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Description

A map of Rosebrook Falls. The Calloway Estate is on one side of the map and Montgomery Manor on the opposite side. Verona Country Park and Upside Down Rock at the top of the map away from the rest of the town.











AUTHOR’S NOTE


Burning Daylight is a contemporary romance and the first book in an interconnected standalone series.


The main couple will get their happy ending in this book; however, there are plot points and storylines that will not be resolved in book one and will continue through the series.


While not necessary, it is strongly recommended to read this series in order for a full reading experience.


Burning Daylight features strong language, explicit sexual scenes, drug use, terminal illness (cancer), violence, and mature situations that may be triggering for some. A detailed list of trigger warnings can be found on EmilyMcIntire.com or by scanning the QR Code at the end of this note.


This story is told through a first-person limited point of view. It is shaped by trauma and past hurt and may not reflect the full scope of a complex situation.


It is not meant to define addiction or the people who experience it. If you or a loved one are struggling, you are not alone. You are not less than. You are worthy.


You can find resources at the end of the book.


Reader discretion is advised.


[image: QR code to https://www.emilymcintire.com/content-warnings]









PLAYLIST


Teenage Dirtbag—Wheatus


Love Story (Taylor’s Version)—Taylor Swift


Save Tonight—Eagle-Eye Cherry


As I Lay Me Down—Sophie B. Hawkins


Lovefool—The Cardigans


we can’t be friends (wait for your love)—Ariana Grande


I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing—Sonny Tennet


I Love You, I’m Sorry—Gracie Abrams


The Night We Met—Lord Huron


Someone You Loved—Lewis Capaldi


Paris—The Chainsmokers


You Are the Reason (Duet Version)—Calum Scott & Leona Lewis


I Get to Love You—Ruelle


[image: QR code linking to https://open.spotify.com/]











My only love sprung from my only hate,


Too early seen unknown, and known too late!


Prodigious birth of love is it to me


That I must love a loathed enemy.


—William Shakespeare, Romeo & Juliet












THE WAYMONT COMPACT AGREEMENT


ROSEBROOK FALLS, CONNECTICUT


This Agreement entered into on this 13th day of August 1930, by and between the undersigned founding companies (collectively referred to as the “Founders”).


WHEREAS the Founders wish to collaborate in the establishment of a new town within Verona County, to be named Rosebrook Falls, with the goal of creating a thriving and sustainable community.


The Founders recognize the importance of ensuring fair representation, equitable development, and avoiding any monopolization of resources, leadership, or decision-making within the town.


IN WITNESS WHEREOF, the Founders have executed this Agreement on the date first written above.


COMPANY A:


Calloway Enterprises


Name: Alabaster Calloway


Signature: [image: Signature of Alabaster Calloway]


COMPANY B:


The Montgomery Organization


Name: Theodore Montgomery


Signature: [image: Signature of Theodore Montgomery]









Prologue


Juliette



Thirteen Years Old



I’M NOT SUPPOSED TO BE HERE.


I crouch in place while my nanny Beverly and our chef Aaron carry in groceries and gossip like they’re reporters for The Rosebrook Rag.


Beverly would kill me if she knew I was eavesdropping.


Especially since today is my fitting for the annual Founders’ Gala that happens every year at Verona University.


“Do you think Marcus Montgomery knows his wife is fucking Craig?” Aaron asks her.


“Please. Worst kept secret in Rosebrook Falls.”


“You don’t think that’s why Marcus killed—”


Beverly smacks his arm. “Hush. Don’t speak about the dead. It’s uncouth.”


Chef Aaron throws his hands up, palms out. “I’m just asking. It’s weird Marcus is here, right?”


Beverly shrugs. “I don’t have time to care about that, and neither do you. Help me find that little rascal Juliette.”


I press myself deeper into the shadows beneath the stairs. It’s a lot of nothing under here, just a dark corner with a lamp that flickers and staged books with blank pages.


But it’s the only spot in this entire mansion that feels like home. The only place I can go where I’m not choreographed to perfection.


School. Piano lesson. Etiquette class. French lesson. Rinse. Wash. Repeat.


That’s my life.


But today is Sunday, and it’s the only day I get to hide away and write.


That’s what I was doing until the two gossips across the hall started yammering like they are.


My brows scrunch. I’ve seen Marcus Montgomery over the years at the Founders’ Gala or any other event that requires I dress nicely and play the part of a perfect Calloway kid, but the loathing of the Montgomery name is bred into my entire family’s veins from the moment we are born.


Even hate seems like too nice a word.


So, Marcus being at our estate? It’s…odd.


Beverly and Aaron disappear around the corner, and I snap my notebook of stories shut, darting from my hiding spot and sneaking to the wing where my dad’s home office sits.


When I get there, I peek through a tiny slat between the door and frame to the room, adrenaline flooding through me when I see him and Marcus.


I shift my weight, and the hardwood creaks, echoing off the tall ceilings. My pulse pounds like a drum as I ease open the door just enough to see better.


When neither of them notice, I let out a shaky exhale.


My father is all starched suits and perfectly placed smiles so sharp they can cut you like a knife, and tonight is no exception. Even in his own home, he looks battle ready, just waiting for the right time to bend your will to his.


His black hair, the same color as mine, is combed back and styled, and his thick eyebrows bunch together until it looks like a caterpillar is on his face. He’s frowning as he stands rigid, his pale knuckles turning white where they press against the top of his big desk.


Marcus looks similar, but somehow totally different.


Where Dad is stiff and polished, Marcus Montgomery is…fluid.


They both radiate power, though.


Marcus is wearing dark jeans and a navy-blue sports jacket that’s open to a white T-shirt underneath, and his blond hair is the antithesis of my dad’s. Light and mussed on top like he’s been running his hands through it. I can’t see his eyes, but I know from his pictures in our local tabloid The Rosebrook Rag that they’re so icy, they’ll chill you to the bone.


Marcus leans against the bookshelf on the left side of the room, his ankles crossed like he doesn’t have a care in the world.


“No,” he says, glancing at his nails.


“Don’t force my hand,” my dad replies, his voice tight.


It’s the same tone he uses when my brother Lance gets in trouble…which is almost always.


Marcus straightens. “Nah, fuck you, Craig. I won’t break the WayMont agreement just so you can bully people out of their homes in the HillPoint and build with him.”


My heart thumps faster. The HillPoint is on the west side of Rosebrook Falls, and it’s Montgomery territory through and through. I’m forbidden to even go there.


Dad shrugs. “People aren’t forced to do anything because of me. I simply make suggestions.”


“Yeah, well, when your suggestions aren’t followed, people end up hurt. Funny how that happens.”


“The innocent act is cute, Marcus, but it’s just us here. Nobody’s watching; there’s no need for dramatics.”


“Then don’t be a cunt.”


My father chuckles. “You know what they say—you are what you eat. How is your wife, by the way?”


A sick feeling swirls through my belly. Is he cheating on my mom?


Marcus stiffens. “Is that what this is about? You’re doing Eleanor’s bidding?”


My dad shrugs. “And what if I am?”


“You’re welcome to her pussy, Craig, but you’re testing me, trying to take everything else that’s mine.”


“And you’re putting way too much faith in a century-old contract signed by two dead men,” my father replies cooly. “Especially after my wife’s brother just died. I’d hate for tragedy to strike your side of the line.”


Marcus stalks over until he’s about two inches from my dad’s face. “Stay away from my family, Craig, or I swear to God, you’ll regret it. That is a threat.”


