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To that teacher who said I’d never use my criminology degree.

Bet you feel silly now.







author’s note

Hello there! Thank you for picking up A Killer Kind of Romance.

As you might’ve guessed from the title, this is a romance with a dash of murder. Don’t worry, it’s all pretty cozy—well, as cozy as serial killer stories can be. It’s a book meant for adults, not only because of the murder-y bits but also because of the steamy scenes. Expect detailed, in-depth descriptions of sexual encounters alongside all the twists and turns.

There are also mentions of grief, custody battles, and physical and mental abuse (happening in the past, off-the-page), as well as stalking, threats, and violence (some very much on-the-page). You’ll encounter crime scenes, gore, and even a hospital stay before the happily ever after makes its appearance.

A small note before we dive in: I’m bisexual and proud. Just like one of the characters in the book, I have been on the receiving end of harassment and bullying, also because of the gender of the person whose hand I was holding. Gays, lesbians, trans, and queer people are my people.

That said, one of the villains in the book holds bigoted and homo phobic views. Unfortunately, this type of thinking is a reality in our society.

Let me be crystal clear: I do not, in any way, condone or encourage the attitudes and actions expressed by this character.

Don’t be that person.

The villain always gets what’s coming for them.






act I [structure]


like a prelude, it sets up the quirky backstories, the awkward meet-cutes, and the inevitable “will they or won’t they” tension
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the action-packed flash-forward [trope]


when the story leaps ahead to a future filled with epic showdowns, high-stakes drama, and enough adrenaline to give a caffeinated reader a heart attack

Hunting down a serial killer isn’t as glamorous as one might think.

But I have to admit, if I wasn’t preparing to face a cold-blooded murderer, I’d appreciate the ambience of the library at night. The stillness, the quiet, the way the moonlight filters through the tall windows, casting soft, silvery beams on the worn wooden floors. It smells like old books and dusty wood, like evenings made for studying and days filled with reading.

Silly of me to choose my favorite place for the showdown that I might not survive, though I guess there’s a certain poetry to it. I’ve spent my life around books—might as well die surrounded by them.

I tiptoe between the towering bookshelves, clutching my pink Taser like it’s a medieval sword. My heart is doing an anxious tap dance.

I know he’s here. I led him here. But now that I’m actually about to face him with a Taser, I can’t help but think… maybe luring him into a deserted library was a bad idea. Especially with a weapon that looks like it belongs in Barbie’s Dreamhouse.

A faint rustling sound catches my attention, and I freeze. My breath hitches. The noise comes again—somewhere in the far corner of the library. For a moment, I wish it could be a mouse or someone sneezing outside.

No, Scarlett.

This is it. Tonight it all ends.

I inch forward, weaving through the shelves, my steps quiet, as though caught under a librarian’s disapproving glare. My palms are clammy around the Taser’s handle, and my breathing feels obnoxiously loud in the silence.

Then I see him. He’s there, at the end of the aisle, all dark and brooding, with his old leather jacket and that stupid, soft, infuriatingly perfect hair.

I duck behind a desk and take a deep breath. Okay, Scarlett, you’ve got this. You’re a strong, capable woman. A strong, capable woman with a Taser and zero experience in confrontations that don’t involve passive-aggressive emails to customer service.

I peek out from behind the desk. He’s still there, silently waiting like he has nowhere else to be. Meanwhile, I’m pretty sure I’m about to faint.

I grip the Taser tighter, reminding myself of its presence. Just sneak up behind him, give him a little zip-zap, and boom—hero status achieved. Easy, right?

I move forward, inching closer and closer until I’m right behind him. My heart’s hammering, and I can almost feel the electricity of the Taser pulsing in my hand. One more step…

My hand is poised to strike, but just as I’m about to make my move, he turns around with startling speed. His speckled gray eyes lock onto mine, and recognition flickers in them. His hand moves in a blur, pulling a gun from his jacket and pointing it directly at my forehead.

He has a fucking gun. And it’s not pink.

“Really?” I mutter, blinking at him. “You had to bring a gun?”

He arches an eyebrow, a half smirk that would be incredibly attractive if I wasn’t so busy internally screaming. “Were you planning on… stunning me with that?” He gestures to the Taser in my hand like I’ve just brought a rubber duck to a knife fight.

I glare at him, desperately trying to retain some level of dignity while simultaneously trying not to wet my pants. “I promise it won’t feel as pink as it looks.”

His eyes sparkle as he chuckles. Chuckles. Like this is all some grand joke. “You know, I had you pegged as smarter than this,” he says, his chin jerking down. “You lead me here and show up with that? What did you figure would happen next, exactly?”

I narrow my eyes at him, trying to stand taller, even though I’m currently staring down the barrel of a gun. At this point, my entire strategy has boiled down to don’t pass out, but he won’t hurt me, right? Without me, he’s done. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I’m here. And you’re coming with me now.” He tilts his gun to the right, his eyes flicking behind me. “After you, Freckles.”

I hesitate, considering for a moment whether I can make a run for it.

There’s no point. I’m fucked.

With a muttered curse, I turn around and begin walking. “This is exactly why I don’t do romance.”







two weeks earlier
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the inciting incident [trope]


the moment in a romance novel when fate decides, “let’s shake things up”

“Rooo.”

“Shut up,” I croak. Sherlock’s version of a meow is the last thing I want to hear after two hours of sleep.

“Rooo.”

“I said shut up.”

Sherlock’s tail tickles the tip of my nose, then his butt is on my face. “Rooo!” he insists.

“You can’t be that hungry.” I push him off my face, then blink one eye open and find his yellow-green eyes staring back at me, unimpressed. I scratch the back of his neck, my fingers sinking into the black fur. “I don’t care—too tired.”

I close my eyes again, but I can feel him staring in that judgmental way only a cat can manage, so with a groan, I drag myself up into a seated position. I guess I’m also late for work, so I can’t resent him too much.

I grab my phone and scroll through the notifications. Nothing. I stumble out of bed, pulling on yesterday’s shirt. Sherlock brushes against my leg, yowling as I head to the kitchen. Once he’s fed, I fumble for the coffee machine, only to find it blinking “low water.”

Great.

I fill it, waiting impatiently as it burbles, then pour myself half a mug. I grab my phone again and check through the notifications I’ve gotten in the last ten minutes—none. Maybe I should text him.

Yeah. You know what? I can. I will.

I open up my conversation with Ethan and stare at the screen. The last bubble is green—sent by me—and so is the one before. The last message he sent reads “Bet,” which left me puzzled for a good five minutes. It’s like he’s learned a new language since he turned fourteen. I hesitate for a while longer, then type.



Scarlett

Hey! It’s been a while. How’s school?





Nah. He won’t answer that. I glance at the haphazardly hung poster that reads, “Dysfunction: Just another word for family,” with a doodle of a crooked house, then study the screen again.



Scarlett

It’s my birthday! I’d love to talk if you have the time. Maybe after school? Or we could grab dinner. Or lunch. Or anything, really. If you’re free! No pressure. Love you!





I run a hand over my face, delete almost everything and send:



Scarlett

I’d love to chat if you’re free!





Sherlock lets out a disapproving “Roo,” his eyes trained on me as I shuffle to the bathroom, tripping over my half-zipped pants and dodging the piles of laundry lining the floor. I stuff my phone and keys into my purse and bolt for the door, praying I remembered deodorant.

The warm summer air carries the sweet scent of blooming flowers and freshly cut grass. The sun kisses my cheeks, making me loosen my cardigan as I descend the steps. But the peace of the suburbs is quickly interrupted by the neighbor across the street.

