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      My champagne flute trembles, its chill biting into my fingertips as I scan the glittering ballroom. The crystal catches the light, fracturing it into tiny rainbows against my palm—beautiful, fragile, and ultimately empty, like everything else in this world. 

      Three weeks of planning has led to this moment. Across the room, Ethan catches my eye and gives an imperceptible nod—everything's ready. The jet, the escape route, the accounts he helped me establish beyond my father's reach. One speech. That's all it will take. One perfectly timed rebellion in front of Los Angeles' elite.

      Expensive perfume mingles with the sharp tang of whiskey and whispered secrets hang thick in the air as guests mingle beneath crystal chandeliers that cast honeyed light over their upturned faces. The string quartet in the corner plays something classical and forgettable, the notes floating above the practiced laughter and strategic conversations.

      I catalog my witnesses—the Thompson sisters with their infamous gossip column, their heads bent together like conspiring crows; the Financial Times editor nursing his third scotch by the bar; three rival CEOs my father's been trying to destroy, circling the room like sharks. Perfect. Too many influential eyes for my parents to risk making a scene.

      Camera shutters click behind me, each flash a countdown to my planned escape. These media vultures, here to document the Saint-Westwood engagement, aren't just witnesses—they're my guarantee of freedom. Yet beneath my calculated confidence, a flicker of doubt threatens to surface. How many lives will my freedom cost? How many jobs hang in the balance of my rebellion?

      For a heartbeat, my mind drifts to simpler times—summer afternoons spent beneath a sprawling oak tree, laughter echoing across a garden, fingers intertwined with mine, the scent of roses and possibility. A time before duty crushed every genuine emotion. I push the memory away. That life belongs to someone else now.

      Jessica's nails dig into the fabric of my suit, breaking through my thoughts. Her possessive grip tightens as she leans in, her diamond earrings catching the light as they sway with the movement. The cloying scent of her perfume—lily and something synthetic—invades my space, already triggering the familiar pressure at my temples.

      "You're being terribly antisocial, darling." Her voice drips with honey, but her eyes remain cold, calculating. "The Carmichaels are dying to offer their congratulations."

      "Ah yes, the Carmichaels," I say, watching a waiter navigate the crowd with a tray of champagne flutes balanced precariously on his palm. "Another perfectly vetted family from Mother's social circle?"

      Jessica's coral lips crack at the corners as she forces that camera-ready smile.

      "At least they understand how things work in our world," she says, each word clipped and precise. "Unlike you."

      "Oh, I know better than anyone how this empty world works."

      Her grip tightens. "Now isn't the time for your little rebellions. We have a script to follow. The merger depends on this union—your father's expansion into Asia, my family's European holdings. Do you have any idea how many billions are at stake? How many careers depend on us?" Her eyes narrow, serpent-like.

      "A script?" I glance across the room where my mother stands, one manicured hand touching the pearl choker at her throat as she orchestrates the crowd like a conductor. Her eyes never stop moving, cataloging every interaction, every potential alliance or threat. "Like the one where every decision in my life has been predetermined since birth?"

      "It's called responsibility," she snaps, her carefully constructed facade cracking. "Your parents built an empire. They expect⁠—"

      "They expect an obedient puppet." The words taste bitter on my tongue, like the dregs of too many empty champagne glasses.

      One more glance at Ethan. He stands near the exit, shoulders squared, watchful eyes scanning the room. His presence—the only genuine thing in this gilded cage—steadies me. Another subtle nod. It's time.

      "Now isn't the time for dramatics, Ares."

      "Dramatics?" I laugh, the sound hollow even to my own ears. "Like the carefully timed press releases about our 'whirlwind romance'? Or the staged photos of us looking lovingly at each other across boardroom tables when we both know you've been sleeping with that tennis instructor for months?"

      Jessica's face pales beneath her makeup, a flush of anger climbing her neck like a rash. "It's called playing the game," she hisses, leaning in close enough that I can see the tiny flecks of mascara beneath her lower lashes. "Your parents understand that. My parents understand that. Everyone in this room understands that. Why can't you?"

      Across the room, I catch my mother's eye—Olivia Saint in all her calculated glory, watching me like a predator stalking prey. Her champagne-colored gown matches Jessica's, another carefully orchestrated detail. Beside her, Father stands with his usual ramrod posture, one hand clutching a tumbler of bourbon while his jaw muscles move silently beneath the skin.

      One final glance at Ethan, who is still near the exit, his sandy blond hair catching the light as he nods imperceptibly. His stance is casual, but I recognize the tension in his shoulders—the same readiness he showed that night in Switzerland when we escaped boarding school to go to a local party. His presence steadies me—proof that not everything in my life has been orchestrated by my parents' puppeteer hands.

      I drain my champagne, setting the glass down with a deliberate clink against the marble-topped table. The socialites lean in, conversation dying as they sense blood in the water. Perfect. Let them smell it. Let them sense what's coming.

      "You're right." My voice cuts through the manufactured pleasantries. "It's time for honesty."

      The cameras click faster, sensing the shift in the air. My mother's fingers tighten around her champagne flute, her knuckles whitening as she takes a step forward. Ready to shape me back into the son she needs me to be.

      But for the first time in my life, I don't feel the weight of those expectations bearing down on me. Instead, something else calls to me—something dangerous and intoxicating. Something that tastes like summer afternoons and sounds like genuine laughter.

      "This engagement," I start, each word a missile aimed at the Saint family legacy, "is a business arrangement. Nothing more."

      Scandalized gasps ripple through the crowd like wind through tall grass. Cameras flash like lightning, illuminating shocked faces in stark relief. Jessica's grip turns brutal, but I barely feel it. The truth, once unleashed, refuses to be contained. Three weeks of rehearsed words flow, each one precision-targeted to shatter my parents' perfect façade.

      "A merger of dynasties, they call it. The perfect match." I face the crowd, hundreds of eyes burning into me like lasers. "But that's what we do, isn't it? Package lies in pretty boxes and call it tradition."

      "Ares." My father's voice slices through the air like a steel blade. He steps forward, bourbon abandoned, each footfall heavy against the marble floor. A vein pulses at his temple, his face flushing dark with rage. "That's enough."

      "I won't do it." The words taste like freedom on my tongue, sweet and terrifying. "I won't marry someone I don't love for the sake of stock prices and social alliances. I won't live my life by someone else's script anymore."

      Jessica recovers first, her social training taking over. Her laugh rings out, musical yet menacing, like wind chimes in a storm. "Oh, darling." She places a hand on my chest, each finger splayed like a claim of ownership. Her eyes glitter with venom. "You'll regret this little tantrum," she hisses, her breath hot against my ear.

      "Less than I'd regret marrying you."

      Bull's-eye. Her smile shatters, pure fury bleeding through the cracks of her perfect façade. A flush creeps up her neck, staining her cheeks with blotchy red. Before she can retaliate, my mother materializes beside us, her smile carved from ice, her eyes flat and dangerous.

      "A word," she says, each syllable clipped and precise. Her fingers dig into my arm, not quite hard enough to show in photographs. "Now."

