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Detective Jones is back on the scene, obsessed with bringing down
Sade for multiple murders. But his relentless pursuit masks a
shocking personal connection that drives his thirst for catching her far
beyond the bounds of justice.

Meanwhile, Sade is carrying Dante’s baby and is entangled with
Atlas—the man responsible for Dante’s accident and amnesia. As
Atlas’s behavior grows increasingly erratic and threatening, Sade
must decide whether to run or fight.

As Sade finds her way back to Dante, their newfound happiness is
threatened as Jones closes in with evidence that could tear their
world apart. Now, they must decide how far they’ll go to protect their
love and each other. But no one’s hands stay clean for long in this
deadly game of cat and mouse. It is now Dante’s time to prove that
his devotion knows no limits . . . even if it means adding to the body
count.
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July

The only sound that could be heard in the car was the flicker of Jones's lighter as he
lit his cigarette.

His eyes were zeroed in on Dante Williams, watching his every move.

It had been awhile since Jones felt so invested in a case.

The murders of Patrice Baker and Trina Roe haunted him.

Willow Frank was still missing, and Jones couldn’t rest until he found her.

There was no doubt in his mind that Sade was responsible for all three—he just had
to find away to proveit.

So far, they had hair from the scene of Patrice’s murder and a few drops of blood
from Trina's.

Neither the hair nor the blood had a DNA match in their system.

Unfortunately, Patrice’'s murder was ruled a robbery gone bad, and the case was
closed because they didn’t have any more evidence.

Jones's gut wastelling him it was no robbery at al.

That the murder was intentional and the reason the intruder, Sade, was there to begin



with.

His captain may have wanted him to drop the case, but Jones wouldn't—not until
there was justice for all three women.

Jones had been keeping a close eye on Sade and Dante.

The more he learned about them, the more convinced he was that Sade had
committed these murders because she was trying to keep Dante’ s identity hidden.

It wasn’t a coincidence that multiple murders happened in the small town of Vanzette
when Dante arrived.

Even with Sade trying to keep him hidden, Dante had become a link attached to
Patrice, Trina, and Willow just like she was.

If Dante wasn’t involved with their murders, he had to have knowledge of them.

Jones refused to believe Sade had carried out two murders and a possible kidnapping
by herself.

While he had no proof Willow was alive, Jones assumed she was since her body
hadn’t popped up. And until her body was found, he was convinced he still had time
to save her.

A part of Jones was at peace to learn Sade and Dante were leaving town.

That meant the murders would stop if Sade were actually behind them.

He would have preferred they stopped because she was in prison, though.



Even with her leaving, Jones would still work the cases until he got the answers he
sought.

Dante looked around casually before tossing three black bags into the small body of
water behind the house.

“Hmm.” Sitting up in his seat, Jones set his cigarette in the ashtray. “What are you
getting rid of 7’

Jones watched as Dante jogged back toward the shed. Something important was in
those bags. Something worth hiding. But what? Jones itched to fish them out, but
anything he found would be inadmissible in court without a warrant.

Cursing under his breath, Jones waited until Dante left the house for what appeared to
be the last time. He aternated between wanting to check the house and the shed or
letting it go. Technically, he would be trespassing. The law made it hard to break the
rules at times.

“Fuck it,” he grumbled, unlocking hiscar. “I’m going in.”

Casually, Jones made his way down and across the street.

He wasted no time picking the lock and entering the home.

It was empty and immaculately clean. As he headed into the backyard toward the
shed, a medium-sized moving truck pulled into the front of the house.

Cursing under his breath, he looked around for a place to hide.

As spaced out as the homes were, the open space between the homes was blocked by
afew trees.



Deciding not to hide, Jones walked toward the two men who had hopped out of the
truck.

“Hey, do either of you know where | can find the owners of this house?’ Jones asked,
looking from one to the other. “1 want to look inside. Thinkin' about moving into this
neighborhood.”

The movers looked at each other.

The taler, leaner one of the two shook his head and was the first to speak up. “No,
we haven’t seen them since yesterday. We just have to clear out the shed, and then

we' |l be done.”

“1 think the realtor’ s number is on the sign in the yard,” the other mover spoke. “Y ou
might need to just speak directly to them.”

With one bob of his head and aforced smile, Jones thanked them both before heading
down the street toward the car. Instead of driving off, he watched as they cleared the
shed of typical things one would find there—tools, alawn mower, chairs.

Suddenly, his phone rang, pulling his attention away from the men doing their job.
“Jones,” he answered, not bothering to look and see who it was.

“Uh, hi. Thisis Amanda Baker...Patrice’s mom. Y ou called and left me a voicemail.”

“Oh yes. Yes, Mrs. Baker. Thanks for returning my call. | was wondering if | could
stop by and talk to you for a moment.”

“Y ou’ re the detective who was over her case, you said?’



“Yes, maam.”

“I"'m sorry. I’'m not exactly sure what's going on. The case was closed, right? Has it
been reopened?’

“It hasn't, not officialy.”

“Detective Jones, we're still grieving the loss of our daughter.

It's traumatizing going over the details repeatedly without it leading to anything.

WEe've told you and other detectives everything we know about what was going on
with our daughter around the time of the robbery. We have nothing else to offer.”

“I’m not looking for answers from you; | actually have information to give.”

“Do you have a suspect in the robbery?”’

“That’s the thing. | don’t think it was a robbery. That information was classified and
won't be shared now that the case is closed, but you deserve to know. Is your
husband home? If | could just speak to you in person, thiswould all make sense.”

“1-1 guess you can come over.”

After Amandarattled off their address, Jones put it into his GPS and headed that way.
It was wearing on him to work his cases with the Vanzette Police Department along
with the trio of women on his off days, but bringing Sade to justice would make the

sacrifice worth it.

She may have left town, but she'd forever be on hisradar.



There was nowhere she could run and not be within his reach.
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“My wife said you don’'t believe this was a robbery-homicide,” Elliot said, sitting up
in his seat.

“No, | don't. Originaly, we believed the robber or robbers were hiding in Patrice’s
car, and because she came out quicker than they expected, they killed her and left
before they could take anything.”

“What makes you think that is no longer the case?’ Elliot continued.

“Well, for starters, it was daylight. Vanzette is a fairly safe and crimefree town. We
hadn’t had many murders before this year, and we haven’'t had multiple murders in

the same year in awhile.

| don’t think it’s plausible that someone was trying to rob your daughter during the
day and then killed her when they were caught.

If that’ s the case, | believe it was a drifter passing through town looking for money or
jewels to pawn before their next stop.

Even so, they wouldn’t have left without taking something . ”
“$0, you have no proof that this wasn’t arobbery gone bad. Just an assumption?’

“Not quite. Patrice had connections to another woman who was murdered shortly
after her. | don’t believe that was a coincidence.”

“Who was the other woman?’ Amanda asked.



“Trina Roe. |Is that name familiar to either of you?” Amanda s head shook as Elliot
gave afirm no. “What about Willow Frank?’

“Neither one,” Amanda answered. “But it’s not a surprise. We didn’t know too many
of Patrice's friends as she aged. She worked a lot and didn’t go out too much, but
there were a few women she would hang with occasionally.”

“Imani Williams.” He paused. “ She would have been Imani Griffin while in school
with your daughter. Do either of you remember her?” Jones asked, getting
comfortable in the recliner.

“She was one of Patrice's closest friends while they were in high school and college,”
Amandareplied. “Has something happened to her too?’

Chuckling, Jones crossed his ankles. “I guess you could say that. She was recently
sent to federal prison for several crimes, including credit fraud.”

Gasping, Amanda clutched her chest. “Not little Imani. She seemed to have such a
bright future ahead of herself.”

Elliot sucked his teeth and crossed his arms over his chest. “I'm not surprised. |
always felt like she was a bad influence. That’s why | was glad Patrice moved here
and didn’t continue their friendship after college.”

Amanda's eyes rolled as Jones requested, “Tell me more about why you believed
Imani was a bad influence.”

“She brought out the ugly in my daughter. Patrice’s attitude completely changed
when they started hanging out. She was no longer my bubbly, innocent child. Patrice
became catty, bitter, and downright mean.”



“They were accused of being bullies,” Amanda added. “The fights Patrice got in,
Imani was often the center of them. | thought Patrice was trying to be a good friend,
but Elliot believed Imani was getting Patrice into trouble and that she needed to stay
away from her.”

“Did you know Imani’ssister . . . Sade?’ Jones asked.

“1 don’t think so, no,” Elliot replied, looking at his wife. “Do you recall Petrice ever
mentioning Sade?’

“I...I don't know. Maybe vaguely.” Amanda laughed softly. “It’s been so long.”

“l understand,” Jones said. “I’'m asking because | have reason to believe Imani and
Sade were involved with Patrice’s murder.

" He paused, giving them time to register what he’'d said.

“Patrice and Sade were not friends in high school. | believe that Sade was one of the
girls Patrice and Imani bullied.”

“Wait,” Elliot chortled before licking his lips. “Why would Imani bully her own
sister?’

“That’s a conversation for another day. What | can say is that Imani admitted to the
toxic relationship she had with her sister and that Patrice was a part of that.

Now, Patrice and Sade came back into contact with each other earlier this year.

| don't have proof, but | believe Patrice was murdered because she knew about a
secret Sade was keeping from her sister. ”



“What secret could have been worth taking my child’slife?” Amanda asked.

“I"'m not sure if you kept up with the news a couple of months ago, but a man was
killed after breaking into a VVanzette resident’ s home and trying to rape her...”

“Yeah, | heard about that,” Elliot replied.

“That was Sade. The man who broke in was her sister’ s boyfriend, Adam.

Adam was on hisway hereto kill Dante, Imani’s husband.

" The coupl€e s confused and surprised expressions made him smile.

“You heard that right. She had a husband and boyfriend.

Now, the husband was missing. Turns out he had amnesia and had been in Vanzette
the whole time with Sade.

“l don’'t know if he redly had amnesia or if that was a lie, but that’s his story to
justify leaving Memphis while the police were looking for him.

Anyway, Sade was helping Dante after his accident and while he had amnesia.

| believe that’s why she killed your daughter.

| believe Sade didn’t want anyone to know Dante was here with her, and Patrice
found out.

Because they all went to school together, Patrice knew Dante was considered missing
in Memphis. So Sade killed her to keep her quiet.”



“Do you have any proof of this? If there's a suspect, why is the case still closed?’
Elliot asked.

“l don't have any actual proof yet. There was hair in the car that didn’t belong to
Patrice, but we didn't get a DNA match. Even if we did, any good defense lawyer
could argue the hair belonged to someone who had been in the car with Patrice and
not to the murderer.”

Amanda shook her head. “ That doesn’t make any sense. | don’t understand why Sade
would keep her brother-in-law hidden from her sister and go as far as killing someone

to doit, even if she didn’'t have the best relationship with our daughter.”

“I's my understanding that Dante was facing the charges Imani was recently
convicted of.

If so, that’s motive for murder—protecting him.

Also, | did a little research and learned Imani’s boyfriend tried to have Dante killed,
which is how he ended up with amnesia.

If Sade believed Dante was in danger in Memphis, she wouldn’t want anyone to
know where he was. ”

“So if Patrice found out, there is a chance Sade would try to silence her,” Elliot said.

“Exactly,” Jones replied.

Again, Amanda shook her head as she stood and began to pace. Wringing her fingers,
she clicked her tongue.

“1 can't accept that without proof. | want to know who did this to my daughter and



why, but this seems like something in a movie. If Sade really killed Patrice, | need
you to be able to proveit. Until then, | can’'t accept this.”

“That’ s exactly what | intend to do,” Jones said.

“1 know Sade killed your daughter. | feel it in my gut. | might not have all the proof
and details now, but | know this is the truth.” Standing, he added, “Keep this under
wraps for now. Sade has left town and if she knows I’'m still looking into this, she
won't return.

But | promise | will get the answers you need. ”
They both thanked him before Jones made his way out and headed to the house of

Trina Ro€' s parents...determined to connect the dots and paint a picture that showed
him exactly what happened to both women and why.
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Three Weeks Later

“Are you sure you don’t want to come home?’ Olivia asked.

“Nah, not right now, at least. | still have alot to do to prepare.”

Olivia scoffed. “And what if she never comesto you?”’

“Shewill, Ma. That girl lovesme, and | love her too.”

“1 don’t deny that, but loveisn’t everything.”

“You'reright, but it's a foundation and a start. What I’ m doing might not make sense
to you, but it does to me. Sade is mine, and | have to be prepared for when | get her

back.”

“All right, baby. If that’s what you want, | support you. | just hope you don’t end up
disappointing yourself by waiting for her for too long.”

Dante laughed softly with a shake of his head. “ She watched me marry her sister, Ma.
I’m going to wait for aslong asiit takes.”
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There hadn't been any outgoing calls or text messages from her phone, further
causing him to believe she was dead. She didn’t have a diary, but they gave him her
planners and the legal pad she scribbled random notes on while seated at her desk.
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August

“1 feel hopeful. Tomorrow isthe start of our new lives. How do you fedl ?”
“Relieved.”

“Yeah? Why?’

“I’'m finally with the girl of my dreams.”

Sade’s eyes playfully rolled as she tried to pull herself out of Dante’s grasp, but he
held her closer—tighter.

“Spare me, Dante.”

He chuckled. “Why don’t you believe I’ ve been in love with you since we were kids,
Smiley?’

“Because you friend zoned me and got with my sister.”

“1 didn’t friend zone you. We just didn’t date back in the day.
And Imani...that just happened. | never should have let it.
That's probably my biggest regret in life.

" Dante placed akiss on the center of Sade’' s forehead.



“Even if | had never worked up the courage to go after you and risk our friendship, |
never should’ ve gotten with your sister. ”

Sade’s hands slid down his chest. It didn’t seem to matter now. Imani was in prison,
and after decades, Sade finally had her man...even if it was temporary.

They continued their sway before pigging out on Chinese food. The relaxed, intimate
moment seemed like the perfect way to end their time in Vanzette and, unbeknownst

to Dante, their time with each other.

Sade’ s thoughts were so clouded by memories of her time with Dante that she forgot
where she was and who she was with.

Thefeel of fingers grazing her cheek pulled her out of her thoughts.

But they weren't Atlas's fingers. Her eyes shifted to the left, where a man stared at
her with a grin on the opposite side of the escalator.

“Damn, you fine.”

Before Sade could calculate a response, Atlas grabbed the man by the collar of his
shirt and lifted him onto their escalator.

“Atlas, no!” she whisper-yelled, watching as he dragged the man down the escalator.

If this indicated how things would go between them during their time in Memphis,
Sade already wanted to return to her island.

“Stop!” she yelled, tugging at Atlas' s neck. The action didn’t seem to faze him as he
repeatedly punched the man in his face. “Are you trying to get put on the no-fly list?
Get up!”



11 HW!”

At the sound of security, Sade tried one last time before deciding she’'d leave him
there.

“Atlas! Get your butt up! We have to go!”

Tugging with all her might, she was able to remove him from the unconscious man’s
body. They rushed out of the airport. Sade wasn't sure if the run or her anger had her
heart racing as they jumped into Atlas's car. Before she could stop herself, she
slapped him.

“What is wrong with you? Are you out of your mind?’

Sucking his teeth, Atlas swerved out of the parking space. “He disrespected me and
touched you, so he had to pay for that.”

Rolling her eyes, Sade stared out of the window. She hoped they could pay for
parking and leave without further issues. This was yet another example of the stark
difference between Atlas and Dante.

Sade trusted Dante and knew he could defend himself and protect others.

He also had a clearer head and wasn't easily swayed by his emotions.

On the other hand, Atlas was quick-tempered and could become volatile quickly.

There was no doubt in her mind that the only reason he was okay with her being with
Dante for months was because they weren’'t in Memphis.

Things would have gone differently if he had witnessed the affection between the



two.

There was atime Sade thought Atlas' s possessiveness and anger were cute.

..passion, even. But those days and that perspective faded the moment a man’'s
perusal of her body or harmless compliments led to arguments and fights.

One time, she called him insecure, and the darkness that filled his eyes before he
punched a hole in the wall beside her was something Sade would never forget.

With Sade, he'd aways been romantic and sweet. It hadn’'t mattered that he was
volatile and violent. Now, with a baby in her womb, Sade wondered if she’ d made the
wrong choice to return to him.

Hours later . . .

Atlas placed kisses along Sade' s neck that softened her toward him. Her body arched,
making more room for his as she smiled.

“Does this mean you're calm now?’ she confirmed.

“Yeah. I’'m sorry about that. He touched you, and | saw red.”

With a sigh, Sade turned in his arms. She was in the bathroom doing her makeup.

They were supposed to go to his parents' home for dinner.

..which was the last thing she wanted to do.

Still, she put her desires aside to please Atlas because she knew how important family
was to him.



There was a time when family was important to her as well—until her parents died
and her sister became aterror.

“1 won't deny that he was wrong for touching me, but that wasn’t the way to handle
it, baby.

If you had gotten stopped and put on the no-fly list, who would | travel with to see
the world?

Not to mention, you could have gotten arrested.

Then that would have been yet another reason for your family to hate me. ”

Atlaslicked hislips, hiding his smile. “They don’t hate you, Day.”

“They do, and you know it.”

His lips went from her forehead to her lips and neck.

“They don't hate you. They just...hate how things played out.

" Sade pouted, her head lowering slightly.

Atlaslifted it by her chin, gently forcing her to look into his eyes.

“Hey, | love you, okay? | don’t care what they think.

I’m happy with you, and that’s all that matters. ”

Except, that wasn't all that mattered. If it were, Atlas wouldn’t shut down every time
his family expressed their disdain for Sade being the reason Adam had been killed.



It didn’t matter how many times he told them Adam was killed while trying to rape
her and shoot the police. In their minds, it was Sade’ s fault.

“Okay,” Sade agreed softly, still unable to tell him she loved him too. The truth was,
her heart was too busy reserving love for the father of her child.

“How much longer will you need in here?’

“Maybe like fifteen minutes.”

“A’ight, I’'m gonna go ahead and get dressed then.”

“Okay, baby.”

After giving him another quick kiss, Sade turned and looked at her reflection in the
mirror.

She couldn’t remember the last time her smile reached her eyes.

Even though the plan had always been to protect Dante and bring her sister and Adam
to justice, blurring the lines and getting physical with Dante made things.

..sticky. She didn’t think it was possible, but Sade loved Dante even more after their
brief tryst asamarried couple.

There were still times when she felt his hands between her thighs, around her neck.

Times where flashbacks would bring tears to her eyes and a smile to her face.

Times where she wished she wouldn’t have taken the money and abandoned him at
the airport to be with Atlas.



But that was an action she couldn’t take back now.

Even if Dante planned to get her back, she had no idea if he still felt that way after
learning about the money she’ d taken. So far, he hadn’t tried to contact her.

However, he updated his friends on Facebook about how life had been going for him,
and Sade kept up with him through a spam page.

Instead of starting his own financial firm in New Y ork, he’d been traveling the world
before planting roots back in Memphis.

Apparently, he would become a partner with his old college friend, lan Sanders—the
same lan Sanders who peeled the blindfold off his brain and unlocked a few
memories.

Sade’s hand ran across her flat belly. At only ten weeks pregnant, she had a long
journey ahead, and with each day that passed...she was less and less sure it was Atlas
she wanted by her side.

Shaking off the sadness that was trying to consume her, Sade finished her makeup
and snapped a few pictures of herself to post on Facebook. Her mind was so caught
up in thoughts of Dante that she sent them to him via text instead of posting them to
her social media.

“Oh, crap!”

Before she could delete them or pray he'd changed his number, Dante read the
message as if he were holding the phone when they were sent.

Her heart palpitated as she waited for his response.



How would she explain sending the pictures after a month had passed?

Would he even care what she had to say? His dots began to bounce against the
screen, and her breathing hitched in anticipation of his response. When it came, a
quiet gasp escaped her.

Do Not Answer: Hello, Smiley.
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The Thanksgiving Adam Came Back

Scoffing, Imani gave her big sister a dismissive wave of her hand. “Who are you to
guestion me?’

“Your sister and your husband’ s best friend.”

“You've had sex with him?”’

Imani’s eyes rolled. “Duh. He's the twins father.” Standing, she wobbled and
gripped the table for support. “Now leave,” she slurred, pointing her finger in Sade’s
face. “I want him to fuck me and make up for all the lost time he's been in prison.
Y ou can stay if you want to hear.”

“Areyou crazy?' Sade almost whispered, turning as Imani headed out of the kitchen.
“I’m not leaving you here with him. We haven’'t seen this man since college. How do

| know you' re safe with him?”

“God, you're s-slow.” Imani gripped Sade’'s forearms. She blinked rapidly and pulled
in a deep breath before adding, “1’ ve been seeing Adam the whole time he was locked

up.
Trust me, there’ s nowhere safer for me to be than with h-him.
Now, get out unless you want to hear your little sister get her back blown out. ”

For a while, Sade just stood there. The sound of Imani’s cackling grew quieter and



quieter as she retreated.

Her first thought was to call Dante and tell him about his wife.

Her second thought was to hold on to that information.

Because of their past, people aways swore the sisters were lying just to one-up the
other.

She would have to literally record Imani and Adam if she wanted Dante to believe
her.

After tucking the truth about Nila and Mila not being Dante’s children into the back
of her mind, Sade decided she' d force her sister tell him the truth.

Finally, she had a way for Dante to be free of the woman who had never truly
appreciated him.

As she went outside, Sade’ s heart began to feel like a brick.

Y es, Dante was her best friend, but he was aso the best friend who chose Imani over
her.

Was Imani cheating his Karma? Did he deserve to have Sade come to his aid?

Sade was so conflicted internally that she didn’t pay attention to where she was
walking.

Her knee went into Atlas's back as he sat on the porch, and she almost toppled over.
Had he not caught her and effortlessly sat her on his lap, Sade didn’t want to think
about the damage that would have been done. As Atlas's arms wrapped around her,



he surveyed her face.

“Why you runnin’ outta there like that?’ he asked with ateasing smile.

“Sorry..... Apparently, they’ re about to have sex, and | did not want to hear that.”

Atlas's head bobbed. “I’m surprised they waited as long as they did.”

“So0 you knew about them?”

“Of course. Me and Adam are like brothers. We tell each other everything.”

Sighing, Sade confessed, “I wish me and my sister were that close. | also wish she
wasn't a cheater.”

“What that got to do with you?’

“Cheating is wrong. Plus, Dante is my best friend. | can’'t know something like this
and not tell him.”

Atlas shook his head. “Nah, | don’t think you should tell him.”

“Why not?’

“From what my cousin has told me, you and Imani have always had beef, right? And
Dante was at the center of it most times.”

“Yes, that'strue.”

“Who's to say he will believe you? | think he'll believe her, and that will make things
worse between y’all.”



“I thought about that, but if the twins aren’'t his, al it would take is a DNA test to
prove it. Then he'll know I’ m telling the truth.”

“Yeah, but at what cost? Ruining his happy family? Taking away the kids he married
her to be there for?’

Sade nibbled her cheek and thought over what Atlas said. “I hadn’'t thought about it
like that.”

Sighing, Atlas ran a hand over hisface. “I can promise you that their marriage is over
now that Adam is out. Let him find out the truth on his own. You stay out of it and
just be ready to help him pick up the pieces.”

Sade stood. “I, um...I haveto go. Sorry about falling on you.”

Atlas chuckled as she scurried away quickly to her car. “It’s cool, Sade. Y ou can fall
on me or for me...I’m cool with either one.”

Her feet stopped moving momentarily.

Ishe. .. flirting with me?

Looking back, she took in his playful eyes and smile as he winked. Giving him a
smile of her own, Sade waved before walking away.
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Who the hell is blowing up her phone?
“Who keeps texting you?’ he asked, calmer than he actually felt.
“Hmm?’

Chuckling, he looked over at Sade as he cut off the car. “I said, who keeps texting
you?’

“I-I"'m not sure.”

“Then let me see.” As he reached for her phone, which was in the cup holder, Sade
did the same.

“Atlas, no—"
“Get the fuck back.” His hand wrapped around her neck, and he pressed her body into
the window. Holding her in place, he unlocked her phone. “Why do you make stuff

so difficult, Sade?’

“Let me go.” The more she wiggled underneath his grasp, the tighter he pinned her to
the window.

“Nah. Y ou must want me to handle you like this because you don’t know how to tell
the truth.”

His brows wrinkled, and his heart stopped beating when he saw several text messages



from someone named “Do Not Answer.” Atlas looked over at her, not swayed by the
sight of her watery eyes.

“Who is Do Not Answer? Dante?’ When she didn’'t respond, Atlas released a low
laugh and began to read the messages he' d sent.

Do Not Answer: Hello, Smiley.

Do Not Answer: Y ou changed your mind about talking to me?

Do Not Answer: That’s okay. I'll still wait for you. I miss you.

Do Not Answer: Tell me when you're ready for me to come get you. I'll always
come.

“What does he mean ‘tell him when you're ready for him to come get you'? You
been talking to this man?’

Sade clawed his hand from around her neck. “No. | accidentally sent him some
pictures earlier. Asyou can see, | didn’'t text him back.”

“But you sent him pictures of you. Pictures that you took before going to spend time
with my family.”

“It wasn't on purpose,” she muttered, causing Atlas to laugh. The mechanism of
laughter usually calmed him down. That day, it wasn’t working.

“How do you accidentally send someone pictures of you?’

“1 was trying to put them on Facebook, but | was thinking about Dante and...wasn'’t
paying attention.”



While Atlas appreciated her honesty, he didn’t like how the honesty made him fedl.

Why was she thinking about him? They agreed that she wouldn't talk to him
anymore.

He knew he couldn’t control her thoughts and feelings, but based on what Sade said,
she was detached from Dante and didn't want to be with him. Something wasn’t

adding up.

Deciding that wasn’t the time to address it, Atlas tossed her phone onto her lap.
“We'll talk about thislater.”

Her head bobbed softly, and her hand wrapped around her neck as she looked away.
Regret immediately filled Atlas. His shoulders slouched as he gently grabbed her
thigh.

“I’m sorry, Day.”

“1f you ever put your hands on me again...I’ll kill you.”

Sade got out of the car, not bothering to wait for him.

If it were any other woman from his past, Atlas would have assumed she was playing.

But this was Sade—the woman who had proven she had no problem taking a life for
the right reason.

And Atlas didn’t want to find out if the next reason would be his abuse.

Nibbling his bottom lip, he stared her down as he headed toward his parents' front
door.



Maybe she only killed for Dante. Was he even special enough?

Chuckling, he tried to reel his emotions in because he was losing his fucking mind.

To think...He wanted to question her about his worthiness through something as toxic
and evil asakill.

“l can’t touch you at all?’ he asked softly, stepping directly in front of her on the
porch.

Atlas allowed his fingers to glide gently down her arm.

She shivered, and her nostrils flared. “Y ou’re driving me crazy, Sade.

" Entangling his fingers with hers, Atlas lifted her hand to hislips and kissed it.

“Just the thought of you cheating and being with another man takes me to the edge.”
When she tried to lower her head, he lifted it.

“1 gave you to him for months. I'm never sharing you again.

" He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “Tell me you understand that,
baby.”

Atlas hadn't told Sade because he didn’t want to appear weak, but the whole time she
was with Dante, his insecurities and paranoia began to brew.

Though she kept telling him the ploy was in play to keep him safe, Atlas was aware
of their bond and how tight it had been.

Imani had often made jokes about how she took Dante from Sade.



Every night, the thought of another man touching his woman plagued him, causing
him to lose sleep from those images.

Sade returning to him pregnant was his biggest fear.

The only thing that made it easy for him to accept was her agreeing to never see or
talk to him again.

Now...It didn’t appear that it had been the truth.

“Sade,” he pleaded.

“1 understand,” she replied quickly—crisply.

“Tell me no one else can have you.”

Releasing a shaky breath as her eyes fluttered, Sade put her hand on his heart. “You
accepted me and saw me when my past forced me to hide myself. No one else can
have me, Atlas.”

He stared into her low, underturned eyes, needing the truth to be there. He became so
hypnotized by her beauty he no longer cared. As he stroked her cheek, he confessed,

“God, you're so beautiful. These eyes...your smile. | can never get enough of you.”

He hadn’t given the compliment to soften her toward him, but it worked. She cupped
the back of his neck and gave him a sweet kiss.

“1 want to validate you, but | also need you to know |I’m not cheating on you. Please,
don’t do thisagain. If | feel like me and my baby won’'t be safe with you—"

“You both are. It' [l never happen again. | swear.”



Satisfied with his answer, Sade nodded and put some space between them.

Atlas knocked, then opened the already unlocked door.

Immediately, the smell of soul food assaulted his nostrilsin the best way.

He hadn’t had his mother’s cooking in a month, and though he enjoyed being on the
island, he missed the morsels and his people.

Initially, the plan was to lie low on the island until they were sure Dante wouldn’t try
to come after them for taking his money.

Sade being pregnant changed their plans.

She would have to travel regularly for doctor’ s appointments, so they agreed to leave
the island indefinitely.

Memphis was the last place she wanted to return to, but because her family was there,
she agreed.

Sade feared people would think she was a horrible person because Dante was with
her in Vanzette.

Memphiswas asmall, big city. It felt like everyone knew everyone.

In this instance, people were more grateful that Dante was aive and well than
anything else.

Unless they were a part of the sisters or Dante’'s family, they didn’t know the
personal details about histime away.



So far, no one had an idea of Sade’ s temporary kidnapping of her best friend.

.evenif it was with the good intention to keep him safe.

“Wassup, y'all?’ Atlas greeted his mother, Vanessa, and his father, Clay, as they
moved from one side of the kitchen to the other.

Vanessa's eyes lit up at the sight of him. She dropped the spoon in her hand and
rushed over to him. Atlas released hearty laughter as he spun her around.

“I’m so glad you' re home!” she cheered.

“That island food don” made you lose a li’'l weight,” Clay noticed, shaking Atlas's
hand and using it to pull himin for a hug.

“Nah, it wasn't the food. It was all the working out | was doing in the sun. That was
probably the most beautiful place I’ ve ever seen. | never wanted to beinside.”

Vanessa' s eyes sowly scanned Sade's frame. Her smile dimmed as she crossed her
arms over her chest. “ Sade.”

“Vanessa,” Sadereplied curtly, stepping closer to Atlas's side.

Since Atlas had always been amama’ s boy, the women had never been close.

His father and the rest of hisfamily were more accepting of Sade.

That changed alittle when Adam was killed.

They didn’t just blame Sade; they blamed Imani too.



The difference was that Imani had twins with their DNA, and because of that, she got
apass.

They aso held Sade more responsible because of Atlas sloyalty to her.

To his mother and her sister, Adam'’s mother, it was Atlas telling Sade about Adam’s
plan that made everything worse.

If he’d been more loyal to his family and kept her out of it, Dante wouldn’'t have
sought asylum with Sade, and Adam wouldn’t have had to go after him.

“Hey, Sade,” Clay spoke. “You look well. My son must be taking good care of you.”

“Heis, thank you,” Sade replied as they briefly hugged.

“l didn't know you were bringing a guest, Atlas,” Vanessa said, returning her
attention to her marinara sauce.

“She’s not a guest. She’s my woman.”

“Still...The family is in the backyard, and | don't know how comfortable she'll be.
She can sit in the dining room, | guess.”

Chuckling, Sade lifted her handsin surrender. “1’m just gonna go, baby.”

“Nah, stay.”

“If shewantsto leave, let her leave,” Vanessa said.

“Vanessa, be nice,” Clay ordered.



“No, redly, I’ll go. I’'ll take the car. If you want, I’ll just come and get you later.”

“His family is here. Someone will bring him to you later,” Vanessa replied before
Atlas could.

“Fine,” Sade agreed.

As she tried to walk away, Atlas grabbed her hand and pulled her close. “Y ou want
me to bring you and the baby back something to eat?’

“The baby!” Vanessayelled. “Don’t tell me you got her pregnant!”

Sucking his teeth, Atlas led Sade out of the kitchen.

“That woman would probably poison or spit in my food. Don’'t bring me anything out
of her kitchen.”

Atlas couldn’t tell by Sade’'s expression if she was playing. “I’m sorry about that. |
thought with more time passing, she' d ease up.”

Sighing, Sade stroked his hand with her thumb. “I just don’t get why she hates me so
much. Her nephew tried to rape me. It’s not my fault he died. His death was declared
suicide by cop because he didn’t want to go back to prison and reached for his gun.
How am | being blamed for that?’

When her chin trembled and her eyes watered, it broke Atlas' s heart. He remained
silent until they were outside by the car, where he pulled her into his arms.

“Look, my cousin was wrong. Imani was like gasoline to his greed and bad habits.
When he got out and started up with her again, he became a version of himself even |
didn’t recognize. | don’'t blame you for that, and that’s all that should matter.”



“But it’s not,” Sade chuckled as she wiped away a tear. “I know how much your
family means to you. Eventually, them not liking me is going to become an issue.
And on the off chance it doesn't, I'm not dealing with this every time | come
around.”

With afrown, Atlas crossed his arms over his chest as she leaned against the driver’'s
side of his car. “What you saying?’

“1’m saying unless she starts treating me better, I’m not coming around.”

“Come on, Day. You know I'll never let things get out of hand...”

“Out of hand? Y ou shouldn’t want me to be in a position where I’'m uncomfortable or
being disrespected. | don't carewho it is.”

Atlas rubbed his hands down his face, releasing a defeated sigh. “ Just...Go back to the
hotel and rest. I'll Zelle you some money for food.” Not bothering to respond, Sade
turned and allowed him to open the door for her. “Text me when you get there. | love

you.
Atlas had grown used to Sade not returning the sentiment.

He tried to convince himself hislove for her wasn't dependent upon her love for him.
While a part of him admired how cautious she was with his feelings and not wanting
to lie to him or move too fast, the other part of him questioned how she could fake

love for Dante for months.

What about him made Atlas unworthy of the lie of love? At least it would have made
him happy.



He watched until she drove away, then made his way back into his parents home.
Before going outside to see the rest of his family, Atlas stopped to tell his mother,
“Y ou gotta ease up on Sade.”

“Did you get that woman pregnant?’

“No, it’snot my baby, but I'mraising it.”

Vanessa chuckled as she leaned against the counter. Her eyes stared outside toward
his father.

“Seeing as she's not showing yet, | assume she's still in her first trimester.” Vanessa
pushed herself off the counter and walked over to him. “So that means whatever she
had with that other man is still fresh.” Her head tilted as she thought about it. “It's
Dante...isn't it?’

“As far as the world knows, that baby will be mine. | don’t need you telling anyone
otherwise.”

“l don’t trust this, Atlas. | think you should let her be with Dante. Whatever the two
of you had before that plan was made, that’s over. She can tell you she wants to be
with you, but seeing as she was having sex with him and is pregnant with his
child...That'salie.”

“Ma, please. Of course, they had sex. She had to make him believe they were
married.”

Vanessa's tongue rolled over her cheek. “And that's all you think it was? Her
pretending 7’

“That’swhat | know it was. She doesn’t love or want to be with him. She wants to be



with me.”

Their eyes remained locked for a while before Vanessa lifted her hands in surrender.
“Whatever you say.”

Atlas hugged his mother and kissed the top of her head before going outside.
Asnormal as hetried to act with his family, Vanessa' s words had him paranoid.

It didn’t help that Sade had been thinking about Dante and texted him.

Was he afool to believe they could have a healthy relationship?

Would the day come when Dante and Sade decide to be together?

Seeing as Atlas had gone against his cousin to be with her and tolerated his family’s

disappointment, there was no way in hell he'd let her leave him to be with another
man— especially Dante.



Page 8

Source Creation Date: July 31, 2025, 4:17 am

He looked over at her briefly but did a double take. Had he noticed she was crying?
His brows wrinkled, and his mouth parted dlightly as he peered at her face. Atlas
always had a deep way of looking at her—as if he could see through her with his
syrup-brown eyes.

“You were crying.”

Her eyes watered again, but she wouldn’'t shed another tear over her sister. “I'm
fine.”

“Is it about your sister? | didn’'t think you'd be cool with coming here with us, so |
was surprised when Adam told me you agreed.”

Chuckling, Sade sat back in her seat. “Imani told me we were having a ‘girls’ trip,’
and it would be just the two of us. Had | known y’all would be here, | would have
said no.”

“Damn,” Atlas mumbled after a quick bark of laughter.

“Oh no. I'm sorry.” Sade sat up, gripping his arm. “I didn’t mean it like that. |
just...You know how | feel about what she’'s doing with your cousin. Being here
makes me feel likeI’'m a part of it, and | don’t want to be.”

“S0, it' s them that has you not wanting to be here...not me?’

“Yeah. You're cool. | don't really know you well enough to decide | don't like you.”



His lips spread into a smile. “I want to make you like me, Sade.”

She mirrored his smile. “Why?’

“Have you seen you? You're beautiful. Plus, you have character and morals. You
seem sweet and softhearted. Caring. | think you might be a good person, so | want to
get to know you.”

“Thank you. Y ou seem like you might be pretty okay too. | guess we can be friends.”
“I’ll settle for that for now, but I'm trying to be more.”

Blushing, Sade looked away from his gaze.

It had been awhile since aman’s charm or flirting unnerved her.

With all the men she dated, none of them made her feel the way Dante used to.

Even without them becoming a couple, he was a hard act to follow.

With Dante, Sade had always felt seen, heard, safe, and cherished.

If he made her feel that way as friends, she couldn’t imagine how he would have
made her feel as her man.

“Look at you,” Atlas mumbled, turning her face back to his with her chin. His stare
was intense. He wanted to watch the effects of his words. Sade wasn’t sure how she

felt about that. Open, exposed, yes...turned on? Maybe alittle.

“Why do you look at me like that?’



Swallowing, he shook his head dlightly as he stared at her. “Like what?’

“Like. .. You've never seen amore beautiful thing.”

With alow chuckle, Atlas lifted her hand to hislips and kissed it. “| haven't.”