“Scarlett!” Mrs. Prattle—Brattle, actually, though everyone knows her as Mrs. Prattle—calls as she hurries over. Despite her age, she’s as spry as ever, with her short silver hair pinned back and deep wrinkles that crinkle when she’s gossiping. “Did you hear about John Gray, dear?”

Looking for my car keys in the impossible mess of my oversize handbag, I side-glance at the Grays’ place, right beside mine. “Hey, Mrs. Pr—Brattle.” Keys in hand, I point at my car. “Sorry, I’m late for work.”

“I would have never imagined,” she says, reaching my side with a determined step. She falls into pace with me as I walk to the car, her foldable shopping cart rattling behind her. “You know, Maria—the hairdresser with the tattoos—said she saw him the day before. Looked as healthy as a horse, she said.”

“Uh-huh.” I open the car door, then check the time on my phone. “Really, Mrs. Brattle, I—”

“Did you see the undertaker? Handsome fella, huh?” she continues, turning to my old gray Toyota.

“Undertaker?” I freeze. “You don’t mean…”

“Oh, John Gray passed last week, darling. They just found him dead in his home yesterday.”

What? “I’m so… sorry,” I say almost automatically. Truth be told, I must be the only person in town who never liked that man. It always felt like his affable smile was nothing more than a mask.

Still, he’s been my next-door neighbor all my life.

“I wonder if his son will show up for the funeral,” Mrs. Prattle says.

My shoulders stiffen instantly. “He won’t.” Noticing the curl of her lips, I casually flip my hair off my shoulder. “I mean, I don’t know, of course, but he hasn’t been around for so long that…”

Her eyes glimmer, the unmistakable sign of gossip being detected. “I didn’t know you two were close.”

“We weren’t,” I rush out. “We never even spoke a word to each other.” Okay, that might be suspiciously exaggerated. “Besides ‘hello’ and whatnot.”

“Huh.”

“Anyway, I’m—” I point at the car.

“Go, dear. Go,” she says, though she doesn’t move to leave. Instead, she lowers her voice, leaning in closer. “But don’t think I didn’t notice what day it is.” She takes a small envelope out of her bag and hands it over.

“Mrs. Brattle,” I half-heartedly complain.

“I know, I know. You don’t celebrate your birthday. But it’s just a small gift, and I won’t tell anyone.”

Pretty sure that means the whole town already knows.

She waves off my thank-you, and I drop onto the seat, then check my reflection in the rearview mirror. Good God. My bangs are a brown tangled mess, and yesterday’s eyeliner is smudged.

I run my fingers through my hair, trying to tame it into some semblance of order. Setting the envelope down, I take out my concealer and mascara.

Once I’m as presentable as I can manage, I start the car and pull out of the parking spot, the old piece of junk creaking as if it can barely sustain its weight.

I turn on the stereo system and connect my phone. It’s Friday, which means the latest episode of my podcast aired last night. I open Spotify, and my shoulders relax as soon as the familiar intro music plays.

One episode a week for half a decade, and this feeling doesn’t get old.


Welcome to Murders & Manuscripts, the podcast where we delve into the darkest corners of crime fiction. I’m your host, Scarlett Moore, and today we’re unraveling the chilling tale of The Thornwood Butcher by Cameron Slate, a story that will send shivers down your spine and keep you on the edge of your seat.

Thornwood is a quaint village, the kind you’d see in postcards—peaceful, picturesque, and seemingly perfect. But beneath this serene facade lies a dark, twisted secret waiting to be uncovered.

Our story begins with a grisly discovery: Dr. Margaret Fairchild, a respected historian who had been kidnapped during a stroll with her dog, is found dead in her cottage. Her body is a horrifying sight—tied to a chair, her mouth filled with dirt and wildflowers, her throat slit, and her eyes replaced with small wooden animal figures. Scattered around her are blood-spattered manuscripts and artifacts. On the wall, a message written in blood: “The past never dies.”



My phone beeps with an incoming text, which causes the Bluetooth connection to stutter, so I give the stereo the usual swat.


—shocking murder has rocked our small town of Willowbrook, Connecticut.



I lower the volume, cursing the Jurassic car for switching to the radio, before I register the words of the host.


Catherine Blake, a professor at UML, was found dead in her home late last night. Details are still emerging, but police sources describe a scene too gruesome to believe.



A murder? Here?

I turn up the volume, my curiosity piqued.


Blake was last seen walking her dog. When her daughter called and received no answer, she went to her mother’s residence and found her body.

Police are urging anyone with information to come forward. This murder has sent shock waves through our small community, and everyone is advised to stay vigilant.



When someone honks behind me, I realize the light has turned green, and I resume driving, thoughts still scattered.

There’s hardly any crime in Willowbrook. A town with only five thousand people, where we all know one another, isn’t supposed to have murders. This will affect the community—the sense of safety that’s always been so strong here, the way neighbors leave their doors unlocked and let their kids play outside until dusk.

I drive all the way to the office, hardly aware of what’s around me until I pull into the parking lot and turn off the engine.

After fetching my bag, I enter the building and check my messages, unable to help the slight disappointment that settles in my chest when I notice it’s not Ethan.



Paige

Free tonight? We could use an extra at the Single Mingle event.





“Liar,” I mumble as I wave at the receptionist, then rush into the elevator just before the door closes.



Scarlett

That so? And it’s not a ploy to get me to celebrate my birthday?







Paige

Omg, that’s true! Happy birthday!





“The worst liar in the world,” I say at my phone. She does this all the time—drags me to one of her parties with the promise of work, then insists I have fun instead. It reminds me of why she’s one of only three friends I have: friends are a lot of work.



Scarlett

Fine. Send me the address. Since it’s not a birthday party, I’ll show up in sweats.







Paige

Sounds great. See you tonight.





Liar.

I walk up the stairs and enter Booked It headquarters, where the air hums with energy and the faint scent of coffee lingers. The host of Space & Storycraft, Sarah, waves at me from behind her desk, cluttered with sci-fi books and a half-empty coffee cup, and in the recording studio, the soft glow of monitors peeks through the open door. Damien, host of Wizards & Words, looks up, and as my gaze narrows to the farthest corner of the room, I notice my favorite sound engineer—and the only one I know—Theo.

I move on to Celeste’s office, the last door on the right.

“Celeste?” I ask as I knock on the half-open door.

“Yes?” I open the door to see Celeste’s sleek dark hair, cut in a sharp bob, as she bends over her computer. “Scarlett! Come in, come in.”

I enter the cozy, cluttered room, with shelves crammed full of books and folders stacked haphazardly on every available surface. “Sorry I’m late, it’s been a crazy—”

“Wow, you look terrible.”

“Thanks,” I say flatly. She’s always impeccably dressed, today in a tailored charcoal suit. I don’t know how she does it—not with a husband and two kids—but she always finds time for makeup, too. If you showed anyone in town a picture of thin black-rimmed glasses and bold red lipstick, they’d say it was Celeste. “Didn’t sleep much.”

She hums. “Someone interesting keeping you up at night?”

“Four men, actually.” I take out The Midnight Gentlemen from my bag. “Murderous but distinguished.”

She laughs, turning slightly in her chair. “Don’t worry. Love will come when it’s time. And then you’ll wish it had taken longer to find you.”

I’m not worried, but I’m tired of pointing it out. “Everything good at home?”

“Oh, absolutely. Steve is my rock.” She turns to the floor-to-ceiling windows that offer a panoramic view of the town center, then to the bookcase, locating the mug she’s abandoned on a top shelf. “Last night’s episode was your best yet. The Thornwood Butcher. Couldn’t agree more with your review—we need more voices like Slate.”

