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        For Riley, my reason for everything you do.

      

        

      
        My darling girl, may you never know this pain–this suffering–but if you do, I hope you’ll find strength in this book.

      

        

      
        If you find yourself lost, may you always be like the moon, phasing but always returning to your beautiful glow.
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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR:

          

        

      

    

    
      Please note this book contains situations that may be uncomfortable for some readers. Some of these situations include miscarriage, pregnancy, a bisexual male character that continues sleeping with other men with the permission of the FMC, depression, anxiety, PTSD, schizophrenia, neglectful parents, and drug overdose.

      If you have any questions about anything in this book before reading, please reach out to me via social media or through my author email (authortosmith@gmail.com). I will be happy to answer any questions you may have.

      Theirs does not have to be read to understand this book, but if you want Meghan, Julian, and Axel’s (side, but important, characters) back story before reading, then it is highly suggested.
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            SPIRALING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ally

      

      

      I frowned as I stared down at the textbook in front of me. I hadn't been getting much sleep lately, and it was making it hard to concentrate on my schoolwork.

      I had kind of placed my life around school. It kept me grounded, gave me something to focus on. But times like these, when my anxiety started acting up and my depression took a plunge, it was hard for me to do the things that kept me sane.

      I shoved my textbook away from me and frowned down at the table, my chest feeling tight. Today was my dad's birthday, and he hadn't spoken to me in three years now.

      After I had spiraled to the point that I was hospitalized in a mental health facility, my parents had turned their backs on me. I ruined their perfect little image that they tried so hard to keep up. So, I was shunned, just as my brother was.

      All because we didn’t fit into their perfect little lifestyle.

      My phone began to vibrate on the table, jerking me out of my head. I picked it up when I saw my older brother's name on the screen.

      "Axel," I whispered when I answered. I swallowed thickly. "Why is it still so hard?" I asked, my voice shaking.

      "You were Dad's little girl, Ally," my brother said softly, understanding in his tone. My chest squeezed. He knew me so well. I didn’t even have to elaborate. He instantly knew today would be a hard day for me. "He turned his back on you. It's normal for it to hurt, for it to bother you."

      "I didn't ask to be this fucked up," I croaked, my voice breaking. Why did I have to be made out to be the bad guy? If I could be normal, I would.

      Axel growled softly. "Ally, don't," he warned me. "Don't do this to yourself. You're not fucked up. You have bipolar depression; you went through hell and back to control that and overcome postpartum psychosis,” he reminded me. I rubbed at my chest, that ache never fading. It was just something I was living with. I’d been pregnant when I found my boyfriend cheating on me. I overdosed on my medication. And after finding out I’d lost my baby…well, I sort of lost myself, too. “I know it feels like your loss, but it's Mom and Dad's loss for not wanting to know the amazing, beautiful, young woman you've grown into."

      Axel had never lost faith in me. Even when I lost faith in myself, was so lost in my hatred of the world that I self-destructed, he had always believed in me.

      "Can I come stay with you guys for a few days?" I asked him. "I feel myself slipping, Axel, and I'm scared," I shakily admitted. "I don't know how to stop it."

      "Sis, our home is always open to you," Axel reminded me. "I'll let Julian and Meghan know you're coming."

      "Thank you, Axel–for never giving up on me," I told him, my voice soft and filled with gratitude.

      "I love you, Ally. No matter how bad this shit gets for you, I'm always here for you if you'll let me," he promised. "Come on home."

      A little over two years ago when I had been released from the center, I had moved in with my older brother. Since he and his best friend are both with the same woman, I moved in with all of them. Meghan, my brother's wife, had been my rock while I was in the center, and to this day, she was still always there for me when I needed her, even if it was at the drop of a hat.

      I honestly didn't know if I would have made it to where I am today without her.

      Which is quite hilarious considering I used to hate her guts. I hated her for taking my brother from me. I hated her for having everything I’d ever wanted–unconditional love, a family that gave a damn…

      But when my eyes finally opened, I realized she was far from my enemy. Meghan taught me how to swim in treacherous waters.

      I quickly packed my bag, but my phone vibrated again as I got ready to zip my bag up. Frowning, I picked it up off the table, my heart beginning to race in my chest when I saw my dad's name on my phone screen.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to remember how to breathe, trying to remember how to stop my anxiety attack. Why was he reaching out now after all this time?

      I couldn't remember, and I was panicking.

      I gasped for air, hot tears sliding down my cheeks as I struggled to breathe. Black spots were dancing in my vision, and my ears were beginning to ring, a sure sign that I was moments away from completely losing my grip and passing out. It happened more often than not.

      Large, warm hands grasped my face, pulling my head up. Vibrant green eyes locked on mine, and they were sure and steady as they locked on mine. "Hey, focus on me, okay? Breathe, darlin'," the man in front of me coaxed. He grabbed my shaking hand and pressed it to his large, toned chest. "Breathe. Focus on my steady heart rate; focus on my slow and steady breaths, darlin'."

