, where hours slipped by with me buried in my books. When I finally checked the time, it was already late afternoon. I packed up my things and headed back to the apartment.

When I opened the door to the living room, I was greeted by the sight of Atlas and Ashlen curled up on the couch like they were molded together. Her head rested on his shoulder, her lips parted just enough to show her teeth, her breath coming out in soft little gasps. His arm was hidden beneath the blanket, but the movement under the fabric—paired with the way Ashlen’s fingers curled into his hoodie—told me everything I needed to see.

I gathered myself quickly and backed away, step by step, slow enough that I wouldn’t draw attention, careful not to breathe too hard, because for some reason, my breath felt shaky. Unsteady. My ears were ringing, my body on autopilot as I retreated to the common area.

I should’ve known. I did know.

Atlas was like every other boy who had tried to work his way through me to get to Ashlen—only I had taken it the wrong way this time. Let myself get caught up in his attention.

I let out an exhale, but the knot in my stomach didn’t loosen. The feeling that had me trapped in the moment stayed, pressed against my ribs, made me grind my teeth and squeeze my hands into fists.

I wasn’t jealous. I felt more deceived.

A bitter taste crept into my mouth. 

I felt stupid. Played.

However, I decided to leave the whole thing alone. Something was telling me that if I didn’t, things might get a lot more complicated.

He got what he wanted. I wished them well.


Chapter 4

Kairi

The hardwood floor wasn’t forgiving. I felt it in my shoulders, my hips, the dull ache radiating through my back as I pushed myself up. Sleeping there had been my choice, my way of giving Ashlen and Atlas privacy. I regretted it. They had been together for two weeks now. It was going better than I had expected. Atlas and I never discussed the day in that café; it was better that way.

Yawning, I pushed myself up from the hardwood and stretched my arms toward the ceiling, rolling my shoulders as I made my way to the bathroom, then the kitchen. The air in the apartment was still thick with the lingering scent of last night—perfume, old pizza, and alcohol. I would clean later.

On weekends, cooking was my ritual. I prepared everything I needed for breakfast and got started. I cracked eggs, flipped pancakes, and let the scent of sizzling bacon wake Ashlen—she loved bacon. I enjoyed the quiet of the early morning; it had a weight to it that I could sit in and just think.

I didn’t hear Atlas enter the kitchen until he was right behind me. Just his proximity made my skin prickle. I had to force my body not to stiffen. I glanced back briefly, catching sight of him—boxers slung low, no shirt, skin still damp from the shower, and the ink on his arm seemed to catch the early light. I turned back to the stove quickly before I started staring.

“Morning,” he said, his voice low and gravelly. He stepped in closer, almost touching me but not quite, and I could feel the heat of him against my back—too near, too present. My pajama shorts were riding up my thighs, and I felt exposed. I wanted to reach down and fix my shirt so it covered more, but I didn’t.

“Smells good. Can I have some?” he asked.

There was something in his tone, something that curled around the words like they were meant in a different way. I kept my eyes trained on the pancakes, flipping one over with a little more force than necessary.

“Yeah, sure,” I said, my voice tight but steady. “Made enough for everyone. Have a seat. I’ll fix you a plate.”

But he didn’t move. He stood there, hovering too close, and I could feel his breath like static on the back of my neck. I couldn’t bring myself to look at him again, not with his chest bare and the smell of fresh soap curling into my senses. My hands kept working on autopilot, but my brain was buzzing, torn between pretending that his closeness meant nothing and acknowledging that it absolutely did.

Just as I was about to crack—maybe drop the spatula, yell at him, or say something that would embarrass me for life—I heard movement behind us.

I knew it was Mike waking up, coming out from under the covers we’d shared, without having to look. We hadn’t done much more than talk and fool around last night. But I was ready for more.

I turned from the stove. Atlas’s eyes left me and landed on Mike. He took a step away from me.

Mike yawned, stretching his arms over his head.

Atlas’s face shifted into a sneer. I felt him folding himself inward.

I felt like I had been caught mid-act of doing something wrong, even though I had done nothing wrong.

I dropped my eyes.

Ashlen stumbled into the room, rubbing her eyes, her hair a riot of red curls. “You cooked bacon? Is there enough for me?” she asked, her voice thick with sleep.

“Yeah,” I said, my voice too bright. “I made plenty for everyone.”

Ashlen made her way to Atlas, and he wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her into him.

Mike dragged himself up from the floor and made his way to the bathroom, wearing a black t-shirt and gray sweatpants. It’s what he’d shown up in at two in the morning after I’d sent him a “what’s up” text. He didn’t speak until he came out of the bathroom.

We all gathered around the small kitchen table, our plates piled high with pancakes, bacon, and eggs. It should’ve felt normal—four people eating breakfast together—but there was a tension threaded into the air that I think only Atlas and I could feel. Atlas barely touched his food, his expression getting more sour by the second, while Ashlen chattered away, oblivious. Mike was quiet but warm, massaging my thigh under the table while he stuffed his mouth.

I kept my head down, focused on my plate, trying to ignore the weight of Atlas’s gaze whenever it drifted in my direction. I didn’t look up, not once.

After breakfast, I walked Mike to the door. He turned to me, his fingers grazing my arm. "You good?" he asked, voice low.

I nodded. "Yeah. Thanks for coming over."

His lips twitched like he was debating saying more, but he let it go. He leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to my cheek before stepping back. "I'll text you later."

I nodded again, watching him walk off down the hall. I took a deep breath, smoothing my hands down my shorts before turning back toward the apartment.

Atlas was standing in the middle of the living room, watching me. His arms were crossed over his chest, his expression unreadable—but there was something simmering just beneath the surface. He looked pissed.

His lips parted like he was about to say something, but before he could, Ashlen came sauntering out of the bedroom, her voice cutting through the moment.

"Atlas, come on," she whined, grabbing his hand and tugging him back toward the room. "I need you, baby."

He didn’t resist. But he didn’t look away from me either.

And then, he was gone.

I stood there, staring at the empty space where he had just been, my pulse hammering against my ribs.

I exhaled, turned, and locked the door behind me, dismissing thoughts of him altogether.

Whatever Atlas’s game was, I wasn’t playing.


Chapter 5

Kairi

“Kairi, I need a favor.”

I could tell by the sugary-sweet tone of her voice that she was about to piss me off with whatever she was about to ask.

I sighed, shifting the phone to my other ear as I stuffed my notebooks into my backpack. “What now, Ashlen?”

She groaned, frustrated. “Atlas is sick.”

I paused, glancing at the time. It was after midnight.

“…And?”

She huffed. “And I need you to check on him. His mother is hounding me about making sure he’s okay all the way from Paris. I need her to like me.”

I frowned. “Why can’t you?”

Silence. Then, a fake little laugh. “Oh my God, Kairi, I would, but I’m at my parents’ house. I literally had to come home last minute.”

Bullshit.

I could hear music in the background—loud, bass-heavy, people yelling, laughing.

Ashlen wasn’t at her parents’ house.

I rubbed my forehead. “Ashlen.”

“Oh, come on,” she whined. “It’s just the flu! He just needs soup and fluids. I’ll owe you. I’ll pay for groceries for two weeks.” She rushed out.

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t want to do it, but that was a good deal.

“…Please, Kairi? You owe me.”

I didn’t really owe her anything. Not anymore. Whatever debt she thought I had, I’d repaid it over and over. Yeah, Ashlen had been there for me when I needed her as a kid, but if I’d known she was going to hold it over my head for the rest of my life, I would’ve never accepted the help.

I sighed. “Fine. But don’t ask me for anything else for a while, Ashlen.”

“Love you, babe. I’ll text you the address. The code to his key entry is 0801,” she said, then hung up before I could change my mind.

My lungs hurt from the sigh I let out.

This was a bad idea.

Atlas was going to make this way worse than it needed to be—I could feel it. Over the past six months, we’d settled into some strange dynamic where we were always around each other because of him and Ashlen being together, but we weren’t actually friends. There was a weird tension between us that he fed into.

And now I was about to walk right into his space. Alone.

Yeah, this was going to suck.

I left the library. After I left Walgreens, I would head his way.

The first thing I noticed when I stepped into Atlas’s apartment was that it was too hot. The heater was turned all the way up, making the air thick, heavy. The whole place reeked of sweat and sickness. But despite it all, I couldn’t ignore how nice his place was—way too nice for a college student.

There was an open-concept living room, sleek and modern, all clean lines and expensive-looking furniture. A massive black sectional stretched across the huge space. A black glass coffee table sat in front of it, stacked with books that looked like they’d been read more than a few times. A floor-to-ceiling window flooded the room with moonlight, the city skyline stretching beyond it.

Ashlen said he was rich, but I didn’t think this rich.

This was luxury. This was generational wealth. The kind of money that made life easy, that kept people like him from ever having to stress about rent, tuition, or groceries. No wonder his ass was always so carefree.

Why was he always at our small apartment? That didn’t make any sense.

I walked down a long hallway and found Atlas lying in bed, barely half-asleep, his hair a mess, his skin flushed, his shirt damp.

I set my bag down, crossing the room in a few steps. “Atlas?”

He barely stirred, mumbling something I couldn’t understand.

I sighed, pressing the back of my hand to his forehead. Burning up.

Shit.

I sat on the edge of the bed, nudging his shoulder gently. “Atlas. When was the last time you drank water?”

His eyes fluttered open, a slow, dazed glance in my direction.

“…Kairi?” His voice was hoarse to the point it sounded scratchy.

I nodded. “Yeah. Ashlen told me you were sick and asked me to come. I stopped by Walgreens.”

Something flickered in his expression. He turned his face away. “Where is she?”

I swallowed. “Her parents needed her,” I lied, repeating what Ashlen had told me.

He sighed. “Yeah, sure.”

I ignored the sudden heaviness in the air and stood up. “You need to drink and eat something.”

“I don’t want it,” he whined like a big-ass child.

I narrowed my eyes. “Shut up. You’re going to drink it and eat whatever I give you. In this state, I could make you.”

A slow, fever-lazy smirk curled his lips. “Whatever you say, baby.”

My heart did a little flutter. I ignored it.

I left the room after grabbing the Walgreens bag, pulling out the orange juice and canned soup I’d bought. By the time I returned with heated soup, ice water, and orange juice, he was sitting up. He watched me enter the room, his green eyes half-lidded, hazy.

I set the tray I was carrying down and sat beside him, spooning up some soup. “Eat,” I instructed.

He obeyed, barely swallowing before I brought the spoon up again. Once the bowl was empty, I grabbed the orange juice and handed it to him. “Drink all of it.”

He huffed but did as he was told. I could see life coming back into him.

“Good,” I said, standing up. “Now get up and take a shower while I change your sheets.”

He groaned. “Can’t I just sleep?”

“No, you stink, and the shower will help bring your fever down.”

He let out a raspy chuckle but slowly pushed himself up, swaying a little as he got to his feet. I went about stripping the bed. I found clean sheets and a comforter behind one of the many closet doors that lined his hallway.

Ten minutes later, I was fluffing a pillow when the bathroom door swung open—and Atlas stepped out, buck-ass naked.

For a second, I forgot to move. I didn’t breathe.

He was built so fucking well—all lean muscle and broad shoulders, his skin covered in tats of demons and skulls and women on motorcycles. His damp strands of red hair curled at the ends, giving him this TV surfer look. My gaze flicked down before I could stop myself.

Oh.

Wow.

He was big everywhere.

I swallowed and jerked my eyes back up, whipping around so fast I nearly gave myself whiplash.

“fuck, Atlas, what the hell—”

He let out a low chuckle behind me. “What? You told me to shower.”

“I didn’t tell you to walk around with your whole dick out,” I snapped, still facing the opposite direction. “Put some clothes on.” My voice came out higher than I intended. 

I heard him pad across the floor, drawers opening.

“You can turn around now.”

I didn’t. No matter if he put on clothes, from now on, I would always see him as naked. I grabbed my bag, slinging it over my shoulder. “It’s almost three in the morning. I’m sleepy. Ashlen should be back tomorrow, so if you need anything—”

A warm hand wrapped around my wrist.

I turned.

Atlas had slipped into a white t-shirt and basketball shorts. “Stay.”

I blinked. “What?”

His grip tightened, not enough to hurt, but enough that I knew he meant it. “Stay with me.”

I hesitated. “Atlas—”

“Please, I hurt so bad, and I can’t sleep. I need the company,”  His voice was softer than I’d ever heard it.

I knew I should say no.

That was my problem—I didn’t know how to say no to people.

After my mother died, I became the girl who made things easier for everyone else. My father shut down, drowning in his own grief, and I learned quickly that asking for too much, needing too much, only made things worse. So I stopped asking. Stopped needing. Stopped pushing back when people took up too much space in my life. I was well aware of my own shortcomings, but I didn’t know how to fix myself yet.

I sighed, rolled my eyes, and gave in. Just like always. “…Fine,” I muttered. “But I’m sleeping on top of the covers.”

He grinned like he’d won something. “Whatever you want, Ki.”

I rolled my eyes and settled onto the bed, as far from him as possible. Within minutes, I was out.

Something woke me. My eyes shot open. The sun was up and burned the fuck out of my retinas. My brain was sluggish, caught between sleep and reality. It took me a minute to feel the warm lips pressing against my neck.

Then suddenly I could feel there was a body pressed against mine. Breath on my skin.

A hand. Under my shirt.

Fingertips ghosting over the flesh of my hip, slow, teasingly. My pussy thumped.

I almost melted into it, almost let myself sink into the comfort of it—

Until I remembered where I was.

And who was touching me.

I went still, the realization locking my spine straight. My voice came out low. “Atlas.”

He didn’t stop. If anything, he got bolder, his nose grazing the spot where my shoulder met my neck, his voice rough from sleep. My nipples tightened to the point it was almost painful.

“I feel better now,” he whispered, like that explained everything. “Thank you.”

I swallowed hard, every nerve in my body alive. I felt myself lean into him before I could stop it.

I let myself indulge for just a moment.

Then I snapped out of it.

I jerked back, putting inches between us. His fingers slid from my skin.

I turned to face him.

Atlas smiled at me, slow, knowing.

He knew exactly what he was doing.

I opened my mouth to ask him why he kept playing with me. What was his endgame? Did he expect me to fuck him while he was with Ashlen? But then I decided it didn’t really matter.

I pushed myself up from ed. I had to pee, I didn’t care. I was leaving.

Atlas stayed where he was, half sprawled across the mattress, watching me with that lazy, unreadable expression.

He was such and arrogant, beautiful, asshole.

I exhaled. “Good.”

Then I got up, grabbed my bag, and walked right out.


Chapter 6

Kairi

Mike’s hands were warm, tracing lazy circles on my bare thigh while we both pretended to watch TV. The movie was long forgotten. His lips were trailing slow teasing kisses down to my collarbone, his breath warm against my skin. My nipples were hard and my panties were wet. I loved nights like this with Mike. We’d been fucking around for a few months now. Nothing serious, just stress relief. But I did like him.

I shifted, letting my head tilt back against the couch as his grip tightened.

“I like you like this,” he admitted, his fingers grazing the hem of my shorts.

“Like what?” I breathed, shifting slightly as his hand traveled higher.

“hot for me.” He kissed my jaw, then just below my ear.

I sighed, letting my head tip back as his lips skimmed down my throat. He was taking his time, hands sliding up my back, fingers gripping the fabric of my oversized shirt.

“Take this off,” he murmured, tugging gently.

I let him.

The shirt peeled away, leaving me in just my shorts and a lacy bralette I probably wouldn’t have worn if I had known this was where the night would end up. Mike’s eyes narrowed as he took me in, his hand trailing between my ribs before palming my waist, his thumb skimming the soft skin there.

He leaned in again, his lips barely brushing mine before pulling back.

“You play too much, kiss me” I  whispered.

Our mouths met, he kissed me, slow and deep, feeding me his tongue as He sat, pulling me into his lap fully, my knees pressing into the cushions on either side of his hips.

“Damn,” he groaned, his hands gripping the backs of my thighs. “You feel good.”

I smiled against his mouth, letting my hips roll against him, slow, testing.

His fingers dug in harder.

“Yeah, keep moving like that,” he groaned

That  made me do it again. His dick was long, hard and thick, pressing into my pussy, the only thing separating us was my shorts. I needed to take them off.

He cursed something under his breath. Tugging the silk down over my right breast and slipping the nipple into his mouth, fresh cream oozed from my pussy.

I was so ready.

Until the door swung open.

There was the sound of heavy boots hitting the floor.

Then a  sudden flood of light.

I saw Atlas out of my peripheral.

I jerked back like I had been electrocuted, scrambling off Mike’s lap as I yanked my shirt back over my head.

Mike groaned, rubbing a hand over his face.

Atlas stood in the doorway, looking evil.

I exhaled adjusting my shirt as I shot him an irritated look. “Ashlen isn’t here.” I didn’t bother hiding the attitude in my voice. I was bout sick of Atlas ass.

Atlas shrugged, stepping inside anyway. “I’ll wait.”

Mike had his arm  casually resting on the back of the couch, but I could feel the shift in his body language. The sudden tension. It was always there when us three were in a room.

Atlas moved to the chair across from us, taking his sweet time as he sat down, stretching his long legs out in front of him like he had nowhere better to be.

He reached over and flicked on the lamp beside him, filling the room with a warm, golden glow.

“What are we watching?”

Mike let out a short laugh, not at all amused. “Seriously, man, the fuck?”

Atlas just looked at him, expression unreadable. “What?”

Mike scoffed, shaking his head.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “A movie,” I answered, dryly.

Atlas leaned forward slightly, elbows on his knees. “Which one?”

I bit my tongue, already tired of whatever this was about to turn into.

Mike shifted beside me, jaw tight. “Man, just put it back on and catch up.”

Atlas smirked, looking completely unbothered. “Alright.”

And just like that, we were all watching a movie together..

Mike didn’t touch me for the rest of the movie.

Atlas barely looked at the screen.

His gaze stayed locked on me.

The whole time.

I could feel it. Heavy. Intentional.

Every time I shifted. Every time I tucked my legs under me. Every time I adjusted my shirt. His eyes followed.

Mike noticed.

He didn’t say anything. But I could feel his irritation building. He kept glancing over at Atlas like he wanted to say something.

Then, the front door swung open again.

Ashlen came in.

I was so happy, until I saw she was drunk.

She stumbled inside, heels clacking against the floor, laughing at nothing at all. When she spotted Atlas, her whole face lit up.

“Baby,” she slurred, making a beeline for him. She practically climbed into his lap, draping herself over him like she belonged there. “I missed you.”

His jaw clenched. His hands hovered like he didn’t know what to do with them.

The flatly he said. “It’s fucking Tuesday, Ashlen. You have class tomorrow.”

Ashlen just giggled, ignoring the irritation in his voice. “So?”

Atlas grunted something, his frustration was written all over his face. Then, without another word, he scooped her up.

She let out a surprised squeal, legs wrapping around his waist like second nature.

He carried her toward the bedroom.

Mike shook his head as soon as the door shut behind them. “This some bullshit.”

I sighed, rubbing my temples. “always.”

Mike turned toward me.

“Can I ask you something?”

I looked at him, wary. “What?”

He ran a hand over his face. Then, dead serious he asked me “Why is he always here?”

I blinked. “What?”

Mike scoffed. “He’s got a big-ass apartment, Kairi. A three-bedroom apartment. So why the hell is he always here? Always up under you? Staring at the side of my head like I did something to him? And that’s when he isn’t fucking gawking at you.”

I stiffened. “Mike—”

“Nah.” The bass in his voice picked up. “Be real with me. Are y’all fucking?”

I froze.

Then—anger.

“What?” I snapped.

“You heard me.” His jaw was tight. “Are you and Atlas fucking?”

I shook my head, my face heating. “No. Why the hell would you even ask me that?”

Mike let out a humorless laugh. “Because I see the way he looks at you. And I see the way you don’t look at him.” He shook his head, his voice getting rougher.

Frustration my stomach roil. “I’m not lying. There’s nothing going on. He’s Ashlen’s boyfriend.”

Mike just stared at me.

He didn’t believe me.

He stood up, running his hands over his face. “I can’t do this.”

My stomach dropped. “Mike—”

He held up a hand. “Nah. I’m not gonna be some idiot sitting here pretending I don’t see what’s right in front of me. You fuck his ass.”

Then, before I could say another word, he grabbed his keys, shot me one last look, and walked out.

The apartment was quiet again.

I was so confused.

I let out a slow, shaky breath, rubbing my temples.

The bedroom door creaked open.

I looked up.

Atlas strolled out and  into the kitchen. He grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, twisting off the cap.

Then, casually he said “He doesn’t trust you. You shouldn’t be with someone who doesn’t. And he’s insecure. You deserve better.”

I clenched my jaw. “Go to hell, Atlas.”

He chuckled.

I flipped him off, grabbed the blanket, and laid down on the couch.

The bedroom door clicked shut.


Chapter 7

Kairi

About fifty feet away at the bar, Atlas was staring at me. He was always staring at me. It was a bad habit he couldn’t kick, and it was one Mike had picked up on early. Now I couldn’t ignore it. I still couldn’t believe Mike had broken up with me like I was the one who had done something wrong, like I had invited the attention. Two years had passed since that mess ended, and now Ashlen and Atlas were two and a half years deep into whatever the fuck they called a relationship.

I’d taken to calling them the toxic duo—fight, fuck, break up, repeat. It was their cycle, and I’d become a pro at dodging their drama, slipping through the cracks when they were together and ducking Atlas when he was alone. I only let our paths cross out of necessity.

Like tonight.

We were at Ashlen's birthday celebration, a profligate affair that mirrored her personality. Atlas had paid for it all. Bottles. VIP. Dinner. Ashlen loved this lifestyle for herself. She spent his money like she spent her daddy’s. And I loved that for her.

The VIP section was thick with a sultry mix of expensive perfumes and laughter teetering on the edge of hysteria, the kind that only comes when everyone’s either drunk, high, or both. I sipped my drink, the burn of the brown liquor trailing fire down my throat. I exhaled as the warmth spread through me like a slow release.

Mason was beside me. Tall and inked up, his mixed Black and Indian heritage giving him this exotic edge that he played up. Everything about him screamed bad boy, but deep down, he was just a nerd fronting, hiding behind tattoos and a row-club body. Still, somehow, I knew he could fuck me to sleep if I let him, and I was thinking very hard about letting him. He was one of Atlas's boys.

“Kairi,” Mason leaned in, his breath warm against my ear. “You look like a fucking snack. You should let me eat your pussy,” he said, being vulgar and unapologetic, his lips brushing my skin, causing goosebumps to explode on my flesh.

I liked it.

I smiled, slow and lazy, feeling the heat between us build. “You so nasty,” I giggled. I was down, and I didn’t have to say it out loud. I shifted, spreading my legs just enough to give him better access.

His hand brushed against my inner thigh, then slid further under the mini skirt I had no business wearing. No panties, just skin on skin, his fingers hovering close enough to the good spots to make me catch my breath.

Then suddenly—like a storm rolling in—a shadow fell over us.

I looked up, and there was Atlas, lording over us like a dark cloud to ruin a sunny day. His presence sucked the air out of the space. He was holding the drink Ashlen had sent him to get.

I groaned inwardly.

“Get your fucking hands off her,” Atlas growled, his voice a low rumble.

Mason straightened up, hands raised in surrender, but the smirk never left his face. “Chill, man. We’re just talking.”

Atlas wasn’t having it. His eyes were locked on me, dark and unreadable, like he was deciding whether to drag me out of there or not. The tension was thick, charged with something that felt like it could ignite at any second. I didn’t know whether to laugh or roll my eyes, but I knew one thing—Atlas was fucking annoying.

A gasp skittered past my lips when Atlas grabbed Mason by the shirt, pulling him up.

"Talking, my ass. Get the fuck out of my section."

He shoved Mason.

My mouth fell open when Mason started walking away. He didn’t even try to fight for me.

“Get your man.” I looked to Ashlen to intervene, but she was lost in her own world, intoxicated, giggling and slumped over in her seat, swaying to the music.

"Atlas, baby, don't be so mean," she slurred, but that was it.

Atlas ignored her, laser-focused on me.

“What is your fucking problem?” I yelled, loud enough to be heard over Kanye rapping about monsters. I pushed myself up from my seat, meeting him eye to eye.

Wrapping his big hand around my arm, he sat down, pulling me down with him, so I ended up in his lap.

His hard dick pressed into the crease of my ass.

I tried to get up, but his hand wrapped around my long weave ponytail, pulling me back down, keeping me from moving. His breath smelled like hot wings and vodka.

He was drunk.

"You wore this for him, didn't you?" His free hand traced my hip, sending a chill up my spine. His touch made me contradict my anger. I wanted to be mad. I was mad. But my body leaned into his for just a second. Just long enough to piss me off further.

"Let go of me, Atlas," I said, my voice trembling despite my efforts to sound firm.

"You smell so good, always fucking tempting me, You do it on purpose" he whispered, his nose grazing my skin. "He doesn’t deserve to touch you."

My heart pounded, a wild rhythm in my chest. "Stop it. Stop doing this crazy shit," I muttered, struggling to free myself.

I shoved my elbow into his ribs, breaking away, stumbling as I stood up.

I looked back to see if he was chasing me, but Ashlen intervened, pulling him down next to her. I read her lips. “Let her go.”

I left the club, taking the chauffeured SUV back to the apartment.

Thinking about what had happened, playing it over and over in my mind, trying to figure out what it meant, was about to drive me crazy.

It didn’t help that my skin was still tingling where Atlas had touched me.

I went directly into the bathroom, removing my clothes. I needed to wash his smell from my flesh.

I forced myself not to think of what he said.

I was good at compartmentalizing my weird interactions with Atlas now.

But later, sleep came in fragments.

I was haunted by dreams about having sex with Atlas, loving Atlas, carrying Atlas's baby.

I woke up to the sound of muffled moans and the creak of bedsprings.

Disoriented, I blinked into the darkness, my heart pounding.

Ashlen and Atlas never had sex in our shared room.

That was an unspoken rule, a boundary they had never crossed.

Until tonight.

I turned over, and through the dim light, I saw him—Atlas.

His eyes were fixed on me.

Our gazes locked for a charged moment before I turned away, my pulse racing.

I grabbed my noise-canceling headphones from under my pillow and jammed them over my ears.

Janet Jackson's "Any Time, Any Place" started playing—what a cruel fucking irony.

I pulled my pillow over my head, trying to block out everything—the sounds, the memory of his touch, the ache.

Was he trying to torture me?


Chapter 8

Atlas

The Florida sun was relentless, the heat clinging to everything, including me. Sweat trickled down my back, but I barely noticed it, my focus was entirely on Kairi as she moved across the quad. I followed her but kept my distance, careful to stay out of her line of sight and keep my head down. She seemed to always be able to feel my eyes when they were on her. But I couldn’t help but look. There was something about her that pulled me in, something that stuck with me no matter how hard I tried to shake it. And it had been that way from the very first day when she told me she hated Hemingway. I hated him too. I was expected to revere him, to quote him, to embody the kind of stoic masculinity his words dripped with. In my opinion, his characters had no depth, though. I wanted depth. I wanted to be real. I wanted to feel something real, something that made my heartbeat faster. Kairi was real.

I’d followed her before. I felt like a stalker but didn’t care. I liked to make sure she was safe. Especially at times like this.

She was heading toward the back of the English building, a part of campus that was practically deserted this time of day. People had been hurt back there. Was she meeting someone? My heart pounded in my chest. I hated the thought of anyone but me touching her. Even talking to her.

Kairi disappeared around the corner, and I quickened my pace.

From the first moment I saw her, I wanted her. But I knew my parents would never approve. Not because she was Black—they were too careful, too polished to say that out loud—but because she was poor, raised by only her father. That was the real sin in their eyes. My parents had me late in life, raised me with their expectations spoken with every breath.

I was supposed to take over for my father, to carry on the family legacy. It was instilled in me from birth that there was a certain... standard, a set of rules that governed who we were and who we could be with. I was supposed to end up with someone like Ashlen. They loved Ashlen. My father wanted to see me married to her and running his company before he died. He reminded me of this any time he thought I would do something with my life outside of what he wanted.

Having Kairi meant defying the very people who had shaped me, who had laid out the path I was meant to walk. And yet, I couldn’t stop wanting her, needing her.

I reached the corner of the building and paused, ducking behind a tree. My eyes were locked on her as she pulled out a small blanket from her backpack and laid it down, then she pulled out her notebook and pens.

She leaned back against the rough brick of the building, her eyes closing for a moment as if savoring the solitude. I wondered what she was thinking. Did she ever feel the weight of the world pressing down on her, the way I did?

In a yellow sundress and ballet flats, her curly hair hanging down her shoulders, she was so fucking beautiful. But she didn’t act like she was. She was down-to-earth and kind. Everybody saw her. She was hard not to look at. She just didn’t notice them noticing her.

She’d be furious if she ever found out I was the reason the guys on campus kept their distance, the reason she’d go without dates for months. I made sure of that. I had gotten rid of Mike too. When he came back to apologize after the night he accused us of fucking, I made sure he understood I would always be around.

It wasn’t right, but I couldn’t stop myself. It was selfish, possessive, but it was the only way I could keep her close. I wanted to be her only option—the one she turned to, the one she leaned on, the one she let in when she needed.

Ashlen wouldn’t be. She was too self-absorbed. I don’t even think she liked Kairi. Sometimes, when she thought I wasn’t looking, I caught her staring at Kairi with something like envy. I don’t think she liked me either. She loved the idea of me—the heir to my father’s empire, the perfect accessory to her carefully curated life. I almost hated her, but she would probably end up being my wife. That was a sad reality.

I watched Kairi for what felt like hours until I felt my phone vibrating in my pocket. I knew it was Ashlen, but I didn’t move. I was wondering about Kairi. Did she care for me too? I knew she wasn’t as indifferent to me as she pretended. I saw the way her body reacted when I was close, but I wanted more than stolen glances and shaky breaths. I wanted confirmation. Proof.

I wanted her to look at me the way I looked at her.

I wanted her to admit it.

I wanted her attention the way she gave it to her books, to the stories she got lost in. I wanted her thoughts, the ones she never said out loud, the ones she kept locked up. I wanted to know what made her tick, what made her laugh when she was alone, what she dreamed about when she wasn’t forcing herself to be practical. She needed to be taken care of.

I wanted all of her, but she refused to let me in.

The only time she really talked to me was when I tricked her—when I picked up one of the books she loved, forcing my way into her world by reading the stories she got lost in. She had me reading books like  Their Eyes Were Watching God, then The Parable of the Sower, Baldwin, Morrison. And I liked them.

She’d roll her eyes when I quoted them, but she couldn’t help herself—she talked, debated, argued with me. She hadn’t talked to me since the club incident, though.

She wanted to keep me at a distance, but I knew the truth.

She didn’t hate me.

She wanted to, but she didn’t.

And that was enough to keep me tethered to her. If she came right out and told me to leave her the fuck alone. I might. I wouldn’t.

I still thought about that night three years ago, when she took care of me when I was sick. I stayed up all night, afraid to sleep, knowing I’d probably never get another chance to lie beside her again like that.

I sighed.

She twirled her pen between her fingers, sighing too, before pressing it to her lips in thought.

And fuck, my mind went places it shouldn’t. My dick started to harden. I wanted to taste her so bad. Look her pretty skin all over. I willed myself to look away.

She could never be mine, not really. But that didn’t stop me from wanting her. It didn’t stop the obsession that had taken root inside me, growing stronger every time I saw her.

I wanted her. Badly. But I would not ask her to play second to Ashlen. Kairi wasn’t the type you put on the back burner. She deserved more than that, and I knew it.

I thought about a quote from Giovanni’s Room, the latest book I’d read because of her. Love doesn’t begin and end the way we think it does. Love is a battle, love is a war; love is a growing up. I felt like I was stuck in the middle of a war, torn between the life I was supposed to live and the life I wanted. Kairi was my Giovanni, the person who made me question everything I thought I knew about myself. But unlike David, I didn’t have the courage to walk away from the life that had been laid out for me. Maybe this was my war. The fight to keep myself from reaching for someone I had no business wanting.

I felt like I was suffocating without her, though.

I watched her until the sky got darker, then followed her home on foot to make sure she was safe. When we got to her apartment, not wanting to deal with Ashlen, I turned away, retreating. The weight of my longing pressed down on me, heavier than the Florida heat, and I wondered how much longer I could keep walking this tightrope before it broke.


Chapter 9

Kairi

Class was canceled, which was a relief because I needed a break from the endless lectures and last-minute assignments that came with the end of the semester.

I mentally ticked off the things I needed to get done before graduation. I was so lost in my thoughts that I almost missed Mason slipping out of my apartment and heading out the back of the complex. He didn’t see me; he was too focused on making a quick exit. My stomach twisted as I watched him go, a cold unease settling in my chest.

Mason coming out of our apartment didn’t make any sense—at least not the kind I wanted to think about. I stopped in my tracks, my heart racing as I tried to piece together what I’d just seen. I knew Atlas wasn’t here with him; I had just ducked him back on campus.

As soon as I opened the door, the smell hit me—sex, sweat, and something else that made my skin crawl. My eyes landed on Ashlen—sprawled out on the sofa, half-naked, her red hair wild and her eyes low and relaxed as she scrolled through her phone.

“Was that Mason I just saw?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

Ashlen slightly jumped, surprised but composed herself quickly, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Mason? What are you talking about?” she said, fake innocence dripping from her voice as she sat up, grabbing a robe and slipping it on.

I knew what I saw, and the smell of the room was confirmation. But I swallowed down the truth, forcing myself to look away. Whatever Ashlen was doing—or whoever she was doing—wasn’t my business. At least that’s what I tried to tell myself.

Ashlen stood, tightening the robe around her waist as she headed toward the bathroom. “I’m going to shower,” she tossed over her shoulder.

I nodded, not trusting myself to say anything more. I didn’t want to think about it—about Mason, about Ashlen, about what this all meant. I had enough to deal with without getting involved in their mess. But still, the thought of Ashlen cheating on Atlas left a bitter taste in my mouth. He was too good to her. Gave her whatever she wanted. Was nice to her. Didn’t cheat. But that was not my business.

I started to put away the groceries I’d bought. About ten minutes later, I heard Ashlen behind me. She had changed into a graphic tee, probably without washing her ass, because she’d gone in and come out too fast. “Oh, by the way, this came for you,” she said, holding out a certified letter. “A delivery person dropped it off earlier.”

I took the envelope. It was from my father. I’d told him about my decision to take an internship at a big paper in New York right after graduation, and he’d promised to send me something to help with the move.

I opened the envelope and pulled out a bank statement and a check. My eyes widened as I read the amount—$100,000. The letter from my father was short but heartfelt.

“This is from your mother’s life insurance. I saved it for you after you got a full-ride scholarship. This will help in New York. I love you, butterfly.”

Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes, and my chest tightened. But before I could fully process the moment, Ashlen’s voice cut through my thoughts. She was looking over my shoulder.

“That’s a big check. That takes a big weight off my chest. Now you can afford the rent by yourself,” Ashlen said, her tone suddenly sharp. “Because I won’t be going to New York.”

I looked up at her, confused. “What are you talking about?”

Ashlen smiled. “Atlas and I are getting married. I don’t need to go to New York with you anymore.”

My heart dropped. “He proposed?”

“No, not yet,” Ashlen replied, waving her hand dismissively. “But he will. His mother assured me.”

I stared at her, trying to make sense of what I was hearing. “How long have you known you weren’t going to go with me?”

“For months,” Ashlen said with a shrug, like it didn’t matter. “I just didn’t know how to tell you.”

Something inside me snapped. All the lies, the manipulation, the betrayal. She was cheating on Atlas—it was too much. “That was fucking selfish of you. You could have told me. I would have been stuck trying to survive if not for this check,” I said, my voice trembling with anger.

Ashlen’s eyes narrowed, her smirk turning cold. “Don’t you dare. I’m the only reason you’re not stuck in the dorms. And now you want to use me for more money so you don’t have to live in some shit place in Harlem?”

My mouth fell open. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Wow, tell me how you really feel. And what the fuck is wrong with Harlem?” I shook my head and continued before she said some more stupid shit. “And you’re full of shit though, Ashlen. I used my scholarship to pay half the rent, I’ve been buying food, letting you borrow money, and taking care of the bills with the money my father sends me for the past four years. All you did was pay the deposit and buy a few pieces of furniture. You don’t think I know your parents went bankrupt? You don’t think I didn’t know you couldn’t and wouldn’t pay me back every time you asked for money? You think I didn’t know Atlas has been paying your rent?” I knew Atlas had been paying her way since her birthday two years ago. I heard them arguing. She wanted to throw a yacht party. I heard him telling her to choose: rent or impressing her friends for one day.

Ashlen’s face turned white as a sheet, crumbling. Without another word, she bolted from the apartment, slamming the door behind her.

I stood there, my heart pounding, my mind racing. I couldn’t stay here, not now. Not when I knew the truth about Ashlen and Mason, not when the trust between us had been shattered.