My chest tightens with worry, but my dad only grins and says, “I would never hurt Eleanor.”


“That’s not who I mean, and you know it.” Marcus’s voice drops to a dangerous whisper.


“Sign the papers and you’ll have nothing to worry about.”


Marcus smirks. “Are you really that threatened by me that you’ll go to these lengths? He’s a kid, he’s not even in my life. He won’t cause any problems.”


“He has your last name, so forgive me for not finding your claims reassuring,” my father replies.


“You’re delusional, and I’m not signing shit.”


My father smiles so wide it sends a chill down my spine. “Tell your guests I said hi, then.”


Marcus scoffs and spins toward the door.


My heart shoots to my throat as I stumble away, hightailing it down the hall, past the dining room, into the foyer, and up the stairs to my room. Slamming the door behind me, I flatten my back against the wood, sucking in giant helpings of air.


Once I can breathe again, I grab my notebook, flipping past the story where my mom turns into an ogre, and scribble down everything I just saw.


It didn’t make any sense, but still, I don’t ever want to forget.


When I’m done, I check that the French doors to my balcony are locked, and then I slip under the covers, throwing my comforter over my head until it feels like I might suffocate in the dark.


Eventually, I fall asleep.


Two days later, my father’s sitting at our oversized circular table in the breakfast nook, sipping his coffee and ignoring everything around him.


I stare at him, confused. Why is he home again?


That’s twice in one week. More than I’ve seen him in months.


I lean against the white marble island and take a sip of my orange juice, my eyes snagging on the TV playing the local news.


The screen’s split. One side showing a Rosebrook Rag social media post, the other the anchor’s tense expression.


A photo flashes of a mangled car wrapped around a tree, flames licking through the shattered windows and twisted metal, before the screen goes back to the tabloid’s post.
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DEADLY CRASH IN HILLPOINT:


ACCIDENT OR SUICIDE?


An up-and-coming artist Heather Argent and her two children are dead after a late-night crash in Montgomery territory. Cops say brake failure. Some whisper suicide.


Sources say hours before she was seen screaming at Marcus Montgomery.


Was she spiraling…or was this simply a tragic twist of fate?


Either way, Rosebrook Falls is buzzing—and we’re not done digging.


#RosebrookRag #TownWhispers


#MontgomeryMess #WasItSuicide
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My heart sinks.


When I look up at my father, he’s smiling.
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PAXTON CALLOWAY ENGAGED?!


LOVE OR LEVERAGE?


Rosebrook Falls’s most elusive bachelor, Paxton Calloway, is officially off the market, and the town is spinning.


The lucky lady? Tiffany Heartinger. Oil heiress, diamond lover, and professional enigma. Sources say the proposal was private, perfect, and suspiciously well timed.


Is it love? Or just a high-stakes merger dressed up like a fairy tale?


Word on the street: The Heartinger name has been circling Calloway boardrooms for months.


Whatever it is, this wedding (if it actually happens) will be pure Rosebrook spectacle. And you know we’ll be watching.


#PaxtonPutARingOnIt #CallowayPowerPlay


#HeartingerHustle #LoveOrLeverage


#RosebrookRag #CallowayWatch
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Chapter 1


Juliette



Seventeen Years Old



ROSEBROOK FALLS IS CURSED.


At least, that’s what the legends say.


Beverly has always told my three brothers and me stories of the town’s lore.


She’d whisper about how the actual buildings were poured on top of broken hearts and buried secrets. How two people fell in love despite being promised to others, and how it ended in despair.


I hadn’t believed her tales. Not really, anyway. Until she told me one of them was a Calloway, and the other a Montgomery.


That part I believed.


Loyalty means everything in this family, so it makes sense the generations before felt the same.


She’s never said it specifically, but I imagine she’s talking about the actual founders of the town: Theodore Montgomery and my great-great-grandfather Alabaster Calloway.


A construction juggernaut and a real-estate tycoon.


They had a deal. They’d build Rosebrook Falls together, sign the WayMont Compact Agreement to make sure everything was split fifty-fifty, and then they’d keep the power and influence in the family by marrying off their kids to each other.


So, when Theodore’s son Kenneth went and found himself a Voltaire girl to fall in love with instead? Alabaster took it personal.


The Voltaire girl wound up dead, and accusations were tossed out like candy on Halloween.


I don’t know if there’s any truth to it, but I do know that Marcus’s wife Eleanor was a Voltaire before she wound up dead, too.


My brother Alex loved to tell Beverly’s tales anytime we’d go camping. He’d jump up on his soapbox, creating visions of death and destruction where civil hands were stained with civil blood and fierce love went to die.


I loved watching him in his element, acting out scenes and capturing his audience. Sometimes I’d even fantasize about writing novels with him starring in their adaptations.


To this day, Alex swears they’re all true stories, but considering they were told with a flashlight under his chin and his voice wavering like the spirit of our great-great-grandfather was about to jump out and snatch us, I don’t really trust his claims.


My eldest brother Paxton says Beverly was creating tragic fairy tales to explain why our parents are constantly at each other’s throats.


It makes sense, I guess.


To be honest, it’s been years since I’ve given much thought to the Rosebrook Falls wives’ tale at all.


Today, though, it’s stuck in my brain.


Maybe because Paxton just announced his engagement to Tiffany Heartinger, the oil heiress from Pennsylvania, and while everyone else is gazing at them with heart eyes, I can tell Paxton doesn’t give a damn one way or another.


For him, it’s just another business deal. Strengthening the family ties and all that.


But seeing him so resigned to his fate has me thinking maybe Beverly is right, after all.


Maybe the town is cursed.


Either way, I’m thankful to get away from the celebration, even if it is because Mother sent me on a wild goose chase.


Freaking Lance.


I’m going to punch him in the throat when I find him.


It’s just like his dumb ass to disappear, and somehow, whenever he goes missing, it’s always me who has to track him down.


I’ve checked all the usual spots, everywhere from Verona University’s small college campus to Fortune’s Fool, the local theater in the town square.


But my troublemaker of a brother is nowhere to be found.


So now I’m at my last resort, hiking up to the tallest spot in Rosebrook Falls: Upside Down Rock, a secluded area hidden off the overgrown trails in Verona County Park.


My phone rings as I’m trekking the steep hill, but I already know it’s either Paxton or Mother, so I don’t answer.


As I walk the weed-filled and dusty path, nostalgia hits me in the center of my gut.


For my thirteenth birthday, Lance taught me how to sneak out and come here. Said it was “a rite of passage for a teenaged Calloway.”


He claims the area calms him.


I think it’s his getaway spot for whenever our dad pisses him off.


There’s a large boulder perched on the cliff’s edge, its surface the size of a small SUV. We’d always carefully climb on top of it, lying with our feet toward the sky until the blood rushed to our heads and we thought we’d either faint or fall.


It was exhilarating…and dangerous.


I can’t remember the last time Lance had that carefree look in his eyes; the way he did back then.


Nostalgia hits even harder when I stop in front of the rock, and I place my hands on my hips and glance around.


Rosebrook Falls itself sits in a valley, and this is the best lookout. Everything is visible, from VU in the east to the train tracks that skirt along the edges of the HillPoint in the west, closest to the cliff.


It’s quiet. Peaceful. Serene.


And Lance is definitely not here.


I soak in the gorgeous orangey reds and pinks of the sunset sky and my phone vibrates again, pulling me out of my reverie. Sighing, I grab it from my back pocket and open the group chat with my brothers.