      My father joins us in a quieter alcove, his presence a storm of contained rage. Security guards flank us, providing the illusion of privacy. Behind them, reporters' fingers fly across their phones, recording every moment. By morning, this will be everywhere. Exactly as planned.

      "Have you lost your mind?" Mother's voice trembles with rage, her manicured hands curling into fists at her sides. A single strand of hair has come loose from her updo, dangling by her ear like a surrender flag.

      I lean against the wall, a strange calm settling over me now that I've crossed the line. The weight I've carried for years seems to float away, leaving me lighter than I ever felt before. "No. I've finally found it."

      "You think this is about rebellion?" Father's voice drops to a dangerous whisper, his breath sour with bourbon as he leans in close. "Wake up, Ares. This merger isn't about social standing—it's about survival. The Westwoods' global reach, their technology... we could dominate Asia, Africa, South America. Without this deal, Saint Industries falls behind. Is that what you want? To watch everything crumble because you're too selfish to do your duty?"

      I straighten my spine, meeting his gaze. "The merger's a bandaid on a bullet wound. My renewable energy proposal alone would triple our market cap in five years. But you'd rather sell us off than admit your son might actually know something about the future."

      Father's laugh is sharp and dismissive. "Those pet projects of yours? Unproven, untested fantasies. This is business, not one of your idealistic daydreams."

      "You've never even looked at the projections," I counter, my voice steady despite the rage building in my chest. "The market research, the potential partnerships—all of it sitting on your desk for months. Years. You talk about survival, but you refuse to evolve."

      "I built this company from the ground up," he snarls, jabbing a finger into my chest. "I know what works. I know what's necessary."

      "The merger is about control, not progress," I say. "The Westwoods want the same thing you do—power concentrated in fewer hands. That's not change—it's consolidation. It's fear disguised as strategy."

      "Ares, please..." Mother moves closer, her voice honey-sweet with practiced concern. She reaches up to brush imaginary lint from my shoulder, her touch light but possessive. "You're our only son. Everything we've sacrificed has been for your future. This merger secures your destiny, your chance to lead this company to greatness." Her eyes shimmer with calculated tears, one perfectly timed drop sliding down her cheek. "Would you destroy your children's legacy before they're even born?"

      Their expectations crush down—decades of grooming, of calculated preparation. For a heartbeat, I feel it all: duty, guilt, the terror of disappointing them. Then I remember the price I've already paid—endless empty smiles, hollow promises, the suffocating weight of living someone else's life.

      "I won't do it." My voice holds steady against the hurricane inside. "I won't be your pawn, not even for Saint Industries."

      Father's face turns to stone as he invades my space. His cologne—sandalwood and power—surrounds me like a threat.

      "This isn't a fairy tale where you follow your heart, Ares. This is business." He spits the word like venom. "And I won't let you destroy it."

      "How will you stop me?" I nod toward the crowd of socialites and reporters devouring every word, their phones raised like weapons. "Planning to drag me back by force? That should make an interesting headline."

      His nostrils flare. We both know I've won. Any show of force now would destroy them in the press.

      I find Ethan by the exit, coiled and ready. His hazel eyes are alert, scanning for threats even as his lips quirk up in that familiar half-smile that's gotten us through a dozen tight spots before. He straightens his tie—a deliberate signal that our escape route is clear.

      "Ares!" Cameras flash like lightning as I shoulder past Father, capturing every moment of my rebellion. Each photo hammers another nail in my gilded cage.

      The crowd parts, their scandalized whispers following me like a trail of breadcrumbs:

      "Can't believe he'd dare⁠—"

      "The Saint legacy⁠—"

      "What a disgrace⁠—"

      Their judgment should crush me, but each step toward freedom feels lighter, like shedding chains I've worn so long they became part of my skin.

      "Mr. Saint! One comment⁠—"

      "The engagement⁠—"

      "About the merger⁠—"

      I push past them, locked on Ethan's anchoring presence. Everything's falling into place—the media circus, the public scene, our calculated escape. No chance for my parents to bury this scandal.

      "Ready to blow this popsicle stand?" Ethan's casual words can't hide the steel in his shoulders or the alert watchfulness in his eyes. He scans the room one last time, his stance reminding me of our boarding school days—the same posture he took before we scaled the wall for midnight adventures.

      "Get me out of here."

      He moves instantly, reading the urgency in my voice. Mother's panic-shrill calls chase us down the marble hallway, each echo an accusation. The click of her heels against stone grows faster, more desperate.

      "Car's waiting," Ethan says as we walk through the long hall, nodding to a server who deliberately looks away. "Jet's ready. Boston by morning."

      Boston.

      The word sucker-punches me, unleashing memories I've fought to bury. Summer afternoons sitting on the garden bench. Stolen kisses behind the rose bushes. Promises whispered against warm skin. I haven't been back since... since her. Since everything shattered.

      I clench my jaw, forcing the memories back down. That's the past, and it needs to stay there. Buried where it belongs.

      The moment we step outside the night air slaps my face, the sudden chill raising goosebumps on my skin. Los Angeles glitters below, an endless ocean of lights stretching to the horizon. How many nights did I stand at my office window, staring at this view, playing their perfect heir? How many years wasted pretending to be someone I'm not?

      "Incoming," Ethan warns as Jessica's voice slices through the darkness.

      "You're making a mistake." She looms at the top of the stairs, venue lights casting her in a dramatic silhouette. Her dress shimmers like liquid gold, her hands balled into fists at her sides. "Come back inside. We can fix this. Your parents are willing to overlook this... episode."

      I face her one final time, taking in the perfect arrangement of features that never stirred anything in me beyond mild appreciation. "No."

      The car door opens with a soft click. I slide in without a backward glance. In the rearview mirror, my parents stand frozen at the entrance—Mother's hand at her mouth, mascara smudged beneath one eye; Father's face thunderous with rage, one hand gripping the doorframe. The perfect tableau of betrayed aristocracy.

      Their figures grow smaller and smaller in the mirror until they're nothing but specks of light, then nothing at all—swallowed by the dark.

      "You good?" Ethan asks as we merge onto the highway. City lights blur past like meteors, each one a star in my old universe growing more distant by the second.

      A sensation I'd almost forgotten unfurls in my chest, tentative at first, then stronger. Recognition hits slowly, like dawn breaking after an endless night.

      Freedom.

      And with it, thunder.

      Because I know my parents. This isn't the end—it's barely the beginning. They'll unleash everything they have. They'll try to drag me back to their gilded prison.

      But for the first time, I'm ready.

      My phone erupts with messages—the PR team's first desperate salvos, their panic evident in the frequency of notifications. I switch it off, the sudden silence almost deafening.

      Twenty minutes later, the highway gives way to empty access roads. The private airport materializes ahead, runway lights piercing the darkness like salvation. Our jet waits, engines humming promises of escape.

      "Last chance to bail," Ethan says as we pull up to the terminal, his expression serious despite the lightness in his tone. "Though that was one epic exit speech."