His confession caused their lips to gravitate toward each other.

There, they made love on the couch. He made her come more than she thought was
physically possible before they moved to her room.

The entire time he was inside of her, Sade tried to convince hersalf this was a one-
time thing.

But unfortunately, her heart was open, and her pussy was leaking, and that was a
horrible, horrible combination.
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Do Not Answer: You didn't have to steal from me.
Do Not Answer: | would’ ve given you whatever you wanted, Smiley.

Do Not Answer: | think you know that, and you stole it because you thought that
would make me hate you. | don’t. | still love you.

“You ready to go?’ Atlas asked, drying his hands.
“Yeah, | guess.”

Atlas gave her a warm smile. “Thank you for doing this. | know you and Mama
haven't really gotten along lately, but she promised to be on her best behavior today.”

With anod, Sade stood. “Does she...know the baby isn’'t yours?’

“Yes, but | told her the baby is mine. She promised not to tell anyone otherwise.”
Sade didn’t trust that, but she didn’t care enough to question him about it.

They left their hotel suite as Atlas asked, “We need to start looking into our own
home, Day. | know you're still early in your pregnancy, but the baby will be here
before we know it.

We can’t bring him or her back to this hotel. ”

Sade sighed and nodded her agreement. “Y ou’reright.”



“What’ s the holdup? Money isn’t an issue. Isit because you don’t want to settle down
in Memphis?’

“That's part of it,” she admitted as he took her hand into his. “I wouldn't mind
staying here because of my grandparents and the twins, but this city has always held
unhappy memories for me.”

“Well...We can create some happy ones with our baby. But if you really want us to
leave, we can. I’'m cool with anything except the island. | know that’s your place of
peace, but it'sabit too far.”

“Yeah, | agree. | wouldn’t want to take the baby there prematurely. Not to say | think
the baby will have medical issues, but | wouldn’'t want to have to rely on the ferry if

we ever had an emergency.”

They continued to talk on the way to Stoney River in Germantown, and Sade found
peace in his commitment to her and her child.

She hoped being in the steak house instead of Vanessa’'s home would allow them to
have a peaceful encounter.

When she saw Adam’s mother, Samantha, sitting next to Vanessa.

..Sade was sure that would no longer be the case.

“Hey, Ma,” Atlas spoke. “Hey, Auntie.”

“You knew she was going to be here?’ Sade whispered, referring to his aunt.

“Yeah, | mean. . .| think it'sbest y’al tal—"



Before he could finish his statement, Samantha was leaping up from the table and
charging toward Sade. In his attempt to separate the women, Atlas pushed Sade
backward, causing her to topple over atable.

“Mal” he yelled, pushing his aunt back as Vanessa cackled. “Are you serious right
now? Y ou promised me you’' d apologize.”

“Yeah, but | didn't say my sister would. That ho is the reason her son is dead. Did
you really think she'd behave?’

Releasing a growl!, Sade grabbed a knife and tossed it at Samantha. She shrieked and
ducked, her eyeswide in disbelief.

“That bitch just tried to kill me!”

“Oh, hell no!” Vanessa yelled, frantically trying to close the space between her and
Sade.

With haste, Atlas picked up Sade and carried her out of the restaurant. Sade fought
against him, swinging until he put her on her feet.

“Baby, I’'m sorry. | didn’t know they would do that.”

“I’'m done! That was the fina straw. Anything could have happened to me and my
baby, and it would have been your fucking fault!”

“Sade, |—"

“1 don’t want to hear it, Atlas. | can’t believe you thought it would be a good idea to
have me in the same room as the two of them, regardless of what your mom said.”



“Look, | really thought | could trust what she said.”

“It doesn’'t matter anymore. | told you this wouldn’'t work because they hate me. Il
never ask you to choose between me and them, so we have to be over.”

Atlas stared at her for awhile before laughing.

“Choose?’ Hisjaws clenched, and he closed the space between them.

“1 aready chose. | chose when | came to you with Adam’s plan.

| chose when | told the Feds the truth, so ya boy wouldn’t have to serve time.

| chose when | agreed to be the father of another man’ s baby.

What other choice could you possibly want me to make?”

“Maybe the one where you don’t put me in aroom with your crazy-ass aunt.

" Sade pulled in a deep breath as he looked toward the sky.

“Baby, you won’'t be happy with just me and the baby.

Your family means too much to you. But I'm telling you right now, if | ever see
either one of them again, I’m going to try my very hardest to beat their ass.

So...” She shrugged and looked away, squeezing the back of her neck.

“1 think it’s best if we end this now. We tried, but it just won't work. ”

Atlas massaged his chin as he released a hard breath. “We can pause while | figure



out how to fix this, but it's me and you for life now, Day. I’'m not sure what part of
that you don’t understand.”

“There’ s no way to fix this,” she muttered. “Either you never deal with them again or
let me go.”

“How are those the only options?’ he asked with a bitter laugh.

“You set me up. You put mein aposition to be attacked. | don’'t feel safe with you.”
“Stop with the dramatics, Sade. Y ou act like | knew they planned this.”

“How did you not ? Y ou know your family far better than | do, and even | knew what
time it was when | saw your aunt. They will disrespect me when they see me and talk

about me when they don't.

I’m not dealing with that. So unless you can stand here and tell me you won’t have
anything to do with them ever again, we're over.

" Atlas stared at her, his eyes growing weary.

Chuckling, Sade shook her head. She grabbed his wrists and stood on the tips of her
toesto give him atender kiss. “Goodbye, Atlas.”

When she tried to walk away, he grabbed her hand. “It ain’t gotta be like this, Day.”

She pulled her hand away. “It does. | will not subject myself to this dramawhile I'm
pregnant.”

“And what about after? Can we try again then?’



Her eyes rolled as she pulled her phone out to call an Uber. Gripping her arm, Atlas
pulled her side into his chest.

“Atlas—"

“ After you have the baby, I’ll have them together. We can try again then.”

Shaking her head, she looked toward security as they escorted his family out. “Go
with your people, Atlas. Please. Y ou can get your things from the hotel today. | will
go to my grandparents house to give you time.”

“Day, please. Don’'t do this.”

Ignoring his request, Sade put distance between them as she busied herself to get a
ride.

A part of her was scared shitless to go through her pregnancy alone.

The other part of her felt alittle peace, no longer being attached to Atlas.

As happy as she was to be with him after she left Dante, that feeling subsided quickly
with each passing day.

Atlas had some great qualities, but being with him felt like settling compared to
Dante. Maybe she' d be better off alone.
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The Reveal of Imani and Adam’s Plan

“1 like it when you visit,” she announced.

“I bet.”

Her giggle made him smile.

“1 like you too, Atlas.”

“You know how | feel about you. I’ve liked you since we met.” His exhale was hard
as he sat up to look down at her. “And | hate that | have to tell you this now that
you're finally starting to open up to me.”

“Oh, God. Please don’t tell me you have awife or something.”

“What? No.” Atlas waited until his laughter died down to give her a sweet kiss. “The
only woman | want isyou.”

“Then what do you haveto tell me?’
“First, | need you to promise it won’t mess up what we have going on.”
Sade sat up and leaned against her headboard. “Okay. Now, you’ re scaring me.”

The sight of her tugging the sheet against her body angered Atlas even more. He
hated the position Imani and Adam had put him in...put them both in.



“It's about your sister.” Her shoulders relaxed. “I told you she'd want to end her
marriage now that Adam was out, and | was right.”

“She actually said that?”

It didn’t surprise Atlas that Sade didn’t know what was happening back in Memphis.
After Imani’s last stunt around Christmas, Sade stopped contacting her sister and
hadn’t bothered to check in.

“Yeah, but it's not that simple. She's been doing some illegal shit, and the Feds have
been watching. To avoid jail time, she plans to blame it on Dante.”

“What!” Sade roared, causing the sheet to lower.

“That’ s not the worst part. On the off chance that Dante figures out what she did, tries
to run, or ends up getting away with it...They have a backup plan to get him out of the

way.

“Which is?’

Squeezing the back of his neck, Atlas momentarily avoided her eyes. “They want him
dead, Sade. In fact, that’s what Adam wants most. He agrees to let him take the fall
for the charges that Imani will soon face, but he wants him dead anyway. And he...He
wants me to kill him.”

Sade stared at him before laughing in disbelief. “No, that’s...Y ou’'re joking, right?’
He shook his head. “1 wish | was. Imani thinks Dante will have time to be arrested

and face his charges. Adam wants him dead before that could even happen. I’ ve been
trying to talk them both out of this, but they aren’t hearing me.



So | agreed to kill him if he ran or found out Imani was the one who set him up.

| have a feeling, though, that Adam will have me go after him before he can face a
judge.”

“Why would he ask something like this of you . . . unless you’ve done it before?’ she
asked, scooting away from him. “Have you . . . do you . . . Are you a murderer,
Atlas?’

“Look...that’s...neither here nor there.

I’m telling you that your sister wants to set her husband up for fraud and that my
cousin wants him dead.

Now, | agreed, but | won't kill him because | know how much he meansto you.

But you need to find away to get Dante here with you or at least out of Memphis. ”
“How could you agreeto this, Atlas?’ she yelled, hopping out of bed.

“Because I'm falling in love with you.” Atlas rolled out of bed and took her naked
frame into his arms. “If | didn't say yes, Adam would bring someone else into his
plan who would kill Dante.

Hewon't lose his life with me. Could you focus on that?

I’m trying to help him—for you. | know thisis alot to take in, so I'll leave now so
you can process this.

But we need to come up with a plan to keep him safe.



They are going through with this regardless of whether I'm involved. Help me save
your best friend’s life.”
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Do Not Answer: I'm in Cali...Think I'm gonna go to that Mexican spot you love. The
onein Old Town that makes the tortillas in front of you.

Do Not Answer: Remember when we did the tequila tour and got fucked up? | think
we hit every Mexican spot and tequila bar on that block.

Do Not Answer: | wish you were herewithme. . . smiling wide . . . toasting tequila.
.. eating good . . . making love on the beach. | love you, Smiley. I’ ve always loved

you. | hope one day you will let me show you that.

Do Not Answer: I'll always be your devoted husband. You'll always be my loyal
wife. And my best friend.

Sade: God, | miss you so much it hurts.

Do Not Answer: You don't have to. Tell me where you are, and I’'ll come to you.
Sade: | can’'t, babe.

Do Not Answer: Why not?

Sade: You didn’'t choose me. You aways chose her. Regardless of how toxic our
relationship was, that was my sister.

Do Not Answer: Quite frankly...I don’'t care about any of that. | want you, and I'm
going to have you. We got years of making up to do...but I'll wait until you're ready.



Do Not Answer: Meet me where you are.

Sade: Dante. . .

Do Not Answer: Go to a Mexican restaurant and eat at the same timeas me. I'd love
to see you or hear your voice, but just knowing you' re doing the same thing as me at
the same time will be enough.

It took awhile, but eventually, Sade agreed.

Now, Atlas was seated in the booth behind her.

She was so frazzled over what she was doing she barely took in her surroundings.

Even if she had, the hat and shades Atlas wore would have made it difficult for her to
recognize him.

He'd purposely hung his head and casualy made his way into the booth as she
ordered what she always did—chicken fgjitas.

When the waitress came to take his order, he pointed silently at the first thing on the
menu to get her to walk away. He didn’'t have an appetite, but Atlas didn’t want to

risk being asked to leave if he didn’t order something.

Sade released a shaky breath before sending Dante a Facetime request. As soon as it
connected, she began to sob.

“Sade. ..” Dante said. “Baby, what’s wrong?’

“l can’t say,” she whined. “I messed up badly, Tay. |-l never should ve ended things
theway | did.”



“It'sokay, Smiley. We can fix this.”

She shook her head adamantly. “Not after what | did.”

“Is this about the money? | told you | don’t care about that.”

Sniffling, Sade wiped her face. “No, it’s not the money.”

“Then what isit?’

Atlas waited, hoping she wouldn’t mention the baby. If she didn’t, there was still
hope. There was still hope that she would choose him over Dante.

“Can we just...eat and act like what happened didn’'t happen? | really just need a
moment with my best friend.”

Dante didn’'t respond immediately, but when he did, it was with, “Whatever you
need.”

Atlas sat there for an hour and forty-five minutes, listening to them laugh and
reminisce. Though they didn't talk about their love for each other or a future, Atlas
realized at that moment their bond was deeper than Sade had been aluding to lately.
Did she not love him because she loved Dante?

Had she been playing him all along?

What was her motive?

Her intentions?



Atlas didn’'t know, but as he tossed two twenties on the table to cover his untouched
food, he decided to find out just that.

Sade’s body tensed at the sight of Atlas leaning against the wall next to the door of
the suite they once shared. Her eyes shifted as she took small steps in his direction.

“Did you leave something here?’ she asked.

“Yeah, you.”

She shook her head as she released a tired sigh. “Atlas, please. I've had a draining
day.”

“Y ou wannatak about it?’

“No, | don't.”

She unlocked the door, and before he could follow her inside, Sade planted herself in
the door frame and held the door to her body.

“Can we please talk, Sade?’

Atlas's foot tapped the floor. If she gave in to Dante and didn’t give him the same
grace...he'd flip.

“Fine,” she agreed, immediately dousing the fire that had started to build within him.

He followed her into the suite, eyes fluttering as he inhaled the scent of her perfume.
It was fruity and floral. Her hair was in its signature ’ 70s-style curls. That beautiful
brown skin was covered in a kaftan with different shades of red. Red always looked
good on Sade.



Kicking off her sandals, Sade sat in the chair closest to the window. Atlas sat in the
one on the opposite side of the light-colored round table.

“I missyou” were the first words out of his mouth.

“I missyou too, but | still think it’s best if we stay apart.”

“Can you explain why?’

“| did at the restaurant.”

“You act like | can’t have a healthy relationship with you and protect you from my
family.”

Scoffing, Sade sat up in her seat. “You shouldn't have to protect me from your
family, Atlas. There's no coming down from what happened a week ago. It will only
get worse. They’ re going to come for me every time they see me, and | swear to God,
| will kill them before | let them hurt my baby.”

“Pipe down with the threats, a'ight? That’s my mama and aunt you' re talking about.”

“Exactly. That's exactly why this won't work. You'll never choose me. Not over
them.”

“1 don’'t know why you keep saying that when | did choose you, Day. My cousin is
dead because | chose you.”

“Your cousin is dead because he tried to rape me!” she yelled, samming her fist
down on the table.

“Nah.” Atlas sat up in his seat. “If | would have just stuck to his plan and not



included you, he'd still be alive. Ya boy would be dead or in prison, and you
wouldn’t be pregnant with his baby. But that’s what you wanted, isn't it?’

“1 think you should go,” she blurted.

“You never wanted me. You lied to me. All this time, you've been stringing me
along. That’s why you never told me you loved me.”

“That’'s not true.” Her eyes blinked back tears. “I did want to be with you, Atlas. |
saw myself falling in love with you eventually. But...I was...hesitant.”

“Why?’

“I knew we wouldn’t be able to remain in our own little bubble on the island forever.

| felt like your family would be an issue, and they were.

On top of that, you’ re way t00 possessiVe.

The fighting over me and putting your hands on me.

..red flags. | think ending it before you fall harder is best, and | get more attached. ”

Tugging his ear, Atlas pulled in a deep breath. “I want to be here for you and my
baby.”

“It's...” She chuckled and licked the corner of her mouth. “It’s not your baby, Atlas.

It's Dante's.

“No, it'snot. You said you never wanted him to know.”



“That’ s true, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to stay with you.” Standing, she headed
toward the door and opened it. “Can you please |leave?’

Standing, Atlas looked around the room before heading in her direction.

“1 went against my family to be with you. You're out your damn mind if you think
I’m going to let you end things so easily.

” When she didn’t respond, Atlas wrapped his hand around her neck and used it to
pull her closer. “1 don’t think you really want me to.”

“Atlas,” she whimpered against his lips before he kissed her. “I can’t do another toxic
relationship again.”

Light laughter escaped Atlas as she clung to the hem of his shirt.

“Nah, that’s exactly what you want.” He lifted her into the air and wrapped her legs
around him.

“Y ou want me crazy about you.” He kissed her.

“You want me to not let up off you.” He kissed her again.

That time, she wrapped her arms around his neck.

“You want me to work for you because that nigga never did.” He kissed her a third
time. And that time, she kissed him back.

Kicking the door closed, Atlas carried her over to the bed.

“This doesn’'t change anything,” she assured him.



“Yeah, okay,” he agreed, though he didn’t believe her. And by the time Atlas finished
reclaiming her body, he was sure Sade would change her mind.
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Though Dante suggested there wasn’t too much she could do to make him hate her,
everyone had a breaking point. Would keeping his baby a secret be his?

“Hello?’ she answered groggily.
“Imani was attacked. It's bad.”

“She’s at The Med. She can’'t have visitors, but we can go up there to get updates on
her and at least be in the same space as her.”

“Yeah, yeah, of course. Um...Let me hop in the shower real quick, and I’'ll meet y’all
there. Do the twins know?’

“Not yet. | didn’t think we should tell them.”

“1 agree. Give me about an hour, and I'll be there.”

“Okay, baby.”

Sade stood and frantically pulled pieces of clothing out of the closet. Regardless of
how things were between her and her sister, Sade took pride in being her protector.
Knowing someone had attacked her sister made Sade want to get arrested just to

avenge her.

“Atlas!” she yelled, rushing into the bathroom to cut on the shower. “Atlas, you have
to wake up!”



“Hmm?’ He sat up, rubbing his eyes. “What’s wrong?’

“Imani was attacked. I’ m going to the hospital. Grandma said they won't let them see
her, but everyone has a price. I'm going to go up there and seeif | can.”

“Damn, okay. Y ou want me to go with you?’

“No, I'll be fine. Plus, | meant what | said yesterday. Us having sex didn’'t change
anything.”

Atlas stood and made his way into the bathroom.

She tossed him the extra toothbrush set she had and quickly brushed her teeth and
washed her face before getting in the shower.

Her eyes scanned his frame as he took off his boxers.

Her mind was telling her to tell him to wait until she finished.

However, her pussy was telling her to let him come inside.

Turning her back to him, Sade began to wash her body.

He did the same...keeping his hands to himself until she grabbed her yoni wash.

Atlas plucked it from her hand and squirted some into his palm.

He spread her legs dlightly before washing her center, using slow movements and
paying extra attention to her swelling clit.

“Atlas, . .. .| really haveto go.”



“Then hurry up and come.”

Even if she wanted to hold it off, she couldn’t. Sade erupted into his hand before
washing the suds from her body. He lowered to his knees, feasting on her pussy until
she came a second and third time.

“1’m going back tomorrow,” Sade said softly to her grandparents. “ Someone is going
to let me see her. I'll stop by the bank and get some cash. Maybe that will help.”

“Hopefully, by then, she’ll be awake,” her grandfather, Barron, said.

“l just don't understand how this happened,” Ava, her grandmother, said. “She’s
supposed to be safe there.”

“How safe can you really be in federal prison?’ Sade asked.

“Still, someone is going to have to answer for this.” Barron massaged his temples.
“The moment she wakes up and can tell us what happened, someone is going to have

to pay.”

Silence found them for awhile as they watched the twins bounce on the trampoline at
Urban Air. They hadn’t shared with them what happened to their mother, but the guilt
over the ordeal had all three adults wanting to love on Nilaand Mila alittle bit more.
“Hey, baby.” Atlas kissed her cheek, and Sade practically leaped out of her skin.

“Atlas! What the hell are you doing here?’

He gave her a smile she used to find sexy as he shook Barron's hand and hugged
Ava



“l wanted to see my little cousins. You know they are more like my nieces because
Adam was like my brother.”

“Yeah, but how did you know where we were? | didn’t tell you where we'd be.”
Hissmilefell. “Yes, you did.”

“No, | didn’t. | didn’t even know where we were going until we left the hospital and
were on our way here” Pausing, she pushed him away from her grandparents

earshot as she asked, “Are you...Are you following me?’

“What?" He released a nervous chuckle and rubbed his palms together. “No. | think
you'd know if | was following you, Day.”

“Then how did you find us?’

“Y ou share your location with me.”

“1 cut it off after what happened at the restaurant.”

His mouth twisted to the side as he processed her words. “I didn’'t come here to go
back and forth with you. | came to check on you and Imani and see the twins.”

Nodding, Sade eyed him skeptically before pointing to where the twins were.

She had no idea how he tracked her down, but she planned to take her phone to the
nearest store to have it looked at before doing the same to her car.

If Atlas was keeping up with her in any way, he wouldn't tell her, and she would
have to figure out how herself.
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Her trip to the phone store.

Her trip to the mechanic.



Page 14

Source Creation Date: July 31, 2025, 4:18 am

| really missmy girl.
“Hello?’ Barron answered.
“Hey, Grandpa. You called?’

“I"'m actually in Baltimore now. | can’t really stay in one place for too long without
going crazy thinking about your granddaughter.”

Barron chuckled. “Which one?’

Returning his laughter, Dante used his free hand to wipe his face and head. “ Sade, of
course.”

“Hmm. Well, | wannatalk to you about her too, but first, Imani. Did Sade call and let
you know someone attacked her in prison?’

With a frown, Dante stood and began to pace as his heart dropped. Regardless of how
things played out between him and his ex-wife, Dante would never want any harm to
cometo her physically.

“No, shedidn’t. Isshe al right?’

“She’s...hanging in there, but it's bad, son. She's in a medically induced coma
because of the swelling on her brain.”

“ What? What the hell happened?”



“We don't know. Conveniently, the warden had no video footage of the attack, and
no one was in the room when Imani was found. All we can do is wait until she wakes
up to tell us what happened.”

“Damn. | hate to hear that. How are the twinstaking it? Were they able to see her?”’

“No, no one has. Sade is working on it, which may be why she didn’'t reach out to

you.

“Honestly, Grandpa, she probably won't tell me even when she has the time. Unless |
blow her up until she can’t take it anymore, she’s not talking to me.”

“1 need you to change that.”

Dante’' s feet stopped moving. “Is she okay?’

“Sheis...but...I’'mconcerned.”

“ About what?’

“She’s been acting distant or hesitant, even when in the same room as us. Like she's
holding something back. And Atlas has been hanging around her a little too much for
my liking.”

“Wait.” Chuckling, Dante ran his fingers down the corners of his mouth. “Atlas?
Adam’s cousin? The one who ran me off the road and didn't have to do a day in

prison for it because he snitched?’

“That one. Now, | don’t know what’s going on between them, but when we were out
with the twins earlier, Sade seemed extremely uncomfortable around him.



She didn’t know how he found out where she was.

She left us and said she would have her phone and car checked out to see if he's put
some kind of tracker onit.”

“I think I’m missing something. For what reason would Atlas be stalking Sade? She's
been apart from me for what...alittle over a month? Has she moved on with him?’

Barron released a huff. “lI don't want to get into her personal business. That's
something you'll have to ask her yourself. | just wondered if you knew anything
about Atlas from your time with Imani. Was he around at al with Adam? Or was it
just while you were in school ?”

Dante thought back over his marriage again.

Now that the truth about Imani’s affair with Adam and it leading to Dante not being
the father of her twins had come out, he’ d found himself looking for signs of the truth
he' d missed.

Any changesin priority or behavior...

lowered libido...lies he' d gotten her caught up in.

He looked at countless pictures of the twins, noticing less of himself and more of
Imani and Adam every time.

“He was around while we were in college. | didn’t notice any flirting or anything
between Day and Atlas at the time. What happened between them after Adam got out
Is beyond me. Imani kept that from me, so if they were seeing each other, Sade did as
well.”



“From what you remember about him, is he someone | need to worry about? Can |
write off what he did to you as loyalty to his blood, or was that a sign of how violent
thisman is?’

“1 wish | could be more helpful, but I honestly don’t know.

Anyone willing to do what he did to me—regardless of whether for family—should
be avoided.

| can say Adam was willing to do whatever to get Imani and the girls, but that wasn't
Atlas sexcuse.

If he was willing to do that simply because his cousin asked, | can’'t imagine what
he' s capable of if he’struly upset with someone.

I’d say you have cause for concern. If the relationship was romantic and ended, or if
he wanted more than she was willing to give, he might go after her.”

Barron sighed heavily into the receiver. “That's what | was afraid of.” He chuckled.
“1 disapproved of what she did with you while you were married to her sister, but at
this point, | wish she would have stayed with you. At least then, | wouldn’'t have to
worry about this.”

Dante smiled with one side of his mouth.

He hadn't considered if her grandparents feelings toward their relationship were
another reason Sade left him.

They were al she had, and it wouldn’t have surprised him if they influenced her more
than he realized.



While they hadn’t straight up told her they didn’t want Sade and Dante together, she
did express her grandmother’s warning that she'd be punished for what she did with
him.

“Ill...uh...look into Atlas and see if Sade will open up to me about it. If things ook
like they are getting to be more than she can handle, call me, and I'll be
there—whether or not she wants me to be.”

“Sounds like a plan. Talk soon.”

After disconnecting the call, Dante returned to the bench to gather his thoughts.

His mind wouldn’t allow him to believe Sade had moved on aready.

..especialy with the man that tried to kill him.

There had to be another explanation for this—one where Atlas wanted something
from Sade that she wasn’t willing to give, and it didn’t include her body or heart.

Refusing to believe his best friend could sleep with the enemy, Dante decided there
was only one way to get to the bottom of this: to go to Memphis and confront her
himself.
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“1 think you should journal,” Avasaid.
“Huh?’
They might have been closer if she hadn’t moved to Vanzette.

“If you have alot on your mind and are not ready to talk about it, journaling is a great
way to get it out. I’ ve journaled since | was eighteen.”

“Redly? Do you keep them all and reread it or something?”’

“Not all of them. Sometimes, | might read them to reminisce, but most of the time,
once | write it out, | never open it again. There are many different kinds of journaling
so that matterstoo. | have aprayer journal that I’ [l reread.

The ones that are darker and about painful things, | don’t open those.

And there’ s a gratitude and daily one that I’ ll use for anything. | sometimes read over
those.”

“Hmm . .. Okay, maybe I'll do that. Thanks, Grandma.”
“Anytime, baby. And you know you can always come to me, right?’

Before January, Sade believed that. After the dlight judgment over what happened
while Dante was with her in Vanzette, she wasn’t so sure.



Her grandmother’s honesty was always out of love and respect, even if it wasn't
something Sade wanted to hear.

But Dante had always been a soft spot and sacred topic for her.

Because she hadn’t been able to have him the way she wanted until earlier in the
year, Sade held what they had near and dear to her heart.

Outsiders may not have understood it, and she didn’t want their perceptions to taint
the whirlwind love.

So, as much as she wanted to talk to someone about how she was feeling, she kept
her thoughts to herself. The last thing she wanted was for her pregnancy to be
something else that made her grandparents disappointed in her.

“Thanks, Grandma. I'll try the journaling, and if that doesn’t help, I'll take your ear.”

Pleased with her answer, Ava changed the subject, and they talked for a little longer
before Sade headed out.

She'd finally gotten an officer guarding Imani to agreeto let her see her sister.

He aso agreed to send her daily updates.

Unfortunately, the warden didn’t think Imani’s condition was serious enough to
update her family regularly.

But...the six figures Sade offered to pay Reggie, the guard, made Imani’s condition
very seriousin his eyes.

Sade ended up leaving earlier than planned to try the journaling thing. Even though



she stopped by the store to grab a notebook and pens, she decided to send herself a
voice memo on her phone instead. That seemed more authentic to her.

As she stared out of her window at passing cars, she spoke.
“I’'m pregnant with my best friend’s baby, and he has no idea.” She chortled. “All

I’ve ever wanted was Dante. This year, | finally got him...and | let him go. Thinking
back on it, | had alot of reasons. But lately, those reasons don’t seem like enough to

Stay away.

“1 wanted him to suffer for not choosing me, but I’ m suffering too.

| thought about how taboo it would be for us to be together, but | don’'t care about
that anymore.

At the end of the day, | have to live with the choices | make—not anyone else.

Who cares if people approve of what | do or who I'm with if I’'m unhappy?”

With a sigh, Sade nibbled her bottom lip.

“And then there's Atlas. When we first started messing off, |1 didn't tell Dante
because | didn’t want it to make him think about Adam.

Then Atlas told me about Imani and Adam’s plot against Dante, and | had to keep it a
secret to protect him.

| really liked Atlas, but something about him made me hesitate to commit.

Now that I’ ve been with him more, | know exactly where that hesitancy came from.



It was my intuition telling me he had afew loose screws. ”

She snickered. “And I’'m sure people can say the same about me, but that's al the
more reason for us not to be together.

But | wanted to be with Atlas because he was loyal to me.

..and Dante. He chose me. He made me fed like a genuine prize, and even if it was
unintentional, Dante made me fedl like | wasn’t worthy of him and his love because
of what he did with Imani.

S0, | guess a part of mefelt like | owed Atlas.

“Both men are on different ends of the spectrum. Atlas loves me more than | love
him, and | love Dante more than he loves me. That's why | need to stay away from
Dante, and that’swhy | need Atlasto stay the hell away from me.

But Dante deserves to know about his baby, right?

God, this shouldn’t be so hard. Could we actually coparent and not be together?

| don’t think I can watch him marry someone else, and he’d kill meif he knew | was
with Atlas, evenif it was brief.

“In his eyes, Atlas is the man who tried to kill him for his cousin. How will | explain
being with him? That will probably make me look just as bad as my sister. No. |
should just...keep my distance from Atlas and keep things platonic with Dante. I'll
tell him about the baby and, no matter what, agree to coparent only. ”

Feeling lighter, Sade ended the recording and headed to the hospital.



Reggie would soon be clocking out, and she needed to see her sister before he left for
the day.

It didn’t take Sade long to get to the hospital, and when she did, she thought she saw
aman who looked like Detective Jones from behind.

Convincing herself she was only seeing things, she headed to the second floor and
smiled at the sight of Reggie.

“Hi,” she greeted, casually setting the black bag with his cash inside beside where he
was seated.

“Hey. Please be quick.”

“Of course.”

As she went into Imani’s room, Reggie stood and guarded the door. Her eyes
immediately watered at the sight of her sister chained to the bed, unconscious. Her
head was wrapped with a white bandage. There were no marks on her face—or her
body. This couldn’t have been afight; this was an attack.

What had Imani done to warrant this?

Sade took Imani’s hand into hers and gave it a gentle squeeze.

“I"'m sorry | wasn't there to protect you. | need you to wake up and tell me who did
thisto you so | can make them pay. | love you, sissy. Rest well.” After kissing Imani

on the cheek, Sade left the room. “Were you able to get an update from her doctor?’

Reggie nodded. “Y eah, the swelling is going down. They think they will be able to
take her out of the coma soon.”



Relief flooded Sade as she smiled and placed her hand on her chest. “Good, good.”
Her fear was this might be another Dante “ situation,” where her sister would wake up
and have amnesia. “Thanks again, and if she wakes up before | come back...”

“I'll giveyou acal ASAP,” he assured, squeezing her hand gently.

Sade gave him a warm smile before leaving. Once she got to the car, she decided to
go and tell her grandparents the great news.
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“What day isit?’
With a scoff, Clay shook his head. “It looks like | got here just in time.”
“I"m not really in the mood for company, Dad.”
“It looks like you're not in the mood for a lot of things,” Clay said, heading for the
kitchen. He grabbed a garbage bag, returned to the living room, and began to clean.
“What’ s this about?’

“Sade,” he admitted. I think she’s going to leave me.”

Clay eyed him skeptically, shoving a plastic cup into the bag. “What makes you think
that?’

“She’s been different since we came home. Things are perfect between us when it's
just us with no one else around.”

“That doesn’t sound like the kind of relationship you should be in, son. If she changes
when other people are around, maybe she's hiding something.”

“l don't think that’s it. | think it's because she's too loyal to Dante. Even when he's
not around, he’ s ruining things. | won’t let him stop me from raising my baby.”

Clay’s movements stopped. He leaned against the couch. “You said it wasn't your
baby.”



Atlas sucked his teeth. “Not biologically, but it is my baby. | promised to raise them,
and | just...I don’t want Sade to lose focus on what we're trying to build.

She’ s been questioning me about things that don’t matter.

..things she should trust me on...and | can’'t shake the feeling she's going to leave me.

“Well, if she does |leave, it'll be her loss. However, if you want to try to prevent that,
try reminding her of how good you two are together. How good you are for each
other. If that doesn’t work, nothing will.”

Atlas nodded in agreement and tried to take the bag from his father, but Clay kept it.
He told him to get freshened up and that he'd take him for a drive when they were
done, hoping a little sunshine and vitamin D would further pull his son out of his
depression.

A Week Later

Atlas stared at Vanessa' s lips, trying to focus on what she was saying.

His mind was racing, making it difficult for him to keep up.

He put his hands over his ears, squeezed his eyes shut, and shook his legs as he
rocked back and forth.

Vanessa stood, then sat beside him, wrapping her arm around him.

The tight restriction of her embrace grounded him.

Atlas wasn't sure how much time had passed, but his mind was settled when he



lowered his hands and looked at her.

“Atlas,” she called softly—carefully. “Have you been taking your medicine, baby?’

Standing, Atlas began to pace. How dare she question him? He was a grown man. If
he' d stopped taking his medicine, that was his prerogative.

“Is that what you came over here for?’ he questioned, staring down at her. “To keep
tabs on me?’

“Of course not. I'm just...alittle concerned. | haven't seen you all week. And now it
looks like you' re having difficulty focusing on me. Last time this happened, you had
an episode, and if that’s what’ s happening now, | want to make sure we're prepared.”
Gritting his teeth as his nostrils flared, Atlas |ooked away.

He pulled in a shaky breath, trying to maintain control of his emotions.

Had he been taking his medicine? No. Would he tell his mother that?

Absolutely not. Did Atlas feel he was on the verge of an episode?

Perhaps. Would that make him take the medicine or speak with a psychiatrist? Not at
all.

“I"'m fine, Ma. | just needed some time to figure things out with Sade. | thought | had
away to get her back, but | think she really wants meto stay away.”

“That’s her right, Atlas. Besides, | don't like her anyway.”

His head whipped in her direction. “Well, you'd better find a way to get along with



her because I’m going to make sure she doesn’t go anywhere.”

Chuckling, Vanessa ran her hands up and down her thighs. “I get that you may be a
little enamored by her because she is beautiful, but let’s not forget she’s why your
cousin isdead, son.”

“Can we stop with that? Adam is dead because he was about to pull his gun out on
the police. Sade was his victim. If they would not have shown up, he would have
raped her. | won't let you demonize her to put him in a positive light—cousin or not.”

Their eyes remained locked before Vanessa scoffed and stood. “Wow. Well, | guess
I’d better go. | was coming to check on you, not argue with you. Remember, though,

family comes before anything and anyone.”

“Yeah, and that includes my family with Sade. She's carrying my baby, and she's
going to be my wife. Get behind that, Ma, because it’s going to happen.”

Her head tilted in confusion as she squeezed his arm gently. “That’s not your baby,
Atlas. Y ou promise me that you' re taking your medicine?’

With achuckle, Atlas licked the corner of his mouth. “Y eah, Ma. | promise.”
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“Yes?' shecalled at the door.

“It's me, baby.”

She opened the door and leaned against it dightly. “What do you want, Atlas?’

“Are you okay? Y ou don’'t look too good.”

“1 don't feel good either, so I'd like to lie down. What do you want?’

“Isit the baby? Can | get you anything?’

She shook her head. “I’ll be fine.”

Atlas squeezed the back of hisneck. “I haven’'t been fine. Not without you.”
“Atlas—"

“Nothing matters to me without you. What my mom and aunt did...That was wrong. |
promise I'll never put you in a situation like that again. We can leave the city, and
you never have to be around them again. Just...please...Let me fix this between us.”

“There’ s nothing to fix, Atlas. We' ve never been in arelationship.

We agreed we'd try once the dust cleared, but what is even clearer is that we don't
need to be together.



| appreciate everything that you’ve done for me and were willing to do for my baby,
but what we had is over.

Please...Make this easier for both of us and just stay away. ”

His expression hardened, causing Sade to push herself off the door and prepare to
close it. As she did, he said, “I'll be seeing you,” and unfortunately, Sade knew that
was the truth.

Just Under One Week Later . . .

Since it appeared Sade would be staying in Memphis indefinitely, she decided to
make arrangements.

The first thing on her list was finding a gynecol ogist, then an apartment.

Going from owning her own home to renting an apartment felt odd, but because she
didn’t have to worry about maintenance, her lawn, or anything else, Sade was looking
forward to having less stress renting instead of owning.

Plus, the apartment she’ d chosen was close to her grandparents.

She' d be able to move in at the start of the next month and planned to stay in her suite
until then.

A part of Sade wanted to tell Avathat she was pregnant so she could accompany her
to her appointment.

Before things with Atlas's family caused a rift between them, Sade expected to do
thiswith him.



Now, she felt even more alone. Since she' d changed her number, she hadn’t seen or
heard from him outside of that one pop-up a week ago.

He watched her stories on social media but didn't engage, for which Sade was
grateful.

Imani had been taken out of the medically induced coma, but currently, she was still
uUNCONSCI OUS.

Her doctor assured Reggie that it was common for people to remain in a vegetative
state and that she'd wake up when her mind and body were ready.

Though the swelling had gone down almost completely, her doctor stressed it was
imperative sherest. That gave Sade hope.

When her alarm sounded, Sade ended the voice memo she was recording and headed
inside for her twelve-week checkup. The fact that she'd be able to hear her baby’s
heartbeat was bittersweet. Dante should’'ve been there. Would he forgive her for
keeping him away?

Before she could get lost in her guilt, the sight of Atlas waiting for her by the front
doors caught her by surprise.

“What in the hell are you doing here?’
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“What in the hell are you doing here?’

Sade was beautiful—even when she was mad.
“Why did you change your number?’ he replied.
“How did you find me?’