I moved quickly, grabbing the essentials—clothes, toiletries, my laptop, and the check from my father. I stuffed everything into a suitcase. As I packed, my hands trembled. I wasn’t just angry—I was heartbroken. Ashlen had been my best friend, my family, for so long. This was the end of a pivotal part of my life. I didn’t know where I was going, but I knew I couldn’t stay here, not for the next two weeks.

I walked out of the apartment without looking back, checking into a nearby hotel. For the first time in a long time, I felt free.

Free to start over. New York suddenly wasn’t just a dream anymore; it was my escape. A beginning.


Chapter 10

Atlas

Graduation night had come, and the air felt thick, oppressive, like a storm waiting to break. The finality of it all pressed down on me, suffocating. I wasn’t ready—not for this, not for any of it. There were so many things I still wanted to do before I surrendered to the life my parents had mapped out for me. I gripped the neck of the champagne bottle and took a long swig, feeling the tickle of the bubbles as it went down. It was supposed to be a celebration, but I felt like I was mourning everything I was about to lose.

The house I rented for the night was alive, but none of it touched me. I was on the outside, watching it all like some distorted movie where everyone’s smiling, but the colors are too bright, the sounds too sharp. My mind kept circling back to Kairi. She’d been avoiding my parties for years, putting up walls, but she showed up tonight, at the end of us, looking like a fucking dream in that white dress, her hair cascading down her back like a waterfall of ink. It was torture.

The noise inside was too much, so I slipped outside, into the cool night air. It was a relief, like I could finally breathe again. I wandered toward the back of the house, needing space, needing to get away, and there she was—Kairi, lying in the grass in her pretty white dress, looking like a fallen angel who’d lost her way.

“Kairi,” I called softly, not wanting to startle her.

She turned her head slowly, and when our eyes met, I saw them—tears she was trying to hold back. “Atlas.”

Hearing my name in her voice, filled with melancholy, did something to me, something dark and twisted that I couldn’t ignore. It made me want to risk everything just to fix whatever had made her sad. I moved closer, lowering myself to the ground beside her. “You’ve been avoiding me all night. What’s going on between you and Ashlen? Why are you two angry with each other? You moved out of the apartment?”

She shook her head, brushing it off like it was nothing. “We’re fine, Atlas. Just a little disagreement. You know how we do.”

I didn’t believe her, not for a second, but I didn’t push it. Instead, I asked, “What’s really going on, Kairi? You’ve looked sad all night.”

She sighed, the weight of the world in that simple exhale. “My dad. He told me to start my life and not come back home. He’s been living like he died with my mother, and I think he wants me to live like I still have a future. It’s just... hard.”

“I’m sorry, Kairi. I have the exact opposite problem. My family wants to control everything—who I am, who I become, even who I marry. They’ve got my whole life planned out, and I’m just a puppet in their show.”

She looked at me then, her eyes wide with something that felt like understanding, and that scared the hell out of me. “I’m sorry too.” She started to get up, like she could just walk away from everything I’d laid bare.

Frustration clawed at my insides, twisting them into knots. “You’re leaving?”

“Yes,” she said simply, without emotion, and stood.

I snapped. This might be my last time ever seeing her again. “No,” I growled, anger and desperation mixing into something primal. I grabbed her arm, pulling her back down, and before I knew it, I was on top of her. Her body, soft and warm beneath me, made my heart race. This is what I had been missing all my life. This feeling I was feeling. I couldn’t even describe it.

She went still, her pupils blown wide, her breath coming fast, and I felt that dark thing inside me rear its head.

“I’m tired of you avoiding me, not looking at me, seeing through me,” I said, my voice so deep and rough, from being choked up, it sounded like my throat had been dragged over broken glass.

The tension between us crackled, heavy and dangerous. I could feel her breath, shallow and quick, as I leaned in closer. “Let me kiss you,” I whispered, my lips almost brushing hers, needing this, needing her.

“Ashlen,” she whispered, her voice trembling, as if saying Ashlen’s name would bring her back to reality, would remind us both of the boundaries we were crossing. It was a big line to cross since she was now my fiancée. We were going to tell everybody at the end of the night.

“I don’t care,” I said. She wanted me too, and I knew it. We both knew it.

Before she could say anything, my lips crashed into hers. For a split second, she stiffened, caught off guard, but then she gave in, her body molding into mine, her hands gripping me tight, not to push me away, but pulling me closer, as if she’d been waiting for this as long as I had. The kiss was intense, a collision of everything we’d buried for too long, all our desires and frustrations unraveling in a single, heated moment. My hand slipped under her dress, my fingers sliding up the smooth skin of her thigh. Her warmth, her softness—everything about her was driving me wild, making me want more, need more. She tasted so damn good, and I was losing myself in her, completely and willingly.

“Atlas!” Ashlen’s voice cut through the haze.

Kairi broke the kiss, turning her head away, and it was like a punch to the gut. I grabbed her chin, forcing her to look at me again, refusing to let this moment slip away.

“Let her catch us. Then we can do the one thing we’ve been avoiding since the day we met. Touch each other. Love each other. Please, baby, stop pushing me away.”

I could see it in her eyes, the war she was fighting inside herself, the same war I’d been fighting for years.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, her voice stronger now, like she was trying to convince herself as much as she was trying to convince me. “Let me up.”

“No,” I shook my head violently. I felt like the whole world was teetering on the edge of something that couldn’t be undone.

“Don’t do this,” I rasped. “Please, Kairi. I’ll let it all go. Everything. My family’s plans, Ashlen, this whole fucking life I don’t want—I’ll drop it all if you just stop running from me.”

Her breath hitched. A single tear slipped from the corner of her eye, trailing down her temple. My heart clenched so tightly it hurt.

“Atlas,” she whispered, “Let me go.”

I pressed my forehead against hers, my whole body trembling from the force of what I was feeling. “I know you feel this too. I know you do,” I said, my voice breaking. “Please. Be brave for both of us. I don’t know how to be.”

She sucked in a sharp breath, her fingers curling into the fabric of my shirt like she wanted to give in. But then she pulled away.

Her eyes met mine, red-rimmed, filled with something that looked too much like love, and that made it worse. Because if she loved me, then this wasn’t just cruel—it was fucking unbearable.

“I can’t,” she whispered. “I won’t.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, swallowing against the lump in my throat. “You don’t mean that. We can do this. We can read books together, have kids, grow old. You know you can see it, us, forever. I see it in your eyes.”

She cupped my face for just a second, her thumb brushing over my cheek like she was memorizing me, like this was the last time she’d ever let herself touch me.

“Please,” I begged, my voice shaking now. “Please.”

I had never begged a day in my life. Not for anything. But I’d get on my fucking knees for her if she asked me to.

She maneuvered herself so she could get from under me, then she scrambled to her feet, her movements quick and jerky, like a scared animal. Ashlen’s voice called out again, closer this time, and I watched as Kairi turned and walked away from me. She was running, and I let her go. I had already begged. What the fuck else could I do?

I stayed there, lying in the grass, staring up at the stars, feeling the most profound sadness of my life. My throat was dry, like ashes had been shoved in my mouth.

Ashlen found me a few minutes later. She was drunk, as always, unaware of my not wanting her there. “What are you doing out here?” she asked, her giggle grating against my nerves.

“Just needed some air,” I replied, forcing a smile that felt like it would crack my face in half. “Let’s go back inside.”

She pulled me to my feet, leading me back to the party, back to the life I was supposed to live. But inside, I was hollow. All I could think about was Kairi, slipping away into the night, taking a piece of me with her that I’d never get back.


Chapter 11

Kairi

“Extra pickles, please,” I said, handing my menu back to the waiter with a smile. He nodded, scribbling on his notepad, and I turned my attention back to my phone, my fingers already tapping out the opening lines of my new romance novel.

“Love isn’t always a choice. Sometimes, it’s a collision—two souls crashing into each other, leaving behind a mess neither of them knows how to clean up.”

I paused, my thumb hovering over the screen. It was a strong start, but something about it felt too raw, too close to the truth. I shook my head, trying to push the thought away. This was fiction, after all. Just a story.

And then, the air shifted.

It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but I felt it—a prickle at the back of my neck, a sudden awareness that made my skin hum. I glanced up, my eyes scanning the room as I searched for the cause.

My eyes landed on Atlas. Just outside.

My heart began thumping in my chest.

I blinked, half-expecting him to disappear, a figment of my imagination conjured by the subject of my new book.

But he didn’t.

He was real, in the flesh, older now, his green eyes scanning the room like he was looking for something—or someone. My heart pounded in my chest, and I quickly looked down, pretending to be engrossed in my phone.

This isn’t happening, I told myself. This can’t be happening.

But it was.

He stepped through the door like he owned the place, flanked by three men in suits who looked like they’d stepped out of a GQ spread. But Atlas—he was the one who commanded the room, his presence as magnetic as ever, even if the years had carved something harder, sharper, into his features. He looked older, tired, like the weight of the world had settled on his shoulders.

Two years.

Two years since I’d last seen him. Two years since I’d traded the sticky, suffocating Florida heat for the electric pulse of New York City, which had its own equally suffocating heat. Two years of building a life that felt like mine. Freelance writing gigs that paid the bills (most of the time), an apartment in Harlem that smelled like sage and ambition, and a circle of friends who felt more like family. I was content.

But now, like a ghost from a life I’d tried to bury, one of the main sources of all the baggage in my life walked into my favorite sandwich shop.

For a moment, I forgot how to move. How to think. How to breathe.

Ashlen had mentioned him in one of our rare conversations, the kind we only had on birthdays or holidays now. She’d told me he’d taken over his father’s company, that they were living together in Florida, that they were planning a wedding. I’d nodded along, pretending it didn’t sting, pretending I didn’t care. I pretended Atlas had begged me to be with him.

I thought about saying hello, about walking over and pretending everything was fine, that we were just old friends catching up. But I couldn’t.

“Kairi?” The waitress’s voice cut through the haze, her tone impatient. “Order’s up!”

I blinked, snapping back to reality. My hands fumbled as I grabbed the paper bag she shoved across the counter. I muttered a quick “Thanks” and turned, my pulse racing as I slung my tote bag over my shoulder and made a beeline for the door.

I didn’t look back. I couldn’t.

My heart pounded so loudly I was sure he could hear it. The walk back to my apartment was a blur, my mind racing with memories I’d tried to lock away—his hands, his voice, the way he’d looked at me that night in the grass, like I was the only thing that mattered.

By the time I got home, I’d convinced myself it was nothing. I had work to do, a life to live.

But then, late that night, there was a knock at my door.

And just like that, everything I thought I’d left behind came crashing back.

Bang, bang, bang.

My heart jumped into my throat at the sudden loudness. I wondered who it could be at this hour. I hesitated for a moment, then pushed myself up from the couch, grabbing my metal bat from beside the coffee table as I crossed the room and opened the door.

Atlas leaned against the doorframe, dressed casually in jeans and a t-shirt, looking effortlessly delicious. My mind scrambled to make sense of how he was standing in front of me.

“How do you know where I live?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

“I addressed the wedding invitations,” he said, referring to the invite that sat unopened on my desk. “I saw you today,” he said, his voice rough, as he gently pushed past me and walked into my apartment as if I had invited him in.

I stood frozen by the door after closing it, my back pressed against the wood, watching as he took a seat on my sofa. He spread his long legs wide, dominating the space like I remembered him doing so well. He picked up my glass of wine from the coffee table, drank from it, my lip gloss transferring to his lips.

“What are you doing here, Atlas?” I asked, my voice shaky, betraying the calm I was trying to project.

He didn’t answer right away, just turned his head and stared at me with those intense green eyes, the ones that always seemed to see right through me. Then, when he finally spoke, they were my words.  "Just because you can't have someone doesn’t mean the wanting stops. But some cravings are best left unsatisfied, lingering in the shadowy corners of your heart where they won’t set you on fire." He quoted a line from an article I’d written about unrequited love.

I felt a shiver run down my spine, not from the cold, but from the way he brought my words to life, like he knew their meaning and who they were about. “Okay,” I said, trying to deflect, forcing a lightness into my tone. “You quote me instead of Octavia Butler now?”

He didn’t smile, didn’t play along. His eyes stayed locked on mine, his expression unreadable.

“Is that about me?” he asked.

I blew out a long breath, shaking my head as tension coiled in my belly. “Why would it be? We’re not like that, Atlas. We never were.”

He leaned forward, his gaze never leaving mine. “Why are you standing there like you’re scared of me, Kairi? You know me. We’re old friends,” he said instead of answering my old question.

I let out a laugh, but it sounded fake and hollow. “I know you, Atlas, but I wouldn’t call us friends.”

“What would you call us, then?” he asked, his voice dropping lower, more intense.

I shook my head. “Nothing,” I said, the word coming out sharper than I intended. We were nothing. What did he want from me?

“I wouldn’t call us nothing,” he rebutted.

“Okay. Then you’re an acquaintance, a friend’s fiancé.”

A shadow, something dark, crossed his face—hurt, maybe, or anger—but he masked it quickly. “An acquaintance,” he repeated, spitting it out like the word tasted bitter in his mouth. “A friend’s fiancé.”

I nodded, my hands trembling as I clenched them into fists at my sides, trying to keep myself from falling apart in front of him. “That’s all we ever were, Atlas. And that’s all we’ll ever be.”

“You sure?” he challenged.

“Positive,” I said, my voice wobbling and shaking.

He stared at me for a long moment, his eyes searching mine, like he was looking for something he couldn’t find. Then, slowly, he stood up, placing my glass back on the table.

I stumbled away from the door as he walked toward it, putting ample space between us. Remember, his hands were fast.

“If that’s what you want to believe, Kairi,” he said quietly.

And just like that, he turned and walked out, leaving me standing there, my heart in pieces, feeling like I’d just made the biggest mistake of my life.


Chapter 12

Atlas

The shop was everything you’d expect from New York’s upper-crust establishments—polished floors, pristine white walls, and an air of exclusivity that you could feel the moment you walked in. I sat at the end of a long table, surrounded by plates filled with slices of wedding cake, but all I could think about was Kairi.

Three weeks. That’s how long it had been since I’d seen her—since she stood in her apartment and told me we were nothing more than acquaintances. That word had echoed in my head like a fucking curse, pissing me off more every time it replayed. I knew she felt what I felt. You don’t kiss someone like that if you don’t. She kissed me like she was starving for it as much as I was.

My mother was droning on about buttercream versus fondant, and Ashlen was trying to get me to taste some overly sweet cakes that were too decadent and made my stomach hurt. I could hear their voices, but none of it registered. I was too lost in my own thoughts.

It wasn’t until Ashlen mentioned Kairi’s name that I focused in on the conversation.

“She declined being in the wedding party,” Ashlen said, waving it off like it was nothing, like it didn’t matter that the person she called her best friend wasn’t coming, that the one person I actually gave a shit about wouldn’t be there.

My mother chimed in, her tone dismissive as always. “That’s okay, she doesn’t fit the aesthetic anyway. The bridesmaids' dresses are being flown in from a designer in Paris. I would have been embarrassed to ask him to make a dress in a size twelve.” She turned up her nose.

Ashlen laughed, and something inside me broke.

“Isn’t she supposed to be your friend?” I said, my voice not as sharp as I wanted it to be. “Why aren’t you sticking up for her? You never do.”

Ashlen rolled her eyes, her tone condescending. “You always felt like you needed to defend her so she wouldn’t see you as one of those privileged white men she’s always ranting about. It’s ridiculous, really.” She laughed again, and it took everything in me not to lose my shit right there.

I stood up, pushing the chair back. “You know what’s ridiculous?” I spat. “The fact that you think this is okay. That you think it’s fine to laugh at her, to belittle her. You always did, and then you smile in her face. What kind of person does that make you?”

Ashlen’s laughter died in her throat, replaced by a look of confusion. “Atlas, what the hell is your problem?” she asked.

I didn’t answer. I just turned and walked toward the door, ignoring Ashlen’s voice calling my name. My mother tried to excuse my behavior with, “Let him go; he’s having a hard time with the board members.”

I stepped out into the street, the acrid scent of the city hitting me like a slap in the face. New York stank. I hated it, but I had business there, and Ashlen decided to tag along to spend more money she wasn’t making. I unbuttoned my sleeves, rolling them up my arms, the fabric feeling too tight, too constricting suddenly. My tie was next. I yanked it off and stuffed it into my pocket. The jacket came off last, and I left it draped across the subway stair railing as I descended into the underground.

I knew where I was going, even if I didn’t have a plan. My mind was set on Kairi, on confronting her, making her see what we could have—what was real. I wasn’t stupid. I knew that article she wrote was about me, just like I knew the poems she’d published in other places were about us. I read that she had a book coming out about two people who found love in college and let it go until they both were nearly broken. She could pretend all she wanted, but I saw through her lies.

“I’d say fuck it all for her,” I muttered to myself as the train rumbled beneath the city. I was feeling disillusioned, disenfranchised with life—whatever word fit the bill. All I knew was that nothing mattered right now. I think she could make my life matter.

When I finally reached her apartment, I took the three flights of stairs two at a time, my heart pounding, my mind racing with what I would say, how I would make her understand. I knocked on the door, hearing the faint sound of her moving around inside. She was there. I could feel her, even if I couldn’t see her. I knew she was standing just on the other side, peeking out the peephole, debating whether to let me in.

“Please, Kairi,” I whispered, barely holding it together. I knocked harder in desperation, my need threatening to push me over the edge. I was on the brink, teetering between demanding she let me in and breaking down the fucking door.

Silence.

I knocked again, harder this time, feeling my desperation clawing at my chest. “I know you’re there. I can hear you. Just… just let me in. Please.”

Still nothing.

I pressed my forehead against the door, my breath coming in ragged gasps. “I can’t do this without you. I can’t pretend anymore. You can’t hide from this, Kairi. You can’t hide from me.”

I heard a soft “no” through the door.

“Don’t do this,” I begged, my voice breaking. “Don’t shut me out. I’ll give it all up—Ashlen, the company, everything. Just let me in. Let me prove it to you.”

I knocked again, my fist slamming against the wood. “Please. I’m begging you.”

But there was only silence.

I stood there, my chest heaving, my mind spinning. I wanted to scream, to break the door down, to make her see that this wasn’t just some fleeting thing. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t force her to want me, no matter how much I wanted her. “Please. I’m begging you. I don’t deserve you, but please… give me a chance to try.”

Another soft “no.” Something in me crumbled. I knocked again, harder this time. After standing there for about thirty minutes, I realized she wasn’t going to let me in.

Even then, I stood there longer, breathing hard, my mind spinning with everything I wanted to say, everything I wanted to do. But I couldn’t force her, couldn’t make her want what I wanted. With a sinking heart, I turned and walked away, leaving a piece of myself behind with every step.


Chapter 13

Kairi

I knew accepting Ashlen’s invitation to her baby shower was a mistake the moment I walked into the overly decorated ballroom, drowning in gold, pastels, and cheap sentiment. She had always been gaudy, but this was overkill.

I’d spoken to her and her friends and was glad when she left me alone. She had dyed her hair blonde and refashioned herself as some kind of modern-day trad wife, so she had new friends. I didn’t want to be there, but I’d missed her wedding, so I felt guilty and pressured.

She had plastered my name and childhood pics of us all over her social media, making my appearance mandatory—my agent said so. Suddenly, I was her best friend again because my first book, Heaven on His Shoulder, had climbed the bestseller lists.

The one saving grace was that it was an all-women event. I wouldn’t have to see Atlas. It had been two years since he’d shown up at my apartment. I still couldn’t believe his audacity. He had chosen Ashlen—why was he so pressed about me?

I had promised Ashlen a few hours, and I felt like they were up. The noise was fraying my nerves. Random strangers wanting to talk about what I should have put in my book were fraying my nerves. It was time to go. After I used the restroom. I’d drunk a lot of champagne. It was six. My flight back to New York was at ten. I had time to stop by my father’s. After he gave me my mother’s insurance and sent me on my way, I decided I wouldn’t let him push me away anymore. I started calling him daily, checking in. Making him talk to me. I visited. We’d rebuilt our relationship from the ground up.

He’d met a woman a few months ago. Mrs. Shirley. He was happy again now.

Ducking my head, I was able to slip out of the ballroom unnoticed. I headed to the restroom.

When I came out of the stall, he was waiting for me.

Atlas was leaning against the wall next to the door, his suit wrinkled, his tie hanging loose, his eyes glazed. He was obviously drunk. He liked whiskey, and I could smell it on him from twenty feet away. The look in his eyes made my bones ache.

“For you to show up here... You’re just torturing me now,” he muttered, his voice low and rough. He pushed off the wall, closing the distance between us in a few quick strides.

I narrowed my eyes, standing my ground. “What the fuck are you doing in here?” I tried to make my voice sound firm, though I was shaken. I hadn’t prepared myself for him being here.

“I read the book, Kairi,” he said, stepping closer. “It wrecked me.”

“Okay, sounds like a personal problem.”

“It’s about me.”

He was right. At first, I didn’t realize I was writing about him. When I did, I leaned into it. It was a release. A purge for me. For him, it was a punishment. I knew he’d read it. I wrote the perfect happily ever after, including everything he said he wanted from me. I gave him the fantasy, but denied him the reality.

“That first day we met... the party... it’s all in there. Nearly word for word.”

“It’s fiction.” I would take it to my grave that it wasn’t.

“No,” he said. “It’s a confession.”

I rolled my eyes and turned toward the sink. “Everything’s about you, huh?”

His laugh was hollow. “Isn’t it?”

“Congratulations on the baby. What are you naming them? Regret?” I was being petty.

He frowned, shaking his head now. “Don’t do that.”

“I’m serious. What’s their name gonna be, Atlas? Broken Promise? Emotional Damage?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he moved faster than I could react, his hands gripping my hips. He lifted me onto the sink. The hard edge of the porcelain bit into my thighs, but the pain barely registered because, in the next breath, I heard the ripping sound of my panties being torn away.

He pushed my legs open.

I was wearing a mid-thigh evening dress; he didn’t even have to move it—it rode my waist.

Atlas didn’t give me time to think or protest. He thrust into me, stealing the air from my lungs, his movements wild.

His dick was so big, stretching me.

My hands found his shirt, clinging to it, pulling him closer, hating him, and wanting him all at once. He tipped his head down and met my parted lips with his. I turned my head, refusing to give him that victory.

His hand found my throat, his fingers curling around it with just enough pressure to make me obey when he ordered, “Look at me,” he commanded, his voice low and dangerous. “You don’t get to disappear this time.” His tone, his grip on me, was so heated and possessive.

I tried in vain to slow my pulse. Face balled up.

“Stop pretending you don’t want this.” His deep baritone bounced off the walls.

“I should’ve picked you,” he confessed.

“But you didn’t,” I whispered back, gasping as he started to move.

I tried my best to disconnect from what was happening, but it felt too good. I fucked him back, rolling my hips, like matching his stroke might make it all make sense.

His grip on my throat tightened as he leaned into me. “We feel so good together.”

I wished I had known. I would have said fuck Ashlen if I knew him inside of me would feel so good. So dirty and wrong and absolutely fucking perfect.

He began to move faster. Going deeper.

“Uhhh,” I panted, as my head fell back against the cool mirror. “Yesss. Harder.”

Wetness slipped from my pussy, slicking the inside of my thighs.

His hand fell from my neck, then both locked around my hips as he dragged me to the edge of the sink, until there was no space left between us, forcing me to take him deeper.

The sensation curling in my gut, too much to hold on to. It exploded, warming my entire body.

When we came, I damn near sobbed.

Speeding up the pace, he fucked me through my orgasm, slamming into me until his back stiffened.

“Fuck, Ki,” he groaned.

I felt him cum inside me. His fingers dug into my hips.

He slumped against me, breathing heavily. His forehead pressed to mine.

The air was thick with the scent of sex and regret.

“You kept this from me,” he murmured. “You made me wait. You punished me.” He made it sound like me doing so was ridiculous. Like I was supposed to what—fuck him while he called someone else his forever. While I stood at the edge of his life, watching him give her his all. “We could’ve been everything,” he said, voice low, like he was confessing something sacred. “You and me—we could’ve had forever if you hadn’t pushed me away.”

“I had to. You chose her,” I snapped. “I didn’t make you do that.”

He pulled back just enough to look at me. “I thought I was supposed to. Thought it was for the best.”

“It was, which is why you earned every second of my silence. Every mile I’d put between us,” I spat. Yes, I was bitter.

Everybody in my life had buried me in silence, but still I managed to bloom in the shadows. But I was mad.

We stared at each other for a long moment.

My head suddenly started throbbing, and my mouth felt like it was full of sand.

Then I hit him.

I swung. Hard.

Fist to chest. Once. Then again.

He didn’t stop me. When I tired myself out, I shoved at his chest, hard enough to make him stumble back.

I slid off the sink, legs unsteady, pride shredded, feeling like shame was swallowing me whole.

I wanted to cry. Despite the anger, the shame, the hate, I wanted him inside of me again. Deeper, longer.

But when he reached for me, I flinched away.

And then I ran. Out the door. Past the pink balloons. Past the fake women. Past the version of me I didn’t want to ever be again.

I didn’t stop until I was outside, gasping in air like it could cleanse me.

I felt ruined.

I had finally let him ruin me.

The rain beat down on the earth relentlessly, like it had a grudge against the world. I was out on the fire escape, letting the metal cool my skin, the droplets kissing my arms, my face. The sky was a thick, suffocating black. Harlem had become my home, a place where I could disappear into the noise, but tonight, it felt like I was the only person alive because of how loud my thoughts were—and they wouldn’t let me go.

I leaned back onto the staircase and let the drop soak through my hair, through my clothes, hoping it would cool down the now constant burn just beneath my skin. My life is good, isn’t it? I kept asking myself, like if I repeated it enough, I’d finally believe it. I had a bestselling book, money, a circle of friends who knew me better than anyone. But there was this void, this gnawing emptiness that nothing could fill, no matter how much I tried to outrun it.

The buzz of my phone snapped me back to reality, vibrating against my thick right thigh. A private number. My stomach flipped because I knew who it was. He had been calling me every day for three weeks, since the shower. I hadn’t answered.

My finger hovered over the screen, my heart tripping over itself as I swiped to pick up the call.

I didn’t say anything. Neither did he—not at first. Just the sound of breathing and heavy rain hitting metal filled the silence between us. I didn’t know if I wanted to hear his voice, but it didn’t seem I had a choice now that I'd answered.

“I’m sorry for what happened at the baby shower,” Atlas’s voice was rough, like he’d been carrying those words around too long.

I bit down on whatever I might’ve said, the memory of that day making my skin prickle, my nipples hard and my pussy instantly wet. My body was remembering things I wished it would forget. I stayed silent, waiting for him to say something else, something that would make this conversation worth me contributing to.

He hesitated. “It’s just that... back in school, I felt something with you. And those times when you didn’t run, I know you felt it too. I’ve been living with this regret of not pursuing it, Kairi. Do you know what that does to a person?”

His words cut through whatever defenses I had left. Of course I knew what regret did to a person. It ate you alive, hollowed you out until there was nothing left but a shell of who you used to be.

“Yes,” I whispered, barely louder than the rain. “I felt it too. But it doesn’t matter now. We can’t just hurt people because we missed our shot. You’re married, with a baby on the way. I won’t ruin that for you.”

The silence on the other end was suffocating—the kind that makes you second-guess everything, makes you want to fill it with anything just to make it stop. But I let it sit there, let it settle into my bones, because I knew there was no going back from this.

“Kairi...” he started, but the words fell off, like he didn’t know what to say, like he knew nothing he said could fix what was already broken.

I took a deep breath, letting the rain ground me, cool me down. “We can’t undo what’s been done, Atlas. You chose your path, and I chose mine. We have to live with that. At least we don't have to live without knowing what it felt like to just do what we wanted for once.”

"It's not a good thing, baby. That day, the feeling, the memory haunts me," he confessed.

The silence that followed was so loud, it was almost deafening. I could feel the finality of it—it was a door slamming shut, like the last thread snapping between us. It was over, whatever “it” was, whatever it might have been.

“I’m sorry,” he said again, and this time, it was softer, like he was saying it more to himself than to me.

“Me too,” I breathed, the words slipping out before I could stop them.

I heard him take a deep breath, like he was about to say more, but then the line went dead, leaving me with nothing but the sound of the rain and the dark, empty sky. I stared at the phone in my hand, the screen dark and blank, feeling like the ground had just opened up beneath me. Why couldn't I be selfish for once and have what I wanted? But then I thought about Ashlen, and how she had helped me when I needed it—and I couldn’t do that to her.

I stood, stretched the weariness from my bones, and slid back through the window, closing it behind me, dripping water onto the floor as I stood there for a moment, trying to pull myself together. My heart ached, but it was used to it. It had become a part of me. I’d made my choice, and now I had to live with it.

I stood, stretched the weariness from my bones, and slid back through the window, closing it behind me, dripping water onto the tiled floor as I stood there for a moment, trying to pull myself together. My heart ached, but it was used to it.

As I crawled into bed, wet, I pulled the covers up tight around me. I closed my eyes and listened to the rain, hoping it would drown out the echoes of what could have been.

"Lawd, please give me strength," I whispered into the darkness. “Help me move on.”

And as I lay there, I made a promise to myself that even if my prayers weren’t answered.  I wouldn’t let him haunt me anymore. I wouldn’t let the past define me. I had a life to live, and it was time to start living it.


Chapter 14

Atlas

I didn’t expect rock bottom to come with wine pairings and a floral centerpiece, but there they were and here I was.

I was sitting at the head of my dining table, staring at the cold, untouched meal Ashlen had ordered for me—because she didn’t cook—and our maid had put it on the plate because she didn’t do that either. Or clean. Or fuck. Unless she was ovulating.

“How was work?” she spoke out of nowhere, startling me.

Years had made it so the silence between Ashlen and me had grown so thick it almost turned into something tangible. I was used to it now. Her sudden interest pissed me off.

I snapped.

"I can't do it anymore," I said, voicing my thoughts. At least a few of my thoughts. My voice was steady, though every word was laced with months of frustration. I ran a hand down my face, then let it fall to the table with a dull thud.

"The board is blaming me for the downturn. COVID has given them the perfect excuse. They’re threatening to replace me, Ashlen. Replace me. As if I’m expendable. As if I’m not the one holding everything together.”

Ashlen folded her arms, turning her posture defensive. Her dyed blonde hair was perfectly arranged. Her green eyes fixed on mine, narrowed and calculating—assessing me with a coldness she had mastered from years of being a conniving bitch.

“So what are you saying, Atlas? That you’re just going to walk away? Abandon everything we’ve built because it’s become difficult?”

“What we built? You mean what my father built. What I sustained. You had no hand in anything.” She only spent the money we’d earned. “My father is dead, Ashlen. He doesn’t have to face any of this. My mother? She’s off living her life.” I paused. “I’m done with it. I’m cashing out my stock and walking away.”

“And then what?” Her voice was as sharp as a knife, cutting through the air between us. “What happens to us, Atlas? You’re talking about leaving everything behind, but what are you going to do? What are we going to do? What about me?”

I suddenly felt a strange calm settle over me. “You signed up for ‘through thick and thin,’ but I won’t hold you to it, Ashlen. I won’t demand you sacrifice your life for my decisions. You’re free to leave.” I wanted her to leave. Me walking away would make me feel like a failure—as a husband, a son, a man.

The silence stretched into a moment of quiet that made the world seem as if it were hanging in the balance. I watched her, hoping she would take the out I was offering, that she would free me from the chains that had bound me for too long. Her leaving me would allow me the space to explore what I’d been thinking about for the past three years—since the night of her baby shower. I shouldn’t have married her.

But then, she softened, her hands moving to her stomach, her expression shifting. “Atlas... I’m pregnant again.”

In my head, I sighed—a tired sigh—and it reverberated through my mind. Memories of the last two pregnancies rushed back with brutal clarity: the loss, the grief, the sense of failure, the guilt that had nearly consumed me. We’d lost both babies in the late stages, and the thought of facing that pain again was almost unbearable.

Ashlen’s tears came unbidden. “I can’t handle the stress of change right now. We’ve been through so much, and I just... I can’t bear the thought of losing another child.”

I felt so many conflicting emotions, and all of them were battling for dominance. Feeling obligated and guilty for not wanting to do so, I stood and crossed the room, wrapping my arms around her. “We’ll be okay,” I murmured, pressing my lips to her temple. “We’ll get through this. I promise.” The miscarriages weren't her fault, but the fact she wanted to keep trying was killing me.

As I held her, all my doubts and fears gnawed at me. My family’s company was crumbling, our future was shrouded in uncertainty, and now, with a new life on the way, the stakes were higher than ever. And as I stood there, holding Ashlen close, I realized that I was no longer sure if I would survive the inevitable fall—or if I even wanted to.

That night, after Ashlen had gone to bed, I found myself in my study, pouring whiskey into a glass. The room was dark. I sat down heavily in the leather chair by the window, the glass in one hand, the bottle in the other. I drank in silence, the alcohol burning a path down my throat, numbing me inside.

After a few drinks, I reached for my phone, dialing the one number I called on nights like this, when everything felt too heavy to bear alone. I didn’t know why I did it—maybe out of some twisted need to feel something, to remember what could have been. I dialed Kairi’s number, like I had done maybe twice a year since we parted ways. She always answered, never saying a word, and hung up seconds later. But she answered.

The line was quiet for a long moment, and then I heard her voice, soft and steady. “Happy birthday, Atlas.”

My throat tightened. I closed my eyes. I felt like I could breathe normally for a second.

Ashlen and my own mother hadn’t remembered my birthday. But Kairi had.

It felt like she was giving me an in. I wanted to tell her everything, to spill all the pain and confusion I’d been carrying, but the words wouldn’t come.

So instead, I just sat there, holding the phone to my ear, listening to her breathe on the other end of the line—and she let me. Best birthday present ever.


Chapter 15

Kairi

The bar was a loud symphony of chaos, filled with clinking glasses, overlapping laughter, and conversations that seemed to rise and fall like waves. I was wedged between  friends at a small table in the corner. People were too close, everybody was too loud, and too drunk, and I was loving it. I was tipsy enough so the world was slightly out of focus but in a good way. Ebony was next to me, head thrown back, laughing that wild, contagious laugh of hers that made everyone around her want to join in, even if they didn’t know the joke. She was a Harlem-born, around-the-way girl. Small but lion-hearted, her dark skin glowing. She’d swing on anybody, and she was always threatening people with her kinfolk that had connects to the mob. I loved everything about her.

Lu was across from me, her camera forgotten on the table; it had been a witness to our night. Lu was Nigerian-born and raised but moved to NY for school. She had this elegance about her, even in the way she sipped her wine.

Davis was beside her. I could feel his gaze on me every time I looked away. He had this way of watching me, like he was trying to see through to the parts of me I kept hidden. He reminded me of someone I didn’t dare think about. He was tall and lanky with long, good dick. He looked like David Banner, with a lower Caesar and deep waves. He was Lu ex friends, that how I’d met him. We’d fucked around a few times, nothing serious. We had established the kind of connection that felt good but didn’t demand anything more. He was a writer too, specializing in nasty, nasty erotica he self-published and made six figures doing so. I liked him because he was someone who understood the way words could be both a shield and a sword.

The waiter came by again, filling our glasses without a word, and Aretha Franklin’s voice started up from somewhere in the background, singing about respect. Before I knew it, I was singing along, loud and unfiltered, not caring who was listening. Everyone around the table joined in, clapping, laughing, pushing me on.

“Go, Kairi!” Ebony shouted, her voice ringing in my ears, and for a moment, I let myself get lost in it—the music, the wine, the feeling of being free from everything that weighed me down. This is the life I had been waiting for.

When the song ended, I sat back down, breathless and smiling. The conversation shifted to my new book. “So, what’s the deal with this new one?” Lu asked, her accent curling around her words. “I read what you sent me. A woman finding love in herself, then finding love? That’s far removed from the toxic love you usually write. It was downright romantic.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, it’s different. I’m three years removed from some bullshit that shouldn’t have broken me. Now I’m over it, and it’s time to write about something else. Something that feels lighter.”

Ebony leaned in, her eyes narrowing like she was trying to read between the lines. “What bullshit, Kairi? You never tell us.”

I laughed, and it felt like there was something caught in my throat. “Just some old baggage. You know, the kind of shit that makes you wonder who you are, what you’re capable of. But then you come out on the other side and realize it was all just bullshit.”

Davis reached under the table, his hand finding mine, squeezing gently. “I’m glad you made it out, Kairi,” he said, his voice low, meant just for me.

I looked at him, his eyes full of lust and something else that made me want to give him the chance he’d been asking for. “Me too,” I whispered back, letting the moment linger between us.

The night started to wind down, though everybody was still buzzing. We all hugged, promising to do this again, even though we all knew we probably wouldn’t. When my Uber pulled up, Davis offered to walk me to the car, his hand warm on my back as we stepped outside.

He paused by the car door, giving me that familiar smirk. “You should let me drive you home,” he suggested, his voice dropping a little. “In the morning, after we wake up at my place...” He trailed off, leaving the rest unsaid, but I got the message.