“Best book I’ve read in a while,” I offer, fidgeting with my hands. “So, hmm… you wanted to see me?”

“Yes, right,” she says as she focuses her attention on me. I’ve known her my whole life, but under her scrutiny, even my hands turn clammy. “Twenty-three, huh? Can I say happy birthday?”

Oh God. Seriously? “Mrs. Brattle already wished me a happy birthday and gave me an envelope filled with cash I’m sure the whole town contributed to. So…” I stand, motioning to leave.

“Wait—I want to give you a raise!”

I turn to her, eyebrows skyrocketing. “Oh.” I walk back. “In that case…” I say as I slump back into the chair.

“Here. How does this sound?” she asks, holding out a paper.

I read through the contract, my mouth opening as I notice this is far more than a raise—this is twice my current salary. Does this mean…

“I know you’ve wanted to come on full-time for a while now, but what I said remains true,” she rushes out. “We can’t afford more weekly episodes of Murders & Manuscripts. You know the podcast hasn’t exactly been thriving for the last couple of years.”

“Okay,” I say, excitement dampened. “Then why the raise?”

“Because I have an opening, and I’d like you to consider it.”

I watch as she walks to the big bookshelf beside the desk, then returns and drops a thick folder in front of me. Reading the words scribbled on it, I shake my head. “No. No way.”

“Scarlett, wait—”

“Romance books?” I squeal. “Do you want to kill me?”

“Passion & Pages is our best-performing podcast. And now that Tanya is leaving, I’ll need to hire someone else.”

“So do it. I don’t—”

She leans forward over her desk and grabs my hand. “You have a mortgage to pay, Scarlett. And I know that you’ve been picking up odd jobs around town.” She points down at the folder. “Is romance really worse than that?”

It probably is. I honestly can’t tell, because I’ve never read one. “Look, Celeste. This isn’t just about whether I like it. I don’t know the first thing about love.”

She leans back in her reclining chair with a dismissive gesture. “Well, it’s not like you’re a murder expert.”

No, but I’m the daughter of a cop and an assistant district attorney. Other kids got fairy tales while I begged my dad to tell me about how the police caught the San Francisco Strangler one more time. I read my first crime fic when I was ten, and I never stopped. I’ve watched all the documentaries, listened to every single podcast out there.

You know what I’ve never done? Watched rom-coms. Listened to love songs or daydreamed about boys.

I’m not the right person for this job.

But the money, a tired little voice in my head says. How can I say no to stability? Celeste is right: I have a mortgage to pay. And it’s for a run-down mess that could be turned into a house if I had some money to invest in it.

“Look, why don’t you try it out? A couple of episodes—just to see how you do. And if it doesn’t work out”—she makes a decisive gesture through the air—“we forget all about it.”

I’m pretty sure I’ll regret this, but I can’t say no without even trying. I owe it to my back, destroyed after five years of on-and-off waitressing. “Okay.”

Celeste claps. “Oh, thank God. This will be amazing, you’ll see.”

“Your expectations worry me.”

“You’ll do great, Scarlett.”

Slapping my thighs, I stand. “Okay, well, it sounds like I have a podcast to study.”

“You do. I’ll make sure your salary information is updated.” She smiles. “Oh, and Scarlett?”

“Yes?”

“Make it ten times better than Tanya’s, please?”

I ignore the dread gripping my throat. “I’ll do my best, boss.”

I walk out of the office, hand already wrapped around my phone. In the main room, I expect to be hit by the usual activity, but instead of the crowd buzzing from one side of the room to the other, all my colleagues are clustered around Damien’s computer, their faces tense and focused.

Theo, standing a little apart, offers me a hesitant wave. His glasses are slightly askew, which always makes me smile, and a mop of curly blond hair falls just above the frames. “All good with Celeste?”

“Yep.” I check my latest notifications. Nothing from Ethan. “Did you know Tanya is leaving?”

“She told me yesterday.” His shoulder bumps against mine. “Hey.”

Happy birthday, his expression says. With a smile of my own, I thank him. Which reminds me… “Is Paige planning a surprise party?”

“Huh? N-no.”

I was wrong. Paige is a terrible liar, but Theo is definitely a worse one. “Theo?” I insist.

He sheepishly looks away, then shrugs one shoulder. “She’s planned that event for tonight. Single Mingle.”

“Which she wants me to work at?”

He holds on for about four more seconds before finally folding. “No. She just wants you to have a good time.”

There. I knew it. That doesn’t mean I get to skip it, though. I can’t stand the inhuman pitch of Paige’s voice when she’s disappointed. “Single Mingle? Good God.” I drop into the closest chair. “Are you going?”

He watches me through the thick lenses. “Do I have to?”

“Hell yes, you have to. Single Mingle sounds like hell, but one built specifically to bring me down. I could use a friendly face.”

He squints. “Not ready for love yet, then?”

After I make a “hmph” sound, my gaze drifts to our colleagues, still gathered around Damien’s desk. “What’s going on?”

Theo turns. “Oh, yeah. I still can’t believe it. There’s been a murder in town.” He gestures toward the computer. “The Willowbrook Whistle just ran their story.”

I stand and walk to the desk, leaning in over Damien’s head to read the article’s headline on the screen: “Police Respond to Horrifying Murder in Willowbrook.”

Stomach tightening, I quickly scroll through the text, grasping bits of information here and there about the victim’s background, until I get to the details of the murder.


In a shocking turn of events, Catherine Blake’s body was found tied to a chair in her home, her throat brutally slit and disturbing cuts surrounding her eyes. Authorities believe the horrific attack may have occurred once she came back home from work.

The victim’s body was littered with flowers and dirt, and a chilling message was scrawled in blood on the wall. Investigators are now exploring the possibility that Catherine’s murder was ritualistic, potentially linked to a local religious cult.



My blood runs cold as I absorb the details. Is it me, or… a slit throat, flowers and dirt, a message written in blood on the wall? Either I’m losing my mind or this is almost exactly the murder that happened in The Thornwood Butcher, the book whose review aired on my podcast last night.

Straightening, I look back at Theo, lips parted. “What the fuck?”
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the secret identity [trope]


a plot device wherein a character hides their true identity, usually causing a domino effect of catastrophic mishaps, mistaken assumptions, and revelations so dramatic they could induce a collective gasp from the entire cast

Paige has rented The Oak for tonight’s Single Mingle event—Willowbrook’s very own pub, bar, café, and the closest thing to a club there is in town. I often wonder why someone else hasn’t opened another pub-bar-café-club, or even only one of those things, but I guess everyone’s too loyal to The Oak. To Quentin, who runs it. And to John Gray, who opened it thirty years ago.

“Wait, what?” Paige squeals over the faint hum of music from the adjacent room, where people are already arriving. Her voice cuts through the noise as she places a tray of champagne flutes on the counter. “You think someone reenacted a murder from a book?”

I glance around the kitchen, bustling with servers and catering staff putting last-minute touches on hors d’oeuvres, then tuck the phone away. Ethan’s just not going to answer, I guess.

“It sounds suspiciously similar,” I murmur.

“And you just recorded an episode about it.”

“I’m not saying the two things are connected,” I explain, catching the hint of mockery in her voice. “That book’s everywhere right now. Though you’ve got to admit it’s… eerie.”

She shoots me a look as she rearranges the flutes. Her auburn curls are pinned back, but a few loose waves fall around her face, catching the soft kitchen lights. “Scarlett, you know I love you—”

“Buuuut,” I interject, dragging out the word for effect.