“1 followed you,” he admitted. “Had you not changed your number, | could simply
call you to make sure you' re okay.”

Sade released a low hum of laughter and licked her lips. “You know you're crazy,
right?’

“About you? Absolutely.” Hetook a step in her direction. She lifted her hands, and he
saw the moment she held her breath. Her reaction to him made his heart ache. “Are
you scared of me? Y ou know I’ d never do anything to hurt you, Day. | love you.”

“You're stalking me. You don't think that’ s hurting me?’

“1 just wanted to make sure you were okay. | promised you I’d be there for you and
the baby and—"

“1 told you that was no longer needed. Stop following me, or | will get a restraining
order.”

“Damn, it's like that?’ When she didn’t respond, he laughed. “Is this about Dante?’



She released a low breath. “No, Atlas. We can't be together. There’'s no reason for
you to try to keep tabs on me. Now, please, leave me alone.”

“Fine,” he agreed. “But if you change your mind, I'm here.”

Not bothering to respond, Sade headed into the doctor’ s office.

He watched through the door as she talked to the receptionist, then went to take a
seat.

Atlas made hisway to her car, casually putting an AirTag on it.

He' d grown tired of waiting outside of the hotel all day for her to make a move.

When he was done, he headed back to the hotel.

He was in luck—the front desk receptionist was the young girl who liked how he
looked. Every time he came, her eyes would widen, and she’ d smile and stumble over
her words. It was cute to him in the past. Now, he’ d use her crush to his advantage.

“H-hi. | haven't seen you herein awhile.”

“Yeah, I’ve been away at work,” he replied, leaning against the counter. “1 think | left
my card to the suite at my hotel in Atlanta. Can you give me another one?’

“Y-yeah, sure.” After a few taps and the swipe of a new card, Mandy handed it to
him. “Isthere...anything else | can get you?”’

“1’m good for now, beautiful, but thank you.”

He shot her a wink that made her bite down on her bottom lip and smile before he



headed toward the elevators.

In Sade's suite, Atlas hid several cameras and microphones. He also logged into her
computer and iCloud account to secure her new number. With it, he was able to hack
her phone and email again. Pleased with his efforts, he headed out, confident he'd be
able to win his lady back once and for all.

Hours Later . . .

“Am | crazy? | feel like | might be. | feel like what Atlas is doing is wrong. There's
no good reason to stalk someone.

.right? God, I'm so screwed up in the head I’ m actually wondering if this man could
truly love me, | guess, because the man | love most never put energy behind having
me.

Now, here Atlasis, doing literally whatever to have me.

| can’'t lie and say the obsession isn’'t creepy, but it'salso alittle cute.

Still, those red flags can’'t be ignored. ”

She sighed. “I wished he would have just...been present from a distance and gave me
space to make my way back to him. Now, | feel like | can never trust him. And don’t
get me started on his family. It'sjust too messy of a situation, but | can’t lie and say |
don’t miss him.”

She paused. Atlas sat up in his seat, locked in.

He watched her record a voice memo on her phone as she lay in bed.



“I cried after my appointment earlier. | wished he could have been there with me.
Since he's unable to be my partner, that’s all the more reason for me to tell Dante he
has a baby on the way. ”

“No.” Standing, Atlastried to conjure up a plan.

“1 can’t believe | got myself into this mess.”

Diaing her number, Atlas lowered the volume on his computer. He stared at the
screen as she watched her phone ring with his Facebook messenger call request. Her
eyesrolled slightly before she said, “Thiscan't be asign.”

Sade answered with, “Yes, Atlas? How did you get my number?’

“Ava,” helied quickly. “I know you want me to stay away, but | just wanted to know
how the appointment went. Is everything okay with you and the baby?’

Her body relaxed in bed as she smiled softly. “Everything’s fine. | heard his or her
heartbeat, so that was cool.”

“Wow. Wish | could have been there.”

“Metoo.”

“Baby, | know | didn’'t go about things the right way, but | just...] want you to know
that | love you more than anything in thisworld. I'll continue to give you space, but if
you ever need me...Please, remember I’'m here.”

With anod, she aimost whispered, “ Okay.”

“Get somerest, aight?’



Her mouth opened and closed, and Atlas held his breath...waiting for the invitation.

“We can't be together, Atlas,” she said asif it was more for herself than him.

“1 know, baby.”

“And. ... I don't want to play with your emotions.”

“| understand.”

Sitting up, she looked around her empty room. “Can you...Can you come to the hotel?
| just feel really emotional and alone right now.”

“I’ll be there in less than an hour.”
“Okay, thanks.”
Atlas could barely contain himself as he ended the call and showered. Regardless of

how often Sade said they couldn’t be together, she was his, and he wouldn’t stop until
she realized that.
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“Hello, Smiley.”
“Hi. Areyou busy?’
Hislow chuckle made her heart skip abeat. “I’ m never too busy for you.”

“Can you come to Memphis? There’s something | need to talk to you about in
person.”

“Of course. I've been waiting for you to call.” He laughed softly. “It's been hard as
hell waiting.”

“Well, you don’'t have to wait anymore.”

“I"ll look up flights and tell you when I'll be there. But you' re good, right?”’
“Ohyes, I'm great. | just think thisis something | should tell you face-to-face.”
“All right, Sade. Let me look into some flights, and I'll text you.”

“Okay, thank you.”

“l loveyou.”

Gritting her teeth, Sade blinked back her tears. “I-1 love you too, Dante.”

After disconnecting the call, she went back into the suite. Atlas was up, brushing his



teeth. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, beautiful. Y ou good?’

“Yeah. I'm actually glad you're up.”

“Y ou about to kick me out?’

Sade laughed softly with a shake of her head. “No. | just wanted to talk.”

“Cool. Let me take a shower, and then I’'m all yours.” He paused. “You wanna join
me?’

“No. | don't trust you to keep your hands to yourself.”

“Smart woman.”

The sexy smile he gave her caused her to blush.

His locs were longer now and a dark brown color at the ends.

The scruff that usually lined his jaw had grown out into a beard.

Those syrup-brown eyes were as beautiful as they always were against his milk
chocolate-brown skin.

Sade turned, not wanting to get so aroused by the sight of him that she joined him for
that shower anyway.

They didn’t have sex last night, and she wanted to keep it that way.



Sex was always easy between them, but it would complicate things even more.

After Atlas finished dressing, they went to the hotel restaurant for an early lunch.
They’d placed their orders, and Sade felt it was a good time to tell him what was on
her heart.

“1’m going to tell Dante about the baby.

" Atlas only stared at her, so she swallowed hard and continued.

“He deserves to know, Atlas. He was a great father to the twins, and he's my best
friend.

| can’t deny him of the opportunity to be afather to our baby just because | decided |
don’t want to be with him. ”

Atlas's head tilted. He licked his lips and rolled his tongue over his teeth. “You still
don’t want to be with him?’

She considered her response carefully. Things had been good between them since last
night, but Atlas was still the possessive man he'd always been. The possessive man
she’ d need to be careful with.

Did she want to be with Dante? Absolutely. Would she tell Atlas that? Not a chance
in hell.

“1 want him to know about his baby and be here,” she said carefully. “1 want my best
friend back. My priority right now is having a healthy and stress-free pregnancy, so

I’m not trying to be in arelationship with him or you.”

His head bobbed once...His jaw set. “Okay, so what do you want from me? To stay



away while you work things out with him?’

“Not quite.” Sade shifted in her seat and took a sip of her water.

“1 would like to keep you in my life but as a friend. | don’t want to go around your
family, and | aso don’'t want us to have a romantic relationship because that’s what
makes you get crazy.

Dante can be here for the baby...but | want you here with and for me. ”

“How will that work if you want to hide me and what we have?’

“I’m not hiding it; I’m just not making it public.

| know Dante, and he will need some time to process the fact that | knew what Adam
and Imani had planned and that you and | were.

.intimate. It wouldn’t be good if | tried to bring you around him any time soon.

I’m already springing a baby on him, Atlas.

| don’t want to tell him that | was fucking the man that tried to kill him too. ”

Atlas scoffed with a shake of hishead. “ So, that’s all it was for you? Sex?’

Her eyes rolled as she released a tired breath. “No, but we weren’t in a relationship.
The specifics don't matter. What matters is you and | are perfect when we're alone,

and no one elseisin our business.”

“l can’t argue with that.”



“So, | want it to stay like that while I’ m pregnant.

If by the time | have this baby, you aren’t as violent when it comes down to other
men looking at me and flirting with me, and we can trust Dante not to go crazy over
you being around me and the baby, we can talk about taking things to the next level.

But | can't make any promises, Atlas. If that’s not good enough—"

“1’m cool with that, baby,” Atlas said, and Sade hoped to God that was the truth.
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The TV was up and a medical drama was queued for them to watch. He had several
crossword puzzles and the extra-large mahjong tiles for them to play. The coffee table
had al her favorite snacks, and candles were lit all over the room.

As much as he wanted to take her somewhere to show her off, this would have to do.
When he opened the door and waved in her direction, Sade exited the car. She looked
as beautiful as always, dressed down in leggings and a crop top. Her hair was pulled
up into abun for achange, and her smile was as radiant as ever.

“Hi,” she greeted him, puckering her lips for akiss.

“Hey. Thank you for coming over.”

“Of course.” It wasn't a long walk from the entryway to the living room, so by the
time Atlas was done locking up, he heard her gasp. “Aww, Atlas, thisis so sweet.”

“1 know you want to stay low-key, so I’ ve been looking up home date ideas. | figured
something chill like thiswould be a good start.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him another kiss. “This is a great
start, Atlas, serioudly.”

Pride filled his heart as he released her. “Good. | ordered Chinese, and it’s on the
way. These snacks should last us for the rest of the night. Did you bring a bag like |
asked?’



“Yes, it'sinthecar.”

“Good. | don’t want you to worry about driving back if you get sleepy. I'll go get it if
| need to.”

“Okay,” Sade agreed as she sat down on his couch. “Thisisreally cute, baby. Thank

you.

“ Anything for you.”

Atlas sat next to her, and they talked about their days.

It wasn't long before the food was delivered.

After dinner, they started the show and began to play games.

Three rounds of mahjong later, Atlas was upset over how good she was at it, but he
didn’t mind losing to her.

They ended up falling asleep on the couch, and he didn’t wake up for hours.

When he did, he put Sade in his bed and went to get her bag out of the car, putting a
new tracker on it in the process.

It took a second for Sade to stir, but Atlas didn’t mind. He continued to feast on her
center. When she hummed, it was like music to his ears. Sade gripped the back of his
head, rocking her hips against his face.

“1 swear you're using sex to keep me addicted to you,” she slurred, sleep thick in her
voice.



“Isit working?’ he asked, slipping afinger inside her opening.

“God, yes,” Sade purred as her back arched.

He stayed between her legs until she came on his tongue.

Then he flipped her onto her stomach and dlipped into her from behind.

Each moan and whimper she released mixed with his groans and heavy breathing.

Atlas wished she wasn’t pregnant and that his seeds could plant life inside of her.

Since that wasn’t the case, he’ d have to behave and be patient.

..and come up with a plan to get rid of Dante— permanently .
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Two Days L ater

“1"m not sure what you want me to say to that, Atlas,” Sade said.

“Say you agree.”

“l love you, and you don’'t have to say it, but | know you love me too.”

“Look...I won't deny that | have alot of respect and appreciation for you because of
what you did to Dante for me, but—"

Dante couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

It was one thing to consider Sade dating Atlas.

Had she just admitted to being in on the plan to have him framed and killed?
How could she say she had Atlas do what he did?

Unable to hear anymore, Dante grabbed Atlas by the back of his shirt and slung him
to the carpeted floor.

Their eyes remained locked on each other’s.

It didn't matter how much Sade screamed for him to stop and pulled at his arms,
Dante wouldn't let go.



He wanted to watch as the life faded out of Atlas' s eyes.

Even when Atlas blacked out, Dante kept his hands around his neck.

It wasn't until several arms wrapped around him that he got up.

“1 can’t believe you, Sade! Thisiswhat you wanted me here to say? That you werein
on it with them? How could you betray me like this!”

“It’s not what you're thinking!” she yelled with tears streaming down her cheeks, but
they meant nothing to Dante.

He' d heard it with his own ears—Sade appreciated Atlas for what he did to Dante for
her— for her . Atlas had only done one thing to Dante, and that was run into him and
almost kill him.

What was the reason?

Was she so upset about him being with Imani that she wanted him dead?

Was that why she left him in Vanzette?

None of it mattered now because Dante vowed to make them both pay as he was
pulled out of the restaurant.
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“You're welcome. Your sister is being transported back to prison after her doctor
clears her. | don’t know when that will be, so make your visit quick.”

“Y ou are so dramatic.”

“Shut up. Y ou should be glad I’ m happy to see you' re awake.”

“Mhmm. What are you doing here?’

“1 wanted to set eyes on you and find out what the hell happened.”

Imani sighed as Sade pulled up a seat next to her bed. “Honestly, | don’t know what
happened. One minute, I’m doing laundry. The next, I’ m getting hit in the back of my
head.”

“And you don’t know who did it?’

She shook her head. “No. | don’'t have any beef with anyone currently. It's been a
while since I’ ve gotten into afight. | don’t know.”

“Damn. Well, hopefully, when you get back inside, someone will have some
answers.”

“Why do you care?’ Imani scoffed. “Y ou don't give afuck about me.”

Massaging her temples, Sade pulled in what she needed to be a calming breath.



“l am sick of having this conversation with you, Imani. | do give a fuck about you.
You're my sister, and | love you.

I’ ve told you this amillion times—no one can beat you up but me.

" That made Imani smile like Sade hoped it would.

“1 wish there was a way to get you out of there. | wanted you to go to prison and pay
for what you did, but | don’t know.

This makes you being there real. | don't like not being able to get to you when you
need help. ”

“Well...if you want me out, maybe | could give that detective a DNA sample since he
promised he' d help get me out.”

That got a good laugh out of Sade. “I know you better not! If you helped Jones send
me to prison, I’d commit another murder before my trial was over and do something

to get you in there with me.”

Imani laughed. “You know | wouldn't do you like that. The money has already
cleared in my account.”

They shared another laugh before Sade confessed, “I needed this. Can’'t believe the
laughter is coming from you.”

“What’ swrong, sissy?’

Sade considered if she wanted to share what was happening with her sister.
Technically, she was the reason they were in this situation anyway.



“Dante came back to Memphis, and he overheard a conversation between me and
Atlas. | don’t know how much he heard, but he now thinks | was in on the plan, and
hetried to kill Atlas.

" Imani’ s eyes widened, and her mouth hung open.

“And I’'m not exaggerating, Imani. He literally choked Atlas in a room full of people
until the man blacked out.

If afew people hadn’'t grabbed Dante and carried him outside, Atlas would be dead. ”

“Damn. | wish | could say I’m surprised, but I’'m not. It’s best for all parties involved
if those two are never in the same room. Dante’'s going after him every chance he
gaslﬂ

“I tried to explain that to Atlas, but he didn’t want to hear it. He's insisting | tell
Dante about us like we' re together now.”

“Why does he care that Dante knows you two were fucking?’

Sade opened her mouth but quickly snapped it shut. She wouldn’t tell Imani she was
pregnant with her ex-husband’ s baby. Not yet, at least.

“1t doesn’t matter. Everything's all messed up, and | don’t know what to do. | wanted
me and Dante to get back to our friendship, but | fear that will never be possible

now.

“Well, I’'m sure everything will work itself out. Dante will forgive you for almost
anything. You're perfect in his eyes. Once he calms down, I’'m sure he'll hear you

”

out.



“1 hope so,” Sade mumbled. She’' d been calling him, but her calls were going straight
to voicemail. This was the first time Dante' s anger had ever been directed toward her.
He' d been frustrated or disappointed in the past but never angry with her, and Sade
didn’t know what to do.

“How are my babies?’ Imani asked, changing the subject.

“They’re good. Thriving. I'm enjoying being able to spend time with them. They
can’'t wait for me to get my apartment so we can have a slegpover there.”

“Wait, so you're staying in Memphis?’ Imani snickered. “Why?’

There she was...asking a question Sade didn’t want to provide the truth for again.

“I just...think it's best if | be close to family right now,” Sade decided on. “Grandma
and Grandpa aren’t getting any younger, the twins are getting older, and your ass is
getting knocked out in prison. If I'm on the island, it’ll take days for me to get here if
anyone needs me.”

Imani’s eyes rolled as she chuckled. “Don’'t add me to that equation. You know if |
needed you, you wouldn’t be there. Not after everything I’ ve done to you.”

“You've done a lot of horrible things, but you're still my sister. Besides, I'm no
angel. I’ ve done some horrible things to you too.”

Imani huffed, her head hanging. “Y eah, and sleeping with my husband is at the top of
that list.” Her head hung, and it was the first time she showed sadness over Sade
being with Dante. It caught her off guard.

“1 didn’t think you'd care. | mean, you were cheating on him with Adam and wanted
adivorce”



“That’ s not the point!” she yelled, jerking her cuffed arms against the bed.

“That was my husband , and you were my sister . And | knew...” Her chin trembled,
and her eyes watered.

“I knew he'd finally choose you.” Chuckling, Imani looked toward the ceiling as her
tearsrolled down her cheeks.

“It didn’t matter how hard | tried to make him want me. | knew he would aways
choose you.”

Sade wiped her sister's tears. “He didn’t choose me, Imani. He married you. He
stayed with you.”

“Y eah, because he thought the twins were his. If he knew 1'd cheated on him with
Adam, he would have been gone instantly.”

“Would that have been such a bad thing? God, what did | do beyond exist to make
you want the one thing, the one person who meant the most to me?”’

Sighing, Imani looked toward the window with a shake of her head. “It doesn’t matter
anymore. Y ou finally won, got the man, and got me out of your life.”

This wasn’'t how Sade saw their visit ending, but she figured it was a good time to
leave. “I'll, um...check on you through Reggie later. If you need anything, tell him,
and he'll let me know.”

As Sade walked away, Imani gritted, “ Stop doing that.”

“Doing what, Imani?”’



“Being nice to me. | don’'t deserve it. The worse | treat you, the better you are to me.
Just stop.”

Chuckling, Sade turned to face her sister. “I’ll never stop. The quicker you redlize
that and let me be a good big sister to you, the better off we'll both be.”

She took afew steps more before Imani asked, “ Can you...bring me a seafood bag?’

Sade’ s smile widened as she nodded. “Yeah, | got you.”

Sade’s head was killing her. Outside of feeling nauseated and tired, the headaches
were the worst symptom of her pregnancy.

She was curled up in a ball with the lights and TV off, waiting for the headache to
pass.

About two hours had passed since she left the hospital after visiting Imani.

Reggie refused to uncuff her, so Sade had to feed her, and to her surprise, the gesture
made Imani cry.

“I’m sorry, Sade, for everything,” Imani sobbed. “I know that might not mean much,
but—"

“It means everything, seeing as though you never apologize,” Sade replied, shedding
afew tears of her own.

“I loveyou. I'm really sorry.”

Gasping, Sade wobbled in her seat. She couldn’t remember the last time her sister
told her sheloved her...if ever. “I-1 love you too.”



A smile lifted the corners of Sade’s mouth at the memory. Someone knocked on the
door before it opened. Sitting up, she asked who it was. Relief filled her when Atlas
announced himself...then she grew confused.

“How’d you get in? Y ou left your key here when we called things off.”

“1 told them at the front desk that you weren't feeling good and asked for a new key
so you wouldn’t have to get up to let mein.”

“Thanks, but | don’t like how easy it was for you to get akey.”

“They know | was staying here with you. I’'m sure they wouldn’t have given it to me
if that wasn't the case.” Satisfied with his answer, Sade lay back down. “How you
feeling? Head still hurting?’

“Yes.

“And you sure you don’t want to take anything?’

“I’m sure. My doctor told me | could take alow dose of Tylenol, but | don’t want to.
I’d rather let it go away on itsown.”

After Atlas undressed, he climbed behind her in bed. The moment his arms wrapped
around her, Sade relaxed farther in bed. His presence and embrace may not have
made her headache disappear, but it made her feel better.

“I’'m sorry about Dante yesterday. | can’t believe he showed up where we were. We
were supposed to meet today, but he hasn’t answered my calls. | actually think he has

me blocked.”

“You don’'t have to apologize for his actions.”



“1 till feel bad about it. He could have killed you.”

“Him sneaking me from behind was some bitch-ass shit. If he wants to square up or
shoot it out, we can aways do that.”

“Whoa.” Turning in his embrace, Sade tossed her leg over his frame. “Now, that's
what we're not going to do or even discuss. | told you how important it was to keep
the peace. That's why | didn't want him to know about us. If | can’t trust you to
behave—"

“He choked me out. Ain’'t that much behaving in the world, Sade.”

“Can you please just let it go...for me? You did run him off the road and give him a
concussion. He temporarily had amnesia.”

Sucking histeeth, Atlas didn’t respond right away.

This was what Sade was worried about. There was no way these two men could
coexist in the same space.

What Atlas had to understand was that if she had to choose between the two of them,
he'd lose.

She prayed he’d calm down and it wouldn’t come to that.

Sade’ s Audio Journd

“My life is amess like an unmade bed. | hope Imani’s being sincere, but she’sin my
head.

She' s being all nice, and she apologized.



..and cried. What am | supposed to do with that?

Dol trust it? Isit apart of aplot or scheme?

And then there’' s Dante and Atlas. God knows I’ ve always loved Dante.

The months we spent together were the best months of my life.

| can’'t describe how it felt to finally be his. ..even if it was temporary.

“Even if it was fake. It doesn’t matter how much | tell myself | deserve better than a
man who didn’t choose me.

| can’t deny how much | love him. How much I’ ve missed him.

And then there' s Atlas. He' s been alittle off hisrocker lately, but he chose me.

He' s been so considerate and thoughtful about me.

Or at least he was. | don’t think | trust him entirely either, and | certainly can’t trust
him and Dante to be around each other.

“Is it even possible for me to have something with Atlas one day since | will be
having Dante’s child? Should | just cut Atlas off now before it gets too hard? Am |
only attached to him because of how much he likes me? Because of the toxicity? |
don’t know, but | need to figure this out soon.”
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He got a call from Sade.

He agreed to fly out two days | ater.

They were supposed to meet the next day.

But instead, she sent atext with atime and place to meet after his flight.

He showed up and heard her telling the man confessing his love for her that she
appreciated what he did to Dante for her.

So, truth—Sade had some kind of sexual or romantic relationship with Atlas. Truth,
Atlas was the man who tried to kill him. Truth, Sade, his best friend, asked him to do
that.

Whenever he thought about it, Dante wanted to go after Atlas again. He'd have the
chance. That, Dante was sure of. His phone began to ring, and that was the third time

he' d received a call from an unknown number.

He finally answered with, “What?’ before taking a swig of his beer. That was all he'd
been doing since he’ d been back in Memphis—drinking...and thinking.

“Dante Williams?’
The voice was familiar, yet Dante couldn’t place who it was. “Who is this?’

“This is Detective Jones from the Vanzette Police Department. Is now a good time to



talk?’

Dante chuckled. “It’s never agood time to talk to you, but what do you want?’

“Thisis something I'd prefer to talk to you about in person.”

The last time he heard that, it was from Sade. And what she had to say, Dante didn’t
want to hear at all.

“I"m no longer in Vanzette, Jones.”

“1 know. You'rein Memphis.”

Dante' s leg stopped shaking. He stood. “Y ou' re following me?’

“No, I'm following Sade and saw you approach her.”

“Does she know you' re following her?’

“No, and it's best if it remains that way.”

Shaking his head, Dante massaged his temples. “| don’t know what you’ re up to, but |
want no parts of it.”

“1 just want to have a conversation. I'm not going to lie; I'm still going after Sade,
and because I'm convinced you're the reason she committed several murders, this
concerns you too.”

With a sigh, Dante nodded his agreement. “Fine. Where do you want to meet?’

Even meeting with Jones felt like some kind of betrayal against Sade.



But seeing as she was why he’d amost lost his life, Dante stuffed those feelings of
loyalty inside to meet with Jones.

As he stepped inside the coffee shop, his eyes scanned the room.

He found Jones seated at a high-top round table in the back of the room.

There was already a mug of something in front of the seat Dante would occupy, so he
didn’t bother heading toward the front counter.

Sitting down, he eyed Jones before lifting the mug to his nose and sniffing it.

“It'sjust a cup of coffee,” Jones said. “I didn’t add anything elseto it.”

With anod, Dante pushed the mug forward and waited for Jones to continue.

“1 know you and Sade are together, but | was hoping that if | shared some evidence
and my theory with you, you' d help me bring her to justice.”

“We're not together anymore. If you saw us yesterday, I’ m sure you know that.”
Jones gave him a barely-there smirk before continuing.

“As you know, | am investigating the murders of Patrice Baker and Trina Roe, along
with the missing case of Willow Frank. All these women have a connection to each
other and your wife. Or ex-wife. I’m not exactly sure how that works.

Because you two weren't actually married, right?

That was fake.” Dante remained silent. With a chuckle, Jones nodded his head and
licked hislips.



“We found a strand of hair at Patrice's nape that didn’t belong to her.

There was blood at Trina Roe' s home that didn’t belong to her.

We still have no evidence of where Willow is, but we were able to tap into Patrice’s
phone, and she was talking to Willow before she came up missing.

Would you like to know what they were talking about?”

“l don't care, but I’ m sure you will tell me.”

“They were talking about a missing man from Memphis they believed Sade was
hiding. When we tapped Willow's phone and tried to track her location, those
messages were deleted. They weren't, however, deleted from Patrice’ s phone.”

“And?’

“You were the missing man. My theory is that Patrice tried to use Willow for
information, and Sade killed her. Then she killed Patrice. And finally, she killed
Trina. Because Sade’'s DNA is not in our database, | can't prove any of this, and
that’ s the only reason she hasn't been arrested yet.”

“What does any of this have to do with me?’

“Your testimony can help me put her away. If you can admit to having amnesia at the
start of the year, that will line up the murders with the timing that Sade had you, and
it will give her motive. | would also go as far asto suggest you file a police report and
have her arrested for abduction. If we can get her convicted on the lesser charge,
she'll be put in the system, and it’ Il be easier for me to get her DNA to prove she was
at each scene. ”



Dante shook his head as he stood, but Jones continued.

“Those women lost their lives because Sade wanted to keep you for herself. Doesn't
that make you feel even the dlightest bit guilty?

I’m giving you the chance to do the right thing and help me get closure for their
families.

Help me put Sade where she belongs... in prison for the rest of her life.”

Their eyes remained locked for afew seconds before Dante walked away.

It was his hurt and anger that even allowed him to briefly consider helping Jones.

But he couldn’t do that...right? Despite what Sade had done, she still helped prove
Imani was committing fraud and kept him out of prison, which didn't make any

sense.

If she wanted to destroy Dante, why not let him stay in Memphis to face those
charges?

His head began to pound as he tried to put together the pieces. Maybe he needed to
hear her out himself, but at the moment, Dante didn’t trust himself to be around her.
And he didn’t know when, or if, that would change.
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When she stopped rubbing her eyes and allowed them to settle on Dante, his frown
made it difficult for her to smile because she was so happy to see him.

“Jones is here, and he' sfollowing you.”

“None of that matters. Just...Don’'t kill anyone or do anything illegal while he's here.”
“Nah, don’t put that on me. How am | supposed to believe that? Now, it’s looking
like you did what you did to keep your secrets. You sent Atlas after me. Maybe you
killed them because you never wanted me to know.”

“First of all, if | did kill them, | certainly wouldn’t admit to it on this phone. And
second, | didn’t send Atlas after you. | can’t believe you'd think | could do something

like that to you.”

“1 didn’t think it, but you admitted it yourself. And I’ m still trying to figure out why
you asked me to come here just so | could hear it.”

“That’s not why | asked you to come!” she yelled louder than she intended. “I didn’t
even know you were at the restaurant.”

“Y ou told me to meet you there!”

“No, | didn’t, Dante. | asked you to meet me the next day. We were supposed to meet
yesterday, not the day before.”

“Sade...Y ou texted me and asked me to meet you there an hour after my flight landed.



Y ou're going to lie about that too?’

“I’m not lying. Why on earth would | ask you to meet me while | was with Atlas?

| didn’t want you to find out about us until.

..” Her mouth snapped shut. This wasn't how she wanted him to find out she was
pregnant with his child.

“Months later. | promise | didn’t text you to meet me there, and | promise | had
nothing to do with what they did to you.

That’s not what | was implying.” Pausing, Sade nibbled her bottom lip.

“If 1 tell you the complete truth, do you promise to hear me out?’

Dante considered her request for a while as she made herself comfortable against the
headboard.

“Go ahead.”

“The Thanksgiving Adam came back, Atlas and | reconnected. | did not approve of
her cheating on you. | wanted to tell you, but Atlas convinced me not to. He said
there was a chance you wouldn’'t believe me, and | didn’t want to risk messing up our
friendship.

| agreed to wait alittle while and see what Imani would do.

| thought she would just divorce you. | didn’t think she would try to frame you for
fraud, and | most certainly didn’t think Adam would try to kill you. ”



“Were you in arelationship with Atlas?’

“No, but we did spend time together and have sex. Imani tricked me. Y ou know that
Christmas we were supposed to go on agirls’ trip?

" He nodded. “She lied. Adam and Atlas were there. | was angry and hurt that she
lied to me and used me to cheat on you. Atlas...kept me occupied. We did have sex. |
told him | didn’t want arelationship, and he was cool with trying to change my mind.

“About six months later, that’s when the FBI first approached Imani, and she decided
to frame you.

It was Adam’sideato kill you, and he asked Atlasto do it.

" She paused. “Atlas came to me because he knew how close you and | are, and he
asked me to help him save your life. He knew how much it would hurt me if
something happened to you. He agreed to Adam’ s plan but never planned to kill you.

The accident was supposed to buy you time in the hospital while | helped you prove
Imani was the one stealing and committing fraud. ”

“But | woke up with amnesia and didn't remember a damn thing for quite some
time.”

Sade smiled as her eyes watered. “Exactly. So, | brought you to Vanzette to make
sure you wouldn’t be arrested and charged with crimes you not only didn’t commit
but also didn’t even remember your wife committing because you didn’t remember
her or anyone else.”

“And that’s what you want me to believe you were referring to?”



“Yes, Dante,” she stressed. “| have thanked him amillion times for warning me about
what Imani and Adam were planning so | could help you. Adam wanted him to shoot
you at your office that night. He chose not to. Trust me when | say | was working for
you...not against you. | would never do anything to hurt you. | didn’'t even want you
to know that I’ d been sexually involved with Atlas—"

“Then why did you tell me to meet you there?’

“Babe, | swear | didn’t.”

With a huff, Dante lowered his phone. A few seconds passed before he sent her a
screenshot of their text thread. Her brows wrinkled and her mouth parted as she
looked at the text from her asking Dante to meet her a day early. Except it wasn't
from her.

“So you didn’t send that, Sade?”’

“No, | didn’t. That’s not what | asked you to meet me here to discuss with you. | did
not send that text, Dante.”

“Then who did?’

Gritting her teeth, Sade hopped out of bed. “That motherfucker! Atlas knew exactly
what he was doing! He wanted you to show up and hear that conversation so you'd be
upset with me. | haveto go.”

“Walit, we need to tal—"

Sade disconnected the call and quickly dressed. Atlas sending Dante that text was the
final straw.



Sade beat against the door, refusing to be ignored.

Atlas's car wasin his parents driveway, which meant he was there too.

The longer it took someone to answer, the more frustrated she became.

Atlas trying to finesse the strings of her life and heart to make more space for himself
could not beignored or forgiven any longer.

She felt like afool inviting him back into her life—just for him to turn around and do
this.

But this would be the last time she ignored her intuition about Atlas. ..or anyone else
for that matter.

Finally, the door burst open, and Vanessa was behind it.

“Why are you beating on my door like you ain’t got no damn sense?’

Ignoring her question, Sade pressed her way inside. “Where is he?’ she asked,
charging through the living room.

“Who?’

“Atlasl Who else?”

“In hisroom, but | didn’t invite you into my home. Get your ass out!”

Sade increased her pace down the hall until she made it to Atlas's room.

She found him stretched out across the bed with his noise-canceling headphones on.



Before she could shake him awake, the setup in the corner of his room caught her
attention.

She made her way over, her heart palpitating at the sight before her.

Each monitor had a different angle of her hotel room onit.

He had her text thread and email account pulled up as well.

There was also a black screen with a map that looked to be tracking her car.

Covering her mouth, she gagged. Sade had never felt so violated before.

He was watching her everywhere, through everything.

Shaky hands pulled her phone out, and she took pictures of everything before sending
them to her grandmother.

There was no way in hell she’d be using that phone anymore.

She barely wanted to drive her car. And she certainly wouldn’t sleep another night in
that suite.

Her eyes scanned the room, settling on his closet.

She remembered he kept a bat there from previous visits.

Vanessa and Clay had kept thisroom just as it was when Atlas | eft for college.

Sade used to find it cute that he'd spend so much time there instead of at his own
home.



Now, she was disgusted by it and wondered how many other women he'd stalked and
watched there.

Grabbing the bat, she began to hit each monitor one by one. Vanessa rushed in,
shaking Atlas awake since the headphones kept him from hearing a thing. He
immediately sprang into action, trying to grab Sade, but she lifted the bat and was

fully prepared to swing.

“Don’'t come near me!” she yelled, taking backward steps toward the closet, then
heading for the door.

“Do you know how much this shit costs?” Atlas questioned, syrup-brown eyes almost
bulging out of their sockets.

“You think | care about that? You' ve been stalking me! My phone, my car, my
suite...you’ ve been watching it all! You're fucking sick !”

“Sade...Baby, it’s not what it lookslike,” he said softly, getting alaugh out of Sade.
“No, it's exactly what it looks like.” She looked behind herself to see how close she
was to his door. “You're going to leave me the hell aone, Atlas. If you don't, I'm
going to take my evidence of your stalking to the police and press charges against
you. Do you understand me?’

Atlas chuckled. “Y ou can try, but they won't do anything about it.”

“Stay the hell away from me,” Sade gritted before turning to leave.

She left the home as quickly as she could, running over her phone in the process.

Sade went to her hotel and found every camera and microphone he had planted.



After that, she searched her car for the AirTag.

Sade boxed everything up and took it to her bank to put in her safety deposit box for
safekeeping.

Once she checked out of the hotel, Sade went to her grandparents' home.

She was exhausted. As she neared the front door, she noticed a note pinned to it.

She snatched it, and her heart sank when she recognized Atlas's handwriting.

Not even jail will separate me from you. You can get rid of the phone and cameras,
and I'll still have eyes on you. Y ou're mine, Sade—mine.

Her eyes blurred with tears, and her heart pounded in her chest. Fumbling with the
keys, it took Sade what felt like forever to open the door and finally let herself inside.

She didn’t realize how disconnected she was until her grandmother grabbed her
hands.

Sade saw Ava's lips moving, but none of the words registered in her brain.

Short, choppy breaths escaped her as her tears began to fall.

“H-he’ s never...n-never going to let me go. I'm never going to g-get away from him.”

Tears turned into sobs, and choppy breaths turned into not being able to breathe at all.
And before Sade knew it, she passed ou.



Page 25

Source Creation Date: July 31, 2025, 4:18 am

“Can | comein?’ she asked sweetly.
“Y-yeah, sure.”
Sade stepped inside and headed straight for his room.

His heart palpitated as he made his way over to her. “Don’t play with my emotions,
Day. Are you sure about this?’

With a nod and a giggle, Sade wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’'m positive. |
want to be with you and only you.”

“What about Dante?’ he asked, pushing her toward the center of the bed. “I won't
share you or our baby with him.”

“You won't have to. We can run away together and raise this baby ourselves. He
doesn’t have to beinvolved.”

Finally. That's all Atlaswanted to hear.
But it was only in his head. The sound of his phone ringing proved that.

Instead of answering right away, he sat up in bed and looked around the
room—momentarily confused about where he was.

When he realized he was alone and had only hallucinated Sade’s presence, he picked
up his phone and threw it across the room for ruining the dream that would probably



never happen in his redlity.



Page 26

Source Creation Date: July 31, 2025, 4:18 am

“Why didn’'t you tell us sooner?” Barron asked as they slowly walked out of the
hospital.

“1 didn’t want to disappoint you both yet again. | know you didn’t like me being with
Dante, to begin with. Now, I’'m having his baby.”

“How did Dante take the news?’ Barron asked.

“He doesn’t know yet, and please, don't tell him.”

“What are you waiting for?’ her grandfather continued.

“1 planned to tell him when he first returned, but Atlas ruined that. Now, | have to
wait until he's over that before | can tell him about the baby. | don’t want anything to
taint or ruin the news.”

“Well, wewon't tell him, but | think you should tell him about Atlas.”

“l agree,” Avasaid.

“1’d already mentioned Atlas to Dante after what happened at Urban Air, and he said
he would look into it and handle it if need be.” Barron paused and stepped directly in

front of his granddaughter. “Either call the police or let Dante handle it.”

With a nod, Sade surrendered to the fact that Atlas had her beat in the crazy
department. He was beyond her control, and she couldn’t handle him herself.



Though Sade assured her grandparents she was okay, Ava insisted she rest for the
evening. By the time she made it to the second movie with Nila and Mila, someone
knocked softly on the door.

“Comein,” Sade said, pushing herself up in the bed.

Excited squeals escaped the twins when Dante walked in.

The white lilies in his hand softened Sade’ s heart.

They were her favorite. Nila and Mila rushed over to him, each giving him lingering
hugs.

He caught up with them both before Ava called for them.

Dante took slow steps in her direction, giving her time to take in his handsome
features.

His wide frame. The tattoos that covered his chest and arms...She'd forced herself to
forget how handsome his caramel brown-hued face was. How captivating those shiny
eyes were. Clearing her throat, Sade forced herself to look away.