“Not tonight, I’m sleepy,” I tittered, but I could feel myself hesitating. Before I could change my mind, I leaned in and gave him a quick kiss—just a brush of lips.

When I pulled back, his eyes were darker; he had that “I’ll fuck you good” look on his face. Regardless, I slid into the backseat of the Uber, the door closing behind me.

As the car drove away, the ache between my legs was making me regret not taking him up on his offer. The ride home felt long.

When I got home, the quiet was welcomed. I kicked off my shoes and headed to the bathroom. The water in the tub was hot, almost too hot, but I didn’t care. I slipped in, letting the heat pull the last of the night’s tension from my muscles.

When I got home, the quiet was a welcome contrast to the noise of the bar. I kicked off my shoes and headed to the bathroom, the weight of the night settling over me. The water in the tub was hot, almost too hot, but I didn’t care. I slipped in, letting the heat pull the last of the tension from my muscles.

Lying there, I felt content but restless. A text came through, lighting up my phone. It was from Davis: “You up?”

I stared at the screen, my thumb hovering over the keyboard. For a moment, I hesitated, the old walls I’d built around myself rising up. But then I thought about the way he’d looked at me, the way he’d made me feel alive tonight, and I let myself want.

I smiled and texted back, “Come through.”


Chapter 16

Kairi

“Yeah, just like that,” Davis growled in my ear, his hand fisted in my hair, the other gripping my thigh like he owned it. His dick was deep, his stroke long and mean, like he was trying to leave and impression.

“Shit,” I gasped, breath catching in my throat. I couldn’t fucking breathe.

My back arched off the bed, my nails dragging down his back, my insides clenching around him like I didn’t know how to let go.

“You feel it?” he asked, voice thick, breath hot against my neck. His hand slid up my side, settling right below my breast like he had a right to be there. “That’s mine. Give me that. Wet me up.”

A strangled moan left my lips. “Mmm—Davis—”

He went deeper, hips grinding slow and filthy. I cried out, head thrown back, mouth open but too gone to form words.

He chuckled low in his throat. “I know, baby. I know.”

I couldn’t think, and he knew it. Knew I was right on the edge. Knew every sound, every tremble meant I was about to come undone.

“Don’t run from it,” he said, slowing down just enough to make me whimper. “Take it. Take all of me.”

I hadn’t even realized I was scooting back from him, instinct making me retreat from the intensity. He was so deep.

He pinned me in place.

“Fuck,” I whimpered, clinging to him. My legs shook. My hands were tangled in the sheets, then on his arms, trying to anchor myself.

“Let go, Kairi,” he whispered, forehead pressed to mine, sweat slick between us. “I got you. And I’m not letting up.”

And I did let go.

My orgasm hit me so hard my vision blurred.

A few minutes later we lay side by side, sheets tangled and the scent of sex hanging in the air. My eyes were fixed on the cracked ceiling as I tried to steady my breath. Davis was next to me, propped up on one elbow, staring at me like I was someone he was still trying to figure out. His fingers traced my collarbone, softly. He seemed to be mesmerized by the feel of my skin.

“Breakfast?” he asked, and it caught me off guard. Breakfast wasn’t our thing. We didn’t usually do the next morning. Didn’t do the after, just the before and the fucking. But something in the way he asked, in the way he looked at me, made me pause and think. Had I really healed from the past if I was still keeping myself from experiencing something new?

“Sure,” I said, though I wasn’t sure of anything.

Davis smiled, that crooked grin that always made me feel like he knew something I didn’t. He rolled out of bed, pulling me up with him.

“Shower?” he asked, voice raspy from sleep and sex.

We didn’t speak in the bathroom, not really.

He washed my back. I washed his chest.

Our touches were softer than I expected.

He ended up going downstairs and getting his gym bag from his car and changing into gym clothes. I wore tights and a T-shirt with my book on it.

I followed him out of my apartment. The air was cooler than I expected as we stepped into the morning.

He immediately turned on the heat once we were in his G-Wagon.

It was early enough that Harlem was still quiet, the streets not yet full, the city holding its breath. I leaned back in the passenger seat of his car, watching as he drove us, his focus on the road. He was so fucking handsome—even his side view was fine.

When he took a turn onto the bridge, taking us toward the Bronx, I asked, “Where are we going?”

He glanced over at me, that smirk playing on his lips again. “You’ll see,” he said, turning up the music. Johnnie Taylor flowed through the speakers, his voice rolling over us, followed by Mary J. Blige. It made me smile—Davis’s taste was all over the place, and I liked that about him, the way he could mix it up, keep me guessing.

He pulled up in front of a bodega that looked like it had been there forever. Davis got out, telling me he’d be back, disappearing inside, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I had no idea what he was up to, but there was something about the randomness of it that I liked too.

He came back with a brown paper bag, looking too pleased with himself. The car filled with the smell of eggs and bacon. He didn’t say anything as we drove back to Harlem. He finally stopped in front of a brownstone about fifteen minutes from where I lived.

“What are we doing here?”

Davis handed me the paper bag, a soft smile on his lips. “Eating. My momma makes the best bacon, egg, and cheese in the Bronx,” he said, and I could hear the pride in his voice.

“Your mother works at the bodega you took me to?” I asked, surprised.

He chuckled, shaking his head. “My family’s owned it since the ’20s,” he said, his eyes watching me closely.

I nodded, leaving the conversation where it was, it was too early to be exchanging information about family. Opening the bag and inhaling the smell I damn near moaned.

“Why eat it here though?”

Davis leaned against the railing, looking up at the brownstone like it was sacred ground. “Love is a high mountain, stark in a windy sky. If you would never lose your breath, do not climb too high.”

“Langston Hughes,” I said, recognizing the words.

He nodded. “This is where he was rumored to have lived when he wrote it,” he said. “A friend of mine lives here now. I thought you would appreciate it.”

“Wow. How thoughtful. Very fucking mindful and demure,” I joked, though there was something about the way Davis handled the morning—his casual confidence in knowing I would enjoy myself—that had me feeling like I’d done the right thing by saying yes to breakfast.

Davis chuckled, but then his face went serious. He looked at me hard. “I like you, Kairi. You’re special. I can feel it. And if you stop trying to push me away when you’re not using me for sex.” He chuckled again “I’ll show you I am too. I’m a grown-ass man with no kids. I have my shit together, and I’m ready to see where something between us can go, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes.”

I stared at him, his words sinking in for a while. “I think I can do that,” I finally said.

Davis grinned, leaning in to kiss me softly. We sat down on the steps, unwrapping our sandwiches, the morning settling around us like a promise.


Chapter 17

Kairi

I sat on the side of my bed, staring at the open suitcase. Six months with Davis had been enough to make me consider a future—a life outside of New York like I’d planned after I finished my next release. Harlem was the setting, and I didn’t want to leave until the research was done. I’d already sent everything important to me to Florida. Now Davis was talking about coming with me. I didn't love Davis yet, but I could feel myself starting to. Everything was going great, but a phone call from Ashlen made it feel like she was unraveling everything, yanking me back into a past I didn’t want to face.

But Ashlen’s voice had been thick with tears, too intense to ignore. They were the kind of tears that made your chest feel like it was being torn apart. "Please come. I lost them," she said, referring to her twin girls. She’d had in vitro, and she and Atlas had spent so much money on it. She said she needed me. And I remembered that I owed her that. No matter how much distance I’d tried to put between us, we were still bound by the compassion she had shown for a twelve-year-old girl when she was too young to consider how others felt, let alone do something about it. She was a part of the reason I was who I was today. And then there was the guilt for what I’d done.

I told Davis I’d go—told him I’d probably stay a week because that’s all I could handle. He didn’t argue, just nodded and said he’d meet me after his book conference. And I could introduce him to my family then.

The Uber ride to the airport was quiet—just me and my thoughts—and by the time I boarded the plane, I felt like I was sleepwalking, moving through the motions without really being there. Florida’s heat hit me like a brick wall when I landed, suffocating, as if the past was already trying to choke the fucking life out of me.

I checked into my hotel in Tampa, collapsed onto the bed, and let the exhaustion take over. I’d drive to Sarasota the next morning. Sleep was fitful, haunted by memories I’d tried to bury, but the next morning, I was up before the sun, dragging myself through the motions of throwing myself back into the fray of a relationship between three people that I couldn’t have even imagined for a book. I wasn’t ready, but I went anyway.

When I pulled up into their neighborhood, I was surprised it was so regular. The house was normal—a two-story brick ranch-style home with a porch; it even had a white picket fence. Atlas opened the door. He looked a mess—wrinkled clothes, whiskey on his breath, eyes that were vacant, hair thinning. The sight of him made something twist in my gut: pity. And something petty in me enjoyed the sight of him that way. I was going to hell.

“Why are you here?” His voice was flat.

“Because Ashlen asked me to come,” I said, keeping my tone soft, though I wanted to scream. “I’m sorry for your loss, Atlas.” I fisted my hands at my sides, not knowing if hugging him was appropriate or if he would even want me to.

He stared at me like he was trying to figure out if I was real or just another ghost haunting the corners of his mind. “You look different,” he finally said.

“So do you,” I replied, cringing as the words slipped nastily out before I could stop them.

He just nodded like that was all there was to say. “Ashlen’s in the hospital. She’ll be back later.”

“Go lay down, Atlas,” I said, fighting the urge again to reach out, to touch his arm, to offer something more than words. “Get some rest.”

He hesitated, his eyes searching mine for something—maybe for the girl I used to be, the somebody he thought he used to know. But then he nodded again and turned, disappearing up the stairs without another word.

I stood there, the silence pressing in on me. Their house was a mess—probably because Ashlen was on bed rest and a budget—and I doubted Atlas was cleaning much. She had told me he had to find a job in IT when his father’s company tanked after she convinced him to hold on to it. He had paid the employees’ severances, nearly bankrupting himself. It had made the news. I did the only thing I knew how to do—I cleaned. I scrubbed the kitchen, the counters, the floors, trying to erase the chaos. But I couldn’t stop wondering how bad Ashlen would look when she got home, or about the sadness in Atlas's eyes. He wanted kids, badly.

When Atlas came back downstairs hours later, he was cleaner, but the exhaustion still clung to him. I could see he was still handsome as he stood in the doorway, watching me with those eyes, and I felt the urge to scream at him again—to make him see what he’d become, what they’d become.

“I cooked and cleaned,” I said, my voice too loud in the quiet room. “Ordered groceries, too. When Ashlen gets home, she can be comfortable.”

He nodded, but his eyes stayed on me like he was trying to figure out what I was really doing there—like he didn’t believe I was just here for Ashlen. He was right. I was there for him too. The first day I met him, I told myself not to pick at his layers or try to figure him out. But quietly, while watching, I had. I knew him. I knew he was dying inside. He was a control freak who was used to things going his way. They hadn’t since college.

He turned and left the room without saying anything, and that’s when the tears came—hot and fast, slipping down my cheeks before I could stop them. I wiped them away, refusing to break down, refusing to let the weight of it all crush me. Not yet.

“You can get through this, Kairi,” I whispered. I had to believe it was true, because the only other option was falling apart—and I wasn’t going to do that. Not here. Not in front of them.


Chapter 18

Kairi

The house was heavy with grief and the kind of quiet that felt like it could crush you if you weren’t careful. Ashlen was upstairs, deep in a medicated sleep. Atlas had been drinking since noon, after he finished work.

I could smell the whiskey on him as soon as he walked into the kitchen. I looked back, and he was strangling another bottle of beer by the neck like it was his lifeline. He was wearing the same jeans and T-shirt from yesterday. I was finishing up the dishes. I’d made dumplings—Ashlen’s favorite.

I heard him move behind me, the sound of his footsteps uneven, then he was close. Too close. I could feel his body heat on my back. And I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t affecting me.

"I'm heading back to my hotel. I’ll bring my things with me tomorrow," I said, not turning to face him. Ashlen wanted me to stay an extra week, but in the house. She had to get a hysterectomy and needed me to help her more hands-on. It was the least I could do. We hadn’t gotten a chance to talk much because she was sleeping. I wondered where all her new friends from the baby shower were now.

I went to sidestep Atlas and leave the kitchen, but his hand shot out, gripping my arm. “I’m tired of you running, Kairi,” he slurred, his words thick from alcohol. “You know you didn’t just come here for her. You came to comfort me too. I can see it in your eyes. Comfort me.”

I swallowed hard, trying to shake off his grip, but he held firm. “Atlas, you’re drunk. Let go.”

“No. Sit down and talk to me,” he demanded, his voice low, desperate. “Give me something to think about besides planning a funeral and all this shit that’s been tearing me apart. Tell me about your new book.”

I hesitated, but something in his eyes—in the way his fingers tightened on my arm—made me comply. I sat down at the table, folding my hands in my lap. He sat across from me. For the first time ever, I noticed the hair on his chin was red too. I had never thought about it because he was always clean-shaven—I’d never even seen him with stubble.

“It’s about a woman who inherits her grandmother’s brownstone,” I began. “There’s a ghost—a man who loved her grandmother. They’d been friends since childhood. Her new boyfriend, who was a contractor for her, killed him and stuffed him into the walls because he wanted her all to himself. He ended up marrying her, and she lived thinking her best friend had disappeared. Now the ghost of the friend thinks she’s her grandmother. There are so many elements of African Ameri—”

He cut me off mid-sentence, his eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you answer the door that night?” he asked, his voice sharp and accusatory.

“Why are you bringing up old shit, Atlas?” I shot back, trying to deflect, but he wasn’t having it.

He slammed his hand down on the table, the sound reverberating through the space. “Answer me, Kairi!”

“Because people would have gotten hurt!” I shouted back, my voice shaking with frustration. “Is that what you wanted?”

He stared at me, his eyes filled with a kind of anguish I hadn’t seen before. “Look at me, Kairi,” he said, his voice softer now, almost pleading. “Does it look like I’m not hurting? I can barely keep my head above water. If you had just opened the door that night...”

I shook my head, trying to keep the tears at bay.

He continued, “But you’d rather write fictional versions of us who get a happily ever after, while I’m here burying babies because you wouldn’t open the door. Because you wanted to punish me for being a scared kid who couldn’t tell the girl he fell in love with at second sight how he felt, because he was afraid his parents would disown him.”

I was in no mood to be his scapegoat. “So what, Atlas?” I shot back, my voice filled with bitterness. “You played with my emotions from day one. I had to deal with you getting mad and rubbing your relationship with Ashlen in my face. You don’t think I know you sabotaged me with every guy I liked or who tried to date me? You'd rather me be lonely than without you, but you didn't want me—not really. Not enough to say it out loud. And because I decided to be the petty one for once—to not give you more power to hurt my feelings—I’m responsible for your heartache? For all of this? Your life going to shit?”

“Yes,” he laughed, but it was a hollow sound.

“Fuck you. I came here despite all that’s happened, despite Ashlen being a shit friend. Because I’m trying my hardest to be a good person. I feel bad for what’s happening to you all, but I’m not going to be a punching bag for you to take all your grief and regrets out on,” I jabbed my finger in his direction.

He glared at me, his eyes burning with a mix of anger and sorrow. Then, in one swift motion, he threw the bottle against the kitchen wall, the glass shattering into pieces, mirroring the tension between us. Without another word, he stormed out of the room, leaving me alone in the wreckage—my heart pounding, my mind racing.


Chapter 19

Kairi

Moving into their house was stupid. After the debacle with Atlas, I said I wasn’t coming back, but then Ashlen called me, begging me to move in, claiming she was lonely. Living there was like stepping into a fog. The air was thick with grief and resentment. I kept trying to convince myself to leave, but guilt and obligation kept me there.

I carried a tray of soup upstairs, hoping to get Ashlen to eat. The sooner she got better, the sooner I could leave. But as soon as I stepped into the bedroom, I knew it was pointless to have even cooked.

Ashlen lay in bed, her eyes vacant, staring at the ceiling as though she could see something there that wasn’t visible to anyone else. I set the tray down gently, trying to keep my voice soft.

“Ashlen, I made you some soup. You need to eat something.”

She didn’t respond, didn’t even glance in my direction. The only movement was the slow rise and fall of her chest.

“I’ll leave it here for you, okay?” I tried again, but I was met with the same cold silence.

Finally, she spoke, her voice flat and lifeless. “I don’t want it.”

My patience was wearing thin. I had been trying to help, trying to be there for Ashlen despite everything, but her not trying to get better was getting under my skin. “Ashlen, you have to take care of yourself,” I said, my tone firmer now. “You can’t just give up.”

Ashlen turned her head slowly, her eyes locking onto mine with a hollow stare that sent a shiver down my spine. “What’s the point? Nothing is working out for me. This isn’t the life I wanted,” she whispered.

I bit back the words I wanted to say, took a deep breath, and walked out of the room, leaving Ashlen in her self-imposed darkness.

Once I was in the hallway, I pulled out my phone and called Davis. His voice calmed my frayed nerves, and I let out a long sigh. “She’s driving me crazy, Davis,” I admitted, my voice trembling with frustration. “She won’t eat, won’t do anything, and Atlas just won’t help.”

I made my way to my temporary bedroom.

“Do you want me to come down there? I can be there in a few days,” Davis offered. “But in the meantime, maybe you should take a break. Go see your father and your son. It’ll make you feel better.”

I was about to respond when I noticed Ashlen standing in the doorway, her expression unreadable. “I have to go,” I whispered into the phone. “I’ll call you back.” I hung up and turned to face Ashlen, who had stepped into the room.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice soft but strained. “I know I’ve been difficult... But I know how to fix this, unless... I need you to do me a favor, Kairi.”

A knot formed in my stomach. “What is it?”

Ashlen hesitated, wringing her hands together before she spoke. “I want you to have sex with Atlas and give him a baby.”

When my brain processed the words, I jumped up from the bed, my heart pounding in my chest. “Wait, what?”

“I saw how you looked at him back in school. How he was always so protective of you. Y'all had chemistry. Y'all wanted each other. You can do it now with my permission. Then after the baby, you just disappear again."

I shook my head. “You’re out of your mind,” I snapped, taking a step back. This bitch was crazy.

“Please, Kairi,” Ashlen begged, her voice cracking. “He’s going to leave me if I don’t give him a baby. Nobody else wants me now. You can do this for me. I’ve always been there for you—like when your mother died. I was there for you. When your father shut down, I was there.”

My blood ran cold. Guilt was a mighty motivator, but I wasn’t going for it this time. “Ashlen, you wouldn’t be giving him a baby—I would be. I’m not doing it.”

Her face twisted. “You owe me this.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket, a distraction from the madness unfolding in front of me. I ignored it, too enraged to think straight. What in the fuck was wrong with her? “You don’t get to use my mother’s death to manipulate me,” I spat, my voice trembling with anger. “I came here to help you, but I won’t destroy myself to save what’s left of you."

The phone buzzed again, and this time I yanked it out of my pocket. It was my father calling, and I answered it with a shaking hand. “Dad?” I said, my voice still rough with emotion.

“Kairi, it’s... it’s Shirley. She had a heart attack. We’re at the hospital.”

My heart sank, the anger draining out of me. “I’ll be there,” I whispered, hanging up the phone. I grabbed my bag, my mind racing as I made my way to the door.

Ashlen’s voice stopped me. “Where are you going?” she asked, her tone accusatory.

I didn’t look back. “My father’s girlfriend had a heart attack. I’m going to the hospital.”

Without waiting for a response, I walked out the door, my thoughts were a tangled mess as I hurried to my rental car. The drive to the hospital was a forty-five-minute blur, my mind stuck in a loop. When I arrived, I rushed inside, following the nurse’s directions to the waiting room.

The first person I saw—Atlas, sitting in a chair, his face buried in his hands. My heart skipped a beat as I walked over to him. “Atlas, what are you doing here?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

Atlas looked up, his eyes red and swollen. “The woman who raised me... she had a heart attack,” he said, his voice thick with emotion.

I felt the ground shift beneath me. “Ms. Shirley?”

He nodded.

My father’s girlfriend was the woman who raised Atlas. It was all too much. Before I could say anything else, I heard Dion cry for me, “Mommy!”

I turned just in time to see my son toddling toward me, his little arms outstretched. I scooped him up when he made it to me.

Atlas watched us, his expression unreadable as he took in Dion from head to toe. Dion looked like me, but with curly hair, light hazel eyes, and skin the color of muted brown.

Atlas’s voice cracked when he asked, "How old is he?"

Dion answered first. “I two,” holding up five fingers.


Chapter 20

Atlas

The world felt like it had just tilted off its axis.

I could barely keep myself together as I stared at the boy—Dion, she had called him. He looked nothing like me, but I couldn’t stop myself from doing the math in my head, trying to make sense of everything. How old was he? She said two? Maybe a little over that—he looked it. I counted by the years, then months, since the baby shower.

I shook my head. No, the timeline didn’t add up. He couldn’t be mine. Besides, Kairi wouldn’t have lied to me about something like having a child. She wasn’t the type. But the doubt crept in, gnawing at me. Still, looking into his big hazel eyes, I couldn’t help but wonder. Why didn’t she tell me? Tell Ashlen? But then, they hadn’t really been on speaking terms. Who was the father?

I watched as Dion tugged himself out of Kairi’s arms, little fingers reaching toward me. Kairi hesitated for a second, then tried to pull him back.

“I need to go see my father,” she spoke to me, then to Dion. “Come on, baby, let’s go,” she said softly, but Dion was insistent, his eyes locked on me. “Up,” he instructed me.

My heart was in my throat. “It’s okay,” I said, “please?”

She sighed, her shoulders sagging a little as she finally let go. “I’ll be right back,” she muttered before walking away, leaving me there with Dion.

The moment she started walking off, I couldn’t help but get lost in his eyes. He looked up at me, innocent and curious, and something inside me cracked wide open. What would our child have looked like if I had chosen her? If things had gone differently? The thought twisted in my chest like a knife.

I reached out and gently ran my fingers through his hair. It was so soft. Was it brown or red, or brown with hints of red? I couldn’t tell.

I felt so many emotions I didn’t expect.

“Hey, little man,” I whispered, staring at him, trying to see recognition in him, but he only looked like Kairi. He wasn’t mine. I knew that. But it didn’t stop the “what ifs” from swirling in my mind.

Before I could stop myself, the words slipped out.

“Kairi,” I called after her, just before she disappeared around the corner my voice barely above a whisper but enough to stop her in her tracks. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

She slowly turned back to face me. Her eyes flickered with something—regret, guilt, maybe—but she stayed silent for a moment, her gaze shifting from Dion to me, like she was trying to find the right words.

“You never said anything to Ashlen or me,” I continued, my voice thick with emotion. “You had a baby, Kairi. We should have known.” I had set on the phone with her so many times. She could have told me. Who was the man?

She exhaled, rubbing her forehead. “It wasn’t any of your bu—” She paused, sighing heavily. “With everything going on with you and Ashlen... the kids, the miscarriages... I didn’t want to add this to the mess.” Her voice softened. “You two were dealing with so much, and it didn’t feel right. Not then.”

“Where’s his father?”

She shook her head and turned to walk off. “I’ll be right back,” she said, leaving me without answers.

I sat down with Dion, him on my lap. He shoved four fingers in his mouth and stared at me, just content to be sitting there.

“What did you do today, Dion?”

Dion slid his fingers out of his mouth, running the slobbery digits across my chin. “Ate?”

“You want to know my name?”

He nodded.

“I’m Atlas.”

“You friend?” he asked, his eyes wide and hopeful.

I forced another smile, though I wanted to cry. “Yeah, little man,” I said softly, my voice cracking slightly. “I’m your friend,” I said, wishing he was so much more.

I looked up from Dion when I heard footsteps and met Ashlen’s gaze in a sweatsuit that fit her too big. Her eyes were hard on Dion.

“What in the fuck did you do, Atlas?” she croaked, looking as if she saw a ghost.


Chapter 21

Kairi

"What in the fuck did you do?" I heard Ashlen before I saw her.

I speed-walked around the corner, as she was accusing Atlas of being there with another woman and his child. Atlas looked confused. I wasn’t going to let her create a bigger mess than she already had.

“Stop, Ashlen. This isn’t what you think. Dion’s my son, not Atlas’s,” I said firmly, stepping between her and Atlas and gently pulling Dion back into my arms. “There’s nothing here for you to question.”

Ashlen’s eyes flickered with confusion, and Atlas looked visibly relieved. I could see the questions swirling in both their eyes, but this wasn’t the time for a deep conversation. "I have to drive my father back home. Mrs. Shirley is asking for you, Atlas," I told him, offering a temporary reprieve. I just needed to get out of there and think.

“I’ll call you, Ashlen,” I said before walking away, heading back to my father in a hurry. “Bye,” Dion yelled.

I rushed out of the hospital. My father was waiting for me in the parking.

With Dion settled in his car seat, I drove my father back home, my thoughts all over the place. He was silent for the first part of the drive, staring out the window, lost in his own world. When he finally spoke, his voice was low, heavy with something deeper than just exhaustion.

“I don’t think I could survive losing her, Kairi. Not after your mother,” he murmured, his voice barely audible.

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel, my heart aching for him. “You won’t lose her, Dad. The operation went well, the stent will do its job, and she’s otherwise healthy. She’ll be around for years to come.” I glanced over at him. “I’m going to help out with her medical bills, and I’ll be moving back earlier than I planned. You shouldn’t have to do this alone.”

He shook his head, his eyes misty with unshed tears. “You don’t have to do any of this, Kairi. You’ve already done more than enough. You have your own life—don’t put it on hold for us.”

“I want to, Dad," I replied softly. "You were so unhappy before Mrs. Shirley came into your life. She gave you a reason to smile again. I owe her, and I owe you.” I was moving a lot sooner than I wanted or expected. Now all I could do was make the best out of a bad choice and circumstance. In the morning, I would call Ashlen to explain that I couldn’t be there for her the way I had promised and would offer to pay for someone to help.

The thought of living so close to them again, after they knew about Dion didn’t sit right with me, but I pushed the feeling aside.

When we reached the house, my father helped me with Dion, who was knocked out in his seat. When my father came back downstairs twenty minutes later, showered, I was ready to take him back to the hospital, but he stopped me. “I’ll be fine, Kairi. Get some rest. Don’t wake Dion up. I’ll take an Uber.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

He nodded, kissed me on the forehead, and said, “I’m sure. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I watched him walk out of my childhood home, my heart hurting for him. I sat down where Dion had been placed, the room was dark and quiet. For the first time in what felt like days, I allowed myself to just breathe. I was exhausted, and I could feel the pressure building behind my eyes. Before I knew it, I was waking up, and it was time to get the day started.

I spent hours making calls, setting up my father’s house for Mrs. Shirley’s return, arranging for nurses, and getting everything in order. By the time I looked at the clock, it was already 8 p.m., and I hadn’t called Ashlen, though she’d been calling me all day. I didn’t want to deal with her at all—she’d have to wait. I was about to settle down and give Dion a bath when there was a knock at the door.

I didn’t need to see who it was to know, because Ashlen shouted my name. I had hoped I could avoid this, at least for a little longer. But as soon as I opened the door, Ashlen pushed her way in before I could say a word.

“When did you fuck my husband?” Her voice was sharp, venomous.

I blinked, taken aback by her accusation, looking at her like she had lost her mind. “What are you talking about, Ashlen?”

“Don’t lie, Kairi,” she spat, her voice trembling with rage. “I know what my husband’s child looks like. Dion is the spitting image of Atlas when he was a baby—the spitting image of my son who died—but in brown. Atlas is too grief-stricken to see it now, but when he does, he’s going to burn everything down because you’ve been hiding him from him.”

I froze, my heart pounding in my chest as her words hit me like a ton of bricks. Ashlen wasn’t wrong. Dion was Atlas’s child.

I hadn’t been malicious in not telling Atlas. That’s why even after we said goodbye for good, I kept answering his phone calls, even if all he did was breathe into the phone. I wanted to keep in touch. I was going to tell him. But it was never the right time.

I couldn’t bring a child into their lives when they were already falling apart. But now, the truth was out in the open, and there was no escaping it. I just stood there, speechless, feeling the ground shift beneath me.

“You’ve always been a sentimental bitch. You named him Dion?” Ashlen's voice dripped with venom. “As in Dionysus? How poetic,” she spat.

I opened my mouth to explain, but nothing came out.

“No. Don’t try to bullshit me. You better do what I say, Kairi,” she threatened, her voice low, menacing. “Or I’ll help Atlas take him from you.”


Chapter 22

Kairi

Ashlen stood with her arms crossed, her voice dripping with contempt after threatening me in my own house. “You were always so jealous of me, Kairi,” she sneered. “I never thought you’d actually stoop so low as to fuck my husband. But I guess I underestimated just how desperate you are.”

I stared at her, barely able to believe what was coming out of her mouth. The girl was delusional—just yesterday, she’d practically begged me to sleep with Atlas. Now, she was spinning some twisted narrative in her mind where I was the one after her husband, not the other way around. I didn’t say a word, though. I let her talk her shit. I needed to see how far she was willing to go with this, so I could go further.

“I want money for a surrogate,” she said, her voice firm, as if this were some kind of business negotiation. “One hundred thousand dollars, upfront. And then, I want you to take your son and leave Florida. Don’t talk to me, don’t talk to Atlas, and stay the hell away from both of us. If you do that, maybe we can all move on.”

I blinked. The audacity was astounding. She was trying to bribe me?

My nails dug into my palm, and I welcomed the pain. It was grounding, keeping me from losing my mind. Ashlen thought she had me cornered. She looked so damn smug, like she’d won. But she was wrong. This wasn’t college or high school, and I wasn’t playing the part of her loyal sidekick anymore. She wanted to drag me back into that toxic cycle, but I wasn’t going.

“Okay, Ashlen,” I said. “Tell him.” I shrugged and meant it. “Go ahead. And while you’re at it, maybe I’ll tell him about Mason. Or how you got an abortion in college that led to an infection—probably the reason why you can’t keep the babies you so desperately want.”

Her face drained of color, turning nearly green as the shock registered. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out.

“I didn’t—" she started.

I cut her off. “Don’t lie. I can call Mason right now. He told me years ago that I should write a story about you and him. Said y’all were fucking before Atlas and continued all through college and up until you got married.”

She blinked at me, processing. I took a step closer, then stopped myself from getting any closer. “Whose baby was it in college, Ashlen? Mason’s or Atlas’s?”

She recoiled, her mouth opening and closing, grasping for something to throw back at me, but she had nothing.

“I don’t know why you thought coming here and pulling your mean-girl act was going to move me. I don’t feel guilty enough to play your games anymore,” I continued. “And I can guarantee you, Ashlen, that telling Atlas anything won’t work out the way you want it to.”

I bit my tongue to keep from blurting out all the things I wanted to—like how many times Atlas had practically begged me to be with him. How I could have him still, to this day. But that wasn’t the point. I wasn’t trying to break the bitch. She already had so much going on.

“Get out of my house, Ashlen,” I said, annoyed with the entire situation. This what I get for showing pity for two selfish people.

“I suggest you go home, grieve the loss of your child, help your husband with his drinking, and leave me the hell alone. Whether you tell Atlas or not doesn’t matter. I always planned to tell him, just not while you were going through your tribulations. I was willing to take the blowback to save you the heartache. I would’ve let him be mad at me. But now?” I shook my head, feeling my anger flash across my face. “Now, it’s fuck you.”

Ashlen took a step back, and then another, eyes on me like she was afraid I would attack her, before storming out of my house. The door slammed behind her.

I heard Dion wake up in the other room. I closed my eyes for a second, letting the tension drain from my shoulders. I had to take care of my son and my daddy. That was my focus.

As for Ashlen? She could do whatever she needed to do.


Chapter 23

Kairi

A few days had passed since Ashlen had confronted me, but her words still crept into the back of my mind when I least expected it. At the time, I felt like I had handled her—stood my ground, and showed strength that I usually didn’t. But the more I thought about it, the less confident I felt. I hadn’t told Atlas about Dion yet. I wasn’t ready to face him—not yet. I knew his anger would be big. But I also knew I couldn’t dodge him forever.

Today would be the day. As soon as I heard him talking to a nurse just outside the door, panic flared in my chest. Ms. Shirley and my father were talking as I quickly gathered Dion’s things, slipping his blanket into the diaper bag with one hand while balancing him on my hip.

“Time to go,” I whispered to him, and he babbled back—a few words mixed with gibberish, but I understood he wasn’t ready to go. I could have left him with my father, but I didn’t want to give Atlas a chance to look at him too hard and see what his wife had seen.

I turned to my father and Ms. Shirley, forcing a smile. “I’ve got to run. I need to find somewhere to live so you two can have privacy again. We’ll visit again tomorrow,” I said, kissing Ms. Shirley’s cheek and giving my dad a quick hug. They barely had time to respond before I was heading for the door.

As soon as I stepped into the hallway, I glanced back, hearing Atlas’s voice get louder. He was getting closer. I moved quickly in the opposite direction, keeping my head down, slipping out of the hospital exit. My heart was pounding.

I thought I’d made a clean getaway. Dion was strapped into his car seat, content and quiet, as I pushed the ignition to start. I was pulling out of the parking space when the back door flew open, and Atlas slipped into the back seat next to Dion. My heart jumped. His sudden presence filled the space, making it hard to think clearly.

“Get out,” I said, not looking at him.

“Kairi, wait,” he replied, his voice calm but firm, like he wasn’t going anywhere until we talked. “I just want to help. I also want to apologize for the way I spoke to you.”

My grip tightened on the steering wheel. I kept my eyes forward, focused on the rearview mirror instead of him. Dion hummed softly to himself, oblivious.

“I don’t need your help, Atlas.” I didn’t mention the apology.

Atlas leaned forward, his presence seeming too big for the huge SUV. “I think you do.” His voice was gentle. “Your dad said you’re looking for apartments. Let me help you. I know you just planned to wing it. I’ve called ahead to some places, got codes to enter and check them out—your price range and enough space for kids. For Dion.”

He knew me too well. I had no real plan—just a vague idea of what I was looking for, hoping it would all come together. Atlas was organized. He always had been. His eyes caught mine in the mirror.

“I want to be friends again. Leave the past in the past,” he added.

I went to chewing the hell out of the  inside of my cheek to keep from telling him we weren’t friends ever. . He wasn’t wrong, I needed help.  But letting him in, even just a little, meant getting closer. And I didn’t know if I could handle that right now. But Ashlen might say something any day now about Dion, and I’d rather tell Atlas myself. This was the perfect time.

“Fine,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You can help.”

Atlas smiled, relief spreading across his face. “Good,” he said.

I glanced back at Dion, who was babbling softly to himself, his chubby hands playing with the straps of his car seat. Atlas reached over, brushing Dion’s hair back with a tenderness that made something in my chest tighten.

“Hey, little man,” he said, grinning at Dion.

Watching them together felt surreal. There was an easiness in the way Atlas was with Dion, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

The drive to the first house was quiet, apart from Dion’s occasional bursts of chatter. Atlas carried him when we arrived, his large hands cradling Dion like he was a baby instead of a three-year-old. We walked through the house, Atlas pointing out details—things I hadn’t even noticed—like the layout and how the rooms would work for Dion.

He was thorough. Practical. It was a beautiful house, but my thoughts were elsewhere.

“You know,” Atlas said out of nowhere, “Dion’s pretty advanced for a two-year-old.”

I felt my throat tighten, panic creeping in. Dion would be three in a few days. I had forgotten Dion had told him that. He’d been saying “I two” since he was one—one of his friends at daycare taught him. I avoided Atlas’s gaze, brushing off the comment.

“Yeah, he’s pretty smart,” I replied. Before he could ask more, I quickly shifted the conversation. “What about this place? How much is it?”

Atlas studied me for a moment before answering, a small crease forming between his brows. I knew he noticed the way I changed the subject, but thankfully, he didn’t press.

“It’s priced decently,” he said. “Close to your dad and Ms. Shirley. I think it’s perfect for you.”

“You did well choosing this place. I don’t even think I need to look anymore,” I said as we wandered through the kitchen.

Atlas stopped to lean against the counter, watching Dion explore the house, his small hands touching every surface.

“You didn’t answer me earlier,” he said, breaking the silence. “When’s Dion’s birthday?”

This was the moment. I had rehearsed it over and over, imagining how I would tell him. I could feel the truth rising to the surface, ready to spill out.

But before it could, my phone rang. I flinched, pulling it out and checking the screen. Davis.

I glanced at Atlas, who raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. With a small sigh, I answered. “Hey.”

“Hey, babe. How’s everything going? How’s Dion?”

Davis was a much-needed distraction. My gaze flicked to Atlas. He continued to lean against the counter, arms crossed, watching me. He didn’t even pretend not to listen.

“We’re good,” I said. “Dion’s fine. We’re just looking at some places.”

“Good to hear. I miss you guys.”

“I miss you too,” I replied, trying to keep my voice low. “I’ll call you later, okay? I’m in one of the houses now.”

After hanging up, I slid the phone back into my pocket, turning to face Atlas. His expression was unreadable, but I could feel the tension in the room.

“Who was that?” he asked, his voice careful but rough.

“My boyfriend,” I answered simply, watching his reaction closely.