      I climb out of the car, breathing in the cool night air. Taking a final look at Los Angeles—my glittering cage of dreams and lies—I pause at the foot of the boarding stairs. Somewhere in that sparkling wasteland, my parents are mobilizing, plotting to reclaim their wayward heir.

      But they don't understand. Some chains, once shattered, can never be reforged.

      Minutes later, I sink into the leather seat as the jet taxis, my racing pulse a war drum. Just adrenaline, I tell myself. Just the rush of torching my old life. Nothing more.

      It has nothing to do with Boston. Nothing to do with her, or the memories that still haunt me.

      Nothing at all.
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      Damn it. Not again.

      The brush slashes crimson across gold, each stroke a battle against memories that refuse to stay buried. My third ruined canvas this week—all of them destroyed since his face invaded my morning news feed.

      Paint fumes thicken the air, stinging my throat as I work. Dawn spills through the loft windows, setting my palette ablaze—cobalt and vermillion transformed into molten gems. My shirt clings to damp skin, muscles screaming from hours of violent movement, but I can't stop. Won't stop.

      Around me, my real work watches in silent judgment. The commissioned pieces that pay my bills—portraits that breathe with raw emotion—stand abandoned on their easels. Three days of neglect. The ballet dancer I'd spent weeks perfecting now wears violent red slashes across her delicate form, collateral damage in this war against ghosts I thought I'd conquered.

      My hands tremble as my phone vibrates against the paint-splattered table. Anxiety floods my mouth with metallic bitterness as the screen lights up:

      Emma: You better not be doing what I think you're doing

      Emma: Three days is long enough

      Emma: I swear to God, if you're painting instead of eating again...

      Emma: That's it. I'm calling in backup.

      I ignore the messages, turning back to my canvas. But before I can lose myself in the paint again, my phone erupts with new messages, each vibration jolting my frayed nerves, and my eyes betray me and read.

      Alisha: Get your paint-covered ass to Simply Irresistible

      Alisha: Don't make me come get you. You know I will.

      Alisha: The twins are with Cole. I have ALL DAY.

      I sigh heavily, tapping the messages away with a paint-smudged thumb. But before I can return to my canvas, a news alert flashes across my screen, the headline jumping out at me like an accusation: "Why Has Ares Saint Chosen Boston?" My stomach knots as I stare at the words. The same question echoes in my mind—why here? Why now?

      The familiar mantra forms: I don't care. It doesn't matter. But my traitorous thumb scrolls down to reveal a photo beneath the headline. There he is—Ares Saint—striding confidently down Newbury Street beside another man I don't recognize. His hair is the same dark shade I remember, his shoulders broader. Then my eyes catch the stubble shadowing his jaw, the roughness that wasn't there when we were sixteen, when his skin was still smooth against my fingertips⁠—

      No. Stop.

      But it’s too late. Suddenly I'm sixteen again, pulse roaring in my ears as I walk the endless marble hallway, security guards looming at my back while his mother dangles my compass necklace between manicured fingers like damning evidence. The weight of shame and betrayal crushes my chest all over again, as fresh as yesterday.

      "Family heirlooms," her voice slithers through memory, dripping venom as she twists the knife. "Not trinkets for the help's granddaughter." And Ares? The memory of him just standing there, silent, watching me crumble with those unreadable brown eyes, sends bile rising in my throat.

      A car horn blares outside, yanking me back to the present with a violent jolt. I gasp, dropping my phone onto the paint-splattered floor. My hands tremble as I stumble toward the bathroom, desperate to escape the memories threatening to drown me.

      My reflection stops me cold—paint streaking through my hair like war paint, dark circles shadowing my eyes, clothes bearing the evidence of my artistic breakdown. A hollow laugh escapes. Grandma would shake her head if she could see me, probably tell me I'm giving him too much power. Again.

      Another memory hits with brutal clarity—the day Grandma brought home that second-hand easel, just weeks after I'd moved into her cottage on the Saint estate. Eleven years old and orphaned by a drunk driver, I was drowning in grief too vast for words.

      "Sometimes, sweetheart," her voice echoes, "when words fail us, we need another way to let it out." The phantom lavender makes my chest ache. I can almost feel her weathered hands on my shoulders, steadying me like she always did.

      "God, I wish you were here right now, Grandma," I whisper to my reflection, gripping the edge of the sink until my knuckles turn white. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, hearing her voice as clearly as if she were standing beside me: "I'm always with you, Isabella. In every brushstroke, every breath, every moment of strength when you think you can't go on. Look for me there."

      I splash cold water on my face, the shock of it bringing me back to the present. With a shaky hand, I grab a towel and pat my skin dry, trying to compose myself before heading back to face the chaos of my loft.

      Walking through the doorway, I survey the battlefield of my living room—canvases strewn about, paint tubes scattered like fallen soldiers. My gaze falls on my phone lying face-down on the hardwood floor. As I bend to retrieve it, the device buzzes against my fingertips, lighting up with a new notification.

      Emma's photo of fresh pastries. The image shows perfectly flaky croissants arranged on Simply Irresistible's signature pink plates, probably still warm from the oven. My empty stomach betrays me with a loud growl, reminding me that coffee isn't a meal, no matter how many times I try to convince myself otherwise.

      Emma's talent is both a blessing and a curse when you're running on caffeine and determination.

      Emma: Don't make me waste these

      Alisha: 20 minutes, Jenkins. Tick Tock

      I close the messages, only to be confronted again by Ares' face from the article I'd viewed earlier. His eyes stare back at me from the screen, and just like before, the sight of him triggers a memory buried deep within me.

      His fingers trembling as he fastened the compass necklace around my neck behind the rose bushes, away from prying eyes and surveillance cameras.

      "With this you'll always find your way back to me," he'd whispered against my neck, his breath warm against my skin. My hand rises instinctively to my collarbone, remembering how I'd hidden the pendant under clothes, our secret treasure. Until his mother ripped it away, leaving marks that faded faster than the emotional scars beneath. I can still feel the weight of it against my skin, the cool metal warming to my touch.

      "Damn it," I hiss at his digital image, heat rising in my cheeks. "You don't get to do this. You don't get to haunt me like this." I jab my finger against the screen, as if I could physically push him away. "It's in the past. You're in the past. I'm not that girl anymore, and I won't let you drag me back there."

      The words sound hollow even to my own ears, and somewhere in the back of my mind, a quiet voice mocks my attempt at conviction. I'm failing miserably at keeping him locked away in my memories where he belongs, and we both know it.

      I grab my jacket, not bothering to change. Dried paint crackles with each movement, a reminder of my three-day spiral. Let them see my battle scars. Let them wonder what war I'm fighting.

      The morning air slices across my face as I step onto the Boston streets, the coldness doing nothing to clear the fog in my head. Early sunlight catches on old brick buildings, turning them to burnished gold that makes my artist's eye itch despite my exhaustion. The sidewalk pulses with commuter energy—clicking heels, rustling newspapers, the hiss of coffee carts. Each sound hammers against my temple.

