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      ATTENTION: I NEED YOU TO KNOW THIS IS A BACKSTORY PREQUEL THAT INHERENTLY ENDS ON A CLIFFHANGER.

      Ahem, now that we’ve got that warning out of the way…

      Welcome to Gibson Hollow. Well, the precursor to. This prequel doesn’t take you there, but the rest of the series will.

      This is a town where love is love, families come in all shapes, and everyone gets to show up exactly as they are—without fear, shame, or explanation.

      In these pages, you won’t find homophobia, racism, ableism, or cruelty rooted in fear of difference. Not because those things don’t exist in the world—but because they don’t belong in this one.

      Here, drag queens are fairy godparents. Queer joy is sacred. Neurodivergence and chronic illness are woven into the rhythm of daily life. And no one’s humanity is up for debate.

      Gibson Hollow isn’t a fantasy. It’s a blueprint. It’s the world I believe we can build—one book, one conversation, and one community at a time.

      Thanks for stepping into it with me.

      Love,

      Kait
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      “That’s your reading for next week.” Professor Kline rapped his knuckles on the table with the finality of a gavel strike. “And no, you can’t skip it just because you think you understand privacy.”

      A couple of people laughed. I didn’t.

      I underlined the case name in my notes even though I’d already highlighted it twice. My fingers cramped around the pen, but it was easier to focus on that than the hollow gnaw of my stomach and the two-mile walk ahead of me.

      Kline’s voice cut through the rustling bags and the clatter of closing laptops. “Next week, we argue application, not history. Come prepared.”

      We always did. He ensured it by making an example of anyone who didn’t, as though putting them on the stand in the courtroom he no longer presided over. After seeing it once in the second week of class, absolutely no one wanted to endure that humiliation.

      Chairs scraped. Someone yawned loud enough to earn a glare from the retired judge turned professor. I closed my laptop and sat still for a beat, just long enough to breathe. Three classes, four hours at the firm, and a night seminar had turned my brain to mush. My feet ached in the boots that, while cute, had been a piss poor choice of footwear for the day. My to-do list still had eight unchecked boxes.

      And instead of going home and falling face-first into bed, I was headed to a bar.

      Because Jeff had asked.

      I’d begged off to begin with because of my insane schedule and the coursework I’d still need to knock out when I got home. He hadn’t made an issue of it, but he’d made The Face. That kicked puppy disappointed look I’d been seeing more and more over the past few months because this semester was kicking my ass. “No” was becoming my default answer instead of the exception, because I couldn’t do anything to risk my academic scholarship.

      I absolutely hated that face. Hated the creep of guilt it made me feel over doing what I needed to survive and keep all the many, many balls in the air. It was the guilt that had me turning toward the west side of campus that led into downtown instead of taking the shorter route back to the apartment I shared with my twin brother. I’d surprise Jeff, get a bite to eat, smooth ruffled feathers, then head home. I’d made an art form out of doing All The Things. I could do this, too.

      After sitting through three hours of Constitutional Law and Civil Liberties, the walk gave me a chance to clear my head and stretch my legs. The October night air was cool and refreshing. Back home in Gibson Hollow, the nights would already be bordering on cold. Amazing what a few thousand feet of elevation could do. I missed the mountains, but I didn’t mind Wellington. It was bigger than home but not quite a city. It had been a good place to spend the last two and a half years at Carolina Southern University. Close enough for visits, and far enough away that I got a break from the responsibilities of being the eldest of eight.

      A handful of cars passed me as I crossed the bridge that separated CSU’s campus from Wellington proper. Streetlights trailed along Main Street, illuminating the shopfronts of businesses long closed for the day. At the corner, I took a left and cut over two blocks to Ashby Street. The length of it was packed with vehicles and foot traffic, a stark contrast to the rest of Wellington. This was the student district, full of coffeeshops, bars, and other student hangouts that stayed open well after everything else shuttered.

      Even from the corner, I could hear music and voices spilling from Whiskey Jack’s. My whole body tensed. It was half-off loaded fries night, plus cheap drinks—guaranteed chaos. The scarred dance floor would be packed. Not my scene, but Jeff fed on that kind of energy. Everyone insisted him dragging me out was good for me. And usually, despite my raging introvert status, I ended up having a good time.

      Bracing myself, I dragged open the door to the bar and stepped into a wall of sound. It was like being hit by a tidal wave of input. Whimpering, I almost turned back around. He didn’t actually expect me to come. I’d already said no. If I dipped now, he’d never know.

      My stomach chose that moment to growl, reminding me that it had been more than nine hours since I’d had food. The loaded fries did sound good.

      Just find Jeff and get a bite to eat. Then you can go home.