Something flickered in his eyes—something ugly, but it was gone as quickly as it came. His lips twisted into a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He turned and walked towards the door, his shoulders rigid.

“I’m ready to go when you are,” he said over his shoulder. He bent down, gently lifting a now-sleeping Dion from the floor where he had curled up, cradling him. Without another word, he carried Dion out of the house.

I stood there for a moment, rooted to the spot. Shit. I was handling this all wrong.


Chapter 24

Atlas

I was never the type to let things go, especially when something didn't sit right with me. Kairi didn’t think I noticed she had been dodging my questions about Dion, but I had—and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. Every time I brought it up, she'd switch gears, change the subject, or flat-out leave before I had the chance to press her. It wasn’t just in conversation either—she was literally avoiding me. I’d show up at the hospital to check on Ms. Shirley, and Kairi would already be gone, out the door with Dion before I could even say hello.

It didn’t take long for the nagging feeling to grow into something I couldn’t ignore. I thought about going straight to Ms. Shirley or Kairi’s dad. They knew her better than anyone, and if something was going on, they’d be the first to know. But I didn’t want to make it obvious I was snooping. If Kairi was hiding something, I needed to know—especially if it involved Dion and me.

That’s when I decided to call in a favor. I worked in IT, and I knew people who could find information when I needed it. And all I needed was Kairi’s full name and birth date. Lucky for me, I already had that.

I didn’t bother thinking too hard about it. Just pulled out my phone and hit Mason’s number. He picked up on the third ring.

“I need a favor.”

I gave him the details—name, birth date, what I was looking for. He went quiet when I said Kairi’s name.

“You sure you wanna go down that road?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He sighed. “Alright. I’ll see what I can find.”

Click.

Now all I had to do was wait.

The rest of the day, I tried to focus on Ashlen. It was two weeks after the miscarriage. She was doing better. We had a quiet ceremony for our twins. Just me, her, her parents, and my mother. She wanted to go shopping after. I didn’t want to but it was the least I could do.  I let her drag me around, following her through store after store. Clothes, shoes, perfumes—I didn’t complain about the prices. The distance that had been there for years between us was hard to ignore or maybe it was just me, distracted, thinking about Kairi and Dion.

At dinner, Ashlen ordered drinks, something she’d been doing more often lately. I declined. That’s when it hit me—I hadn’t had a drink in days. Not since the day I first met Dion in the hospital. I’d lost the urge to drink. Then I thought about the day in the hospital and how Ashlen had confronted me. It had been strange.

I looked across the table at Ashlen, the question spilling out before I could stop myself. “Why did you think Dion was mine?”

She looked surprised, blinking hard. Her hand hovered over her glass, and she gave a light laugh, brushing it off. “When I saw you at the hospital with the baby, my mind went to a bad place,” she said, waving her hand like it wasn’t a big deal. “I was wrong. I’m sorry.”

The fact that she apologized at all didn’t sit right with me. Even when she was wrong, she rarely apologized. But I didn’t press her.

Later that night, we went home, and the first thing I saw when I sat at my desk was an email from Mason sitting in my secured inbox. My stomach dropped as I opened it. The information I needed was right there—Dion’s birth certificate, his date of birth. He was going to be three in just a few days. No father was listed. He had been born three weeks early. The math I had done before now added up.

I stared at the screen, my hands tightening into fists. It felt like everything I’d been ignoring—everything Kairi had been avoiding—was making sense now. I stormed out of the room, heart racing, and found Ashlen in the living room.

She turned to watch me. “What’s wrong with you?” she asked, sitting up from the sofa and pausing her show.

“Is Dion mine?” I asked, my voice cold.

She froze, her eyes wide, her face pale. For a moment, she tried to deny it, shaking her head. “No, Atlas, no—”

But then she broke, bursting into tears, sobbing like I’d never seen before. And that’s when I knew. I didn’t need her to say it. I already knew.

The vase next to the sofa  hit the wall before I even realized I'd thrown it. Shards everywhere flew.

Ashlen sobs grew louder.

My chest was tight. Breathing hurt.

I didn’t stop moving. I swung at the wall near the door, fist connecting hard sending a dull pain shooting up my arm, but I barely felt it. I kept moving.

I yanked the front door open, stepped out, and slammed it behind me so hard the frame rattled.

I had to leave before the rage swallowed me whole and I did something I’d regret.


Chapter 25

Atlas

It was the next day, and I had been sitting in the hospital waiting room since I’d left Ashlen at the house. I couldn’t shake the anger that had gripped me since finding out the truth about Dion. I sat in the visitor's lounge, staring blankly at the vending machines, but my mind was somewhere far darker. Kairi had been slipping out of the hospital with Dion to avoid me, and now I knew why.

When I thought about it now... he looked like me. He had more red hair than brown. How could I not have seen it at first? Maybe grief?

My grip on my phone tightened as I thought about confronting her, but something held me back. I didn’t want to explode—not yet.

When I couldn’t sit still anymore, I made my way toward Ms. Shirley’s room. I knew Kairi and her father weren’t there—they were at home preparing for her return. The sound of my footsteps echoed in the quiet hallway. As I reached the door, I could hear her talking softly with one of the nurses. I waited until the nurse left, then stepped inside.

Ms. Shirley smiled when she saw me, but I didn’t smile back.

“Atlas, what’s the matter?” she asked, her eyes sharp, already picking up on my mood.

I hesitated, the words feeling heavy in my throat. “Did you know?”

She blinked, her face a mask of confusion. “Know what?”

Ms. Shirley had been like a second mother to me, practically raising me when my own parents were more concerned with their careers than me. When my dad wasn’t giving me life lessons on how to be a man, Ms. Shirley was teaching me about compassion, about paying attention to the things that mattered. She was always there when I needed someone—her soft voice guiding me through all the confusing parts of life.

As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I had hoped she didn’t know about Dion. I hoped she hadn’t betrayed me.

But Kairi? That was something different. Kairi hadn’t just kept a secret—she’d kept my child from me. I replayed the last few weeks in my head, over and over, trying to pinpoint why she hadn’t told me. Was it because of Ashlen? Was she afraid I’d lash out? Did she think I wouldn’t want Dion?

The more I thought about it, the more it ate at me. Why the hell hadn’t she told me?

“That Dion is mine.”

Her face went slack, and for a long moment, she just stared at me. “Atlas... I didn’t know,” she said softly, her voice breaking the silence. “I assumed the boy belonged to Davis. That’s the only man she’s spoken of. But when I think about it, he was just recent.”

I watched her carefully, looking for any sign of deception, but all I saw was genuine surprise. She really didn’t know.

She took a deep breath, her hands fidgeting with the blanket. “But how? How is Dion yours? You’ve been married longer than he’s been alive.”

I sat down heavily in the chair beside her, running my hands through my hair. “It happened at the first baby shower. Kairi and I... well, I... I didn’t know how to tell her I cornered her and forced her to do what we both wanted. Well, ‘forced’ is a heavy word. ‘Things happened’ will have to suffice. I didn’t know she was pregnant. I didn’t know anything until now.”

Ms. Shirley’s eyes softened, and she reached out, resting her hand on mine. “Oh, Atlas,” she sighed, her voice full of empathy. “You’ve put yourself in a difficult situation. But so has Kairi. She’s been carrying this alone, and I can’t imagine what that’s done to her.”

I wanted to say I didn’t give a fuck about how Kairi felt, but Ms. Shirley wouldn’t let that slide.

“I get that she’s been going through her own struggles,” I said, my voice sharper than I intended. “But that’s no excuse for keeping this from me. She had no right.”

Ms. Shirley gave me a long, measured look, scolding me. “She had her reasons, I’m sure. You have to remember, you’re married. She probably didn’t want to blow your life apart. Her life apart. And with all the babies Ashlen lost? Lawd. I can’t see her just outright telling you. But she should have. Now that you know, you have to think about how you’ll handle it. There’s a child involved, and you need to think about what’s best for him, not just yourself.”

Her words made more sense than I wanted them to, and I felt the knot in my chest tighten. She was right. Dion was the only thing that mattered now. But I couldn’t ignore the anger simmering beneath the surface. Why hadn’t Kairi told me? Why did she let me walk around in the dark for almost three years?

Maybe losing so many kids wouldn’t have been as hard if I— I ended my thought there. It wouldn’t have made it less hard.

Ms. Shirley’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Is Kairi the girl you mentioned back in college? The one you liked?”

I hesitated, feeling the truth settle in my gut. “Yeah, she is.”

Ms. Shirley shook her head. “Atlas, you’ve been tangled in this for a long time. But whatever you do next, you have to think about the consequences. Don’t act on impulse. Think carefully.”

Her words echoed in my head long after I left the hospital. I couldn’t act recklessly, no matter how much I wanted to storm over to Kairi’s place and demand answers. This wasn’t just about me anymore—it was about Dion.

When I got home that night, the house was too quiet. I walked into the bedroom and immediately noticed that some of Ashlen’s clothes were missing. My heart raced—but it wasn’t from panic.

I moved to my office and found the safe open. The ten grand I had stashed in there was gone.

For a split second, I waited for the anger to come. But instead, I felt... relief.

Ashlen had taken the money, and she was gone—at least for now. That meant I had time. Time to think. Time to figure out my next move without her breathing down my neck.

Ms. Shirley was right. This wasn’t a moment to let my emotions lead. I had to be smart about this. I couldn’t afford to act out and ruin everything. If I reacted the wrong way—if I lost my temper—Kairi might do something drastic.

And I couldn’t risk losing Dion. Not now. Not when I had just found him.


Chapter 26

Atlas

I remember once, Kairi told me—while we were arguing about a book, I can’t even remember which—that fury lives in love.

She was meant to be a writer. She knew how to use words. She could make shit sound beautiful with them. Cut deep with them.

Now, surrounded by the life she built without me, all I could think was... she was right.

Fury lives in love.

It also lives in the bones.

In silence.

In the wait.

My leg bounced with two weeks of barely contained fury.

Ms. Shirley was back at Kairi’s father’s place. I knew they were keeping Dion for the night, and Kairi would be returning home alone. I had begged Ms. Shirley not to let Kairi or her father know what I knew until I had all the answers.

While no one was looking, I swabbed Dion’s cheek. I felt sneaky and underhanded doing it, but I couldn’t let Kairi lie her way out of this. I had gotten the results earlier.

As much as I’d prepared myself, seeing the words in black and white hit me harder than I expected. I had a son. Three years of missed birthdays. Three years of first words and first steps I hadn’t been there for. I’d been robbed of all of it.

I was here to take it all back.

Kairi’s front door clicked open. She reached for the light switch, and when the room brightened, she saw me sitting there. I saw a brief flash of fear, of guilt, before she tried to mask it. I had seen it before and just thought she was uncomfortable around me, but now I knew it was because she was lying. Her hand froze mid-air.

“What are you doing here?” There was guilt in her voice. In her posture.

I stood up slowly. Her eyes darted to the door, then back to me. I took a step toward her.

“You want to explain to me,” I said, my voice low, “why you didn’t tell me Dion was mine?”

Her mouth opened, but no sound came out. She looked caught—like a deer in headlights. I watched her try to pull herself together, but I wasn’t giving her the chance.

“And don’t lie. I have the results,” I said, and she dropped her head.

“All that time, Kairi. All the times I called you,” I continued, stepping closer, invading her space, “you listened to me grieve, to my misery. And you didn’t think to tell me you had my son? That I had a fucking son?” My hand shot out, grabbing her arm before she could retreat any further.

Her body stiffened, and she looked up at me, eyes blown wide and breathless.

“Atlas, I—”

“No. You don’t get to explain.” I tugged her closer, feeling the heat radiating off her, my anger pulsing. “You don’t get to make excuses after keeping my son from me for three fucking years. Three years, Kairi. You took that from me.”

Her lips parted like she wanted to speak, but I tightened my grip, bringing her face inches from mine. “You couldn’t have said something when I called you after the second miscarriage? You couldn’t have told me then? Maybe we wouldn’t have even gone through a third if I’d known the truth.”

“I was trying not to make things worse for you. To protect you,” she finally snapped, her voice shaky.

“Protect me?” I laughed, the sound dark and bitter in my own ears. I pushed her back just enough so I could see her face. “That’s what you’re going with? You think you were protecting me by keeping my son a secret?”

She pulled her arm free, her face flushed. “I didn’t think it was the right time! You were going through so much with Ashlen, and I—”

I cut her off, stepping even closer until she had no choice but to back up against the wall. “Fuck Ashlen. You listened to me cry. You listened to me fall apart. And you didn’t say a damn word.”

My hand pressed flat against the wall next to her head, trapping her in place. I could see her chest rising and falling rapidly, could see her eyes flicker with anger. But I didn’t care. I was done playing nice with Kairi. I leaned in, my lips brushing against her ear as I spoke. “You owe me, Kairi. You took three years of my life—three years I should’ve spent watching my son grow up.”

Her breath hitched as I pulled back just enough to look at her. “And now,” I continued, “I’m taking three years of yours.”

She flinched, her brow furrowing in confusion. “What does that even mean?”

“You made decisions—huge decisions—for both of us that I wasn’t a part of. And now, I’m not playing games. I want three years of your life,” I said, my voice low and dark. “Three years, you’ll do whatever I say. And after that, we’ll set up a co-parenting agreement for Dion—and for any other kids we have.” I let the implication hang in the air between us, knowing exactly how it sounded.

Her face twisted in disgust. “You’re fucking insane,” she spat. “Kids? You’ve lost your damn mind. You accosted me in the bathroom and practically made me have sex with you while your wife was in the other room. Now I’m the bad guy? You played as big of a role as I did in how badly this has turned out.”

I chuckled, though there wasn’t anything humorous about it. “No, I’m not insane. I’m a father. A scorned father, Kairi. You took three years from me, and now I’m taking them back. I don’t care how you try and manipulate the situation or how it happened. And don’t try to insinuate what you’re insinuating. Your pussy soaked my pants when you creamed for me—you weren’t a victim.”

She shoved me, trying to push past me, but I blocked her path, my hand grabbing her waist and pulling her back. “It’s either that,” I said, voice dark and steady, “or we fight this out in court. And trust me, I’ll make you a weekend parent.”

She tried to laugh, but it came out hollow. “You really think you can fight me in court? You lost all your money during COVID, remember? You called me, practically crying. How are you going to win a custody battle?”

I chuckled. “I have $3.6 million in the bank right now,” I said, my eyes narrowing as I watched her confidence waver. “And I’ll spend every single penny of it if I have to. Every cent, Kairi. And the best part? I can make it all back in a short amount of time. IT pays well.”

Her mouth opened, but no words came out. I could see the gears turning in her head, trying to figure out her next move.

“You think about it,” I said, my voice cold. “You’ve got two choices. Give me what I want, or we go to court and I take my son from you. I’ve pleaded with you, begged you, cried for you. Now I’m using force.”

I released her, stepping back just enough to give her room to breathe. She looked up at me, her eyes begging me.

I almost cracked, almost.

Without another word, I turned and walked out of the house, leaving her standing there, drowning in her own mistakes.


Chapter 27

Kairi

I didn’t know who to call. I was too embarrassed to call a real lawyer, but then I remembered I knew one who I could tell anything to. My agent had been a contract lawyer before she was a book agent. I hesitated but forced myself to call. My stomach was twisted in knots as the phone rang. Vanessa picked up on the second ring.

“Kairi! Finally! I was about to send a search party. Where the fuck have you been?” she barked, her heavy New York accent immediately flooding through the phone. “You better not be calling to flake on this next book. You know I’ll kill you, right?”

“Vanessa, it’s not about the book,” I blurted out.

The shift in her tone was immediate. “Alright, what’s going on? Spill. Now.”

I swallowed hard, forcing myself to speak. “I need to tell you something. It’s... it’s bad.”

“Go ahead,” she muttered, irritation edging her voice.

I didn’t even know where to start, but I did. I told her everything, about the baby shower about Dion, Ashlen, the phones calls between myself and Atlas over the years.  Atlas’s threats about wanting three years of my life in exchange for not dragging me through a custody battle. By the time I finished, I could barely breathe. Vanessa, on the other hand, was eerily quiet. She was never quiet

“Well, shit,” she finally said. “You really outdid yourself this time, didn’t you?”

I let out a small, humorless laugh.

“Alright, listen up,” she said. “Atlas? He’s talking out of his ass. Legally, he’s got nothing. No judge is gonna let him take three years of your life like he’s some villain in a soap opera. So you can stop stressing about that.”

Relief flooded through me for a split second, but then she kept going.

“But,” she continued, her voice sharp, “you go to court for custody? That’s where things get ugly. If the story gets out that you cheated, got knocked up, and hid his kid while his wife was out here having miscarriage after miscarriage, you can kiss your career goodbye. You think your readers will stick by you? They’ll burn your books in the streets, babe. And don’t think for a second the media won’t eat this shit up.”

Her words were like a slap to the face. Vanessa wasn’t one to coddle me, but damn, tell me how you really feel.

“What am I supposed to do?” I muttered, rubbing my temples.

“Maybe his wife can talk some sense into him?” she offered half-heartedly.

“Ashlen’s gone,” I said quietly. “Left without a trace. Nobody knows where she is.”

“Of course she is,” Vanessa snorted. “Look, you’ve created an unbelievable shitstorm for yourself, Kairi. I hope you know that.”

“Yeah,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “I know.”

She sighed heavily, and I could hear her tapping her nails against her desk. “Okay, okay, here’s the deal. I’m taking off my agent hat for a minute. Friend advice time, alright?”

I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “Alright.”

“I say do whatever the fuck he wants. You fight him, it could turn into a fight for years. And then what? You spend all your money, and you still end up co-parenting Dion in the end. What’s the point of dragging this shit out?”

“But Vanessa, he’s asking for three years of my life!” I protested, my voice shaking.

“Yeah, and?” she shot back. “What’s three years, Kairi? He could drag you through the mud for that long in court. Get it over with, and then move on with your life. You said you wanted kids—let him give them to you. Dion will have biological siblings, and you don’t play baby mama.”

She made it sound so simple, but it wasn’t. Giving Atlas what he wanted meant giving up control of my life.

“I don’t know if I can do that, Vanessa,” I muttered.

“Well, you’ve got a choice,” she said flatly. “You can either roll over on your back and get it done, or you can drag this shit out for years.”

I closed my eyes, feeling tears prick the back of my eyelids. “What about Davis?” I whispered, the guilt over him already gnawing at me.

Vanessa went quiet for a moment, and I could feel her choosing her next words carefully.

“Davis...” she began slowly, “is not part of this mess. Don’t make him part of it. He doesn’t deserve to be dragged through this. But you need to be honest with yourself. Who’s more important here? Davis... or Dion? Is Davis even more important than Atlas when you really think about it, since it seem you and this Atlas have been holding out for each other for years?”

I bit my lip hard, tears finally spilling over. I didn’t know the answer. How could I?

“I don’t know what to do,” I admitted, my voice cracking.

Vanessa sighed, her tough-love tone softening. “I know, babe. But you gotta make a decision, and you gotta make it soon. Atlas ain’t gonna wait forever.”

I nodded, wiping at my face, trying to pull myself together. “You’re right.”

“Of course I’m right,” Vanessa replied. “Now, I’m always here if you need me. But I say you swallow your pride and do what you gotta do. It’s not pretty, but it’s reality.”

We hung up, and I sat there in silence. She was right about one thing—I had created a fucking mess. Now I had to figure out how to clean it up before it destroyed everything I had left.


Chapter 28

Kairi

The knock came fast and hard, startling me out of my thoughts. Standing, I wiped my sweaty hands down the tights I was wearing and smoothed my T-shirt. I had invited Atlas over to talk. I was hoping to talk some sense into him.

I opened the door slowly, my hand trembling as I gripped the handle. Atlas stood with his back straight, and his eyes were dark.

“Come in.”

He stepped inside. I closed the door and made my way to his side.

“You can have a seat,” I offered, but he shook his head. He was staring a hole through me.

“I guess I’ll just start, then. I’m sorry,” I said quietly, my voice barely above a whisper. “I know I should have told you about Dion. I should have said something. There is no excuse for what I did.”

Atlas nodded. “So you understand what you took from me?” he asked, his voice cold. “You had three years to tell me, Kairi. Three years. Do you even understand how much this hurts?”

I swallowed, trying to find the words that would make this right. “I understand, and I don’t want to fight you,” I said, stepping toward him, desperate to bridge the gap. “We can figure something out. A compromise.”

He didn’t move. He just stood there, staring at me with that same cold expression. “I don’t want to fight either,” he finally admitted, but his tone was flat, devoid of any warmth. “Can I just see my son? Spend some time with him without all of this…”

I exhaled. “Of course. He’s upstairs.”

Atlas followed me up the stairs to Dion’s room, and when he saw him sleeping peacefully, something in his face softened—just for a moment. I watched as he crouched next to the bed, brushing his hand over Dion’s hair. It was the first time I’d seen Atlas look anything close to human in weeks.

“Do you want to stay for dinner? That’s when I’ll wake him. You can eat with him and play with him,” I offered. “I’m about to cook.”

He stood up, looking at me like he was trying to figure out my angle. After a pause, he nodded. “Yeah. I’ll stay.”

We went back downstairs, and I moved around the kitchen, trying to act normal, like this was just another evening. But my hands were shaking as I chopped vegetables, my mind racing. Atlas sat at the table, watching me. I could feel his eyes on me the entire time. It felt like when we were in school. He watched me then—all the time. He had me feeling like that same insecure girl I was back in college, but this time, there was no Ashlen to distract him—or for him to distract himself with.

Dinner was quiet, almost normal. He ate while I told him little things about Dion—how he loved dinosaurs, how he was already reading small words. Atlas fed Dion as I talked, nodding occasionally, but never saying much.

After dinner, I started washing the dishes while Atlas took Dion upstairs to get him ready for bed. I could hear them laughing, Dion’s small giggles mixing with Atlas’s deep voice. For a moment, I let myself believe that maybe things would be okay. Maybe he’d forgive and forget, and we could figure out how to move forward.

“Ki, I’m going to the car.”

I jumped at the sound of Atlas’s raised voice from the living room.

“Yes?”

“I said I forgot something I have for you in the car. Be right back.”

I heard the front door open and close. I wiped my hands on a towel and made my way to the living room.

When he came back inside, I was expecting him to have something simple in his hand. Instead, he was holding a duffel bag. He dropped it on the floor and unzipped it, pulling out something. He dropped one box, and then another, and another on my sofa.

“Atlas… what’s that?” I asked, my voice tight.

“An ovulation kit.”

He pulled out several more.

“What… what are they for?” I stammered, stepping back instinctively. I knew what they were for.

Atlas looked at me, his eyes colder than I’d ever seen them. “First,” he said, his voice calm, “you’re going to take that.” He gestured to the kit. “Then, you’re going to take off your clothes.”

I took several steps back. “What do you mean?” I asked, feeling the panic rise in my chest. “You really are insane if you expect me to actually do this.”

“No, Kairi,” he said, his voice calm and measured. “I’m not insane. I’m a father. A father who was robbed of three years with his child. I want a do-over. I want to see it all from the beginning.”

I shook my head, my back hitting the wall behind me. “No. This… you’re not doing this. You can’t do this.”

His expression didn’t change. Atlas stepped forward, crowding me against the wall again, his body towering over mine. He leaned down, his lips brushing against my ear as he whispered, “I’m very serious, Kairi. You let me suffer,” he hissed. “You let me fall apart, cry over every fucking miscarriage, and you said nothing. You let me grieve while you kept my son a secret. You can do what I want, or…”

He stepped back. He reached into the bag again, pulling out a folder and tossing it onto the table with a loud smack.

“These are the custody papers,” he said, his voice still eerily calm. “My lawyer can file them in the morning. I’m asking for full custody.”

I stared at the papers, my heart racing. Tears welled up again. I couldn’t stop them from spilling over.

“Please,” I whispered. “Don’t do this.”

“It’s your choice, Kairi. Do what I say, or watch me tear your world apart.”

“Why are you doing this? You know I wasn’t being malicious by not telling you,” I choked out. “This is malicious.”

I shook my head, forcing myself not to wring my hands. I felt like my head was about to explode.

“I was trying to do what was best,” I whispered.

Atlas shook his head, stepping closer until he was towering over me again.

“Was putting subliminal messages about me in everything you wrote not malicious? You should have opened the door instead of forcing us both to suffer. Instead of lying.”

And just like that, I felt my fear and sadness shift to anger. I suddenly felt like my new self again. He had no power over me unless I let him.

“And there it is. This has more to do with me not saving you from the life you didn’t want. Because you were too much of a coward to save yourself. This isn’t going to turn out how you want it. But I’ll do it.”

I didn’t even hesitate when I reached for my shirt, yanking it over my head. I stood there in my bra, panties, and tights. I let him look. Let him take it all in.

“You want this, Atlas? Is this what you’ve been waiting for? Got a taste and can’t get it off your mind?”

I didn’t wait for his answer. My hands were already at my waist, tugging down the tights, slow enough to make sure he was watching. I could feel the heat from his gaze like a spotlight.

I stepped out of the tights and stood there, feeling like I should be ashamed—but I wasn’t. I ran my hands down my sides, fingers brushing over the curves of my thick hips.

“You like this, don’t you?” I asked, voice full of venom, cupping my breasts through the thin fabric of my bra. “This is what you wanted, right? All these years, you’ve been craving my body?”

I moved closer, every step slow. His anger was thick in the air, but I didn’t care. I was daring him to do something.

“I’ll take your little test,” I spat. I grabbed his hand. He let me take it and guide it between my legs. I let him feel the wetness. I shouldn’t have been turned on, but I was.

“I’ll have your babies. I’ll play along, be your good little whore, and pretend housewife for three years. What’s three years, huh? Nothing.”

I stepped back and reached behind to unfasten my bra, my nipples almost touching him, taunting him. He licked his lips, his hand fisting at his side.

“But when it’s all over, you’ll still be this man. The man I didn’t open the door for. The man whose world is in shambles. And I’ll still end up living my life without you. And you’ll have to see that every time you pick up my kids.”

I straightened up, holding the test in my hand like it was a weapon, then turned and walked away, each step intentional, my hips swaying with the kind of confidence I knew would haunt him.

Fuck compromise. Atlas didn’t want compromise. He wanted to be petty, wanted to push me until I broke. So I’d break him back.


Chapter 29

Kairi

All the bravado I had a second ago fell away as soon as the bathroom door closed. I dropped the ovulation kit into the sink like it was a burning coal. My hands trembled as I grabbed the robe hanging on the back of the door, covering myself. My heart was racing, and I couldn’t catch my breath. This was all so impractical. I had no idea how to handle any of it.

I had picked up my phone on the way to the bathroom. Without hesitation, I dialed Ashlen’s number, praying she’d pick up. Relief flooded through me when I heard her voice on the other end.

“Where in the fuck are you?” I hissed, my voice trembling with panic. “You left your husband, and now he’s lost his mind! He thinks I owe him children and a life. Bring your ass back here, Ashlen.”

A pause. Then, her voice came through, cold and detached. “No.”

“No?” I repeated, disbelief shaking my voice.

“This is what you two deserve,” she said, her tone flat—eerily calm for the same woman who sobbed through swollen eyes, begging me not to leave her alone with the grief. “Each other. This is what you’ve both wanted all along, isn’t it? Now you can deal with his mood swings, his anger, his brooding. I’m done. I’ve sent the divorce papers.”

“Ashlen, what the hell? You married him!” I snapped, pacing the small bathroom, my voice rising in desperation. “You don’t get to just walk away from this!”

“I married him so I’d never have to live below my means,” she replied, her voice sharp. “But he’s broke now too. So, you deal with him.”

The line went dead.

I stared at the screen in disbelief, my pulse thudding in my ears. Ashlen was really gone. She had left, and now... now it was just me and Atlas. No one else.

My mind spun in a hundred different directions, and I couldn’t grab onto a single thought. I took a deep breath, trying to calm the storm raging inside me. I needed to go out there. I needed to face him. But how?

With shaky hands, I pulled the robe tighter around me and stepped out of the bathroom. The living room felt smaller, darker, as if the walls were closing in. Atlas was still there, standing in the same spot I had left him, his eyes never leaving me. His presence filled the space—suffocating and demanding all at once.

“Why did you ask me out the night after the party just to end up with Ashlen hours later?” I asked, my voice drained as I sank onto the sofa across from him.

He sighed, running his hands through his hair as he sat across from me. “Mike got in my head,” he admitted. “He confronted me right after I left you in the coffee shop, asking if there was something going on between us. There wasn’t. But I wanted there to be. Then he told me you’d just accepted a date with him. I got... unreasonably mad. I was a stupid boy, pulled in too many directions, and I fucked up. And you... you were so indifferent, Kairi. You didn’t even try to change my mind.”

A dry chuckle escaped my lips. “You live in victimhood too much, Atlas. I wasn’t supposed to fight Ashlen—my best friend at the time—over a boy who probably would’ve picked her anyway.”

He winced at that, regret flashing briefly in his eyes, but it wasn’t enough to change anything. I sighed, rubbing my temples, exhausted.

“Ashlen said she’s sending you divorce papers. I called her in the bathroom, hoping she’d talk some sense into you, make you remember you’re married.”

“I don’t care,” he said, sinking back into the chair, his voice dull and empty.

“This is such a twisted triangle we have here,” I muttered, shaking my head in disbelief.

“It is,” he agreed, his voice calm, like he was unbothered by the fact.

“And you want to make it more complicated by doing all this?” I gestured to the ovulation tests scattered across the table and sofa. “This three-year-long revenge plan?”

“Yes,” he answered simply, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

I opened my mouth to argue, but he cut me off, his voice low and possessive. “Because I know three years will turn into a lifetime, Kairi. I’m forcing us both to do what we should’ve done in the beginning.”

“And what’s that?” I whispered, my heart pounding as I braced myself for his answer.

“To claim each other,” he said, his eyes boring into mine with a fierce intensity that made my breath catch. “No more running, no more hiding. You and me, together. It was always supposed to be that way. That’s why nothing else worked out for me. Why you kept answering my calls. Now, I’m making sure it happens.”

“I have a life, Atlas. It’s too late for this.”

His shoulders rose, then fell. “I don’t care about your life apart from me. I’ll burn it all down if you make me,” he said, staring me directly in the eyes.

I couldn’t look away. My throat was dry, and my thoughts were scrambled as I tried to come up with something—anything—to break the hold he had on me. But nothing came. Because deep down, as much as I wanted to fight him, some part of me—the part I had buried for years—wanted everything he was offering.

Atlas wasn’t just asking for a second chance.

He was demanding everything.

And I wasn’t sure I had it in me to say no.


Chapter 30

Atlas

I could see it in her eyes—she was right there on the edge. Teetering. I just had to tip her. I needed to reminded her, how good I could make her feel.

I moved beside her, close enough to feel her breath catch. Her eyes met mine. The defiance was there like always, but there was something else. Something soft. Something open. She was losing control, and she knew it.

I took her wrist and tugged her into my lap. She didn’t resist. Not really. Her body fell into mine. If she knew how many nights I’d pictured her just like this, she’d laugh in my face.

My hand slid into her robe. She shivered. Her thighs shifted.

“Baby, Kairi,” I murmured at her ear, and her pulse jumped beneath my lips. I guided her hand to her chest, pressed it flat against her heart.

“You feel that? How your heart sped up?” I asked. “You want this. You want my babies. My love. Your stories told me.”

I traced my hand down her body, slid my fingers between her legs. Applied just enough pressure to her panty covered pussy to make her body jolt. Her breath stuttered. Head dropped to my shoulder. Lips parted like she might say something but didn’t.

I could’ve laid her out, claimed what was already mine, fucked the breath from her throat. She would’ve let me.  Might have begged for it.

I didn’t, though. Even though my dick was throbbing and every fiber of my being wanted to.

Because I needed her to feel what I felt. Not just the want—but the absence of the person you crave.

So I pulled back. I wanted her to sit in the quiet of rejection.

I watched her eyes fly open—confused, needy, wrecked. I stood with her in my arms, kissed her long enough to make her knees weak, then set her down gently on the sofa.

“What are you doing?” she asked, voice thick, wrecked.

“Next time you want to use your body as a weapon, don’t let it beg for me in the middle of the war. Goodnight, Kairi.”

I walked out before she could recover. I’d be back. I had no intention of letting her go back to pretending she didn’t want me.

I’d warned her. I’d burn it all down. Rebuild us in my image if I had to. This was just the start.


Chapter 30.5

Kairi

I woke up to silence. Real silence. No babbling, no crying, no alarm blaring in my ear. That hadn’t happened—hadn’t happened since I had Dion. He was always up before me, making noise, calling out, doing something. But not today.

I sat up fast. I looked toward the nightstand—my phone wasn’t there. I knew I’d left it there. I yanked the covers back, searching through the sheets, tossing pillows aside. Nothing.

It took a minute for my brain to catch up. Dion was with my father. I sighed. But where was my phone?

Then I smelled it—eggs, bacon. My heart kicked up.

I jumped out of bed, threw on the first clothes I saw, and bolted out of the room. Halfway down the hall, I nearly tripped over my own feet.

At the top of the stairs, I froze. Luggage. Big, heavy bags stacked in the living room—bags that didn’t belong to me.

And just like that, it all came back. Atlas. His threats. His so-called plan. The way he’d looked me in the eye and said he was moving in.

Apparently, he meant it.

My stomach dropped as I ran downstairs. I found Atlas at the stove, cooking like he belonged there, flipping pancakes so casually it made my blood boil. Dion was zooming around the kitchen on a little toddler car I hadn’t bought, giggling like he didn’t have a care in the world. He didn’t even stop to look at me for more than two seconds. It was all so domestic, it took some of my anger away.

Atlas looked back, his eyes meeting mine, a smug smile spreading across his face—the kind that made me want to throw something.

“Morning,” he said, like this was just any other day.

He set the spatula down, unbothered. “What does it look like? I’m making breakfast.”

“You’re not supposed to be here. How is Dion here?” I asked, not giving him time to answer. My eyes flicked to the luggage again. “Why are your bags here?”

Atlas sighed and stared me down. “I told you—we’re starting our life as a family. I wasn’t joking.”

I snapped. “You can’t just—”

“I can, and I am,” he cut me off, his voice steady. “And this will work.” His tone made the words sound like a threat.

I blinked at him, the sheer audacity making my head spin. “Bulldozing your way into my life like it’s yours to take isn’t going to work for me.”

He didn’t react. He just leaned against the counter, arms crossed like this was a normal conversation. “Do I care what you think, Kairi?” His voice was low, with a dark edge. “Do you think I give a damn about what works for you? You had your chance to do things your way, and you fucked it up. Now, we’re doing it mine.” He damn near growled the words.

Atlas’s gaze softened. “I’m not trying to make your life harder, Kairi. I’m trying to make it easier. For you, for Dion, for everyone.”

I glanced at Dion, who was too busy with his car to notice the tension. I hated Atlas for putting me in this position.

I let out a shaky breath, trying to keep myself from losing it. What in the hell was I supposed to do when this man was so determined? “Atlas, you’re asking too much.”

He stepped closer, so close I could feel the heat radiating off him, and his eyes were locked onto mine with a fierceness that took my breath away. “I’m asking for what’s mine. And I’m giving you everything in return.”

I opened my mouth to argue.

He cut me off. “Stop, Kairi.”

“What happens when this goes wrong?” I asked. “When you decide this isn’t enough? When the anger comes back?”

Atlas’s face hardened. “It won’t. Because I’m not going anywhere this time. I’m not running from this.”

He turned back to the stove, flipping the last pancake onto a plate and setting it on the table. “Breakfast is ready. Sit down. I’ll fix you a plate,” he said, his voice calm again. “And your father dropped off Dion. Mrs. Shirley had a doctor’s appointment.”

I stood there, staring at the man who had forced his way back into my life. I turned and left the kitchen and went into my room, closing the door.

For the rest of the day, I stayed in bed. Atlas moved through my house like he owned it. There was no asking, no hesitation. He unpacked his things right into my bedroom after bringing Dion in and setting him on the bed with me. I wanted to scream, wanted to throw him out, but every time I opened my mouth, I came up empty. I couldn’t think of anything but calling the police, but that would create another mess. Fighting him in court was my next great idea, but I didn’t have three million dollars to match him. All I could do was let him do what he wanted and hope his need for revenge dissipated.

I put my focus on Dion. We watched TV, napped, and at lunch, Atlas ordered. I didn’t say anything to Atlas, and it was almost insulting how he didn’t seem to care.

The day went by fast. I was putting Dion to bed when there was a knock at the door.

I tucked Dion in, whispering a quick “goodnight” before heading downstairs. The moment I reached the bottom step, my stomach dropped. Davis was standing in the doorway, his posture tense, his fists clenched at his sides, his suitcase just outside the door.

Atlas, leaning against the wall, arms crossed casually, was spilling all the fucking beans.

“We decided to move in together and try to build something for Dion’s sake,” he half-lied.

“What’s going on, Kairi? Is what he says true?” Davis looked between Atlas and me, his eyes filled with confusion.