      Emma's bakery glows like a beacon in the morninglight, fresh paint and gleaming windows still carrying that 'new business' shine. Simply Irresistible thrums with life—regulars who once chased Emma's delivered pastries now crowd her counter, finally having their dedicated haven.

      Coffee steam curls through air thick with sugar and butter. Cups clink against saucers while weathered hardwood creaks beneath my feet. Years ago, Emma was just a single mom baking custom cakes in her cramped kitchen while Charlotte played at her feet.

      Then came Nick Brown, who fell for the whole package—Emma's flour-dusted smile and Charlotte's gap-toothed grin. He didn't just give them happiness and later Liam; he first built her a dream kitchen addition to his house, giving her space to grow.

      From there, she expanded, and now she has this corner store where a bookshop used to be—her ultimate dream realized. The pride I feel watching her success briefly cuts through my fog.

      In our usual booth—tucked in the corner with perfect sightlines to both street and counter—Alisha demolishes a croissant. Designer sunglasses perch on her head despite the early hour, blonde hair in what she calls her "mom bun." Dark circles beneath her eyes betray another rough night with the twins. The leather seat groans as I slide in across from her, muscles protesting days of standing at my easel.

      "You're late," she announces without looking up, voice rough with exhaustion. Buttery flakes scatter as she gestures with her half-eaten croissant.

      I sink into the seat, tugging paint-stained sweater sleeves over my hands. Dried paint catches on my skin. "It's nine in the morning, Alisha."

      "Yeah, and I've already survived two tantrums, a milk flood, and an unauthorized art project involving my new MAC lipstick and the living room wall." Her green eyes narrow as she studies my face. "Jesus, Bella. When's the last time you actually slept?"

      "Sleep is overrated." The words rasp through my dry throat.

      "So is denial, but that's not stopping you." There's an edge to her voice that wasn't there before. The kind that means she's worried enough to drop her usual snark.

      Emma appears before I can respond, setting down a perfect cappuccino. Four sugars, extra foam—exactly how I need it. Steam rises from the cup, carrying memories of countless morning conversations in this booth. The familiar aroma makes my empty stomach clench.

      "Have you eaten anything this morning?" Emma slides in beside me, her shoulder pressing against mine, grounding me. Vanilla and butter cling to her apron, making my mouth water.

      "Coffee counts as breakfast." My fingers wrap around the warm mug, seeking comfort in its heat.

      "No," Alisha interjects, shoving her plate toward me. "Coffee counts as survival. Eat the damn croissant before I force-feed you like I do my toddlers."

      I tear off a piece of buttery pastry, more to stop their worried looks than from hunger. The flaky layers dissolve on my tongue, reminding my body how long it's been since I've eaten properly. My stomach growls traitorously.

      "Look," Emma starts carefully, her voice gentle. "If Ares Saint is really moving back to Boston, we need to talk about how you're going to handle this. The city isn't that big⁠—"

      "Handle it?" Alisha snorts. "The only handling Bella needs to do is decide which knee to aim for if she runs into him. Personally, I vote for both."

      "Alisha!" Emma shoots her a look. "That's not helping."

      "Neither is pretending this is a Hallmark movie where everyone gets closure and hugs it out." Alisha leans forward, her green eyes fierce. "Have you forgotten what Bella said his family did? How they falsely accused her and destroyed Evelyn's reputation? And how he just stood there and let it happen?"

      "People can change," Emma says softly. "Fifteen years is a long time. Maybe talking to him could help her move past this. Get some answers⁠—"

      "Or maybe," Alisha cuts in, "she could keep being the badass artist who built herself up from nothing instead of reopening old wounds. The only reason to see Ares Saint is if she's planning to demonstrate exactly how much damage she can do with the four-inch heels she'll borrow from my closet."

      My fingers reduce the croissant to buttery shards as they argue across the table. Part of me wants to embrace Alisha's anger, let it fuel me like it did all those years ago.

      But another part—the traitorous part I've tried to silence—keeps remembering other moments. Stolen kisses behind the rose bushes. His fingers threading through my hair as he told me about his dreams of breaking free from his family's control. The way his eyes lit up when he saw my drawings.

      "Bella?" Emma's voice breaks through my thoughts. "What do you think?"

      "I think..." The words stick in my throat. How do I explain that I'm torn between wanting to punch him and wanting to know if he still has that crooked smile when he's truly happy? "I think I need more coffee."

      "What you need," Alisha declares, "is to remember who you are now. The woman who turned pain into something beautiful. The artist who makes people feel things they can't explain with her art. You don't owe Ares anything—not closure, not conversation, not a single second of your time."

      "You can't keep hiding in your apartment either," Emma says gently but firmly. "This is your Boston—where you've built your career, your reputation, your life. You need to own that space and not let anyone take it away from you. Accept that you might run into him, but don't let the possibility of seeing him control your choices."

      I straighten my shoulders, feeling something fierce spark in my chest. "You're both right. I know you are. But just the thought of seeing his face makes me sick to my stomach and want to punch something at the same time. How's that for a healthy reaction?"

      "Perfectly normal," Alisha says with a wicked grin. "Though if you want my opinion, someone should really consider neutering the entire Saint bloodline. You know, as a public service—prevent those particular genes from contaminating future generations."

      Despite everything, a laugh bubbles up in my throat. "You're terrible."

      "I prefer community-minded," she corrects with a satisfied smirk.

      "Can we please discuss solutions that don't involve assault charges?" Emma sighs, but there's a hint of amusement in her voice. "I'm just saying, maybe⁠—"

      "Maybe nothing," Alisha cuts her off. "The Saints are toxic. End of story."

      They continue arguing, their voices washing over me as I stare into my coffee. The truth is, they're both right and both wrong. I'm stronger now, yes. But I'm also terrified of what seeing the man I once loved with my whole heart might do to the careful walls I've built around my heart.

      "Fine," Emma concedes, raising her hands in surrender. "No forced reunions. But promise me you'll at least think about what you want to do if—when—you run into him."

      "What I want," I say slowly, "is to not think about it at all." But even as I say it, I know it's impossible. Every street corner, every gallery event, every coffee shop could be where I see him again.

      "Then don't think," Alisha declares. "Let's focus on something more important—like what you're wearing tonight."

      My spine stiffens. "What's tonight?"

      "Six-Pack." Alisha's red lips curve into a smile that would make lesser mortals run. "Amanda's already cleared it with Brian. Ladies' night, VIP booth, and those passion fruit martinis you've been avoiding for months."

      "Alisha—" My protest comes out weak.

      "Non-negotiable." She pulls out her phone, manicured nails tapping against the screen with military precision. "Besides, Amanda's already planning her outfit, and you know how she gets when she's excited."

      I close my eyes, feeling the walls of inevitability closing in. My shoulders slump in defeat. When these three set their minds to something, resistance isn't just futile—it's impossible.

      "Fine." I open my eyes to find them both grinning. The knot in my chest loosens slightly at their obvious satisfaction. "But I'm not dressing up."

      "Honey," Alisha drawls, eyeing my paint-splattered ensemble with the kind of disdain usually reserved for discount knock-offs. "You're covered in what looks like an artistic breakdown. Trust me, anything would be an improvement."