      I whimpered, the pain in my chest intensifying as I tried to breathe like he was. He brushed his thumb over my cheek, his lips tilting up into a sexy, half smile. "There you go. You're doing great. Just breathe, darlin'."

      Once the anxiety attack passed, I closed my eyes, drawing in shaky, calming breaths. "Thank you," I whispered, opening my eyes to look at the gorgeous guy in front of me.

      He smiled at me as he flicked his dark hair out of his eyes. "I saw you panicking when I walked out of the study room next to this one." He brushed his thumb over the back of my hand. "Does this happen a lot?"

      I only shrugged, not wanting to answer him. I was a freak. I knew that. I didn't want him looking at me like I was.

      He sat down in one of the chairs at the table. "Are you okay?"

      I nodded my head. "Yeah, I um, I'm just on my way to my brother's," I told him.

      He stood up and held his hand out to me with a charming, panty-dropping smile. God, he was so fucking gorgeous. It wasn’t fair that God made them like this. "Need a lift?" he asked.

      "Um, no." I flushed. He’d just seen me have a panic attack, and he wasn’t running away. I wasn’t sure what to do with that. "But thank you. I can drive myself."

      He nodded as I grabbed my bag and stood up from my chair, ignoring the hand he was holding out to me. He casually dropped it back to his side, not the least bit offended. "My name is Christian." He softly smiled at me. "I hope to see you around again," he said, not allowing my hostility to drive him away.

      I only gave him a small smile before I quickly walked out of the study room, my cheeks burning hot.

      He had to be the hottest guy I had ever laid my eyes on. Of course, he would also be the person to see me at one of my lowest moments.

      I swear, I had no fucking luck when it came to guys.

      I flinched at that thought, pushing away that dark time of my life. Even if it was currently trying to force itself into my present, I was determined as fuck to keep it in the past where it belonged.
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      Meghan took a seat beside me on the couch and threw a blanket over both of us before she turned her body slightly to face me. "Why did you lie to your brother earlier?" she quietly asked me.

      Meghan had taken one look at me when I walked into the house, and she had instantly been able to tell that I’d had an anxiety attack. I couldn’t hide anything from her. She knew the signs on me so well. Sometimes, I hated it. But it also helped me breathe a little easier to know I wasn’t suffering alone.

      I sighed, closing my eyes and leaning my head back. "Axel worries so much already, Meghan. Especially during times like this. I don't want him to freak out. I had an anxiety attack." I shrugged. "It's not a big deal."

      She frowned as she ran her pretty green eyes over my face. "How many have you had recently, though?" she asked me softly.

      I scrubbed my hands down my face. Meghan was the one person in the world that I could never lie to–especially not after everything she had done for me despite how cruel and hateful I had once been toward her. "This makes the fifth one in two weeks," I told her quietly. "Things are getting hectic at school with exams coming up, and I'm having trouble keeping up with everything." It was only a partial lie.

      Meghan grabbed my hand in hers. "You know it's not just that," she gently reminded me. I swallowed thickly. God, why did she have to remember everything? "The anniversary is coming up."

      I blinked the tears out of my eyes, refusing to cry. I wouldn't cry right now. "He tried to contact me a couple of weeks ago," I confessed. Anger flashed in Meghan's eyes on my behalf. "He's been texting me every other day since then, trying to get me to talk to him."

      "Well, that explains your anxiety attacks," Meghan noted. "You need to begin seeing Dr. Gresham again–regularly," she sternly told me when I opened my mouth to remind her that I already saw him once every three months to make sure my medications were still working okay for me. "And you need to tell Axel and Julian what your ex is doing."

      I shook my head. "No, Meghan. Not with the kids and everything else you guys have going on–”

      Megan sent me a lightly scolding look, shutting me up. I sighed, knowing I was going to lose this argument with her. "You need to talk to them–tonight, Ally," Meghan added, her voice stern. I sighed again. I was just so tired. My anxiety attacks drained me, and I just wanted to sleep. "Trying to deal with this on your own is going to make everything worse, Ally. You need to talk to them and let them handle this."

      Julian leaned over the back of the couch and pressed a kiss to Meghan's forehead. My heart ached with that familiar longing for someone to love me as much as Julian and Axel loved Meghan.

      "Talk to us about what, babe?" he asked her.

      "Go get Axel," she told him.

      He frowned down at her, his eyes running over her face for a moment before he went in search of my brother. My heart began to thump wildly in my chest, and nausea swirled in my gut. I wasn’t ready to talk about this.

      Meghan squeezed my hand, drawing my eyes back to her. "Remember that I'm right here by your side, Ally. You don't have anything to fear. We all love you. Remember that," she soothed.

      I drew in a deep, shaky breath. It wasn't that simple because though Axel was sweet and understanding, when it came to family, both he and Julian could become absolute monsters.
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      I watched as Axel took a seat in the recliner in the living room. He still had his slacks and his crisp, white, button-down shirt on, not yet having changed out of his clothes from work. He was a therapist–specifically a trauma therapist. He was damn good at what he did–one of the most highly recommended therapists in the state.