I couldn’t believe I had forgotten all about Davis coming. He had probably called me a thousand times since I was supposed to pick him up from the airport, but my phone was still missing.

Atlas had a smug smile on his face, and I knew he was responsible.

“I’m sorry, Davis.” It was the only thing I could think to say. He didn’t deserve any of this.

Davis’s face twisted, his gaze snapping to me. “Sorry? You’ve been lying since the moment I met you,” he snapped. “You told me Dion’s father wanted nothing to do with him. You know how that affected me, knowing my own dad walked out on me. You lied to my fucking face.”

I tried to step forward, tried to reach for him, but he jerked away, disgust and hurt written all over his face. “Davis, please, let me explain—”

He backed up, his jaw clenched. “Kick rocks with your explanation,” he spat, turning and walking away, his footsteps echoing on the pavement as he disappeared into the night.

I stood there, anger and frustration bubbling up inside me. I turned back to Atlas, who was still leaning against the wall, unbothered by the chaos he’d just stirred up.

“Why the hell would you do that?” I demanded, my voice trembling. “You didn’t have to say anything to him. You could’ve let me handle it,” I said, even though I didn’t even know how that conversation would’ve gone.

Atlas shrugged coldly. “I didn’t want you leading him on for years like you did me,” he said simply, his eyes locking onto mine.

My hands balled into fists at my sides, the urge to hit something—or someone—to hit his ass—burned under my flesh.

Atlas pushed off the wall and walked past me, not even giving me a second glance as he headed upstairs.

“You’re welcome,” he tossed over his shoulder, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “I’m going to go check on Dion,” he said before disappearing up the stairs.

I stood there, seething, feeling like I was stuck in this upside-down version of my life, where nothing was mine anymore. Not even my choices. I didn’t know how to make this right, didn’t know how to regain any semblance of control.


Chapter 31

Kairi

A few hours after Davis had gone and Dion was sleeping, the door to my bedroom opened softly. I had my head under the cover. His was pitch black. I felt the bed dip beneath his weight, but I didn’t say anything. I didn’t move. I kept my eyes closed, even though sleep was the last thing on my mind. The anger from earlier still simmered under my skin. He could have let me explain to Davis what was going on. I know I lied, and I wasn’t making excuses for that. I just wanted to be the one who told him.

Atlas lay there beside me, his body heat wafting off him. My heart pounded in my chest. I tried to stay silent, but biting my tongue was easier said than done. He wanted to tell secrets? I had secrets too. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to see him crumble.

“You know your wife was fucking Mason for years, right? Back in school?” My voice was cold, venomous. “While you were trying to keep him away from me, she was with him. She’s probably with him now.”

He stiffened next to me. For a moment, there was silence, just the sound of our breathing. But then he laughed.

“You think I didn’t know?”

I blinked, turning my head slightly to catch a glimpse of his face in the dim light. He wasn’t angry. He wasn’t even surprised. There was something else in his expression, something I didn’t understand.

Atlas rolled onto his side. He boldly looked directly at me. “I encouraged him to. Left them together enough times. You think I cared what she did?” he asked. “That’s how I kept him from you. I wasn’t the only one who liked you, Kairi.”

I didn’t expect this response. I thought I was throwing a dagger straight at his heart, but he was unfazed.

“And she’s not with Mason,” he added. “I’ve known where she was since she left. And even if she were with him, I wouldn’t care.”

“You’re lying,” I accused him,  refusing to let him pretend that knowing his wife was fucking another man didn’t affect him. “You’re just trying to make me feel—”

He cut me off. “I’m not trying to do anything but lay beside you. People like Ashlen and I marry for convenience, for appearances. It’s all bullshit, Kairi. We were both just pretending.”

He leaned closer.

“People like me, we don’t fall apart over affairs. We make arrangements. We compartmentalize. I wasn’t stupid enough to think I’d marry Ashlen and have some fairy-tale ending. I planned to stay married long enough to appease my parents. But then she kept getting pregnant, and I knew those kids were mine. She’s not dumb enough to think I wouldn’t check.”

He held my gaze.

“Who she was fucking, I didn’t care. I never cared. You know what I cared about?” he asked. “It wasn’t Ashlen. It wasn’t the lies or whatever she was doing behind my back. I cared about whether you’d answer the phone when I called. And you did. Every time. That’s all I needed.

And I’m not letting go now that I’ve got you,” he added, his voice firm. “You can be angry. You can pick fights. You might hate me right now, but you answered the phone. You wrote me into your books. That’s why I’m here.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

“Everything else,” he continued, “was just noise. Ashlen, Mason... none of that was real. What’s real is right here. Between us. Us and Dion.”

He blew out a heavy breath. “Now can I sleep? I wanted us to do something as a family tomorrow. Or do you have something else in mind?” he asked, his voice dipping—serious to filthy. His hand moved, fingers tracing the curve of my waist, settling at the hem of my night shorts.

My breath caught, and I tried to swallow the sound, but it was audible.

He grinned.

My fists clenched beneath the covers.

“All I want to do is sleep,” I whispered, my voice barely steady. I wasn’t sure if I was telling him—or trying to convince myself. I couldn’t understand how I could hate this man and want him at the same time.

Atlas’s hand lingered on my body, hot, before he finally pulled back, rolling onto his back as if the moment hadn’t been anything at all.

“Goodnight, Kairi,” he said, his voice softer than I expected. “We’ll figure it out.”

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. I couldn’t. Not when I could feel him next to me—his breath slow, his body calm. His peace made everything worse.


Chapter 32

Kairi

Thinking about Atlas and Davis had me feeling all kinds of emotions I was tired of feeling. I hadn’t slept. How could I? With Atlas lying next to me, breathing deep and steady, sleeping peacefully like everything was normal.

I rolled over carefully, pulling myself out of bed, trying not to wake him. I needed a moment to think, to breathe without him. I got dressed in a hurry, checked Dion to make sure he was still sleeping, and decided to let Atlas take care of him for the day.  I grabbed my keys and left. I don’t know when during the drive I decided to go to my father’s house, but that’s where I ended up. I needed advice that could help me make sense of this mess.

When I walked in, he was sitting in his usual spot, flipping through channels with his coffee beside him. My daddy was always up by 7 a.m. Mrs. Shirley was probably knocked out on her meds, recovering. He looked up, surprised to see me.

“Kairi? Hey, baby. What brings you here?”

I collapsed onto the couch, rubbing my temples. “I had to get out of the house.”

He frowned. “Where’s Dion?”

“With Atlas,” I muttered.

“Atlas?” His brow furrowed. “What do you mean, with Atlas? Your friend’s husband? He was there when I dropped him off yesterday too.”

I sighed, sinking deeper into the couch. “I have something I need to tell you.”

My daddy’s eyes narrowed. “Go ahead.”

I hesitated, blowing out a breath. “In college, I met Atlas and thought he was interested, but he ended up dating Ashlen. But he wouldn’t leave me alone...” I told him everything. When I finished, Daddy was shaking his head, but I kept going, explaining the present.

“He’s... he’s moved in. He’s staying at the house. Acting like we’re some family, and I... I don’t know how to stop him.”

The disappointment was clear on his face. I thought he was going to take my side—imagine my surprise when he didn’t.

“You lied to everybody about Dion’s father. Told me the same lie you told Davis.” His voice bounced around the space between us. “You led Davis on? Because it doesn’t seem like you liked him all that much if you couldn’t be truthful. Kairi, I didn’t raise you to treat people like that.”

His words hit me the wrong way.

“Daddy, you didn’t teach me much,” I snapped, the bitterness spilling out. “You were a zombie after Mommy died. I had to figure out everything on my own.”

He stared at me, the hurt plain on his face. My heart clenched.

The guilt was instant, heavy.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, my voice cracking. “I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.”

“Is that right?” His voice turned cold. “You think you were the only one hurting? That I wasn’t doing my best to hold everything together, to keep our lives from crumbling? But you’re right. I wasn’t there for you the way I should’ve been. And I’ve apologized for that. But don’t think for a second that excuses what you’ve done here. Think about what you did to that man—being lied to about something so important. I would’ve done worse if your mother had lied to me like that. I love you, but don’t come here looking for sympathy.”

I nodded, fighting back the tears. “I know. I know I did this to myself.”

There was a long pause before he finally spoke again. “So, what are you going to do now?”

“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “Atlas thinks we can make this work. He’s acting like everything’s already decided, like I don’t have a choice.”

He sighed. “And maybe you don’t,” he said bluntly. “Maybe it’s time you stop fighting everything and start taking responsibility for what you’ve done.”

I blinked, stunned. “You think I should just go along with this? With Atlas?”

“I think you’ve been running from your choices for too long,” he said, steady. “It’s time you face the consequences, Kairi. Stop making things worse by fighting him at every turn. Or fight him, ruin your career, and risk losing Dion.”

I didn’t have an answer. I just sat there, staring.

It felt like I’d backed myself into a corner so tight, even my own father thought I deserved whatever came next.


Chapter 33

Kairi

I pulled up to the house after leaving my father’s, trying to breathe through the mess in my head. My daddy had hurt the hell out of my feelings, and I’d left his house more confused than when I’d walked in. But one thing was clear: I needed to stop fighting—at least for now. Or fight for real and tell Atlas I’d see him in court. But the truth was, I didn’t want to do that. I wanted us to be amicable for Dion’s sake.

When I stepped inside, I was hit by the smell of pancakes. I saw Atlas in the kitchen with Dion. I stood there for a moment, watching them—Dion in his seat giggling at nothing, Atlas flipping pancakes—and it felt surreal. This was what he wanted. This picture-perfect family. Was there something so wrong with that, after all he’d been through? Was I a monster for not wanting to give it to him?

Atlas glanced up when he noticed me. “So you decided to come back?”

I swallowed, forcing myself to take the next step. “Yeah. And I’ve decided—you win. I’m going to do what you want. I’m going to keep the peace.”

He smiled, a slow, knowing smirk that irked me. “You’ll see, Kairi. It’ll all work out.”

I was skeptical. More than skeptical—but what other choice did I have? “Do you need help with breakfast?” I asked, trying to sound casual as I walked into the kitchen, setting my keys on the island. I washed my hands and kissed Dion on the cheek.

Atlas didn’t respond. He just watched me with that steady gaze like he was waiting for something else. I didn’t know what else he expected. Maybe he wanted an explanation for where I’d been. He wouldn’t get one.

Ignoring him, I walked over to the eggs he’d set out and cracked them into a bowl, whisking them with more force than necessary. This felt all too fucking domesticated. Was this the life I wanted? I hadn’t even written since I’d been back.

We spent the morning finishing breakfast, and somehow, it wasn’t terrible—but I hated how easily Atlas slipped into this role, like he’d been waiting for this moment, for me to fall in line.

Later, he decided we would take Dion to the strawberry festival. I had always planned on taking Dion, so I got dressed without protest. After throwing on an oversized T-shirt, tights, and Nikes, I was pulling my hair into a ponytail when I heard the bedroom door open. I didn’t think much of it—until I saw him in the mirror. Atlas was completely naked. He had used the guest bathroom to shower. My pupils blew wide open. Him, with his skin damp, muscles taut—was a work of art. The air suddenly felt too thick. He pulled his towel from his shoulder and dragged it over his hair slowly, like he was starring in a damn commercial.

For a second, I couldn’t look away.

He caught me looking, and a smirk curved his lips, snapping me out of it.

I briefly closed my eyes. He was trying to kill me. “I need to get Dion dressed.”

I turned quickly, nearly stumbling out of the room.

His quiet laugh followed me.

I went to Dion’s room to dress him in the outfit his daddy had laid out—a black polo and khaki shorts. “Your daddy thinks he’s funny. The butthole.” Dion smiled, his toothy grin making me smile back despite myself.

I sighed and kissed the top of his head before setting him down. “Come on, let’s go show Daddy how cute you look,” I said lightly, even though my heart was heavy—and my panties were damp.

We waited in the living room. When Atlas came downstairs wearing the exact same outfit as Dion, my heart damn near melted. This man was not playing fair. I pretended not to notice and followed him out after he scooped Dion up. I let him strap Dion into his Land Rover, wondering how Ashlen thought they were broke when the cars they drove were less than two years old and expensive as fuck.

Dion fell asleep as soon as the car started. We drove in silence. My eyes wandered the dashboard and landed on a book that looked familiar.

I reached over and picked it up, flipping it in my hands. It was one of mine. A limited printing, a collection of short stories I wrote years ago after he knocked at my door. It had only been given out to a few hundred people for a private event. I didn’t even have a copy anymore.

“Where did you get this?” I asked.

He glanced at me, still focused on the road. “I paid some book guy seven hundred to find it for me. I have all your books.”

I blinked, staring down at it. He’d paid more for it than I’d been paid to write it.

“You paid $700 for this?” I muttered.

“Yes. I had to have it because it was about me,” he said it like it was fact. Like he knew.

“What?”

He didn’t look at me. “All I Could Do Was Cry. About a woman watching a man she loved marry someone else. That wasn’t about me?”

I swallowed, trying to play it cool. “I didn’t go to your wedding.”

“Maybe not,” Atlas said, finally glancing over. “But did you cry on that day?”

“The Etta James song was my inspiration. You’re going to have to stop thinking everything I write—or wrote—is about you.”

The truth? Of course I had cried. I poured every tear I couldn’t shed into those words.

He left me alone after that.

I stared out the window until we reached the fairgrounds.

Three hours later, I was ready to go. I was used to walking and dealing with crowds from living in New York, but Florida was different. It was hot, humid, and filled with a different kind of crazy than NY crazy.

I should’ve said something before a woman I vaguely recognized approached. She looked at Atlas, then me, then Dion—who was in Atlas’s arms holding a giant teddy bear. She visibly dismissed me and asked, “Atlas? Oh my God, it’s been so long! Where’s Ashlen?”

Her eyes drifted to Dion.

My stomach tightened. I knew this would happen. We knew the same people. They knew Ashlen. People would ask, people would whisper. And here we were, pretending to be a family.

Atlas looked her dead in the face. “Mind your business,” he said. The bass in his voice left no room for anything. “If you want to know where Ashlen is, call her.”

The woman flushed and mumbled something before walking off. I stared at the ground, my face hot.

“That’s going to keep happening,” I muttered. “People are going to ask questions. A few weeks ago, you were a married man mourning your children, and now...” I gestured between us. “Now you have a whole new little family.”

Atlas wiped Dion’s face. “Let them talk. I don’t care. They weren’t my friends. Not really hers either. When the trips and parties stopped, so did they. When the twins happened, she called them. You were the only one who came.”

I said nothing.

We moved on. Despite everything, I was happy that Dion was happy.

When we got home, it was late. Dion was exhausted. We bathed him, brushed his teeth, got him into pajamas, and tucked him in. He was out in minutes.

Atlas fell asleep as soon as he hit the mattress, but I couldn’t.

I slipped out of bed, grabbed my phone, and stepped into the hallway.

I dialed Davis’s number. Straight to voicemail.

“I know you’re still in town,” I whispered. “I need to speak to you. Please, Davis.”


Chapter 34

Kairi

When I was honest and told Atlas I was meeting up with Davis, he wanted me to talk with Davis in front of him, and that pissed me off. So, I was going to make it hurt by holding nothing back. I would talk like he wasn’t even in the room. I took a deep breath, glancing between the two men before focusing on Davis.

"I didn’t ask you here to make excuses or lie anymore, Davis. I’m not trying to get you back either, because that’s not in the cards at the moment." My voice wavered, but I kept going. "I needed to apologize. Out of all the people I’ve hurt, you didn’t deserve any of this."

Davis stood silent.

"I lied to you because... the truth was embarrassing," I admitted, looking down at my hands. "I didn’t want you to know how messy my life was. You know me as the strong, put-together New York author. I didn’t want to change that by admitting the real circumstances behind Dion’s birth."

Davis took a step closer. "So why now, Kairi? Why tell me this now?"

I met his eyes. "You deserve the truth, no matter how ugly it is. I lied because I was afraid—afraid of how it would make me look, afraid of how it would change how you saw me. I needed you to see the version of me I was trying to be."

I sighed and blinked back tears. This was harder than I thought it would be; it felt like closing the door to a room I never got to fully explore. "I’m owning my mistakes now. And I’m sorry." My eyes flicked to Atlas. "I was stupid and let my best friend’s husband string me along for years. And in a moment of weakness, I made a mistake that changed everything.”

Davis shook his head. "You could’ve told me from the start, Kairi. I was there for you, and I would’ve understood. But you made me look like a fool. You made me care about a child while lying about the father."

I nodded. "I know," I said quietly. "And that’s why I’m standing here now, telling you everything.”

His face softened slightly, stepping even closer until he was right in front of me. "Did you ever love me, Kairi?"

I blinked, not expecting that question. "Almost," I admitted. "I almost loved you, Davis. I wanted to, and I would’ve loved you with all of me because you were good to me." My voice dropped. "Good for me. Mind, body, and soul. You actually treated me the way I deserved."

"Almost isn’t enough," he said softly. "But I forgive you. Not for you, but for me. I need to move on."

He stepped into my space, reached up, and cupped my face gently—his fingers warm against my skin. "You don’t seem like the same Kairi I knew in New York. You’re different here. I don’t know the full story, but I can see it in your eyes—you’re not yourself anymore."

His words hit me harder than I expected, and I felt my throat tighten. "I’m trying to find myself again," I whispered.

Davis leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to my forehead. "I hope you do. Call me if you need anything," he said, quiet—like he was leaving a door open. Then he kissed me on the lips—so soft I wanted to cry. He pulled away.

Watching Davis walk out of my life had me feeling so much regret it hurt physically,

I turned to Atlas. Malice morphed his feature.  Good. He was mad. Nobody told him to insert himself into a private conversation; he hurt his own feelings.

"You’re a bully, Atlas," I snapped, before he tried to play victim. "You didn’t have to do that. You could’ve given me a minute alone to apologize. Keep it up, and I swear—if you push me further, you’ll have me feeling more angry than guilty, and we might end up in court after all.

Atlas didn’t react immediately. He stood up, walked toward me, and brushed his fingers across my lips, wiping away the kiss from Davis. The gesture felt dismissive, but he said, "I hear you." Then he stepped back.

"Get Dion ready," he said quietly, his tone eerily calm. "I’m going to make breakfast.

Then he turned and walked away, leaving me to work through everything that had just happened in my head.


Chapter 35

Atlas

Fuck Davis.

Why couldn’t she look at me like she had looked at him? All soft and vulnerable.  She looked at him like he hung the fucking moon.

It had just happened, and it was already festering in my head. Davis stood there in front of me—in front of her—telling her he was moving on, and she stood there looking as if she was about to cry.

But me? I didn’t get that.

No, she couldn’t even look at me without the bitterness in her eyes. Ever since college, bitterness or defiance.

What was it about him? What did he do to deserve that tenderness—while I deserved to be lied to?

I couldn’t stop replaying that kiss.

The soft way he touched her face. The way her lips parted for him.

She let him kiss her like I wasn’t right there.

Like I didn’t exist. Like I wasn’t fucking standing there.

My chest burned.

Was that how she felt watching me and Ashlen?

I couldn’t stomach how she looked at him.

I leaned forward, gripping the counter, my breathing heavy.

She almost loved him?

I turned and left the kitchen, found her in the bedroom folding clothes—like she hadn’t just torn at my heart.

“How were you almost in love with him?” I asked.

She froze, her back to me. I knew she wouldn’t answer, just by her body language.

But I wasn’t about to let her escape from this. I needed to know.

I needed to know how she could’ve let someone else in like that—how she could’ve given him a piece of her heart.

“Was it real?”

She exhaled sharply, irritated. "What do you want me to say, Atlas?"

"I want the fucking truth!" My voice cracked, and I stepped closer. "You said you almost loved him. Almost? How do you almost love someone? And what about me? What the fuck do you call your feelings for me?"

She hesitated, eyes flickering away. Then her voice came, barely audible, like she was ashamed. "Ill-fated."

I laughed, my emotions had me feeling cracked and  jagged.

"Ill-fated? Ill-fated," I repeated, voice rising. "You say shit like that to hurt me? IYou wanna fucking gut me?"

I circled around her so we were face to face, gripping her chin so roughly her lips parted in shock.

"Try harder, Kairi. You can't break me with  lies."

I laughed again, feeling like I was losing my mind.

“You’ve loved me as long as I’ve loved you. I saw it back then—in the way you looked at me when you thought I wasn’t watching. In the way you’d always answer my calls, no matter what.

And you still love me now, even if you can’t admit it.”

Her lips parted, but she didn’t speak.

I could see it—see the truth in her eyes, the way her walls were cracking.

“You can lie to yourself. To me. To him.

I know the truth.

You’ve never stopped wanting me.

Never stopped needing me.

And that’s why I’m not letting you go.”

She thought she could keep pushing me, and I'd do what I'd always done back in college—let her. Not anymore.

Without a word, I crushed my lips against hers. This wasn’t gentle. This wasn’t soft. This wasn’t the weak kiss he'd given her. I wanted to erase him from her mind completely. She was mine—mind, body, and soul.

She kissed me back, but there was hesitation. She wanted to fight it, wanted to deny the pull between us, but I could feel the truth—the way her body reacted, the way she leaned into me just enough to betray herself. She could lie to herself all she wanted, but I knew better. She wanted this as much as I did.

I pulled back the moment I felt her body melt into mine, going soft in my arms, leaving her breathless.

Leaning in close, my breath hot against her ear, I whispered, “Goodnight, Kairi. You can have the room tonight. Sleep well, baby.”


Chapter 36

Atlas

I didn’t sleep all night. My mind kept running circles around that kiss—the way Davis touched her, the way she let him, like I wasn’t even there.  I didn’t sleep all night. My mind kept running circles around that kiss—the way Davis touched her, the way she let him, like I wasn’t even there. He'd earned something from her I never had, and I had no one to blame but myself.

We needed to talk. I pushed myself up from the floor in Dion’s room. My muscles were sore, coiled tight from the awkward position I'd been in for hours. Dion was still fast asleep; he probably would be for another hour at least. I had time to talk to Kairi. I needed to begin to fix what I’d broke before another day passed with us trying to break each other.

I made my way to our room, quietly pushing the door open. Kairi was still in bed, her hair sprawled across the pillow, eyes closed like she was sleeping—but I knew she wasn’t. I could feel it. She’d been restless too.

“Kairi,” I said softly, keep my voice even, I didn’t want to rile her again. I walked to the edge of the bed, sitting down. She shifted under the covers but didn’t open her eyes.

“We need to talk.”

She sighed, finally blinking her eyes open. There was no fire there this morning, just exhaustion. She sat up slowly, pulling the blanket tighter around herself as she glanced at me, wariness etched on her features.

“What now, Atlas?”

I took a breath, feeling the weight of everything between us. “I’m sorry.”

Her brows furrowed like she hadn’t expected me to say that. Like maybe she didn’t even believe it.

“I’ve been coming at this all wrong,” I continued, running a hand over my face. “I thought if I just pushed hard enough, if I forced my way back into your life, you’d eventually give in. But that’s not how this works, and I see that now. But I also want to add—you’re not a victim. We both did things wrong. So fucking wrong.”

She didn’t say anything, just watched me, waiting. I had to keep going. I had to say the things I should’ve said a long time ago.

“I walked into this thinking you’d still be that girl from years ago. But that’s not fair to you. You’ve changed, and I need to understand that.”

Her lips parted, like she wanted to say something, but I kept talking before she could stop me.

“I’ve never prioritized you,” I said, the words tasting bitter because they were true. “You were right about that. I was so caught up in my own shit, trying to keep you and Ashlen in separate corners of my life, and I hurt you. I didn’t even realize it—or truthfully, I didn’t care to realize it back then. But I see it now.”

Kairi’s eyes softened.

“We need to stop playing this game,” I said, my voice firm. “I’m done trying to control everything. But I’m not walking away. Not from you, not from Dion.”

She was quiet for a long moment, her fingers playing with the edge of the blanket.

“You’re right. I’m not a victim. I’m angry, and I’ve been angry. I’ve been lashing out...because I’ve been hurt. I did this too.”

“We’ve both been wrong,” I said quietly. “But we can fix this.”

Kairi looked up at me, her eyes searching mine for a long moment. I could see the doubt still lingering there. Still, she nodded slowly. “Okay. But I’m not making any promises.”

“I don’t need promises,” I said, leaning in closer. “I just need a chance. Can you give me a chance to make this better?”

She nodded again.

Dion’s soft cries from his room broke the moment, and Kairi tossed the blanket aside. “I’ll get him,” she said, slipping out of bed.

I watched her go, wondering if things would actually change. I followed her out the door seconds later. I needed to call my lawyer and check on my divorce.


Chapter 37

Atlas

I couldn’t stop thinking about Dion’s upcoming birthday. It wasn’t just that he was turning three, though that milestone alone was big enough. It was the fact that nobody in my family even knew he existed. I kept replaying that in my head. It wasn’t just Kairi’s fault, as much as I wanted to place the blame somewhere else. I had made choices, mistakes, and those choices had left my own son in the shadows of my life.

It was time to change that.

I took a deep breath and dialed my mother’s number. She picked up after a few rings, her voice as crisp and elegant as ever.

"Atlas? Is everything alright? I’m in Paris, darling," she said. I could hear the clinking of glasses and soft chatter in the background—no doubt another one of her gatherings. All she did was travel and spend money since my father had passed. Sometimes it felt like she'd been waiting for him to go. She'd left me without any help, just to make sure she could sustain the lifestyle she lived. Sometimes that made me resentful.

I closed my eyes for a second, then forced the words out. "Mom, I need to tell you something. You have a grandchild." I rushed the words out.

There was a moment of silence, and then her voice softened with surprise. "A grandchild? Atlas, what are you talking about?"

"I have a son," I said, feeling the weight of it hit me again. "His name is Dion, and he’s going to be three soon."

I expected her to be angry, to demand answers, to ask why I hadn’t told her sooner. Instead, there was a long pause, followed by something I didn’t expect—laughter. Not mocking laughter, but genuine, happy laughter.

"Atlas, I... I can’t believe it! A grandchild!" she said, her excitement palpable. Then her tone shifted slightly. "How come I didn’t know earlier?"

I sighed. "Because I just found out. I cheated on Ashlen. Dion’s mother is the woman I cheated with."

Her excitement dimmed a little at the mention of Ashlen. She and Ashlen had been thick as thieves before the second miscarriage. It hadn’t bothered me at the time—the way my mother seemed to turn her back on Ashlen, as if it were her fault—but now it did. If she would do that to Ashlen, how would she reaction to Kairi and Dion?

"Who is she?" my mother asked cautiously. "Who’s the mother?"

"Kairi," I said firmly, loud and proud. "She was one of Ashlen’s friends."

There was another pause, and then my mother’s tone turned sharp. "Kairi? You mean that... that fat girl who was always so jealous of Ashlen?"

I clenched my jaw, feeling a flash of anger. "Mom, enough. You only know what Ashlen told you, and most of that was lies. Besides, you’re too old to be doing this mean-girl thing. If you want to meet your grandson, you need to unlearn all the bullshit you were taught. My son will not be subjected to any of it."

Silence stretched out on the other end, and then she sighed, her voice softer, apologetic. "You’re right, Atlas. I’m sorry. I just... I didn’t expect this. But I want to meet him. I’ll be on the next flight home. I love you, darling."

I was surprised she was coming back. It wasn't even a month earlier that I'd called to tell her the twins didn't make it, and she'd been dismissive.

"Alright," I said, feeling a knot loosen in my chest as I hung up.

I heard a noise behind me. Turning around, I found Kairi standing there, holding Dion in her arms, eyes wide and glassy. She had clearly overheard at least part of the conversation. She stared at me for a long moment, then mouthed, "Thank you," her eyes soft in a way I hadn’t seen in a while. My heart sped up. If I'd known that was all it took to bend her, I would've called my mother the day I found out—in front of her.

She handed Dion to me and walked away quickly, leaving me standing there holding our son, feeling like maybe, just maybe, we were finally moving in the right direction.

But I knew this was only the beginning. Telling my mother was the first step. The real challenge would be what came next—balancing and incorporating Kairi and Dion into my life, and hoping to hell I didn’t make things worse. Still, for the first time in a long while, I felt like I was doing the right thing. And that was a start.


Chapter 38

Kairi

Atlas slipped into bed, smelling freshly showered. Whatever he scent he was wearing made me want to lean closer and  breath him in. but I held back. This was all so weird and overwhelming. Sometimes just having him next to me was enough to turn me on, and I hated myself for it. I’d catch myself wondering when sex would become part of this twisted arrangement, and then immediately chide myself for even thinking about it. We didn’t need to complicate things further—but damn, I was horny.

I lay there quietly, waiting for the right moment to speak. The words felt heavy on my tongue, but I didn’t know how to express them in a way that sounded emotionally mature, so I just let them out.

“I heard you on the phone. Thank you for what you said to your mother,” I finally said, keeping my gaze fixed on the ceiling, unable to look at him yet.

There was a pause before he responded. “I know,” he said cautiously. “I figured you might have heard, and you don’t have to thank me. It’s something I should have done a long time ago.”

“I was never jealous of Ashlen,” I said slowly. “And I was never as naive about her as people assumed. I knew she wasn’t a real friend most of the time. But when my mom died, she was there for me. She helped me when no one else did. That meant something to me, even if the rest of it was a mess.”

Atlas was silent, so I pressed on. “For all the bad, there was some good in our friendship. That’s why I never completely turned my back on her. I just got tired of pretending I didn’t know who she really was.”

“I never thought you were jealous of Ashlen. You never had a reason to be. You're smart, beautiful inside and out,” he said softly, making my cheeks heat before continuing. “It makes sense why you even came here.”

We fell into silence again, but then Atlas broke it. “Kairi, you heard the call. Are you ready for Dion to meet my mother? I need to know where your head is at with all of this.”

I hesitated before answering. We were in a calm place, and I didn’t want to ruin it by mentioning how little I cared to meet his judgmental mother. “No, not yet,” I admitted gently. “But I want Dion to know all of his family. I want that for him. I just need to be sure it’s safe. I won’t have him around people who are toxic or who make him feel less than. We already have enough problems of our own, Atlas. I can’t add more.”

He reached out and gently touched my hand under the covers. “I get it. I won’t force anything. I’ll make sure it’s safe for him—for both of you. I promise.”

I nodded, feeling a small sense of relief, though the doubts lingered. “Thank you,” I whispered.

Atlas was quiet for another moment before he shifted the conversation. “What do you want to do for Dion’s birthday? I want it to be special.”

I thought about it. “Something small. I don’t know many people with kids here.”

He nodded. “I’ll handle it. I’ll make sure it’s perfect.”

I didn’t argue. I was exhausted—mentally and physically. My eyes started to close. Just as I was about to drift off, I felt Atlas shift beside me, his arm wrapping around my waist. He pulled me close, pressing a soft kiss to the back of my head.

“Goodnight, Kairi,” he whispered.

I let him hold me, feeling the tension in my body slowly melt away. We were at a crossroads, and I realized I needed to compromise for Dion’s sake.


Chapter 39

Atlas

My mother wasn’t coming for another week, despite her initial urgency. She claimed she had a surprise for us when she arrived. Kairi was anxious about meeting her, and I couldn’t blame her, given everything that had happened. I wanted to ease her nerves, so I planned something she'd never expect. I knew Kairi better than she realized. I’d read every one of her books and followed all her social media accounts under a fake name. I'd taken notes on her likes and dislikes since college. It might sound arrogant, but I was confident I knew how to give her a few days she'd remember.

I spent the morning getting everything ready while Kairi slept upstairs. I ordered breakfast from her favorite spot—pancakes, bacon, scrambled eggs, fruit platters, and pastries. Everything was laid out perfectly on the kitchen island.

I was washing my hands when the doorbell rang. It was part of Kairi’s surprise.

When I opened the door, the two women I’d been waiting for stepped inside. Ebony came first, immediately pulling me into an enthusiastic hug, as if we'd known each other for years instead of minutes.

“Atlas, right? Finally!” she said, stepping back with a bright smile. She was petite but carried herself with confidence, her dark skin glowing beneath her thick twists.

Behind her, Lu entered quietly, offering a polite but genuine smile as she adjusted the heavy bag on her shoulder. She stood tall, moving calmly and deliberately, her natural hair pulled back neatly into a sleek bun.

“We appreciate you doing this,” Lu said gently, her voice soft but sincere. “Though you really didn't need to cover everything. We could've handled our own flights.”

“No, I wanted to,” I replied, watching as they looked around. They exchanged glances and smiles, and I wondered what that was about. Even though I’d just met them, it was clear they were nothing like Ashlen’s friends, who always greeted me with fake politeness before whispering judgments behind their hands. I hated them.

Ebony bounced slightly on her toes, eyes shining. “Okay, so where’s Kairi? Does she suspect anything?”

I smiled, appreciating their excitement. For the first time in a while, I felt certain I’d made the right call.

Kairi came downstairs just as I hid them in the pantry, holding a sleepy-eyed Dion. Her hair was pulled into a messy bun, and her oversized tee slipped off one shoulder. She looked more relaxed than she had since I’d barged into her life. I honestly regretted nothing because it had gotten us to this point, though I wished I'd been a little gentler with her.

“What is all this?” she asked, eyeing the spread on the kitchen island.

Ebony burst out of the pantry, clapping and bouncing. “Surprise!” she announced, grinning widely.

Kairi’s eyes widened, shifting between them and me. “How...?”

“Your baby daddy sent for us,” Ebony said, pulling her into a tight hug. “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do.”

Kairi’s mouth hung open for a second before she laughed. It was the kind of laugh I hadn’t heard in a long time.

The doorbell rang again, interrupting the moment. When I opened it, Mr. Campbell and Mrs. Shirley stood there. Mrs. Shirley moved slowly with her cane. Mr. Campbell gave me a tight smile, and I understood why he wasn’t happy with me. Kairi had told me he knew everything—and I mean everything. Mrs. Shirley’s eyes lit up when she spotted Dion.

“Oh, there’s my baby boy!” Mrs. Shirley beamed, reaching out with shaky hands as Kairi gently handed Dion over.

Mr. Campbell kept his distance at first, but as soon as Dion reached for him, his usually stern expression softened. He lifted Dion onto his knee, bouncing him gently, the rare sight of him smiling not going unnoticed.

Ebony leaned forward, waving her fork as she talked. “Then he was like, ‘Since I bought you dinner, you should come back to my place.’ For thirty-dollar salmon?” She reached over and covered Dion’s ears dramatically. “Stupid ass said that stupid shit too soon—I was gonna hunch him anyway because he was fine.” Everyone at the table laughed as Ebony rolled her eyes. She was a lot, but I liked her.

Lu had her expensive camera out, quietly snapping pictures—of the food, the smiles, Ebony mid-story. I'd seen her pictures on Instagram. She was good.

I moved around the kitchen, filling juice cups and coffee mugs. It felt weird but nice, serving everyone and making sure they had enough.

Lu gently pushed Kairi’s plate closer. “Eat up. You barely touched your food.”

“Relax,” Ebony teased Lu. “She’s fine. I got my eye on her too.”

Mrs. Shirley leaned back, giving me a soft smile. “Atlas, honey, thank you for breakfast. It’s been forever since someone cooked for me.”

“You’re welcome, Mrs. Shirley,” I replied, smiling back.

Mr. Campbell stayed quiet, mostly playing with Dion, but he glanced at me a few times, clearly unsure what to make of me yet. When everyone finished eating, he stood and picked Dion up.

“We need to get going. Shirley’s got a doctor’s appointment,” he said, holding Dion out toward Kairi. “Say goodbye to your momma, little man.”

Dion giggled and waved at Kairi, who stood quickly. “It’s okay, I can keep him. You two enjoy your weekend.”

Mr. Campbell shook his head with a small smile. “Oh, I’m gonna enjoy my weekend—with my grandson. You enjoy yours at the beach.”

Kairi frowned, confused. “Wait, what beach? I’m not going to the beach.”

Mr. Campbell nodded in my direction. “According to Atlas, you are.” He left without another word, holding Mrs. Shirley’s hand and carrying Dion.

It was time to reveal the surprise. “I booked a spa weekend for you and your friends at your favorite boutique hotel in South Beach. We’ll be there just in time for dinner.” I knew I should have let Kairi and her friends go alone, but I wasn’t willing to risk it.

Kairi’s jaw dropped slightly. “But it’s Super Bowl weekend. It’s already expensive when it isn’t. That’s too much, Atlas.”

Ebony waved a hand dismissively. “Hush, we’re going. You need this.”

“I have to pack, and I barely know where anything is,” Kairi protested.

Lu stepped in. “No, you don’t. Atlas had me buy you things for the entire weekend. Trust me, I know your style—you’ll love it.”

Kairi turned to me, her voice hesitant. “For real?”

“Yes. Now, go check out what they picked for you. I’ll handle cleaning up here. We leave at two.”

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

She and the girls headed upstairs, giggling like teenagers, leaving me with the aftermath of brunch. I texted the person I’d hired to clean; they replied they'd be there in five minutes. My stuff was already packed, so I spent the next two hours watching SportsCenter.