      "I hate you both," I mutter into my coffee, but warmth spreads through my chest, pushing back the cold that's been there since seeing his face on my news feed. The cappuccino doesn't taste like ash anymore.

      "No, you don't." Emma squeezes my shoulder as she slides out of the booth, her baker's apron dusted with flour that leaves a mark on my sweater. "You love us because we keep you from becoming a paint-covered hermit who talks to her canvases."

      "Speaking of which." Alisha stands, gathering her designer bag with a flourish that sends her bracelets jingling. "I need to get home before the twins convince their dad to let them 'redecorate' another room. Eight o'clock, Bella. Wear something that isn't splattered in an emotional crisis."

      They're right, damn them. These women have been my anchors through every storm, my compass when I've lost my way. Even now, watching them move through their morning routines—Emma back to her ovens, Alisha presumably to whatever chaos her twins have created—I feel something settle in my chest, like scattered pieces clicking back into place.

      The morning crowd thins, leaving behind the comfortable sounds of cups clinking and quiet conversations. Through the window, I watch Boston wake up fully, the morning sun painting the brick buildings in shades of gold that make my fingers itch for a brush. Somewhere in this city, Ares Saint is probably waking up too. My stomach lurches at the thought.

      My fingers drum against the table, an anxious rhythm that matches my pulse. The need to paint claws at my insides, desperate for the release of color on canvas. But maybe they're right. Maybe I need this—need to step away from the studio, from the memories bleeding onto my canvases. Need to remember who I am beyond the girl he left behind.

      I drain the last of my cappuccino, the warmth settling in my empty stomach. My muscles protest as I stand, stiff from days of painting and tension. Tonight, I'll let them drag me out. I'll drink those passion fruit martinis and pretend my world isn't shifting beneath my feet.

      But first, I need a shower and a change of clothes to help me remember how to be something other than the mess I've become these past few days.

      Because they're right about one thing—I'm not that sixteen-year-old girl anymore. I straighten my shoulders, ignoring how they ache. I'm Isabella Jenkins, artist and survivor. The woman who turned her pain into paintings that art lovers appreciate. The woman who built a life from the ashes of what his family destroyed.

      Even if part of me still feels like I'm playing pretend.

      The city bustles around me as I step out of Simply Irresistible, carrying the warmth of friendship and coffee like armor against the morning chill. The air has lost some of its bite, or maybe I've just remembered how to breathe through the panic. My boots click against the sidewalk, each step more purposeful than the last.

      I lift my chin, jaw set with determination. Let Boston throw whatever it wants at me—including Ares Saint and all his family's drama.

      I've survived them once.

      I can do it again.

      But as I turn the corner toward my apartment, a headline flashes across a newsstand: ARES SAINT SEEKS LOCAL BUSINESS INVESTMENTS. My heart stutters and my steps falter. The truth I've been avoiding hits me like a physical blow, making my knees weak:

      Surviving him once was hard enough.

      Surviving him while he's actively part of my city? That's a different war entirely.
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      The neon lights of Six-Pack pulse overhead in geometric patterns unique to this place—a blend of upscale elegance and raw energy that's makes this club Boston's hottest nightspot. Heavy bass vibrates through the custom-designed floor, engineered to channel sound directly into the bodies of dancers. The air carries layers of sensation: designer perfume, top-shelf liquor, and beneath it all, the unmistakable electricity of a crowd chasing oblivion.

      I should be among them. Three days ago, I would have been—celebrating newfound freedom on the dance floor, losing myself in anonymous connection. Instead, I'm tucked in the quieter VIP section, nursing eighteen-year-old whiskey. The liquid burns a familiar path down my throat, but the numbness I'm chasing remains elusive.

      My phone vibrates against the table, screen illuminating with a familiar name. My fingers freeze mid-reach for my glass. My jaw locks, tension spreading across my shoulders like wildfire.

      Mother.

      Again.

      I've ignored her calls since landing in Boston, but texts are harder to resist. Like precision-guided missiles, they slip past my defenses.

      I exhale slowly, counting to five before picking up the phone.

      Mother: Darling, Boston? Really? Of all places, you choose to run there? I understand you're feeling overwhelmed - the pressure of the position, the expectations - but this isn't the answer. Come home. We can discuss this like a family.

      I take another sip, watching three dots appear, vanish, reappear. The crystal tumbler grows slick in my grip as I imagine her in Father's study, carefully crafting each word for maximum impact.

      Mother: You know you can't just walk away when you feel stressed, Ares. That's not how we raised you. Think of what this tantrum is doing to your father's blood pressure. To the company. To our family name.

      My free hand curls into a fist beneath the table. The Saint name. Always the Saint name. As if I'm nothing more than a walking extension of the family brand.

      Me: I'm not coming back, Mother. Not this time.

      Three dots dance again. A longer pause. I can almost see her perfectly manicured nails hovering over her phone, weighing which emotional lever to pull next.

      Mother: Fine. Take a few days if you must. Clear your head. But remember who you are, Ares. A Saint doesn't hide in Boston like some common runaway. Try not to embarrass us more than you already have with that spectacle at the party.

      The words slice exactly where intended. Mother always knows precisely where to slip the knife. I kill the screen, shoving the phone face-down onto the table with enough force to make nearby glasses jump.

      "Whoa there, killer." Ethan's voice cuts through my spiral. "What did that innocent phone ever do to you?"

      I glance up to find him watching me, one eyebrow raised despite the blonde whispering in his ear. He's known me long enough to read the signs.

      "Nothing worth discussing," I mutter, draining my glass.

      "Let me guess." Ethan disentangles himself from the blonde with practiced ease. "The Dragon Lady has awakened and demands the return of her wayward son?"

      Despite everything, a corner of my mouth twitches. "Something like that."

      "You look like you could use another." He signals the waitress without waiting for my response. "Double for my brooding friend here. He's having mommy issues."

      "I am not having⁠—"

      "Save it for someone who didn't room with you for four years." Ethan leans forward, dropping his voice. "Remember when she showed up unannounced at the boarding school in Switzerland because you missed two Sunday check-ins? Poor Mrs. Benson nearly had a heart attack when Olivia Saint descended on her dormitory."

      The memory—Ethan's wild laughter as Mother inspected my room with white-gloved disapproval—breaks through my dark mood. "Mrs. Benson quit the next semester."

      "Coincidence? I think not." Ethan grins, accepting fresh drinks from the waitress. "So, what's the real plan here? Hide out in Boston until they forget they have a son, or are you actually looking at those investment opportunities Harrison sent over?"

      I swirl the amber liquid, watching light fracture through the crystal. "The tech startups look promising. Less risk than Father would take, but higher potential returns." The words feel good—decisions that are mine alone, choices made without the Saint Industries board breathing down my neck.

      "There he is." Ethan raises his glass. "The business genius who graduated top of our class. Was starting to think you'd left him back in that ballroom with Jessica."

      The mention of my ex-fiancée sends a different kind of tension through my shoulders. "She's already calling my father, you know. Offering to 'help bring me to my senses.'"