      I wanted to be half as good of a person as he was one day.

      Julian sat on the loveseat, his body angled toward us. I nervously looked at Meghan. She gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “Tell them the truth, Ally–everything. You’re not burdening them,” she promised.

      I drew in a deep shaky breath, looking at my older brother. His brown eyes were soft and gentle as he waited on me to speak. I swallowed nervously. “I’ve had five anxiety attacks in the past two weeks,” I informed them, my voice quiet and shaky.

      “Jesus Christ,” Julian swore as he leaned forward in his chair, his blue eyes intent on mine. “Why the fuck didn’t you come to one of us, Ally?” he asked me. Tears burned in my eyes. “You know I would have never judged you.” he reminded me, his tone a bit gentler. “I’ve seen you in some of your weakest moments.”

      I knew that, too. For years, he kept the secret of me cutting myself with the condition that I promised him I would never cut myself again.

      I drew in a shaky breath. “I didn’t want to burden you guys,” I choked out. “I was trying to deal with it. I can’t lean on you three forever.”

      “Like hell you can’t,” Axel told me. I turned my eyes to him. “We are your family, Ally. None of us sitting in this room with you are going to turn our backs on you. We love you, Ally. You should have called one of us when you had the first anxiety attack.”

      I looked down at the blanket. “That’s not all,” I said quietly. Julian softly growled. “My ex tried contacting me a couple of weeks ago.”

      “Fucking hell!” Julian snapped as he jumped up from the chair. Axel stood up as well, his eyes murderous.

      Almost three years ago, I’d caught my ex cheating on me with a girl from school–and not just any girl, but his stepsister. She and I had actually started becoming really good friends. She had been the first real girlfriend I’d had in a long, long time.

      But I wanted to surprise her on her birthday, and instead, I found my boyfriend–her stepbrother–balls deep inside of her.

      I’d gone home and swallowed my antidepressants to try to kill myself.

      Randall, my ex, had told everyone that I had lied, and it had instead been his twin brother. Whereas Randall did have a twin, they weren’t identical twins.

      I knew what I had seen that day.

      Axel, Julian, and Meghan had all believed me when I told them what happened, and after showing them pictures of Randall and his brother, Max, there was no doubt. Randall had been the one sleeping with Heather.

      They were together now with a two-year-old little girl and another baby on the way. The text I had received had been of their family, and he had asked me to come to their baby shower so we could all reconnect, claiming Heather missed me.

      “What the fuck did he send to you?” Axel demanded.

      I silently pulled my phone out of my pocket and unlocked it, handing it over to my brother. Meghan squeezed my hand in hers, reminding me that I wasn’t alone. She was still here with me, still supporting me, just as she had promised she always would.

      “What the fuck?!” Julian roared.

      Tears burned at the back of my eyes, and they slowly spilled over onto my cheeks. Meghan quickly hugged me as I drew in a shuddered breath. “I hate that it hurts,” I whimpered. “All of this time, and it still hurts that they did that. It shouldn’t hurt this much.”

      Meghan gently brushed some tears off my cheeks. “Ally, one day, someone really fucking amazing will come along, and he’ll make you forget about all of the pain you went through. He’ll go above and beyond to make sure your every need is met, that you’re never unhappy.”

      The doorbell suddenly rang. Axel cursed as he handed Julian my phone. Julian began to rapidly type on it. I knew he was sending Randall a nasty message, and I knew it would be one that I wouldn’t want to read.

      Julian was a monster when you fucked with people he cared about.

      “I invited one of my interns over for dinner. He wanted to learn more about trauma patients, and unfortunately, school doesn’t give him much time,” Axel told us. He looked down at me. “If you can’t handle visitors tonight, I’ll tell him we have to reschedule, Sis. You just say the words.”

      I shook my head, swiping at my cheeks. “I’ll go clean up,” I told him. “I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

      I stood up from the couch. My brother wrapped his arms around me, squeezing me to him. I bit back a sob and hugged him back. “I know it was hard coming to us about this, but I’m proud of you, Ally.” A lump formed in my throat, and tears burned at my eyes again. “You have no idea how brave and strong you are, Little Sis. Just keep fighting for me, yeah? And when fighting gets to be too hard, come to one of us. We can hold you up.”

      I nodded, and when he released me, I quickly disappeared down the hall to my room.
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            THE VOICES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ally

      

      

      My eyes widened in shock as I stared at Christian. He was sitting beside my usual seat at the dining room table.

      Oh, my God–my brother’s intern had seen me have a fucking panic attack.

      Could my day get any worse?

      Christian’s eyes brightened at the sight of me, and my body betrayed me by flushing under his gaze. “This is your sister?” he asked Axel, not removing his eyes from me.

      I swallowed nervously. Axel stood up from the table and pulled my chair out for me with a warm, brotherly smile. “Yes. Christian, meet Ally, my little sister. Ally, meet Christian, the intern at my office,” Axel introduced us.