She rests both hands on her hips. “Don’t do that. You know I hate that. And you can’t deny you have a tendency to see corpses everywhere.”

“I do not!”

“Oh, really?” She arches a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “How about Professor Lowell?”

I groan. She always brings up Professor Lowell.

“You thought he was running a prostitution ring, Scarlett.”

“Only because we saw him driving around town with all those girls!”

“Yeah, well.” She snickers. “That sort of criminal and volunteers at the Center for Abuse have that in common. And remember your weird colleague?”

“Damien?” I roll my eyes. “Okay, point taken. Turns out he’s not a terrorist, but in my defense, he does have a suspicious amount of wires and circuit boards lying around.”

“Look, I know you mean nothing bad by it,” Paige insists, nudging me to step aside as she walks around me. “It’s just… murder is all you think about. All the time.”

I pout, finally conceding. “Well, not anymore. Now I’ll have to think about romance, too.”

She removes her apron and smooths her dress. “It’ll be great for you. You’ll see—romance will change your life.”

“I just hope it doesn’t get me fired.”

“You’ll be fine.”

I slump against the counter, feeling the weight of the deal I made. “I will most certainly not be fine. Didn’t you hear what I said? I have to read… romance.”

Her laughter is light and infectious as she pulls me upright. “Oh, come on. This is bordering on offensive.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, thinking of the stack of clinch covers always sitting on her bedside table. “It’s not just about the books. You know I’m bad at love.”

“Aw, Scarlett.” She touches my arm reassuringly. “You can’t be bad at something you’ve never done. I’m not a bad mechanical engineer—I’ve just never… engineered.”

I slump again, my elbows pressing into the cool countertop. “I’m a twenty-three-year-old woman who’s never been in a long-term relationship. What would you call that?”

“Honestly? I call it exciting. You have everything ahead of you.” She shrugs. “The first big crush, the first dates, the first ‘I love you.’ ”

I feel my eyes crinkle at the corners. Typical Paige, isn’t it? Falling in love at the drop of a hat, getting her heart broken, and doing it all over again without losing hope. There’s nothing she loves more than falling in love.

She laughs softly, probably noticing my look. “I know, I know, I’m basically romance’s biggest fan and biggest cautionary tale.”

She heads to the door to peek into the event room, then turns back. “Honestly, this Single Mingle thing couldn’t have come at a better time. How can you judge romance books if you’ve never experienced romance yourself?” Before I can interject, she claps her hands. “I can feel it. Your love life is about to change.”

I cross my arms. “Yes, I feel it, too. It’s switching from nonexistent to miserable.”

“Scarlett…”

“And besides, romance books aren’t exactly like real life,” I protest.

She glances over her shoulder to her girlfriend, Vanessa, who she’s been going strong with for almost a year. “Actually, when you meet the right person, love feels exactly like a romance book.”

I hum. “That’s… sweet. And a little gross.”

She throws a balled-up piece of paper at me.

“Paige, falling in love is what everyone expects of me, and every time I can’t get there, I feel like something’s wrong with me.”

“Don’t say that,” she chides softly, walking back to me. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”

“Sure there is. Everyone dates, has sex, falls in love. And I’m just watching from the outside.”

“Okay, look. If you’re swearing off love, I won’t mention it again. You’re done with sex? I’ll get you the finest vibrator money can buy. And, hey, if you decide you’re aromantic, you know I’ll support you—hell, I’ll plant a flag on my front porch.”

“Buuuut?”

Again, she mock-glares. “I don’t think that’s it, Scarlett. I think it’s hard for you to open up. To be vulnerable.” She gives my arm a gentle squeeze. “And you’re protecting yourself from heartbreak by keeping enough distance from everyone. That’s why you feel nothing.”

I exhale, then give her a curt nod. “Okay. So let’s say you’re right—”

“I am.”

“—and that I’m open to changing that—”

“Of course you are!”

“How would I do that?”

Her eyes widen, the green in them shimmering against the light. “Oh, I’m so glad you asked.” She walks to the chairs where the workers have abandoned their jackets in a heap and reveals a black clothes bag. “Happy birthday, Scarlett.”

Ignoring the usual lump in my throat every time I hear those words, I take the bag. “What is this?”

“Opening the present usually answers that question.”

I unzip it, and… wow. My fingers brush over the fabric inside the bag—a striking, vibrant red. As I unzip it further, the dress is revealed in its full, breathtaking glory. It’s a bold shade of crimson, with intricate lace detailing that winds down like a cascade of flowers. It has that high-fashion edge that feels completely foreign to me, like it’s supposed to turn heads in a room full of strangers—which is perhaps exactly what Paige intended.

I glance up, speechless, and see her face lit with excitement. “Thanks, Paige,” I say breathlessly. “I’ll definitely wear this when I’m finally invited to the Met Gala.”

She laughs. “You do that. In the meantime, that’s the bathroom.” She points at the door behind her. “Put this on and get out there. I guarantee you’ll have men begging you to fall in love with them within ten minutes.”

“Yay.” Though the prospect of wearing this dress makes tonight slightly more exciting, knowing people will see me in it dampens all my enthusiasm. I hate parties—let alone being the center of attention at parties. And that dress… that’s not going unnoticed.

At least this day is consistent with the last five miserable birthdays I’ve had.

My phone pings, and when I enter the restroom and check the latest notification, the breath is nearly kicked out of me.



Ethan

Happy birthday, big sis.





I bring the phone to my chest and close my eyes, smiling. “Best birthday ever.”



“Mask on.”

I glance up into the masked bouncer’s eyes and blow out a breath. “No, I know the party planner—she’s my best friend.” He blinks. “I’m just here to support her.” Another blink. “Seriously?”

He gestures behind him with a tilt of his head, where I glimpse inside The Oak. Everyone is, indeed, sporting one of these silly black masks and wearing something red or black. “Fine,” I grumble, turning the mask in my hand, feeling the velvety texture and the rhinestones clustered like tiny sparks at the center, thinning out toward the edges and the angled eyeholes.

I pull it on and enter the small, dark hall, handing my ticket to another bouncer. Then, past the curtained entrance, I step into the dimly lit bar—and immediately feel like I’ve stumbled into an entirely different world.

A wash of sultry red lighting and moody jazz music hits me, blending with the faint, spicy scent of roses. The room is draped in rich velvet curtains, shadows pooling in every corner. Most nights, this place is just a casual hangout where the biggest thrills are karaoke and fried food. It’s hard to reconcile that laid-back charm with the lavish spectacle Paige has created tonight.

Still, I’d rather be at home, cozy with a blanket and a good book.

Reluctantly, I step farther in, weaving through the crowd as guests laugh in hushed tones and slip into shadowed nooks. In the center of the room, the dark polished bar glows from below, and the bartenders, dressed in sleek black, are mixing drinks with names like “Sinful Kiss” and “Eternal Flame,” each one deep red or dark purple with absurdly ornate garnishes.

Paige, now wearing a mask of her own and her hair curled at the tips, pops up beside me, wrapping an arm around my neck in a half strangle. “So? What do you think?”

“It’s amazing, Paige.” I take in the dramatic red lights and the velvet-draped walls. “If I hadn’t driven here, I wouldn’t know we were at The Oak.”

“Thank God. My boss has been on me about tonight.” She pulls out her phone. “Do you like the dress code?”

“Yeah, I love it.” Of course, no man given the choice of red or black went for the red… except for one, actually. The man standing in the back of the room dressed in a scarlet suit—bordering on ridiculous but somehow working for him.

He’s taller than most people around him, and he glances around like he’s fully aware of the attention he’s drawing and reveling in it.