When I called for Kairi to leave, the atmosphere had shifted. Lu was stiff and silent, while Ebony kept cutting her eyes at me as I loaded their luggage. When Kairi brought her bag to me, she kept her eyes on the ground. I knew exactly what had happened.

“You told them, didn’t you?” I asked.

She winced slightly but nodded. “Sorry,” she said, stepping closer and rising on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek. “But thank you for this.”

The small gesture soothed me a little, but I knew the weekend was going to be fucking hard.


Chapter 40

Atlas

We’d barely driven an hour when the rain started coming down in sheets, pounding the windshield so hard I had to pull over. I could feel Ebony and Lu’s irritation. I couldn't even blame Kairi for telling them. I wouldn't ask her to lie for me, and I was ready to take whatever they dished out—or at least I thought I was.

“Y’all brought this rain down with you from up north,” I joked weakly.

“Eww, this is perfect,” Lu muttered from the back seat, crossing her arms. “Now we’re stuck in a car with him, and he’s corny.” She mock-whispered the last part, rolling her eyes at me in the rearview mirror.

Kairi turned around, shooting Lu a look. She was obviously amused but still defended me. “Okay, chill, Lu. He’s trying. I only told y’all what happened because I’m tired of lying. Now, don’t verbally beat the man on the trip he paid for.”

Lu’s mouth tightened as if she was about to keep talking, but then she shook her head. “Trying isn’t enough, Kairi. He married a whole other bitch over you, then tried to treat you like a character in a book—forcing you to be with him. We can jump his ass and take the car, still enjoy the trip.” she added, cutting her eyes at me.

Ebony leaned forward from the back seat, poking her head between us. “You tripping, Lu. He’s too big to fight. We’d have to shoot his ass.” She glared at me for a second before continuing, “But Atlas, tell me something real. Other than your parents, what kept you from choosing Kairi back then?”

The question caught me off guard. I hadn’t expected them to be so direct. I felt Kairi tense beside me, her gaze shifting to the window. She wasn’t going to stop them.

Ebony kept going. “I mean, if I knew someone was for me, nobody—nobody—could make me choose differently. So, what was it? Because clearly, she means something to you now. You got her dumping niggas in front of you. You messed with Davis head. He was eating and shit for days.”

For a beat, Luther Vandross’s If This World Were Mine was the only sound in the car as they waited for me to answer.

I sighed, gripping the steering wheel tighter. “It wasn’t just my parents,” I admitted. “I wasn’t prepared for what she made me feel. I was overwhelmed. Then I got pissed off when I found out she’d accepted a date with someone else on the same day as me. It bruised my ego. I was arrogant, and I thought using Ashlen would make her jealous, make her want me more.” I shook my head, the memory making me cringe. “It was stupid, and it backfired. I thought she’d chase me like other girls did, but she didn’t. I realized too late that I didn’t just want her to want me—I needed her to.”

“Honest answer. Romantic in a toxic way that's kind of sexy if you’re into that type of thing,” Lu acknowledged. “But still, you wasted a lot of her time.”

“I know,” I said quietly. “But I’m trying to make up for it.”

Kairi was watching me now. I could feel her eyes.

“So, what’s changed now? Why all the effort?” Lu asked.

“Because she deserves better,” I said finally. “And I want to be that for her. I want to do right by her and Dion.”

Ebony’s eyes softened slightly. “I’mma need you to do something extreme for forgiveness. Like get out there and sing your apology in the rain, like one of those ‘90s R&B music videos.”

Lu burst into laughter, nudging Ebony’s arm. “Yeah, do it, White Usher!”

I glanced at Kairi. “If she needs me to, I’ll do it.”

She shook her head, trying to hide a smile. “You better not,” she said. “Leave him alone, y’all. Just drive, Atlas.”

The rain had finally let up, and I hadn’t even noticed. I pulled back onto the road, turning up the music. Mary J. Blige’s Real Love came on, and Lu immediately started singing along.

“Come on, Kairi,” Lu urged. “Sing it like you be doing. Let some of this bad energy off. .”

Kairi started singing and just like that, everything felt less tense.

We stopped at a small gas station off the highway about twenty minutes later. The women got out to stretch their legs while I pumped gas. Kairi and Ebony went inside to grab drinks, but Lu lingered outside, scrolling through her phone.

I was finishing up at the pump when I noticed a man approaching Lu, getting way too close for a stranger. He was tall and greasy-looking. We were in some tiny trailer-park town in Florida, just before Lauderdale, and I was pretty sure he wasn’t Lu’s type. I saw him reach for her hand, his voice too low for me to hear, but Lu immediately frowned.

“Move the fuck around,” Lu snapped, yanking her hand away.

He reached for her again. “Aw, come on, baby. Don’t be like that.”

I left the nozzle and walked toward them. “Aye, get the fuck out of her face,” I barked.

The man turned, narrowing his eyes at me. “What the fuck you gonna do about—”

Before he finished, I swung hard, connecting with his ribs. He doubled over, gasping for air. Nobody could ever accuse me of being a patient man. Plus, I needed to take out some frustration.

“Get back in the car, Lu.” Ebony and Kairi were walking out at that exact moment. “Both of you, get in the car.”

They didn’t argue, hurrying back to the vehicle as I headed inside to pay. The cashier, a middle-aged woman with a cigarette dangling from her lips, raised an eyebrow. “Nice punch. He’s always out there fuckin’ with somebody.”

I nodded, paid for the gas, and headed back to the car.

Ebony was giggling in the back seat as I got in. “That was some big dick energy,” she said with a grin.

Kairi laughed, shaking her head. “You’re a mess, Ebony.”

Lu leaned forward slightly. “Thanks, Atlas.”

“No problem,” I said, starting the car again. Suddenly, the atmosphere shifted in my favor. Thank god for that guy being a prick.

“What’s the plan when we get to Miami, Atlas?” Ebony asked, her earlier attitude nowhere to be found.


Chapter 40.5

Atlas-

I had set up dinner on the rooftop terrace of the hotel. I knew the Miami skyline would impress Lu and Ebony, especially since neither had been here before. As much as New Yorkers liked to act unimpressed, an ocean view at sunset got them every time.

I waited in the hotel lobby for them to come down. I’d booked one of the most exclusive suites for them to share—spacious enough to give them privacy, with a separate living area, a full bar, and an ocean-facing balcony. I wanted to share a room with Kairi, but I needed her to see that I wouldn’t keep pushing into her life without boundaries.

As I adjusted my jacket, a woman approached—a tall blonde in a tight red dress, with an overly confident smile. "You here alone?" she asked, her voice low and sultry.

I did a double-take because, for a moment, she looked like Ashlen. My heart sped up briefly. Her presence reminded me that I needed to finalize the divorce as soon as I got back. Ashlen had been avoiding direct contact, directing my lawyer to speak only to hers. I hoped I wouldn’t have to deal with her much longer.

"No," I answered flatly, keeping my eyes on the elevator.

She poked out her chest. "Are you sure about that?" she asked, inching closer and brushing her hand against my arm. "I’m just looking for some company tonight."

I pulled my arm away, my tone turning cold. “I’m not interested.”

She pouted, clearly unaccustomed to rejection. "Come on, you don’t have to be rude, handsome."

"I said I’m not fucking interested," I repeated. "Move along."

She muttered something under her breath and walked away, her heels clicking angrily against the marble floor. I didn’t spare her another glance.

Finally, the elevator doors slid open, and Kairi and her friends stepped out one by one. They all looked incredible. Kairi wore a sleek black dress that hugged her curves perfectly, her hair pulled back to reveal her pretty face. Ebony had on a bold red dress that demanded attention, and Lu wore a form-fitting gold dress that made her skin glow.

“Fuck. You all look good,” I said, smiling. If they'd been Ashlen’s friends, I might've tried to fuck all both. But this was different.

“Thank you, Mr. Moneybags,” Ebony joked, winking as she adjusted the gold necklace around her neck. “Now let’s go so you can buy us all the lobster and steak this place has to offer.”

I laughed, but my eyes lingered on Kairi, who was trying to hide a smile as I stared at her. She looked beautiful. We took the elevator to the roof, and once we settled at our table, the conversation shifted toward Kairi’s books.

“So, Atlas,” Ebony said, leaning forward with a grin. “You really thought Kairi was writing about you in her books? Which parts exactly?”

I glanced at Kairi for permission, and she nodded.

I leaned back, running a hand over my jaw. “The scene in the grass, where the two main characters were fucking with a party going on in the house? That was definitely inspired by me.”

Ebony gasped, nearly spilling her drink. “Outside, with people around? Damn, Kairi, you wild.”

Kairi rolled her eyes, but a blush crept up her cheeks. “That was a long time ago, and we didn’t have sex,” she muttered.

“So you’re admitting you wrote about me?” I teased.

“No. I’m not admitting shit,” she replied, laughing.

Lu chimed in, “We knew she was writing about somebody. Everything felt way too real.”

I grinned at Kairi, enjoying how she squirmed slightly. “The bathroom scene too,” I continued. “That’s how Dion was made. And, like in the book, I sometimes followed her. I didn’t think she knew, though.”

Kairi lifted her eyes to mine. “I knew.  You were a giant white boy trailing behind me, a Black girl. Every Black or Brown person on campus noticed and told me. Michael broke up with me because of it and you always staring.”

That got my attention. “Michael ended things because of me?” I asked, leaning closer.

Kairi met my gaze. “Yeah. He said he was tired of you always being around—tired of you watching me, or me watching you.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

Her fingers traced the rim of her glass slowly, as if she were weighing her words. “Maybe I didn’t want to,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

I couldn’t let it go at that. “Did you like it, Kairi? Did you like me following you?”

She paused, the moment heavy between us. Her lip was caught between her teeth again, and it took everything in me not to reach out and free it. “Sometimes,” she finally admitted.

That single word hit me hard, repairing a fractured piece of my ego. Immediately, all kinds of filthy thoughts rushed through my head. But then softer thoughts followed—maybe she liked it because it made her feel seen. Not as Ashlen’s sidekick, not as just another pretty face, but as Kairi—my obsession.

Our eyes locked, and it felt like the rest of the world had fallen away.

“Sometimes?” I pressed, my voice low.

Ebony cleared her throat dramatically before Kairi could answer, breaking the moment. “Alright, alright, y'all, simmer down. We’re trying to eat here.”

It was hard to tear my eyes away, but I did. The conversation we were having wasn’t meant for other ears.

Kairi cleared her throat and picked up her menu.

The waiter approached, and the girls ordered everything from steak to lobster, laughing and daring me to object. I didn’t. I just watched Kairi as she laughed and joked with her friends, and I couldn’t help but feel hopeful.


Chapter 41

Kairi

My body felt like I hadn’t relaxed in ages, but I was making up for it. I floated lazily in the warm water, the slight buzz from the margaritas making everything feel fuzzy around the edges. Ebony passed me a blunt while Lu poured another round. We were in the private pool, just enjoying the dark. I felt so fucking  unburdened, even if just for a moment.

Atlas sat poolside, his feet dangling in the water, a small frown etched on his face. He was the self-appointed lifeguard, claiming he wasn’t drinking tonight, but I knew the real reason—he was watching me. He had that look again, the one that said he was trying to figure me out. It had been there since I told him I knew he followed me. Sometimes, I thrived off that little bit of attention, but I wouldn’t tell him that.

Lu leaned back on her floatie, grinning slyly. “I’m thinking about sneaking off later, finding one of these country boys to fuck me unconscious,” She laughed,  but it didn’t sound like she was joking.

Ebony giggled. “Same. It would be a shame to waste this kind of opportunity without getting some dick. I could get my back blown out and then leave their asses right here in Florida,” she said, then shot Atlas a look. “What’s up with you? You look tense. Is all this sex talk making you uncomfortable, Daddy?”

I choked on my drink, nearly spilling it in the pool. “He’s probably hard as fuck right now,” I teased, tipsy and feeling unfiltered. I pushed off my raft, swimming lazily in his direction. He didn’t move, but I saw his jaw tighten, his eyes darkening as I drew closer.

“Aren’t you?” I asked, voice low, my gaze daring him to admit it. I let my fingers trail lightly across his knee, moving upward.

He grabbed my hand before I reached his dick. It was visibly hard.

“Damn, girl,” Ebony hollered from behind me, clearly enjoying the show. “Give him a break, Kairi!”

But I wasn’t done. I reached up and pulled the strap of my bikini top down, teasing him with my bare breast. My nipples were diamond-hard. “You want to touch these, don’t you? You’ve been looking at them since I changed,” I said, my voice dropping to a sultry whisper.

Atlas’s expression was unreadable even though his eyes were locked on mine, but I could see the tension in his body—the way his fingers dug into the edge of the pool like he was trying to hold himself back.

Lu and Ebony were hooting and hollering now, egging me on.

I lowered my voice even more so only he and I could hear. “You can fuck them... I’ll taste you while you do it..”

A frown took over his face as a groan slipped from his mouth.

“Don’t be mad. You can touch them if you want—right now,” I teased, biting my lip. I let my hand drift, brushing lightly against his skin.

Suddenly, Atlas stood up. “Time to call it a night. You’re officially drunk,” he said, his voice thick.

Lu and Ebony laughed, enjoying the chaos I was creating. He helped me out of the pool and then fixed my top. “That was mean, Kairi. Remember this moment,” he said, warning me. He gave me one last look before going to help Ebony and Lu out.

He avoided my gaze as we walked. I watched him, taking everything in—his hands were steady, but his breathing wasn’t. He was on the verge of snapping, and I wondered what he’d do if I pushed just a little more. Honestly, I was horny.

In the elevator, a neo-soul instrumental played. I swayed slowly, letting my hips roll in time, my movements deliberate and teasing. I caught Atlas’s eyes in the mirrored panels. He was holding his breath.

I wished I’d been this brave in college.

Lu’s voice rang out, sharp and amused. “Yes, Kairi! Work it, girl!”

I tilted my head back, running my hands over my wet hair, feeling the tension crackle in the air. Atlas’s jaw clenched tight, his eyes trailing down my body. I kept my gaze on him. His fists stayed rigid at his sides, his breath uneven. He looked ready to either grab me or run.

Ebony laughed, nudging him playfully. “Come on, Atlas. Don’t let her fuck with you.”

He stayed silent.

The elevator dinged, and I straightened like everything was normal.

When the doors opened, Lu and Ebony stumbled out, still giggling. Atlas lingered, holding the door for them, but I stayed put, turning to face him.

“I want to sleep in your bed,” I said, words slurring a bit. I felt dizzy, but my adrenaline was on a hundred.

His eyes flashed with something dangerous. “No, Kairi.”

“Please,” I said, making my voice as sweet as I could, knowing full well what I was doing. “We do it every night at home…”

I could see the battle in his eyes, the way he tried to stay composed, to be better. But my words broke him just enough.

“Fine,” he said, his voice rough, the defeat almost palpable. “You better behave.”

“I will, Daddy. Or… you can spank me.”

“Kairi,” he said, sharper.

I laughed and grabbed his hand as we headed toward his room, trailing behind Ebony and Lu.


Chapter 42

Atlas

My self-control was unraveling by the second. Kairi was relentless tonight, pushing every button I had, knowing exactly what she was doing. It wasn’t just physical—she was playing with my head too, and she knew it.

As I helped her to the room, she kept stumbling against me, rubbing her hand all over my bare chest. She was driving me to madness. I managed to keep my voice steady, though I felt like howling at the moon. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

“No, too sleepy,” she whined.

I led her to the bed, trying to focus on the task at hand. But when she stripped down in front of me, every ounce of control I had left almost shattered. She posed, her hands above her head. She looked so soft and fuckable, her wet hair clinging to her skin, eyes filled with desire, her breasts heavy. It was all too much.

“Why are you holding back?” she asked, stepping closer, her voice soft and dangerous.

Because if I touched her now, there would be no stopping—no going back. “Because this isn’t how I want it to happen,” I said, my voice rough.

But Kairi wasn’t having it. She reached out, her fingers grazing my chest. “You know you want me.”

She was right. I did—desperately. I caught her wrist, pulling her close, my lips brushing against her ear. “You’re not in your right mind, Kairi,” I said, barely holding on. “But I need you to be sure. Going back to where we were before, after being inside you, might drive me mad.”

Her hand was on my back now, sliding down, her body pressing into mine. “I am sure,” she breathed. “Show me.”

I couldn’t help myself. I needed something to take the edge off. Leaning forward, I circled her areola with the tip of my tongue, then pulled her nipple between my teeth.

Her response was immediate—a slight whimper escaped her lips as her eyes closed, and her fingers tangled in my hair, gripping and holding me against her breast.

I wanted to make love to her so badly, but I forced myself to pull away, my breath ragged. “Sleep,” I said firmly, my voice low.

She pouted. “You don’t want me.”

I shook my head. “You have no idea how much. But when we do, I’m going to take my time with you, Kairi. I’m going slow so you feel every inch of me. I’m going to touch you like you need—so the feel of me is burned into your skin.”

Her lips parted, and she leaned closer, her lips almost brushing mine. “I want that,” she said, and it sounded like a plea.

I stopped, forcing myself to take a moment to compose myself, rotating my head on my neck.

I exhaled sharply, my control hanging by a thread. “And you’ll have it. But not tonight.”

She didn’t even respond. Her eyes were half-closed, and she looked confused, but also tired. I helped her into bed. She wouldn’t let me pull the cover over her, which left her sleeping on top of them. Her legs were spread, giving me a perfect view of her pretty pussy. I stared at it until my dick leaked precum. Then I forced myself to walk away.

I closed the bathroom door behind me and leaned against it, the cool wood pressing against my back, trying to keep myself steady. I needed air, needed to get away from her for a second before I did something I'd regret—like jack off and cum all over her dark skin. All I could think about was the contrast.

My hands were shaking as I turned on the shower, dropped my swim shorts, and stepped in, letting the cold water cascade over my hot skin. I pressed my forehead against the tile, trying to quiet my dirty thoughts and calm my hard dick.


Chapter 43

Kairi

My eyes fluttered open on their own. My first thought was getting myself out of bed to check on Dion, but then it all came flooding back to me. I sighed in relief. I really didn’t want to do anything, and I didn’t have to. Pushing myself up on my elbows, I yawned. Despite how much I drank, my head was surprisingly clear. I stretched, feeling lazy. I could hear muffled laughter from the living room—Ebony, Lu, and Atlas were already up.  I could smell food. I pushed myself out of bed and headed straight to the bathroom.

I brushed my teeth, then stepped into the shower. The moment the hot water kissed my skin, memories from the night before flooded me—me, wet and wild in the pool, Atlas watching like I was his personal fantasy come to life. I tried to ignore the dull throb between my legs,

I couldn’t help the giggle that slipped out. I’d been shameless. Bold. Drunk off tequila and attention. And the way he looked at me? Like he wanted to ruin me and pray about it afterward.

My fingers drifted lazily down my stomach, then lower, tracing the soft curve of my hips. My other hand slid up to my breast, my thumb brushing over my nipple until it tightened beneath my touch. I gasped feeling the urge to touch my clit. But I stopped, clenching my jaw and pulling my hand away with a sigh. I didn’t need to work myself up for no reason.

I grabbed a rag and started to wash.

I stepped out and froze

Atlas.

“The fuck?” I cursed. His sudden presence made my heart skip, and I instinctively pulled the towel closer. He leaned against the doorframe He looked annoyingly good in gym shorts, tats on display. 

“Don’t play shy now,” he said, a low laugh rumbling in his chest. “Not after the show you put on last night.”

“Sorry,” I mumbled, feeling heat creep over my cheeks.

Atlas’s expression shifted as he pushed off the door and walked toward me. He stopped in my space. He cupped my face gently, pressing a firm kiss to my forehead before smoothing my wet hair back.

“Your girls are in the living room eating lunch,” His eyes held mine. “How are you feeling? You sober? Lucid?”

I nodded.

“Remember what happened last night?” he asked, his gaze never leaving mine.

I nodded again.

He stepped closer, his voice low. “No. Use your words, baby.”

It felt strange, but I obeyed. “Yes, I remember.”

“Good,” he said, his voice rougher now. He reached behind me, nudging me closer to the bathroom sink. “Now, grab the sink. And be quiet.”

“What? What you mean grab the sink? “ I asked, my voice somewhere between disbelief and curiosity.

“I mean grab the sink” he replied, his eyes darkening. Before I could say anything more, he brought his hand down firmly on my ass—not painful, but enough to make me gasp, the thick towel softening the blow. “You told me last night I could spank you if you were bad, remember?” he teased.

I flinched at the memory, my cheeks burning. “I did, but I didn’t think you’d actually—”

“Too late for second thoughts,” he interrupted, snatching the towel from me, goose bumps erupted on my flesh, making his breath seem warmed was against my ear. “Now, do what I said. Hands on the sink, facing the mirror. Now.” His tone left no room for argument, and I figured he would just tease me back, like he always did, then pull away.

I braced myself against the sink. Legs spread apart.

He stepped closer. I watched him in the mirror as he leaned in. His lips trailed down my spine.

I shivered, a not so quiet hiss escaping me as he began massaging my ass.

“Atlas,” I whispered. “They’re right outside.”

He chuckled softly, the sound vibrating against my skin. “You didn’t care when you were teasing me right in front of them. Why should I care now?”

His hand ended up firm on the back of my neck, keeping me in place.

“Today, I’m in control. Every question I ask, you’re going to answer with ‘yes, Sir.’ You understand?”

I swallowed hard, my heart racing, but the thrill of the command was undeniable. “Yes, Sir,” my voice came out shaky.

His hand slid lower, resting just above my ass, his fingers tracing small, lazy circles on my skin. My breath caught, and I couldn’t help the slight arch of my back, silently begging for more. I watched him in the mirror; his eyes were fixed on my ass as he chewed his bottom lip.

“Remember,” he said, his voice suddenly softer, “your friends are right outside. If you don’t want them to hear you, you’d better be quiet. Do you think you can manage that?”

“Yes, Sir,” I breathed, biting my lip to keep from making any noise. The thought of being caught, of someone knocking on the door to see what’s taking so long, sent a rush of heat through me. I pressed my thighs together, my pussy so wet and throbbing.

He chuckled softly, pleased with himself. “Good girl.” His hand moved lower, cupping my ass, squeezing hard enough to make me gasp. “I can take my time with you, right?”

“Yes, Sir,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady, even though every part of me was trembling.

He bent over me, his chest pressing against my back, his mouth close to my ear. “You’re going to be patient, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Sir,” I whispered, the words slipping out easily, almost reflexively now.

He slid two fingers between my thighs, finding me slick already. He groaned from deep in his throat.  I had to bite down on my lip to keep from crying out. His fingers moved slowly, teasing my folds, rubbing against my clit, but  without giving me enough pressure to find any real relief.

“You want more?” he asked, his tone mocking, like he already knew the answer.

“Yes, Sir,” I said, the words coming out desperate.

He smiled—I could see it in the mirror—a slow, wicked grin. “You’re so wet for me. You really don’t care if they hear, do you?”

My cheeks burned with embarrassment and excitement. “No, Sir,” I admitted.

His fingers slid inside me, deep and slow, and I had to bury my face in my arm to stifle the moan that rose in my throat. The stretch, the pressure—everything was too much and not enough at the same time. He started a steady rhythm, but it was slow—too slow, just enough to keep me on edge.

“Do you want to cum?” he asked, his voice softer now, almost gentle.

“Yes, Sir,” I gasped, my body pressing back against him, desperate for more.

But he stopped suddenly, pulling his fingers out, leaving me empty and wanting. I let out a frustrated whimper before I could stop myself. His hand came down hard on my ass, the slap stung, I had to bite my lip to keep quiet.

“You make another noise, and I’ll make you wait even longer,” he warned, his voice low and serious. His hand snaked up and roughly palmed my right breast before tugging at the nipple.

“Yes, Sir,” I whispered, my voice breaking. My pussy leaked.

“You’re so impatient, baby. I’m going to make you cum—but not on my fingers,” he whispered. Suddenly, he pushed into me, stretching me. My eyes flew open. I hadn’t even known I’d closed them. His arm tightened around my waist, and he had this low-eyed, lazy look on his face. He didn’t move. His eyes focused on me in the mirror.

“Look at yourself, Look at how desperate you are. You want me to fuck you fast or slow?”

“Slow,” I whimpered.

He started moving then, each stroke slow and deliberate, building a rhythm that made me whimper.

“Bad girl,” he murmured. “You’re being too loud,” he reprimanded as he watched me struggle to keep my composure.

I tucked my lips inside my mouth.

“That’s it... take it quietly.”

I gripped the sink harder.

“You’re doing so good for me. And your pussy feels so good to me. It makes me mad I had to wait so long to feel it again.” His praise washed over me, making my pussy tighten around him.

“Man, fuck!” His deep baritone bounced off the walls. He slid his tongue across his teeth, and his head lolled back on his neck. “You’re ready to give me another baby, because I’m definitely about to cum in you. You keep squeezing me like this.”

“Yes, Sir,” I moaned. The hold he had on me tightened, and his stroke became jerky.

My eyes rolled into the back of my head. The thought of him exploding inside me had me on edge. A few more strokes and I'd lose all sense. But when he reached around, his hand curling around my throat, and he squeezed—“Oh my God”—I lost it. My entire body shook, and my knees went weak. I had to tighten my grip on the sink to keep from falling. He squeezed me hard and growled through his orgasm—literally growled, the sound vibrating against my skin.

We both stood there for a moment, catching our breath, watching each other’s faces calm in the mirror. Then he pulled out slowly, making me gasp one last time before he stepped back. I felt his cum leak out of me as he watched it. He had this look on his face that said he wanted to clean up his mess then make another.

“Quick shower,” I muttered. “They are waiting,” I said to distract him.

He nodded, licking his lips and brushing out a hard breath.

My legs were unsteady as I turned toward the shower. He switched on the water, guiding me under the stream. We washed each other quickly.

I was trying my hardest not to be weird about it. We had just taken a giant step forward and there was so much that still stood in between us. But at the moment, I didn’t care. My body felt good, so I was content.

He kept staring at me as if he was seeing me in a new light. It was hard not to react.

As I adjusted the straps, I felt Atlas behind me, eyes tracing every inch of the dress. His hand snaked around my waist, fingers curling over my hip before sliding lower, gripping my ass firmly. He pulled me against him. His breath was hot on my neck, lips grazing the damp curls of my hair.

“I want to fuck you again. Right now.” His hands roamed my body.

I sidestepped him. “Time to go out.”

He caught my wrist, pulling me back for a moment, his grip rough. His face got serious.

“No more games, Kairi. No more pretending this isn’t real. It’s us now—me, you, and Dion. I’ve wanted this for so long, and you did too.” His voice dropped lower. “There’s no going back now. No stopping. Not for anything.”

I tried to pull back, but he only gripped me tighter, his eyes burning into mine. “You don’t get to run from this anymore.”

There was something threatening about his words, but before I could think about how to respond—or if I even wanted to—he switched up on me again.

“You go first,” he said quietly, pressing a soft kiss to my temple. “I’ll be right behind you.”

I let him change the subject, and I nodded, taking a deep breath before stepping into the hallway. The sound of Ebony and Lu’s voices stopped. I forced myself to walk in like everything was normal, though my pussy was sore.

“Hey, y'all,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Any food left?”

Lu was the first to notice me. She raised an eyebrow, her gaze sharp but playful. “Yes, plenty. Baby daddy ordered a lot,” she said, smirking.

Ebony, sitting cross-legged on the couch, eyed me suspiciously. “You’re acting weird.”

I just shrugged, plopping down next to her. “Am I? Maybe because I just got out the hot shower…”

Before they could pry further, Atlas appeared in the doorway.

He leaned against the wall, trying to look casual, but there was a slight tension in his posture.

Ebony narrowed her eyes. “You changed clothes, Atlas. Why? You looked cute.”

He was clearly caught off guard and opened his mouth to respond, but before he could, Lu and Ebony burst into laughter, the sound ringing through the room.

Lu’s laughter suddenly stopped, her expression turning serious— too serious—for a moment. She leaned forward. “But seriously... what’s with y’all and fucking in bathrooms?”

I froze, trying to keep a straight face. They had obviously heard us.

But Atlas chuckled low, scratching the back of his neck. “Good question,” he replied. “I guess it’s our thing now.”

Ebony rolled her eyes dramatically, while Lu shook her head, muttering, “Y’all are weird. But at least when she writes about it in a new book, you’ll absolutely know it’s about you.”


Chapter 44

Atlas

It took until after brunch for Lu and Ebony to stop teasing Kairi and me about the bathroom incident. By then, they’d moved on to talking about New York. We were all sitting around, lounging on the sofa, the Miami skyline in the backdrop.

I cleared my throat. “We have to head back around five,” I announced. “Should be home by nine.”

They all groaned, rolling their eyes in unison.

I smirked, pulling out my credit card and holding it up. “But for the next few hours, y’all can shop. Just have mercy on me.”

Ebony stood and stepped forward, her expression half-amused, half-mocking. “You know Lu and I are independently wealthy, right? You can’t bribe us into liking you.”

I wasn’t trying to bribe them—just trying to build a bridge. Before I could respond, Lu nudged Ebony sharply. “Shut up, stupid. We can be bribed. If this man wants to spend his money on us, let him.” She snatched the card from my hand. “Better his than mine.”

Kairi laughed, her eyes meeting mine briefly before Lu grabbed her arm.

“You—let’s go,” Lu demanded. “Don’t even look at him anymore. I’m tired of y’all eye-fucking each other, and I definitely don’t need y’all getting lost in the bathroom again.”

Kairi’s laughter rang out as they headed out, all three of them dressed in yellow. I’d never realized just how good that color looked on brown skin until now.

Once they were gone, I started packing so I’d be ready to help them with theirs later. As I zipped my suitcase, my phone rang. I checked the screen—Ashlen.

Of course, she’d call now. I answered with a tight jaw.

“Three million fucking dollars?!” she screamed in my ear. “You had that much stashed away and had me on a budget? You couldn’t even buy doves for our daughters’ funeral?”

My grip on the phone tightened. It pissed me off that she was conflating her spending habits with the arrangements for our children’s funeral—twisting everything to play the victim. I knew this call was coming the moment my lawyer sent over the financials her attorney requested.

“You can have half. Just sign the papers for the divorce you initiated,” I said, trying to keep my voice level.

Silence hung between us for a beat, and then her voice dripped with venom. “I don’t want half—I want it all.”

“No,” I said firmly, trying to sound more convincing than I felt.

“Then I’ll drag this divorce out. Make it public. ‘Husband leaves wife for her best friend, the bestselling author.’ You think your little love story will survive that?”

I clenched my teeth. “Okay, Ashlen. Have it your way.”

“Thought so.” Her voice was triumphant. “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer. Tell Kairi I said hi and that I hope she’s enjoying my leftovers.”

I hung up before I could say something that would escalate things. She thought she’d won, but she hadn’t. I had a contract to sell my app—a platform that allowed users to trade rare or hard-to-find books. According to my lawyer, the money would be mine alone, since the deal was finalized after she filed for divorce. She was playing checkers, and I was playing chess. I wasn’t going to let my son’s future hang in the balance, even if I knew Kairi would ensure he never wanted for anything. It was my responsibility.

I went back to packing, pushing away the remnants of that conversation. Just as I zipped the last bag, the door burst open. Ebony, Lu, and Kairi returned, arms filled with bags.

A bellboy followed behind them, carrying an antique chair.

I stared at it. “That had to be expensive,” I commented, eyeing the intricate detailing.

Ebony shrugged nonchalantly. “That’s why I paid for it.” She handed my card back.

Kairi walked up to me then, her eyes soft. Before I could say anything, she leaned in and kissed me—long, slow, and hard. I forgot about Ashlen. I forgot about everything except the feel of Kairi’s lips. My chest swelled with a happiness I hadn’t let myself feel in years.

Lu made a loud, exaggerated cough. “Alright, lovebirds, break it up. I’m starving. Can we eat before we leave?”

Kairi pulled away. I looked at her with pleading eyes, hoping she’d say no, but she nodded.

“Yes,” she answered, much to my chagrin.

I sighed.


Chapter 45

Atlas

Dinner ended up being longer than planned. By the time we got back to the suite, it was clear we weren’t going back. Too many drinks, too much good food. We weren’t fit to drive.

I helped the girls to their room, and Kairi followed me back to mine. Just walking side by side, our arms touching. I was thinking about Ashlen.

We slipped into the room quietly, almost on autopilot, our steps in sync. Without even thinking about it, we headed straight for the bathroom. Clothes dropped here and there, and soon we were in the shower, moving around each other like we’d done it a hundred times before. There was no rush, no words. I wondered if Kairi realized how living together had already put us in this groove where it felt natural.

By the time the shower was over, I’d sobered up a bit, and I knew I needed to tell Kairi about the divorce—about Ashlen dragging it out and the ugly parts.

After drying off and climbing into bed, we both got in without bothering to search for clothes. Kairi lay next to me, her eyes already half-closed, calm and relaxed.

“There’s something I need to tell you,”

Her eyes opened slowly, meeting mine, tired but steady.

“It’s about Ashlen,” I admitted.

“Not tonight, Atlas. We had a good few days; leave me to live in blissful ignorance for a few more hours.” She curled into me, laying her head on my chest, the ocean’s steady rhythm filling the space between us.

Then came her question—the one I didn’t expect.

“Where do you see us in five years?” she asked, her voice low and laced with a hint of fear. “With everything we’ve been through... do you think we even stand a chance at lasting that long?”

I ran a hand through her hair, taking my time. “In five years, I see us somewhere warm, maybe on vacation. Dion is eight, our daughter is four. We’re on the beach, in a house that’s ours. Dion’s running around in the yard, you’re writing your next bestseller, and I’m making breakfast. We’ll have what we’ve never had before—peace.”

Kairi tilted her head up, her eyes searching mine, a small smile tugging at her lips. “You really think we can get there? Be that happy?”

I held her face in my hands, brushing my thumb across her lips, feeling the softness I’d come to crave. “Kairi, we’ve already been through the worst of it. This is our chance to finally get it right. I believe it—because I believe in us.”

She didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, she shifted, sliding onto my lap, her thighs pressing into my hips. “You think we’ll be madly in love by then?” she asked. Her hips rolled slow, a tease, as she adjusted herself to me.

“Aren’t we already?” I rasped, my hands gripping her waist, pulling her tighter.

“Not quite yet,” she said, positioning herself over me. She slid her hand between us, trailing her own pussy before she gripped my shaft with her soaking hand. She gave me a few strokes that caused my eyes to roll back into my head. She grinned. “But give me a few months.”

She sank down on my dick, taking me in slowly. My grip tightened on her hips as she set a deliberate pace—slow, steady, unhurried. I felt every upward and downward motion she made, had my entire body feeling like putty.

“Kairi...” I breathed, my voice rough and barely controlled.

Her gaze never wavered, her eyes holding mine. As her hand slid up my abs, she gripped my throat, shaking her head.

“Shhh, and just feel,” she whispered, her movements gaining rhythm.


Chapter 46

Kairi

Kairi was watching something on her phone as we pulled into her driveway.

“Kairi, look!” Ebony shoved her shoulder from the back seat. I watched Kairi’s face shift from calm to pure shock. The yard had been transformed with colorful lights, tents, and bouncy houses. Streamers were draped over every fence post, and balloons were everywhere. There were carnival games and animal stalls set up along the yard. I parked and turned to Kairi, grinning. “Surprise. It’s Dion’s birthday party. I tried to get us home yesterday so we didn’t arrive after it started, but this will have to do.”

Kairi’s jaw dropped as she took it all in. She glanced over at Ebony and Lu. “Did you two know about this?” she asked, her voice a mix of disbelief and joy.

Lu nodded. “He lets us in on secrets.”

Kairi rebutted, “So you have no problem holding his secrets. But when I tell you to act normal after telling you about him, y’all couldn’t?” She shook her head but was grinning slightly.

Kairi looked back at me. “Thank you.”

I squeezed her hand. “I invited everyone in the neighborhood. Now Dion can make friends, and we can introduce ourselves as a family.”

She blinked, her eyes a little glossy, but I could still see doubt in them. I would give her time. She quickly wiped her eyes and cleared her throat. “Thank you again,” she whispered. “Where’s Dion? I want to see how much he’s enjoying this.”

“Let’s go find him,” I said, guiding her through the small crowd of neighbors and kids already running wild in the backyard after we got out of the car. I spotted him by the petting zoo, holding hands with a little girl as they fed tiny chicks from a basket of feed. Kairi started to walk toward him, but I stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.

“Let him spend time with his friends,” I said quietly.

She took a deep breath and nodded, smiling as she watched him. My eyes circled the backyard; everyone looked like they were having fun. Ebony was already off to the side, flirting with one of the dads, leaning against the picnic table as she laughed at something he said. Lu was sitting under a tree, letting a little girl play in her hair; the kids looked in awe of her. When Dion eventually ran over, we joined him in the bounce house, taking turns trying to keep up with his energy. I could see how happy Kairi was watching him be happy. The exhaustion started to show on his face as the afternoon went on, and he finally slowed down.