      Christian gave me a warm smile. My cheeks heated under the intensity of his dark eyes. His eyes were so dark, they were almost black. One might think they would be cold–emotionless–but his eyes were warm and welcoming, inviting me into his comfort. And God if I didn’t want to seek solace there.

      “We met earlier today, actually,” he told Axel. My face paled. Was he going to speak up about my anxiety attack, about how bad it had gotten by the time he stepped in to help me? “I was in the study room next to hers, and I heard her drop all of her books as I was leaving, so I went in to help her,” he informed Axel, turning those mesmerizing eyes away from me and to my older brother.

      Something warm stirred in my chest.

      He’d kept my dark secret.

      Julian brought Meghan’s hand up to his lips to press a kiss to her knuckles, but he shot me a knowing smirk. I rolled my eyes at him, but my cheeks burned red, giving me away.

      Julian knew I liked Christian.

      Holden, my nephew, suddenly screeched and threw his plate of food to the floor. Meghan sighed tiredly, reaching up to rub her temples. No doubt, the kids had been giving her a hell of a time today. She normally had the patience of a saint when it came to them. After losing her first child, she considered both of her children an absolute blessing.

      Holden was Julian’s son. My brother wanted to give the two of them a second chance at their miracle baby. A lot of people didn’t understand it–thought they should all be equal and both of them given equal chances–but what Axel, Julian, and Meghan shared was nothing like I’d ever seen or read about before. Their love was truly one of a kind.

      Axel leaned over and lightly brushed his lips with hers, soothing her as Julian got up to clean up Holden’s mess.

      “You wanted to know more about anxiety attacks?” Axel asked Christian.

      My blood chilled in my veins. Meghan caught my eye from across the table. Her eyes flickered to Christian for a moment before they settled back on me. I swallowed thickly.

      With that one glance, she knew Christian had witnessed my anxiety attack and that his story about hearing me drop my books was bullshit.

      “Yeah,” Christian told him. “I was taught in school about the different ways to help coax people out of them, and they taught us coping mechanisms, but not much else,” Christian told him. “They just explained there’s a lot of triggers. I was wondering if you could explain to me some of the triggers.”

      I picked at my food, suddenly not even hungry anymore. Julian gently squeezed my shoulder as he walked past me with the broom and dustpan.

      “Specific triggers depend on the patient as an individual. But if you’re speaking of just in general, some patients have anxiety attacks if they’re highly stressed or overwhelmed. Those specific patients would need to learn to control their environments and the amount of stress they get placed under–set boundaries.”

      Christian took a sip of the sweet tea in front of him, and I couldn’t help but stare at his tattooed arms as they flexed. Every bit of his arms were inked, and the designs were intricately woven, one leading into the other. The shark on his hand blended into the waves on his wrist, which blending into a lighthouse. That lighthouse blended into a sky, which then smoothly transitioned to an eagle.

      A tiny smirk tilted his lips, but he didn’t turn his eyes to me, though I knew he could feel me staring at him. With my cheeks burning, I quickly turned my eyes away from him. My eyes met my brother’s across the table. He arched an eyebrow at me, his eyes flickering to Christian for a moment.

      I bit my lip, focusing my gaze on my plate again. “Certain events, such as loud noises, smells, or even just a picture of something, can provoke an anxiety attack.” Axel cleared his throat, drawing my eyes up to his. I knew he was silently asking if he could use me as an example. I shook my head at him, not wanting Christian to know that I was so fucked up. He knew enough as it was.

      Meghan reached up and gently used her fingers to turn Axel’s face to her. She gave him a small, reassuring smile. He frowned at her, but sighed after a moment. Both he and Julian were extremely protective of her, and that meant also protecting her trauma from prying eyes.

      “Meghan is allowing me to use her as an example,” Axel informed Christian. Christian shot Meghan an encouraging smile. She returned his smile, but there was nervousness ringing in her eyes.

      “Meghan suffers from a combination of anxiety and depression,” Axel informed Christian. Julian clenched his jaw but focused his attention on feeding Holden while still listening to the conversation. “When she begins to hit a low with her depression, her anxiety levels rise. Something small and insignificant can cause an anxiety attack, but it happens because she’s already feeling down, so she can’t find the positive thoughts to help balance things out, so to say.”

      Christian frowned at Meghan. “You have a wonderful family to lean on,” he told her, sincerity ringing in his voice.

      Meghan gave him a small, half-smile. “I know, and I’m thankful for it every single day,” she told him honestly.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out, my face paling slightly at the message on my screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown Number

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You can tell Julian I said to go fuck himself.

      

      

      

      

      

      I locked my screen, putting my phone back in my pocket. I looked up, surprised to notice Christian had his eyes narrowed at me slightly, a knowing look gleaming in his eyes. I swallowed thickly, turning away from him as I stood up from the table with my plate of uneaten food. “I forgot about an assignment,” I blurted. Axel narrowed his eyes at me, not believing me, but he knew I would come to him on my own time about what was bothering me.

