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Description: The irresistible rockstar next door is making me weak.
Golden-haired, tattooed, and devastating behind a keyboard.

He’s completely out of my league.

| don’t mean to fall.

But one bite of my cooking, and Luke Sterling says he’s in love.
And | feel it too.

Then | find out he’s my neighbor.

Every beach-loving, tanned, chiseled inch of him.

Being a famous rockstar, he’s totally off-limits.

Friend vibes only—that’s the rule.

Keeping my distance should be easy.

Except he looks at me like he’s craving more than just my food.

| pretend | don't feel the heat between us, the magnetic pull
whenever he’s near.

But then he kisses me.

And every rule, every line, every we're just friends goes up in flames.
Now, I'm in danger of getting burned.

Luke isn't mine—he’s the last man | should want.

So why does every melody he plays sound like a love song meant for
me?
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One
Lila

The engine groans dlightly as | pull into the parking lot of Shot in the Dark, a quirky
name for a pub. My older car is stuffed to the brim with everything I own. It looks
hilariously out of place between two gleaming SUVs.

| switch off the ignition, and the car does its customary shudder. Leaning forward, |
lovingly pat the dashboard. “ Agatha, we made it! Thanks, old girl.”

Taking a deep breath, | pull down the visor mirror and finger-comb the loose blonde
strands. Today marks the start of something new—something terrifying and
exciting.Jacksonville is going to be my fresh start—no more small-town limitations. |
can do this.

Before | lose my nerve, | grab my purse and step out into the warm Florida sun,
spotting Emily Ryder ailmost instantly. She's waiting near the entrance with a baby
carrier that cradles Presley, her adorable infant with soft red fuzz and rosy cheeks.
Emily spots me and waves enthusiastically, her smile bright and welcoming.

“Lilal” she calls, stepping forward. “Y ou made it!”
“Emily!” | wave back, my nerves easing at the sight of her. She's the kind of person

whose energy fills aroom—or, in this case, a parking lot. “And how’ s baby Presley?’
| coo, smiling at the baby.



Emily shakes her head ruefully. “She’s only six months old and already running my
life.”

“She's perfect,” | say, reaching out to gently touch the baby’s tiny hand. Presley
grabs onto my finger with surprising strength, and we both laugh. “Looks like she has
her mom’s grip on things.”

“Literally and figuratively,” Emily jokes, her blue eyes sparkling. “Come on, let’s get
inside before Presley decides she’s hungryagain.”

| follow Emily toward the entrance, my heart lifting a little with each step. It's been
months since | last saw her and her husband, Sam Ryder, at his father’s farm. They
had brought the baby down to meet Clay. Yet, Emily feels like an old friend. She
insisted | call her if | decided to move to Jacksonville, promising to show me around
and help me settlein. True to her word, here we are.

Emily balances the carrier expertly as she opens the door, stepping inside and holding
it for me. The pub looks amazing—with dozens of screens around the interior, each
showing a different channel, but the sound is muted.

As | continue to glance around the friendly pub, the tension I’ ve been carrying since |
packed up my car begins to melt away. Emily nods toward a booth near the window,
already smiling.

“Let’sgrab that one. It's easier to squeeze Presley’ s carrier in.”

We weave through the tables and settle into the booth.

“I'm glad I'm finally here,” | say, placing my purse on the seat beside me. “It feels
like alifetime ago since we saw each other. So much has changed since then.”



Emily tilts her head, her blue eyes warm with curiosity. “Like deciding to move to
Jacksonville? That’s huge! What made you finally take the plunge?’

| laugh softly, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I just needed a change.
Ocala’'s great, but | felt stuck. I’ve always wanted to try my hand at being a private
chef, and when you mentioned Jacksonville—it felt like the right place to start.”

“It's the perfect place,” Emily agrees, nodding. “There’'s such a demand for private
chefshere. You'll have clientslining up in no time.”