Once the red light hits his face, I freeze.

The sharp lines of his suit contrast with his unruly dark hair, which looks as if someone tried to tame it with gel before it rebelliously resumed its windswept state. His black mask has faint silver accents along the edges that catch the dim light, and his mouth curves in a faint, almost lazy smile as he talks to a woman.

I’ll never forget that smile.

“Do you see that?”

“That guy?” She looks over casually. “Oh, I see him. Definitely.”

“No, I mean… don’t you recognize him?”

“Did I sleep with him?” She squints. “Did you sleep with him?”

“No—”

“Then I don’t care.”

“It’s Rafael,” I insist. “Gray?”

“Shut your mouth hole.” Paige gasps, whacking my arm. “No freaking way. He’s back?”

Well, apparently so. And he looks plenty chummy with the woman holding his arm, leaning in close. A breathtaking blonde with flowing hair that cascades down her back, framing a face that could belong in a magazine. Just his type.

“Are you sure? I mean, how can you even recognize him? He’s wearing a mask, and we haven’t seen him in…”

“Five years,” I say, a little more sharply than I intended.

Paige studies me with blatant curiosity. “That long, huh? Since the, uh…”

“The Incident,” I confirm.

“Are you okay?”

Of course I’m okay. So the boy next door is back—except he’s a man next door now. We barely interacted when he lived here; we likely won’t interact more now that he’s back. “He must be here for his dad’s funeral.”

“Could be. He hasn’t been back once—I honestly thought he was in prison.”

Prison? “Why would you think that?”

“Because of the way he left?” She scoffs. “And everything he did while he lived here?”

Sure, Rafael Gray was anything but a golden boy. Fights, smoking, underage drinking, driving without a license—since he’s been able to walk, he’s been making bad choices. But I always had a feeling that it wasn’t his fault—that John Gray had something to do with why his mother had left them. With why Rafael looked so miserable. Seeing him miss Christmases and birthdays for five years straight confirmed my suspicions.

“Anyway,” Paige says, smacking her lips, “does anyone look good?”

Oh God. “I agreed I would wear the dress. Didn’t say I would actually mingle.”

“It’s implied, Scarlett.”

“My very first case of miscommunication.”

She grabs my arm, her face suddenly serious. “Find someone you like for some horizontal gymnastics, or I swear to God…”

“You know, you’re basically asking for me to get murdered,” I say, crossing my arms. “ ‘Meet a stranger! Let your guard down!’ Next thing you know, I’m a case on Dateline.”

She blinks, her eyes narrowing in that terrifying way that always makes me fold.

“Fine.”

“Great!” She hesitates. “And if that someone were Rafael Gray—”

“It’s not.”

“But if you wanted to—”

“I don’t.”

She rolls her eyes, waving me off. “Have fun, Scarlett.”

Why does that sound like a warning?

My palms are suddenly clammy. I look weird just standing here. Maybe I should spend some money I don’t have on a drink I don’t even want.

A group of masked women rush past me, forcing me to press against the wall. Relieved, I draw a deep breath. Some people don’t like to be in the background. Wall holders. Supporting cast. Luckily for me, that is where I thrive.

“I only wish I’d brought my book,” I say, my words getting lost in the crowd.

Unable to do much else, I people-watch. Or, rather, Rafael-watch. He’s still with that same woman, standing closer than I’d feel comfortable with. Even when he was a nineteen-year-old kid and lived here, he got around, so it shouldn’t surprise me that he’s still a flirt.

For some reason, it does.

I guess I imagined that he’d left for some tragic reason, and I just kept picturing him being miserable since. Not that I pictured him often—only as much as the average person wonders about someone who mysteriously vanished. His departure was just… sudden. And surprising. And the talk of the town, I’m sure, though at eighteen I wasn’t privy to adults’ gossip.

Suddenly, as if he knows I’m watching, he glances over and catches my eye.

Fucking busted.

I whip my head around, heartbeat rising, then decide that’s probably not enough and walk past a wall of people until I’m on the other side of the room, awkwardly hovering next to the small alcoves.

But I look even more out of place here, so I dive into the crowd again, coming out at the bar. I watch over my shoulder and make sure Rafael is nowhere nearby. When I don’t see him anywhere, I exhale.

This is stupid, right? This town is too small to allow for avoiding people, and I’m sure The Incident is not at the forefront of his thoughts, especially with his father’s passing.

I check my phone, deciding two hours is a perfectly acceptable amount of time to spend here before going home. A long, excruciating amount of time, but at least Paige won’t be complaining.

One hour and fifty-three minutes left.

One hour and forty-eight minutes.

One hour and forty-four.

I tuck the phone away and turn around, then stop dead in my tracks, my heart giving a startled thump as I find myself face-to-face with him.

Up close, he’s even more of a presence, tall and broad-shouldered, the deep red of his suit catching flecks of light that make it shimmer. It’s perfectly tailored, fitting him like it was made for his body alone, the fabric stretching just slightly over his chest and shoulders. I can see now that the suit jacket has faint patterns woven into it, subtle swirls that seem to shift as he moves.

His eyes, framed by the mask, are as piercing and intense as they were five years ago. They’re an unsettling shade of gray, stormy and unreadable, and his jawline is sharp and severe, with a faint shadow of stubble. A small silver nose ring catches the light—subtle, but impossible to miss.

He looks like the devil.

He is the devil.

The devil is standing in front of me.






[image: Chapter 3]

the meet-cute [trope]


the magical moment when two future lovers collide, often as if they’ve never used basic motor skills before; followed by flirty banter, dramatic eye contact, and at least one ridiculously timed rainstorm

“Are you going to run away again?” Rafael’s voice is low and smooth, and the corners of his full lips are lifted in a hint of a smirk, as though he knows exactly what effect he’s having on me.

A sweaty, sticky, nervous effect.

“E-excuse me?”

“You were staring at me. When I caught you, you gasped and ran away.” My cheeks heat as the subtle scent of something warm lingers around him. “About ten minutes ago. Remember?”

Fuck me, this is mortifying.

“I wasn’t staring.”

“Oh, okay.” His brows draw together in mock concern. “Then what’s with the running?”

“I’m not running, I’m… looking for my friend.”

“Hmm.” He points behind me. “She’s over there.”

I turn around, finding Paige in the crowd. Does he know who I am? Or did he see us talking when we came in?

“The only reason you didn’t find me staring back at you is that I was saying hi to an old friend.”

Startled, I turn back, his face much closer than it was before. He looks the same as when I saw him last but also completely different. Older, more manly. There’s a quiet confidence in the way he stands, like he owns the space without trying to. Maybe hardened by time and experience, but also lighter, as if instead of being miserable, he spent the last five years thriving. He’s definitely looking at me differently from how he used to. “Wh-what?”

“I’ve hardly taken my eyes off you since you got here.”

God, his lashes are even longer than I remembered. “What?”

Wait, I already said that.

He chuckles, the deep sound rattling all the way to my stomach. “I’m flirting with you. I’m implying you’re so beautiful that I noticed you the second you entered The Oak.”

Is he? Why? He didn’t think I was beautiful five years ago, and I haven’t changed much. My hair’s still neither curly nor straight, brown but not the vibrant sexy kind, and my skin is plagued with freckles all over. If anything, now I have stuff like cellulite, which I didn’t have back then.

“Do you like dancing?” he asks, giving me some reprieve by taking a step back.

Dancing? Me? I shake my head.

“Then can I buy you a drink?”

“I don’t drink.”

He hums, eyes drifting away for a moment. “So what do you do at parties?”