      "Shocking." Ethan's voice drips sarcasm. "A woman who spent two years planning to become the next Mrs. Saint doesn't want to give up the title. Who could have predicted?"

      Across from us, the brunette who's been eyeing me all night makes her move. She slides closer, her designer dress catching the light in a way that's clearly meant to draw attention to curves that would have tempted me before. Her manicured nails trace over my wrist, the touch unsolicited and unwelcome.

      "You look like a man who could use some fun tonight." Her voice drops to what she clearly thinks is seductive, breath carrying notes of expensive champagne.

      I shift my arm away, the contact making my skin crawl. There's something in her calculated approach—the practiced tilt of her head, the strategic display of wealth in her jewelry—that reminds me too much of Jessica. Of the world where every interaction is a transaction, every smile conceals an agenda.

      "Not interested." The words come out sharper than intended.

      Her perfectly sculpted eyebrows rise. "Are you sure? I could⁠—"

      "He's sure." Ethan cuts in smoothly. "But I'm devastatingly available and significantly more fun." He winks at her, redirecting her attention with the easy charm that's gotten us both out of countless awkward situations since boarding school.

      The brunette hesitates, clearly calculating whether Ethan is an acceptable consolation prize. After a moment, she shifts her attention to him, allowing me to fade into the background of their conversation.

      I scan the club, restlessness building under my skin. The familiar pressure closes in—different from my parents' expectations, but no less suffocating. Three days of freedom, and already I'm falling into old patterns. Drinking to numb. Using Ethan as a buffer. Hiding in VIP sections instead of mapping out a future on my own terms.

      "You're zoning out again, Saint," Ethan says, momentarily turning from his admirers. "Your brooding levels are reaching new heights."

      "You have no idea what heights my brooding can reach." I set my glass down with unnecessary force. Whiskey sloshes, much like my churning thoughts. "I need a break."

      "You mean you need to stop thinking for ten damn minutes." Ethan's knowing smirk tells me he sees right through me. "Go. I'll handle the fallout." He gestures to the women with a theatrical sigh. "The burdens I bear for our friendship."

      I push up from the velvet seat, ignoring the brunette's disappointed pout. The last thing I need is another person wanting a piece of me, another headline waiting to happen. Freedom carries its own kind of pressure.

      The crowd parts as I move through it—whether recognizing me or simply responding to my determined stride, I'm not sure. The dance floor throbs with bodies moving in synchronized abandon, chasing connection or escape or both. Bass pulses through my chest, matching the restless rhythm of my heart.

      I catch fragments of conversation as I pass—business deals being made in dark corners, relationships beginning and ending in shadowed booths. Six-Pack is more than a club; it's a microcosm of Boston's social ecosystem, every layer of society compressed into one pulsing space.

      The hallway leading to the restrooms offers momentary reprieve from the sensory assault. The music dulls to a distant throb, allowing me to hear my own thoughts again. My shoulders drop as I exhale, tension bleeding out with each step away from the crowd. The empty corridor stretches before me, blessedly devoid of watching eyes and social expectations.

      I loosen my tie, a reflexive action from years of feeling constrained. The silk slides smoothly against my fingers, a reminder of the world I'm trying to escape—and the one I'm still very much a part of. The Saint name might be a burden, but its privileges are woven into the fabric of my existence.

      I round the corner, mind still tangled, when it crashes into something with physical force.

      Auburn hair. Forest-green eyes. The air vanishes from my lungs.

      Isabella Jenkins.

      For a heartbeat, time suspends. The club's bass becomes my pulse, thundering in my ears as fifteen years collapse into nothing. The sight of her steals every thought from my head, and unlocks memories I've spent years burying.

      Her eyes widen, recognition and shock flashing across features that have matured but remain hauntingly familiar. The softness of her teenage face has given way to defined cheekbones and a stronger jaw, but those eyes—God, those eyes haven't changed.

      Then her features turn to stone, and she steps sideways, clearly intending to pass without acknowledgment. Something hot and primal flares in my chest at the dismissal, and before I know what I'm doing I mirror her movement, blocking her path.

      "Get out of my way." Her voice—lower than I remember, rougher at the edges—sends electricity down my spine.

      "That's not very polite." I lean against the wall, deliberately casual despite the chaos erupting inside me. "Didn't anyone teach you manners?"

      "I save my manners for people who deserve them." Her voice could freeze hell. She tries to step around me again, but I shift, maintaining the barrier of my body.

      The emergency exit lights cast red shadows across her face, turning her hair to flame. This close, I can see the pulse jumping in her throat, the slight tremble in her hands. She's not as unaffected as she wants me to believe.

      “Before I let you pass," I drawl, letting old bitterness seep through, "I should check my pockets. Wouldn't be the first time you took something that wasn't yours."

      Color drains from her face. For a moment, I see her as that sixteen-year-old girl again, walking beside her grandmother as security escorts them from our mansion, shock written across her features. Then⁠—

      Crack.

      Heat blooms across my cheek, but it's nothing compared to the inferno in her eyes.

      "How dare you?" Her voice trembles with fury. "You entitled, arrogant⁠—"

      She raises her hand again, but I capture her wrist before she can land another blow. Pure instinct drives me—I don't recognize my own movements as I pivot, pinning her against the wall. Her captured wrist pressed above her head, our bodies a breath apart. The action shocks us both silent.

      What the hell am I doing?

      Bass thunders through the wall at her back, but it's nothing compared to the roar of blood in my ears. Her chest rises and falls rapidly, each breath bringing her closer. The scent of her—paint mixed with that watermelon—floods my senses, dragging up memories of stolen moments in the rose garden, of promises whispered against skin.

      Her body feels both familiar and foreign against mine—the curves more defined than the girl I knew, but fitting against me with the same devastating perfection.

      Electricity crackles where we touch, a current that has nothing to do with anger and everything to do with something I've spent fifteen years denying.

      "Let. Me. Go." Each word drips venom, but I catch the slight tremor in her voice, the way her pupils dilate as her gaze drops briefly to my mouth.

      "Make me." The challenge falls from my lips before I can stop it. This isn't me—I don't do this anymore. I don't let people get under my skin like this. But one look at her and I'm seventeen again, burning with emotions I can't control.

      Her free hand presses against my chest, meant to push me away, but the contact sears through my shirt like a brand. Our eyes lock—forest green clashing with dark brown—and the air between us crackles with fifteen years of unspoken accusations.

      "You lost the right to touch me the day you stood there and did nothing." Her words are quiet, deadly. They hit their mark with surgical precision.

      I lean closer, close enough to see the gold flecks in her irises that I'd almost forgotten. "Is that what you tell yourself? That I'm the villain in your story?"

      "You're nothing in my story." But the slight catch in her breath betrays her.

      My fingers flex around her wrist, feeling her pulse race beneath my grip. Emergency lights cast shadows across her face, dancing in the gold flecks of her eyes. One of us should move. Step back. Break whatever this is before it combusts.

      Neither of us does.