      I began weaving my way through the crowd, scanning for my boyfriend. Whiskey Jack’s drew the football crowd, so I saw quite a few familiar faces. My brother, Bodie, played guard for CSU on a football scholarship. Jeff was one of his teammates—a linebacker for the Ravens. But he didn’t seem to be hanging with any of the usual crowd tonight. I nodded greetings but ask anyone if they’d seen him. The last thing I wanted was to get pulled into conversation.

      After a full circuit of the bar, I was about to give up when I spotted his jersey at the edge of the dance floor. Barrett. Number 43. God bless his desire for attention. I took half a step in his direction before I registered the rest of what I was seeing in the flashing lights of the bar. He was caught in a lip lock with some other girl. And it definitely wasn’t a case of some random drunk girl throwing herself at him. He wasn’t trying to push her off. His arms were wrapped around her, one hand buried in her hair. No effort to hide. In fact, he seemed very intent on examining her tonsils with his tongue. Just out there for everyone to see. As if I didn’t exist. As if we hadn’t been dating for the better part of a year.

      I froze.

      For a long moment, my brain refused to catch up with my eyes, like if I just stood still long enough, the scene in front of me would rewrite itself. But Jeff was still there, arms locked around someone who definitely wasn’t me, kissing her like he was starving.

      The world didn’t go silent—if anything, it got louder. The pounding music, the laughter, the screech of a stool scraping the floor behind me—it all surged in a dizzy, disorienting rush. I wasn’t invisible. People had seen me come in. People saw this. And if I did anything—if I so much as flinched—there’d be whispers and speculation and looks.

      A wild part of me wanted to march across the room and yank him away, demand to know how long this had been going on, and ask if he was really so stupid that he thought no one would tell me. I imagined the scene, every eye swiveling to watch. His friends, my brother’s teammates, the girls who already hated me. Everyone would be watching the show.

      I couldn’t do it.

      Not because I wasn’t angry—I was. Not because I didn’t deserve an answer—I did. But because giving him that moment, that attention, would make it worse. It would make me the story, not him. I could already feel the heat of too many eyes, the whisper of gossip winding itself into place.

      No. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

      So I turned on my heel, head down, heart clawing its way up my throat⁠—

      —and crashed directly into a wall.

      Only it wasn’t a wall.

      It was a man.

      Big. Solid.

      Two hands came up fast to catch my arms, grounding me with a gentle, instinctive grip. “Hey—easy.”

      I looked up.

      Ramsey.

      Of course. Of course, it was him.

      His brows drew together the instant he saw my face—just a flicker of concern before his gaze shifted over my shoulder. I didn’t have to turn to know what he was seeing.

      His jaw tightened and rage leapt into his eyes, even as his fingers flexed around my arms, as if his grip could somehow protect me from what was happening. “Alia…”

      Hearing my name in that quiet tone cracked something in my chest. Not enough to break. Just enough to ache.

      I shook my head and stepped back. I couldn’t talk. Not here. Not yet. And especially not to the one person I really didn’t want to see me like this.

      A muscle jumped in that scruff-covered jaw, and his hands curled to fists as he glanced back toward the spectacle on the dance floor. I had five brothers. I knew exactly what a man who wanted to beat the shit out of someone looked like. A part of me wanted to let him. But that would bring even more attention to this, and I couldn’t bear it.

      My hand shot out, curling around Ramsey’s muscled forearm. “Please, don’t. It’s not worth the scene. I just want to go home.”

      His fingers flexed and curled several times before he seemed to get a grip on his temper. With a short nod, he pressed a hand to the small of my back. “C’mon. I’ll walk you.”

      Outside, the cold hit harder than it had on the walk over. The wind wasn’t strong, just enough to knife through my thin sweater and sting my cheeks. I wrapped my arms around myself, fingers tucked into the opposite sleeves. My backpack shifted with the motion, biting into my shoulders with familiar weight.

      Funny how I hadn’t been cold before. Not even walking from class. But now it felt as if the heat had bled out of me entirely. I was frozen and humiliated, and somehow the shame made it worse. Like I deserved the cold for being stupid enough to walk into that bar in the first place.

      I should’ve trusted my instincts. Should’ve stayed home. Should’ve seen it coming.

      I hated this.

      I hated him.

      And most of all, I hated how badly I still wanted to cry. Worse, how badly I wanted to throw myself into Ramsey’s arms and bury my face against the massive wall of his shoulder to do it. He was Bodie’s best friend. Basically another brother to me. That was how he’d always treated me. It was too damned bad my heart had never gotten the memo. I’d had a hideous crush on him almost from the moment we’d met freshman year. Not that he knew. And I’d bite my tongue off before admitting it.

      We didn’t talk as we walked. The music from Whiskey Jack’s faded behind us, replaced by the steady scuff of our steps on the sidewalk and the occasional rumble of a passing car. Ramsey didn’t push. He didn’t ask questions or try to force conversation. He just kept pace with me, a solid wall at my side.