“I, uh… make sure the walls stay upright.”

One corner of his lips twists, as if it sounds terrible. Makes sense, because Rafael Gray has always been the soul of the party. “It looks like they’re standing just fine by themselves. Want to sit somewhere?”

Okay, what is this dress made of?

His brows rise. “You don’t talk a lot, do you?”

“Sorry.” I watch the amusement play out on his features and realize I should add something. “I have to go.”

Before he can say more, I walk.

“Wait, wait,” he says, blocking me as I try to sidestep him. “Okay, let me be completely honest.” He discreetly nudges his head back. “See those two guys over there? Back of the room?”

Behind him, two men are watching us. Dave Mitchell and Lucas Barrett, maybe? My lips twist. “Yeah.”

“We have a bet going on. They said I couldn’t get your number.”

I look back at him, mouth hanging open. So that’s why he’s talking to me. It’s not the dress, not that he knows who I am—it’s because those two idiots bet him he couldn’t hook up with me. Because his friends, who haven’t changed a bit since high school, are making a joke out of me. God, this somehow just became more mortifying. “Goodbye.”

When I try to step around him again, he raises his hand with an awkward chuckle. “Whoa—okay. You don’t like them, do you? I hear you, but how about you take my phone, type in your name and number, and help me keep my two hundred bucks?”

Two hundred bucks? I glance at his phone. “And why would I do that?”

“A random act of kindness?”

“Kindness? Toward a man who’s placing bets on me?”

He opens his mouth, then closes it. I’m not a dancer, but I might just start now. That’s right, Rafael. I’m no longer the younger next-door kid who’s had a crush on you since she knew what having a crush meant. I’m no longer under your spell.

And you’re still the same douchebag.

“I’ll see you,” I say before walking past him.

“We have something in common, you know,” he calls.

With a groan, I turn to him. I highly doubt party animal, girl magnet Rafael Gray and I share a single thing. “Really? Like what?”

“I hate those guys, too.”

“Is that so?” I ask. “Then why are you here with them?”

“Because I just got back into town, ran into them, and they made a scene about not being notified I was back.” He waves a hand around. “They dragged me to this party.”

My irritation wavers as Paige swoops in like a whirlwind, flitting from table to table to adjust napkin holders and making sure everything’s perfect. When she spots me, she gives me a double thumbs-up like I’ve won some kind of personal growth award. I turn back to Rafael.

“Okay,” I say. “How about this: I give you a fake number, and we leave this place together.”

His brows rise. “And where do we go?”

“Nowhere,” I spit out, like the thought alone is insulting. “I go home, and you… well, you do whatever, but you can’t come back here.”

He leans in, eyes trained on me. “And why would you want to do that?”

“Because there’s an excellent book waiting for me at home.” And Paige can’t possibly argue about me leaving if I’m with him.

A slow smirk spreads over his lips. “Counterproposal. You give me your real number, and we leave this place.” He pauses, then adds, “But we actually do something.”

“Something?”

“Together.”

So I’d be swapping one awkward night with a hundred strangers for an awkward night with Rafael Gray? Hell no. Once upon a time, that was my dream, but I know better now. Rafael is just an arrogant prick who doesn’t even realize I exist, even though we lived next door to each other most of our lives.

Why does he want my number? So he can add it to his infinite roster and never use it?

“I don’t think so.”

He stops me again as we do our little step-forward-step-backward dance, bringing a hand to his chest like I just harpooned it. “Oh, come on. Spending time with me can’t possibly be worse than a party you don’t want to be at.”

And yet somehow I know it is.

“You don’t even have to smile. You can keep frowning at me the whole night.” When I hesitate, he gestures at my face. “You look pretty when you’re offended.”

“I’m not offended.”

“Then I guess you’re just pretty.”

I glare, though I can’t help the warmth bursting in my stomach. That was so cheesy it almost worked. But if I’m to partake in this charade, I’m not walking away without a cut.

“Fake number. And I get half the money,” I say.

His brows shoot up over his mask. “You want me to pay you for your time?”

“I’m helping you win two hundred bucks.”

“Last offer.” He squares his shoulders, the fabric of his shirt stretching over his chest and showing a sliver of golden skin. “Fake number, and we spend the money tonight. Two hundred dollars, no holding back. Together.”

One night with a full budget? Oh, I know exactly how I’d blow it: dinner at La Belle Vue, a place with breadbaskets that come with their own little dipping oils; then the Soothing Spot on Maple Avenue for a massage that’s half relaxation, half torture. And after that? Definitely a double scoop at Sweet Cream Dreams.

But I have a feeling his idea of fun is… different.

“Who decides what we do?”

“We take turns.” When my mouth twists, he adds, “You pick first.”

“Dinner at La Belle Vue.”

His dark brown curls swing over his forehead with the light tilt of his head. “You had that ready to go, didn’t you?”

Damn it, I didn’t mean to agree. I got distracted by the thought of the dipping oils.

Before I can take it back, he says, “You got it. La Belle Vue.” He holds his phone out, and I type in a random number, saving the contact as “Maybe After the First Date.”

He glances down at it. “Cute. I’ll be right back—don’t go anywhere.”

He heads off to Dave and Lucas, who, after peeking at his phone, groan, obviously annoyed. Rafael seems a little too pleased for someone who’s scored a fake win, but who am I to argue?

Though it’s about a decade late, I get my birthday wish.

A date with Rafael Gray.



“All right.” I tap the menu for emphasis. “Let’s start with the truffle arancini. Then the heirloom tomato bruschetta and the lobster ravioli, sauce on the side.” I glance up at the waiter, who’s throwing a disgruntled look at my masked face. “And for my main, I’ll take the filet mignon, medium rare, with the black garlic butter on top. Oh! And can you add a side of those duck fat potatoes?”

The waiter blinks, clearly taken aback. He recovers and scribbles furiously. “And for you, sir?”

Rafael sets down his menu, and my eyes catch on the tattoos stretched across his knuckles—black letters spelling LUST in sharp strokes. Between the words, smaller designs creep along his fingers: a tiny dagger, an eye with lashes like rays, and a cracked heart inked just below one knuckle. Silver rings gleam at nearly every finger—one shaped like a coiled snake, another thick and weathered with tiny skulls etched around the band, and a square-cut black stone that catches the light like obsidian.

Over the edge of his mask, his gray eyes glint with humor. “I think someone’s trying to get rid of me quickly.”

“Nope. Just hungry.” Apparently, my attempt at blowing all our budget at once isn’t as unsuspicious as I thought.

“Really? You’re going to eat all of that?”

I shrug, but he must see right through me, because he turns to the waiter and says, “We’ll share.”

“All right. I’ll be back with your wine soon.”

The waiter disappears into the dimly lit interior of the restaurant, leaving us alone at our small table nestled by a window. Candlelight flickers between us, creating soft shadows over the glossy red walls adorned with vintage posters and tiny gold-framed mirrors.

I fiddle with my napkin, suddenly hyperaware that the man across from me is basically a stranger, his masked eyes steady on mine. The silence feels loaded, like neither of us is sure what to say next. Under the table, I cross my ankles. Maybe feeling awkward around a hundred strangers is better than this.

“So,” he says, breaking the silence, “we’re keeping the masks on.”

“Yes, we are,” I reply, trying to sound casual as I sip my water.

He hums. “Why’s that?”

“This is a small town. Only five thousand of us.”

“I’m aware.”

“Well, I know a lot of people.”

His mouth twitches. “You don’t want to be seen with me?”