THE CALLOWAY KINGS (AND QUEEN)


ALEX:


It’s actually impressive how pissed Mom looks.


ME:


That’s just called resting bitch face.


ALEX:


Well, it’s EXTRA today. She’s staring at the front door like she can summon Lance from the underworld. It’s fucking eerie. [image: Park ranger emoji]


PAXTON:


She’ll live. Jules, any luck?


And cue the guilt. It’s not like I lost Lance, but not being able to find him makes me feel responsible.


ME:


Nope. Lance if you’re reading this just know you’re dead to me.


ALEX:


Samesies.


I snort.


ALEX:


Did you check the theater? He’s been banging the lead in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.


My nose scrunches up in distaste.


ME:


Ew, isn’t Heidi the lead?


ALEX:


Yep.


ME:


Gross.


ALEX:


I KNOW! I SAID THE SAME THING.


ME:


Idk, I’ve checked everywhere. I’m tired, sweaty, and Mom’s gonna murder me when she sees what I did to this dress.


I actually changed out of it before leaving, but they don’t need to know that.


ALEX:


Like everywhere, everywhere? [image: Shock faced emoji, shooting star emoji]


I know what he’s asking. He wants to know if my “everywhere” includes the HillPoint.


ME:


Negative. I’m not trying to get shot.


ALEX:


Please. They don’t shoot people over there, they shank em.


PAXTON:


Where are you now, Jules?


ME:


Being your resident park ranger. [image: Side eye emoji]


PAXTON:


You’re at Verona Park? Don’t hang out there after dark.


ME:


Okay, DAD.


I roll my eyes at Paxton’s overprotective streak, but I won’t lie, it warms my chest a little.


Technically, Verona Park is neutral ground, but the park’s director owes his job—and his annual bonus—to my dad, so the odds skew in our favor.


ALEX:


Hate to see you mauled by a bear and land on the cover of The Rosebrook Rag.


PAXTON:


There are worse things than bears and tabloids. Get home before dark.


ALEX:


Yeah…like getting shanked by a Montgomery goon.


I spin so my back faces the cliff and Rosebrook Falls sprawls behind me, then snap a picture of me flipping them off with a sarcastic grin.


After I pocket my phone, I stroll to the rock, climbing on and twisting until I’m lying with my legs above my head, my spine pressed to the stone. My heart flutters as I lean back, my hair blowing in the breeze at the cliff’s edge. Adrenaline kicks in, just enough to feel that soaring, reckless rush, and I close my eyes, breathing in the scent of red birch trees that are so Connecticut-coded, it makes my chest ache.


A twig snaps from somewhere behind me, and my stomach jumps into my throat. I squeeze my eyes tighter, hoping it isn’t a coyote or a bear.


I swear, if I die up here and prove Paxton right, I’ll come back and haunt this place forever.


“Lance?” I call out hopefully.


There’s no reply.


A few seconds, and then there’s another noise.


Footsteps, I realize.


I jerk too fast, trying to scramble off the rock, but instead of sitting upright, I slip entirely.


Air punches out of my mouth as my body slides, and my fingers claw at the smooth boulder, but there’s nothing to grip onto. A scream tears from my mouth as my legs flip over my head, nails breaking against stone as I try to find something—anything—to grab ahold of.


Suddenly, something clutches my arm, yanking me back.


I crash onto the ground hard, breath knocked forcefully from my lungs.


My eyes are squeezed shut, and my heart pounds in my ears, so it takes a second to realize the earth isn’t as solid as it should be.


And that it’s breathing.


It’s warm, and malleable, and—my lids fly open—definitely a person.


Our eyes meet, my chestnut browns locked on icy blues.









Chapter 2


Juliette


IT’S A GUY.


His body is all hard lines; lithe, lean muscles that are taut beneath me, and thick fingers that dig into my waist, making it impossible to tell if he’s about to pull me closer or push me away.


I shift without thinking, and he grunts. It’s a low, raspy noise that sends a flare of heat through me. I jolt back, my hands scraping the gravel as I scramble to my feet. My heart slams against my chest, and I blink down at him.


He’s sprawled on the ground, and where I’m sure I look like a deer in headlights, he looks suave.


Relaxed.


Like nothing in the world could bother him.


A lock of brown hair—so dark it almost looks black—falls across his forehead, and he brushes it out of his eyes. A tattoo winds from his veiny hand up over his wrist, disappearing beneath the sleeve of his blue hoodie, the black ink stark against his pale skin.


Heat slams into me, flaring through every nerve ending like I’ve been electrocuted.


He’s hot.


Of course he is.


I nearly die, and the universe rewards me with a jawline sharp enough to finish the job. Typical.


The remnants of adrenaline makes my hands shake. There’s no doubt that he just saved my life, so that must be why I can’t. Stop. Staring.


I expect him to stand up. To say something, or—I don’t know—do anything, but he doesn’t.


Instead, he grins. Dimples indent his angular cheeks as he blinds me with his smile, and his jawline somehow sharpens further.


Ugh, of course even that looks good.


When his gaze drags over me, my skin flushes.


I roll my shoulder back and wince when a pulsing ache stabs at the joint, but I ignore the pain, flattening my expression, like he doesn’t faze me at all.


He stretches out, ankles crossed, leaning back on his elbows. His hoodie falls open just enough to flash a white tee and a silver chain, and his hair is so artfully messy, there’s no way he doesn’t spend as much time as me getting ready in the morning.


His grin turns into a full-blown smile as I catalogue his features.


Like there’s nothing he’d rather be doing than getting picked apart by my gaze.


“Who are you?” I ask, lifting my chin in that practiced Calloway fashion.


He quirks a brow, his tongue swiping across his lower lip. “I’m the guy who just saved your life. Who are you?”


I frown. I can’t tell if he’s being sarcastic or genuinely clueless. “You don’t know?”


Regret hits the second the words leave my mouth. I sound cocky, but I’m not trying to. It’s just unusual for someone in Rosebrook to not know Craig and Martha’s only daughter.


He stands, brushing off his jeans, that grin of his lifting higher like I’m the most amusing thing in the world. “Wow. Gorgeous and humble.”


“No, that’s…” I shake my head, color flushing up my neck. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


He slips his hand through his obnoxiously perfect hair, mussing it up even further, and maybe I was wrong about how much time he spends on it.


Does it just naturally fall like that? God, where is the justice?


He steps closer. Too close, actually—the toes of his boots brushing against my Adidas.


My neck cranes as I look up at him, and my stomach tightens.


He’s tall. I’m five-nine, and yet he towers over me.


If I were to write him as a character in my stories, there’s not a single physical attribute I would change.


The only logical conclusion is that he’s a complete douchebag. The world wouldn’t be biased enough to give him a good personality and make him one of the hottest guys on the planet. That defies the laws of physics or something.


He leans in, and my stupid heart skips.


“I think the words you’re looking for are ‘thank you,’” he murmurs.


For some reason I can’t force the words out. Maybe because I don’t like strangers telling me what to do. I get enough of that at home.


“You’re not from here,” I deflect.


He sighs, spinning a ring on his finger with his thumb. “That obvious?”


Something about the way his voice dips in defeat makes me feel bad, so I flash him a tiny grin. “A little.”


“At least you’re honest.”


My gaze drops to his tattoos and then runs back up. He’s unpolished in a way that seems so effortless, it looks manufactured. Rough around the edges, like he could try harder if he wanted but doesn’t care to.