I was trying to talk him into a nap when Kairi’s father came and asked to speak to her.

I overheard him talking to her off to the side. He was apologizing. “I was wrong about what I said about the situation between you and Atlas. I had no business taking a side because of something that happened to me long before you were born,” he said, glancing in my direction without alerting Kairi that I was nearby. “He seems like he really wants to be a father to Dion and a man to you, but none of it matters. He can’t make you stay with him. You choose what’s right for you and my grandson, and I’ll support you—even if it means shooting him.”

Kairi nodded. I walked away, holding a now-sleeping Dion before she said anything. I didn’t want to hear anything else. We were in a good place, and I had faith in her to let her father know that. Still, my chest felt tight because... what if she didn’t? I couldn’t take Dion away from her, really. I just hoped we never had to go a different route than us being a family. I went and put Dion to bed.

As the party wound down, Lu and Ebony joined me and Kairi inside. We were in the kitchen trying to avoid some of the nosier mothers in the neighborhood.

“We better head to the airport,” Ebony said as soon as she walked in. “Flight’s in a few hours, and I don’t trust Miami traffic.”

Kairi frowned. “I’m going to miss you all,” she whined.

They hugged Kairi, and as they turned to leave, Lu glanced at me with a half-sneer, half-smirk on her face. “Don’t mess up, Atlas. We will jump you,” she laughed.

Ebony added, “We’ll see you in a few weeks.”

I glanced at Kairi. She hadn’t told me she’d be going back to New York.

She shook her head, indicating she’d tell speak with me later. I had questions but let it go—for now.

Ebony and Lu had already called for an Uber. They waved as they headed to their car, but just as I was closing the door behind them, the doorbell rang. Kairi headed to the kitchen to deal with the staff I had hired. I opened it to find my mother standing there, a soft smile on her face.

“Mom,” I greeted her. “What are you doing here? I thought you would be here in another week.”

“I wanted to surprise you,” she said.

Then, from behind her, Ashlen appeared.

“Surprise,” she deadpanned.

I heard footsteps behind me and turned to find Kairi walking back in from the kitchen. “The bouncy house owner said—” Kairi’s words trailed off.

Her gaze zeroed in on Ashlen.

Kairi sighed. “Great.”

Ebony and Lu pushed past my mother and Ashlen, coming inside to stand next to Kairi.

“So, this is Ashlen? And showing up with his momma?” Ebony mock-whispered.

Kairi nodded, letting out a sigh. “Yep. Y’all better get going if you don’t want to miss your flight.”

Lu glanced between Kairi and Ashlen before shaking her head. “Actually, I think we’re staying.” They both plopped down on the sofa.

Ashlen’s smirk shifted from me to Kairi. I could tell Ashlen thought she had the upper hand here. Ashlen opened her mouth to speak, but my mother, standing beside her, put a gentle hand on her arm.

“Let’s go inside and talk, darling. We don’t want the neighborhood talking,” she suggested.

I wanted to close the door in their faces and just not deal with any of it, but I knew it was better now than later.

“Come in.” I stepped aside.


Chapter 47

Atlas

As soon as my mother and Ashlen stepped through the door, I felt the temperature drop. Standing side by side, they looked more alike than I’d ever noticed—same cold green eyes, same striking red hair, same air of superiority. It struck me for the first time, seeing them together like this, how much they had in common. Yuck.

“After my son let me know I had a new grandchild, I ran into Ashlen in Paris,” my mother started, her tone dripping with forced politeness. “Ashlen let me know what was really going on, and I had to come see it for myself.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought about the two of them meeting up. But then, I wouldn’t have really thought they would team up; they hadn’t gotten along in a while. My mother had always made it clear that she wanted grandkids and a daughter-in-law she could parade around. Ashlen’s miscarriages, in my mother’s eyes, had always been an Ashlen problem. My mother had even once suggested, in that cool, calculated way of hers, that I consider finding someone “whole.”

I never told Ashlen what my mother had said. Now I wondered if I should have, if it would have forced things to go differently. Maybe I wouldn’t be dealing with both of them right now.

Kairi stepped forward, folding her arms, her expression unyielding. “See what for yourself, exactly?”

My mother answered, looking at me instead of Kairi. “I’m here to make sure you aren’t making a mistake—an emotional decision about splitting up. You know you don’t have to raise your son with her,” she nodded in Kairi's direction, her voice laced with judgment. “You and Ashlen could get custody.”

“The fuck they can,” Kairi yelled, her words sharp enough to silence the room for a beat.

All hell broke loose.

Ebony and Lu were on their feet instantly, their voices overlapping as they cursed out Ashlen and my mother. Ashlen turned her venom toward Kairi. My mother, looking down her nose, held up her hands as if she was afraid someone would hit her.

Ashlen laughed, crossing her arms as she sized Kairi up with an icy glare. “Of course you’re loving this mess. You were always envious of me, Kairi, pretending to be the best friend but watching every move I made. Must feel pretty good, doesn’t it? Living my life, being with my husband, playing happy little family.”

Kairi stepped in front of Ebony and Lu, who went quiet. “Your life?” Kairi’s laugh was sharp and humorless. “That’s funny, because I never wanted your sad life, and I damn sure was never jealous. All I ever wanted was for you to stop treating me like I was beneath you. I was nothing but good to you, Ashlen. But I’m going to beat your ass if you fuck with my child.”

My mother shook her head. “This type of—” she started, but I cut her off.

“Enough!” I shouted, my voice echoing through the room. I stepped forward, blocking Kairi from my mother’s gaze. “Mom, we’re done here if you can’t speak respectfully. You don’t get to come into her home and start tearing into Kairi just because things didn’t go your way. This is my life.”

Ashlen’s face twisted into a bitter smirk. “My life too, Atlas. Mine. The life I built with you, the life she’s taken. You think I don’t know how she schemed, keeping herself in the background? She’s had this planned from the start.”

“You’re delusional,” Kairi shot back. “This was never your life, Ashlen. That’s laughable. You already admitted you knew Atlas wanted me. I’m done apologizing for something I didn’t steal. He begged for me, not the other way around. You should thank me for even allowing you the time you had with him.”

Ashlen scoffed, her gaze flicking between Kairi and me. “You think you’re so special, don’t you, Kairi? You think you’ve won. But let’s be real—you’ll never measure up to me. When the newness wears off, he’ll be back.”

Kairi took a step forward. “Bitch, you don’t even believe that. That’s why you’re here now, you swamp-pussy bitch.”

Ashlen gasped.

My mother stood. “You’re throwing away everything we built,” she said quietly. “All for... this.” Her gaze landed on Kairi with so much contempt. “This is the kind of woman you want to bring into our family?”

I could feel the anger boiling over. “Mom, that’s enough. I’m not going to stand here and let you insult her like that. Kairi is a part of my life, whether you like it or not. And if you can’t accept that, then you’re the one who doesn’t belong here.”

Ashlen scoffed, crossing her arms. “You think I’m just going to let you play house with her?”

“This isn’t a game, Ashlen,” I said. “This is my life. Dion is my son, and I’m raising him with Kairi. Take the money I'm offering and find someone else to use and manipulate.”

Ashlen’s face twisted in anger, and she stepped forward. She looked like she was about to say something else, but my mother placed a hand on her arm, stopping her. “Let’s go, let the lawyers handle this,” my mother said, her tone colder than I’d ever heard it. She looked at me one last time before she turned to the door.

Ashlen hesitated, glaring at me, then at Kairi, before finally following my mother out. The door clicked shut behind them, leaving an unsettling silence in the room.

I let out a long breath, feeling the tension finally start to ease. Kairi’s hand was still in mine, and I squeezed it, pulling her close. “I’m sorry you had to deal with that,” I said quietly.

Ebony crossed her arms, sizing me up. “You better take care of that shit before we do. I know people, and this shit will get ugly before Kairi gets hurt again,” she declared before grabbing Kairi by the shirt and pulling her into the kitchen.

I sighed, wiping my hand down my face. Kairi had told me Ebony was the daughter of an ex-kingpin turned banker. I didn’t want her getting involved in any capacity that didn’t include being Kairi’s friend and Dion's godmother. I needed to call my lawyer again.


Chapter 48

Atlas

I paced the length of my lawyer's office . The neatly organized shelves, the scent of leather and wood polish—it all made my frustration worse. Why the hell was everything so perfect here when my life was a mess? I hadn’t come to hear things I didn’t want to, and Sam was saying stupid shit. I’d come to fix this Ashlen situation, and his job was to fix it, but he wasn’t.

“She’s going to drag this divorce out, Atlas. Why would you tell her you were giving her tree million dollars? Of course she knows you have more than that.” Sam said, leaning back in his chair. His tone was professional, even though I’d known him since we were in diapers. “And frankly, you’ve made it easier for her to take you for everything you got by moving into Kairi’s house so quickly. The optics aren’t great. You need to move out.”

I stopped pacing and turned to face him. “No. That’s my home now. Fuck that.”

Sam sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. He looked like he’d rather be anywhere else, but I knew he wasn’t going to sugarcoat it. “I’m saying it gives her ammunition. In Florida, it’s no longer about proving adultery or fault, but behavior can still sway a judge’s perception. If Ashlen argues that this new situation disrupted your marriage, right after a miscarriage, it could work against you.”

“That’s bullshit,” I snapped, my voice cutting through the quiet. “We were already separated when I moved in. She initiated the divorce.”

Sam gave me a look. “And you think that matters to her narrative? Atlas, divorces aren’t just legal battles for people like you and Ashlen—then you involved a bestselling author that tons of people know. This is a public relations war. You handed her a perfect storyline.  ‘Estranged husband runs off to live with his mistress.’”

“She’s not my mistress,” I growled. “Kairi’s the mother of my child.”

“And Ashlen’s your wife on paper,” Sam reminded me, his voice steady. “Until the ink dries, that still means something.”

I could feel my jaw clenching, my teeth grinding. “I’m not moving out,” I said flatly. “Kairi’s house is my home now. Dion’s there. I’m not going to disrupt my son’s life anymore for anyone.”

Sam held my gaze for a moment before nodding slowly. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do, but you need to know this might drag on longer than you’re prepared for.”

I threw myself into the chair across from his desk instead of throwing the chair like I really wanted to. My frustration came out in a low growl. “This is ridiculous.”

Sam leaned forward, folding his hands. “Atlas, divorces are ugly. They’re expensive. And they’re personal. But we’ll fight this.”

I didn’t feel reassured. Leaving the office felt like walking out with a weight still tethered to my chest.

I was gripping the steering wheel so hard my knuckles were white when I pulled out my phone and called my mother. If anyone could rein in Ashlen, it was her. At least, that’s what I hoped.

“Atlas,” she answered, her tone clipped. “This is unexpected.”

“I need you to talk to Ashlen,” I said, skipping the pleasantries.

There was a long pause. Too long.

“No,” she said finally. “I taught you better than this. You’re creating a spectacle and embarrassing your wife.”

I clenched my jaw. “You don’t even like Ashlen.”

“That doesn’t matter. If I have to choose between her and that... woman you’re living with, I’m choosing Ashlen. She’s your wife.”

“She’s my ex-wife.”

“Not yet,” my mother shot back. “And you’ve handled this all wrong. You’re throwing away everything we built for what? A fling?”

My anger surged, hot and immediate. “Kairi is not a fling, and this is not up for debate. Ashlen is destroying my family.”

“Your family?” she echoed, her voice icy. “Your family was with Ashlen. Not... whatever this is.”

“If you’re taking her side, then you’re making your choice clear,” I said, my voice tight. “But don’t expect to meet Dion.”

Her silence on the other end of the line was deafening. “We’ll see,” she said coldly before hanging up.

I dropped my phone onto the passenger seat, staring blankly at the road ahead. I felt trapped, like the walls were closing in, no matter which way I turned. I wished I could go back in time—I’d choose Kairi that first day, the first word spoken. This was my punishment for not doing that, or at least that’s what it felt like.

By the time I pulled into the driveway, my head was pounding. I needed to see Kairi and my son, to remind myself why I was doing all this.

But the moment I stepped inside, a scream tore through the house.

“Kairi!” I shouted, rushing toward the sound.

She was in the kitchen, her phone shaking in her hands. “What’s wrong?” I demanded, my heart racing.

“This bitch,” she said and held up her phone.

I grabbed it, my stomach sinking as I read the screen. I wished I hadn’t insisted Ebony and Lu go home. They were better equipped to deal with this, I was sure of it.


Chapter 49

Atlas

Kairi paced the length of the living room, her bare feet silent on the hardwood floor, but the energy radiating off her wasn’t. She was so angry I could see her body vibrating with it. I leaned against the doorframe, unsure of how to help without setting her off further. She hadn’t slept well after she’d seen her name trending on social media.

“She twisted everything,” Kairi said suddenly. “She’s painting herself as the victim, Atlas. Like she wasn’t fucking unbearable from the moment she entered my life.”

I knew exactly what she was talking about—the podcast Ashlen had done. The one where she’d recast our history into a tragic soap opera where she was the hero and Kairi was the scheming villain who wanted her life. I’d listened to parts of it before shutting it off. The lies were too much to bear. And I felt like the entire thing was my fault. If I’d just done what I wanted from the beginning and been with Kairi, none of this would be happening. I was scared this might be what broke us.

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly, trying to meet her eyes. “You know none of it matters, right? Anyone who matters—”

“That’s not the fucking point!” she snapped, cutting me off. “It’s not about the people who know us, Atlas. It’s about everyone else. She’s trying to ruin me. My fucking career. And why? Because she couldn’t have you, and she barely wanted you.”

I flinched. Ouch. It was the truth, but did she have to say it like that?

She kept pacing, shaking her head. “We weren’t cheating all through college. Why would she even say that? She knows it isn’t true. I should go live and tell the truth. Tell all her business. Snooty bitch wouldn’t like that.”

I stepped forward cautiously, like approaching a live wire. “Kairi, you know she’s doing this to get a rise out of you. She wants a reaction. Don’t give it to her.”

But Kairi wasn’t hearing it. Her pacing stopped abruptly, and she grabbed her keys off the counter. “Fuck her. I need to hold my son. I’m going to my daddy’s house.”

“I’ll come with you.”

She shook her head, not looking at me. “No. I need a minute alone.”

Something in her tone made me hesitate. I didn’t want to push her further, so I nodded. “Okay. Call me if you need me.”

She didn’t answer. The door slammed behind her.

She was gone about five minutes, and something wasn’t sitting right with me. Kairi wouldn’t take this kind of anger to her father’s house—not with Dion there.

She wasn’t going to her father’s house. I knew it as surely as I knew my own name.

I grabbed my keys and ran to the car. Stupid me, I shouldn’t have let her go. There was only one place she’d go in this state—the house I’d shared with Ashlen. The house I’d let Ashlen and my mother take over for the sake of peace.

I pulled up to the house, and the first thing I noticed was the front door standing wide open. I jumped out of the car, sprinting toward the sound of screaming. Inside, chaos reigned.

Kairi was on top of Ashlen, drilling her fist into Ashlen’s face as Ashlen screamed, her arms flailing defensively. My mother stood to the side, yelling, “Get her off! Atlas, do something!”

“Kairi!” I shouted, rushing forward. She didn’t even look at me. Her hand tangled in Ashlen’s hair, dragging her across the living room floor as Ashlen shrieked.

“Kairi, let her go!” I grabbed her around the waist and tried to pull her off, but she was stronger than I expected, fueled by pure rage.

“She’s trying to ruin me!” Kairi screamed, struggling against me. “I’ll give her a reason to now!”

“Bitch!” she yelled, yanking Ashlen’s hair.

“Kairi, enough!” I finally managed to pry her away. She kept a grip on Ashlen’s hair until the last possible second, dragging her a few more feet before finally letting go.

I held her firmly, my heart racing. “How did that help?” I barked. This was just going to make things worse.

“It didn’t,” she admitted breathlessly, her chest rising and falling rapidly. “But it made me feel better. Now get off me.”

She yanked herself out of my grip and stormed out of the house.

I turned back to find my mother and Ashlen staring at me. Ashlen was on the floor, her face red, tears streaming down her cheeks. My mother stood over her.

“I can’t believe this,” my mother said, her voice shaking with anger. “That woman is unhinged, Atlas! You need to call the police.”

“Mom, stop,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose.

“Stop?!” Ashlen shouted, still on the floor. “That bitch attacked me in my own home! You’re lucky I don’t press charges.”

I walked over and helped Ashlen up reluctantly, my patience wearing thin. “Ashlen, you’ve been provoking her for weeks. You went on a public platform and lied about her. Did you think she wouldn’t react? Or are you used to her taking your shit quietly? We’re older now, Ashlen. That’s not going to work anymore.”

Ashlen’s jaw dropped. “Are you seriously defending her right now?”

“Yes. You lied,” I said. I wasn’t trying to be diplomatic. “And if you call the police, you’re going to make this worse for everyone—including yourself.”

Ashlen scoffed, crossing her arms. “She’s insane, Atlas. You don’t see it because you’re blinded by whatever it is she’s doing to you.”

“She’s doing nothing except trying to live her life,” I shot back. “And you keep dragging her name through the mud. Do you really think that’s going to make anything better for you? She knows your secrets too. You want to be exposed?”

My mother stepped in, her voice hard. “Ashlen shouldn’t be getting a talking-to. Talk to that girl—”

“Mom,” I said, turning to her. My voice was steady, my patience at its breaking point. “Back off. Kairi is what’s best for me. She’s the mother of my son. And if you can’t accept that, fuck you. I’ll cut you off too. You’re living on my dime.”

My mother’s face hardened. “Don’t threaten me, Atlas.”

“It’s not a threat. It’s reality,” I said simply. “You need to stop interfering, or else.”

Ashlen let out a bitter laugh. “You really think this is over because you threaten us, don’t you? She assaulted me, Atlas. I won’t let this slide.”

“Do whatever you need to do,” I said, stepping toward the door. “And suffer the consequences.”

I left them standing there, ignoring their words as I walked out.

By the time I got back to Kairi’s house, the tightness in my chest had only gotten worse. I didn’t know what I was walking into, but I braced myself for anything.

Kairi was sitting on the couch, her hands still trembling. When she looked up at me, her eyes were red, but there was a defiant spark in them.

“I’m not sorry for beating her ass. Fuck her,” she said, her voice firm.

I sighed, sitting down beside her. “I know.” That was all I said. I didn’t want her realizing how much me involving myself in her life had changed her life for the worse.


Chapter 50

Kairi

The online backlash was out of control now. A few fucked-up comments under my latest Instagram post had turned into thousands. Suddenly, I wasn’t just Kairi the author—I was Kairi the homewrecker, Kairi the villain, Kairi the “angry Black woman.”

It was a disaster. Everywhere I turned, there were articles twisting the truth, blog posts dissecting my life. The hashtag #CancelKairi started trending. The publishers I’d worked with for years were now “reassessing our future projects.” My inbox became a graveyard of opportunities that had been snatched away. Deals that were all but signed suddenly vanished. The projects I’d been excited to pitch were now “not a good fit at this time.”

I sat in the living room, wanting to throw my phone. The comments flooded in faster than I could block them.

“She’s disgusting. Stealing another woman’s husband and beating her up? Typical.”

“Guess that’s the last book I’ll buy from her. Gross.”

“Bet she’s using this guy to boost her career. Trash.”

I scrolled until I couldn’t anymore, until my chest felt tight and my eyes burned. I tossed my phone onto the couch and pressed my fingers to my temples, willing myself not to cry.

Atlas came into the room. He must’ve seen my face because he immediately asked, “What happened?”

I laughed, a bitter sound that barely escaped my throat. “What hasn’t happened? Ashlen’s smear campaign is working.”

“She’s lying,” he said firmly, like that made a difference. “Anyone who knows you—”

“Anyone who knows me,” I cut him off, “isn’t enough to stop my career from crumbling. My book tour? Canceled. My collaboration with that indie bookstore chain? Gone. Do you know what they said in their email? ‘We’re concerned about aligning with your personal brand.’ My personal brand? What the fuck does that even mean?”

Atlas ran a hand through his hair, his frustration barely contained. “This will pass, Kairi. People will move on.”

“But will my career survive?” I snapped, standing up. “I’ve worked my ass off to get here, Atlas. Do you know what it feels like to have it all ripped away because of some vindictive lies?”

He didn’t answer, and I could feel the frustration bubbling just beneath my skin.

“And now,” I said, my voice shaking, “she’s talking about pressing charges. Assault charges. Do you know what that’s going to look like? A court case? My name plastered everywhere for something I didn’t even start?”

Atlas took a step closer, his hands reaching for mine. “She provoked you.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, pulling away. “You know it doesn’t matter. The only thing people will hear is that a Black woman lost her shit in some perfect white woman’s living room. I can’t win this.”

He opened his mouth to say something, but I didn’t give him the chance. “And don’t you dare say you’ll fix it. You can’t fix this, Atlas. I’m the one they’re coming for. Not you. Not her. Me.”

I started pacing, my bare feet slapping against the floor. “I should’ve known better. I should’ve stayed away from you, from this. I can’t even write. Do you know that? Every time I sit down to work, I feel like there’s no point. Who’s going to read a romance book by the villain? Not even dark romance readers like cheaters.”

Atlas moved in front of me, gently holding my shoulders to stop my pacing. “Kairi, listen to me. You are not the villain. You are not the person they’re making you out to be.”

“But that doesn’t matter, does it?” I said quietly, my voice breaking. “Because perception is reality. And the reality is, being with you is costing me everything.”

The words hung in the air between us, heavy and final. His hands tightened on my shoulders, his jaw clenched. “Do you want to leave?” he asked, his voice low. “Is that what you’re saying?”

I didn’t answer right away. Because the truth was, I didn’t know. I loved Atlas. I loved him more than I’d ever loved anyone. But was love enough when the entire world seemed determined to burn you alive for it?

“I don’t know,” I said finally, my voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t know if I can survive this, Atlas.”

The look on his face was enough to shatter what little composure I had left. He nodded slowly, his hands dropping to his sides. “Whatever you need to do, Kairi. I’ll understand.”

But that was the problem, wasn’t it? I didn’t know what I needed to do. All I knew was that the life I’d built was slipping through my fingers, and I had no idea how to hold onto it.


Chapter 51

Kairi

Brooklyn felt different. When I moved there, I’d been full of hope, dreaming about the possibilities ahead. Just a couple of months ago, it had been my home. Now, it felt like a city I barely recognized. It energy was muted by the storm cloud hovering over my life. The book fair was the only event that hadn’t canceled on me, and even that felt like a mercy invite. It was hosted by Black women for Black women—they were being empathetic.

Atlas had wanted to come with me, to “be there” for me, but things between us had been so tense lately. Every conversation felt loaded, every moment filled with frustrations. We both needed time apart, and this trip was supposed to be that. Instead, I found myself alone in a city that used to feel like freedom.

I sat in the corner of a quiet café near the fair, staring out at the street. My notebook lay open in front of me, but the pages were blank. The words that had made me a household name wouldn’t come, not like they used to. My career felt like it was slipping through my fingers, and for the first time, I wasn’t sure I could fight hard enough to hold onto it.

“Kairi,” a voice said, pulling me from my thoughts.

I turned and saw Mason standing there. He smiled.

“Mason,” I said.

“I’m sorry about everything. I saw what’s happening online, the lies Ashlen’s been spreading. I don’t even know what to say—it’s so messed up.”

I let out a bitter laugh and sat back down. “Yeah, well, it’s my life now.”

He slid into the chair across from me, his gaze searching my face. “You look tired.”

“I am tired,” I admitted. “Tired of fighting, tired of explaining myself, tired of people who don’t even know me deciding I’m the villain in some twisted soap opera.”

Mason leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “That’s why I called you here when I heard you were in town. I wanted to help.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Help how?”

He reached into his bag and pulled out an envelope, sliding it across the table. “This.”

I hesitated before picking it up. When I opened it, my breath caught. Inside were photos—Mason and Ashlen together. Their faces were close in one, her hand on his chest in another. There were screenshots too, texts and emails Ashlen had sent him.

My stomach churned as I skimmed through them. “Mason, I…”

“I didn’t know she’d turn on you like this,” he said, his voice low. “I thought she was just… I don’t know. We had a thing, but it was nothing serious. She always made it clear she was with Atlas for the money and the image. Some of those emails are in there too. She didn’t love him, and he didn’t care about who she fucked. She was happy as long as she had her lifestyle. So I was confused as to why she was lying about you.”

I shook my head. “Why are you giving me this?”

“Because she’s trying to ruin you, Kairi. And if you need to fight back, you should have everything at your disposal.” He leaned back, his expression serious. “I’m not saying you have to use it, but… if you do, at least you’ll have the truth on your side.”

I stared at the envelope.

“You didn’t deserve any of this.”

I closed the envelope and set it aside, my hands trembling slightly. “Thanks, Mason. I don’t know what I’m going to do with this, but… thank you.”

He nodded, his expression softening. “For what it’s worth, Kairi, you’re stronger than she’ll ever be. Nobody believed you were the one who needed her. Don’t let her break you.”

His words lingered in my mind long after he left.


Chapter 52

Kairi

Ebony and Lu were already waiting for me at the bar when I walked in. Our usual spot was the same as always—dim lights, sticky tables, and a pitcher of sangria sweating in the middle of it all. The noise of the crowd wrapped around me, loud but oddly comforting.

Ebony saw me first. She threw her hands up like I’d been lost at sea and finally returned. “About time! Look who decided to show up!”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Stop it.”

“And late,” Lu added, her tone dry but her smile soft. She grabbed the pitcher and poured a fresh glass for me.

Sliding into the booth, I sighed and took the glass from her. “I missed you two,” I admitted, even though we’d just seen each other in Miami not that long ago. I took a sip, the sweetness of the sangria pulling some of the tension from my shoulders.

“We know,” Ebony said with a smirk.

The three of us fell into an easy flow. Ebony launched into a wild story about her latest date, and Lu chimed in with her commentary. I laughed more than I had in weeks. For a little while, it felt like everything else—the drama, the stress, the constant judgment—didn’t exist. It was just us.

Then the door opened, and I felt it before I saw him.

I didn’t need Ebony’s grin to confirm who it was. “Surprise,” she said, not bothering to hide her satisfaction. “I invited him.”

Davis.

He walked in like he always did, confident but not cocky. When his eyes landed on me, they didn’t move. I thought it might feel awkward, seeing him again after everything that had happened. But seeing his face made me realize how much I’d missed him.

“Davis,” Ebony said, her grin growing wider. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

“Kairi,” Davis said, sliding into the seat next to me, and I hated the way my body responded, muscle memory pulling me toward him before my brain could catch up. He smelled so good it made my stomach flutter.

“Davis,” I said. “What brings you here? I thought you’d still be mad at me. You haven’t answered any of my texts.” I had the nerve to be mad at him about not answering me, but I thought we were at least friends and would continue to be.

“And I won’t tomorrow either,” he said, flashing that familiar grin that used to undo me. He leaned in slightly. “But I still wanted to see your face. Even if I’m still a little hurt.”

The words hit differently than I expected. I looked at him, unsure what to say, but Ebony saved me by getting worked up over another one of her stories. Davis didn’t push, but I could feel his eyes on me.

We talked and laughed like old times, but it was different now. He was different. Or maybe I was.

When Ebony got up to grab another pitcher and Lu went to the bathroom, Davis turned to me. “So, what’s going on with you? I saw everything. It’s a mess, Kairi. Was all this worth being with him?”

I didn’t answer right away. Instead, I stared into my glass, watching the ice cubes shift as I swirled it. “It would’ve been easier with you,” I said finally.

Davis didn’t interrupt.

“You were easy,” I continued, my voice quiet. “Not in a bad way. You were safe. Constant. Predictable.” I turned to look at him.

He nodded. “That’s a lot of compliments,” he said, but his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“But that’s not what I want.” I met Davis’s gaze, the words catching in my throat. “You know the stories I write, the exaggerated adult fairy tales? I grew up believing in those. Believing in love that shakes you to your core, that makes you question everything, that… changes you.” I paused, swallowing hard. “I can’t settle for easy,” I said quietly. “You’re everything I should want, Davis, and it pisses me off that I just can’t be with you.”

His smile faded completely. “I’m going to call it a night.”

“Davis, I’m sorry,” I said. “Really.”

He shrugged and stood, lifting his glass to his lips. “You made your choice. I hope he’s worth it,” he said before walking off.

I felt like shit.

Lu and Ebony came back to the table, their energy cutting through the fog Davis had left behind. Ebony was the first to notice. “What’s wrong?” she asked, sliding back into the booth. “You look like somebody ran over your cat.”

I sighed, swirling my glass. “Davis left. He asked if all this was worth it, and I told him the truth. He didn’t take it well.”

Ebony rolled her eyes. “Men love a guilt trip when they can’t be the center of your world. He’ll survive. That’s why I invited him. So he can move the fuck on.”

“Yeah, well, I feel like crap,” I admitted. “He didn’t deserve any of what happened between us after I returned to Florida. I wish I would have just left him alone from the beginning.”

“Fuck him. That’s my friend, but he’s a big boy. There’s women all over the city that want him. Let him find another,” Ebony said, leaning forward. “What you need to worry about is Ashlen. If she keeps fucking with you, I’mma have that bitch killed.” She said it, and now I could see she was clearly drunk.

“Ebony,” I warned.

“I’m serious,” she shot back. “If she keeps coming for you, she’ll end up missing. Don’t test me.”

Lu nudged her. “Let it go, Black Axe Barbie. Kairi doesn’t need that energy.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “I think I’m going to call it a night.”

Lu reached across the table, grabbing my hand. “Sure you’re okay?” Lu asked.

“I’m fine,” I said, standing. Ebony hugged me tightly.

“Text me if you need anything,” she said, her tone serious.

“I will,” I promised, leaving them in the bar.

When I opened the door to my apartment, the first thing I noticed was the quiet. I dropped my bag by the door, kicked off my shoes, and made my way toward the living room, where I felt him before I even saw him.

Atlas was there, stretched out on the couch like he owned every corner of the room. His jacket was draped over the armrest, his tie loose and hanging, and his shirt unbuttoned just enough to tease. He looked up at me, his eyes dark and steady, his smile slow and knowing.

“You’re here,” I said, the words slipping out before I could think.

“Dion’s asleep in the bedroom,” he said, his voice deep and even. “I wasn’t about to let you stay here alone for two weeks. You’d miss me too much.”

I rolled my eyes, though I couldn’t help the small smile tugging at my lips. “You’re so full of yourself.”

“And you love it,” he said, leaning back, his legs spread wide.

I walked over, my heart kicking up with every step. When I sat beside him, I reached for his hand, my fingers brushing his. “Thank you.”

“For what?” His voice dropped, rougher now.

“For being here. For knowing what I need, even when I don’t.”

He leaned in, his hand sliding to the back of my neck, pulling me closer. His lips found mine, soft at first, then firmer. I kissed him back, letting him take his time, his tongue sweeping over mine before he sucked my bottom lip.

I let out a soft gasp, and that was all it took. He shifted, his grip on my neck tightening as he deepened the kiss, his tongue sliding into my mouth, stroking, teasing. I pressed closer, the heat building between my legs felt unbearable.

Without thinking, I swung my leg over his lap, straddling him. His hands found my waist instantly, pulling me flush against him. I could feel every inch of him through the thin fabric of my leggings. I grinded into him. He groaned into my mouth, one hand sliding down to grab my ass, the other tangling in my hair as he kissed me harder, deeper.

I broke the kiss just long enough to catch my breath. His mouth moved to my jaw, then to my neck, sucking just below my ear until my head fell back, a low moan escaping before I could stop it.

“You missed me,” he murmured against my skin, his voice thick and possessive. “Say it.”

“I missed you,” I whispered, my hands gripping his shoulders.

“Not enough,” he growled, his teeth grazing my collarbone. “Show me. Ride me. Make me cum,” he said before he reached in between us, tearing a hole into my tights, sliding my panties to the side. I rose up, my hand sliding to his pants, my hands flying to unleash his dick. He sucked my tongue this time, slow and dirty as I sank down on him. The stretch was perfect; I oozed pussy juice all down his shaft.

I couldn't help but think—I was right when I told Davis I didn’t want easy. The feeling I was having right now was all-consuming.


Chapter 53

Kairi

I was surprised that people were coming up to me with smiles, holding copies of my books, and telling me how much my work had meant to them. It felt good—normal, even. For a moment, I almost forgot about Ashlen and the smear campaign that had turned my life into a circus.

That’s why I was caught off guard mid-conversation with a reader when I heard a voice dripping with disdain, cutting through the crowd.

“There she is, the homewrecker herself.”

I turned, my stomach tightening. A blonde woman in a tailored coat, arms crossed, her expression a mix of disgust, was standing behind me. I didn’t know her, but she clearly knew me. Or at least the version of me Ashlen had plastered all over the internet.

“You’ve got some nerve showing your face here,” she sneered, her voice loud enough to draw attention. “Parading around like you’re some kind of role model. It’s pathetic.”

I froze. Words deserted me. I’d spent weeks enduring this online—strangers calling me names, dissecting my life, making judgments based on half-truths and outright lies. But hearing it in person was different.

Atlas must have known I was about to snatch the bitch by her hair. He stepped in immediately, moving between us. “You need to leave,” he barked.

The woman laughed, a humorless sound. “Oh, isn’t this sweet? The cheating husband defending his mistress. You two deserve each other.”

“You’re embarrassing yourself.”

“I’m embarrassing myself?” she snapped, taking a step closer, her voice rising. “You abandoned your wife for her. Everyone knows it. Everyone knows what kind of trash you left her for.”

“Stop,” Atlas said, his voice dropping into something dangerous. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She didn’t stop. She turned her focus to me again. “You’re disgusting. A liar. A homewrecker. Everything Ashlen said about you is true.” I could hear the whispers around us. People were watching. Judging. Luckily, it was the first day, and not many people had shown up yet. We were also near the end of the event.

I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. My face burned with anger and humiliation, but I didn’t know what to say. I hated that she had the power to make me feel this small.

My heart pounded in my chest, and for a second, I thought about lunging at her. I thought again about beating her ass like I’d done Ashlen’s.

Atlas stepped closer to her, his voice calm but dangerous. “Walk away. Now. Or I’ll drag you out by your fucking hair.”

Her eyes widened for a second, but she recovered quickly. She turned, muttering something under her breath. But before she disappeared into the crowd, she threw one last jab over her shoulder. “You’ll never escape this. People will always know what kind of woman you are.”

She stormed off, and the room seemed to exhale. Atlas turned to me, his hands on my shoulders. “You okay?”

I nodded, but the truth was, I wasn’t. My hands were shaking, my chest felt tight, and I could feel tears prickling the back of my eyes. “This is never going to end,” I said quietly. “No matter what I do.”

“It will,” Atlas said, his voice firm. “But not if you let people like her win.”

I walked off. I could hear him following me into the empty hallway that only event staff and participants were allowed in. I rested my head against a wall.

His words had pissed me off. Because what did “winning” even mean in this situation? My reputation was already shredded. My career was hanging by a thread.

“This is why I have to release the pictures,” I said, the words coming out before I could stop them.

Atlas frowned. “No.”

“If I put them out there, it’ll prove she’s a liar. It’ll shut her up.”

“No,” he barked. “That’s a terrible idea.”

“You, trying to protect her?” I snapped.

“No. Fuck her.”

“She wants to destroy me, Atlas. Why shouldn’t I fight back?”

“Because it’s not going to fix anything,” he said. “All it’s going to do is make you look just as bad as her. Worse. People don’t support revenge porn, Kairi. They’ll turn on you faster than you can blink.”

“It’s not porn,” I said, my voice rising. “It’s her nasty-ass secrets being exposed.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “This isn’t the way. You think putting those pictures out there will make her go away? It won’t. It’ll just make everything worse.”

I stared at him, my chest heaving. “Okay, Atlas,” I said finally, my tone flat. I didn’t want to argue anymore. But deep down, I knew what I was going to do. As soon as this fair was over and I was back in Florida, I’d post the pictures. Shit couldn’t get worse than it already was. If Ashlen wanted to ruin me, then fine. But we could both be humiliated.

Let’s see how she liked it.


Chapter 54

Atlas

Kairi would probably kill me if she knew what I was doing, but I didn’t care. I had to do something. She was strong, but even the strongest people have their breaking points—and she was at hers. I didn’t want her to end up really ruining her life by revealing those pictures Mason had given her. I was pissed at him. Why would he even do that?

That’s how I ended up sitting across from Jordan Lyles in his Manhattan studio. He was one of the most popular social media stars turned podcast hosts. I had met him when he hired me to build his website and an app.

“You sure about this?” Jordan asked, leaning back in his chair and running his hand through his dark hair. “I have almost twenty million followers, Atlas. Once it’s out there, it’s out there.”

I nodded, my jaw tight. “I’m sure. People need to hear the truth.”

Jordan gave me a look—one that said he wasn’t entirely convinced—but he nodded to his producer to start recording. The red light blinked on, and there was no turning back.