      That silent, steady presence only made me feel worse. Because of course he could tell I wasn’t okay. I wasn’t that good an actress. How much of an idiot did he think I was? Had he known about this?

      I thought about that flash of rage back at the bar. No, he definitely hadn’t known. If he had, he’d have told Bodie, and between the two of them, probably nobody would’ve found the body.

      About halfway down the block, Ramsey paused. I glanced up just as he tugged his hoodie over his head and held it out to me.

      “Here.”

      I stared at it for a second, doing my level best not to focus on how it left him in nothing but a gray T-shirt that clung to his muscled frame like it had been painted on. The hoodie was warm from his body, soft from a thousand washes, and I hesitated because slipping it on felt like something… more.

      But my teeth were starting to chatter, and I wasn’t about to let that be the thing that finally broke me.

      So I took it with shaking hands, slipping my backpack off so I could pull the sweatshirt over my head. It was massive on me—of course it was—and it smelled like him. Like soap and cedar and something I couldn’t name but instinctively knew was Ramsey.

      I shoved my hands into the too-long sleeves and crossed my arms tighter, sinking into the cocoon of fabric. It wasn’t a hug. Not really. But it was close enough to pretend.

      He didn’t say anything else. Just picked up my bag and slung it over one shoulder before resuming his position beside me, leaving exactly enough space for me to breathe but never drifting far as we continued to walk.

      And I…

      I spiraled.

      The silence let the thoughts loose, tumbling fast and cruel. I should’ve seen it. I’d known something was off for weeks. The distracted texts, the way Jeff’s smiles didn’t quite reach his eyes. I’d told myself it was school. Football. Stress. That I was the problem, saying no too often, being too tired, too busy, too serious.

      God, had I done this? Had I just worn him down?

      I felt sick and small and so, so stupid.

      I didn’t want Ramsey to see me like this—curled in on myself, locked in my own head, blaming myself for someone else’s betrayal. But I didn’t know how to not feel it. It was like all my years of holding it together weren’t enough to hold back the flood this time.

      We turned the corner toward my apartment, the familiar stoop just a block away. The lights were still off upstairs. Bodie was probably still at the gym or out with teammates.

      Thank God.

      Because he’d want to know all the details, and aside from the fact that I didn’t have it in me to stop him from haring off to do something foolish, like beating the shit out of Jeff, I couldn’t take one more person looking at me like I might fall apart. Not when I was barely keeping the cracks from showing.

      We climbed the steps in silence. I pulled the key from my front pocket, fingers fumbling with the lock more than they should’ve. Ramsey waited behind me, quiet and steady as ever.

      The deadbolt clicked. I pushed the door open and stepped just inside the threshold, then paused, hand still on the knob. My voice came out soft, barely audible over the rustle of trees in the breeze. “Thanks for walking me home.”

      I didn’t look at him when I said it. I couldn’t. My eyes were locked somewhere around his chest, unable to lift higher because if I did—if I saw pity or concern or anything too gentle—I might actually shatter.

      I was supposed to be the one who had it together. The one who didn’t fall apart.

      But he didn’t flinch. Didn’t fumble for meaningless platitude. He just stepped forward, setting my backpack just inside the door before curling his big hand gently around my shoulder. The kindness of the gesture almost had me collapsing against him.

      “Get some sleep. It’s gonna be okay.”

      The low rumble of his voice didn’t sound like false hope. Just a quiet certainty. As if he knew I wouldn’t let this take me down.

      I nodded, but still didn’t look at him. “Night.”

      Then I shut the door before I could do something stupid like let loose the flood of tears burning behind my eyes.

      I toed off my boots and tucked my bag out of the path of the entryway. The living room was dark and still, untouched since this morning. I didn’t bother with lights. Just went upstairs to my bedroom, shut the door behind me, and collapsed face-first onto my bed.

      The scream that tore out of me was muffled by the comforter, but it was all heat and shame and humiliation. Not heartbreak. I wasn’t grieving Jeff. I wasn’t even sure I liked him all that much anymore. I hadn’t been building a life or a future with him. He’d been a placeholder. Someone to go out with. To have fun with before I got down to the serious business of the rest of my life.

      But God, I was furious. Mortified. And so goddamned tired.

      I rolled onto my side and curled up, arms crossed over my chest. That’s when I realized I was still wearing Ramsey’s hoodie. I’d forgotten to give it back.

      Of course I had.

      The fabric bunched around me like borrowed armor. I pulled the sleeves tighter, tucked my hands into the pockets, and buried my face in the collar.

      It smelled like him. The warmth of it seeped into cracks I hadn’t let anyone see. Not even him.

      Especially not him.

      I pressed my face deeper into the hoodie and let myself breathe, just once, like I hadn’t been able to all night.

      Then I closed my eyes and fell asleep, wrapped in borrowed fabric and a truth I didn’t want to name.
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