He’s the kind of guy my parents would hate.


Unfortunately, that makes him infinitely more attractive.


“I appreciate it,” I force out.


He cocks his head. “Appreciate what?”


I throw my hands up. “Did you want a thank-you or not?”


“Are you always so combative?”


“Are you always this insufferable?”


His smirk spreads, dimples and all. “This is fun, getting to know each other like this.”


I scoff. “I do not want to know you.”


“Ouch, Princess.” He grips his chest and staggers like I’ve wounded him. “Straight to the heart. Ever heard of etiquette?”


Color blooms on my cheeks. I’ve been in etiquette classes since I was old enough to hold a fork, but I am not going to give him the satisfaction of knowing that.


Who the hell does he think he is, anyway, judging me?


There’s just something about this guy. His energy rubs across my skin like sandpaper, leaving me raw and exposed.


“Don’t call me princess,” I snap.


“Whatever you want…Princess.” He says it slowly, like he’s tasting the word.


I flush deeper.


“Do you always blush so easily?”


“It’s not like I can control it.” My hands fly up to cover my face. “You know, you ask a lot of questions.”


The stranger tsks and steps closer.


And for whatever reason, I stand still as he does.


“Don’t do that,” he utters softly, peeling my fingers from my cheeks. “It’d be a shame to hide something so gorgeous.”


My stomach flutters again, and I don’t like the feeling.


“That sounds like something a serial killer would say,” I tell him. “Are you a criminal?”


“Depends. Is it a crime to want to know a pretty girl?”


“Maybe,” I reply. “You’re attractive. And you’re a guy. Statistically, I’m pretty sure that makes you a red flag.”


His eyes spark with mischief. “So you do think I’m hot.”


My mouth pops open, but words trip and stumble on my tongue until I finally settle on, “I have a boyfriend.”


Awesome, Juliette. Real smooth.


Guilt hits me, because this is the first time I’ve thought of Preston since meeting this stranger.


“Lucky guy,” he says, unfazed. “Do you yell at him for no reason, too, or am I special?”


“I’m not yelling.”


“Right. My bad.” He grins. “For the record, I think you’re hot, too. Especially when you’re mad.”


His compliment hits me like a shot of dopamine.


I narrow my gaze, biting the inside of my lip. “Yeah, well… Don’t let it give you a big head.”


He leans in. “Too late. You already accused me of attempted murder, and that level of confidence does something to me.”


Okay, now I’m trying really hard to keep the smile off my face. “It’s called being aware of my surroundings.”


“Oh, is that what it is?”


The grin breaks through. I can’t help it. He’s charming, and I don’t remember the last time somebody talked to me without an ulterior motive.


“You really don’t know who I am?” I check again.


He quirks a brow. “Has it crossed your mind that maybe you should know me?”


“Fine. What’s your name?”


He stays silent.


“Seriously? You’re not gonna tell me?”


He just smiles, slow and maddening, and rolls his lips together.


“Okay, see? That’s exactly what a serial killer would do.”


“If I planned to kill you, I’d give you an alias, not keep a name from you altogether.”


“If you killed me, the name wouldn’t matter.”


He shrugs. “Yeah, but what if something went wrong and you got away? Can’t have you name-dropping me to cops. Gotta protect the brand.”


I laugh. “The brand of a serial killer?”


“It goes without saying, I’d be infamous by the end of my reign.”


My eyes narrow, even as my lips twitch. “You’re kind of irritating.”


“I’ve been called worse.” He smirks. “Criminal, for example.”


I wave my hand in his direction like he’s smoke I’m trying to swat away. “Well, if the jumpsuit fits…”


“What happened to ‘innocent until proven guilty’?”


“You won’t even tell me your name. You appear out of nowhere, in the middle of the woods, wearing baggy clothes and covered in tattoos.” I give him another once-over. “You definitely look like you’re hiding something.”


He lifts his arms, palms up, the picture of surrender, and that wicked smile still on his face. “You’re right. I do sound dangerous. Feel free to frisk me.”


My stomach explodes with butterflies.


I cross my arms, trying to look unaffected. “That’s probably how you lure all your victims in.”


“Objection,” he says playfully. “Leading the witness.”


“We’re not in court.” I eye him. “And you’d be a terrible lawyer.”


“Says who?”


“Says me.”


He tilts his head, studying me like I’m a riddle.


“What?” I ask, wary.


“Nothing, you just don’t look like a lawyer.”


“And what exactly does a lawyer look like?”


His gaze flicks over me, slow and unapologetic. “Not like you.”


“I feel like I should be offended. For all you know, I’m planning to be one.”


His smile deepens. “Guess I should behave, then.”


“Little late for that, Trouble.”


He shakes his head in a you’re cute when you’re mad kind of way and then pins me with a stare.


I cross my arms again and tap my fingers on the inside of my elbow. “Fine, don’t tell me. What’s in a name, anyway?”


“Exactly,” he says, like I’ve just made his case for him.


“But I don’t talk to strangers.”


“Aw, come on, Princess, don’t be like that.” He chuckles, and the sound is low and teasing.


It hits me right in the chest.


I make a face. “Don’t call me Princess, Trouble.”


Right on cue, my phone vibrates in my pocket, and I pull it out, flashing it at him with a grin.


“I’m leaving. Saved by the text.”


He smirks. “Bold move, announcing your escape plan to your alleged murderer.”


I roll my eyes.


He slips his hands into his pockets again, his tattooed forearms flexing just enough to be distracting. “Maybe I’ll see you around? Like tomorrow, same time?”


My heart flutters. “Doubtful. I don’t come up here often.”


“I can wait.”


“Great. I’ll be sure to avoid the area, then.”


He walks back a few spaces until he’s perched on the edge of the rock he saved me from. “Nah. I think you’re bluffing.”


“And why would I do that?”


“How should I know? Maybe so you don’t have to admit how wildly attracted you are to me, despite your boyfriend.”


I laugh. “Okay, I’m really leaving now.”


“Sure thing, Princess.”


Something flashes in the distance, quick but undeniable. I spin toward it, squinting, but don’t see anything.


Still, I’ve lived here long enough to know better than to stick around. What if it was one of those idiot paparazzi for the Rag?


“You shouldn’t get too comfortable out here, you know.” I twist toward him.


“Too late,” he says, settling back with ease, his eyes perusing me. “I already like the view.”


I fidget, pretending like his words aren’t setting my nerves on fire. “Whatever. Bye, Trouble.”


He nods. “See you when you come back.”


“You’ll be waiting a while.”


“Guess I’ve got a lot of daylight to burn, then.”


“I don’t even know what that means.” I purse my lips. “But have fun with that.”


And then I force myself to turn around and walk away. If I don’t, I’m a little worried I’ll spend the whole night fake arguing with the guy.


Was this flirting? It felt like flirting.


“I guess you can thank me later!” he calls out to my back.


A smile breaks across my face.


Damnit.


My heart pounds all the way to my car, adrenaline pumping through my veins.


Who the hell was that?


When I’m back home, my pulse still thrums at the mere thought of him, so I pull out my notebook of stories and start to write.




The forest had no name; at least, not one spoken aloud. Travelers said it whispered secrets if you listened long enough, but it had never told her tales. She wasn’t expecting to find anyone there, least of all him. The rogue on the rock, inked in runes she couldn’t read, with eyes like an ocean and a grin that could unravel kingdoms.


He called her Princess with a mocking bow, as if he already knew how the story of them would end.