      “Make sure you eat your dinner at some point tonight,” Axel ordered.

      Wordlessly, I nodded and took my plate into the kitchen. I covered it with aluminum foil and put it in the fridge, knowing I wouldn’t be touching it tonight.

      Tonight was too much, and I couldn’t deal with more.

      I couldn’t get feelings for a guy again. I wouldn’t allow another guy to rip me apart like Randall had. I was better off alone.

      Christian was dangerous for me. I couldn’t be in his presence any longer. He drew me in, and I couldn’t take that. Not again.

      Relationships destroyed people, and my last one almost killed me.
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      A scream tore from my throat. I was drenched in sweat, and it was making my clothes stick to my body in the most disgusting way. I hadn’t even realized I had fallen asleep. I guessed I finally got tired enough. Normally when this date started rolling around, I avoided sleeping as much as possible.

      The nightmares and flashbacks always plagued me the worst this time of year.

      I picked up my phone, realizing I had actually only left the dinner table thirty minutes ago.

      And yet, that fast, I’d had a nightmare.

      I was spiraling, and it was a terrifying, blood-chilling fall.

      Hot tears slid down my cheeks. Not only had my dad’s birthday just passed, but now the anniversary of my miscarriage was coming—and the day I caught Randall and Heather fucking.

      I wanted to scream at the world. How could this place be so fucking cruel? Why so much tragedy in such close proximity to each other?

      How could I have been so lost in my fucking misery that I decided to take all of my antidepressants, which caused me to miscarry in the first place?

      I couldn’t even look at my nephew and niece without feeling pain slicing through my heart, cutting me open. I didn’t even trust myself around them. Julian, Axel, Meghan–they all encouraged me to, but I just couldn’t.

      I didn’t even protect my own child inside of me while I was pregnant. How was I meant to be trusted around Holden and Lana?

      I couldn’t.

      I just wanted this fucking pain to go away. I needed some kind of relief.

      But there was no relief. No real, true relief from the pain.

      You can always cut again.

      I hadn’t done that since Julian had found me slicing open my thighs. I had promised him I never would again.

      But God, the idea was so tempting.

      Would it be possible to feel better? One small cut wouldn’t hurt, right?

      I sobbed, hating that I was so fucked up that I was actually contemplating cutting myself again, contemplating breaking a promise to Julian, who was basically my brother. He’d helped save me from myself numerous times.

      Just one time.

      “No!” I screeched, reaching up to tug at my hair.

      My door burst open. Julian stood in the doorway. I sobbed, curling in on myself.

      “Julian, help me,” I cried.
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      Dr. Gresham did something he doesn’t normally do that night.

      He made a house call.

      My bottom lip trembled as I stared up at him. “I’m–there’s voices,” I choked out. There had never been voices before, and it was terrifying.

      He frowned. “What are these voices asking you to do, Ally?” he asked me, his voice kind–not a hint of judgment lingering in his words.

      I looked up at Julian and squeezed my eyes shut, terrified to say it out loud. I couldn’t let him know I was a hair's breadth away from breaking the most important promise to him.

      “I can’t,” I whimpered.

      “Can we have the room to ourselves?” Dr. Gresham asked my family.

      Once we were alone in the living room, Dr. Gresham knelt in front of me. “It’s just you and I in the room, Ally,” Dr. Gresham soothed. “This is a judgment free zone. No anger from anyone, no lashing out. It’s just you and me. Tell me what the voices are saying.”

      “They want me to cut again,” I told him, my voice breaking. Tears slid down my face. “I don’t want to,” I whimpered. “I want the voices to go away.”

      “I’m going to bring you to the center for a couple of nights,” he told me gently. I sobbed. I didn’t want to go back. I was always so alone there with nothing but my dark thoughts to occupy my time. “Just so you can be monitored, okay? And we’re going to change up your medications. I want to do a further evaluation, but I’m pretty sure you have schizophrenia.”

      “Another disorder?” I asked him. I resisted the urge to wail. Instead, I just sobbed, my chest caving in. “God, I’m so fucked up.”

      “No,” Dr. Gresham said sternly, shaking his head. “You’re a strong, young woman who just happens to have it a little rougher than other women your age, and there’s nothing wrong with that.” He stood up. “I’m going to go get Axel really quick. Stay here.”

      I watched as he disappeared into the kitchen. A few moments later, he came back with Axel in tow. I started crying harder. I’d failed my family again. I couldn’t even stay somewhat sane for them.

      “I need to take her to the center for a couple of nights,” Dr. Gresham informed him. “She’s hearing voices that are telling her to self-harm again.” Axel sat beside me on the couch and drew me into his arms. “I just want to keep her supervised until I can get her started on medication, but I’ll need to do a further evaluation before I start her on anything new.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I sobbed. They didn’t deserve this. How could I expect them to keep trying to hold me together when I was constantly just becoming even more fucked up?