“Grandpa called and said you needed me,” Dante said, handing her the flowers.
“What’ s going on?’

“Thank you.” Sade lifted them to her nose and smiled. His simple gesture of bringing
her favorite flowers had already lightened her mood. “I figured he'd call you, but he

said he' d give metime to do it on my own.”

Dante chuckled as he slipped out of his shoes.



She watched as he undressed down to his boxers before slipping into bed behind her.

The moment his arms wrapped around her, all the noise in her head was silenced.

In his arms, she always felt secure enough to shut down her heart and mind. In his
arms, she aways felt safe.

Turning in his embrace, Sade tossed her leg over him, and he immediately molded his
arms around her. Dante placed a kiss on her temple before slowly rubbing her back
up and down.

Sniffling, Sade lost herself in the peace and comfort that she never felt with any other
man...including Atlas. On Dante's chest, in his arms, that was where she truly
bel onged.

Sade hadn’t planned to fall asleep, but she did. When she woke up, the sun had gone
down completely, and she was still in Dante's arms. Sitting up, she looked around the
room, then down at him as he watched a low-volume video on his phone.

“Hey, dleepyhead.”

Smiling, Sade yawned. “How long was | out?’

“Two hours.”

“Jesus. I'm sorry, Dante. I’'m sure you have more important things to do than lie here
with me.”

“Nothing is more important to me than you, Smiley. Now, tell me what’s going on.”

Dante exited the TikTok app and set his phone on the nightstand beside the bed. He



sat up next to her and took her hand into his.

“It's Atlas. He' s been stalking me.”

“Serioudly?’ His grip tightened on her hand. “Like...for readl, for real?’

Sade sniggled and bobbed her head. “For real, for real. He's used my phone, email,
and car to track me.

There were also cameras and microphonesin my hotel suite.

That's why I’'m here. I’'m staying here until my apartment is ready because | don’t
feel safe there anymore.

| feel...way too exposed.” Her eyes watered, and she tried to blink back her tears, but
they fell anyway.

“I"ve been intimate with that man, but this.

.Thisisavulnerability | never wanted to feel with him or anyone else.

“He' s watched me do things no one should be privy to without my permission, which
shattered me.

| ended up having a panic attack and passed out.

" Wiping away her tears, Sade confessed, “I don’t know what to do, Dante.

| don’t know how to stop him. | feel like I’ll only be able to get rid of him if | leave
Memphis, but | don’t want to. ”



Dante lifted her head and wiped the tears from her face. As hard as his facia
expression was, his voice was full of emotion when he said, “I’m not going to let
anyone run you out of this city. If you want to stay here, I'll take care of him.”

Sade tilted her head and kissed his palm. “Did you kill Willow? Are you going to kill
him too?’

Dante smiled with the left side of his mouth. “Like | said in my text, you proved your
loyalty to me, and | proved mine to you. Willow was taken care of, and he will be
too. The less you know...the better.”

“Okay,” she amost whispered, nodding her agreement. “ Thank you, Tay.”

“You know I'd do anything for you.”

“Still?

“Always.”

Slowly, their mouths moved like magnets until they connected. Sweet pecks turned
Into a deep, passionate kiss that had Sade leaking between her thighs. Dante's hand
dlid down her frame, squeezing her ass. She moaned into his mouth.

“We don't haveto do this,” he said against her lips breathlessly, “ especially here.”
“Don’t stop,” she requested before reconnecting her lips with his.

Dante gently lowered her to the bed before covering her body with his.

His hand dlipped under her oversized T-shirt, and the moment his fingers grazed her
leaking opening, she moaned.



Much too much time had passed since the last time she’d felt his fingers on her or in
her, and Sade feared it would overwhelm her.

“Mm...You'reaready so wet. Did this pussy miss me?’

Tugging her bottom lip between her teeth, Sade nodded. “Y es, babe.”

“1"m going to put my fingersinside of you, but you have to be quiet, okay?

" The warning intensified her arousal. She nodded, gripping his shoulders, attempting
to prepare, but nothing prepared her for the pleasure he provided.

His hand covered her mouth as moans erupted, silencing her until she came.

Dante pulled the shirt over her frame as she pushed his boxers down. Their lips
reconnected as she wrapped her legs around him. She whimpered as he stretched her,
prompting him to say, “ Shh...Be quiet, or I'll have to stop.”

“Mhm,” she agreed, clawing at his back.

His strokes were slow, deep, long, and gentle—then hard.

Her toes curled as he licked and sucked her nipples.

It didn’t matter how hard she fought to remain quiet.

The slow knock of the bed against the wall, combined with the sound of her wetness
covering his shaft, filled the room.

If anyone walked by, they’d surely hear, which only turned Sade on more. ..
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“1’ve been calling you,” Jones said. “Are you going to help me with Sade or not?’

“Do you think | give a damn about that? Sade killed two, maybe three, women. I'm
not stopping until she’'s behind bars. And since you won't help me...Maybe I'll make
sure you end up there too.”

“Did you just threaten me? | should end your life right now!”

“You could, but then you'd have to explain to your superiors why you were outside
this house.”

Standing upright, Dante eyed Jones for a few seconds before walking away, tossing,
“Leave, Jones,” over his shoulder in the process.

“She’s going to prison. Since you won't help me, I'll handle this myself. And trust
me, you won't like what | do.”

Between the ominous threat and crisp tone, Dante's feet stopped momentarily. As he
continued to his car, he wondered what Jones had up his sleeve.

After Dante grabbed Ava and Barron fried catfish meals from the wing spot up the
street, he asked Sade and the twins to join him for lunch. He wasn’t worried about
things being weird between them. Even though they knew he wasn't their father, they
still loved him the same.

A part of Dante was hurt when they asked to stay with their great-grandparents, but
he knew that was for the best. What was most important was that they be in a stable



environment where they felt loved and safe, and he was sure they were getting that
from their great-grandparents.

They ended up going to the twins and Imani’ s favorite seafood restaurant.

Sade was cool with that because she enjoyed their wings.

It wasn't that long of await before they got atable, which Dante was grateful for.

While he and Sade sat beside each other, the twins did the same.

They looked at Dante, then Sade, before bursting into laughter.

“What's so funny?’ Dante asked with a smile of his own.

“1t’ sweird seeing you two together,” Nila answered.

“What do you mean?’ Sade asked. “We' ve always been best friends.”

“Yeah, but . .. Thisisweird,” Milasaid before covering her smile.

“Y'al like each other. That’swhat Mama said,” Nila added.

“Oh, did she? When did she say that?’ Sade asked.

“When we had to choose where we wanted to live. She said if we chose to live with
Dante, you would probably be there too,” Mila explained.

“And she said if y’all got married, we can’'t call you Auntie Mommy because she's
our only mommy.”



Though Sade chuckled, her leg bounced under the table until Dante placed his hand
onit.

Dante asked, “Is that why you two decided to stay with your great-grandparents?’
The twinslooked at each other before Nila spoke.

“Kind of. It would be too weird watching y’all be together and not you and Mommy.
Plus, we get to do what we want with Nana and Papa. They don’'t have as many
rules.”

That caused both Dante and Sade to laugh.

“Very smart choice then,” Sade teased as the waiter came to take their order.

Dante was so grateful he was able to spend time with his girls. DNA or not, he'd
always show up for the twins, and he prayed they never doubted that.

After getting the twins settled for the evening, Dante prepared to leave.
Sade’s pout made him want to stay. As he scanned her face, he confessed, “If | had
known you planned to return to Memphis, | would have gotten a place here too.

Already, | don't like having to say goodbye instead of good night to you. ”

Sade smiled. “Yeah. | know you can’t stay, but | wish you could. It felt so good
sleeping in your arms.”

“1 could always get aroom for the night. Just let me know what you want to do.”

“I"'m kind of tired of hotels, but if the reward of going to one is sleeping in your arms,
I’m down with that.”



“Cool, go pack abag.”
The happy sgueal she released made him smile. While waiting for her, he checked
different hotels downtown, opting for a suite at the Peabody Hotel. If he had to take

her to a hotel, at least he could afford to take her somewhere nice.

About thirty minutes later, they headed out. The goofy grin she wore, combined with
her sleepy eyes, told Dante al he needed to know.

“You’'re going to slegp as soon as we get here, aren’'t you?’

“1’m glad you know,” she chuckled. “Unless you wanted to make love to mefirst.”

“I’ll never turn that down, but | will also let you rest. You've had a long couple of
days.

“That’s true, but everything's always better with you. | hate how things started when
you first got back, but I’'m really glad you came home.”

“I’'m glad | came home too.”

Silence found them briefly before they started singing and rapping along with the
songs that came on.

When they reached the hotel, Dante got them checked in, and they headed to their
suite.

They showered together and climbed into bed.

Even though Dante cut on the TV, it was more for the noise as they drifted off to
Sleep.



He pulled her into his arms, onto his chest, and felt immediate relief.

“1 missed you so much, Smiley.”

“1 missed you too.”

She kissed his bare chest—once...twice...before making her way up his frame. Their
lips connected as his shaft hardened. Dante flipped her over, hovering over her frame.

So much for going straight to sleep.

His hands dlipped under her gown. Her hand wrapped around his wrist, quickly
pulling it away from her stomach.

Before he could break the kiss and question her, Sade was dliding it between her legs.

As he licked and sucked her nipples, quiet moans escaped her.

They grew louder when his mouth covered her clit.

“You're s-so good at that,” she moaned, spreading her legs wider. “Just like that,
Tay.”

He continued to apply pressure and licked her swollen bud, fingering her until she
came. But he didn’t stop. Dante replaced his fingers with his tongue and continued to
eat until she couldn’t take anymore. As she pulled him up her frame, he wiped his
mouth.

He wanted to ask her if Atlas ate her pussy like that. If he made her come the way he
did. If she told him that he was good at pleasing her too. Squeezing his eyes shut, he
inhaled a shaky breath.



“Hey,” she called sweetly, cupping his cheek. “Where' d you go?’

Giving her a soft smile, Dante shook his head. “I’m right here, baby.”

He inched his way inside of her, loving the sight of her trembling chin as she tugged
her bottom lip between her teeth. His strokes started slowly before shifting to a hard,
medium pace

“You don’t have to be quiet here,” he said against her ear before licking it. “I want to
hear how good | make you feel.”

The demand only seemed to intensify her pleasure. She leaked against him, moaning
his name as she clawed his back. Her walls pulsed against him as he lengthened his
stroke, willing himself not to come at the same time as her. For what he wanted to do
to her body, it would take all night.
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That evening, the song for her shower concert was an unfamiliar tune, but the sound
of her voice was entertaining, nonetheless. Sade couldn’t sing for shit, but she did so
with a passion that he admired, and it always made him smile.

The longer he stared at her silhouette through the foggy shower door, the more
aroused he became. He pulled his shaft out, stroking it until his seeds spilled onto the

ground.

Before he could grab a hand towel and wipe it up, Sade said, “All right, | guess|’ve
been in here long enough.”

Hours Later

When he was sure Sade was asleep, Atlas went back through the window.
For awhile, he stared at her, amazed by her beauty.

A point came where he could no longer resist getting closer.

Where he could no longer resist her skin.

He stripped down to his boxers and gently climbed into bed with her.

She stirred dlightly, causing him to still.

Atlas waited until her soft snores started back up, and then he wrapped his arm
around her. His nose stroked her cheek before he kissed it. She squirmed dlightly,



muttering inaudibly in her sleep.

“It'sjust me,” he whispered as the pads of hisfingers slid down her arm.

“Dante?’

His head jerked as he looked down at her in the darkness. Ignoring her comment,
Atlas pulled her closer.

“I loveyou. You'll always be mine.”
Seconds passed before she was asleep again, and Atlas took full advantage—holding

her until he was cam enough to sleep. Then he left and went to his home to
deep...aone.
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Was she really dreaming...or had Atlas actually been in her room?
As she stared at him, his head tilted, and he stared back at her.
“Do you really care?’

“l do, but | didn’t call you to argue.”

“Then what did you call for?’

“1’m going to ask you something, and | want you to be honest with me.” She paused.
He nodded. “Were you in my bed last night?’

He grinned with one side of his mouth. “How could | have done that, Day?’
“1 don’t know. Maybe you came through my window.”
“What makes you think | did?’

“1 thought | dreamed about Dante, but it was you..... felt you. Heard you. And | smell
your cologne.”

He released a grunt of a laugh before licking his lips. “Maybe you dreamed about me
and smelled me because you miss me.”

“S0, you're denying that you were here last night?”’



“Would you have wanted me to be?’

1 No."

“Then no, | wasn't.”

“Atlas. . .”

“Unless you have proof, | wasn't, Sade.” He sat up with a scowl. “Why don’'t you
love me?’

“What?" she asked, though she heard the question.

“1 said, why don’t you love me? | tried to make me easy to love.”

“Atlas . . . you were easy to love. But something changed, and | just . . . It was too
much.”

He chuckled, but it wasn’'t one of amusement. “Oh, so, he's worth killing for, but me
wanting to watch you and make sure you’ re always okay was too much?’

With a growl, she lamnmed her computer down.

There was no way he’d admit to it, and worse, he'd riled her up.

Now, she would have to get her grandfather or Dante to put bars on the windows.

Thiswas getting out of control. Sade couldn’t dwell on it at that moment, though.

She and Dante were spending the afternoon with Eric and Jessica, his old business
partners.



Any other day, Sade wouldn’t be looking forward to hanging out, but now.

..She was grateful for the distraction.

Sade’ s Journal

Since | no longer have my phone, | have to writein an actual journal.

| thought spending time with Dante, Jessica, and Eric would shake the feeling that’'s
been consuming me.

That didn't work. | feel like Atlas was in the room, and being unable to prove it
scares me.

What scares me worst isknowing | liked how he felt in my bed.

| liked the way hislipsfelt. | liked the warmth of his arms around me.

Even if | thought it was a dream of Dante, | liked the way it felt.

What if | would have allowed more? What if we would have had sex?

There' s no way | would have been ableto justify that.

There' s no way he could have explained that.

| would have known it was real, right? The last thing | need is to be paranoid over
this.

Over him. | know I'll feel better once the bars are on the windows.



| can’'t believe thisis my life. | wanted a man who wanted me, but this is a bit too

much.
And he's acting as if what he’s doing is normal.

Maybeit isfor him. Either way, I’m just glad | dodged that bullet.
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Three Days L ater
“Ah!” Atlas groaned, rolling over and grabbing his side.
“Hisfamily is going to blame me for this too,” Sade said as she paced.

“He broke into my parents home and tried to strangle me. It was clearly self-
defense.”

She shook her head. “That won't matter to them. They blame me for Adam’s death,
and they will blame me for thistoo.”

“Come here,” Dante demanded, gripping her hand and pulling her onto his lap on the
bed. Her fingers slid across his bruised neck, but they stopped when he asked, “Are
you pregnant with his baby?’

Her body stiffened as her eyesflickered. “He said that?’ she asked quietly.

“Yeah, hedid.”

“I’'m not pregnant with his baby, Dante.” Relief instantly filled him, but before he
could fully bask in that moment, she added, “I’ m pregnant with yours.

" For amoment, Dante’s heart stopped, and he forgot how to breathe,

“ That's what | wanted to tell you. 1'd told Atlas | wanted you and me to get back to
our friendship and have a healthy, coparenting relationship.



| guess hefelt like if you knew I’ d been with him, that would get you out of the way.

" Her chuckle was bitter as she looked toward the ceiling.

“He wanted to help me raise this baby, and | didn’t realize just how serious he was
about that until now. ”

Dante’'s hand lowered to her stomach as his forehead rested on hers. “Y ou're having
my baby?’

Sade giggled. “Yes. | wanted to wait until a special timeto tell you, but...”

“Smiley, | don’t care about that. You're having my baby. That's al that matters to
me.”

“Areyou . . . really okay with that?’

Dante laughed lightly and released a shaky breath as his eyes watered. “| raised a set
of twins that weren't mine, and now the woman of my dreams is giving me a baby of
my own. I'm perfectly okay with that. Are you?’

Hesitantly, Sade nibbled her bottom lip and nodded. “1 am. | admit that at first, | was
nervous and worried about what people would think, but | don't care about that
anymore. | love you, Tay, and I’m happy to be the mother of your child.”

“Mm.” Cupping the back of her neck, Dante planted akiss on her lips. “You'll be the
only one too.” They kissed again. “I need to get us a home. Is the baby why you
wanted to stay here?’

“Yeah, plus | wanted to be close to the little family | have. | got an apartment. | just
can’'t move in until the first of September.”



“Areyou sure that’ s what you want? Y ou can have whatever you want.”

“I"'m sure. It’'s a three-bedroom, so the baby will have aroom, and I’ll have an office.
Plus, | need a break from everything that comes from having a big home.”

“I feel you. Well, let me know how much the rent will be, and of course, I'll cover it.
If you want that to be for you and the baby until we get married, I’m cool with that,

but we will be together, Sade, and I’ m firm about that.”

She grinned and opened her mouth to respond, but heavy banging on the door
silenced her.

Gently, Dante sat her on the bed next to him and stood.

Even though he was at her grandparents house, he couldn’t allow Barron to answer.

Those types of knocks never had a positive or pleasant ending behind them.

“Who the hell is that banging on my door like that?’ Barron called out, shuffling out
of hisroom. Dante chuckled at the sight of him closing his robe.

“Ill find out.”

After looking through the peephole, a frown covered his face as he peered at two
police officers. Did they have more questions for him? How did they know where he
was?

Dante opened the door and asked, “Can | help y’al?’

“|s Sade Griffin here?’



His head tilted as he looked from one to the other. “What’ s this about?’

“Is she here?’ thetaller, buffer one asked.

“Do you have awarrant?’

After pressing the paper into Dante’s chest, the tall officer stepped inside.

“Sade Griffin,” he called.

Dante’'s heart raced as he looked over the warrant. This had Jones's name plastered
al over it—and these being Vanzette PD police officers was further proof.

“Yes? Sade asked quietly, twiddling her thumbs.

“You're under arrest for the murders of Patrice Baker and Trina Roe. You're aso
wanted for questioning in the disappearance of Willow Frank.”

“Oh my God,” Ava cried as Barron wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into
his side.

“Dante,” Sade called, tearsfilling her eyes.

As the officer read Sade her rights, Dante kissed her forehead and said, “I promise
I’m going to get you out.”
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Her pregnancy.

What if she had to give birth in prison? Dante would have to raise their child. Just the
thought brought tears to her eyes.

“Okay.”
“Smiley?”

“Yes. |-l don’'t have a number yet, so my calls will be free until | do. They said I'll
probably get one in the morning, and then you'll have to pay. |sthat okay?’

“Baby, | don’'t give a damn about paying. Call me as much as you need to. What are
they saying? | know you probably don’'t have a bond yet.”

“No, not yet. They processed me, and that’s it. I'm still in a holding cell with some
other women.”

Dante sighed heavily onto the phone. “I’'m going to get you a lawyer. | have a few
options, but | have to make sure it’s one who can practice in Vanzette. Are you okay,
Day?’

Sniffling, Sade gripped the phone cord tightly. “I’m okay. | don’t want you to worry
about me.”

He laughed. “Do you hear yourself right now? They arrested you for two murders,
and you're telling me not to worry about you.” She squeezed her eyes shut.



“1-1 don’t want to get emotional in here, Dante.

I’m fine, really. The only thing I’m concerned about is having to give birth while I'm
in here.

I’ll plead guilty and avoid atrial if they can just.

..let me stay out long enough to have and hold my baby.

" Her chin trembled, and she swallowed hard as her tears threatened to fall. “That’'s
al | care about.”

“1"m going to get you out of there...by any means necessary. Do you hear me?”’

Sade nodded asif he could see her. “I hear you.”

“1 know it may be hard but try to get some rest. Call me in the morning around nine. |
should have some news about an attorney by then.”

“Okay, babe. | love you.”

“1 love you more.”

After hanging up the phone, Sade stood there for awhile, trying to compose herself.

“Comeon,” the officer demanded, using her arm to lead her back to the cell.

Thiswas going to be along, long night.

The Next Morning



By the time Sade got to sleep, she was being woken up and taken to her cell.

A woman who gruffly introduced herself as Simone occupied it before turning onto
her side on the bottom bunk and returning to sleep.

Not wanting to disturb her further, Sade quickly climbed up and tried to go to sleep.

Severa hours later, they were being woken up by bright lights and yelling about it
being time for breakfast.

Breakfast—dry eggs, a banana, and a huge piece of corn bread.

She didn’t want the eggs, and the cornbread was hard.

If she had an idea of what would be offered for lunch, Sade would have only eaten
the banana.

Since she wanted to keep up her strength, she forced the eggs down but immediately
threw them up.

Not bothering to take advantage of the free time in the quad with the other women,
she went back to her cell.

Simone was curled up on the bed, whimpering.

“Areyou...okay?’ Sade asked, looking behind her, finding no one paying attention.

“Yeah.” Simone cleared her throat. “I’m good.”

“You don't want breakfast?’



She shook her head. “I can’t get up.”

“Why not?’

With a huff, Simone ran her fingers over her dightly matted coils. “I’'m on my period.
| told them last night, but they didn’t bring me any pads or panties. I'm bleeding
every-fucking-where.”

“What? Oh, hell no. That is unacceptable .” Sade charged out of the cell, heading
toward the counter where the officer on duty was seated. She was engrossed in
whatever she was watching on her phone, which was evident by her smile. “Hey,”
Sade called, leaning against the counter.

The officer’s smile fell as she looked up at Sade. “Y eah?’

Sade looked at her name badge. Brooks. “My cell mate is on her period. She said she
asked for pads and panties yesterday and has not received them. Can she please get
those along with some new sheets? She' s bleeding through hers and unable to move.”

Brooks'seyesrolled. “I'll getitinafew.”

“She needs it now ,” Sade rebutted, clenching her fist by her side. “Y ou’re a woman.
Y ou know how this goes. She'sin there, suffering. Help her...please.”

Standing, Brooks nodded and shooed her away from the counter.

“No leaning against the counter.” On her walkie-talkie, she requested what was
needed from the laundry room.

Several minutes passed before a fellow inmate brought everything to the quad.



Brooks handed the items to Sade and told her, “Let this be the last time | see your
face or hear your voice today.”

“Yes, maam,” Sade agreed before quickly returning to her cell. “Hey, this is for

you.

Simone turned her head dlightly, her eyes watering at the items Sade held.

“They actually gaveit to you?’

“Yeah. Sorry you had to suffer with this all night. No one deserves to be treated like
that. I’'m going to file a complaint on whoever worked last night. What was their
name?’

Simone chuckled as she sat up. “I appreciate the concern, but you' d only be making
things worse around here for yourself. These people don’t care about us.”

“They should,” Sade replied, handing Simone everything she needed. “I’ll wait out
there while you get freshened up.”

“Okay, thank you.”

Sade made her way back out to the quad and sat in the center of the room. Several
plastic chairs littered the floor in front of the TV. Currently, there was a news
broadcast playing. It wasn't something she would usually watch, but Brooks had
control of the remote.

Sade wasn't sure how much time had passed before Simone tapped her shoulder. Her
bright eyes and warm smile made her look completely different. She'd even slicked
her hair back into a sleek bun.



“Thanks again. Um . . . Have you had breakfast yet?’

Sade chuckled. “If you want to say that. I'm pregnant and was only able to eat the
banana. The eggs came right out.”

“Oh no. You can have my banana, and | know a few ladies in here who never eat
their fruit. I’ll get you theirstoo.”

“Oh no, you don’t have to do that.”

“Nah, you did me asolid, and | got you. Hold on.”

With tears brimming in her eyes, Sade watched as Simone worked the room. By the
time she finished, she'd folded her shirt and used it as a basket to hold several

bananas and apples. As she gave them to Sade, she laughed.

“1 know you can't live off this forever, but it'sa start. You'll get used to the food, and
once you get your inmate number, you can get commissary.”

“1 ... Thank you, Simone. Serioudly.”

Sade followed Simone to the table where her food was, and they ate and got to know
each other.

Simone was serving a twenty-year sentence for killing her abusive husband.

They justified the sentence by saying she killed him during a time he wasn’t abusing
her, which was bullshit to Sade.

Having someone to talk to made her first day in jail easier, but Sade couldn’t deny
how anxious she was starting to feel over never being able to go back home.
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How could that have changed?
When his phone vibrated, he looked down at the dashboard, hoping it was Sade. It
was an unfamiliar number but not the one she'd called from last night. Still, he
answered quickly with, “Hello?’
“1 told you I’d bring her to justice without your help.”
Jones?
“Wheat the fuck did you do, Jones?’
Jones laughed. “What needed to be done. Now, thisis your last chance, Dante. Either
you help me by giving your testimony to help keep Sade behind bars, or | will assume
you knew about her plans to kill and find away to have you charged with murder too.

So, what’ sit gonna be?’

“1 have a third option: You can undo whatever illegal stunt you did to have my wife
arrested, and | won't have to punish you for it.”

“Why do you keep calling her that? Y ou’re married to her sister, right? What was her
name...Imani. She' s such a beautiful woman. | see why you wanted to have both.”

Jones's laughter grated Dante’s ears. Gritting his teeth, Dante gripped the steering
wheel as his speed accel erated.

He was about to ask Jones how he knew what Imani looked like, then remembered



he' d visited her amonth or so before they left Vanzette.

Was this her doing? Did she renege on their deal and work with Jones to reduce her
sentence?

Dante didn't want to believe Imani could do something like that, but she’d done
worse.

The sisters had been going at each other for years. A little while before the accident,
Sade put distance between them, which cut down on the drama. Had the beef been
placed back on the stove by his relationship with Sade in Vanzette? And if so, what
would it take for Imani to leave them alone?

An incoming call came through, and the number was similar to the one Sade had
called from last night. All that was different was the last digit. Not bothering to
respond to Jones's comment, Dante ended that call and switched to the other.

“Baby?’

11 Hi .H

At the sound of Sade's voice, relief immediately washed over him. Relaxing in his
seat, Dante smiled. “How are you?’

“I’m okay. How are you?’

“Better now that | hear your voice. I'm headed to Everett Richmond’s office now to
see about hiring him to represent you. Do you remember him?”

“Hmm . .. vaguely. Was he the scrawny, brown-skinned guy with braces?’



Dante chuckled. “Yeah, that was him. His assistant is now grabbing the affidavit,
which will give us more information. It won't have a list of evidence on it, though.
He said he won't be able to get that until | hire him for you, and he starts up with
discovery.”

“Thank you. It keeps me sane knowing | have you working on my behalf.”

“l love you, Sade. After everything you’ ve done for me, I'd go to the end of the earth
for you.”

She released a few sniffles before saying, “Ugh, I’'m twice as emotional lately, and
you keep putting me in my feelings.”

Dante smiled. “I’'m sorry about that. How are you feeling physically? Is my baby
being a good guest?’

That got a hearty laugh out of Sade. “For the most part. | was already struggling with
bloating and gas, plus the morning sickness, and | think it’s going to be worse while
I’m here. The food is horrible. I'm still having headaches and tired as hell, but they
tend to go away after | nap.”

“1 promise | will get you out of there as soon as possible, Smiley.”

“1 know. | don’t think we'll have much longer, so | guess I’ll talk to you later.”
“Yeah, call methis afternoon, okay?’

“I will.”

“I loveyou.”



“1 love you too.”

After disconnecting the call, Dante noticed that he had a text. It was from Jones.

901-880-2880: Y ou should have become my ally. Now, you're atarget. Y ou' re next.

After leaving Richmond’s office, Dante was happy he'd agreed to take Sade on as a
client.

He planned to visit her within the next day or so, hopeful she’ d have a bond by then.

To keep himself from sitting at home worrying about Sade, Dante went to see lan
Sanders, his friend with afinancial firm.

He helped put together a few missing pieces while Dante still struggled with his
amnesia.

By the time the visit was over, lan had offered Dante the original partner position
he'd planned to interview for, and he accepted.

..though that wasn’t the point of him stopping by.

He would have been okay simply working as a financial advisor, asthey’d previously
discussed.

Since Sade made it clear she wanted to stay in Memphis, Dante didn’t mind working
at afirm there so they could remain close to their families.

He couldn’t wait to tell his parents the good news, but until then, getting Sade out on
bail was his primary concern.



Barron had called him for an update, and Dante promised to stop by after talking to
her again that evening.

He knew they would have several questions, and Dante wanted to know how Sade
wanted him to answer.

A few hours after Dante returned to his parents' home, he decided to go for a run to
clear hismind.

It was then that he received a call from Sade.

That time, an operator announced the call and confirmed he wanted to pay to accept
it.

Dante sat on the nearest bench and went through the steps of adding his debit card
information to add a hundred dollars before he heard Sade’' s voice in the receiver.

“Hey, | finally got my inmate number.”

The sadness in her tone made his heart ache. “Y ou won’t haveit for long, Day.”

A beat of silence passed before she said, “They aren’t going to give me a bond,
Dante.”

Sitting up, he gripped the phone tighter. “What? What makes you say that?’

“My court date was set with the judge. It’s in two days, and where it should have the
pending bond amount, it’s blank.”

Squeezing his eyes shut, Dante massaged his temples as he shook his head. “That
doesn’t mean you won't get one. That just means the judge will set it when they see



you.

Sade released a bark of laughter. “Wake up, Dante. I'm in here on two counts of
murder. He' s not going to give me afucking bond.” Her voice broke as she said, “I'm
going to diein here. I-I'm going to give my baby lifein here.”

“Okay, al right, take some deep breaths for me, Sade.” Dante stood and began to
walk. “Breathe for me, baby. You don’t need to run your blood pressure up and get
lightheaded again.”

“You'reright,” she agreed quietly before taking several deep breaths,

“You'll get a bond, and I'll pay it. Then Richmond is going to get rid of whatever
bullshit Jones has against you. Because that’ s al it is—bullshit. Then you' Il be free of

this, and we can focus on us and bringing our baby into the world.”

“God. . .| hopeyou'reright.”
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“You need to be careful,” Simone warned. “The girls are talking, and Dominique has
her eyes on you.”

“Shelikesyou.”

Simone cackled, covering her mouth to silence her laughter as eyes shifted in their
direction.

“Yo, | don't know what | expected you to say, but it sure wasn’t that.
Just be careful, okay? I’ ma put something under your pillow to help keep you safe.
Try not to be by yourself unless you're in the common areas.

Domingue has a huge ego and doesn’t take rejection lightly—especialy if it's public.
If she givesyou ahard time, find me.”

“Who isthat? Dominique asked. “Y our man?’

They didn’'t have officia titles, but Dante was her man.

He was no longer just her best friend and the father of her child.
He' d expressed his desire to be her husband—still.

Even after finding out about her and Atlas.



Even after finding out about the baby. He didn’t even ask how long she knew about
her pregnancy.

..iIf she knew when she left him...and Sade was grateful because she’ d never volunteer
that information.

“My husband,” Sade corrected, pulling the picture close. She didn’t want to share
Dante with anyone...in any capacity...except their child.

“You think he'd mind if | took care of you while you were in here?” Dominique
asked, stroking Sade's cheek. Sade immediately flicked her hand away with a scowl.
“1 think he might want me to,” Dominigue continued. “Y ou’'re too pretty and petite
not to have someone in here looking out for you.”

“1 can look out for myself.”
Dominque chuckled and rolled her tongue across her cheek. “Y eah, | heard they think
you got a couple of bodies behind you, but | don’t believe that. Y ou look too sweet to

harm afly.”

Sade swallowed back a chuckle. Leaning forward, she whispered, “Looks can be
deceiving.”

“Ooh, | like you even more now.” When Dominigque’'s hand lowered to Sade’s thigh,
Sade warned her. “If you don’t get your hand off me, you’ re going to become victim

number three.”

“Damn!” one of the women who was with her yelled before they all erupted into
laughter.

Except Dominique. Dominique frowned. “Did you just threaten me?’ she asked,



hovering over Sade.

“That’ s not athreat; it'sawarning.”

“Break that up over there,” the officer on duty yelled, banging her baton against the
counter.

Sade didn’t bother looking to see if Domingue would leave. Instead, she returned her
attention to her drawing. It seemed Simone was right about Dominique. Sade could
only hope she would take her charges seriously and not try her in any way.

Just After Dinner . . .

Sade was uncomfortably bloated. She hadn't had one vegetable since she’'d been
processed.

As much as she appreciated the apples and bananas, they worsened the bloating.

Her diet had never been heavy on processed meats and starch, which was what almost
every meal she'd been given consisted of.

For dinner, they were served corn bread, mashed potatoes, and what was supposed to
be hamburger steak.

It tasted so artificial Sade didn’t bother trying to force it down.

She was glad she was finally able to order commissary because otherwise, she'd die
of starvation surviving off jail food.

Dante had put enough money on the phone and in her account to order and talk for
the rest of the week.



He was so confident he’ d have her out by then, but if needed, he'd add more money.

Her mouth was watering at the thought of the salad and chicken wings she had
ordered.

After unsuccessfully using the bathroom, Sade washed her hands and groaned at the
sight of Dominique standing at the doorway. She rubbed her palms together with a
crooked grin as her minions hung a sheet over the doorway to block anyone's view of

what was about to happen inside.

The longer Dominique stalked her, as if she were her prey, the more frustrated Sade
became.

She wouldn’t be in this situation if she hadn’t valued Dante more than she valued
herself—her freedom.

But even that thought made her smile because it felt like he finally loved her more
than himself.

To have gone through al of that and not be able to be loved by him because she had
to spend the rest of her life in prison sent a sharp pain through Sade’' s heart.

“You gon' give me that pussy...or do | have to take it?” Dominique asked, circling
Sade.

“Youcantry.”

Dominique’ s movements were swift as she wrapped her arm around Sade’'s neck and
pressed her into her body.

With a roar, Sade leaned forward and flipped Dominique forward, causing her body



to crash against the sink.

Then Sade straddled her and punched her repeatedly.

When one of her friends pulled Sade off her, Dominique quickly shuffled to her feet
and put Sade in a headlock.

Sade pulled the shank Simone had given her out of her waistband and used it to slice
Dominique’ s arm, causing her to scream.

One of the women hit Sade in the back of her head, causing her to stumble forward
on her palms and knees.

When she grabbed Sade's hair and tried to hit her in the side of her face, Sade
jammed the shank into her side.

The sound of feet shuffling in their direction caused the women to retreat from the
bathroom quickly, but it was no use.

Simone rushed into the bathroom, effortlessly taking the shank from Sade to hide.

The officer on duty had called for backup, and they immediately pressed the women
against the wall.

“Everybody out, now !” Office Freeman yelled.
Sade’s eyes locked on Dominique’'s as she held her bleeding arm. The grin that

Dominique gave her suggested this wasn't over. But at least she knew now that Sade
was no one to fuck with.
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The Next Day

“You plan to stay out here al night?’

“If that’swhat it takes.”

“Sade didn’t do anything but try to protect me.

..from Imani and Adam...” He chuckled, his eyes watering.

“From myself. I’ve made some fucked-up decisions over the years, and Sade has
always had my back.

.just like I have hers. She didn’t kill anyone, and even if she did, it was for a good
reason. ”

“You really think Atlas's people will come back here looking for her?’
“l don't know, but I’'m unwilling to take a chance. I'm sorry about al this. If |
just...would've ignored Imani’ s advances and attempted to hurt her sister, none of this

would have happened. All of thisis my fault.”

“It's al our faults. Ava and | could ve done better with the girls after their parents
died.

We thought they would grow out of their sibling rivalry and eventually have a healthy
relationship.



Imani is...different, and we ignored that for awhile.

She doesn’'t think and feel the way the rest of us do. | should ve acknowledged that
sooner.”

Barron ran his hands down his face before standing and gently squeezing Dante's
shoulder. “Come on in here and fix yourself something to eat.”

Two Days L ater

Dante’ s mind was spinning. He hadn’t heard from Sade in days.

Her court date had passed, but her information had not been updated in the system.

As he headed to visit Imani, he decided he had two options: to call and speak with the
warden or have Everett do so.

He decided to call Everett and see what he could do.

“Attorney Richmond' s office. How may | direct your call?’ his assistant greeted.
“Hello. Is Attorney Richmond available?’

“He's currently meeting with aclient. May | take a message?’

“Yeah, this is Dante Williams. Can you let him know | haven't heard from Sade in
three days? | want him to call the warden to see if he can get some information. |
wouldn’'t be as concerned if her bond had been processed online, but from the looks

of it, she missed her hearing with Judge Peterson.”

“Oh no. Okay. I'll forward this to him as soon as his client leaves. We have your



contact information on file, correct?”’

“Yes, that’ s correct.”

“Perfect. Expect afollow-up call within the next hour.”

“Thank you.”

After ending the call, Dante tried to clear his mind for the rest of the drive.

That was easier said than done. Between the constant questions from his and Sade’s
family, Dante was trying not to spiral.

The only thing that kept him calm was talking to Sade to let him know she was okay .
But the more time passed, the worse the scenarios in his head became.

When he made it to the prison, Dante endured the lengthy process of getting checked
in. It took about ten minutes before Imani was making her way into the visitation
room. She sat across from him at the cream-colored round table with a smile.

“1’m surprised to see you here.”

“Your sister was arrested.”

Imani’s smile fell instantly. “ What! For what?’

“That situation in Vanzette,” was all Dante offered.

“Shit.” Imani covered her face as she shook her head. “ She said she was careful.”



“She was, which iswhy I'm trying to make sense of this.

Jones had said the evidence they had wasn’t enough to convict.

They didn’t have her DNA in the system.” Dante paused as Imani lowered her hands
from her face.

“That leads me to you. He offered to help you get a reduced sentence in exchange for
your DNA, right?’

“Yes, but | said no.”

“Did you really? Because Sade and | are the reasons you'rein here.

WEéll, you're the reason, but we worked with the FBI to trap you.

And you expect meto believe you didn’'t offer up your DNA in exchange?

That would have been the perfect get-back, Imani.

Y ou want meto believe you didn’t take it? As selfish as you’' ve been...”