She told herself he was cursed. Or maybe a thief. But regardless, she found herself wanting to know him.





I don’t go back to Upside Down Rock the next day.


Or the next.


I do, however, spend way too much time looking for trouble in an ocean of familiar faces.


But I don’t see him again.









Chapter 3


Juliette



Twenty-One Years Old



MY BEST FRIEND SINCE CHILDHOOD AND roommate for the past four years, Felicity, demands things; she doesn’t ask. So, when she says, “You’re coming out tonight,” for the thirteenth time in the past two hours, I know arguing with her is a lost cause.


I’ve tried that method and failed many times.


Lately, she’s been up in arms about me taking myself too seriously. She goes on and on about seizing the moment while I have a few days left to do so. Before college is over and I’m on my way back home to “Mommy and Daddy.”


Her words. Not mine.


Her family runs the Second Circle Market chain of grocery stores, so while she knows what it’s like to grow up with money, she’s not one of the founding families.


She’s close enough to understand the world I live in, but distant enough to resent it. Plus, she can’t stand how tightly my parents hold the reins to my life, and she hates even more how easily I let them.


I guess it’s hard to understand the level of passivity someone develops when it’s all they’ve ever been taught.


“Did you hear me?” She smacks the back of my notebook, and my pen jerks mid-word, turning my “s” into a squiggle.


Sighing, I close the story I’m working on and glance up.


She looks beautiful, like she always does, her curvy silhouette highlighted by the sliding glass door that opens to the California ocean behind us, her long, straight blond hair and suntanned skin shining in the afternoon light.


“What?” I ask.


She snaps her fingers in my face. “I knew you weren’t listening to me, jerk.”


I bat her hand away. “I heard you, I was just hoping you’d let me hermit in peace.”


Felicity laughs. “If I did that, you’d end up a cranky old woman with twenty cats and no friends.”


“I’m allergic to cats.”


“Oh, yeah.” She pauses, frowning. “But I love cats.”


“Guess that means we can’t be friends anymore,” I deadpan.


“Please, I forced my way into your life when we were four and haven’t left since. I’m basically a permanent limb now,” she replies.


“More like a tumor,” I mutter.


“Semantics.” She flicks her hair over her shoulder. “Which is why it’s extra insulting you think you’ll get out of coming with me tonight. Please, Jules. One night of fun. I’m dying here.”


The guilt hits hard, and I let the fight drain out of me. “Fine. I’ll go.”


“Yes!” She fist-pumps, her thin blond eyebrows arching high. “Will you actually enjoy it, or will you be a moody bitch all night?”


I sigh, running a hand through my hair, the dark strands tickling the backs of my arms. “I learned a long time ago that when it comes to you, resistance is futile.”


She gasps. “Was that a Trek reference?”


Felicity’s been obsessed with Star Trek for years, after she watched a marathon with my brother Paxton one weekend at my house. I’ll never forget it because it was the only time they’ve ever gotten along.


“I dabble.”


She splays a hand across her chest. “I have truly never been prouder.”


Stretching my arms above my head, I lean back until a satisfying crack punctures the air. “Where are we going, anyway?”


“It’s this—”


“Wait,” I interrupt, throwing my palm in the air. “More importantly, who are we going with?”


Don’t say Keagan. Don’t say Keagan. Don’t say—


“Keagan and some of his friends.”


Felicity clearly sees my look of disgust. She doesn’t say anything though, because she’s suddenly distracted by her phone, fingers flying way too fast to be a casual response.


“Who are you texting?” I narrow my eyes.


“No one.”


“If you’re telling Keagan about me going already, I’m never leaving this couch again.”


“Dramatic much?”


“Felicity.”


She sighs, tossing her phone to the side. “It’s not Keagan. It’s Alex.”


My mouth drops open. “Alex as in my brother Alex?”


She shrugs, trying to hide her smile.


“Oh my God.”


“You act like I haven’t known him my whole life.” Felicity laughs. “He’s funny. And sweet. And he’s got that little crinkle when he smiles…”


I stick a finger down my throat and fake gag and that only makes her laugh harder.


“Kidding,” she finally tells me.


Throwing a couch pillow at her, I whine, “I hate you.”


She shakes her head, still grinning. “Come on, girl. You know I don’t have a crush on Alex, he’s like my brother.”


“Yeah, well,” I mutter. “Maybe. But just be careful with him, okay?”


Her smile falters. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


I give her a pointed look. “You know he’s half in love with you.”


She straightens. “He is not. And it doesn’t matter anyway, I’m with Keagan.”


My face scrunches up at Keagan’s name.


“You’ve gotta get over whatever your deal is with him,” she says.


“Do I, though?”


She flops down next to me on the couch and holds up her palms so they’re facing each other.


“He’s my boyfriend,” she says, wiggling one hand. “You’re my best friend,” she adds, wiggling the other. Then she smashes them together. “Coexist.”


“I’ve had plenty of boyfriends you didn’t like.”


“That’s different.”


“How so?”


“You never gave a shit about any of them, so why would I?”


She’s not wrong. Not really, anyway. Ever since Preston dumped me over a text and left me gutted for a month straight, I stopped letting anyone get close enough to matter.


“Fair. That still doesn’t mean Keagan’s any less of a douchebag.”


“Maybe,” she agrees. “But he’s my douchebag.”


My mouth drops open again, but when Felicity’s eyes turn into slits, I snap it shut.


“What?” I ask innocently.


“Your thoughts are loud,” she complains.


“Okay, fine. God, you act like the world’s gonna end if I’m a little grumpy.”


She beams and leans forward, throwing her arms around my neck, her strawberry shampoo flooding my senses.


“It’ll be fun tonight,” she says against my shoulder. “You’ll see.”


“If you say so.”


She pulls back and grabs my hand, a flicker of sincerity breaking through her sass. “When will you admit I always know what’s best for you?”


“That’s incredibly debatable.” I laugh. “I can list off several times you’ve put me in bad spots.”


She narrows her gaze. “I told you to forget about those.”


“What do you want me to do, give myself a lobotomy?” I grin, tapping my temple. “My mind’s a steel trap, baby.”


She groans, sitting back. “Whatever. The point is, you’ve only got a few days left here in the land of the free, and you’ve never once really let go of who you think you should be to just…”


“Just what?”


“You know…let loose. Just be Juliette.”


I nod, but I swallow the words that rise in my throat. I’m not sure I even know who Juliette is. That little girl who used to sneak around corners with a notebook and a nose for gossip disappeared somewhere along the way. After years of saying yes to my parents and smiling pretty for the papers, I became exactly what they wanted. Just another cookie-cutter cutout.


It’s only in college that I’ve started to find that little girl again.


Doesn’t matter. Graduation is next week, and after that, it’s back home to Rosebrook Falls. Back to being a polished, palatable version of myself.


“If you want my advice,” Felicity cuts into my thoughts. “You should find someone to fuck before your archaic family rolls into town for graduation and ruins your chances.”


I guffaw.


She frowns. “Why are you laughing? You could use a good dicking.”


“Ew, don’t say it like that.”


She cackles. “What? I’m just saying. Ever since Keagan started giving me his, I’ve been in a much better mood.”


My features screw up.


“Don’t make that face,” she says.


I wipe the look. “What face?”


“The one where it’s clear you think Keagan’s Satan. You wouldn’t hate him if you saw how big his dick is, that’s for sure.”


“A big dick doesn’t mean they know how to use it. And I still wouldn’t be the one sleeping with him, so I doubt that.”