      “Shh,” Axel quieted me. “It’s not your fault, Little Sis. I still love you, no matter what,” he reminded me. “I’ll never give up on you. Remember that. When you feel alone, remember that promise.”

      I nodded my head. He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “I need you to be strong, okay? You’ve overcome worse, and you’ll overcome this,” he assured me. “Remember there is a light at the end of the tunnel. You just have to find it.”

      “Tell Julian I’m trying to keep my promise,” I whispered. I needed Julian to know that.

      Axel nodded. “And you’re brave for doing that, Sis. It takes real strength to fight those voices. Continue fighting. You didn’t come this far to give up.” He stood up from the couch. “Come on. Let’s go pack you a bag.”

      I was packing my bag when my phone buzzed on my nightstand. I grabbed it, looking at the message from an unknown number.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown Number

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Your brother was nice enough to give me your number since I want to get to know you better. I know you’re having a rough day, but it gets better, beautiful. Just keep fighting. -Christian

      

      

      

      

      

      Axel gave me a small smile, obviously having read the message over my shoulder. I was too tired and worn out to even be agitated. “Christian likes you, Sis. And I know that’s a terrifying thought for you, but he’s a good guy. I wouldn’t have given him your number otherwise. Go to the center, get evaluated, and get put on new medication. When you come home, we’ll ease back into everything.” He hugged me, squeezing me tightly. I bit back more tears. I was so tired of crying tonight. “But don’t push away people that want to be there for you, Ally. Maybe Christian can be there for you in a way that Julian, Meghan, and I can’t.”

      My phone buzzed again, and Axel released me. I looked down at it to see another message from Christian.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown Number

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Your eyes reminded me of the moon the moment I looked into them. At first glance, they look brown, but there are these beautiful, golden flecks in them, and they shine so prettily when you smile. Be the moon, Ally. I look forward to taking you on a very nice date when you’re feeling better. -Christian

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart swelled in my chest at Christian’s sweet words. Be the moon.

      I hugged Axel one more time before I followed Dr. Gresham out of the house so he could take me to the center. I knew Axel would inform Meghan and Julian of what was going on because I couldn’t face them, especially Julian.

      You’ll break your word soon enough.

      I gritted my teeth, tears swimming in my eyes.

      Christian’s words rang in my head again. Be the moon, Ally.

      I drew in a deep, steadying breath. It was time to get better once again, and that meant I needed to face my fears.
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            BE THE MOON

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ally

      

      

      Dr. Gresham smiled at me when his eyes landed on where I was sitting out in the garden. I was in front of the late-blooming rose bush Meghan had first pointed out to me when I was determined to get better. It was always the last to bloom, seeming dead for most of the year. And then, within days, it bloomed so beautifully. It always had the most roses and leaves.

      It was our symbol of hope and growth.

      I had been in the center for three days now. It was my choice to stay a little bit longer, just to be sure I wouldn’t do something stupid while I waited on my new medication to do its manipulations in my brain.

      “Axel is here,” he informed me. “You ready to go?”

      I shrugged. I felt safe here. There were nurses here who could keep a close eye on me, make sure I didn’t do anything stupid when left to my thoughts. But the voices had stopped, so I didn’t think there was any harm in going home now and resuming my mostly normal life.

      I was just extremely nervous to do so.

      With a deep breath, I stood up from the bench and stuffed my hands into the pockets of my hoodie. The temperature had surprisingly already dropped for fall, and I knew it was going to be a cold, wicked winter this year.

      When I stepped into the reception area with my bag, Axel was leaning against one of the walls, his hands shoved into the pockets of his slacks. His eyes instantly found mine, and he offered me a warm smile.

      “Hey, Little Sis,” he greeted, drawing me into his arms and hugging me.

      I sighed, wrapping my own arms around him, thankful to have someone as amazing as him in my life. Axel would always be my rock, and I knew I would always be able to rely on him.

      “Come on; let’s get you home, yeah? Meghan made blueberry muffins.”

      I grinned. She really was the best friend a woman could ask for. We both had a deep, addictive kind of love for blueberry muffins.

      “Your woman is amazing.”

      He laughed. “Trust me, I know. Julian and I are constantly astounded by her. She’s the best.” His voice was filled with warmth and love for Meghan. The woman was truly blessed to be so deeply and selflessly loved by two men. Most people were lucky to have one devoted man, and she got lucky twice.

      I slid into my brother’s passenger seat. His phone rang as he was backing out of the parking spot. He sighed, the number for his office popping up on the touch screen radio. “This is Axel,” he said when he answered.

      “Axel, I know you took the day off, but I have a patient here. She’s begging to see you. I think you need to come in. She seems scared of something.”

      “Fuck,” Axel swore. He glanced over at me for a moment. “Are you going to be okay if I go to the office for a little while? I can have Meghan come get you from there if you need.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll be okay,” I assured him. I could just chill in one of the empty offices like I normally did.

      “I’m on my way to the office now,” Axel informed his receptionist, quickly hooking a U-turn to head in the other direction. “Please take the patient to my office and have Christian sit with her until I get back. She doesn’t need to be alone right now. I’ll be at the office in about five minutes. Go ahead and notify the police that I need an undercover.”