“I don’t want to be seen with anyone. People talk, and I’d rather not give them a reason to. Or… more reasons.” I glance around, imagining the gossip mill working overtime if anyone spotted us together. “I have a no-dating-in-Willowbrook policy in place.”

More like a “no-dating-at-all” policy, but anyway.

“And you broke your rule for me.” He mimics a bow. “I’m flattered.”

“You’re wrong, you mean. This isn’t a date.”

“Isn’t it?” he asks, just as the waiter glides over, then sets the bottle of wine down with an exaggerated flourish. Fair enough—this feels a little date-y.

“If it were, I’d probably be okay with us taking the masks off.”

Rafael tilts his head as if to say “Touché,” then silently fills his glass halfway. Once I point at mine, too, he says, “I thought you didn’t drink.”

Two strangers who probably share little except an awkward dinner need wine.

“Turns out I just wasn’t motivated enough.”

The waiter comes back with different types of bread and beautiful, glistening dipping oils. They smell spiced, and the bread looks crispy. I swear, even if I did end up on Dateline, this would still be worth it.

I quickly break off a piece of bread and dip it in the oil, then bring it to my lips. My stomach growls on cue, reminding me this is the first thing I’ve eaten the whole day. And God, it’s delicious. “Wow.” I point at the small pot. “You need to try this.”

He stifles a laugh, taking a piece of bread from the basket. “Can I at least know your name?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Really? We could be cousins—us being on a date could get weird.”

I go in for a second dip. “We’re not cousins.”

Smug, he grins. “So this is a date.”

Before I can retort, the waiter strides over again and sets down the plate of truffle arancini, the golden-brown balls glistening under the dim restaurant lights. Next comes the heirloom tomato bruschetta, stacked like miniature towers of vibrant red and green.

“Enjoy,” he says, his tone flat, before turning to leave, a whiff of truffle oil leaving me momentarily speechless.

This is exactly the type of delicious, pretentious food I pictured.

“You look pleased.”

I smack my lips. “Still not a date.”

“Fine. In that case, give me all the gritty, nasty details.” He holds out the plate, waiting for me to grab an arancino. “You know, the way nobody does on a date. Really let me see what I’m not missing out on.”

“The worst I have to offer?”

“Exactly.” His hair, a dark brown so deep it almost looks black if it isn’t hit by direct light, keeps falling over his eyes, but he doesn’t seem bothered. My hand itches to tuck it back. “Why should I be glad this isn’t a date? The floor’s yours.”

I fill my plate with bruschetta, realizing I am really and truly starving.

“I’m a mess,” I say, though I probably give it away by speaking with my mouth full. “There isn’t one corner of my house that isn’t constantly infested with socks. I forget to eat and drink, have never ironed a single shirt in my life, and my fridge looks like it hasn’t been cleaned out since the last ice age. Because I also don’t know how to cook.”

He nods thoughtfully. “Life’s messy. No point in being put-together.”

“Right.” I bite into the arancino, barely stifling a moan. Am I having a foodgasm? “And I have a weird cat that I’ll always love more than any man.”

He shrugs. “I’ll never love anyone more than my pet tarantula.”

My eyes bulge. “Pet what? You’re kidding, right?”

“Hairy Houdini—may he rest in peace.”

I exhale in relief. “Oh, it’s dead.”

He sets his fork down, his lips pressed into a flat line as he playfully glares. “Insensitivity. Another quality people don’t exactly elbow their way through crowds for.”

“I’m also broke. I have a job that I adore but that will never make me rich.”

“Hmm. You must be an artist.”

I’ve never thought of myself as one, but I guess I am. “Yes.”

“The messy bit makes sense, then. Artists can’t tolerate reality.”

“Or survive it.”

He seems to be hanging on my every word, holding a bruschetta but not eating it, as if he can’t afford the distraction.

“I’m a bookworm. Parties aren’t for me. Conversations aren’t exactly my strong suit, either. I work alone, live alone, and function best alone.”

He leans back, setting the platter down. “So, your ideal night is spent in a nest of socks, avoiding human interaction, reading until you forget to eat?”

“Exactly,” I say, shoving the remaining half of my arancino into my mouth. “If that’s not the dream, I don’t know what is.”

He laughs and, noticing my plate is empty, holds out the arancini platter again.

“Your turn,” I say.

“Hm? Oh. I believe everyone with good taste should date me.” Watching my unimpressed gaze, he drinks a sip of wine, then sets down his glass. “Fine. Let’s see, uh… I’m stubborn. I’ve been told I could argue with a brick wall and come out convinced I won.” He shrugs like it’s a point of pride. “And I have no patience for fluff. I’d take blunt honesty over polite nonsense any day.”

“Would you?” I ask. Then, with an overly polite tone, I add, “Spiders are gross, and I’m glad your tarantula is dead.”

His eyelashes flutter dramatically. “I’m lovestruck.”

“Come on,” I insist. “Give me something good.”

“Okay, okay. Let me think.” He leans in, drumming his fingers against the table. “You really don’t want to talk to me before my coffee.”

“So, part-time grumpy and stubborn. Anything actually terrible?”

“I hog the blankets. And I’m not sorry about it. It’s a survival instinct.”

“Seriously?” I giggle, which is unfair, because he’s not playing along. “Forget about it. You’re a cheat, Gray.”

He swallows whatever he was about to say, his eyes softening. “Gray?”

Shit. “Like your eyes,” I blurt. “You have… gray eyes.”

He knows the color of his own eyes, Scarlett.

“Right.” He clears his throat, and for a moment, I’m sure he knows. That I know him. That we’ve met before. But then I realize, even if he’s caught on that I know who he is, he doesn’t know who I am. Not yet, at least. “Okay. You want the dirt?”

Distracted from my spiraling discomfort, I nod. “I want the filth.”

“Fine.” The waiter comes to take our plates and, after depositing the lobster ravioli between us, leaves again. “The reason you should never, ever date me is…”

I wait as he breathes out, not sure if I’ll get a genuine answer or another deflection. But then he looks up, and as his gaze meets mine, a shiver runs down my spine. “That I’m trouble, Freckles. The kind of trouble you don’t walk away from.”
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the slow burn [trope]


a romance technique involving two people who clearly belong together but enjoy dragging out shit for no reason; characterized by lingering looks, accidental hand brushes, and enough unresolved tension to give anyone a headache; usually ends with the audience screaming, “about f*cking time!”

“Favorite movie?” he asks as we stroll down the main street.

I take a long moment to think it through, adjusting my mask over the bridge of my nose. “I don’t know… uh, American Pie?”

“American Pie?” He looks at me, horrified. “You think that’s my favorite movie?”

“Well, not anymore.”

He narrows his eyes, pretending to sulk. “A douchebag—that’s what you see when you look at me, don’t you?”

I flippantly brush my hair off my shoulder. “I plead the Fifth.”

He slows his pace, noticing that I’m lagging a bit thanks to these ridiculous heels Paige forced me into. I think he knows I’m teasing. Yes, he is annoyingly smug but also… attentive, staring at me like he actually cares about every random word that falls out of my mouth. It’s refreshingly rare. And fun. Something I hate about dating—which is not what we’re doing—is the awkward silence. The forced conversations. There’s been none of that during our three-course dinner.

“Okay, let’s see,” he says, studying me head to toe. “Favorite color… yellow?”

“Black, actually.”

He hums thoughtfully, as though this black revelation is a clue to my innermost soul. “I can see that.” He claps his hands. “Okay, this next one’s crucial, so please, try not to screw it up.”

“Hit me.”

He steps in front of me, clasping his hands as if praying. “My guilty-pleasure song.”