“I’d let him fuck you.” She eyes me. “I’d probably fuck you, too.”


“You make it sound so romantic.”


“Fucking is romantic.”


“Is it?” I cock my head.


“It is when I do it.” She grins.


“Tempting,” I say flatly. “But I’ll pass.”


She watches me and then nods like she’s made peace with my decision. “Smart move, honestly. I do this thing with my tongue that would ruin you, and then obviously you’d fall in love.”


“Obviously,” I echo.


“I’d try to let you down easy,” she goes on, undeterred. “But you’d spiral, things would get weird, we’d stop hanging out, and you’d write some tragic novel and dedicate it to me with a passive-aggressive note. So really, it’s better this way. I value our friendship too much.”


I blink. “That was…a lot.”


She shrugs. “Just trying to protect what we have.”


“Right.” I nod. “Wouldn’t want me to make things weird.”


She sighs, falling back against the couch. “Exactly.”


“Anyway,” I say, moving my notebook from my lap to the coffee table. “You said it’s an art show? Who’s the artist?”


Felicity must be able to sense the unease in my voice, because she doesn’t miss a beat before saying, “Don’t worry, I know better than to take you somewhere that could tarnish that fancy reputation of yours.”


“I wasn’t worried about that.”


That’s a lie.


Personally, I don’t care, but my family does, and even this far away from Connecticut, if I did something too scandalous, it would inevitably show up in The Rosebrook Rag back home. My family would have to contact their lawyer Frederick to bury the story, and I’d be cold shouldered until the next big scandal hit the news.


Felicity gives me a look, and I concede, “Okay, maybe I was, but you know how it is.”


She pouts. “Being you is exhausting.”


Tell me about it.


“It’s actually for some street artist.”


“Oh, really?” I don’t particularly care about art, but it sounds interesting enough. “What’s his name?”


She grins and wiggles her eyebrows. “That’s the best part. Nobody knows.”


“What do you mean, ‘nobody knows’? Somebody has to know if he’s got an art show.”


Her lips purse. “Good point. But in general, he’s anonymous. Tags everything with RMO and that’s it. It’s part of his mystique or whatever.”


“How do you know it’s a he?”


“I don’t, I guess.” She frowns like the thought has genuinely never crossed her mind. “But that doesn’t matter.”


“What does matter, then?”


“What matters is you getting out, breathing some fresh air, you know, living a little.”


“I already said I’ll go, what else do you want from me?”


Felicity beams. “Is it weird if I offer the threesome again?”


I throw another couch pillow at her, and she catches it, falling onto the floor and laughing.


Smiling, I pick my notebook back up and flip it open, but the words don’t flow the way they normally do. Instead, a hit of melancholy spreads through my chest when I realize I only have a few days left of this.


Felicity is coming back home, too, so we’ll still be around each other, but…it will be different.


Silently, I promise myself that I really will try to have fun tonight.









Chapter 4


Roman



Twenty-Three Years Old



VISITING MY MOM IS NEVER EASY.


Not only because I don’t know which version of her I’ll get, but also because whenever I see her, the memories of who she used to be prick at me like a dull knife.


She used to be healthy.


She used to be a woman people looked up to.


She used to be someone who loved me.


Now, she’s none of those things.


Still my mom, though, even if she’d rather forget that fact.


I trudge up the broken concrete pathway leading to the front door of her duplex. A few items of trash are scattered amongst the grass: a napkin here, a bright red chewed-up straw there. I nudge them aside with the toe of my boot before moving forward and remind myself one more time why I’m here.


Why I continue to show up.


For Brooklynn.


My gut tightens the same way it always does when I think of my sister.


Every day I try to find ways to help her but come up short because as much as I want to take care of her myself—get her out of this environment entirely—I don’t have enough money.


There’s never enough.


It’s not even that I don’t make a decent living. My art makes me enough to stay afloat. Or it would, if I didn’t give my mom every spare cent.


The problem is, my mom has a drug abuse problem, so we’re always one bad decision away from my sister not getting the care she needs.


Brooklynn’s been chronically ill for the past four years. We don’t know what’s wrong with her, and no matter how many tests they run or hospital stays she has, nobody can seem to figure it the fuck out.


She has constant medical bills, frequent checkups, and a fear that any random ache and pain could spiral into something worse.


Most recently, she’s been having seizures, and although her doctors can’t find the root cause, they’ve gotten her stable with medication. But I live in a daily panic that they’ll say she needs something like brain surgery, or that she’s developed something we can’t afford to fix.


Medical bills aren’t cheap. And neither are her meds.


Fucking big pharma assholes.


I reach the front door, the aluminum screen corroded with spots of reddish-brown shining through the chipped white paint. I knock twice before it swings open, and I meet the doe eyes of my little sister.


She smiles when she sees me, her brown irises sparkling. She’s the spitting image of our mom—or of how Mom used to look, at least—and every time I see her, it causes a phantom ache to rip open in my chest, reminding me again of how things used to be.


“Hey,” Brooklynn says, bouncing on her toes.


It’s a good day for her.


I grin back. “Shouldn’t you be in class?”


She’s seventeen and in her junior year, and like me, she tends to skip, although I have a sneaking suspicion it’s because nothing in her classes challenges her. Unlike me, she’s never met a textbook she doesn’t like.


“School’s boring.” Brooklynn shrugs. “Besides, my last period is study hall, so I always come home instead.”


She moves to the side and lets me in, and as soon as I hit the small living room, I hear my mom. “What are you doing here?”


The question is blank, monotonous even, but it punches me in the stomach anyway.


I spin around and see all five foot two of my mother standing in the doorway leading to the narrow kitchen. She has one pale hand wrapped around a chipped yellow mug and the other resting on her hip.


“Coming for the pleasure of your company like always, Ma.”


She sniffs and pushes a stray piece of dark brown hair behind her ear. It’s tiring, this back and forth between us, but like everything else, I shove it to the recesses of my brain and pretend like it doesn’t affect me.


No, not pretend. It doesn’t affect me.


It can’t.


If I let it, then I won’t be able to keep showing up, and whether I like it or not, Brooklynn and I are all my mom has in the world.


For the longest time, my mom was all I had in mine.


Now, I don’t even feel like I have that.


“I’m glad you’re here,” Ma says, her voice softening.


The subtle change makes me bristle, because I know what’s coming next.


She moves closer, her grip tightening on her mug. “I’ve been meaning to call you.”


I lift a brow but don’t reply. From the corner of my eye, I see Brooklynn sigh and move to the couch, flipping open a philosophy book.


Probably tuning us out.


Good. I wish she didn’t have to witness it at all.


“Things have been a little difficult lately,” she continues. Her gaze flicks to Brooklynn and then back to me, a tight smile crossing her features. “I got laid off again, and—”


“You got laid off, again?” I cut in.


“It wasn’t my fault,” she snaps then draws in a breath, smoothing out her expression like she can will the irritation away. “It doesn’t matter. But if I can’t make rent in two days then…well…”


I grit my teeth until it feels like my molars might break. “There’s an art show tonight. I’ll see what I can do after that.”


“Your art.” She scoffs. “That won’t be enough, and you know it.”


My chest tightens, but I brush the feeling aside. It’s not like she’s ever been supportive. When I was little, I used to dream about the day I’d be able to make her proud. Now, resentment boils my blood whenever I think about that naive little kid.


“Fine, fuck the art,” I say. “I’ll cancel the show.”


Something flickers in her expression. Panic, maybe.