Imani’s head jerked as if his words had physically touched her. She rolled her tongue
across her cheek and stood.

“Fuck you, Dante.”

“Sit down, Imani. I’m not done with you yet.”

“I"d say you are. I'd say you're on to the next...who just so happens to be my sister.”



“Can we please not go there? Let’ s not act like you give a damn about me.

Y ou cheated on me while we were dating and married.

Y ou lied to me about our kids. Y ou set me up with the FBI.

You used me to hurt your sister. Sit the fuck down and help me figure out how to
help her because you know she deservesit. ”

“She deserves whatever she gets for being dumb enough to kill people over you,”
Imani said, plopping down in her seat.

“But Sade won't survive in prison. She can fight, but that’s the only thing going for
her.

She’ s used to being carefree and in control of herself and her life.

I'd say she could spend her days drawing and painting if you could get those
materials for her.

Otherwise, she's going to go crazy in there.”

“l know. | have to get her out of there, but | need to know what we're up against. If
you struck a deal with Jones, | need you to tell me, Imani.”

“I didn't. | promise. | told Sade that | wouldn’t do that to her. I’ve done enough
fucked-up shit to my sister. | wasn’t going to send her to jail too.”

Dante considered her words. He didn’'t bother trying to figure out whether she was
sincere. She was aliar and master manipulator.



“A’ight, so if you didn’t give him your DNA...” Dante pounded his fist on the table.
“You did give him your DNA, just how you think.”

“What do you mean?’ Imani asked, her head tilting.

“Theattack . . . You still don’t know who did it, right?”’

“No, | don't.”

“1 think Jones set you up to be attacked badly enough to have to go to the hospital.”

Scoffing, Imani crossed her arms on top of the table and leaned forward. “What
makes you think that?’

“He's been here following Sade and met with me to convince me to help take her
down. | told Sade, and she said she thought she saw him at the hospital when she

visited you. If you didn’'t agree to give him your DNA...”

“He could have easily requested it or stolen it while | wasin the hospital,” Imani said.
“But do you think he'd really do that? Y ou don’t think it was a coincidence?’

“1 think he would. He seems obsessed with making Sade pay, though I'm unsure
why. | think he’s very calculated and capable of doing something like this.”

“Well, | know it might not mean much to you, but | give you my word that | did not
willingly give him a hair or blood sample. If he took either, he did it while | was in
that coma.”

Standing, Dante bobbed his head. “Thanks, Imani.”

“Hey,” she called as he turned to leave.



“If she gets out of this...Take care of my sister, okay? And the next time you talk to
her...tell her to keep her head low and not get into any shit because I’'m not there to
fight her battles.

" She gritted her teeth, and if Dante wasn't crazy, he’' d swear her eyes watered.

But that couldn’t have been the case because Imani never cried.

She didn’t even cry when she was sentenced and had to say goodbye to her twins.

If Sade was able to pull tears out of her. ..maybe there was hope for Imani yet.
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The Next Day

He smiled as he stood, but he frowned when he noticed the restraints. “Is all that
really necessary?’

Officer Mitchell chuckled. “Seeing as she just got out of the hole this morning, I'd
say they are very necessary.”

“You wanna tell me what the hell happened for you to be in solitary for three days,
Smiley?’

Though his tone was serious, Sade couldn’t help but smile. “Hi, handsome. | missed

you.
Hiseyesrolled playfully. “Don’t try to flatter me. I’'m upset with you.”
“What did | do?’

“1 don’'t know! That’swhat I’'m trying to find out.”

“How’d you find out | was in solitary?’

“1 had Richmond call for a wellness check since | hadn’t heard from you. The warden
looked into it and told him you were in solitary.”

“Oh.”



“Yeah. So explain, and please tell me you weren’'t fighting while you're pregnant
with my baby.”

“1 didn’'t really have a choice, Dante,” she grumbled, avoiding his eyes. “ She attacked
me, and | had to defend myself. The baby’s fine. They checked me out before putting
mein the hole.”

“Jesus. | gotta get you out of here.”

“Since | missed my court date, | have to wait until next Wednesday.”

“Well, | have some really good news. If I’m right about this, | may be able to get you
out that day or even before then.”

That caused Sade to perk up. Her back straightened as she smiled and sat up in her
seat. “What did you find?’

“It's only a hunch at the moment. I'm still working on getting proof...but | think
Jones paid someone to attack Imani so she'd have to get outside care. You said you
saw him at the hospital, right?’

“Right. Yeah. Well, at first, | didn’t think it was him, but when you said he’d been
following me, | assumed so.”

“If he was at the hospital, | think he was getting your sister’s DNA. That's the only
thing that can explain how they all of a sudden have enough evidence to arrest you.”

Sade rubbed the center of her chest, her heart, as she sat back in her seat. “If that’ s the
case...” She looked around before whispering, “I’m done, Dante. They literaly have
my DNA at both crime scenes. There’'s no way |'m coming home.”



“If Jones illegally obtained that evidence, it would be inadmissible” Her eyes
fluttered, and her mouth went slack.

“That would be al the evidence they have; without it, there would be no case. Plus,
how would they proveit’'s actually a match?

We could argue that he doctored that too. You' d be free, Sade.”

“Don’t play with me, babe.”

He chuckled and sat up in his seat. “I’m serious, Smiley. | just have to prove that he
stole Imani’s DNA to match it against yours.”

“How do you plan to do that?’

“After | leave here, I'm returning to the hospital to see if | can get that camera
footage.

If | can’'t, I’ ve aready looped Richmond in.

By law, a detective must retrieve and record it as evidence, but | don’t want to wait
that long.

Even if we had to wait, if we can show Jones in her room, that’s enough to cast
reasonable doubt. ”

“l don’t want to get excited prematurely, but thank you for this. It makes me feel
good knowing you have my back.”

“Always, bae. Like | told you when you first got here, as much as you’' ve done for
me, 1’1l do absolutely anything for you.”



Finally . . . Sade was starting to believe that.

Sade’ s Journal

On the off chance a guard stumbles across this, I'm going to write carefully so
nothing | say can incriminate me.

If | get out of here, I'm never doing anything to put myself in a position that takes
away my freedom.

Not that | have aready. | am not saying | killed anyone.

I’m just saying if | get to go home, | won't even risk getting a ticket.

| hate being confined. | hate being told what to do.

| hate the food. | hate the smells. | hate the people—everyone except Simone.

Just alittle while ago, this girl pooped in the quad and started tossing it at people.
Needless to say, that did not end well for her.

She was |eft a bloody mess and taken to the infirmary.

| don’t know what she did to get in here, but they say she has mental issues. If so, |
would think she should be in a mental hospital, not jail. My heart broke for her. |
wanted to protect her, but there were too many of them. All | can do is pray it doesn’'t

give me nightmares.

Being in here has given me time to reflect.



| don’'t think anyone would ever doubt my love for and loyalty to Dante, but now, |
guestion my love and loyalty for myself.

| question if I’ve ever truly known how to prioritize myself.

Even now, I'll have a baby to put first. Is this what | have to look forward to for the
rest of my life?

Loving others more than | love me? Doing things | don’t want to do in their name?
Isthat love? If o, isit really worth it?
Maybe I’'m overthinking and being dramatic. On the bright side, knowing Dante can

match my energy feels good. Good and bad. | guessif | had to give up my freedom
for someone, I'm still glad it’s him.
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“Everything okay with Sade?’ were the first words out of Reggie’s mouth.

“No, everything is not okay. She was arrested and transported to Vanzette for a
double murder charge.”

Reggi€’'s head jerked forward, and his eyes bucked before he scoffed. “What? How?
There has to be some mistake.”

Mistake. . . yes. Wrong person . . . nope.

“1 think someone is setting her up, and they used her sister to doit.”
“What makes you think that?’

“There s a detective in Vanzette who has had it out for her for months.
He threatened to put her in prison by any means necessary.

Her sister was randomly attacked, and Sade saw him leaving the hospital.

| don’t think it's too much of a stretch to believe he was taking some strands of her
sister’s hair or her blood for a DNA test.

..especialy since he visited her months ago and asked her for a DNA sample to put
Sade in prison. ”

“Damn. They must not have a good relationship for him even to think she’'d agree.”



“That's along story, but she didn’'t agree. So, | think he had her attacked so he could
get the sample himself.”

Reggie thought over al that Dante said for a while, massaging the hair on his chin.
“Do you have a picture of him? Maybe | can try to identify him, though I’m sure he
wouldn’t have let me see him gather any evidence in her room if he did what you
suggested.”

Dante nodded his agreement. “Yeah, | don't think he would have made himself
known. But | do think he could be on some security cameras. Do you think you'd be
able to access the hospital footage?’

Reggie' s mouth twisted to the side as he shook his head. “I wouldn’t be able to get
the footage without awarrant.”

“Come on, man. I’m sure there’s away for you to get around that. If you can, I'll pay
double what my wife offered you.”

Scratching his head, Reggie released a hard breath. “The only reason | took that
money was because | have a baby on the way.”

“And | respect that. Sade and | have a baby on the way too. So you should be able to
understand how important it isto me that | get her out of jail.”

The seconds ticked by as Reggie considered Dante's words. “Can you promise me
that she didn’t do what she’s being accused of 7’

For Sade, a lie would be nothing for Dante to tell. A sacrifice would be nothing for
him to give. If he had to, Dante would confess to the crimes himself before letting her
be found guilty.



“I promise. She did not kill those women.”

Reggie nodded and sat back in his seat. “All right. I’ [l seewhat | can do.”

Dante’'s jaw clenched as he watched the security footage that showed Jones entering
Imani’ s private hospital room.

He' d been watching footage for hours, but this moment made it worth it.

Jones walked to the side of her bed. He looked behind himself to ensure no one else
was coming, then pulled a clear bag with Evidence written on it out of his pocket.

“You've got to be kidding me,” Dante muttered, watching Jones cut some bloody
bandages from Imani. He also ran his fingers through her locs as if feeling for loose
strands. Jones put the evidence he gathered in the bag, stuffed it in his pocket, and
then discreetly walked out.

“Got you.”

A crisp laugh fell from his lips before he licked them. “Y ou’ re coming home, Smiley.
Y ou’ re coming home.”

The Next Evening

The excitement Dante expected Ava and Barron to have wasn't there.

He' d just shared the news that Sade’ s lawyer had taken the evidence to the prosecutor
over her case, and he decided to drop the charges.

She'd be released at any time that night, and Dante stopped to update her
grandparents before heading to Vanzette to get her.



Instead of a smile covering Ava s face, it was covered with hesitance.

“Either of you can speak at any time,” Dante said lightly, looking from one to the
other. “I just told you that my wife is getting out of jail, and the charges have been
dropped. Why aren’t you dancing around this room?”’

“She’s not your wife,” Avasaid. “That’salie you seem to be holding on to.”

“She is my wife. We'll make it legal the moment we can put this craziness behind

us.

Barron chuckled as his hand dlipped up and down his leg. “The two of you have
unleashed aworld of hell since your accident an—"

“The accident that was caused by Atlas, who was working with his cousin and your
other granddaughter to have me framed and possibly killed. You two seem more
upset by Sade and | finally being able to be together than you are upset over what
Imani did. Why isthat?’

Avaand Barron looked at each other but remained silent.

“1...think it would be best if you kept Sade away for a while,” Ava said. “The twins
are here, and we don’t want anything to happen to them because of what the two of
you have going on. Imani and Adam were toxic, but they are no longer present. |
think it’s best if you and Sade aren’t either.”

“You think she did this, don’t you?’ Dante asked.

“Whether she did it or didn't, there's been too much drama over the last eight
months, and the two of you have been at the center of it.



Isthat Imani and Adam’ s doing? Y es, but they’ ve paid for their sins.

Imani, by being arrested. Adam, by dying.

But Sade? She doesn't seem to have to atone for her sins, and that’s alarming,”
Barron said, “The world is crashing down on her, and | fear until she admits to
whatever the hell she did to keep your identity a secret, it will only get worse.”

“Wow.” Standing, Dante avoided their eyes.

“I never thought I'd hear something like this coming from the two of you, and | pray
you never say thisto Sade.

Y’ all are all she has, and she cares too much about your opinions concerning her life
if you' d ask me.

She risked her life when Atlas was stalking her to be close to you and the twins, and
you want to send her away because of something she’ s been proven innocent of ?”

“She hasn’t been proven innocent,” Barron said, “Jones did some illegal things, but
that doesn’t mean Sade isinnocent. Even if he got the DNA illegally, it was Sade and

Imani’s DNA nonetheless.”

“You don't know that!” Dante seethed. “He could have forged the results just like he
stole the damn blood.” He chuckled and took a step back.

“l1 don't know why I’'m trying to convince you of something you should already
know.

Don’'t worry, I'll keep Sade away...and our baby too.



If you don’t believe in my wife and trust us, you don’t deserve to bein our lives. ”

Dante quickly left, trying to reel in his anger.

He didn't blame them for having reservations before, but he expected the charges
being dropped would ease their minds.

It didn't seem like that would be the case, and as much as Sade wanted to stay in
Memphis, he'd kidnap her and keep her away from them before he let anyone make
her feel bad about what they thought she' d done.



Page 37

Source Creation Date: July 31, 2025, 4:18 am

“Of course. You have a beautiful little girl. I know she can’'t wait for you to leave

here.

“His parents. | came here alone, and he used that to his advantage. | can only imagine
what they are telling her about me.”

“Don’'t waste your time,” Simone grumbled as Officer Brooks stepped into their
doorway.

“You want to stay?’ Brooks asked with ateasing smile.
“N-no!”
“Then pack up and let’s go.”

Sade wasted no time packing the few items she'd collected during her time there. She
wrote her number down for Simone and told her to keep in touch. As they hugged,
shetold Simone, “I meant what | said. I’m going hire you alawyer and get you out of
here.”

“Just...Just pop in on my girl if you can. | don’t care if you have to just sit in your car
and watch her come out of her school. Take a picture and mail it to me. That’s truly
al | need.”

Seeing as Simone hadn’t seen her daughter for the entire five years she' d been there,
Sade understood that request. She agreed before they hugged again, then finally, she
was on her way out.



Dante figured Sade would want to leave Vanzette when she was released, but that
wasn't the case.

At that moment, all she wanted to do was rest and be in his arms. He got them a hotel
room at the only four-star hotel in town.

As they looked around the suite, he told her, “Thisis cool, but I’m tired of hotels and
guest rooms. | want to buy us a home, Smiley.

| know you got approved for the apartment in Memphis, but.

..” He hesitated, causing her to look back at him.

“But what?’

“1t’s not something we need to talk about now. Why don’t you get freshened up? I’ll
order room service, and we can—"

“You're hiding something from me.” Sade walked over to him and took his hands
into hers. “What isit?’

“Your grandparents . . . They want you to stay away.”

Sade’s head tilted, and her brows wrinkled as she struggled to process his words.
“Stay away?’ she repeated. He nodded. “ They don’t want me around?’ He shook his
head. “ They think | did it, huh?’

“Well...They said there’s been alot of drama since we got together. | think they are
conflicted about whether you did it, but they don’t want us to bring any more issues
to them or the twins. | tried to convince them that you were innocent, but they
weren't trying to hear me out.”



“Oh.” Gritting her teeth, Sade released a shaky breath as her eyes watered. “Okay.
Then | guess me wanting to be close to them because of the baby doesn’'t matter
anymore.”

“Hey ... Youdon't need them. You have me.”

Though Sade appreciated the sentiment, it wasn’t the same. Losing her parents before
her last year of high school started and having a toxic relationship with her sister
caused her to rely on her grandparents even more. They were her anchor. Without

them, she worried she' d feel unsteady.

“Thank you, baby. I’m, uh...gonna go ahead and take advantage of having a bathroom
with adoor and freshen up.”

She gave him a quick kiss before scurrying off to the bathroom, trying not to focus on
al she’'d lost just to gain and help Dante.

One Week Later

Dante had been doing everything he could to make Sade's transition back home
smooth.

He' d paid for her to have a day of pampering, including a massage, facial, and mani-
pedi.

He'd paid for her to get her hair done and taken her on a shopping spree.
Because she had a few weeks before her next doctor’ s appointment, he offered to take

her to her island or anywhere else in the world, but Sade insisted she was most
comfortable in Vanzette with him.



She decided to stay in Memphis, at least until after she gave birth since she liked her
new doctor.

But Sade didn’t plan to return to Memphis until it was time for her next appointment
in afew weeks.

As she and Dante had dinner at her favorite restaurant, he said, “Can | convince you
not to move into that apartment? If you' d prefer something small, I'll find us an
apartment that has more space.

But | think the one you chose would be a bit tight for us and the baby. ”

Sade smiled as she wiped the corners of her mouth. Her meal of steak, spinach, and
broccoli had been divine. She did try a little of Dante’'s smoked gouda mac and
cheese, but after her brief stay in prison, she'd still been craving vegetables.

“You’re serious about us, huh?’

Dante chuckled. “Y eah. Were you not serious about me?’

“1 did leave you,” she teased, and they both shared a light laugh.

“Nah, that don't count. | feel like you were on some get-back shit with that.
Punishing me because of your sister. | know you want to be with me, though.”

“Doyou?’

“Tell mel’mwrong,” he countered, wrapping his hand around his Old Fashioned.

“You're not wrong, Dante.”



“Good.” He used his fingers to call their waitress over. As she set a plate in front of
Sade, she smiled warmly. “ This should show you how serious | am.”

Sade’s heart fluttered at “ Will you be mine? ” written in cursive font with red syrup
underneath a dlice of strawberry cheesecake. And under the inscription was a
princess-cut ring that caused Sade to gasp.

“It's a promise ring, not an engagement ring,” Dante clarified. “But with that ring, |
promise to propose in no more than ayear if you agree to us committing to each other
today.”

Sade covered her face bashfully. This was all she'd ever wanted. Even with her
convincing herself they were better off as friends because Dante chose Imani over
her, no part of Sade wanted to play hard to get.

“Yes, I'll beyours,” she cooed.

A low moan escaped Dante as he stood and walked over to her side of the table. After
dlipping the ring onto her right ring finger, he pulled her in for a kiss that drenched
her panties. Sade didn't know how long the peace would last, but in that moment,
everything was perfect.
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The Day Sade Was Released . . .
“1’m gonna cut straight to the chase,” Bennit said. “What on earth would possess you

to steal a woman’'s blood and have it put into the system as evidence on a case we
closed months ago?’

“I’m sorry, Captain, but I'm not sure what you' re talki—"

“Wha—There were no cameras. | checked.”

“You may have checked, but you didn’'t do a good job. There was a small camera on
the edge of the board that looked like a marker magnet. Because they often use that
room for inmates, they go through extra security steps. Y ou would have known that if
you were actively involved in the case.”

“Captain—"

“But you weren’t involved, because there is no case. You aren’t a detective for the
Memphis Police Department, so how could you have known they increased security
cameras to avoid putting someone in the room with inmates around the clock to

ensure their and the staff’ s safety ?’

Jones decided there was no point in denying it anymore. Unfortunately, he’'d been
caught.

“What does this mean for the case?’



Bennit chuckled. “ There is no case. What part of that do you not understand, Jones?’

“Captain, that DNA proved someone in Imani’s family was at both crime scenes.
That hair, that blood...Those were no coincidences. Sade was the only person in
Vanzette who knew both victims and had a reason to kill them. How can you sit there
and tell me thereis no case?’

“Because you stole the evidence without a warrant, the validity of the DNA match is
being called into question. Even if the DNA was a match, her attorney is arguing that
was alie and that you had someone change the name in the system to Sade’'s.”

“That’s bullshit!” Jones yelled as he stood. “The DNA can be run against what’s on
file in Memphis for Imani. It will be a 100 percent match for her and a 50 percent
match for her sister. She' sthe killer, Captain.”

“That may be the case, but unfortunately, because you did your own thing and took
matters into your own hands, the prosecutor will not be able to use the DNA sample
and match as evidence.”

“Comeon,” Jones interrupted to blurt.

“And seeing as that was all the evidence we had against Sade, she will be released
from prison, and al charges against her will be dropped. Not only that, but | also
have to issue a public apology to her and her family on your behalf and pray this
doesn’t create a snowball effect of people that you’' ve put away based on DNA asking
to have their casesretried. ”

That left Jones speechless, so Bennit continued.

“1 convinced the DA not to press charges against you, but | have to fire you. Effective
immediately, you are no longer a detective for the Vanzette Police Department. And



might | make clear thisis not an invitation for you to continue to go after this woman
on your own. Y ou fucked up any chance there was of Sade doing time for this. Now
live with it.” As Bennit shoved his glasses up the bridge of his nose, he added, “Go
empty out your desk and vacate the premises immediately.”

“Yes, gir,” Jones agreed. “I-1"m sorry.”

Remaining silent, Bennit returned his attention to the file on his desk.

As Jones returned to hisdesk, it felt like all eyeswere on him.

His body radiated anger. As much as he tried to maintain a composed outward
appearance, his insides were hot and shaking, asif they were boiling on the inside.

This could not have been happening. Yet again, Sade had gotten away with
everything.

..and Jones had no one to blame but himself.

Once he had all his belongings, Jones was escorted out of the precinct by his
lieutenant. His steps froze at the sight of Dante leaning against his car, wearing a
smug grin.

“1 told you not to fuck with my wife.”

“All right, that’s enough,” Lieutenant Burns said, shooing Dante away from the
vehicle.

Dante shot Jones awink before he walked away, and Jones had to tighten his grip on
the box to keep from dropping it and going after him.
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Mid-September
Thank you for the pictures of Carmen. | can't lie.,, | thought you' d get out of here and

forget about me. | didn’t expect you to keep your promise. My baby girl has gotten so
big, but | guess that’s to be expected. Thank you for giving her back to me in some

way.
Last time we talked, you said you' d be moving back to Memphis.
How isthat going? Did you find a house yet?

If so, make sure you give me your new address so we can continue to write to each
other.

| know you said | can call you anytime, but at least these letters are cheaper because
they only use a stamp.

Oh! That lawyer you contacted on my behalf came to visit me yesterday.
He said you offered to pay for him to represent me, but that won’t be necessary.

Apparently, his office does pro bono appeals for people they believe have been
wrongly convicted.

| told him that | did kill Nico, but only because | felt | had no other choice.

He said he' d looked into it and believed me.



..thought | had a chance to get out of here soon.

Can you believe that? | owe it all to you.

Thank you for believing in me and not giving up on me. If | get out of here, | don’t
know what | could do to repay you, but I'll think of something.

Reka is out of the hospital. She was pissed when she got back and saw you were
gone.

That stab to her side knocked out some of her steam, LOL.

She couldn’t believe Dominique didn’t go after you when you got out of solitary.
Dominique gave her a BS excuse about how she could never get you alone before
you left, and Reka told her being in the main room had never stopped her from
fighting someone before.

So they aren’t cliqued up anymore. If nothing else came from your time here except
my pictures and you breaking up those rapist bullies, | know alot of women in here
that’ |l be forever grateful to you for that.

Simone

The sight of Dante’ s pout made Sade giggle.

He was looking forward to finding out the sex of their baby, but it was a bit too soon.

Sade was only sixteen weeks pregnant, and her doctor suggested waiting until her
next appointment so it would be more accurate.



Dante did get excited about the ultrasound and hearing their baby’ s heartbeat, though.

Asthey walked hand in hand to his car, Sade teased him with, “Aww, babe, | thought
you only cared about having a healthy little one. You said you didn’t care about the

Sex.

“l don't careif it'saboy or girl...I just want to know if it’saboy or girl.”

As Sade chuckled, she lifted his hand to her mouth and kissed it. “Next month will fly
by before you know it, and then we'll get to find out.”

“You're right. You told me not to get my hopes up about it happening today, so |
shouldn’t have been surprised.

" As Dante opened the door for her, his free hand went to her belly.

It had rounded and started to protrude, and Dante couldn’t keep his hands off it.

“1 dtill can’'t believe we' re going to have a baby. ”

“Neither can I,” Sade admitted, covering his hand with hers. “I’'m just grateful I'm
not dealing with as many symptoms as | was, and my energy isreturning.”

“Metoo. | hate that you had to go through that, but I’ m glad you are willing to for our
baby.”

He gave her another kiss before helping her get into the car.

When Sade pulled her phone out to check her notifications, she was surprised to see
she had a missed call from her grandmother.



After Dante told her what Ava and Barron said, Sade didn’t bother contacting them.

This was the first time Ava had called, and Sade immediately thought something was
wrong.

“My grandma called me,” she muttered as Dante started the car.

“Areyou going to call her back?’ he asked, lowering the volume on the music.

“Yeah, | guess. I'm sureif she's calling me, it has to be something important.”

Dante nodded his agreement as Sade returned the call. Ava answered shortly.

“Hello?’

“You cdled?

“Yes. | got acalendar reminder about your appointment today. | was supposed to go
with you to your appointments, remember?’

“Yeah, well, that’s not necessary anymore. Dante’'s with me. Besides, you made it
clear you don’t want me around, so I’ m not sure why you thought 1’ d still want you to

come.”

Avasighed into the receiver. “Can you come over so we can talk about that? | need to
explain where we're going from.”

Sade chuckled. “There’ s no need to explain. You think I'm akiller.”

“Sade, please. Just come over so we can talk.”



After considering it for awhile, Sade agreed with, “Fine. I'll be over later.”

She disconnected the call, hoping she wouldn’t regret her decision to see them.

“I'll take you over there, but if they start talking crazy, we leave. | will protect you
from anyone who means you harm, and that includes emotional and mental harm
from them.”

Sade hated that it had come down to this, but she was grateful for his protection and
support. “ Thank you,” she mumbled, taking his hand into hers.

Maybe Ava wanted to apologize. Even if she did, Sade wasn’t sure what that would
change.

In the back of her mind, she would always wonder when the next time she'd do
something to make them disappointed or upset and cause them to want her to go

away.

She was an adult and could handle their rgjection, but that was something she refused
to introduce to her child.

Sade’ s Audio Journd

“Something is off with my grandparents. I’m going to go talk to them, but | still don’t
know if | will have peace when it comes to them.

| don’t know if it’s the hormones or not, but | feel more sensitive than usual.

| want to be on good terms with them, but | feel like something is going on that they
aren’t telling me about.



“Do they know what | did and are just waiting for me to confess? Is that why they’ve
been so against me lately?

But how could they know? Who could have possibly told them?

| don’t think Imani would. What could she get out of that?

" Sade chuckled. “Well, maybe that would make her look like less of a screwup in
their eyes. | don’t know.

Something’s going on with them, though, and until | figure out what it is, I'm not
sure if they will be the secure, stable presence they’ ve always been for me. ”

“If you feel uncomfortable at any time, we can leave,” Dante said as he rang the
doorbell.

“Okay, but | don’'t plan to be here long anyway. We agreed to tell your family after
the next checkup, so | want usto still do that.”

“All right, Smiley,” Dante agreed as the front door unlocked and opened.

Barron smiled at his granddaughter, whose mouth remained slack. His eyes lowered
to her protruding belly.

“You'rerealy pregnant, huh?’
“Oh, so you don't just think I’m akiller, but you think I'm aliar too?
“That’s not...I was only saying that because thisis my first time seeing you with this

belly, Sade. | know you weren't lying about being pregnant.” Barron opened the door
wider as he told them, “Comein.”



They followed Barron into the living room as if they were unfamiliar with the home.
At the sight of Ava seated on the textured couch, Sade asked, “Where are the twins?’

“With their other grandparents.” Before Sade could question why they alowed
Adam’s parents to have the twins, Ava added, “It was somewhat of a truce. Having
some time with the girls keeps the peace between both families. If we hadn’t agreed,
they would have sought custody anyway.

Thisway, we get to decide how often they can get them and when. ”

“You do realize Samantha blames me for his death and hastried to fight me, right?’
Ava shrugged and released a low breath. “Yes, but that really has nothing to do with
the fact that those are her grandbabies. Regardless of how she feels about how Adam

died or you, we can’'t keep them from her.”

With aroll of her eyes, Sade crossed her arms over her chest and asked, “Why did
you want me to come over?’

“You'll want to be seated for this,” Barron said, pointing toward the space next to her
grandmother.

Sade sat there while Dante sat in the recliner that was on the opposite side of her, and
her grandfather sat in asimilar chair.

“The reason we had such a harsh reaction to you getting out of jail is because we
were triggered by you going to jail to begin with,” Ava said.

“Triggered over what?’ Sade asked.

“The fact that your parents love story was a hell of a lot like yours,” Barron



answered.

“Your mother, Andrea, had a best friend, who she claimed as her sister. Her name
was Tonya. They both were friends with your father, Martin. Your mother had
feelings for your father, but she didn’t go after him.

Instead, she told Tonya. Tonya, then, went after your father. ”

“Like me and Imani,” Sade said.

Ava nodded. “Yes. Now, the difference was that your father turned Tonya down
because he had feelings for your mom.” Avas eyes shifted toward Dante, who
inadvertently avoided them. “Andrea and Martin talked; they agreed to date, and we

thought that was the end of it.”

“But it wasn't,” Barron said. “Apparently, Tonya's advances continued over the
years.

Eventually, Martin surrendered to them, and they had a longstanding affair.

During thistime, Tonya got married and had a daughter.

Even still, she wanted your father. Andrea and Martin hit a rough patch in their
marriage, and he agreed to adivorce pact with Tonya.

WEeéll, Tonya actually divorced her husband, but your father decided he wanted to
work things out with your mom. ”

Ava's hand covered her mouth as her eyes watered. Though Sade had no idea where
they were going with this, her emotions also began to unravel.



“The car accident that killed your parents...That wasn't an accident,” Ava said.

“It was a double murder, and Tonya was behind it. After she was convicted of
tampering with their brakes and causing the accident, she was sentenced to life in
prison. Her daughter suffered the most with that decision, and because of bullying at
school, she committed suicide.”

“Oh my God.” Sade clutched her chest.

“So when you and Imani started bickering over Dante, we feared things would
become volatile,” Ava shared. “That’s why | always tried to get you to see you
couldn’'t share him. | didn’t want either of you feeling so possessive of him that you

tried to get the other out of the way.”

“l can understand that, but I'm not sure why that would make you believe | killed
those women.”

“Love can make you do crazy things,” Barron said.

“We lost your mom because her best friend wanted your father. It wasn't too far off
for us to think you killed someone to keep Dante’ s identity a secret.

When you were first arrested, we didn’t think that.

After we looked into the case and learned some of the details, we started to become
triggered over what happened to Andreaand Martin. ”

“Thanks for telling me this.” Sade paused. “Why didn't Mom ever tell us? | get why
she didn’t bring Tonya around, but still.”

“1 think she wasn’t too proud of how they behaved over your father,” Ava answered.



“That’ s the only thing | can think of.”

With anod, Sade stood. “Thisis alot to take in. All thistime, | thought it was truly a
horrible car accident that took my parents away from me, and now, you're telling me
they were murdered. Does Imani know?’

“No, she doesn’t.”

Sade rubbed her hands together, needing to be able to direct the nervous energy that
filled her in one place.

“Okay. | guess she doesn’t need to know. I, uh...We're gonna go.”

Ava stood. “| never wanted to tell you this, but | needed you to know why we reacted
the way we did.” She took Sade’'s hand into hers. “I don’'t want you to stay away,
baby. | just don’t want anything to happen to you in the name of love.”

“Well, you don’'t have to worry about that.

Adam isdead, and he's the one who wanted Dante dead.

Atlas went alittle crazy, but now he's dead and no longer athreat.

And Imani doesn’t give a damn what we do.

Those charges against me have been dropped and will never be an issue again.

" Sade released her grandmother’ s hand and grabbed Dante's.

“We'refinaly getting to our happily ever after.



I’d like you to be included, but | will also be at peaceif you're not. ”

“We want to be in your lives,” Barron said.

“And our new grandbaby,” Ava added.

Sade looked at Dante, and when he nodded his approval, she agreed.

Sade sat between her parents' graves. She' d been there long enough to clean them off
and put out new flowers.

Before she arrived, she had a million thoughts and questions in her mind.

Now that she was here, she only wanted to sit in silence and feel close to them.

Learning this new truth felt like the scab had been ripped off the wound, and she was
grieving her parents al over again.

Except this time, she wasn't mad at God for taking them from her—she was angry at
Tonya—and wanted her to pay.
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By that point, the damage had been done.

Not only did Martin not want to be with Tonya anymore, but because she lied to him
about her daughter, he also wanted to make her suffer.

Before Tonya could receive full custody of the child that had never been his, she was
convicted of killing Martin and Andrea Griffin.

For awhile, framing his wife for the murders was worth it.

..until the daughter he’ d schemed to keep committed suicide.
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Two Weeks L ater
The Following Monday
“lan, man, I'm so sorry about this.”

lan gave him a dismissive wave of his hand. “Whoever did this taped these flyers all
over the building. We' ve been trying to get them down, but it'salot.”

“This has to be the same person who slashed my tires,” Dante said, more to himself
as he continued to walk and tear down flyers.

“What? When did this happen?’
“The night we went out.”
“Why didn’t you say anything? How did you get home?”’

“l didn’t want to inconvenience either of you. At first, | thought it was a case of
mistaken identity. Now, | know it was for me.”

“Damn. Well, security is checking footage from last night, so we'll see who did this.”
“Good.”

“But with that being said...” lan squeezed the back of his neck and briefly shifted his
eyes. “Until you get this under control, we' re gonna need you to work from home. |



know the situation, but it’s not something | want to have to explain to our clients.”

Though Dante was frustrated by lan’s decision, he respected it and planned to take
accountability.

“I get it, man. Thanks for giving me grace in a situation that’s beyond my control.
I’m cool with working from home. But when security gets a hit, please text me the
photo.”

“For sure. | got you.”

The pair shook hands before Dante went to his office to grab afew of hisfiles.

He did have three meetings scheduled for that week and questioned whether he
should reschedul e them.

For now, he’'d focus on one thing at a time, and his biggest priority was finding out
who was responsible and making them pay.

Dante stared at the picture lan sent him.

He didn’t recognize the man dressed in all black.

Not only did he have a hood tossed over his head, but he also wore a mask and
gloves.

Dante was impressed by his ability to bypass the alarm system.

If Atlas were still alive, Dante would have assumed it was him.

But this man— the short stature and slim frame—Dante didn’t recognize him at all.



“This is so frustrating,” Sade seethed, rubbing her belly. “I don’t recognize anything
about this man, baby.”

“1 don't either. I’'m trying to think if he could be an old client affected by what Imani
did. But they were compensated, so no one should have a reason to want revenge.”

“Hmm...What if they lost something that being compensated couldn’t fix?’ Dante
remained silent, so Sade continued. “They got their money back, but what if
someone’ s credit being affected had alasting effect?’

Dante massaged his chin as he sat back in his seat. “That’s a possibility. If they were
trying to get a house, car, or business loan and Imani didn't come through, the
application could have been rejected.”

“For some people, that kind of thing makes them spiral.”

“That's a possibility, but | don’t know. Maybe I'll review the affidavit that lists the
victims' names. If | can find them online, | can see if anyone has his frame. But I'm

not sold on this.”

“While you do that, | can check their files individually and see if anyone was waiting
on alarge loan or credit repair for something life changing.”

“You sure?’

“Of course. My creativity is a bit low with everything going on, so it's not like I'm
painting or working on a new coloring book.”

“I'm sorry about this, Sade. | feel like it's one thing after another. Maybe your
grandmawas right. Are we crazy thinking we'll be able to live anormal life?’



Straddling his lap, Sade affirmed him with, “I don’t mind being crazy in love with

you.

His hands lowered to her ass, and he squeezed it. “And | don’t mind being crazy in
love with you, either.”
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“Isthat Atlas' s baby?’

Imani’s head tilted, and her jaws clenched. She released a slow, long breath. “I guess
you're finally happy now. Not only did you get Dante, but you're also having his
baby too.”

“I"m not upset about it. | feel like it's second nature for me to give you a hard time,
but | don't care. You're the one who wanted him and...I guess it's good that you
finally got him.”

“S0, you're okay with this?’

Imani chuckled. “If | wasn't, it wouldn’t change anything. But yeah, it’s cool. | really
don’t care.”

“Good.” Sade sat up alittle straighter in her seat. “There’s something else you should
know. Grandma and Grandpa wanted me to keep it to myself, but | can’t do that.”

“What’ s going on?’

Sade told her everything about her parents and Tonya, and Imani followed up with,
“Are you fucking kidding me?’ as she leaped from her seat. The guard yelling her
name caused her to sit back down. “Our parents were murdered, and they didn’t think
that was something we needed to know?”’

“That was my thing. | can understand why they wouldn’t have told us immediately,
but there was no reason for them not to tell us by now. | know they meant well and



didn’t want us to hurt over what happened even more, but that could have been a
lesson for usto learn from.”

“1 agree. I’'m not telling the twins about what | did to get mein here until they’re at an
age where they can process and make sense of it.

So, | get them not telling us while we were still in high school.

But let’s be honest—you and | were a hell of alot like Mama and this Tonya lady.

Now, | don't think we would have actually ever killed each other, but you did
threaten to kill me atime or two. ”

Sade smirked. “ That was a heat-of-the-moment threat, Imani.”

“I don’t know now. After what happened in Vanzette...”

“Anyway,” Sade stretched with awave of her hand, causing Imani to laugh.

“| fedl like if we would have known about that, then we would have been more aware
of how we treated each other. | spent a lot of time being resentful because they gave
me a harder time about Dante than you, and you were the one who did wrong to me.
If 1 would have known they feared I'd snap like Tonya, it would have made things
make sense. ”

“Well, there' s nothing we can do about it now. Tonyaisin prison, right?’

“Right. | didn’t look up her and her husband, though | was really tempted to. But |

felt like that would send me down a rabbit hole, and I’d want to punish her even
though she' s aready being punished.”



“Same. She's lucky I'm serving fed time. Otherwise, 1'd find and handle her if we
were in the same place.”

Sade chuckled, though she knew her sister was serious. “Does this...change anything
for you?’