      Christian.

      Be the moon.

      How many times had I said that in my head while I’d been in the center, clinging to those three words with everything in me?

      He hung up the call a moment later after receiving an affirmative from his receptionist. I looked over at him with wide eyes. “Is she going to be okay?” I asked him, trying to get my mind off the man that had been occupying my thoughts lately.

      He nodded, giving me a small smile. “She’s strong–nothing will keep her down. She just needs to believe in herself,” he assured me.

      A few minutes later, we pulled into the lot for his office, and he parked in the spot that was designated specifically for him. He slid out of the car, and I stumbled out ungracefully, tripping over my own feet as I tried to stand up to my full height. Axel snorted. “Will you ever grow out of the clumsiness?” he teased me as he pulled his phone from his pocket.

      I rushed to his side, knowing he was waiting for me, but he needed to get into the office for his patient. He typed out a quick message, most likely to Meghan to let her know we would be late coming home, before he pocketed his phone.

      “You’re an asshole,” I told him, a scowl on my features.

      He flashed me a grin as we began walking toward the door. “I’m not the one that can’t walk on my own two feet,” he teased.

      I picked up a pinecone and threw it at his back. He shot me a warning look over his shoulder, but I only laughed. He rolled his eyes but grinned at me. “Come on, Sis.”

      I rushed up the stairs to catch up with him as he held the door open for me. “The office in the back is still vacant if you want to chill there while I take care of this,” Axel informed me, leading me through the door that separated the therapy rooms from the reception area.

      “Sure,” I told him. That had been my plan anyway. “Just come get me whenever you get done.”

      He disappeared into his office, and the sound of someone crying reached my ears before the door shut behind him, bringing silence to the building once more. I walked down the hall to the vacant office at the end. I pulled my phone out of my pocket, getting ready to find a book to read on my phone as I entered the room.

      “Ally!” Christian called from behind me.

      I spun around to face him, and a squeak of surprise left my lips when I lost my footing. Christian’s eyes widened, and he lunged forward, catching me before I fell on my ass on the floor. My cheeks burned in embarrassment as I stared up at him, my heart hammering in my chest.

      God, could I really make a fool of myself around him any further?

      He set me on my feet, holding my shoulders until he was sure I was steady. “Sorry,” I sheepishly apologized. “I’d say that doesn’t happen a lot, but I’d be lying.”

      He flashed me a grin that I was sure had many women dropping their panties for him. “That’s fine, beautiful.” My cheeks burned even redder, my blush creeping up my cheeks. “I don’t mind catching you.”

      My heart skipped a beat in my chest.

      Was he always so fucking smooth?

      I turned away from him–making sure to be more careful this time so I wouldn’t slip and bust my face–and turned to sit on one of the couches in the room.

      Christian took a seat beside me and reclined back, looking completely at ease–and fucking sexy as hell in a charcoal gray suit that fit him perfectly, as if he’d had it tailored specifically to his body.

      I looked down at my phone so I could stop ogling him. “I’m graduating at the end of this semester,” he informed me, breaking our silence. I looked back up at his handsome face. There was a light, five-o’clock shadow on his jawline, making him look a tiny bit more rugged. He looked over at me. “Your brother is offering me a position in the office. This will probably be my office.” He waved his hand around. “I always preferred this room.”

      I smiled at him. Gaining a position in my brother’s office, that was huge. People were always trying to gain a position here, but my brother always turned them down. Whenever I used to ask him why, his answer was always ‘they just don’t feel right to me.’

      Axel saw something in Christian that he didn’t see in other applicants.

      Maybe Christian really was a good guy after all.

      But it didn’t make me any less afraid of the feelings he evoked in me.

      “That’s great,” I told him. “And I really mean that.” He smiled at me, but it wasn’t a cocky smile. It was warm, and it made me all tingly inside. “My brother–he’s never hired anyone else in this office. It’s always been him. People have applied, but he always said they didn’t feel right to him. So, you really made an impression on him. That’s hard to do.”

      “I’d like to make an impression on his sister, too,” he smoothly slipped in, his eyes completely serious, all teasing gone. My breath hitched in my throat, and I tightened my grip on my phone. “There’s something about you, Ally–something about you that fucking calls to me.” His eyes met mine. “And I want to see these eyes shine–constantly.”

      “Be the moon,” I whispered before I could stop myself, my cheeks burning red right after.

      Way to show him you’ve been thinking about him, Ally.

      But he didn’t smirk. There was still no teasing in his eyes as he stared at me.

      “I know you try to hide it, Ally.” I swallowed thickly, my hands trembling. Things had suddenly gotten serious–a little too serious for my liking. “And you hide it well from many people, but I see how much you’re hurting.” Tears burned at the back of my eyes. How did he see it so easily? “I see all of the pain that you’re trying to hide from the rest of the world because you feel like it makes you stronger to ignore it.”