“No,” she snaps. “Don’t be ridiculous. We need that money, and you need to show your face there. Do you know what I had to do to get you this show?”


She’s right. She did pull strings; ones left over from her own art days, back when she used to care enough to create. If I try hard enough, I can almost pretend it was about me, and not about padding her pockets or fueling her next high.


“I don’t know what you want me to do,” I say. “There’s nothing I can do.”


She swallows, lifting her chipped coffee mug to her lips before mumbling into it, “You could talk to your father.”


Sighing, I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Not this again.”


“I’m just saying—”


“He doesn’t give a fuck about us!” I snap, louder than I mean to.


Mom flinches like I’ve slapped her, but I don’t take it back. It’s ugly and rotted, but it’s the truth. She just doesn’t want to see it. She never has.


You’d think the guy has a magical dick with the way she’s still clinging to the fantasy of him after everything he’s done.


“Look, I’m sorry,” I say, quieter. “It’s just, what you’re asking me is—” I shake my head. “I don’t want to go to him. Not when he let us go—let you go so easily. You might not give a shit about yourself, but I still do.”


Her eyes lift to mine, glossy and unreadable. “He had his reasons.”


I let out a dry laugh, but she keeps going, her voice defiant. “And you’re his only son. If you talk to him, he’ll—”


“He’ll what?” I interrupt. “Aren’t you tired of this conversation? We’ve been having it for years and it never changes.”


She doesn’t understand. Or maybe she does, and she just doesn’t care. Either way, she just looks at me with that pinched, too-tired expression. “He owes you.”


“I have no interest in being part of his fucked-up legacy or anything that comes along with it.” My voice slices through the air like a blade. “I haven’t even seen him in four years, and you want me to what, call him up and demand money to help his bastard child, ex-mistress, and the daughter who isn’t even his? The ones who are supposed to be dead?”


She frowns, her finger jabbing into my chest, the sharp edge of her nail dragging against my shirt. Her eyes narrow, and I brace for it, because I know whatever she’s about to say will hurt.


It’s the drugs, I remind myself. It’s not her.


“I want you to be a man for once in your life and do something to take care of us.”


My eyes sting, a flush of anger burning up my throat.


What does she think I’ve been doing this whole time?


Every scraped-together paycheck, every night I went without to make sure she and Brooklynn didn’t, every stupid, desperate thing I’ve done just to keep the lights on, and the fridge full, and her from falling completely apart.


“What good are you, Roman?” she continues.


“Don’t call me that,” I spit, running a hand through my hair and gripping onto the roots.


She smiles sarcastically. “Well, that’s your real name, whether you like to admit it or not.”


“Not anymore.” I lean in, my voice low and cold. “The man you seem to worship made sure of it.”


Her pupils are blown out, wide and glassy. I stare into them, searching for any trace of the mom I used to know.


My heart thuds in an all too familiar rhythm. “You’re high.”


She sneers and jerks her face to the side. “My back hurts.”


I let out a breath, heavy and bitter, like it’s been trapped in my lungs for years.


“Every time you ask me to go to him,” I say quietly, “another piece of me dies.”


Somewhere deep inside me, I still want him to be something more. Something else.


A father.


I don’t want his money. I don’t want his power. I just want him, and I fucking hate myself for it. My hands curl into fists against my knees, nails biting into my palms until the sting grounds me.


I blink hard. Once. Twice.


Then I exhale through my nose, and shove that feeling back down where it belongs. Buried and forgotten, locked in a corner behind everything I’ve become despite him.


“He didn’t want us, remember? We don’t need him.”


“He does want you. He wouldn’t have given you his last name if he didn’t. The problem is her.”


I should point out the obvious: that it was my father who wiped our old identities from the face of the earth after my mom had us visit when I was fifteen. She wrapped our car around a tree, and he swooped in right after with his own personal brand of witness protection. A clean slate, and an easy way to keep the mistakes of his past from smudging his picture-perfect future.


I guess it wasn’t enough that we never lived in his shitty Connecticut town. He wanted to make sure we no longer existed at all.


The “her” my mother spits like a curse is my father’s wife. His dead wife.


Eleanor Montgomery. Or Voltaire if we’re going by maiden names.


And if she were really the issue—if she were who kept me out—then he would have let me in when I showed up after her funeral.


But he didn’t.


Turns out everything I’d been told about Eleanor Montgomery was a lie.


But my mother loves to live in delusion.


My tongue pushes against the inside of my cheek. “Well, I don’t want him, then.”


She lifts her chin. “Even if it could save your sister?”


Guilt wraps around my chest and squeezes.


She sets her mug down and leans in, cupping my face like I’m still that child who’s blind to everything but her love.


“You’re still a Montgomery, Ry,” she says softly. “Whether you like it or not. Maybe it’s time you start to act like one.”









Chapter 5


Juliette


THE GALLERY IS LOUDER THAN I EXPECTED, buzzing with voices, clinking glasses, and the moody hum of elevator music echoing from hidden speakers.


Felicity is already two steps ahead, scanning the room like she’s searching for someone. That douchebag Keagan, probably.


I nudge her. “So, what exactly are we looking for here? Emotional growth? Mystery artist reveals himself and turns out to be a hot billionaire with a tortured past?”


She sticks out her bottom lip. “You promised not to be an asshole tonight.”


“I promised to try and have fun,” I correct. “I just don’t know why this is the place you dragged me to for my ‘let loose and live’ moment.”


She smiles now, almost guiltily. “Well, I’d tell you, but you’d get pissed, and I’m trying to keep you light and happy.”


I raise a brow. “Name one time that’s ever worked out for you.”


Felicity loops her arm through mine, tugging me through the maze of art snobs and champagne trays.


“True.” She sighs. “But you’re like my sad little emo puppy, and it’s my moral duty to drag you into the sun and pump dopamine into your cold, dead heart.”


“I feel like I should be offended.” I glance around. “But I see no flaw in your logic…other than picking an art show to do it.”


“I didn’t just randomly decide to drag you here, I actually talked to Bevie last week.”


“Bevie.” I falter. “Why are you talking to my childhood nanny?”


She shrugs. “She checks in on you from time to time.”


Warmth spreads through me. I love Beverly. She’s the closest thing I’ve ever had to a mom.


“She called me the other day and said your mother had that look in her eye.”


“A look,” I reply flatly.


“Yeah, and don’t pretend like you don’t know what I’m talking about. It’s that twitchy, soul-snatching stare, like she’s already picked out the earrings you’ll wear at your funeral.”


I cringe, because honestly, I could see my mother doing it. “That’s morbid.”


“Bevie was worried,” she continues. “Especially once I told her how mopey you’ve been lately.”


“Well, you shouldn’t have told her that, then.”


She shrugs. “Agree to disagree. Anyway, she’s the one that hooked a girl up with these art show tickets.”


“You want me to believe Beverly got tickets to this? An art show. In California.”


Felicity knocks her shoulder into mine as we stop walking. “You can believe whatever you want, but I’m telling you the truth. I guess she used to visit here or something. She also told me about some coffee shop around the corner, The Em-Tee Cup.”


I stare at her. Beverly never—not once—mentioned she knew the area when I talked about coming here for college.


“How’d she get the tickets?”


“Have you met Bevie? She’s terrifying. Obviously, I didn’t ask.”


That’s true. Beverly is not known for her soft edges.


“Why’d she pick an art show?” I muse, mostly to myself.