Imani’ s mouth twisted to the side as she thought it over.

With a shrug, she hummed. “It makes me fedl a little bad about what | did, how I
baited you over the years. It shows me how serious and deadly things could have
turned out. | would have never wanted things to get to that point. | can’t imagine how
what | did over the years made you fee mentally and emotionally. What if | had
made you snap?’

Sade scratched and tugged her ear. “I'd like to think | wouldn’t have given you that
much power over my emotions. That's why | stayed away and moved to Vanzette.
But | honestly don’t know. I’m just glad we'll never have to find out.”

Imani licked her lips as her eyes watered.

“l know I’ve said it before, but | really am sorry.

Being here has caused me to do a lot of reflection, and I'm becoming more self-
aware.

I’ ve always been selfish and uncaring when it came to the feelings of others.

| never cared how my actions affected them.

.... | want you to be happy with Dante and my little niece or nephew. Y ou deserveit.”



The sisters continued to talk, and by the time Sade |eft, she felt lighter.

After spending time behind bars herself, Sade decided to put together a care package
for her sister.

She remembered how good it felt to not only have Dante put time on the phone and
on her books but also to order her food as well.

So, she did the same for Imani. When she finished adding the funds online and
ordering her food to be delivered for the next three weeks, Sade decided to write her
Sister aletter.

It was crazy how their relationship was being strengthened while they were apart, but
Sade was grateful for it, and she hoped by the time Imani was out, they could treat
each other like normal sisters.
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“Hello. | have a packagefor...” He looked down at his clipboard. “ Sade Griffin?’
“Oh. Apologies.”
“Day!” he called, setting the box on the ground. After grabbing a pair of scissors
from the kitchen, he met her in the hallway. “ Someone just dropped a package off for

you. ‘Atlas’ iswritten on the top. Have you heard from anyonein his family lately?’

She shook her head as she stood at the door and looked down at the box. “No, |
haven't. I'm not sure why anyone would be sending me something in his name.”

“Do you mind if | open it just to be safe?”’

“Not at all.”

Dante opened the box, revealing a card on top of a smaller box.

He lifted the card and read it aloud. “ Such a pity. The lives lost because of you. Atlas
was the last...How long will that be true? Y ou’' ve kept your hands clean, and now, it

seems Dante is doing your dirty work. Who will be the next person he hurts?’

“Baby, don't open it.” Sade placed her hand on his shoulder, but that didn’t stop
Dante from opening the top of the box.

The moment he did, flies flew out. Sade covered her mouth but to no avail. She
vomited in the bushes at the sight of the mound of poo and crawling maggots.



“This has to be Jones,” Dante said. “Who else would be bringing up alleged murders?
Plus, me killing Atlas was self-defense.” He finished closing the box and walked it
over to the garbage, not bothering to wait for Sade’ s response.

He found her in their bathroom, brushing her teeth. Dante washed his hands three
times before starting to feel alittle cleaner.

“Why won't he just leave us alone 7' Sade seethed. “You'd think losing his job
would have brought him to his senses. Why can’'t hejust...let it go?’

“I think losing his job is ammunition for him to keep coming until we stop him.”

Sade shook her head as she closed the space between them and wrapped her arms
around him. “I know what you'’ re thinking, but we can’'t.”

Dante scoffed. “Why not? Do you think | will just let him stalk and taunt you like
this? To what end? Y ou’ re pregnant. Y ou don’t need to deal with continued stress.”

“You'reright, but I don’'t want us to respond and bait him to do more. Maybe if we
ignoreit, he'll stop.”

“It's clear he's till watching us. That needs to be handled. We'll try it your way, but
we're doing it my way if it doesn’t work.”

Sade nodded in agreement, and Dante kissed her forehead. He never thought there
would come a day when he'd be able to consider taking a life so casually. But for
Sade? He wouldn't give it a second thought.
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“When are you going to find out what you' re having?’ Deandre asked his son.
“The next checkup, | believe. | was hoping it would be the last one, but Doctor Smith
said it was till a bit too early, and she didn’t want to risk not being able to see and
getting us excited or telling us an incorrect gender.”
“That’s understandable. Well, | just want to know what my grandbaby will be,”
Olivia said. “This baby is truly a gift. It won't replace the twins, but it sure makes
their loss easier to handle, knowing we'll have thislittle one.”
“And you’ re sure there' s no chance this is that other man’s child?’ Deandre asked.
Dante was aways open with his parents because he often asked them for advice.
He' d shared with them how Sade had been involved with Atlas, and that was the
reason Atlas entered and died in their home.
“Shesaid it’'smine, and | believe her.”
“Will you get a DNA test just to be sure?’
“1 trust her, so | don’t think there’s aneed for one.”
Deandre sighed. “I love Sade, and I’'m not saying she could be as heartless and
conniving as her sister, but if you know she was involved with a man around the

sametime asyou, I’d get that test to be sure.”

“Nah.” Dante shook his head. “He wasn't around when we were doing our thing in



Vanzette. | get where y’all are coming from, but I'm 100 percent sure the baby is
mine.”

“And if that’s the case, what’s wrong with taking the test just to confirm it?’ Olivia
asked sweetly.

Dante’'s phone vibrating in his pocket stopped him from responding. He pulled it out
and sat up in his seat at the sight of two new messages from a blocked number. The
pictures of Patrice and Trina's dead bodies made his heart stop, along with the
caption, You're next.

Chuckling, Dante stood, absently telling his parents he had to go.

They asked if he was okay, and he wasn’t sure he even responded vocally.

Those crime-scene photos were just the evidence he needed to prove Jones was
behind everything happening to him and Sade lately, and even though he told Sade
he'd ignore it, that was no longer an option.

For awhile, all Dante could do was stare at Captain Bennit. He' d taken the three-hour
drive to get to Vanzette and was sure the captain would be of assistance. After he'd
run down everything that had been happening, Bennit's response was, “There's
nothing | can do.”

“Excuse me?’ Dante sat up in his seat, tilting his head so that his ear was more
aligned with Bennit’ s mouth—because he refused to believe what he was hearing. “ If
Jones didn’t send me these crime-scene photos, who the hell else did?’

“Even if he did, | can promise you we won't get a trace back to him on that blocked
number.



He could argue that several other people with access to their files could have sent you
that.

" Dante couldn’t deny that. “There’'s no camera footage to show who slashed your
tires.

The footage you have of the person who put the pictures up doesn’'t match his
description. ”

“He could have easily paid someone to do that for him.”

“1 don’t deny that, but again, you have no proof. And | can make a safe bet that if you
called the delivery company, Jones will not be the name of the person who placed
that delivery.”

“Are you saying you don’t believe he' s behind this or that | can’t proveit?’

“1I"m saying that you can’t prove it.” Bennit released aloaded sigh.

“Before the truth came out about what he did in Memphis, | would have said it was
impossible for Jones to do any of this, but now, I’m not sure.

What | can say is that without proof, neither we nor the Memphis Police Department
would be able to press harassment or vandalizing charges against him.

I’m sorry | can’t be of more help. If you get some proof, come back and see me, and
I’ll get someone on this.”

“Sowhat? That's it?’

Bennit shrugged. “1 mean...yeah. Honestly, we have no way of proving that Jones has



been logging into our software to get those photos or do anything else, for that matter.
Even if he was following the two of you, we can’'t prove that unless you see him and
take pictures.

If he is doing something, he's doing it without leaving proof, which is what you'll
need for usto help you. ”

Dante chuckled as he stood. “Don’t worry, I’ [l handle it myself.”

“l would advise against that,” Bennit said, “If anything were to happen to Jones, |
wouldn’t be able to ignore this threat. Y ou’ d be the prime suspect.”

“Ask meif | giveafuck,” Dante tossed over his shoulder, opening the door to leave.
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She tossed her phone onto the bed and walked over to the window.

Though it was her idea to ignore Jones, she didn’t know how much more she could
take of this.

Guilt hadn’t gnawed at her because of what she’'d done, but Jones's taunting made
her anxious.

It didn't seem to matter that the police had released her as a suspect and kept the
cases closed.

Jones wanted her to suffer, and though she may not have said vocally that she was,
his actions were weighing on her mind heavily.

“Hello, Smiley.”

“Hey, babe. Do you have Jones' s number?’

“1 have the number he called me from, but it's no longer in service.”
“Damn.”

“Why? What’s wrong? Did he do something else?’

Sade massaged her temple. “He's spamming my email and sent me some screenshots
of conversations between Patrice and Trina.”



“Send that to me. I'll start collecting everything he sends and keep a record of what
he does. Even if he doesn’t dlip up and do something that will tie it back to him, I'm
going to take care of him, and this proof will explain why.”

“I take it things didn’t go well with the captain?’

Dante chuckled. “Not at al. He said they can’'t do anything with solid proof.”

“Of course they can’'t. What more proof do they need than him stealing my sister’s
damn DNA?’

“1 don’t know, bae. | know | told you I'd try to ignore him, but when | find him, it’'s
over. | can’'t stand around and not do anything. That’s not the kind of man | am.”

“There has to be more to it than this. What about this case could have made him
snap? I'm looking into it, but I’'m not seeing any news reports or articles about him

ever doing anything else like this.”

“Hmm...” Dante massaged his chin. “Just because you don’t see it doesn’'t mean it
hasn’t happened.

| doubt if thisisthe first time he’s gone rogue like this.

Maybe | should hire a private investigator.

If thisis a pattern for him, that’ [l help us build a better case against him.

And at the least, hopefully, they will help me track him down. ”

“That sounds like a good idea, baby. | can look up some since I'm already on the
computer, and we can go through them together when you get home.”



“All right, Smiley. Do you need me to bring anything home?’

“Home...l love the sound of that.” Dante bit down on his bottom lip and moaned at
the sight of her smile. “All | need isyou.”

“Then I’'ll beright there.”

Sade,

That lawyer you got me is amazing! He said there’'s areally great chance | can leave
here soon.

Instead of going to aboard, I'll be going straight in front of the judge.

| think that's a good thing, right? That it's just one person who will make the
decision.

Either way, I’'m really excited about the possibility of getting out of here.

The court date hasn’t been set. He said it could take up to ninety days. | don’t mind
waiting. Hell, I’ve waited this long.

| reached out to Carmen’s grandparents. Not sure why | thought that would be a good
idea.

| guess a part of me thought if they knew there was a chance | was getting out, they’d
realize | wasn't the monster their grief made me out to be.

| hoped they would have some mercy and remember what their son had done to me.
But they don't care.



They don’'t care that | had to fight for my life almost every night. They don’t care that
he subjected Carmen to the beatings. They didn’t care that | was so traumatized that |
felt that was the only way to stop him. All they care about is that it was their son, and
| took him away.

They are going to make getting my daughter back hard for me. | already know. But
she’ s worth that upcoming battle, and | won't stop until | have her. | didn’t mean to
burden you with that. You know | don’t talk to anyone in here about personal stuff.
Thank you again...for everything.

Simone
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Now, he was supposed to be heading to the office to grab some files, but he found
himself back in bed with her.

“If you don't stop, you're never going to leave,” she warned, wrapping her arms
around his neck. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“Yes, baby,” she almost purred, wrapping her legs around him tightly.
“Then make amess for me.”

And that’ s exactly what she did. By the time they were done with their second round,
there was a puddle underneath her.

They showered together again before he begrudgingly dressed to go to the office.

Since they’d been having a few days of peace with no communication from Jones,
Dante had thoroughly enjoyed making their home into their personal cocoon.

He hadn’t left for athing and loved every minute of the solitude.
“Do you need me to bring you anything back?’ he asked as Sade fixed histie.

“Can you bring me more canvases? Veronica wants me to create some custom pieces
for her new office.”

“You sure you up for that?’



“Yeah. I'm inspired. | think it'll be fun. She wants lots of babies of all different
shadesto line the walls.”

“That sounds dope, Smiley. | got you.”
After a few kisses and their declaration of love, Dante headed out. He was looking
forward to returning to the office, even if only for a brief moment. But more than

that, he was looking forward to getting back home to Sade.

It took Dante about an hour to update things on the company software and grab a few
new files.

After what happened with Imani, he was meticulous about record keeping and used
password-encrypted software only installed on his work computer.

When he finished, he stopped by lan’s office to catch up with him.

Asthey headed out, they talked about their weekend plans.

Dante agreed to go out but made it clear he'd need to check with Sade first. She'd
always been aloner, and being pregnant made her want to do even less.

To his surprise, she'd been talking to Jessica and Veronica more, though, and he
hoped she had something planned to do with Jessicafor the weekend.

When they stepped into the lobby, Dante saw Jones, and he had to keep himself from
snapping.

Jones |leaned against the window by the revolving doors, his ankles crossed, with a
smug grin.



Dante ran his fingers down the corners of his mouth and took a deep breath.

lan was still talking, but his words went in one ear and out the other as Dante set his
files down and headed in Jones's direction.

“Give me one good reason why | shouldn’t lay your ass out right now,” Dante
demanded through gritted teeth.

“That wouldn’'t be a very professional thing to do.”

“You want to talk about professionalism after you had a woman attacked so you
could steal her blood? Why in the hell aren’t you in jail anyway?’

Jones pushed himself off the wall. “I guess that’s something me and Sade have in
common...getting away with things.”

“This is the only warning | will give you: stop with the antics. No more text
messages, shit gifts, spam emails...Stop all of it.”

“And if | don’t, what are you going to do? Kill me?’

Dante scratched his nostril. “Try me and find out.”

Jones passed him, looking over his shoulder, and said, “Sade’'s getting bigger and
bigger. Y ou know | was watching her while you were away. Are you sure that baby is
yours?’

Before Dante could stop himself, he was turning Jones around and punching

him—repeatedly. Had it not been for several sets of hands peeling him off Jones's
unconscious body, Dante would have beat him to death.



lan shoved Dante out of the building, using his body to keep Dante from going back
inside.

“Are you out of your mind!” lan yelled, gripping Dante by his neck and shoving him
backward. “We had clients in the lobby that saw that shit! What were you thinking?’

“1 was thinking he's been taunting my wife and needs to be stopped. That’s what |
was thinking!”

“And you had to do that here?’

“Where else? He' s been a ghost!”

lan released a shaky breath and squeezed the bridge of his nose as Dante paced.
“Look...I"’ve loved having you back, man, but thisis too much. Thisisn't a good look
for my firm and—"

“Saveit,” Danteinterrupted. “Y ou don’t have to fire me. | quit.”

lan’s body crumbled. “Let me terminate you. At least that way, | can give you a
severance package and bring you back when you take care of this.”

Dante scoffed. “I didn’t come here because | need the money; | came here to do what
| love.

But | never intended this man to be a menace and not let me and my wife move on.

So, | quit. | know thisisn’t agood look.

| apologize for doing this in front of clients, but | will never apologize for knocking
him out. ”



“Get this taken care of so you can come back,” lan pleaded, extending his hand for
Dante to shake.

Dante shook it, nodding his agreement. However, even when Jones was out of the
picture, he wouldn't return.

The last thing he wanted was to be a stain on anyone' s reputation.

Money would never be an issue for him and Sade, and he didn’t have to work if he
didn’t want to.

Maybe he’ d take some time off until after the baby was born.

Hopefully, by then, Jones would be out of the picture, and he and Sade could finally
settle into alife of normalcy.



Page 47

Source Creation Date: July 31, 2025, 4:18 am

“Yeah?' he answered, the wind whipping against the receiver.
“Uh-oh. Y ou sound mad.”

“I’m letting off the rest of my steam with arun.”

“ S0 the picture Jones sent me of himself was real ?’

“It was.”

“What happened?’

“He was at the office talking shit about the baby not being mine, and | snapped. lan
wanted to fire me, but | quit. He told me | could return once this is resolved, but |
won't. If anything, I’'ll start my own firm like | should have done to begin with.”

Sade sighed and stood, needing to walk around herself. “I’m sorry, babe. He deserved
that ass whupping but not at the expense of your job.”

“It was worth it. I'm glad he felt confident enough to think | wouldn’'t touch him
because we were in public. Money’s good, so I’m in no rush to start working again. |
want to get things ready for the baby and enjoy having you to myself asmuch as| can
before he or she gets here.”

That made Sade smile as she dlipped into her shoes and headed outside. “I love the
sound of that. I wish | could have seen the house in Decatur, but | don’'t want to fly
when | get bigger. | don’t want to feel uncomfortable.”



“We still have time. It's just a short flight away. Whenever you want to go, we can
leave.”

“And you're sure you’ re up for that right now?’

“Absolutely. If you want, I'll book a flight for us when | get home. Might as well
make it a weeklong trip and see the penthouse in New Y ork too. | think if you see the
beach house in San Diego, you won't want to come back home.”

Sade’' s heart fluttered, and she smiled as she locked the door behind herself.

“1 think you're right. Y ou know | love being near water.

But | might need to wait until | have the baby to go there.

" She paused. “I love that we can do whatever we want when we want. | wish we
could just spend the rest of our days traveling and giving our baby ataste of different
cultures.”

“Who says we can’'t? We can remain planted until the baby is old enough to travel
and experience what we'll be doing and then get to it. Let's get a nanny too. That
way, we can have some alone time.”

“Y ou thinking homeschool 7’

“Absolutely. Maybe not for high school, but definitely elementary. | know those are
fundamental years, so we can revisit this conversation when the time comes, but you
know my cousin Briscoe was an army brat and was homeschooled because they

traveled so much.”

“Yeah, and it worked in his favor too. That man was never in Memphis.”



Dante chuckled. “At all. He's paid and living his best life, experiencing one amazing
country after another. That’s what | want for our kids.”

“Plural?’ shereplied with agrin.

“Yeah. You didn’t think we were stopping at one, did you?’

She giggled. “I feel like we had this conversation and agreed on a number, but I'm
not sure.”

Dante was silent for awhile. “Y ou're sure there’s no way the baby is his? If you tell
me there' snot, | will believe you.”

Sade sighed. This seemed like the time to be honest with him. “I’m 100 percent sure
the baby is yours because | was pregnant when we were in Vanzette.” She clicked her
tongue. “1 was pregnant when | left you.”

“What?’ he almost whispered.

“1 felt like you were with me because of what I’d done for you. You'd never chosen
me before, and...| didn’t really believe how you felt for me.”

“So what? Y ou were going to keep my baby away from me and create a readymade
family with Atlas?’

“l said that was what | would do, but | regretted it as soon as | was away from you.
There was no way | could have kept this child from you, especially after telling you

about the twins.”

“Damn, Day. I’m going to need some time to process this.”



Sade nodded. “| understand.”

“It’ s not going to be an issue, though. | know, so | won’t hold this against you.”
“Thank you, Dante. I'll et you go. | love you.”

“1 love you too.”

Dante disconnected the call quickly, and Sade hoped it wouldn't take him long to get
over the truth. If it did, she would be patient with him because he had the right to feel
however he felt.

Several Hours Later

When Dante made it home, he didn’'t seek her out like usual. That was a sign to her
that he still felt some type of way over what she’'d shared with him. Still, she went

looking for him and found him leaning against the door frame of the baby’s nursery.

“Are you still mad?’ she asked quietly. “If so, I'll leave you alone. But I'm glad you
came home.”

“I’ll always come home to you, and I’m not mad.

" Dante turned to face her. “I was hurt. Thinking you could keep my baby from me...”
He chuckled.

“But | feel like | don’'t have theright.

| mean...l got your sister pregnant and married her.

Well, we thought | got her pregnant. So, do | really have room to be upset about



anything you do?”

“Dante, you’'ll always have the right to feel how you feel.

Thiswill never be atit-for-tat kind of thing.

Yes, you got Imani pregnant, but we didn’t start being honest with each other about
how we felt until after that.

These things don't compare, and you being with my sister first doesn't give me a
lifetime pass to do things that might upset or hurt you.

" She wrapped her arms around his neck. “That was me being bitter and proud. |
wasn't trying to hurt you intentionally, but I'm sorry | did. ”

“It'sokay. I’'m just glad you told me, and | can experience this with you.”

“Thank you for forgiving me and for being understanding. | would have accepted if
you harbored hurt or anger over this, but—"

Dante chuckled and interrupted her to declare, “We have too much time to make up
for, Smiley, for me to waste time being upset over something as minuscule as this.
Y ou told the truth, we' re here together, and that’ s all that mattersto me.”

“Good, because that’s dl that matters to me too.”

Their lips connected, and they shared a tender kiss before pulling away and heading
to their room to plan the trip they were about to take.
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One Week Later

“Isit the same one that handled my situation?’

Sade did as he told her, hugging him as best as his cuffed hands behind his back
would allow. He was glad he'd taken her to Georgia and New York, giving them a
chance to rest and have some fun before having to deal with Jones's new bullshit.
Three Days Later

“Isthisajoke?’ Dante asked his attorney.

“No, and | don’t need you to say anything to make the judge question why you' re so
surprised.”

“But | am surprised,” Dante admitted. “What the hell is going on?’

When Dante was transported for his court date, he wasn't expecting the charges to be
dropped, but that was precisely what had happened.

“Give me asecond, and I'll find out.”
Dante nodded as Attorney Dennis made his way toward the judge next to the
prosecutor. They had a whispered conversation before Dennis went back and stood

next to Dante.

“Apparently, Jones is dropping the charges against you. He said he had you mistaken



with someone else, and you’ re not the man who attacked him.”

“What? |sn't that something they should have confirmed before arresting me?”
“Seeing as this works in your favor, pipe down with the questions,” Dennis said low
enough for only Dante to hear. “Because he didn’t have any eyewitness testimonies,
and the police didn’t bother to get any security footage, you’ re free to go.”

“1s there a chance he can change his mind and press charges again?’

“Yes, but that won't make him look credible. If you can, get any footage erased and
make sure no one who was there will testify against you. That way, if he does, it’ll be
more difficult for the prosecution to make their case.”

Dante nodded his understanding, hanging his head as he chuckled.

He didn’'t know what kind of game Jones was playing.

Was this supposed to be a show of power?

Was this supposed to make Dante relax before Jones did something worse?

Was it aploy to make him anxious and keep him on high aert?

Dante wasn’'t sure, but he’ d be prepared either way.

At that moment, he was just grateful to be going back home to Sade.

Dante got into bed as delicately as he could. He wanted his kisses to wake Sade up,

not his body weight. A part of him wanted to be upset that she hadn’t answered his
calls, but she was in such a deep sleep that he could only smile when he walked in



and saw her.

When he wrapped his arm around her, a quiet moan escaped him. Home wasn’t the
structure that surrounded him; home was Sade. The moment she was close, he
instantly relaxed and felt at peace. She shifted against him but didn't wake up
completely.

“It'sjust me,” he whispered. Suddenly, Sade pulled in a deep breath and hopped up in
bed. “Relax, Sade. It'sme.”

Clutching her chest, Sade took ragged breaths as she gripped his wrist. “Jesus, Dante.
Y ou almost made me pee on myself.”

As serious as she was, Dante couldn’t help but chuckle. “Who else would be in the
bed with you, Smiley?’

“Hell, I thought | was having another dream where | thought it was you, but it was
really Atlas.”

Dante scratched his head, trying to process what the hell she'd just said. “Huh?”

She shook her head and gave him a dismissive wave of her hand. “Nothing. You're
home! How did this happen?’ She hugged his neck, and that was the greeting he'd
hoped for.

After he ran down what happened in court, Sade said, “Is he playing a game we're
unaware of? What reason would he possibly have to drop the charges? You don’t
think he has something worse up his sleeve, do you?’

“l considered that. Or, he could want me to owe him. | know his target has been on
you, and that’s mainly because he doesn’t know | killed Willow.



Maybe he thinks that because he didn’t send meto jail, | will help him with you.

Either way, letting me out will be an error in judgment for him before it ever becomes
anissuefor us.”

“1 hope you' re right about that, but I’ m just so glad you' re home!”

As she straddled him and began to cover his face with kisses, Dante laughed as he
confessed, “I’m glad to be home too.”
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Two Days L ater
Mid-October

“I"m going to keep you updated,” Agent Foster said. “If anything pops up from us
tracking the text messages and where the money was transferred, I’ Il call you as soon
as possible.”

They shook Foster’s hand and headed out of his office. “A part of me feels relieved
that Jones went to such an extreme because now, someone is finally taking this
seriously.”

“l agree,” Dante said, “I’'ll put back the money he took, bae. You know you don't
have to worry about that.”

“Thank you.” She sighed, tightening her hand on his grip. “Do you think we still need
to get a private investigator?”’

“Let’s see what Agent Foster will be able to do first. I’d rather Jones suffer in prison
before he dies anyway.”

As Dante opened the passenger door for her, Sade was briefly distracted by the feel of
her phone vibrating. She waited until she was situated in his car before she pulled it

out, smiling at the missed call from her grandmother.

She returned the call, and Ava sfirst words were, “Baby, | am so sorry.”



Sade' s brows wrinkled as she sat up in her seat. “For what, Grandma?’

“That detective from Vanzette stopped by here. He tried to convince us that you'd
killed those women and—"

“Wait...” Sade chuckled, but it immediately turned into a frown as her nostrils flared.
“ Jones came to your house 7’

Her words caused Dante to look in her direction.

“Yes, but it doesn’'t matter. | know why he’s been harassing you. It’'s not because you
killed those people.”

Her heart palpitating, Sade swallowed hard. “Then why?’

“Jones...his first name is Terry. Terry Jones. That's Tonya' s husband . Well, ex -
husband.”

Sade’ s shoulders went slack. “ The woman who killed my parents...Jones is her ex-
husband?’

“Heis. | wouldn’'t be surprised if that’s why he's after you.”

“1 get the connection, but that doesn’t make sense. Why would he want to punish me?
It'snot like | had anything to do with hiswife leaving him. Hell, if anything, it should
be the other way around. | should have been going after him to get to her.”

“Some people don’'t need a reason, but maybe one day you can ask him. My gut tells
me he's holding you responsible for your father’s actions. To him, maybe Martin is
the reason he lost his wife and daughter, so he wants to make his daughter suffer.”



Sade massaged her temple as she sighed. “That would explain why he's been
hyperfocused on me. Thank you for telling me. This makes me feel alittle better.”

They talked for a while longer before Sade ended the call and let Dante in on what
her grandmother had shared.

“You know what?’ Dante said. “| agree. That would explain why he’'s obsessed with
you.

| knew it couldn’t have been something as simple as him not wanting someone to get
away with murder.

And that's why we hadn’'t been able to find information about him doing this to
anyone else in the past. Thisisn’'t normal behavior for him, which is why he wasn’t
arrested and his captain wasn’'t more helpful.

Thisis strictly because of hiswife and daughter, and he' s seeking revenge. ”

“Son of abitch,” she muttered through gritted teeth.

“If thisis personal, he's not gonna stop, baby.”

“1 know. I’m hoping the FBI can find something.

It would serve him right to be in prison just like his wife.

| didn’t think anything could top finding out she killed my parents.

Now, | have to deal with her psycho ex-husband trying to exact his own unnecessary
revenge.



" Dante chuckled, causing her to ask, “What?’

“1 don’t know. It was different when | thought this was something random.

Knowing about his daughter committing suicide because of the bullying she
sustained.

..I kind of get why Jonesis going after you.

It's not like he can go after your father.

If someone did something to you or our baby, I’d want revenge too, and | don’t think
I’d care where and from whom | had to get it.

" He sucked histeeth as he shook his head, a clear representation of hisinner conflict.

“Granted, thisis all Tonya' s fault. But she’s aready being punished, and he wouldn’t
punish her for the daughter’ s suicide anyway.

So, who' s better than the man who his wife cheated with?”

“And he' s gone, which makes his children Jones's next victim. Wow.”

Silence engulfed them, leaving Sade with the quietness it took to process the
information she' d just received.

A Few Days Later

The goofy grin that had been on Dante' s face since the appoi ntment made Sade laugh
every time she looked at him.



He was happy and proud they were having a boy, and Sade was too.

They’ d spent the last two hours looking at clothing and bouncing around ideas for the
nursery now that they finally knew the sex of their baby.

“l can’t wait to start decorating now,” Sade cooed, wrapping her arms around him.

“l can't believe we're having aboy. I’ m still stuck on that.

My dream girl is giving me my first child, ajunior.

" Dante pushed her hair out of her face and off her shoulders before cupping her
cheeks.

“1 never thought this would be our reality. A part of me is glad Imani tried to frame
me. It finally led me to you.”

“1 don’t regret not one thing we' ve had to do to get to this moment, babe—at all.”

A low hum escaped him, but before he could connect his lips with hers, Dante was
pulling out his phone. A frown quickly covered hisface.

“He's at the house,” Dante said, quickly grabbing her hand and leading her out of the
store.

“Jones?’

“Yeah.”

Sade pulled up their camera app, but an incoming call from their neighbor kept her
from opening the feed.



“Hello?”

“Sade, | wanted to let you know a man just kicked your door in. I had my husband to
call the police. He' s wrapping up with them now.”

Relief filled her, knowing Jones couldn’t do too much damage before he was stopped.
He' d better damn well hope the police got there before they did.

“1 see him on the camera. Thank you for calling, and tell Y ancy thank you for calling
the police aswell.”

“Of course.”

Felicia ended the call, and Sade opened the living room camera. She watched Jones
spray paint their sofa before ripping paintings off the wall. Unable to watch anymore,
she closed her eyes and tried to take some deep breaths.

Dante' s speed was so fast it seemed they made it homein no time.

When they arrived, the police were there; Jones was not.

Sade allowed Dante to handle the police report.

She was too jaded to talk to anyone. After they left, he joined her in their bedroom.
Dante sat on the edge of the bed next to her and took her hand into his.

“What do you want to do?’ he asked. “I can clean up what he damaged in the living
room and dining room. Thankfully, he couldn’t go further before he heard the sirens

and fled. If you're uncomfortable staying here, we can go to a hotel or one of the
other houses.”



“I"'m tired of hotels,” she whined. “I’m not scared. | don’t think it was a coincidence
that he came while we were gone.”

“Yeah, he wouldn’t have done this if we were here. The good thing is, this now opens
acase against him in Memphis.”

Sade nodded and palmed her face. “1 need to go to my island. That’ll make me feel
better.”

Dante kissed her temple. “Then that’s where we'll go. | have something to handle real
quick, so | will have Eric and Jessica come over. When | return, I'll take care of the
living room and dining room.”

“You don’'t have to, baby, | will.”

“We can do it together before | leave then.”

“What' re you about to do?’

“Pay Jones avisit.”

Sade’ s Audio Journd

“My mind has been so scattered, | haven’'t been able to process a coherent thought or
even record it.

I’ ve never hated a person more than | hate Jones.

Well, maybe my sister when we were kids, but that’ s another story.

Thismanisdiabolical. What makesit so frustrating is he's dlippery.



He knows the law and how to evade it. He also knows how to mess with us without

actually touching us.

Jones being so out of reach is driving me crazy.

| can’t wait for him to be caught. This needsto be over soon. ”
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Several Hours Later

The Next Afternoon

“Hello, Smiley.”

“Good afternoon, handsome.”

He held her waist, giving her afew pecks on the lips before pulling away.
“1 missed you last night and this morning.”

Dante sat at the island as she poured him a cup of coffee. Last night, she was asleep
when he got in bed and still asleep when he got up and left this morning.

“Thank you,” he said, accepting the coffee. “I need this.”
“Did you get any Sleep at all?”’

“Not much. What | found at Jones's house disturbed me. | was too anxious to sleep.
When Foster returned my call, | headed to his office.”

“You were at his house yesterday? What did you find?’

Sade moved the cutting board from the counter to the island so she could look at him
while he talked. She eyed him as she chopped the onions for her greens as he spoke.



“Yeah. He had a shrine to his daughter and a wall dedicated to you and the shit that
happened in Vanzette.” Dante pulled out his phone and handed it to her after a few
Swipes.

“l shared this with Agent Foster, and he suggested we use this to get a restraining
order against him. He said they weren’t able to track the money to an account that is
attached to him, so that was a dead end.

They tracked the phone to someone in China, which was a bust too.

At this point, he thinks the restraining order, breaking and entering, and vandalizing
will be the things that he can be charged with, which will stick. ”

Sade had to tear her eyes away from the pictures on Dante’ s phone.

With anod, she cleared her throat. “| want to be happy because thisis progress, but |
can't lie and say thisisn’t bothering me.”

“Same. It really creeped me out. | didn’t want to tell you, but | felt you needed to
know.”

“Thank you for not keeping this from me. If all elsefails, at least we have his address
now. | don’t want you to have to kill him. We have enough blood on our hands.”

“1 agree, but if he does something else, I'm going back to his house, and I'm not
leaving until he's dead. | know we said he deserves to suffer, and prison will be the
best place for him to do that, but this needs to end, Sade—now.”

Not bothering to disagree, she told him to rest while she prepped their dinner for
later. But Dante wouldn’t be able to rest until he knew Jones would be out of their
lives for good.



Four Days L ater

The only downside to being at Sade’ s island was that you had to wait for the ferry to
enter and |leave.

They had to wait three days before the ferry would be available, but now that they
were there, it was more than worth the wait.

Dante understood why the island was her place of peace.

Completely secluded, she didn’t have to worry about anything or anyone.

She had the kitchen fully stocked, so they decided to cook together after a brief rest.
They agreed not to talk about Jones or anything else happening in Memphis. Their ex
parte hearing would be held in six days, which was the only reason Dante was
looking forward to returning. The restraining order was a start, though Dante wasn’t

sure if Jones would even take it serioudly.

Dante started his Kem playlist. His arms wrapped around Sade from behind, and as
Kem sang about sharing his life with his woman, Dante serenaded Sade.

She turned in his arms, wrapping her arms around him.

They swayed around the kitchen, singing and staring into each other’s eyes.

By the time the song was over, Dante was sure he loved her alittle bit more.
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“1 can't believe | thought | could do this without you.”

“l can’'t believe | hadn’t shown you how real my love for you was, and you felt like
you had to.”

“Well, you' ve definitely shown me now.”

Her eyes lowered to the beautiful ring she'd been wearing ever since they made
things official. If Dante had gone that far out to ask her to be his woman, she couldn’t
wait to see what he’ d do when he asked her to be hiswife.

“And I’ll never stop.” He kissed the top of her head. “I’m going to court you for the
rest of our lives. | never want you to doubt how | feel about you.” He kissed her
cheek. “How much | love you.” He kissed her neck. “How happy | am to be with

you.
“Even with al the drama?’

“Even with all the drama. | love you, bae. Nothing will ever change my commitment
to you.”

Sitting up dlightly, Sade put the bow!l of popcorn on the side table behind his head.
She straddled him, then lowered her lips to his. With all the hell happening in
Memphis, Sade found solace in going through it with Dante by her side.

As his hands lowered to her ass, Sade circled her hips against him. It wasn't long
before their bodies were connected as one. The slow ride she took them on had her



toes curling as she moaned his name. The moment wouldn’t last forever, but Sade
was grateful for the pleasurable, climactic escape.

The Day Before the Return to Memphis

The day had started perfectly. They swam in the ocean. While she painted, Dante
read. They grilled chicken and fish with corn on the cob and salad as a great day
turned into a great evening. Now, Sade was so uncomfortable she didn’t even want to
get in bed.

Her stomach seemed to have grown while they were away, and she was having more
issues with her back. The cramps in her stomach made it difficult for her to breathe.
She gripped the island in the kitchen, opting for short, choppy breaths that only

intensified the pain.

“What's wrong, Day?’ Dante asked, walking over to her. Absently, he tossed his
water bottle into the trash.

“My back iskilling me, and these cramps came out of nowhere.”

“Try to take some deep breaths with me.”

She shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut. “1-I can’t.”

“Yes, you can, and you' |l feel better too. Breathe through them with me.”

Dante took her hands into his, guiding her through deep breaths until the cramps
subsided. He helped her get into bed and surprised her when he pulled her heating

pad out of his bag. Sade laughed as her eyes watered.

“Figured you might need this.”



“You'realifesaver.”

“I"ll give you a massage and put you to bed.”

“Thank you, baby.”

Sade rolled over onto her side and allowed Dante to put the heating pad on her back.
She used it for about twenty minutes before he removed it and massaged her back
until she fell into a peaceful sleep.

Back in Memphis

As soon as Sade took her phone off airplane mode, the notifications started to pop up.
She stared at the text from an unknown number. Knowing it was from Jones made her
want to ignore it, but a part of her was curious about the video attachment.

“All right, Smiley. The bags are inside. I’'m about to go for a run. Do you need
anything before | leave?’

Forcing a smile, Sade shook her head. “I’m good, Tay. Enjoy your run.”

He gave her a kiss on the forehead before heading out. Sade showered and climbed
into bed, where the urge to watch the video consumed her. Finally, she surrendered to
her curiosity and opened it. The first thing she saw was her mother’s tombstone,
which caused her to sit up in bed.

When Jones came into view, he said, “1 wonder how your mom would feel if she had
to grieve you like Patrice, Trina, and Willow’s moms are grieving them.” A slow

smilelifted the corners of hislips. “Too bad she's aready dead.”

A clipped scream escaped her before she slapped her hand over her opened mouth.



Tears flowed from her, but they weren't sad tears. They were angry tears. That was
the final straw. Now...Sade wanted him dead.
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After the Hearing
“l don’'t think it’s going to matter.”
“Why not?’

She shrugged, looking out of the window. “I don’t think he’'s going to stop. He has to
die”

Her statement caught Dante so off guard he didn't respond immediately. Shifting
dlightly in his seat, he took her hand in his and used it to pull her attention to him.

“Talk to me. Tell me what happened.”

Sade used her free hand to get her phone out of her purse. She handed it to him after
pulling up avideo. Dante' s calm was replaced with anger as he watched it.

“When did he send this?’

“The day we came back.”

“Why didn’t you tell me, baby?”’

“1 didn’t want to even think about it. | just...had to shut down to keep from being

consumed by anger and sadness. | wanted to go to Jones's house and put a bullet
between his eyes.” She scoffed and wiped atear that had slipped down her cheek.