“Oh, easy. Backstreet Boys, ‘I Want It That Way.’ ”

He grimaces, shaking his head dramatically. “Are you kidding me? That song is a certified masterpiece. No guilt required.”

I give him a long, appraising look, then cross my arms. “ ‘Mambo No. 5’?”

He recoils, turning his back on me. “Wow.” He holds one finger up. “Last chance. Don’t blow it.”

I bite back a laugh. “ ‘Barbie Girl’?”

He doubles over in laughter, shaking his head. “You know what? Close enough. ‘Call Me Maybe.’ ”

“Oh my God. Are you serious?”

“Yes. I had a pet tarantula, and I walk around whistling Carly Rae Jepsen. I’m layered and eclectic.”

“I’ll bet,” I say, grinning. “Well, I’m expecting full honesty here.”

“Of course,” he says, crossing his heart.

“My favorite movie?”

“American Pie.” I narrow my eyes. “Kidding. The Silence of the Lambs. You totally had an Anthony Hopkins poster on your wall at some point in your life, didn’t you?”

I didn’t, though he got incredibly close. I must have watched The Silence of the Lambs a million times. What exactly about me screams Hannibal Lecter? Does he know I distractedly noticed all the places we’ve walked through where either of us could have murdered the other and stashed their body with no witnesses?

Not that I would ever.

But seven.

“I’d expect you to be better at a game you suggested,” I say.

“Bet you I’ll guess your favorite ice cream flavor.”

“Like you’re obviously a pistachio guy?”

He juts his chin forward, towering above me a good ten inches. “You wish, mint chip girl.”

My laugh is cut short as the back of my shoe digs into my ankle for the millionth time tonight. When I put these on, it was under threat—and most important, after I was promised I wouldn’t have to walk anywhere.

“I’ll never understand how people manage those torture devices,” he says with a frown before bending down and pulling his shoes off.

“What are you—”

“Despite your cruel judgment of my taste, I am, at heart, a gentleman.” He extends his hand toward my ankle, staring up through his mask and the usual rogue curls. “May I?”

When I nod, he slides off one of my shoes, leaving my foot throbbing in grateful relief as I balance myself with a hand on his shoulder.

His broad, strong shoulder.

He slips his shoe onto my foot, then does the same with the other, leaving me in his slightly oversize oxfords, while he holds my strappy heels like they’re fragile glass slippers.

“What about you?” I ask, gesturing to the blue socks on his feet.

“I’ll put my socks to good use.” He looks around like he’s just realized he has no idea where we are. We’re surrounded by a dark electronics store, a closed shoe-repair shop, and a tiny bookstore with all the lights off. “And anyway, we’re here.”

“Here?” There’s nothing here.

“Uh… huh,” he says, eyes suddenly lighting up as he spots something behind me. “There. That’s where we’re going.”

I turn around to see a blinking LED sign, its purple neon letters screaming “Psychic” under a set of worn velvet curtains. “Oh my God…”

“I don’t need to remind you of our deal.”

He does not. We get to choose one activity each, and it’s his turn.

“Nor that this won’t cost more than twenty bucks.”

Which means I’m stuck with him for another round of this. Though I expect the same sense of inconvenience I felt earlier tonight, there’s a warm eagerness in my stomach. I guess tonight isn’t going as badly as I’d pictured.

“Okay. Let’s go waste your money.”

He clicks his tongue. “It’s our money, actually.”

I walk, thankful that though his feet are bigger than mine, I can still walk in his shoes without tripping over my own feet, and enter the shop.

The smell of incense and dust violently surrounds us as we step past the velvet curtains hanging from the ceiling. Crystals and tarot cards line every available surface, and a bead curtain rattles as we enter to find a woman with a long shawl and a cascade of necklaces looking up.

“Welcome,” she says in a low voice, doing a double take when she notices our outfits and masks.

“Hi. We’d like a reading.” Squeezing me into a side hug, Rafael adds, “We’re on our first date.”

My eyes roll so far back I might just see into another dimension, but I don’t argue—he didn’t when I dragged him to the fanciest restaurant in town.

“Ah, love readings,” she says, eyeing me with a glint that feels a bit too personal. “My specialty.”

Why do I have a feeling her specialty is whatever the current client asks for?

She takes a seat at a small table in the corner and motions for us to sit across from her. I slide into the chair, bracing myself, while Rafael flops down with far too much enthusiasm, his knees knocking into mine under the table.

With a deep breath, the woman closes her eyes and reaches for a deck of tarot cards. Glancing at Rafael, then at me, she shuffles slowly. “Hold hands.”

“Hold what now?” I blurt.

She looks up, waiting. “For the reading to be accurate, your energies must be aligned.”

I glance at Rafael, who’s biting back a laugh.

“Gotta align those energies, don’t we?”

He reaches over and takes my hand, his grip firm but warm, the cool brush of his rings sending a shiver up my arm. His skin is calloused at the fingertips, like that of someone who’s lived a little hard, but his thumb moves gently across my knuckles. A little tingle sparks through me, impossible to ignore.

Just how many times have I dreamed of Rafael Gray holding my hand? Never in a million years would I have imagined it’d be inside a psychic’s shop.


OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/JosefinSans-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/images/ch01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668082362/images/ch00.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/JosefinSans-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/JosefinSans-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/Roboto-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/images/ch03.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668082362/images/ch02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668082362/images/ch04.jpg





OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Act I

		Chapter 0: The Action-Packed Flash-Forward


		Chapter 1: The Inciting Incident


		Chapter 2: The Secret Identity


		Chapter 3: The Meet-Cute


		Chapter 4: The Slow Burn


		Chapter 5: The Friendly Counsel


		Chapter 6: The Right Person, the Wrong Time







		Act II

		Chapter 7: The Fake Dating


		Chapter 8: The Bookstore


		Chapter 9: The Small-Town Gossip


		Chapter 10: The Foreshadowing


		Chapter 11: The One-Bed-Only


		Chapter 12: The Seemingly Irrelevant Details


		Chapter 13: The Almost Kiss


		Chapter 14: The Problem


		Chapter 15: The Caretaking


		Chapter 16: The Subplot


		Chapter 17: The Betrayal


		Chapter 18: The Sole Caregiver


		Chapter 19: The Timeline Collision


		Chapter 20: The Groveling


		Chapter 21: The Whodunit


		Chapter 22: The Cringeworthy Chaos


		Chapter 23: The Push and Pull


		Chapter 24: The Letter


		Chapter 25: The Interruption


		Chapter 26: We Shouldn’t, But We Will Anyway


		Chapter 27: The Breakthrough


		Chapter 28: The Confession


		Chapter 29: The Emotional Fallout


		Chapter 30: The Found Family


		Chapter 31: The Grand Gesture


		Chapter 32: The Filthy Smut (Yes, More)







		Act III

		Chapter 33: The Insurmountable Obstacle


		Chapter 34: The Third-Act Conflict


		Chapter 35: The Aftermath


		Chapter 36: The Red Herring


		Chapter 37: The Book Boyfriend


		Chapter 38: The Happily Ever After







		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		I


		II


		IV








OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/images/9781668082362.jpg
) ]
il e n
\ in'
' _ym P 1
iEE W - , = —
s _ AL i '
ii n = el

B
LETIZIA LORINI
USA Today Bestselling Author





OEBPS/e9781668082362/images/title.jpg
A KILLER
KIND OF

ROMAN

LETIZIA LORINI

GALLERY BOOKS
New York  Amsterdam/Antwerp London
Toronto  Sydney/Melbourne ~ New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668082362/fonts/JosefinSans-Regular.ttf