“She said you used to draw pictures with sidewalk chalk when you were little and then make up stories to go with them. Made Alex act them out with you. She probably thought you’d like it.”


A reluctant smile tugs at my lips.


“I miss that girl,” I admit, glancing at the wall beside us.


One of the pieces is all jagged lines and burnt orange chaos, signed RMO in the corner.


“Me too,” Felicity says quietly.


It feels like a moment happening here. Like we’ve stepped into the past just enough to remember who we used to be, before we grew up and had to start thinking about things like our futures, and what we’d allow in them.


Or in my case, what my parents will allow.


Felicity perks up, body straightening as she spots Keagan.


“There he is, come on.” She tries to tug me with her, but I let my arm slip from hers, grimacing.


“You go ahead. I’m gonna look around. Try to find some sidewalk chalk or something.”


She smirks. “Yeah, fine, but don’t get lost. And remember: stranger danger…unless he’s volunteering that good dick we talked about.”


I wave her off.


“I put condoms in your purse, FYI!” she calls out, way too loud.


A man in a suit looks at me appalled, like I’m about to choose someone to fuck in front of him.


I grin and roll my eyes. “Some people, right? Never met that woman in my life.”


Then I keep walking until I hit the farthest wall and stop in front of the nearest painting.


My professor in an art history course I took sophomore year talked about the importance of different mediums. How he could go to a museum for hours and just stare at a singular piece hung up, losing himself to the way it made him feel. Back then, I never understood what he meant. Honestly, I figured it was him talking out of his ass, trying to give a deeper meaning to something that was just paint on a canvas.


But now… I marvel at the art, wondering how it’s possible to create such intricate designs from a can of spray paint, and while I walk along to look at the different pieces, it feels like an itch being scratched in my brain.


It isn’t until I physically bump into a girl from one of my college classes that I recognize I’ve been wandering in a daze.


“Shit, I’m sorry,” I apologize. “Amanda, right?”


She tilts her head, her bleached-blond hair falling effortlessly over her left shoulder before she says in a clipped tone, “That’s right.”


Her cold demeanor throws me off, but I’m nothing if not adaptable. I was born and bred to shine and sparkle in uncomfortable situations.


“Juliette.” I point to myself.


She looks me up and down and then scrunches her nose as if I don’t quite measure up.


“I think we had poli-sci together.” I try again. “Are you a fan of the artist or just art in general?”


She takes a sip of her champagne. “My summer art foundations course is offering extra credit if we attend shows around the city.”


Her eyes float from me to the framed slab of concrete in the middle of the room.


I turn back to the piece. There’s a small child on her knees at the base of concrete steps that lead to a large building with the word Health across its top. Money and pill bottles are falling from the sky, but as they float closer to the girl, they catch fire until there’s nothing but ash and soot surrounding her on the ground.


The letters RMO are signed in the corner in all black, with sharp edges and overexaggerated lines. “What’s RMO stand for?”


Amanda sighs. “It’s obviously a signature.”


“Ah, that’s right. An anonymous painter.” I wiggle my brows conspiratorially.


“People call him Romeo. Because of the ‘passion in the work.’” She says it like it’s the most ridiculous thing she’s ever heard.


“You disagree?”


“I think people like to see romanticism in even the most…pedestrian pieces. This is his first official art show, anyway; normally, people just find his stuff on the sides of buildings randomly. I don’t know that we should encourage that type of illegal activity by giving them platforms.”


“Hmm.” I nod along. “Even if they send a message?”


That’s clearly what this mural is doing. It’s intricate and hauntingly beautiful.


I’ve never experienced anything like what’s depicted, so it’s hard to relate to personally, but it still makes the center of my chest feel tight. I tilt my head as I look at the art again.


“I think it’s poetic,” I declare, bringing up my glass for another sip of bubbly.


“Some people can see poetry in anything, I guess.”


My heart stutters, and I choke on the champagne, coughing until my eyes sting.


That is not Amanda’s voice.


It’s low and rough, and threaded with dark amusement.


I suck in a deep breath, but nearly forget how to breathe at all when my gaze catches on icy blue eyes.


Familiar icy blue eyes.


Trouble.


He’s standing there, half shadowed beneath the gallery lights, dressed in a black button-up with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. A silver ring glints on his first finger, and ink coils along his forearms—more than he had four years ago. But it’s him. The same messy brown hair, same lazy confidence, and that same damn smirk with those obnoxious dimples.


His stare finds mine and doesn’t waver.


Amanda’s voice barely cuts through the static in my brain. “Ry, this is—”


“Princess,” he cuts her off.


I bite back a small grin. “Hi, Trouble.”


His lips twitch, and Amanda scoots closer to his side. But he doesn’t move. Doesn’t even blink. His attention is locked on me.


And just like the first time we met, it tilts me off balance.


“You two know each other?” she asks sharply.


He doesn’t answer. Just stares. And I stare back, even though I know I shouldn’t. Even though it feels like the air between us is thinning with every second.


I don’t know why, but this feels important.


“Hello?” Amanda snaps her fingers. “I said—”


“Yes,” he answers.


“No,” I reply at the same time.


There’s a beat of silence and then my grin widens, impossible to hide.


“We met once,” I say finally, dragging my eyes away from him to look at her. “A long time ago.”


“It wasn’t that long ago,” he murmurs.


“The length of time doesn’t matter,” I argue. “Once is still a small thing.”


“Sometimes the smallest things take up the most room in your heart.”


I purse my lips, thrown by the response. “That’s oddly profound.”


He nods solemnly, his hand to his chest. “Winnie the Pooh said that.”


“Of course he did.” I laugh. “Leave it to a stuffed bear to make you sound enlightened.”


“There it is.” He grins. “That mean streak of yours. Still incredibly hot, by the way.”


My cheeks flush, and Amanda stiffens next to him.


“I’m just saying it’s irrelevant,” I barb back. “That’s not how I remember our first meeting going.”


It’s exactly how I remember it.


I haven’t stopped thinking about him since that night, no matter how many stories I’ve written trying to erase him from my mind.


“I’d love to hear more about your version,” he says, a slow smile curling up his lips. “My memory is that you thought I was the sexiest guy you’d ever seen, and it made you…unreasonably cranky.”


I balk, tapping my nails against my glass. “I told you not to let that give you a big head.”


He shrugs, slipping his hands into the pockets of his slacks. “Well, it has, unfortunately. It’s huge now. I’m almost impossible to be around.”


“So, you’re the same as before, then.”


Amanda’s voice slices through the tension. “Okay, I’m confused. Do you two know each other or not?”


“Not,” I say firmly. “It was so brief, I thought maybe I dreamed him up.”


“Do you dream of me often?” he asks, eyes glinting.


“That’s not what I meant.”


“Ry,” Amanda warns under her breath.


And it’s only then I realize that maybe they’re here together. Maybe he’s hers.


“Like I said, we met once. It was nothing.”


“I wouldn’t say that,” he says quietly.


Sighing, I face him again. “You know, you’re even more irritating now than you were back then.”


His grin turns magnetic, and I feel like I’m being sucked in by a vortex of gravity where he is the center.


It’s weird, and I kind of think I hate it.


Amanda’s glare yanks me back to Earth. Regardless of who he is to her, I’m clearly trespassing on her territory.


“Well,” I begin, already stepping back. “This has been…a time.” I point vaguely over my shoulder. “I’m just gonna…yeah.”


And then I spin on my heel and walk away like my sanity depends on it. Because I’m pretty sure it does.
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