“He hasn’t been back home since he broke into our home.”

Finally, Sade looked at him. “How do you know he hasn’'t been back?’

Dante hadn’t told her everything he’ d done the day Jones violated their home.

He also didn’t tell her about his visit to see Imani the next day before returning home.

Imani gave him the information about a man who took anyone’s life for the right
price.

As much as he wanted to kill Jones himself, what Captain Bennit said was true—if
anything happened to Jones, Dante and Sade would be the prime suspects.

On the off chance the emergency temporary restraining order wasn't granted, Dante
had a backup plan in place to have Jones killed.

“He's been watching the house,” Dante continued to share, “waiting for Jones to
arrive. | was supposed to call him after the hearing today and tell him what to do. He

texted me before court and told me that Jones still hadn’t arrived.”

“1f he doesn’t go home, how will they serve him? The no-contact clause won’t matter
if he doesn’'t get the papers. He can still send us texts and emailsif he wantsto.”

“Well, they are aware that he was a detective in Vanzette. | won’t be surprised if they
try to utilize their services.

The judge did tell us to work with them directly to receive confirmation from the
sheriff that he was served.

Hopefully, they will have other contact information for him and will know where he



could be hiding.

If not, we'll handle this our own way as soon as he pops back up. ”

“I"m just ready for thisto be over,” she grumbled, putting on her seat belt.

Dante was too.

A Few Days Later

Dante wasn't sure what Eric wanted to discuss when he asked him to join him for an
early afternoon round of golf, but it certainly wasn’t an invitation to go into business

together.

Though Dante appreciated the offer and the fact that he and Jessica trusted that he
had nothing to do with Imani’s schemes, he didn’t plan on saying yes.

It seemed Jessica and Eric were doing well for themselves, and after what happened
at lan’sfirm, Dante didn’t want to risk anyone el se getting caught up in his mess.

Asthey rode to the next hole, Dante expressed just that.
“1 appreciate the offer, but I'll have to decline. After what happened with lan, | want
to go into business alone. | don’'t want my name to be synonymous with dramain our

industry.”

“1 feel you. Do you think that would be the case, though? How much more can he
do?

Dante chuckled. “I"'m not trying to find out. That’s why I’m not opening the business
until he's out of the picture. Plus, | want to be there as much as possible for Day. |



can’'t imagine how hard this has been for her. Thisis her first baby, and she’s having
to deal with all this bullshit.”

“Man, I've been praying for her. Both of y’all. She seems to be handling it well,
though.”

“By grace,” Dante said, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “I want to give her
whatever she wants and needs for all that she’'s gone through. Now and when the
baby gets here. After that, I'll get back to my business.” He accepted the call from
Lathan with, “Lathan, wassup, man?”’

“Hey, uh...I’m going to send you a Facebook link to watch a video Jones posted. It's
gonevira.”

“A’ight, thanks.”

“You good?’ Eric asked.

“I’m not sure. Give me a sec.” Dante hopped off the golf cart and clicked the link to
the video.

“l hate it has come to this,” Jones said, “but | have no other choice. Earlier this
morning, | was served a restraining order at the request of Dante Williams and Sade
Griffin. This happened while | was temporarily staying with my old captain, who
advised me not to make this video, but desperate times call for desperate measures.”

Dante steeled himself, unsure what Jones would say next.

“1’ve been staying with Captain Bennit of the Vanzette Police Department because |
didn’t want to return home.



| did something illegal in Memphis and knew the police would be after me.

They want to arrest me for breaking into Dante and Sade’ s home. ”

Jones chuckled. “Why did | do it? Well...I've been trying to make their lives as
miserable as | possibly can.

See, before they went back to Memphis, they stayed in Vanzette.

There, two murders were committed, and a woman went missing.

While | don’'t think Dante was involved in the murders, Sade committed them
because of him.

The charges brought against her were dropped because of a bad choice by me, but |
am 100 percent certain Sade Griffin killed Petrice Baker, Trina Roe, and maybe even

Willow Frank.

“Since the police are unwilling to make Sade pay, | tried to. Unfortunately, I’'ve
reached the end of my rope.

With the restraining order, it’s out of my hands.

I’ll probably be arrested soon and will be unable to get justice for her victims. If you
want to pick up where | left off, their addressis. ..”

“Are you fucking kidding me!” Dante roared, exiting out of the video to call Sade.
As he hopped back onto the golf cart, he told Eric to take him back toward the

entrance so he could head home because not only had Jones told thousands of people
he believed Sade was a murderer, but he' d also given them their address too.
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“You're hopeless,” Bennit complained. “1 agreed to let you stay here because you
promised to stay out of trouble. You do understand if people harass or try to harm
Sade at her home, they can add doxing to your list of growing charges?’

“What did you expect meto do? Lieand say | didn’t know where you were?’

“Yes! That's exactly what you were supposed to do.”

“No.” Bennit shook his head as he placed his hands on his hips.

“1 let you stay here because of the warrant. | knew they’d be looking for you at your
place.

So, | only let you stay because you said you had some things you wanted to get in
order before you turned yourself in.

Now, | feel like you said that just to get me to agree.
Y ou never planned on going back to Memphis and turning yourself in. ..did you?’

Not bothering to respond, Jones headed to the guest bedroom he’ d been occupying to
pack his things.

Y es, he may have lied about hisintentions, but he had no choice.

He couldn’t go home and figured the police captain’s home would be the last place
Memphis officers would look for him.



While that may have been true, Jones hadn’t considered how easy it would be for
Bennit to snitch on him.

When he finished packing his things, he grumbled, “Thanks for nothing,” in Bennit's
direction as he headed for the front door.

“Ungrateful bastard,” Bennit replied. “Go to Memphis and do the right thing!”

Jones was going to Memphis, but it wasn't to turn himself in.
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“1 was asleep. Are you okay?’

“I"'mfine. | wasworried about you. Look at what | sent you.”

The longer she watched Jones' s video, the more infuriated she became.
“1 need you to get out of the house. I'll meet you at—"

“It's too late. People are here. They...” Her eyes widened. “There's like ten people
outside. They broke the window, and now, they’ re trying to kick down the door.”

“Okay. Listen to me. I’'m on my way, but | probably won't get there in time. | need
you to go to the garage and leave. Even if they try to find you, you should get

someplace where other people are around.”

Sade shook her head as she grabbed two knives from the kitchen and headed back to
their room.

“No. I'm tired of running and being uprooted.
I’m tired of hotels.” She laughed. “I’m tired of Jones.

" As she grabbed her 9 mm, Sade told him, “If anyone trespasses and enters our
home, I’'m going to kill them.

And | pray to God that Jones is out there too. ”



Dante sighed and cursed under his breath. “All right, Smiley. I’'m doing one-twenty.
I’m trying to get there as quickly as | can.”

More glass shattered as Sade nodded her agreement. Voices spilled, and footsteps
pounded on thetile.

“Okay, Tay. | loveyou.”

“1 love you too.”

“If anything happenstome. . .”

“It won't. Please , bae.”

“If you come in here, I'm going to shoot!” Sade warned, ending the cal and
extending the gun.

She heard laughter before three women rounded the corner and entered her room.

“You killed my sister, bitch?’ The woman with wide eyes and curly hair lifted a bat.
“Now, I’'m going to kill you.”

As the woman charged in Sade’ s direction, Sade fired.

The other two women screamed and fled the room—~bypassing bullets in the process.

Sade hopped over the woman’ s body, making sure no one else was in their home.

She released more bullets, causing everyone else who was outside to flee.

Her entire body trembled as she slid down the wall.



Ragged breaths escaped her as her grip on the gun loosened.

“Fuck!” she roared before finally releasing her tears. Cramps caused Sade to grab her
stomach as she groaned. Her baby’ s discomfort only increased her pain—emotionally
and physically. “I'm sorry, little one,” she whispered, inhaling a sizzling breath.
“Mama’s so sorry.”

Resting her head against the wall, Sade continued to breathe deeply. When the
cramps subsided, she called 911.
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“We're fine. My blood pressure was up, and my stomach was killing me, but we're
fine.”

A sigh of relief escaped him as he pulled her into his arms.

“What happened?’

Sniffling, Sade buried her face deeper into hischest. “I killed her.”
“Who?’ Dante tilted her face with her chin.

“Trina s sister. She came at me with abat. | warned them if they came in that | would
shoot. She didn’'t believe me.”

“Mr. Williams?’ Dante turned at the sound of his name being called. “I’m Detective
Tate.”

With one arm still wrapped around Sade, Dante shook his hand.

“We're advising the two of you to vacate the property. I'll have Officer Murphy
escort you wherever you want to go to ensure no one follows you. That post has gone
viral, and people have been riding by nonstop since we arrived. Do you know where
you can go until this dies down?’

Dante looked at Sade, and he could tell by her distant stare that she was starting to
disassociate.



“Yeah, uh, I’'m going to take her to our beach house in San Diego.”
“Okay, good. Just as a precaution, the bedroom is an active crime scene. I'm sure
you' |l need to pack some things, but be mindful of what you'll see. Murphy will lead

you back inside when you' re ready.”

Dante nodded, cupping Sade's cheek. His touch caused her to breathe again as she
looked into his eyes.

“1I"m going to pack us a couple of bags before we head to the airport.”

“1 had already started,” she told him, her eyes shifting again.

“Hey,” he called softly. She blinked her eyes but remained distant. “Smiley.” Dante
lowered his hand to her stomach, rubbing it until she looked at him.

“Hmm?’

“Are you okay? Serioudly.”

She nodded her head as she gritted her teeth. “I’m just tired, Dante.”

As much as he wanted to hold her, Dante gave her a quick kiss and headed inside
with Murphy. The sooner he got their bags packed, the sooner they could leave. And
at that point, Dante was sure getting as far away from the house as possible was the
only thing that would help Sade.

Two Days Later

The light had begun to return to Sade’s eyes.



Like Dante knew it would be, the beach house was her favorite of the three homes
he’ d purchased for them.

She sat out on the beach all yesterday—coming inside only to use the bathroom.

She ate out there, talked to herself and God, and stayed well after the sun had gone
down.

The next morning, they started their day walking a couple of miles along the beach
after breakfast. Now, they were at the farmers market, where Sade got her fill of

fruit, flowers, and dainty jewelry.

Her thumb stroked his hand as she sipped her tea. “This is perfect, Tay. The beach,
this market, the normality of no one knowing us here. Thisis exactly what | needed.”

“We can stay for aslong as you want to, baby.”

“Maybe until my next appointment. That’s the only thing | care about.”

“That works. | can do a grocery order and have it delivered to make sure we'll have
everything we need.” She gave him that beautiful smile he’d fallen in love with when

they were kids. “ There' sthat smile. | missed that.”

Sade licked her lips and laughed softly. “You know I'm always smiling and happy
when |I'm with you.”

“Nah, shit’s been rough, Sade. | can’t romanticize the fact that us being together has
been.

..” He shook his head. “A magnet for drama. Sometimes, | wonder if Grandma Ava
was right. And | know I’ ve said that to you before, but | feel like I’m failing you.



| feel like | can’t protect you from this. I'm sorry, Smiley.”

Sade sucked her teeth before smiling and wrapping her arms around him.

“1f anyone should apologize, it'sme. I'm the one who lied when you had amnesia.

| did what | did to them. Thisisthe snowball effect of my actions.

So, if thisisyour way of preparing to say I’ m better off without you, saveit.

There’ s no doubt your life would be a hell of alot more peaceful if | hadn’t.

..You know. So, if you want to end things to return to a normal state, I'll accept that,
but | loveyou, and | don’t blame you for any of this.

If it’s up to me, you’ re not getting rid of me. ”

Pulling her closer, Dante lowered his lips to hers. As long as she was willing, he'd
put forth the effort. But if at any point it seemed she would be better off without
being attached to him, Dante would end things...no matter how hard that would be.

A Few Days Later

“Whereis my sister?’ Imani asked.

Dante crossed his arms over his chest, wondering if he wanted to bring Sade the
phone.

They had spent the afternoon in Balboa Park, and she was so inspired they went to
CV S and grabbed several sketchbooks for her to fill.



Now, she was on the beach drawing until it was time for them to leave for the dinner
cruise.

Dante looked at the phone on the table asif he could see Imani. “Why?’
Imani sucked her teeth. “1’ve been calling y’al for days since Grandma told me what
happened. | want to make sure she's okay.” Dante was so caught off guard by her

statement he couldn’t respond. “Hello?’

“Y-yeah, I'm here.” Clearing his throat, he chuckled. “ Since when do you care about
anyone other than yourself?’

Imani huffed. “Where is my sister, Dante?”

“She’s on the beach drawing.”

“Why hasn’t she been answering my calls?’

“Our phones have been in airplane mode. | check mine once a day to make sure our
families are good. Other than that, I’m keeping her as stress free as possible. Which

means...no phones.”

“That’s good, | suppose. But | want to talk to her myself, so I'll know she's okay. It
won't take long, | promise.”

“A’ight, but . . . What’ s gotten into you?”’

Dante took the call off speaker and put the phone to his ear as he headed off the patio
toward the beach.

“Things are changing between us. | don’t know. She's...tolerable to me now.”



Dante chuckled. “That sounds more like you, but it also sounds like a compliment.
Regardless, I'm glad y’ all are getting along better.”

“Mhm. We don’'t have to talk while you take her the phone. | like her better. Not

you.

Imani’s playful tone couldn’t be ignored as he released a howl of laughter. “Yes,
ma am. Trust me, | don’t like you either.”

She snickered, and it felt like they’d made good progress for some reason. Progress
toward what, Dante wasn’'t sure. But progress, nonetheless.

“Smiley,” Dante called as he neared her.

She looked back, and he was temporarily speechless between her glow and the sun
highlighting her gorgeous smile.

“Your sister wantsto talk to you. Are you up for that?’

“Ooh, gimme!” Her hand extended for the phone as she wiggled on her beach towel.

“What the holy hell is going on?’ Dante said to himself, but both sisters heard and
laughed.

“Hi, sissy,” Sade almost cooed into the phone. “I’'m fine. | am, | promise.”
At the sound of her laughter, Dante took backward steps to return to the patio. He

wasn’'t sure when the shift had happened between them, but he meant it when he said
he was grateful for it.
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“Babe, that’ s enough!”

“Nah. I'll never have enough pictures of you.”

“Isit still trending?’ she asked.

“The video? Nah. It was finally taken down.”

“Good.” She paused. “Um . . . Trina' s family. Have you seen—"
“Sade, | thought we agreed—"

“l know. | just...I can’t imagine how that family feels. | can deny Trina, but | can’t
deny that | killed her sister.”

“They shouldn’t have come into our fucking home. No charges are being pressed
against you because you have every right to defend yourself. If they feel some type of
way about that, they can take it up with Jones for sending them out like that.”

“Woof,” Sade chuckled, placing kisses all over his face. “Someone’'s upset. Calm
down, baby.”

Dante sucked his teeth, but his expression softened the more she kissed him. “I don’t
want you to feel bad over that. Y ou did the right thing. If you hadn’t shot her, you'd

be dead. And | care far more about your life than any of theirs.”

Deciding to change the subject, Sade asked, “ Are you bored with not working yet?’



“I’m getting there,” he admitted with a smile. “I love traveling with you, but it’s that
part of me that thrives when I’'m working and doing my purpose that feels lacking,
you know?’

“l understand. | felt the same way when | couldn’'t paint. Being inspired by the job
Veronica commissioned me for was my saving grace. Why don’t you go back to
work, babe?’

“1’ve been thinking about starting up online.

Everything | do isonline anyway. | don't need a building or staff.

That would just cut into my profit. | was thinking about renting some office space by
the hour when | needed to meet with clients in person, but other than that, | can do
everything else virtually. ”

“That’s good, Tay. | think you should definitely go for that.”

“Yeah...Eric and Jessica took all the clients when that mess with Imani went down,
but they want to give me ours when | reopen. So, | won't have that awkward stage of
finding new clients.”

“Yay! When do you plan to start?’

“Maybe once we get back home and get settled. | want to make sure you're good
first, though. | had one of my old homeboys fix the window and pull up that carpet to
replace it. How are you feeling about going back? | think we should move.”

Sade sighed as she looked out toward the ocean. “Unfortunately, | think we will have

to move too. | don't think I'll ever feel safe there knowing our address has been
blasted all over social media.”



“Yeah, I'd be too paranoid. | know you're tired of staying in hotels, so how about we
stay here until 1 find us something there? You said you wanted to stay in Memphis
until after you had the baby, right? Isthat still the case?”’

“Yes, | guess. | don't want to have to change doctors. | am tired of hotels, but if we
have to stay in one, I’'m okay with that.”

“As much as | hate to say this, maybe we do need to stay in an apartment for now.
One with a doorman and security. One that will require gueststo check in. | don’t like
the idea of people being able to get to you when I'm not around. If we get a house,
I’d always want a guard there with you.”

Sade shook her head as she moved it from his shoulder. “I don’t want aguard. | know
they’ll be for my protection, but | like my freedom and space. | think an apartment
with security and a doorman is good, especidly if we plan to travel more after the
baby is born.”

“Cool. I'll go ahead and do an application for those new luxury apartments in
Germantown. They will probably be best. We can view them when we get back to
Memphis.”

“Okay,” Sade agreed before standing and heading to the water to dip her toes in.
Moving again so quickly would have been too much to handle on her own, but she

was grateful Dante was taking the lead.

With al the craziness happening with Jones's doxing, Sade and Dante aimost forgot
about their hearing.

They rushed back to Memphis, just to be held up by TSA.

What should have been a quick run through security turned into them being held



separately for hours.

As frustrated as Sade was, she tried to remain cam.

Clearly, they would miss their hearing, and Sade hated waiting until the day of to fly
back out.

Granted, she never had issues with TSA before, but. ..

When she’d had enough, Sade stood from the white bench and walked over to the
locked door. Beating on it, she yelled, “Hey! | have a court date! Let me the hell up
out of here!”

A minute or so passed before the TSA officer who had initially asked her to follow
him came and unlocked the door.

“All right, Ms. Griffin. You're freeto go.”

With aroll of her eyes, Sade exited the room. “I told you | didn’'t have any drugs in
my bag. Thiswas atotal waste of time.”

“Hey,” he called, causing Sade to look back at him. “If you make it to court in time,
make sure you tell my uncle Terry | said hello.”

Like Sade thought they would, they missed the hearing. Thanks to Jones's nephew
holding them up at the airport, the judge did not extend the temporary restraining
order, and they would have to start the process all over again.

“l can't,” Sade said, feeling defeated as they walked to the car. “I can’t go through
the waiting period again. Yes, it was great not getting texts or emails from Jones
while we waited for the hearing, but | can’t go through this again.”



“You won't have to,” Dante assured her. “| still have my man sitting on his house. As
soon as Jones shows up, he will hold him there for me.”

“1 just can’t believe the judge didn’t even hear us out about his nephew holding us for
hours. How isthat fair?’

Dante chuckled. “Fairness doesn’t matter when it comes to the law. We tried to do it
the right now, and now, we'll handle it our way.”

“And Jones wasn't even here,” she continued, half-listening to Dante as he opened
the car door for her.

“He gets to not be present with no punishment, yet because we were late, the order is
no longer valid? That’s dumb!

" With a growl, she plopped down into the seat and crossed her arms over her chest
with a pout.

“1’m ready to go back to San Diego already. ”

Amusement filled Dante as he closed the door and walked to the driver’'s side, but
Sade didn’'t care if he laughed at her. She'd grown weary of trying to do things the
right, peaceful way. If Jones wanted awar, they’d give him one.

Sade stared at her grandparents’ home. She had no urgency to go inside.

She decided to stay with them because she didn’t want to stay at a hotel.

But as she sat outside their home, her gut told her she' d be better off at a hotel.

She called Dante. Hours ago, it seemed like a bearable plan for them to part ways



until they moved into the apartment.

While she stayed with her grandparents, he’' d be with his parents.

Now, she was missing the peace from being with her man already.

“Hello, Smiley,” he answered, and like always, it made her smile.

“Hi. Areyou till at the house?’

“Yeah, we have everything packed up now. | think the moving company will have
one more trip to the storage unit, and then, that will be it.”

“Good. I'm just glad they were able to help with the move since it was such short
notice.”

“Money talks with all things.”

“Have you heard back from the apartment?’

“Yeah, the lease agent called. The application was approved, and we can look at a
unit whenever you want. She said we can move in in two weeks.”

Sade sighed as she nodded. “Okay. | guess | can make it two weeks here.”

“Has something happened?’

“Not yet. | haven't even gone inside yet. | just feel like they will give me hell about
Trina' s sister. Even though it was self-defense, you know they are kind of hard on

me.



“Yeah. Well, you don’t have to stay there, Day. My parents are more than okay with
you being there, and we can always get a hotel suite. It’s up to what you want to deal
with less—being in a hotel again or hearing your grandparents' mouths.”

She laughed. “Y ou're right about that. I'm gonna try with them first. Hopefully, not
seeing me for two weeks will soften them toward me. If it doesn’t, we can go to a
hotel.”

“1’m cool with that. I’m going to miss sleeping with you, though.”

“Same. I’ ve gotten the best sleep of my life in your arms.”

“How about | call you when we're done here? If they are going to give you a hard
time, it will happen as soon as you walk through the door. Then you can let me know
you' ve changed your mind about staying there, and I’ [I get us a suite downtown.”
That made Sade chuckle. *Y ou act like you know me so well.”

“1 do. So, I'll call you in about an hour so you can tell me to get the suite.”

“Okay, okay. I’m going to prove you wrong, but call me anyway.”

They shared declarations of love before Sade headed to the front door.

She knocked then let herself in with her key.

After going to the twins' room to speak to them, she temporarily got caught up with
helping them find an outfit to go to the movies later that evening.

When she was done, she headed to the kitchen, where she found her grandparents
reading and sipping coffee at the table.



“Hey,” she spoke, looking from one to the other.

Her grandfather’'s eyes lifted from his book. As he peered at her over his glasses,
Barron smiled. “Y ou look refreshed.”

“I am. The time away was exactly what | needed.”

“How did the hearing go?’

“We were late, so it was dismissed. Jones's nephew works for TSA and kept us at the
airport for hours,” Sade shared as she sat at the table.

“S0, you'll have to start the process all over again?’

“Yes, but | don't think we're going to.”

Sade stared at her grandmother, who had yet to say a word.

“Hey, Grandma.”

Ava set down her book, crossing her hands on top of it. Sade sighed as her head tilted
because she knew what was about to come.

“You killed that girl.”

“She and ten other people were in my home. She had a bat and was about to hit me.
How else do you think | could have handled that?’

“You could ve shot her in the leg and let the police handle her.”

With a chuckle, Sade shook her head. Her fingers tapped the table as she looked from



Avato Barron.

“That’ s easy to say, but when you’ re in that moment and your lifeisin danger, you're
not thinking about shooting them somewhere to spare their life. | can promise you,
she wasn’'t going to spare mine.”

Ava's tongue clicked against her mouth. “I keep trying to tell you it will only get
worse. You lied to your sister and Dante while he was there with you. Y ou slept with
him knowing he was married to someone else.”

“Will you stop!” she yelled, ssamming her palm against the table.

“Yes, | lied, but | wouldn’'t have had to if Imani hadn’t tried to blame him for her
crimes.

| lied to save his life and to keep him free, and you' re not going to make me feel bad
about that.

What 1I’'m going through isn't Karma; it’s the effect of a deranged man who is after
me because of something that | had nothing to do with.

And maybe, just maybe, this could have been avoided if either of you had told me
and Imani the damn truth!

“Had | known about my parents and the Joneses, | could have recognized him while |
was in Vanzette and been prepared for this. | could have gone to his captain and let
him know he would be biased because of my parents and gotten him off the case
before he had time to focus on me. But because the two of you decided | didn’t need
to know that my parents were murdered, you left me with a huge blind spot!

So, | don’t want to hear you say anything about this being what | *deserve’ because of



Karmabecause it’s not Karma, Grandma.

“It's me paying for my dad’ s cheating. It's me paying for you not telling me the truth.

If anyone should feel bad about what the hell is happening in my life, it should be
you!

Now, I’ ve tried to keep the peace between us, but I’ m not doing this anymore.

Since you can't seem to accept the fact that this is not a conversation I’'m going to
have every time Jones does something crazy, I’ m staying away like you wanted me to
weeks ago. ”

“Sade, wait,” Barron said as he stood from his seat, but she ignored him.

She was more upset by her grandmother’ s words than what happened in court.

Sade was tired of her grandmother’ s pessimistic attitude.

She missed the days when, even when Ava didn’t like what she was doing, she tried
to guide her positively and with love.

The advice she gave was often a life lesson Sade appreciated because it was
something she believed she could benefit from.

As Ava aged, she was starting to become looser at the lip, and most of what she said
when she didn’t agree with Sade led to a disagreement.

Tears blurred her vision as she walked through the living room. As much as she hated
admitting it, Dante was right. She should have known Ava would make this difficult
for her.



Sade was so focused on wiping her eyes and opening the car door that she didn’t
notice the figure standing behind her until a scarf was put over her mouth as she was
picked up and carried to awaiting car.
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Something wasn't right.

It wasn't like Sade to not answer his calls...especially knowing he'd be calling in an
hour. A part of him thought she was asleep, so he called Barron before heading that

way.
Barron answered with, “Hey, son.”

“Hey, Grandpa. Where' s my baby?’

“I’m not sure. She left here awhile ago.”

“Hmm. That’s odd. I’ ve been calling her, but she hasn’'t answered.”

“Maybe she'staking anap.”

“1 thought that too, but if she’'s not there, | don’t know where she'd be taking a nap.
She's not here at my parents’ house. Did she decide to stay with you al, or did she

say she was going to a hotel ?” Dante asked.

“Well, after what happened with her grandmother, I'm pretty sure she’'s not staying
here.

They had alittle spat. | can’t really even call it that.

" Barron chuckled. “ She put your grandmother in her place, and | was alittle proud of
her for that.” He released alow sigh.



“I’ve been telling Avato ease up on Sade.

Her temperament with Sade is up and down lately, depending on what’ s happening.

| thought she' d gotten past the past after we told you all about Martin and Andrea, but
the Trinagirl’s sister dying has traumatized my wife all over again.

| get that, but | don’t agree with what she said, and Sade didn’t either.

She’s pregnant and has alot going on, but Avajust kept poking the bear. ”

“Woas she upset when she left?”’

13 Oh yeah.”

“God, | hope she didn’t have an accident or something. Let me track her location.”

“All right, Dante. Call me back when you know something.”

Dante agreed and ended the call. As if his nerves weren't bad enough, seeing that
Sade had turned off her location only worsened matters.

“Okay, Day. Where you at, bae?’

As he headed to his car, he received a call from Barron.

“Hello?’

“1 went outside to smoke a cigarette. Her car is still here. The door was open. She'd
dropped her keys.”



Dante' s feet temporarily froze in place as his heart dropped. “ Jones has her. Have you
called the police?’

“N-no, but I’m about to now.”

Dante ended the call and rushed to his car.

He called Wicked, the man watching Jones's house, to see if he’'d shown up, but
Wicked had yet to see Jones.

If he had Sade, where would he have taken her?

Time couldn’t be wasted on a wild goose chase.

He' d need to remain logical and stay in his head, not his heart if he wanted to find his
woman.

By the time Dante arrived, the police were already there.

He watched their camera footage, grateful they still had it active even though they’'d
cut the notifications off after Atlas died and they came to atruce with hisfamily.

Dante didn’t have to see the face behind the mask.

He could tell by the body shape that it was Jones.

Even with the Memphis Police Department putting out an APB for Jones and Sade,
Dante knew he'd have to handle this himself.

He called Captain Bennit, who told him Jones hadn’t returned to his place in weeks.



Standing around doing nothing was driving Dante crazy, so he left with no clear
destination in mind.

As he drove, he thought back over the last severa months, trying to find a clue in
Jones' s words and actions.

Would he be at Sade' s parents' graves? Dend s?

Then it hit him. This, to Jones, was about Patrice, Trina, and Willow.

Dante didn't know where he'd taken her yet, but he was sure they would be in
Vanzette.
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“What did you give me?’ she asked through gritted teeth. “If anything happens to my
baby because of you...”

“Spare me the threats. Do you think | care about that baby? Both of you will be dead
soon enough.”

Sade chuckled, licking her dry lips. “Actualy, you' re a dead man talking. Dante’s
going to kill you—and that’s only if | don’t get free and do it first. Now, what the
fuck did you give me?’

“What was it? I’'m not supposed to be taking sleeping medicine unless it’s a certain
kind. That could send me into labor prematurely. Are you ready to deal with that? If
not, | suggest you let me go.”

“Nicetry, but you’ re not getting out of here that easily.”

“Where are we anyway?’ Sade's eyes shifted around the room, and Jones saw the
exact moment she recognized where they were. “Is...this...”

“Your old shed?’ Jones grinned. “It is. | got pretty close to your renters and told them
this house wasn't the family home you presented it to be. | told them the woman who
lived here killed three people, and they wanted no parts of that.” He chuckled. “ They
moved out. Y ou didn’t get the notice?’

“No, | didn’t. You've been spamming my email to the point where | can’'t even open
it without getting hundreds of notifications daily.”



“Yeah, well, they left two weeks ago. Willow’s dead, though | have no proof. And
the older neighborsto your right are on vacation. That means for miles on this stretch,
it'sjust me and you. No one will hear you scream. No one will come to your aid.”
That didn’t get the reaction Jones was hoping for.

Her eyes remained the same size. Her nostrils didn’t flare.

Her mouth didn’t twitch. She didn’t momentarily stop breathing.

There were no jerky movements within her body.

She seemed genuinely unfazed by his words, and that only pissed him off more.
Before he could stop himself, he was leaping from his seat and backhanding her.

Her jaws clenched as she glared at him. “I’m going to enjoy killing you, Terry.”

Jones smiled as he sat back down. “Strong words when you're the one tied to that
chair.”

“And that was a weak action by a free man. Why don’t you untie me and make this a
little fairer?’

“Cut the shit!” he roared, spittle spewing from his mouth. “Enough of the back-and-
forth. I’m done with this.”

“You at least owe me an explanation,” she baited. “This can’'t be because of two
women you don’t even know. Why have you been so obsessed with me, Terry?’

Jones rolled his tongue across his cheek. “It is about them. Patrice, Trina,



Willow...They deserved justice. And since the Vanzette Police Depa—"

“Cut the shit!” she yelled, mimicking him. “Tell me the truth. Why have you been
stalking and harassing me?”’

“Fine,” he agreed, “It’ s not just because of them, but they were a big part of it.”

“What else?’

“You're a seed that has come from bad soil. Y our parents were evil, just like you and
your sister. They might not have been murderers like you, but they were selfish, and
they killed something else too.”

“And what did they kill, Terry?’ She smiled as her head tilted. “Your marriage?
That’swhat thisis about, right? Tonya?’

It took Jones a while to respond. He wasn't expecting her to know about his past.
He'd put great effort into sealing documents that included his personal information
online.

“Yeah, | know about that,” Sade continued. “I know about your daughter too. How
she killed herself because of Tonya.” She chuckled. “1 have to say, though...if | were

stuck with you for afather, | probably would have killed myself too.”

Like lightning, Jones was out of his seat, squeezing her neck until her eyes watered
and turned red, and she passed oui.

Jones tossed water onto Sade to wake her up. She choked and coughed, almost
toppling over in the chair. He drew close to her, leaving them just a few inches apart.

“1 want to make you suffer,” he said. “1 thought about dlicing your throat like you did



Trina or strangling you like you did Patrice. What did you do to Willow? How did
you kill her?’

Sade remained silent, staring at him with fiery eyes.

“Cat got your tongue now? You were so talkative before.” Jones chuckled as he
remained silent.

“I’ll make you a dedl. If you tell me what happened to Willow, I’ [l make your death
quick and easy.

” He pulled his phone out. “In fact, if you confess to all three murders, I'll send a
bullet into your head and kill you instantly. Y ou won’t feel athing.”

Jones pressed record and waited for her to speak.

He huffed and ran his hand down his face.

Placing his Glock on his thigh, Jones told her, “If you' re not going to confess, do you
have any final words to share with your family?

" Sade kept her silence, further infuriating him. “Fine, have it your way.”

He stopped the recording and looked down to put his phone in his pocket. Then
standing, Jones aimed the gun at her.

“You really don’t care about the people you killed . . . do you?’

“Did you care about the people your wife killed? If you did, you wouldn’t be doing
thisto me. Stop drawing this out and just kill me already.”



He lowered his head as he paced. “Thisis no fun with you acting like this. Y ou won’t
admit to what you did. You don't seem to be scared. What am | going to do with
you?’

Sade chuckled and looked toward the ceiling. “You don’'t get it, do you?’

“Get what?' he asked, aiming at her again.

“There’ s nothing you can say to rattle me. | don’t care.”

“How about this...” He sat back down.

“The sixteen-year-old who killed herself...that was your half sister .” Her mouth went
slack.

Finally...areaction. “Yeah. Turned out Denawasn’t my child.

She was your father’s. She was the only good thing | had left, and Tonyatried to take
her from me because she wasn’'t mine. ”

Sade licked the corner of her mouth before nibbling her cheek. “I know you didn’t
take that lightly.”

“l didn’t. | set her up.”

Her lip twitched asif she were putting the pieces together. “ Set her up how?’

“She didn’t cause the accident that killed your parents; | did.” He chuckled. “What?
Y ou thought | didn’t make her suffer too? Oh, | did. Trust me.”

Sade’ s chest expanded as her breathing escalated. That was it. That's what he' d been



waiting for.

“You killed my parents?’ She shifted in her seat.

Jones stood. “I did. And now, I'm going to kill you too.”

The door burst open just as Jones fired.

However, instead of the bullet hitting Sade, it went into the wall.

Jones pointed the gun toward Dante, but it wastoo late.

Dante’ s bullets ripped through his center.

He fell onto the ground, gasping for air as fire surged through his core.

Dante stood over him with a smile before firing one last time.
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Tonya,

Thisisletter one of two. If you receive this, it’s because | am dead.
Thisletter will be the key to your freedom.

Now that | am gone, you can roam the earth again.

| couldn’t stomach the idea of you being happy and free, falling in love with another
man like you hadn’t done what you’ d done to me. To Dena.

Y ou destroyed us.

For what? Lust? Was what you had for Martin real love? Even if it was, he didn’t
love you. If he did, he wouldn't have chosen Andrea over you. | hope that truth eats
at you for the rest of your life.

Dena deserved a better mother than you. | deserved a better wife than you. And you
deserve to spend the rest of your days miserable. But at least you'll be able to be
miserable as a free woman.

Call Attorney Robert Hitchum. He has a signed statement and video recording of me
admitting to tampering with the brakes on Martin's car and being responsible for the

accident that took their lives. With that, they should release you.

| hate you, and | can guarantee you | died with hate in my heart over what you did.



Jones
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The Next Morning
“Authorities say ex-detective Terry Jones had a personal vendetta against Sade
Griffin because of her parents. Sources say Jones's ex-wife was romantically
involved with Griffin’sfather, and the affair had a deadly end.

At any rate, Griffin has yet again been cleared of all charges.

Captain Bennit released a statement this morning identifying Jones as the killer
behind two murders that happened earlier this year.

Willow Frank, once presumed missing, is now considered deceased, along with Baker
and Roe.

We will keep following this case. For now, | am Zella—"
“When you came to me, | should have done more,” Bennit said.
“1 didn’t want to see how much he was spiraling.

| failed him and the two of you. But we' re righting that wrong.

Every news station in Vanzette is airing this story repeatedly for the next three days
to make sure everyone in the town knows it was Jones who killed those women, not

you.

“We sent the press release to Memphis as well,” Bennit added. “I don’'t know if



they’ll run it, but I'm sure they will. | hope this allows you to get back to your life
and find some peace.”

“Thank you,” Dante said as he stood. After shaking Bennit’s hand, Dante helped Sade
stand from her seat. “| appreciate you calling usin, but | want to get her home so she
can rest. Y esterday wasalot.”

“Yeah, no. Of course. Call meif you guys need anything.”

“Thanks,” Sade replied with asmall smile.

She’'d been quiet and in her head. As happy as she was that Jones was dead, Dante
felt she wouldn't return to herself until after her emergency appointment.

Though Doctor Smith tried to assure her over the phone, Sade insisted on an
appointment.

Dante didn’t mind the extra precaution and hoped he could take her mind off things
until the appointment tomorrow.

“How are you feeling?’ Dante asked as they walked out of the precinct hand in hand.

“1 feel okay. I’'m glad thisisfinally over. How do you feel ?”

“Same. How are you physically?’

“My feet and ankles are swollen. | don’'t know if that’s the baby or being tied up.”

“1 was wondering if that was the case. Looked like you were wobbling alittle bit.”

She gave him a genuine smile as she rubbed her belly.



“I’ll feel better when the doctor tells me he's okay.

| know | only had one dose of the drug, but not knowing what it was is realy
bothering me.

Plus, the last time | fainted, they warned me of the side effects of doing it too often.

Now that it has happened again because Jones choked me, | just want to make sure
our little oneis okay. ”

“You don't have to explain, Smiley.”

They got into the car, listening to music instead of talking. When they arrived at the
hotel, Dante gave her a massage and held her as she drifted off to sleep. Suddenly,
with a gasp, Sade sat up and looked down at her stomach.

“What’swrong? Areyou in pain?’

She shook her head and blinked her eyesrapidly. “He...He moved.”

“What?' Dante sat up as she put his hand on her stomach. “Oh, wow,” Dante
mumbled at the feel of his son kicking.

Sade giggled as her eyes began to leak with tears. “He moved. He' s okay.”

“Wow.” Dante lowered himself to her stomach and kissed it. “Hey, little one. Thanks
for letting us know you’re okay in there.”

He moved again, causing them both to laugh as Dante’'s eyes watered. Feeling their
baby move was the perfect ending to their day.