      "You know what I remember?" My voice drops lower, darker. "I remember seeing security footage of you taking my mother's jewelry from her jewelry box. Care to explain that?"

      Her whole body goes rigid against mine, the warmth of her turning to ice. "I know what it looked like, but—" Her voice shakes. "Your family⁠—"

      "My family what?" I cut in, arrogance coating my words like honey-covered thorns. "Protected what was theirs? Caught a thief? Or are we remembering things differently?"

      Your parents..." she starts, then stops and looks at me in a way that makes me step back and release her wrist.

      "You really believe it, don't you?" she whispers, and there's something like dawning horror in her voice. "You actually believe⁠—"

      "What the fuck is going on here?" A female voice cuts through the tension like a knife. The blonde positions herself between us, all five-foot-nothing of protective fury in four-inch stilettos. "Back the hell up, Saint, before I make you."

      I hold my ground, unable to tear my eyes from Isabella's face. The question in her unfinished sentence hangs between us, heavy with implications I'm not ready to examine.

      "It's fine, Alisha." Isabella's voice sounds hollow, distant. She's still looking at me with that unsettling expression, like she's solving a puzzle she never wanted to find.

      "I'm done here," Isabella spits, but her eyes—those familiar green depths—tell a different story. They're swimming with confusion, hurt, and something dangerously close to recognition. The disconnect between her harsh tone and vulnerable gaze makes my stomach twist.

      I open my mouth, but the blonde steps forward, perfectly manicured finger jabbing toward my chest.

      "Listen up, billionaire boy. You've got exactly three seconds to turn around and walk away before I introduce your family jewels to my stiletto heel." Her smile is sweet as poison. "And trust me, that's one headline your PR team won't be able to spin."

      Isabella grabs Alisha's arm, her knuckles white. "Come on. He's not worth another second." But she glances back, that same bewildered horror flickering across her features. "Let's get back to the others."

      I watch them disappear around the corner, her auburn hair the last thing to vanish from sight. My fingers still tingle where they touched her skin. The memory of her pulse racing beneath my grip makes me want to punch something—preferably myself. After fifteen years, she still has the power to rip through every wall I've built, leaving me raw and bleeding.

      The unfinished accusation echoes in my mind: "After all these years, you actually believe⁠—"

      Believe what? Security footage doesn't lie. I saw it with my own eyes—Isabella taking my mother's sapphire necklaces from the jewelry box. But something in her expression, in the horror that flashed across her face, plants a seed of doubt I can't shake.

      I shove through the crowd, the bass pounding in sync with the rage coursing through my veins. The press of bodies, the thick air, the goddamn neon lights—it all closes in, suffocating. What had started as an escape now feels like another trap.

      So when the VIP section comes into view, and I spot Ethan still entertaining his admirers, I growl.

      "We're leaving."

      Ethan's eyes snap to mine and instantly he switches from playboy to brother-in-arms. One look at my face and he knows this isn't a request.

      "Ladies, I'm afraid the party's over." He delivers the news with a regretful charm that almost masks how quickly he's ditching them.

      The brunette from earlier stops before me, letting her fingers walk up my chest. "Are you sure? I bet I could turn that sexy frown upside down." Her lips curve into what's probably meant to be a seductive pout.

      I step back, breaking contact. "Not interested."

      Her friend—the blonde—tries her luck with Ethan, pressing a lingering kiss to his cheek. "How about you, handsome? Night's still young."

      "Darling, on any other evening, I'd be devastated to refuse." Ethan flashes that million-dollar grin. "But duty calls, and this"—he gestures between them—"will have to remain a beautiful what-if."

      Night air hits my face as we exit while Boston's nightlife pulses around us—distant sirens, drunk laughter, music spilling from nearby bars. The city feels alive tonight, mocking my internal chaos. Ethan clicks the key fob, and his sleek rental Audi chirps in response, its black exterior gleaming under the streetlights.

      "I'm driving," he announces, catching the keys when I reach for them. "You look like you might intentionally wrap us around a telephone pole."

      The leather seat envelops me as I sink into the passenger side, the car's interior a sanctuary of climate-controlled quiet. Ethan navigates through late-night traffic with practiced ease, one hand on the wheel, the other tapping against his thigh to music only he can hear.

      "So," he drawls, city lights streaming past our tinted windows like shooting stars. "Want to tell me what kind of nuclear bomb just went off? Because that face you're making? That's your 'I either need to hit something or drink myself stupid' face."

      I lean my head back against the seat, closing my eyes. "I ran into Isabella."

      "Oh, shit." The playfulness drops from his voice immediately, replaced by genuine concern. "Isabella as in⁠—"

      "The girl who stole from my family? Yeah. That Isabella." My hands curl into fists, nails digging half-moons into my palms. The leather seat creaks beneath me as I shift uncomfortably.

      "I was going to say the girl who had you bawling your eyes out for weeks in boarding school," Ethan says, his voice softening with the memory. "Remember how I found you on the roof that night? Shared my secret chocolate stash with you? And that bottle of scotch I'd been saving for graduation?" He glances over at me, his expression a mixture of nostalgia and worry. "First and only time I've ever seen Ares Saint completely fall apart."

      I shoot him a withering glare that would silence most people, but Ethan just raises an eyebrow, unfazed after years of friendship.

      "Fifteen fucking years," I mutter, staring at the dashboard as the city lights dance across it, "and I still—" The words die in my throat, choking me with their weight and all they imply.

      "Still what?" Ethan asks, his voice uncharacteristically gentle, no trace of his usual sarcasm. The question hangs in the air between us, demanding an answer I'm not sure I can give.

      I turn to stare out the window, watching Boston's nightlife blur past in streaks of neon and shadow. Street vendors hawking late-night food, couples stumbling arm-in-arm, the occasional police car's lights reflecting off glass storefronts. The city I once knew intimately now feels like a stranger—familiar streets holding secrets I've spent years avoiding, corners where memories lurk like ghosts waiting to ambush me when I least expect it.

      "Nothing," I say instead.

      I close my eyes only to see her face again and have her words echo in my head, a broken record that won't stop spinning. "You actually believe⁠—"

      The unfinished sentence hangs in the air like a loaded gun. Together with "Your parents—" What was she going to say about my parents? The security footage flashes through my mind for the millionth time—grainy black and white images of her walking into my mother's closet. Taking those two necklaces from the jewelry box.

      My jaw clenches. She took them. End of story.

      A knot forms in my stomach, hot and tight as those words "Your parents—" and "You actually believe—" claw at something buried deep in my consciousness. Something I've refused to examine since that day I sat in my father's study, watching the security footage play on a loop.

      "You good?" Ethan's voice breaks through the spiral.

      I rake my fingers through my hair, tugging until it hurts.

      What if⁠—

      No. I shut that thought down hard. But Isabella's eyes flash in my memory, bright with that same fierce truth they held when we were teenagers. When she promised she'd never lie to me.

      "You actually believe⁠—"

      The unfinished accusation echoes, and that nagging feeling transforms into something darker.

      I press my forehead against the cool window, watching the city lights blur into streaks of neon. The doubt has taken root now, and I can't shake it.