“Welcome back,” Jordan said smoothly into the camera. “Today, we’ve got a guest who’s been at the center of some serious drama lately. Atlas Carter, thank you for being here.”

“Thanks for having me,” I said, sounding calm, though my pulse was racing.

Jordan leaned forward, his tone turning serious. “Let’s get right into it, Atlas. The internet’s been on fire about you, Kairi, and Ashlen. People are calling Kairi a homewrecker, and they’re painting you as the bad guy who left his wife for another woman. What do you have to say to that?”

I took a deep breath, my hands clasped tightly in my lap. “I want to start by saying this: Kairi is not a homewrecker. That narrative is a lie, and it’s unfair. If anyone’s to blame for what happened, it’s me. I made decisions that hurt people. I take full responsibility for that.”

Jordan nodded, his eyes narrowing slightly as he listened. “Why do you think this narrative has gotten so big?”

“Really? A bit of racism and people’s love of drama. Because it’s easier to believe that Kairi’s the villain than it is to believe Ashlen is,” I said. “The truth is, I should have never married Ashlen. I was trying to live up to expectations that weren’t mine. My parents wanted me to marry someone who fit their idea of perfection—someone like Ashlen. And I tried. I tried to be the son they wanted, but the reality was, from the first moment I saw Kairi, I knew she was my one and only.”

Jordan leaned in. “What was real?”

“Nothing,” I said simply. “I never loved Ashlen the way I should’ve. I cared about her, but that was just because I made myself. And your heart was with Kairi?”

I nodded. “It was. It’s always been about Kairi. She’s smart, funny, and the most genuine person I’ve ever met. She dragged herself back into me and Ashlen’s bullshit because Ashlen had a miscarriage. She took care of her even though Ashlen hadn’t been her friend in years—if ever. Ashlen always knew I wanted Kairi. Since college. I loved her then, and I love her now. But back then, I was too afraid to choose her. I was too afraid of disappointing my family.”

Jordan’s expression softened, and he nodded. “So why now? Why step up for her now?”

“Because she deserves it,” I said, my voice firm. “Ashlen’s been spreading lies, trying to destroy her reputation, and Kairi’s been handling it well." I embellished that part a little, leaving out the beating she’d given Ashlen. "But she should have never had to. She didn’t break up my marriage. That was already over before we got back together. I owe it to her to tell the truth, no matter how fucked up it is.”

“And what about the people who will say you’re just defending her because you’re in love with her?”

“They’re absolutely right,” I said, leaning forward. “I am in love with her. I’ve always been in love with her. But this isn’t just about love. It’s about fairness. It’s about correcting the lies and standing by the woman who’s been dragged through hell because of me.”

Jordan nodded. “That’s a lot to put out there, Atlas. Do you think it’ll change anything?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Fuck the people who don’t believe it, as long as they leave Kairi alone. Attack me if you have to vent at a complete stranger about shit that has nothing to do with you.”

Jordan laughed. “Well, there you have it, folks. Atlas Carter, unfiltered.”

Now that it was over, I just had to hope Kairi would forgive me for doing it without telling her.


Chapter 55

Kairi

“She must got some Black magic in her pussy to have him pull the race card.”

“It’s always the fat Black ones you have to watch out for.”

“He lying for his DEI lover.”

I didn’t know how Atlas figured going on a podcast and “telling his truth” would work to stop Ashlen. This was why I was a firm believer that mics were too damn cheap. I wanted to go back to Florida and hug my daddy.

This was also exactly why I was about to release the pictures. I was tired of Ashlen ass. I had gotten so desperate I called her parents. They didn’t answer or return my call. Which was ironic. When I hit the best seller, they’d called for free copies of my book and said I was like a daughter to them Ashlen had gotten her ways from them and this cemented it.

“What were you thinking?” I snapped, throwing my phone onto the coffee table. “You should have known that ‘blame it on me’ bullshit wasn’t going to work. You’re tragically rich and white-minded. And you left out all the ugly shit. She’s out here trying to ruin me, and you’re being diplomatic.

” Atlas shook his head and sighed like he was exhausted with me. “Kairi, come on.”

I sucked my teeth and crossed my arms, the anger bubbling under my skin. I didn’t want to sound like I was lecturing him, but Atlas didn’t understand the nuances of race and love or how ugly social media could get. He thought just saying the truth was enough. Like people actually cared about facts over a scandal.

“Kairi.” His voice was low, careful, like I was a bomb he was trying to disarm. “I was trying to help. I thought if I told people the truth, they’d back off.”

I laughed“Back off?” I pointed at my phone. “You really thought the same people who love watching a Black woman burn were just gonna hear your little speech and go, ‘Oh wow, we’ve been so unfair to Kairi, let’s stop harassing her’? No. They’re calling me a witch, Atlas. They’re saying I put a spell on you with my pussy. What kind of stupid shit...”

He ran a hand down his face. “I thought if I took the blame, if I made it clear that I made the mistake, it would take the pressure off you.”

I rolled my eyes. “You really don’t get it.”

Atlas sat down on the couch, rubbing the back of his neck.

He exhaled like he was choosing his words carefully. “What you want to do isn’t the way to fight back, Kairi. Releasing those pictures… that’s not who you are.”

I scoffed. “Oh, so now you know who I am? How?  I’m not the same girl from college. ”

“Yes.” He met my eyes, his jaw tight. “I know you. I know you’re angry. I know you’re hurt. And I know you think this is the only way to win, but it’s not. You’re a good person Kairi.”

I sucked my teeth, “Fuck being a good person. I was good to both you and Ashlen and look what it got me.  I shook my head. “This is my life, Atlas. You get to be the tragic, misguided husband who made a mistake. I’m the villain. I’m the jezebel, the destroyer of families, the fat Black woman who seduced the poor, helpless white man, who’s too good for her..”

“That’s not what I think.”

“Fuck what you think, that’s what they think. And their opinions are what’s ruining my life. Don’t piss me off.”

Atlas leaned forward, his hands clasped. “I’m just trying to be logical. Releasing those pictures is going to make you look bitter, and vengeful.’ People are just waiting for you to give them more ammunition and get worse. Even if you prove she’s a liar,” he continued, “even if you expose her, what then? You think she’s going to just disappear? She’ll play the victim harder than ever. ‘Atlas and Kairi released intimate photos of me, invaded my privacy, humiliated me publicly.’ And you know what? People will eat that up.”

I stared at him, my pulse thrumming in my ears. He was starting to sounded like he was defending her.  “So what am I supposed to do, Atlas? Just let her keep dragging keep? Let her keep making money off of my pain? This bitch had a tik tok channel now where she was telling her version of our stories in parts, reading from my books, linking what happened in them to what happened in real life.”

“No.” His replied. “You keep being you. You keep writing, you keep living. You don’t let her define you. You win by moving on, you go high when they go low.”

I sighed, dropping my head back against the couch. My body was still tight.

I sat up, resting my elbows on my knees. “That’s all fine and well,” I said, my voice calmer. “You’re right.”

He exhaled in relief, leaning back. “Good.”

I pulled out my phone, turned the screen toward him, and hit post.

The color drained from his face as he watched the pictures upload to every single one of my social media accounts. Everywhere.

“Goddamn it, Kairi,” he breathed.

I leaned back. My hands weren’t shaking anymore.

"You were right, I’m going to keep being me, but fuck it. Posting that made me feel better.  Now we are all going down in flames together.”


Chapter 56

Kairi

Atlas’s face was unreadable, but I felt the fury vibrating off him, curling around me like a tangible thing. Hours had passed and he hadn’t said a word since I posted Ashlen’s pictures. Not a single fucking word. And that silence was worse than yelling. But I didn’t care. I did what I thought was right.

“I told you not to do it,” Atlas’s voice was tight.

Grabbing my waist, he flipped me over onto the bed so fast my breath caught. His weight pressed down on me, his mouth at my ear.

“You don’t fucking listen,” he murmured, his voice low, dangerous.

I swallowed hard. He grabbed my wrists, pinning them above my head.

“You think you can do whatever you want with no consequences?” he asked, his voice dark. “That there’s not a price for fucking ignoring me?”

I arched against him, feeling the thick press of his arousal through his jeans. Fuck. I was already soaked. Already aching.

“I don’t regret it,” I said breathlessly.

Atlas let out a low chuckle, but there was no humor in it. “You will.”

His mouth was on mine before I could talk more shit, his tongue pushing past my lips, his kiss rough, unrelenting. He bit my bottom lip, just hard enough to sting, before yanking my leggings down. He flipped me over onto my stomach, one big hand pressing down on the center of my back.

Then—smack.

A sharp, stinging slap against my ass.

I gasped, my pussy flooded instantly.

“Maybe if I fuck the attitude out of you, you’ll start listening.” His palm came down again, firmer this time. My thighs clenched, my breath shuddering as he spread my pussy open, teasing me with his fingers. I was soaked, saturated. Atlas had been angry all day, and now that Dion was sleeping, he was taking it out on my body. I wouldn’t admit it out loud, but I liked him like this—wild, unfiltered.

He pulled me up onto my knees and pressed my face into the mattress. He trailed his tongue down my spine, between my ass cheeks—if he wasn’t holding me up, my knees would have buckled. He licked his way back up. My pussy started getting wetter and wetter.

Then I felt his dick pushing against my pussyhole, and then he was sliding inside me, slow and deep, pushing until he was all the way in. My fingers clenched the sheets as I sucked in a breath—he was stretching me, filling me completely. It was almost unbearable.

He didn’t let me adjust. He was fucking mad, and it showed. His hands gripped my hips, his thrusts were deep and punishing. I moaned into the mattress, pleasure and pain blurring together.

“You don’t get to ignore me when I tell you something,” he growled, his fingers tightening in my hair.

The arch in my back had me spread wide open for him.

I wanted to fight back, to say something slick, but I could barely form words. My body was melting, my skin on fire.

Then—my phone started ringing.

I ignored it. Atlas kept going, his pace relentless, his grip unforgiving.

I gripped the comforter, cracking my knuckles.

The phone rang again.

And again.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Atlas muttered, pulling out abruptly, leaving my ass in the air and my face in the pillow. I let out a whimper, my body aching for him. He grabbed my wrist, shoving my phone into my hand.

“Who the fuck is that?” he demanded.

I looked at the screen. Ebony.

Shit.

I answered, breathless, shaking. “Eb—”

“Bitch.” Her voice was dead serious. “I know you busy, but you need to get on social media.”

“What?” I asked, trying to catch my breath.

“Ashlen just released a tape.”

I blinked, my brain not computing. “A tape?”

“She got footage of you going into the restroom at her baby shower. Then Oak followed. The video makes it look like a set-up meeting. He’s looking all sneaky, then he comes out fixing his clothes—and then you come out fixing yours.

“And now everybody knows that when you got pregnant, she had a miscarriage right after.”

My stomach plummeted.

Ebony’s voice sharpened. “Kairi, everybody has seen it. It’s on Instagram, TikTok, and that racist white man site.”

The room spun. My throat closed up. I felt Atlas’s gaze on me, burning, waiting.

My voice barely came out. “What the fuck?”

And just like that—I knew I was ruined.

I should have listened to him.


Chapter 57

Atlas

As soon as our flight landed in Florida, I knew what I had to do. I’d been thinking about it for days. This entire mess started because, instead of doing what I wanted, I did what I was told.

I should have dated and married Kairi. I should have kicked down her door that night she turned me away—or better yet, I should’ve told her how I felt in college. That was when my world tilted.

I had been too fucking nice about this entire situation. I let too much slide, thinking I could shield Kairi and my son without getting my hands dirty. That was a mistake.

No more fucking around.

No more asking nicely.

This ended now.

Kairi’s father was waiting for us just outside baggage claim, arms crossed, looking like he was ready to fight me. He was not happy with me at all. This wasn’t the impression I wanted to make on a man who barely knew me—only knew I’d failed his daughter and forced her to lie and survive me.

Kairi shot me a look as we approached him.

“Why is my daddy here?” she asked, dragging her suitcase behind her.

I kissed her forehead, then Dion, tightening my grip on her hand. “Because you’re going with him for the day. There are reporters at the house.”

“Atlas—”

“Not now, Kairi.”

She yanked her hand from mine, pissed. “What the hell do you mean, ‘not now’? Where are you going?”

I turned to her father, ignoring her question. “Keep her with you. Don’t let her do anything dumb.”

Mr. James smirked slightly, looking at his daughter. “You heard him.”

“Atlas!” Kairi snapped, reaching for me, but I stepped back, grabbed my bag, and started walking to the parking lot.

“Be good, baby. You and Dion,” I threw over my shoulder.

She cursed at me, loud as hell, but I didn’t stop.

She’d get over it.

I walked straight into my old house—now occupied by my mother—without knocking, which felt appropriate since I was the one paying for it.

My first stop was to see my mother.

She was sitting on the couch in the house I owned,  with a glass of wine. She barely looked up, just smirked and crossed her legs like she hadn’t just helped orchestrate a smear campaign against my woman.

“You look upset,” she said smoothly.

I slammed the door behind me, the sound making her flinch—just a little.

“I’m not upset, Ma. I’m done.”

That got her attention. She set her glass down and arched an eyebrow. “Done with what?”

“With you. With this.” I gestured around the room, then at her. “I told you it would come to this. I’m done with funding your entire lifestyle while you sit here playing puppet master with my life.”

Her lips pursed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I smiled, but it wasn’t a nice one. “Ashlen is your pet project. You riled her up,” I said evenly. She barely looked at me, just swirled the wine in her glass.

I let out a slow breath. She wanted to play dumb? Fine. I’d play along.

My voice was calm, but the undercurrent of frustration was clear. “You fed her that victim complex, gave her the delusion that she was entitled to me, my money, my years,  and now you’re acting surprised that this shit spiraled.”

She sighed dramatically, like I was being unreasonable. “I didn’t feed her anything. Ashlen has always been… passionate.”

“Right. Passionate. That’s what we’re calling obsessed, entitled, and vindictive now?”

She set her glass down and finally looked at me. “I simply don’t think you should have handled things so… carelessly. You dealt with the wrong people.”

There it was.

I sat back in the chair, flexing my jaw. “Say what you really mean, Ma.”

Her expression didn’t change, but I caught the flicker of irritation in her eyes. “And what would that be?”

“That I shouldn’t be in love with a Black woman. If Kairi were white, you’d be fine with me getting rid of Ashlen. You’re racist. And classist.”

She scoffed so hard she almost laughed. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Atlas.”

I arched a brow. “Am I?”

She waved a hand, shaking her head like she was done entertaining my nonsense. “I couldn’t care less about Kairi’s race.”

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees, my voice low and sharp. “Bullshit.”

Her lips parted slightly—surprised.

“You don’t respect her because she’s Black, and because she doesn’t fit your country-club socialite bullshit.”

Her lips pursed. “You’re putting words in my mouth.”

“No,” I said flatly. “I’m saying the words you don’t have the guts to say out loud. The things you’ve been saying ‘nicely’ instead of outright for years.”

She inhaled deeply, centering herself. She did that when she was losing.

“Atlas, you know I don’t—”

“You don’t what?” I cut in. “See color? Love everyone equally? Want the best for me?” I scoffed. “You tolerated Ashlen because she was the right kind of woman. She was a red head, she seemed delicate, she was a fucking debutante.” I narrowed my eyes. “And she was someone you could control.”

Her posture straightened, her shoulders pulling back. She was gearing up for a defense, but I wasn’t finished.

She exhaled through her nose. “Atlas, do you even hear yourself? You’re throwing around ridiculous accusations because you’re angry. You’re looking for someone to blame for your own mistakes.”

I studied her for a moment, then smiled. “No, Ma. The only mistake I made was letting you have a say in my life for as long as I did. I’ve been so unhappy for so long, and I said nothing. I did what you and Father wanted.”

I stood, adjusting my watch. “Call Ashlen. Tell her to clean up this mess. And if you don’t make this right, you can find out what it feels like to fund your own fucking life.”

Her eyes flashed, her poise wavering for the first time. “You wouldn’t—”

“I would,” I said, already walking toward the door. “And I will. And don’t call me talking about your grandson this or that because you’re lonely. He won’t be associated with you. I don’t want him growing up thinking anything is wrong with him because his grandmother is a fucking relic.”

I didn’t wait for her to argue.

I walked out, letting the sound of the door slamming behind me say the rest.

I drove back to where I left Kairi.

I had been letting her walk all over me too because of past mistakes. We were moving past that.

When I got back to Kairi’s dad’s house, she was pacing the floor, clearly pissed as hell.

The second she saw me, she started. “Where the fuck did you—”

I grabbed her waist and kissed her mid-sentence, cutting her off completely. Her fists balled against my chest, but she melted into it almost immediately.

When I pulled back, the way her pupils were blown wide let me know she was aroused—and probably confused as hell.

“That’s it,” I said.

She blinked. “That’s what?”

“This conversation. This bullshit. You not listening to me, me not listening to you. That’s it. No more.”

Her lips parted, but I didn’t let her talk.

“You’re in this with me, Kairi. You don’t get to run when shit gets hard. You don’t get to shut me out. You don’t get to decide that your way is the only way. That’s not how this will work anymore.”

I grabbed her chin, tilting her face up.

“If you want me to listen to you, then you have to listen to me. You’re going to be my wife. We will find middle ground.”

She stared at me, her chest rising and falling fast, her fingers digging into my arms. “Atlas—”

“I’m going to wake up next to you every morning. Fall asleep with you every night. I’m going to raise our son with you. I’m going to spend every single fucking day proving to you that I should have chosen you first.”

Her eyes shined, her breath uneven. I could feel her resolve crumbling.

I pressed my forehead against hers, voice gravel. “Tell me okay.”

She exhaled, shaky, melting.

Then, finally, she whispered, “Okay.”

And that was it.


Chapter 58

Atlas

I was on the way home from grabbing a delivery from Kairi’s post office when my phone rang.

I exhaled sharply before answering. “What?”

My mother sighed, the condescension immediately dripped from her voice when she spoke, as if I was the one in the wrong.. “Ashlen wants to speak to you.”

I kept driving. “Why?” I knew why, it had been two weeks since I told her to help fix the mess she created. She was lucky she called me today. First thing Monday I was going to close credit cards, next would have been her checking account.

“She’s signed the divorce papers. I convinced her,” she said.

I knew it wouldn’t, she wouldn’t jeopardize her lifestyle for anyone.

I hung up before my mother could say anything else. I wasn’t talking to her right now—maybe never again.

I went straight to the condo Ashlen was now living in. I knew she wouldn’t be able to put up with living with my mother for long.

When Ashlen opened the door, she looked wrecked. Her hair was up in a messy bun, her robe half-tied like she’d barely rolled out of bed. Wine bottles littered the coffee table, clothes tossed carelessly on the couch. That was another thing I wouldn’t miss—cleaning up after her.

She didn’t say anything right away.

She just threw a stack of papers at my chest.

I caught them easily, letting them slap against my palm as she folded her arms, watching me with nothing but contempt.

“There,” she spat. “That’s what you wanted, right? Congratulations, Atlas. You’re free.”

I barely glanced at the papers. “Are you retracting the lies, too?”

She let out a sharp, bitter laugh. “Oh, fuck you.”

I stepped inside, closing the door behind me. “No, Ashlen. Fuck you.”

Her arms tightened over her chest.

“You never loved me,” she whispered. “Did you?”

I didn’t answer.

She laughed, shaking her head. “Jesus Christ. Say it.”

Her nails dug into her palms, leaving crescent-shaped marks as she struggled to keep her hands to herself.

“I didn’t fucking need to. You wanted money and prestige.”

She lost it.

Her hands flew at me, swinging wildly. I caught her wrists, tight, pushing her back against the wall before she could land anything.

“Don’t,” I warned.

She struggled, breath ragged, her chest rising and falling fast.

“You made me feel like I was the problem,” she spat, her body vibrating with anger. “Like I was never good enough.”

I let go of her, stepping back. “You weren’t. I married you for all the wrong reasons, and you knew it. You stuck around—that definitely makes you not good enough. You’ll never be good enough for anybody if all you want to do is use them. And don’t get me wrong, I am in no way innocent in this clusterfuck we created, but you’re also not a victim.”

“I am a victim. I went through hell for you,” she hissed, her voice breaking. “I carried babies you wanted, bled for you, suffered for you—”

I wanted to laugh. I was not the one scheduling sex appointments during ovulation or begging her best friend to be a surrogate. She was playing the downtrodden, jilted wife.

She stepped forward, her nails biting into her own skin. “Every time I lost a baby, I knew,” she whispered. “I knew it was because of you. Because you didn’t want it.”

“Make up your mind, Ashlen. Did I want the babies or not?” I swallowed down the mean things I really wanted to say.

“You never loved me,” she changed the subject. “Not once. Not for a second. And every time I miscarried, I felt it. I knew my body was rejecting you, rejecting this, rejecting a fucking lie.”

I didn’t blink. “We weren’t supposed to be together, Ashlen.”

“Why her?!” she screamed. “Why does she get the fucking fairy tale? Why does she get to have your love, your baby, your fucking everything?!”

I stared at her. Unmoved. Done.

“She doesn’t get my love, Ashlen,” I said, my voice low, steady, lethal. “She already had it. And you knew it. You’re just mad,” I continued, “because you can’t stop me from loving someone else.”

Her breathing hitched. Her anger rippled through the air, but I wouldn’t give her the space to speak.

I took one last step toward her, towering over her.

“Ashlen,”

A man’s voice called from somewhere inside.

Ashlen froze.

I shook my head, letting out a laugh.

“You’re fighting me,” I said, grinning, “when you could be getting fucked.”

Her nose flared, her mouth opened—but nothing came out.

“What? No smart-ass remark? No righteous indignation? You got another poor bastard tangled up in your bullshit, and you still want to fight over our long-dead-ass relationship.” I shook my head. “This is over. It all ends here. The harassment, the TikTok posts. Don’t make me do something we’ll both regret,” I said, voice flat.

Then I turned and walked away.

For good.


Chapter 59

Atlas

Three months had pass since Ashlen sign the divorce papers. After the talk I had with her, I expected her to go away and stop causing trouble. I was wrong. She was still on TikTok, still trying to ruin Kairi.

But Kairi was resilient—and I had money. We’d stopped worrying about traditional publishing and were going the indie route.

The judge rubbed his temples, visibly exhausted, while Ashlen’s attorney sat stiffly, probably regretting ever taking her case.

Ashlen was sitting  next to him, had her arms crossed tightly.

She was seething.

And she was losing.

The judge cleared his throat, flipping through the stack of papers in front of him before looking over his glasses.

“This has been an absolute mess,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Ms. Carter, you have repeatedly refused to comply with court orders, spread false allegations, and dragged out a divorce that was finalized in every way that mattered months ago.”

Ashlen’s jaw tightened, but she kept that perfect, innocent expression plastered on her face.

The judge continued.

“Given the mountain of evidence provided regarding your mismanagement of shared assets and your role in defamation efforts against Mr. Carter and Ms. Monroe, this court finds no basis to grant you any further financial compensation. Your alimony request is denied.”

Ashlen’s mouth twitched. Her lawyer flinched.

Kairi, sitting behind me, exhaled a slow, relieved breath.

The judge leaned forward, his voice dry.

“This entire ordeal has been nothing short of a spectacle. It is evident that this was not a marriage, but a performance—one that, frankly, never should have reached this courtroom.” He exhaled, snapping the folder shut. “I’m granting the divorce, and this matter is now closed. I suggest both parties move forward with their lives.”

The gavel hit the bench. It was over.

Ashlen didn’t move.

Her entire face was nearly red as her hair as the bailiff dismissed everyone.

I stood up, adjusting my tie. Kairi reached for my hand as we turned to leave.

“You fucking ruined me.” She pushed past us, blocking out exit.

I stopped. Kairi stopped.

The courtroom wasn’t empty yet.

Mason stood near the door with a grin on his face. He had been helpful.

Ashlen got in his face.

“You told them everything. You’re the reason I lost everything,” she accused.

Mason stared down at her “I did. And everything I told was the truth.”

Ashlen laughed, but it was humorless. “The truth? You told them I used you. That I only married Atlas for his money. That I never gave a shit about his feelings. You stood there and let them paint me like I was the fucking villain.”

“You were the villain, Ashlen,” Mason said flatly. “I just made sure the court knew it.”

She seethed, hands clenching into fists. “You’re such a fucking coward.”

Mason smirked, but it wasn’t kind. “And you’re a liar who finally ran out of people willing to clean up your mess. I told you when you aborted my baby, I would repay you in the least kind way.”

That was something we’d found out during Mason’s testimony. He and Ashlen had a lot of baggage between them.

Ashlen opened her mouth, probably ready to spew more of her bullshit, but I cut in. I couldn’t help it. She had been a pain in my ass too long.

“Why are you still here, Ashlen?” My voice was calm. I was amused. “You lost. Take your L and go.”

She whipped around to face me, her eyes filled with fury.

Then—she smiled.

A slow, wicked smile.

“Oh, Atlas,” she purred. “You really think I lost?” She tilted her head. “I don’t need your money,” she said, her voice mocking. “I’m going to make so much more writing my tell-all book.”

Kairi’s grip tightened in mine.

“And,” Ashlen continued, her voice oozing smugness, “I just signed a streaming movie deal.”

She laughed, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “This is a fair trade, don’t you think, Kairi?” Her voice turned fake sweet. “I get to be who you always wanted to be, and you got my leftovers.”

Ebony stepped forward. She had come from New York to support us.

She waved her long black nails in Ashlen’s face. “That right there says it all. You’re jealous of Kairi, Ashlen,” Ebony said, grinning. “It’s pathetic, really, with your rotten twat-having ass.” Ebony had been waiting for the chance to go off on Ashlen for months. She was giving it her all.

I cringed.

Ashlen’s smirk dropped.

And then—she snapped.

She shoved Ebony. Hard.

Before anyone could react, Ebony jumped up, swung, and connected.

Hard.

The crack of her fist against Ashlen’s jaw echoed through the almost-empty courtroom.

Ashlen stumbled back, hands flying to her face, eyes wide with shock.

“You crazy bitch!” she screeched.

Ebony stepped forward, casually rolling her shoulders, looking completely unbothered.

“I’ll be the last bitch you ever put your hands on,” she said smoothly, flexing her fingers. “Try that shit again, and I’ll make sure Kairi don’t never have to worry about your ass again.”

Ashlen’s mouth opened and closed, her eyes darting to the bailiff, who looked like he wanted nothing more than to clock out early.

I just shook my head, smirking.

Mason let out a slow whistle. “Should’ve kept your hands to yourself, Ashlen.”

She glared at him, humiliated, and then turned to me one last time.

“This isn’t over,” she hissed.

I grinned. “Oh, sweetheart. It’s been over. You’re just the last one to realize it.”

She let out an infuriated scream, turned, and stormed out of the courtroom, her heels clicking angrily against the floor.

Kairi let out a deep breath, finally relaxing, then turned to Ebony. “You good?”

Ebony dusted off her hands. “Yeah. But my ring might’ve been dented by the bitch’s hard-ass skull. It’s gonna be on sight every time I see that bitch, I swear.”

Kairi burst out laughing. “Can we all just agree to let Ashlen be Ashlen and leave her completely alone?”

I slipped an arm around her waist, leaning down to murmur, “I agree. Can we go home now?”

She nodded, leaning into me. “Yeah. Let’s go home.”

Just me, Kairi, and a future I actually wanted.

And finally—finally—peace.


Chapter 60

Atlas

The morning after court was the first time I’d woken up feeling unburdened.

The divorce was final. Ashlen was gone for good—out of our lives.

I got to wake up to Kairi’s warmth pressed against me, her breathing slow and even. My son was sleeping peacefully.

The weight that had been sitting on my chest, crushing my heart for years, was gone. I could breathe normally again.

I slipped out of bed carefully, not wanting to wake Kairi, made my way to the bathroom, then to the kitchen. The house was quiet. Peaceful. I poured myself a cup of coffee and leaned against the counter, savoring the moment. For the first time in a long time, I felt like I could finally move forward.

Kairi wandered in a few minutes later, her hair messy, her eyes still heavy with sleep. She smiled when she saw me—that soft, easy smile that always made my chest tighten.

“Morning,” she murmured, her voice still rough from sleep.

“Morning,” I said, handing her a cup of coffee. She took it, her fingers brushing mine, then turned and went right back the way she came. She wouldn’t be good to talk to until after she’d showered and gotten Dion ready.

Just as I finished my coffee, my phone rang, cutting through the silence of the house. Mason’s name lit up the screen. I stared at it for a moment.

Why was he calling me so early?

I answered. “Yeah?” My voice was rough, sleep still clinging to the edges.

“Turn on the news.” No hello. No explanation. Just that. His tone was tight, urgent.

I didn’t ask questions. I made my way from the kitchen to the living room. The remote was in my hand before I could think, the TV flickering to life.

And there she was.

Ashlen.

Her face filled the screen, her professional headshot staring back at me—polished, perfect.

BREAKING NEWS: BODY FOUND IN TAMPA BAY LAST NIGHT AROUND SIX P.M. IDENTIFIED AS 31-YEAR-OLD ASHLEN CARTER.

My eyes were locked on the screen. The anchor’s voice was clear despite the noise in my head.

“Authorities report that Carter’s body was discovered early this morning near Bayshore. The cause of death has yet to be determined. However, sources close to the investigation claim foul play is suspected.”

Foul play.

The words echoed, sharp and unrelenting.

Someone killed her.

Kairi’s footsteps broke through the noise, soft but unmistakable.

“Why is the TV so—” She stopped, her breath catching. “What the fuck?”

I let the mug I was holding slip from my hand. It hit the floor with a dull thud.

I didn’t turn to look at her. I couldn’t.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

Somebody was knocking—hard, like the police.

My feet carried me to the door, each step heavier than the last. My pulse thundered in my ears as I pulled it open.

Two cops stood there, their badges glinting in the morning light. One was a stocky man. A Latina woman stood beside him, holding a folded piece of paper, her expression unreadable.

“Mr. Carter?” the man asked, his voice steady.

I nodded, my jaw tight. “Yeah.”

The woman stepped forward. “We regret to inform you that your wife was found dead this morning.”

I gritted my teeth. “Ex-wife.”

I blinked, my brain struggling to catch up. “My ex-wife—as of yesterday. I just saw it on the news.”

She held my gaze, her voice cold. “Did you know she named you in a statement she made to an officer yesterday, Mr. Carter?” she asked, her tone cool and measured. “You, Ms. Monroe, and an Ebony Nzinga. She said that if anything happened to her, all three—or one of the three—of you were to blame.”

The room went still. Kairi’s sharp inhale cut through the silence. My heartbeat roared in my ears.

The officer’s hand shifted toward his cuffs.

“So, Mr. Carter,” he said, his tone like ice, “where were you last night?”

I cleared my throat, unfazed. “I was here all night, as were the other two you named. My mother’s friend, the police chief’s wife—was here with us. Ask them. She came with my mother to celebrate. We reconciled after Ashlen tried to tear us apart.” I folded my arms. “If you want, I can call her. You can speak with her. She was here until about midnight. What time did you say Ashlen was found?”

The male officer sneered.

“I know all about your little love triangle,” he said, his voice thick with condescension. His eyes flicked between me and Kairi, lingering just long enough to piss me off. “And your poorly disguised threat won’t keep us from finding out the truth.”

I clenched my jaw, my patience threadbare. “That wasn’t a threat. It was a fact. You want to waste time investigating people with airtight alibis, be my guest.”

His nostrils flared, but he didn’t say anything else.

I stepped back and shut the door in his face.

The lock clicked into place, and I exhaled slowly, turning toward Kairi.

She was still standing near the couch, arms crossed tightly over her chest, her face blank in that way that only happened when she was trying not to let anything show.

Her lips parted like she was about to say something, but before she could—

My eyes flicked toward the staircase.

Ebony stood there, a few steps from the bottom, arms folded, her expression unreadable.

“Do either of you have something to tell me?” I asked.


Epilogue

Atlas

The Harlem morning air was crisp, sunlight filtering through the sheer curtains of our brownstone Airbnb, casting warm streaks across the hardwood floor.

It had been one hell of a year—the whispers, the speculation, the accusations involving Ashlen’s murder. Somebody had strangled her to death, then thrown her body into the bay. I had threatened to choke the bitch, but that didn’t mean I did.

And they couldn’t prove I had but they tried. But like I said, the three of us they suspected all had alibis. My mother and the police chief’s wife defended us.

The good news was Kairi’s book had blown up.

She published it herself, flipping off the publisher that dropped her, and it went number one within weeks. A book about love, betrayal, survival, the irony wasn’t lost on me.

She was the success story they never saw coming.

I smirked, taking a sip of coffee, just as a scream ripped through the quiet morning.

“Save me!”

A tiny, wet body barreled down the stairs, streaking across the living room at full speed.

Dion.

Completely naked.

My mother barely had time to brace herself before he launched into her lap, arms tight around her neck.

“Granny, help! She’s trying to drown me!”

She had been sitting across from me, reading the news on her iPad when her grandson nearly tackled her.

I choked on a laugh as Kairi appeared at the top of the stairs, robe loose, her wild curls damp. Her wedding ring catching the light. We’d been married for a little less than a year.

“Dion, get your ass back here!”

Dion clung tighter to my mother, his face buried in her shoulder. “I couldn’t breathe underwater!”

Kairi rolled her eyes. “It was a shower, Dion. There’s no underwater.”

My mother laughed, running her fingers through his damp hair. “Oh, poor baby,” she cooed, mock sympathy dripping from her voice. “Did your mean old mama try to wash your hair?”

Dion nodded furiously, glaring up at Kairi like she was the villain of his life story.

My phone rang before Dion could make another dramatic escape.

I pulled it out and checked the name.

Ebony.

I put her on speaker. “What?”

“Yo, me and Mason will be there in an hour. Breakfast better be ready.”

Mason and Ebony getting together had not been on my bingo card last year, but they hit it off while visiting Florida. It helped that they both lived in New York. They were… interesting together.

Kairi sighed. “Ebony, I’m not—”

“Yes, you’re cooking. And tell Dion I’m bringing him a present.”

Dion perked up instantly. “A real present or one of those books you always bring me?”

Ebony scoffed. “First of all, books are gifts, you little ingrate. Second of all, it’s real.”

Kairi shook her head, rubbing a hand over her face. “Where’s Lu?”

“Inside the coffee shop, cussing out a barista for using regular milk instead of oat.”

Kairi laughed. “Alright, fine. We’ll have food ready.”

Ebony made a satisfied sound. “That’s what I thought.”

She hung up.

I wrapped an arm around Kairi’s waist, pulling her into me. “Looks like breakfast isn’t optional.”

She rolled her eyes.

I kissed her temple, letting my lips linger for just a second longer than necessary.

Dion finally wiggled out of my mother’s grip and took off running.

“Where are you going?” I called after him.

“To put on clothes before Ebony gets here and makes fun of me!”

Kairi snorted, burying her face in my neck.

I just watched everything unfold and exhaled.

For the first time in years, there was nothing hanging over me.

No guilt. No regret.

No Ashlen.

Just us.

“I better go check on your son and make sure he doesn’t put on a Halloween costume.” She kissed my cheek before heading upstairs.

My mother looked at me, her eyes soft.

She had changed a lot in a year.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

I tilted my head. “For what?”

“For letting me back in.”

A pause.

Then—I smirked. “After what you did for my family, I had to.”

Her smile didn’t falter. She just tilted her chin, held my gaze for a beat too long, then went back to her iPad.

We both knew what I meant.

What she did.


Epilogue

Kairi

The scent of syrup was still lingering in the air as I adjusted my dress. I was wearing a flowery maxi that looked like I felt—bright and yellow. The room was bright, Harlem sunlight spilling in through the windows, catching the edges of my earrings. I could see them sparkling out of the corner of my eye.

Ebony sat on the bed, scrolling through her phone, one leg crossed over the other, her nails tapping lightly against the screen.

She looked up suddenly. “You nervous?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No.” And I wasn’t. This wasn’t my first book signing. It wasn’t even my first as a best-selling author.

She smirked like she knew exactly what I was thinking. “You should be proud of yourself. You got another bestseller. You got the man. The kid. The ring. The success. The peace.”

“I guess you’re right,” I nodded.

I picked up my lipstick, slowly dragging the deep red across my lips, watching her out of the corner of my eye.

“I just saw on Instagram, they’re talking about Ashlen.”

“So?” I rebutted.

“You ever think about that night?” she asked casually.

I stilled for half a second, but I recovered fast, walking over to grab a bobby pin from my dresser.

“I try not to dwell on the past, sis. That’s how people get caught up.”

She smirked. “Caught up in what?”

“Exactly,” I laughed.

“No regrets?”

I snorted, shaking my head. “I don’t regret shit.”

Ebony grinned. “Me neither.”

Silence stretched between us for a moment. The weight of unspoken things settled into the space, comfortable and unshakable.

I finished with my lipstick and pressed my lips together, blotting the excess. “Time to go.”

Ebony grabbed her bag, heading for the door.

I gave myself one final look, smoothed my hands down my dress, and smiled.

Everything was exactly as it should be.

The End
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