The Next Afternoon

After the appointment, Dante treated Sade to ice cream.

She hadn’t stopped smiling since Doctor Smith confirmed their baby boy was okay.

He watched her eat the strawberry ice cream with pure joy.

It finally felt like they could relax and breathe.

Her phone vibrated on the table, and at the sight of her grandmother’s name, Sade
rolled her eyes.

“You know if you don’t answer, she will call me.”
Sade shook her head as she sighed. “Quite frankly, I’'m not in the mood to hear her
apol ogi ze because she heard about what happened. She can stand on the last thing she

said to me.”

Dante tilted his head before shaking it. Her phone stopped ringing, and not long after,
his started.

“Baby ..."

“Just answer it,” she told him, wiping the corners of her mouth.

He did and put the call on speaker. The weather was warm enough for them to enjoy
their ice cream at an outside table, and Dante was grateful for the privacy.

“Hello?’ Sade said, and the dry tone she used made him chuckle.



“Sade. . . hey. How are you?’

“Fine.”

“We saw the news. They’re saying Jones killed those people and tried to frame you.
I’m glad the truth came out.”

Sade chuckled. “Are you? Because the last time we spoke, you said what he was
doing was my Karma.”

Avasighed. “Sade, | didn’t call you to argue.”

“Honestly, I’'m not sure why you called at all.”

“l just. .. | wanted to apologize.”

Sade’ s eyesrolled. “That’s unnecessary, but | want to tell you two things.

One, Jones killed my parents, not his wife.

Tonyawill probably be out of prison soon.

Two, | would like for usto remain in no contact.

The bulk of my pregnancy has been one source of stress or suffering after another,

and I’'m not willing to waste any more time doing things that make me unhappy, and

that includes this back-and-forth thing I’ ve been doing with you. ”

“Wait. He what? All thistime, | thought it was Tonya.”

“That's what Jones wanted. He framed his wife. The truth is finally coming out,



though.”

“Wow. . ... | don’t know what to say.”

“Say you won't call me until after I’ ve called to let you know |’ ve had my baby.”

“1 can do that if you promiseto let us bein your child’slife and yours.”

“I’m not promising that, but I’ll be more willing to try with you after that.”

“Okay. | loveyou, baby, and | really am sorry.”

“It'sokay. | love you too.”

When she disconnected the call, Dante asked, “Do you ever feel guilty about lying to
them?’

Sade released along exhale as she shook her head.
“I did initially, but | felt less bad about it when she started judging me without proof.
| don’t ever want them to find out that | really killed them, but | a'so won't make her

suffer because it’ s the truth.

As long as she can talk to me respectfully and not be so negative, | don’t mind going
around them after | have the baby. ”

Dante could accept that, so he didn’t bother responding. They’d been having a great
day, and he didn’t want anyone, especially Ava, to ruin it.
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Late November

“1 feel like | haven't recorded one of these in awhile.

That makes sense. For thefirst timein areally long time, lifeis so, so good.

Since I’ ve been using this method to vent and get the bad things out of my head, | can
finally put this to rest. I'm healthy, my baby and my man are healthy, and our
relationship is going strong.

Hopefully, | won't need to record again. Hopefully, life can stay this good.”

She' d finished the canvas paintings for Veronica' s clinic and decided to deliver them
herself.

“1 don’t mind. It was nice coming back to Vanzette and not feeling like | had a target
on my back, you know?’

“1 get it. Do you have time to stay for alittle while so we can catch up?’
“Sure!”

Sade took her time going inside Veronica and Lathan’s home.

“How are you feeling?’ Veronica asked, leading Sade to the sitting room.

“I"'m feeling good. I’'m peeing alot, and the baby is moving like crazy. But other than



that, it’s been pretty good lately.”

“Good. Can | get you some water or something? Have you been staying hydrated?’
“I’ve been trying. Dante literally makes me drink water every hour.” Sade's eyes
rolled as she smiled. “Especialy if | do a light workout. He treats me like I'm
fragile.”

“Aww, that’s cute.”

As they continued to talk, Sade relaxed more and more. After years of not feeling
connected to women because of how toxic things were with her sister, she finally had
a genuine friendship with both Veronica and Jessica.

“S0, what are you working on next?’ Veronica asked.

“1 finally have an idea for my next coloring book. It’'ll be for expecting moms. So,
it'll have bellies and babies for each trimester they can color.”

“I'll definitely need to order those in bulk for my clinic. I'm bummed you’'re not

coming back to Vanzette so | can be baby boy’s pediatrician, but this will make up
forit.”

Sade laughed. “Listen, | honestly don’t know where me and Dante are going to end
up.

| wanted to stay in Memphis to be close to family, but this whole ordeal with Jones
kind of ruined that for me.

We' ve moved on and have peace now that he' s gone, but.



.. don’t know. A part of me still wantsto leave. ”

“No one will blame you if you do. But | also understand your desire to stay and be
close to family. Especially since things are getting better between you and Imani.”

“1 know, right? She's starting to understand just how long she will be gone.

The twins will be in their midtwenties when she gets out, and her nephew will be a
preteen.

" Sade sighed as sadness consumed her. “Adam and Atlas are dead, and she's still
here being punished.

| know to some, death is the ultimate punishment, but somehow, that doesn’t seem

”

fair.

“1t sounds like you' re feeling compassion for your sister, and that’ s something | never
thought I’ d witness.”

Sade smiled. “You and me both. | know she was terrible to you too, and | apologize
on her behalf. | won't make excuses for it because it was wrong. But | don’t
know...she's...maturing. | just hope she keeps it up so that she can make the most of
her freedom when she gets out.”

They continued to talk for several hours before having lunch. Then Sade headed back
home to Memphis. She was grateful for the brief trip and visit with her friend. It
finaly felt like life was back on track.

After a day of getting the nursery together, Sade decided to unwind, watching
Breaking Bad and eating fruit.



The show had never caught her interest before, but Jessica mentioned how good it
was when she first watched it, so Sade decided to give it a chance.

She was only on the second season but had been pleasantly surprised.

“Y ou forgot your phonein the nursery, Smiley,” Dante said, handing it to her.

Sade looked at her phone asit lit up with amissed call from Attorney Thomas.

She'd hired him to look into Simone’ s case.

Since it was just after five in the evening, Sade hoped he was calling with great news.

She sat up in bed, paused the episode, and then returned his call.

Sade exchanged pleasantries with his receptionist, and then she directed Sade' s call to
his office.

“Thisis Attorney Thomas.”

“Hi, thisis Sade. | was just returning your call.”

“Sade, hey. How are you?’

“I"'m well. How are you?’

“I'm well. | know it’'s kind of late, but | couldn’t wait until morning to give you the
good news.

Simone's court date was today, and the judge agreed that based on the evidence and
her ex’ s history of domestic violence, she should have received alesser sentence.



She’s being released tomorrow with time served. ”

Sade squealed as she hopped out of bed. “Oh my God, you just made my day! I'm so
happy to hear that! Are you going to see her tomorrow?”’

“Normally, the family would have the pleasure of picking her up, but she expressed
that the only family she hasin Vanzette is her daughter, so I' [l pick her up.”

“Yes, that's correct. Well, please, give her my number and tell her to call me as soon
as she's settled. Thank you so much, Attorney Thomas.”

“1 will, and you’ re welcome. Thank you for moving on her behalf.”

As Sade ended the call, she wiped her eyes.

“What was that about?’ Dante asked, stealing a slice of apple from her bowl.

“That was the lawyer | had working on Simone’'s case. A judge overturned her
sentence today. She's going home tomorrow!”

“That’ s great, baby. You said she did five years, right?’

“Right, and that was more than enough. Redlly, it was too much, in my opinion, but
I’m just glad she's finally going to be able to go home. Hopefully, Nico's parents
won't make it hard for her to get custody of Carmen once she's settled and stable. |

got afeeling they will, though.”

“Yeah, that’s going to be tricky. | get they are hurting over losing their son, but if it
was hislife or hers...What did they really expect her to do?’

Sade could only shrug as she got back into bed. She didn’t want to think too much



about that. For now, she was just glad Simone would be free come morning.
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“1 have to pee,” Sade told him, using his hand to tug him in the opposite direction.
“After this, can we have lunch?’

“Korean barbecue. Can we go to the hot pot place in Bartlett?”’
“Whatever you want, Smiley.”
“Y ou good, Grandpa?’

“Yeah, son.” He paused. “Uh...I know Sade wants to keep her distance until she has
the baby, but y’ all need to stop by. Today, if you can.”

“I’ll seewhat | can do. What is this about?’

“We have a message from Vanessa, Atlas's mom.”
“Aw, hell. Thiscan’t wait until after she has the baby?’
“It's. .. concerning the baby, Dante.”

“What do you mean?’

“Just stop by. We'll explain everything.”

Barron disconnected the call, and Dante groaned.

A part of him wanted to forget what he’d heard and not tell Sade, but he couldn’t do



that.

It would be best if they took care of this now.

He hated that after weeks of peace, it felt like they were about to step into some
dramathat the man he killed was somehow at the center of.

As Sade approached him with a comfortable smile, Dante hated to tell her something
that might wipe it off her face.

“What’swrong?’ she asked, wrapping her arms around him.

“Why do you think something is wrong?’

“You're frowning,” she noticed, rubbing the space between his wrinkled brows.

“Oh. | just got off the phone with your grandpa. He wants us to stop by.” Her eyes
rolled as she sighed. “He saysit’simportant. Something about Vanessa.”

“All right. We can stop by before we eat. | don’'t want to obsess over what it is and
not be able to enjoy my food.”

“We wouldn’'t want that, would we?’ Dante teased, grabbing their bags off the nearby
bench before leaving the mall.

“Thank you for stopping by,” Avasaid with asmile. “It’s good to see you.”

“You too,” Sade agreed, sitting next to Dante on the couch. “What'’ s this about?’

Avaand Barron looked at each other, and then Barron spoke first.



“You know we reached a sort of truce with Adam’s family. Because the twins are his
only children, we' ve worked out an agreement so that they can spend time with his
family.”

“Right,” Sade said.

“Well, when Samantha came to get the girls, her sister was with her. Vanessa would
like you to take a DNA test just to prove the baby isn’'t Atlas's.”

Sade stared at them for a while before bursting into laughter. She leaned forward as
much as her belly would allow, gripping Dante’s thigh. As serious as the situation
was, her level of unbothered amused Dante.

He licked hislips, trying to hide his smile.

“Wow. Are you serious?’

“Very,” Avasaid.

“But Atlastold them the baby wasn’t his before he died.”

“Apparently, they are questioning that because he started saying it was,” Ava
clarified. “I think they are grasping at straws. He's gone, and they want this baby to
be what they have to remember him by.”

“| get that...especialy since the twins are around more. And | can admit that Atlas
started to become possessive of the baby and call it his, but it’s not, and they know

that. However, I'll agreeif they need atest to put thisto rest.”

“Good,” Barron said. “ They said you can get it done now. Isthat safe?’



Sade smiled. “Yes, Grandpa. They have noninvasive prenatal paternity testing. I'll
talk to Doctor Smith about it and see when | can schedule it. Tell Vanessa and Clay
I’ [l get the test done as soon as possible.”

“We will,” Ava agreed as Sade stood, causing Dante to do the same. “Are you
leaving so soon?’

“Yeah, I'm hungry,” Sade admitted with a smirk.

“1 can fix you something,” Ava offered with hopeful eyes.

“Thanks, but | kind of had my mouth fixed for Korean barbecue.”

“Oh. Okay. Wdll . . . Maybe another time.”

Sade’s mouth twisted to the side as she considered her grandmother’s words.
“Maybe...next week?’

Ava's eyes widened as she grinned. “ Next week would be perfect.”

“Okay. | guess|’ll see you then.”

“Okay.”

They said their goodbyes, and as Dante opened the car door for Sade, he told her, “I
knew you wouldn’t be able to stay away.”
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Back on the lsland

He walked over to her and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her until her giggles
made it hard for him to do so.

“What has gotten into you?’ Her cheery voice and bright eyes made his heart skip a
beat.

“You're beautiful. Y ou know that?’
Biting down on her bottom lip, Sade nodded.
“Yes, but it's always nice to hear you say it.”

“You know 1I’d do anything for you, right? If anyone hurts you...I'll make sure they
never have the chance to again.”

Pressing her palms into his chest, Sade stared into his eyes. She looked deeply, like
she was searching for something. Since he was telling the truth, Atlas hoped she
would find it.

“Are you okay, baby?’

“1 am. | just want to make sure you understand that.”

“Where isthis coming from?’ she asked sweetly, caressing his chest.



“1 wish | would have been around when you were in school. | would have protected

you.

Her brows lifted, and her mouth opened dlightly as realization filled her. Her chuckle
was soft as she nodded.

“Oh... I see You'rethinking about Imani and Dante?’

Atlas nodded. “He said he was your best friend, but he wasn't. If he was, he wouldn’t
have let them do that to you. He didn't deserve you, and he doesn’t deserve this
baby.”

“We were kids,” Sade reasoned, wrapping her hands around his wrists. “Do | wish
things would have been different? Yes. But | can't dwell on that now. My life is
better with you init. That’s all | care about.”

Atlas lowered himself to his knees and hugged her waist. He rested his head on her
stomach and said, “Thank you for this gift. You and the baby...Y ou give me hope.
Y ou keep me grounded. Steady. You're my anchor. | don’t know what I'll doif | lose

you.

Sade ran her hand down the back of his head, then used his chin to lift his head. “It’s
agood thing you don’t have to worry about that.”
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The Christmas Cabin Trip
“Wait. Are you still mad at me? Y ou’ ve been avoiding me thiswholetrip.”
“That’s what you wanted, right? Time alone with Adam.”

Imani huffed and rolled her eyes. “Yes, that's what | wanted, but without the attitude
from you.”

Sade chuckled. “I’'m not sure how you thought that was possible. You brought me
here under false pretenses, and you' re putting mein a horrible position with Dante.”

“Look, let's not bring him into this. It's our last full day here, and Adam wants to do
something as agroup. | don’t want you having an attitude to ruin it.”

“Oh, so that’s what this is about? You don’'t really care about how | feel or us not
doing anything. Thisis about Adam and what he wants.”

Her jaws clenched, Imani stared at her sister, and Sade laughed with a shake of her
head.

“Enjoy your day, Imani,” Sade said as she |eft the kitchen.
“Beready to go in an hour!”

“Whatever,” Sade grumbled under her breath, not even bothering to look back. She
took small sips of her still-hot coffee, amost dropping the cup when she entered her



room and saw Atlas placing something on her bed.

“Jesus, you scared me.” Sade clutched her chest, trying to slow her palpitating heart.

“Sorry, | was trying to surprise you with this gift.”

With atsk, Sade walked over to him. “Y ou didn’'t have to get me anything, Atlas.”

“lI know, but | wanted to.” He lifted the gift bag and handed it to her. “Merry
Christmas, Sade.”

“1 can’t take this. Not until | go get you something.”

He gave her a sexy smile and licked his lips. “I don’t want you to get me anything.
Now, take this.”

Sade accepted the bag and then set her mug on the dresser.

She removed the tissue paper and pulled out aleather-bound book.

As she opened it, Atlas said, “I got this from the vintage shop in the town square. It
has little dotted pages inside. The lady said that it was good for artists. Was she
right?’

With watery eyes, Sade dlipped her hand over the aged leather. “Yeah, she was.”
Sade laughed in disbelief. “This is...beautiful, Atlas. I’'m going to keep this forever.
Thank you.”

“You'rewelcome. I'm glad you like it.”

Sade pulled himin for a hug as shetold him, “I loveit.”



Her eyes squeezed shut as tears threatened to pour. It was such a thoughtful gift, and
she wasn'’t expecting it to come from him...Someone she'd known on such a shallow
level. Maybe it was the holiday season, but the gesture had definitely opened Sade’s
heart to Atlasjust alittle bit more.
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Just After Christmas

The move to Memphis?

Being with his family?

Her agreement to let him father a child that wasn’'t his?

With a sigh, Sade stood and grabbed her phone off the charger.

She hadn’t even bothered to open the DNA test results because she knew what they
would say.

As she went down the hall searching for Dante, she wondered how Vanessa and Clay
would feel when they saw the results.

Would they be relieved? Or would their grief be doubled?

Dante was seated in a recliner in front of the projector, which played a crime movie
that Sade was unfamiliar with. She handed him her phone and said, “The results are

in.”
He looked at the phone before taking it from her. “Why are you giving it to me?’

“1 figured you’ d want to see them too.”

His eyes rolled toward the ceiling. “I told you if you said the baby was mine that |



believed you.”

“Still . .. 1 want you to seeit for yourself.”

Dante opened the email, smiling when he saw the results that Sade already knew in
her heart. He stood and wrapped his arms around her, dropping a kiss on her
forehead.

“Smiley, | already believed you. But it is nice to see thisin black and white.”

“Good.”

As she removed herself from his embrace, Dante asked, “Are you okay? You
seem...sad or disappointed. Did you want this to be his baby?’

Sade scoffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “ Of course not.”

“Then what’ s wrong with you?’

“Nothing’s necessarily wrong. | was just thinking about Atlas and how things started
to go so wrong.”

Dante tilted his head. His tongue rolled over his teeth as he eyed her. “You regret
what happened?’

“No. It was either him or you, and I’'m happy you’re still here with me.” She released
a nervous chuckle. “This really isn’t the kind of thing a person wants to discuss with
their partner.”

“30, this is about you missing him then? Or, at least, missing the way things used to
be with him?’



“It's about saying goodbye to something and someone | thought I'd have a future
with.

| didn’t go to his funeral, and even though | told Atlas we were over, | never realy
got closure.

| feel bad.” Sade sat on the arm of the recliner.

“All Atlas wanted was to love me and be with me.” She chuckled bitterly.

“To be there for our child. And he...went a little crazy with it, but he was the first
man to make me feel worth the pressure he was putting behind me. So, | guess | feel
guilty because he'd still be diveif it wasn't for me. ”

“He'd still be aliveif he wouldn’t have tried to kill me.”

“You know what | mean, Tay.”

“1 do.” He sat back down and pulled her down to his lap. “Is there anything | can do
to convince you this wasn’t your fault?’

“Honestly, I’'m not sure. | know that logically.

Like | didn’t make him start acting crazy.

But in my heart, | feel responsible. And | know Vanessa will probably be hurt
because the baby isn't his.

As much as | hate her and her sister, | feel bad about that too.

They blamed me for Adam, and | know they blamed me for Atlas.



Now, she will blame me for never having any grandchildren. ”

“Evenif shedid, again, that’s not your fault, baby.”

Sade sighed as her phone vibrated. “Uh-oh.” It was Vanessa. “I kind of hate | told
Grandma to give her my number. | wasn't actually expecting her to call me after the
results were delivered.”

Dante chuckled as he gripped her thigh. “Answer, Day.”

Sade pulled in a deep breath before answering with, “Hello?’

“Sade, hi. Isnow agood time to talk?”’

“Um, sure. What's up?”’

“We saw the results. Thank you.”

“You're welcome. At least you don’'t have to worry about dealing with me for the rest
of your life.”

Vanessa chuckled like Sade hoped she would. “Silver lining, and I’'m sure you can
say the same.” They both shared a laugh. “Can you come over? No funny business, |
promise. You can bring anyone you'd like. It will just be me and Clay. There's
something about Atlasthat I'd like to share with you.”

Sade looked at Dante, and he nodded. “I would only feel comfortable with Dante
being there with me.”

“The man who killed my son?’



“The man your son tried to kill. The man who defended himself. Can you just...tell
me over the phone?’

Vanessa sighed. “I probably will never be ready to face him. | don’'t care about the
logic of him defending himself against Atlas and that being the reason he's dead.
That was still my baby.”

Vanessa' s snifflestugged at Sade’ s heart.

“Vanessa, I’'m not sure this is a good idea. How about we just discuss this over the
phone?’

“How about | go and just sit in the car?’ Dante suggested. “I’'1l be outside if you need
me.”

Sade thought it over before agreeing. “ Okay, | can do that.”

“Good,” Vanessa said. “Can you come over in two hours?’

“Yeah, I'll bethere.”

“Thank you, Sade.”

With a nod, Sade disconnected the call. Her mind raced with ideas of what could be
so important that V anessa wanted to tell her in person.

She didn’'t feel comfortable around Vanessa after what happened at the restaurant and
would have preferred to meet her with Dante, but Sade understood her plight.

She didn't know how she’'d fed if she had to sit across from the man who murdered
her child, whether it was self-defense or not.



That took alevel of maturity, forgiveness, and spirituality that Sade wasn’t sure she'd
ever have.
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Two Hours Later

“What’ s this about?’ she asked, wanting to get their meeting over with.

“l wanted you to know that | never hated you; | hated the idea of Atlas being with
you. He really liked you, and | feared it would lead to him having an episode,”
Vanessa said.

“An episode? What do you mean?”’

“Atlas had schizophrenia,” Clay shared, completely knocking the air from Sade's
lungs.

She gripped the pole and looked from Clay to Vanessa.
“What? H-how did | not know that?’

Vanessa smiled as her eyes watered. “Because he was taking his medicine. When he
takes his medicine, the symptoms are under control. | think he stopped taking them
when you returned to Memphis.”

“l noticed a little difference in him,” Clay said. “But | didn't take it seriously. He
hadn’t had an episode in awhile. | thought he was just depressed and not handling his
emotions well.”

“And | was in denia,” Vanessa added. “1’d just gotten him back home, and | didn’t
want to believe he had stopped taking his medicine. If | questioned him about it, he'd



pull away.” She wiped atear before it could fall. “I didn’t want to lose him again.”

“ S0 the schizophreniais why he started to spiral?’ Sade asked.

“It was,” Clay answered. “The delusion, the detachment, inability to control his
emotions or not having an emotional reaction when needed. All of those things were

signs that he’ d stopped taking his medicine.”

“The minute he started fixating on your baby, | should have known he'd stopped,”
Vanessasaid. “I’m so sorry. We should have caught it sooner.”

“You don’'t have to apologize for that, but | really appreciate you telling me.

I’d been trying to figure out where we went wrong for things to get so crazy between
us, and this makes it make sense.

He was like a completely different person toward the end.

..and now | know why.” Sade blinked back her tears, guilt sitting on her heart for a
different reason now.

“How didn’t | notice the changes? Why didn't | say something? Instead, |
just...pushed him away.”

“Oh, please, don’'t do that,” Vanessa said. “We're carrying enough guilt over this
situation. You don’t need to. The truth is, Atlas was a grown man, and he chose to
stop taking his medicine.”

“How’ d you find out that was what happened?’

“We noticed the pill bottle in his bathroom when we went through his things. |



checked the date he’ d gotten it, and he hadn’t taken any of the pills.”

“Wow.”

“S0, it's not your fault. None of this was. We'll probably never know why he chose
to stop taking his medicine, but that was his choice. We just wanted you to know.”

“Thanks again for telling me,” Sade said, unsure what else could be said.

“Of course, and good luck with your delivery.”

Sade waved at them both before turning and going to the car. Dante got out and
opened the door for her, and she was glad Vanessa and Clay went inside without

saying anything. The moment Dante drove away, Sade started to tell him everything.

By the time she finished, his response was, “Damn. How do you feel about that
now?”’

“This gave me some peace, but it also made me feel bad. Like I’'m able to now say |
know why things changed, but | feel a little guilty because | didn't try to help him

figure out what was going on.

And | know that wasn't my responsibility, but it makes me feel like | should have
been more concerned about someone | said | cared abouit.

He was exhibiting abnormal, unstable behavior.

What if | would have just tried to figure out why?”

“Might | offer adifferent perspective?’ Sade nodded.



“1 don’t think he wanted you to know, Smiley.

If he did, he would have told you. That’'s not something you just forget to tell the
person you' re seeing.

He intentionally kept that from you. So, | don’t think your asking would have made a
difference.

It was his choice to keep that from you, and it was his choice to stop taking his
medicine. ”

“That’ swhat Vanessa said.”

“And | agree. | also don’'t want you to feel guilty over this. It wasn't your battle. |
don’t want you taking this on and making yourself upset. This was a very unfortunate
situation all the way around, but it wasn't your fault at all.”

“Thank you, baby. | needed that.”

Dante took her hand into his and kissed it. His words and Vanessa' s assurance made
Sade feel alittle better, but she knew it would take some time before she shook away
the lingering guilt.
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New Year'sEve

That got asmile out of him. “I’m trying to stay locked in. Just got alot on my mind.”
“Thisis about that boy?”’

“Yeah. I’'m watching her grieve the man | killed. | don’t know what to do.”
“Isshereally grieving him, or is she grieving that situation?’

“Isthere adifference?’

Deandre chuckled and took a sip of hisdrink.

“Oh, there’'s a big difference. If she's grieving the man, that’ll take longer for her to
process.

And there's a chance she never will. If she's grieving the situation, she’ll heal from
that with time.

It'Il just take her mind connecting with her heart and shutting some of those negative
feelings off. ”

“She says she needed closure and that learning about his condition gave her that, but
she also said she felt guilty over not questioning what was going on with him.”

“That sounds like she's grieving the situation. Give her time. She’'ll come out of it



eventualy. There's nothing you or anyone else can say to her. I'm sure you've
aready said it all.”

Dante nodded his agreement with a smile. “Yeah, | have. She said it helped and that
she heard me. So, | guess| just have to wait and see.”

“Just give her some time. One day, she will wake up and not think about it at all. And
when she does think about it, it'll be processed in a healthy way. One that won't
make her feel responsible in any way. Until then, just continue to give her grace.”

“1 will. Thanks, Pops.”

“You're welcome. Now get out of this corner sulking and come socialize with ya
people. You know you'll be ready to go soon.”

Dante laughed as he stood and followed his father, not even bothering to disagree.
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“Wow,” Dante muttered as he took her in. “You look absolutely stunning, Smiley.”
“1 think thisisthefirst day | feel fat.”

His robust laughter turned her pout into a smile.

“Baby, you are not fat. Even if you did gain some weight, it's for a good reason.”

“Mhm.” Her smile widened when his hands molded against her waist as he kissed
her.

“You'’ve never looked more beautiful than you do right now.”

“Thank you, Tay. Now, tell me where we're going.”

Dante chuckled as he took her by the hand. “You' [l seein amoment. Let’s go.”

For the entire ride, Sade’'s nerves got the best of her. She calmed down when they
pulled into the parking lot of her favorite restaurant. “This really is just a date that
you spoiled me to get ready for?’

“Would you be disappointed if there wasn’t a surprise?”’

“No, just surprised.”

“Good.”



Dante got out and opened the door for her, then led her to the restaurant. As soon as
they stepped inside, Sade’ s hands covered her mouth, and her eyes watered.

“Surprise!” was yelled from everyone in the dining room.

The areawas decorated in pink and blue for the surprise baby shower/gender reveal.

“You did this?’ she asked as Dante' s hand went to the small of her back.

They waked farther into the dining room, where their family and friends were
waiting.

“Nah. This was Veronica' s idea. She and Jessica put it together. You know Mama
and Grandma Ava helped, but thiswas all your friends doing.”

That only made Sade more emotional. She went around the room, giving everyone
hugs.

For awhile, she was so in shock she barely talked.

Once she accepted what had been done for her, she warmed up to everyone in the
room.

What put her more in her feelings was Imani calling Ava when it was time for them
to reveal the gender of their baby.

A cart with a blue and pink cupcake was rolled from the kitchen.

“All right, Dante,” Oliviasaid. “You feed Sade the cupcake. Pink for agirl, blue for a

boy.



Dante lifted both with a wide grin. He licked his lips and asked her, “You ready,
bae?’

“Yes, I'mready.”

She opened her mouth dlightly, laughing when cheers erupted as he fed her the blue
cupcake. He waited until she swallowed to give her akiss that Sade happily accepted.

“This has been perfect,” she said after wiping her mouth. “Thank you to Veronica and
Jessica for planning this. Thank you, Grandma and Mama Olivia, for the assist. And
thank you all so much for coming to celebrate me and Dante's little one. We truly
appreciate you more than you'll ever know.”

Her heart was light as she sat down and prepared to open the gifts everyone had
brought. At the beginning of her pregnancy, Sade was sure she’ d spend it stressed and
upset. Now, she could finally enjoy her pregnancy, and she was looking forward to
her little one entering the world even more.

Two Weeks L ater

As Sade soaked her feet in water, she beamed over Simone’ s good news.

Nico’s parents surprised her by agreeing to give her full custody of Carmen once she
had ajob and a stable living environment.

Sade couldn’t have been happier for Simone.

After they made plans to see each other that weekend, Sade ended the call and dried
her feet.

It was Dante’'s and her date night, which happened to be her favorite night of the



week.

She didn’'t know what he had in store, but he told her she could dress casually.

After dlipping into a sweatsuit, Sade made her way down the hall slower than usual.

Being in her final trimester had been bittersweet.

She was excited it was almost over, but the extra weight and less energy made her
dayslonger.

The breath she released gained Dante’s attention. His head lifted from his phone, and
he smiled.

“You al right, mama?’

“Just alittletired, but that’s nothing new.”

“Normally, I’d ask if you want to stay home, but...”

“Oh no. | want to leave the house. | love our date nights.”

“Okay, good, because | think you're going to readlly, really enjoy this.”

“Well, | really enjoyed the last surprise. That’s gonna be hard to top.”

“Hmm...We€'ll see.” He gave her a soft kiss that caused goose bumps to cover her
arms. “You ready?’

“ am.”



When they were seated in the car, Dante asked, “What's your fondest memory of
me?’

It didn’t take Sade long to think about it.

Her eyes misted at the memory. “How you reacted to my parents dying. As soon as |
called, you came over. You spent two weeks with me until Grandpa put you out.”
Sade chuckled and took his hand into hers.

“1 don’t think | would have made it through that without you.

Imani was out with her girls, avoiding it.

My grandparents were...too jarred and busy with funera preparations and getting
adjusted to having us with them to really focus on me.

But you did. Y ou gave me space to grieve, but you didn’t let it consume me.

Y ou' d always been my best friend, but after that.

..That'swhen | decided | was never going to let you go no matter what anyone said. ”
Dante lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it as he often did.

“l was glad | could be there for you. It was like second nature. Y ou’ve always been
my heart. When things aren’'t right with you, they aren’'t right with me. | love you
more than anything and anyone elsein thisworld, Smiley.”

“Ugh, you' re about to make me cry.”

“Youdo that alot lately.”



They shared a soft laugh as she wiped her eyes. “ These darn hormones. | was never
this much of a crybaby.”

“Hmm . .. Now, | don’t know about that, Day.”

“l wasn't! ... Was|?”

Dante laughed. “I mean, | guess you have average emotions. | don’'t have anyone to
compare you to. Your sister didn’t emote like a normal person, so | can’'t use her.”

“She's getting better. What about Mama Olivia?’

“Nah, Mama was always emotional. She believes tears cleanse the soul and express
joy, so there's always a reason to cry to her. You're like that now, but you weren’t
before you got pregnant.”

Sade chuckled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

They continued to talk until they pulled into the parking lot of an event venue. At
first, Sade thought their date night would be a party or concert, but no cars were
parked there.

“Is everyone else parked in the back?’ she asked.

“Yeah.”

“So, what isthis? A concert?’

“You'll see,” he said, opening his door.

Her excitement grew as she stared at the venue entrance, trying to make out the



movement. As they made their way inside, she had to keep from skipping. Usually,
Sade didn’t like surprises, but she’' d been enjoying them lately.

She immediately recognized the blue and white color scheme when they walked
inside.

“Kirby High School class of 20—ah!” With a gasp, Sade gripped his arm and
bounced from one leg to the other. “Y ou re-created our prom!”

“1 did,” he confessed, giving her a sexy smile and wink. “Come on, let’'sgo inside.”
They entered the double doors, and Sade felt like she’ d gone back in time.
Everything looked almost exactly the same as their high school prom—the white and

blue décor, round tables for seating in the back, light bites and refreshments to the
|eft, and a dance floor in the center of the room.

Her eyes zeroed in on the blue and white strobe lighting and silver chandelier.

“Oh my God, Dante. Thisis absolutely perfect. | can't believe you did this.”

“1 felt like we both needed a redo after what happened at the first one.” He clapped
his hands, and several women came from the right. “So, | got everything you' [l need
in the back. Dress, shoes, all that. They’ll do your hair and makeup. I’ll seeyou in a
while, beautiful.”

Dante kissed her cheek, and before she could thank him, he headed in the opposite
direction to get ready himself. As happy tears raced down her cheeks, Sade walked to

the small group of women waiting for her with broad smiles.

Sade stared at her reflection in the mirror and tried not to cry.



The night of their prom, when Imani doused her with punch, she ruined their
mother’ s dress.

It was Sade’ s most prized possession from their mother.

Nothing Avatried could fully remove the stain.

Sade was so disgusted that she never wanted to see the dress again.

Y ears later, Dante had the fabric turned into a pale yellow silk shawl that she draped
over the white gown he' d gotten her for the evening.

The longer she caressed the fabric and looked at her reflection in the mirror, the
harder it was for her to maintain her emotions.

For a brief moment, she felt like that eighteen-year-old girl all over again—weak,
bullied, taken advantage of, no confidence.

Quickly, she reminded herself that was never an identity she should have taken on.

Regardless of how her sister tried to dim her light, Sade had no choice but to let it
shine. Then and now.

When Kem began to play, Sade knew that it was her cue to leave. She took one final
look at herself before leaving the dressing room. A giggle escaped her at the sight of
Dante in a chocolate suit, just like years ago.

“Well, don’t you look handsome.”

“And you look beautiful as always.”



“Than—Dante. . .”

As he lowered to one knee, Dante took her hand into his.

“I’ve loved you since before | even knew what love was.

| made some horrible decisions in my youth that almost cost me you.

I’m grateful to God that during the most horrible time in my life, | was finally blessed
with the chance to make things right with you.

We have alot of yearsto make up for as husband and wife.

| want usto start now. Sade Griffin, will you marry me?”

She nodded her head rapidly before she laughed a hearty laugh. “ Of course, I'll marry
you. For real thistime.”

Dante laughed as he pulled the pear-shaped diamond out of his pocket and slipped it
onto her ring finger.

“| love the sound of that.”

Once he secured the ring, Dante kissed it, then stood and pulled her into his arms.
The tender, deep kiss he gave her made Sade moan as she held him close.

Their bodies swayed to the music in the background as her heart processed what had
just happened.

Dante Williams had just proposed to her.



He would soon be her husband—not just in her head, but from his heart.

They spent the rest of the evening dancing until her feet started to hurt. Then they
returned home, where they made love well into the morning.
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A Little Under Two Months Later

As soon as their son’s cheek touched Sade’s, his crying stopped.
“Hi, little one,” she said before kissing him.

“You know your mama’ s voice, huh?’ the nurse asked.

Dante blinked back tears at the sight. He couldn’t wait to hold his baby boy. The
nurse took him away briefly to get him checked out and cleaned up.

“He's here, Smiley. You did it,” Dante said before kissing her forehead. “I’'m so
proud of you, and | love you. Thank you so much for him. God, | love you.”

Sade's eyes fluttered as she gave him alazy smile. “I’'m just happy he’'s here. I'm so
tired.”

“1 know, baby. The hardest part is over. You'll be able to rest soon.”
He kissed her forehead, nose, and lips before thanking her again.

Once the baby was cleaned up, the nurse walked him over again. That time, she
handed him to Dante. Now, Dante was unable to hold his tears back.

“What's up, little one? Daddy’ s been waiting for you.” Dante smiled and wiped his
eyes. “I love you so much, Iman. The world isyours.”



Dante was surprised when Sade suggested naming the baby after her sister.

In aweird way, she' d brought them together.

If it weren't for her scheme, he'd still be in a loveless marriage with no idea of his
wife's cheating or the fact that he was raising another man’ s kids.

Now, he had a son, he was with the love of his life, and in a year, he'd legally
become Sade’ s husband.
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Tonya
Tonya,

This is letter number two of two. Y ou should receive this at |east three months after
my death.

Now that I’ve freed you, you owe me. | could have left you rotting in prison for a
crime you didn’t commit, but | showed you grace instead.

You should know | did that for a reason, and it for damn sure wasn't out of the
kindness of my heart.

| need you to finish what | started. Sade Griffin has to pay for what she did.

| believe there's a body or some incriminating evidence in the small body of water
behind her house.

| saw her boyfriend, the man she killed women for, toss three black garbage bags into
the water.

| want you to search that water for those bags and see what’s inside.
If itiswhat | think it is, call the police immediately.

If itisn’'t...at least you' ve still got your freedom.



I”’m gonna put the address on the back of this|etter.

Please, don’t fuck this up for me. Don’t touch anything inside the bag.

Evidence has already been ruled inadmissible once before with this girl. | can't let
that happen again.

Still hating you from beyond the grave. . .

Jones

13 Whav.”

Tonya plopped down on the grass and wiped her forehead.

Searching the lake took longer than she thought it would, but she found the three bags
Jones mentioned.

Because she wasn't sure how much time she had before someone noticed her, she put
on her gloves and ripped a bag apart as quickly as possible.

The smell and sight of decaying flesh immediately made her sick to her stomach. She
crawled over to the lake and emptied the contents of her stomach before scooting
severa feet away from the bags. Standing, she began to pace.

She knew who Sade Griffin was. She also knew why her ex-husband wanted her to
pay. Though Tonya appreciated Jones finally telling the truth so she could be free,
she didn’t owe him a damn thing. Her curiosity was why she’ d done as he asked, but
that was as far as it would go.

Tonyaretied the bag and tossed all three back into the lake.



She looked around and made sure no one was watching before she tossed Jones's
letter in there too.

As she walked toward her car, she hummed, and a smile slowly spread across her
lips.

Tonya had never thought much about the afterlife, but she hoped Jones was looking
up at her from hell, watching her leave.

She never thought she’'d be okay with letting someone get away with murder, but
under these circumstances, Tonya was convinced Sade deserved areprieve.

The End