      This is the last thing I need right now. With the media circus around my broken engagement barely contained and my parents breathing down my neck, I should be focused on damage control, not chasing ghosts from fifteen years ago.

      But Isabella's unfinished sentences haunt me, refusing to let go.

      I need to know what she wanted to say.
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      Boston's skyline stretches dark beyond my windows, save for the occasional high-rise light piercing the night. Rain streaks down glass, distorting distant city lights into watercolor blurs. The steady patter creates a melancholy rhythm that does nothing to quiet my mind. Isabella's unfinished accusation loops endlessly: "Your parents⁠—"

      What was she going to say?

      The nightstand clock blinks 3:47 AM. I stare at the ceiling, close my eyes, but the darkness only sharpens memory's blade. That day—the day everything shattered—plays behind my eyelids like a movie stuck on repeat. Isabella and Evelyn being escorted from the estate. And me, frozen, watching as the two women I saw as family disappeared from sight.

      "Did you really think she loved you?" Mother's voice cuts through time, dripping venom. "A servant's granddaughter? She saw dollar signs, not you. And you were foolish enough to let her close."

      "Fuck." I sit up, raking fingers through my hair. Sheets pool at my waist as I grab my phone. Three missed calls from Father light up my screen.

      I ignore them.

      Sleep is a lost cause now. I throw off the tangled sheets and pace the room, my mind a battlefield of memories and questions. The night passes in a haze of restlessness—shower, whiskey, failed attempts at work emails. Nothing anchors me.

      Hours later, I'm still trapped in my thoughts, perched in the leather chair by the panoramic windows of my suite. The city below stirs to life, oblivious to the chaos in my head. My reflection stares back at me—hollow-eyed and unshaven—a ghost haunting my own life.

      The door opens, and Ethan strides in, coffee in hand, wearing that knowing smirk that begs for a fist.

      "You look like shit," he announces, dropping into the chair across from me.

      I accept the coffee, letting bitter match my mood. "Thanks."

      He pulls out his tablet, his smile fading to something more serious. Screen-glow carves shadows across his face as he scrolls. "Did some digging. Want to hear what I found about her?"

      I nod once, watching his fingers dance across the tablet.

      "Isabella Jenkins." His thumb swipes left, revealing image after image. "Shows at Luminous Gallery—that's serious. Top tier." He turns the screen toward me. "And look at this. This month's her first solo showcase. They're calling her 'the rising talent every collector needs to watch.'"

      An image freezes me—a hyperrealistic painting of a child pressing their palm against rain-streaked glass, longing etched in every line. The aching loneliness steals my breath. Her signature sits in the corner: I. Jenkins.

      Memory ambushes me: sitting beside her on that garden bench, watching for hours as her pencil transformed blank paper into something alive. The way her brow furrowed in concentration, how she'd bite her lip when⁠—

      I shove the tablet back at Ethan.

      His eyes lift, studying me with that razor-sharp intensity that makes me want to squirm. Nothing escapes that gaze—not a twitch, not a breath. "Maybe you should check it out?"

      My eyes narrow to daggers, lips curling into a snarl that would send most running. But not Ethan. He just cocks an eyebrow, mouth twitching as he leans in. "Come on, admit you're curious. Maybe she's done a whole series on you." His eyes dance with mischief. "Probably calls it 'Asshole in Armani' or 'Trust Fund Tragedy.'"

      Something twists in my gut. Would she? Has she captured our history on canvas? My mind spirals—what moments would she choose to immortalize? The golden afternoons or the brutal ending? Would her brushstrokes show tenderness, or would she paint me as the fool she played—the naive rich boy who actually believed a servant's granddaughter could love him? The possibility burns through me like wildfire, igniting a desperate need to see her work.

      "Fuck you." I drain my coffee, but the bitter taste doesn't mask the acid rising in my throat. "Besides, even if I wanted to check it out, I can't exactly waltz into a gallery right now. Or did you miss the swarm of vultures camping outside?"

      "Please." Ethan rolls his eyes. "You're Ares fucking Saint. Call the gallery, ask about their collection, hint at being an anonymous donor. They'll trip over themselves arranging a private viewing."

      I won't do it. This is insane. I have enough chaos without chasing ghosts from fifteen years ago. There's absolutely no reason to⁠—

      "The number." My phone's already in my hand. "Now."

      Ethan's smile widens as he reads out the digits. "You know, for someone who claims not to care⁠—"

      "This is your fault." I jab a finger at him. "You're the one who suggested she might have painted something about me."

      "Oh sure, blame me." He laughs. "Use me as your excuse to go see the woman who clearly still gets under your skin."

      I punch in the gallery's number, ignoring his smirk. But I can't ignore the way my pulse quickens.

      Two hours later, I slip through Luminous Gallery's private entrance, a generous donation securing my solitude. The space breathes quiet elegance—gleaming hardwood floors and stark white walls swallowing sound. My footsteps echo as I move through the pristine halls, soft instrumental music filtering through hidden speakers like a reverent whisper.

      Towering windows line the far wall, city views framed like living art. Sunlight streams through glass, warming the carefully curated pieces within. High ceilings and minimalist design force focus to where it belongs—each canvas and sculpture demanding attention in this temple of creativity.

      I move through the space, past landscapes and abstracts that blur together until⁠—

      There. Her work.

      Isabella's style strikes like lightning—hyper-realistic paintings that slice through pretense to raw emotion. A child reaches for a bubble, wonder captured in oils and dreams. An elderly couple dances in rain, joy radiating from every brushstroke. Each piece tells stories most people walk past without seeing.

      But Red—she always saw everything.

      "Hold still," sixteen-year-old Isabella commands, pencil poised over her sketchbook. Morning light filters through Mother's prized roses, turning petals to stained glass.

      "How do you do that?" I whisper, mesmerized by the magic flowing from her fingers.

      Her smile, soft and secret, burns itself into my memory. "Everything's more. You just have to pay attention."

      The memory shatters as I turn and come face-to-face with her self-portrait. It dominates the far wall, impossible to miss, impossible to look away from. Isabella's face, larger than life, tears streaming down her cheeks in crystalline trails that catch light like diamonds.

      My feet move without permission, drawing me closer. The technical mastery stuns—the exact shade of forest green in her eyes, a single tear balanced perfectly on her lower lash. But it's what radiates from those painted eyes that guts me.

      Pain. Raw, visceral pain.

      And betrayal. Not guilt—betrayal.

      In her painted hand, two necklaces dangle—diamonds and sapphires fracturing mid-air, caught in the moment of destruction. I recognize them instantly. They are the ones she allegedly stole: Mother's Art Deco collar with the Tiffany clasp. Grandmother's emerald strand with the distinctive platinum setting. Both shattering in places, gems falling like tears.

      Something twists in my gut as I study how she's captured the light on their breaking surfaces. The delicate way she holds them.

      "There are two sides to every story."

      The thought slithers through my defenses before I can stop it. No. I know what I saw. I know what happened.

      But the anguish in those painted eyes...
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