      My bottom lip trembled. If he didn’t stop, I was going to burst into tears and make a complete fool of myself.

      “You deserve to glow, just like the moon,” he said softly, reaching out to cup my cheek. “I want to help you glow, beautiful. Your brother sees that I would be good for you. Why are you fighting it? I see you fighting it every time you look at me.”

      A tear slid down my cheek. “I can’t,” I choked out. If I did, then I would be giving him the power to hurt me. And I had to protect myself at all costs.

      He leaned forward, his thumb brushing over my cheekbone. I closed my eyes, trying to guard myself against the tenderness in his eyes. It didn’t take much to undo me. I was so desperate to have the kind of deep love that I saw Meghan receive every day, and yet, I was still so terrified to have it.

      “Open those eyes, beautiful.”

      I shook my head, wishing my brother would walk in and break this moment. I was powerless against Christian and his sweet words already.

      “Open them,” he coaxed. “Come on, beautiful.”

      I slowly opened my eyes, locking them on his impossibly darker ones. They drew me in, holding me captive. “Don’t give power to whoever hurt you, Ally.” I fought the sob that wanted to rip from my throat. “You’re denying yourself of all the beautiful things in life all because you’re afraid to be hurt again.”

      I shook my head at him, but he gently gripped my chin, stopping me. “Don’t fight me on this,” he begged me. “God, I want you, Ally. I’ve never been drawn to anyone the way I am to you. We can take this as slow as you want, but I want to see you glow. That one time you smiled at me–fuck, you ripped the breath from my lungs and took it as your own.”

      He leaned forward, his lips just barely brushing mine. I sighed softly, losing myself in him, in his sweet words. “Let me breathe life into you, beautiful.”

      With that, he firmly pressed our lips together in the sweetest kiss I’d ever had.

      All of those shattered pieces of my soul? They glowed.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Christian popped back into the back office with a pizza and a bottle of soda. “I ordered food. Axel is probably going to be a while,” he informed me. “Hungry?”

      My stomach rumbled on cue, answering for me. He grinned. “Thought you would be.” He dragged one of the tables over to us and placed the pizza on it. He then went to one of the cabinets and pulled down two plastic cups. I watched as he took a seat back on the couch next to me, pouring soda into both cups. “Here, beautiful,” he said, handing me the cup.

      I blushed. He ran his eyes over me. “Fucking gorgeous,” he whispered more to himself than to me, but I heard nonetheless, and my cheeks burned even hotter.

      He opened the pizza box. It was a pepperoni pizza, and I moaned before I could stop myself. “Ooh, my favorite,” I whispered to myself as I reached forward for a slice.

      Christian smiled at me. “Mine, too. I hate pizza that has all that extra shit on it.”

      I moaned again as I took a bite of the cheesy slice. Christian adjusted himself, and I almost choked, my heart hammering against my breastbone. “Babe, if you want to take shit slow, you need to stop making all those sexy little sounds,” he warned me, his eyes now black.

      My breath hitched in my throat. He reached up, and using his thumb, he swiped some sauce from the corner of my mouth. Then, with a sexy smirk, he popped his thumb between his lips, sucking the sauce off his thumb.

      My belly tightened as everything down below throbbed for him. My breath hitched in my throat. I couldn’t look away from him.

      “There it is,” he rasped, his eyes locked on mine.

      I swallowed thickly. Oh, God, it was going to be so hard to fight the attraction between us. I wanted him–bad.

      He finally broke our staring contest, and I sucked a large breath of air into my lungs, my scrambled brain finally resetting itself.

      I needed so much help when it came to this man.

      Once I had eaten three slices of pizza and drank two cups of soda, I was finally full. Christian managed to eat the rest of the pizza by himself. “Fuck, I was hungry,” he groaned as he stood up to throw the pizza box in the trash. “I haven’t eaten all day–been busy.”

      I looked at the time on my phone, frowning. It had been an hour now since Axel had brought me to the office, and I needed to catch up on schoolwork before class in the morning.

      “Something wrong?” Christian asked me.

      I sighed. “I need to catch up on some schoolwork. I didn’t know this was going to take this long,” I told him.

      He held his hand out to me. “Come on. I’ll take you home.” I eyed his hand warily. “Beautiful, you can trust me,” he assured me.

      I knew I could trust him as a friend, as my brother’s employee. My brother wouldn’t have offered him a position otherwise. But could I trust him with my heart–my feelings?

      I drew in a deep breath, wishing I had Meghan to give me some words of advice at that moment. I was so nervous. I liked Christian–a lot.

      Let me breathe life into you.

      I placed my hand in his, giving him so much power over me with that single, simple gesture. He gave me a tender smile in return. “So brave, beautiful,” he whispered.

      My heart skipped a beat as his warm, strong hand wrapped around mine.
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MAY YOU ALWAYS HAVE THE
LIGHT OF THE MOON WHEN
EVERYTHING ELSE IS DARK.

AND MAY IT ALWAYS CRADLE YOU
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