Her words are encouraging, but a small part of me still worries about the leap I've
taken. “1 hope you're right. My car’s loaded with everything | own. If this doesn’'t
work out, I'll be back home before | know it.”

Emily waves off my concern, her confidence infectious. “Y ou’re going to crush it. |
still dream about that cupcake you made at the barn dance. If that’'s any indication,
you' || be booked solid in no time.”

| smile, feeling a bit more at ease. “ Thanks, Emily. | needed to hear that.”

The server swings by, dropping off our menus and taking our drink orders—iced tea
for both of us. We scan the selections, and by the time our food arrives, it's like no
time has passed since we last saw eachother.

Emily is easy to talk to, and | find myself sharing my plans for the future: the kind of
clients | hope to work for, the dishes I’ ve been perfecting, and my dream of running a
small business. She listens intently, asking questions and offering advice as we polish
off our meals. If anyone can help me with my business, it's Emily. She's successfully
managed the Wild Band for over ayear.

“Predey isaperfect little angel,” | tell Emily, who gives me a proud smile.



“Thanks.” Sherolls her eyes. “But she can be aterror when she wants to be.”

After lunch, Emily insists on following me to my car. She wants to see just how much
| managed to cram into it. “This | have to see,” she says, laughing as she picks up the
baby carrier.

We step into the afternoon sun, the heat wrapping around us. | lead her to the corner
of the lot where my old car sits, with its faded paint and one hubcap missing.

“There sheis,” | say, gesturing with a flourish. “Agatha. She doesn’t look like much,
but she gets me where | need to go.”
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Emily lets out a low whistle, circling the car. “It's a miracle you made it here. Are
you sure it runs okay?’

“Better than you' d think,” | say, grinning as | pop the back trunk. Emily peersinside
the trunk and then the dusty windows as she takes in the stacked boxes, bags of
clothes, and a small collection of kitchen gadgets | couldn’t bear to leave behind.

“Wow,” she says, shaking her head. “Y ou weren't kidding when you said everything
you own isin here. Where are you staying tonight?’

| hesitate. “1 booked a hotel not far from here. Just for tonight.” Followed by a shrug.
“Ill figure out therest as| go.”

Emily straightens up, crossing her arms with a determined look. “Absolutely not.
You're staying with us. We've got plenty of room, and you'll save a little money
while you get settled.”

“Oh, Emily, I couldn’t—*

“You can, and you will,” she says firmly, her tone leaving no room for argument. “I
insist. Plus, it’ll give us more timeto hang out. I’ [l even help you find a place.”

Her offer warms me, and | find myself nodding before I’ ve fully processed it. “ Okay,
but only if you're sure. | don’t want toimpose.”

“You're not imposing,” she says, grinning. “And trust me, Sam will love having you
around. He' s still raving about your baked goods.”



We laugh, and | can’t help but feel alittle lighter as| follow Emily out of the parking
lot, ready to begin my new life.

When we pull up to a charming beach house directly on the ocean, my eyes widen.

| knew Sam and Emily were doing well—the Wild Band is one of the most successful
rock bands in the country—~but this place is something else. The house is a beautiful
two-story with awrap-around front porch overflowing with flowersin full bloom.

“Home sweet home,” Emily says as she exits her car. “Come on, I'll show you
around, and then we can start bringing in your things.”

| follow her inside, trying not to gawk at the gorgeous interior. The house is stylish
but comfortable, with warm woods and cool blues that mirror the ocean outside. The
living area has large windows that offer amazing views of the Atlantic. One wall is
filled with family photos—Emily and Sam, pictures with the band, and countless
shots of baby Presley. Andeverywhere you look, you see plants in pots or hanging
from the ceiling.

“Thisisincredible,” | breathe, following Emily through the open-concept first floor.

“Thanks,” she says, settling Presley’s carrier on the kitchen island. “But wait until
you see where you'll be staying. The guest room has one of the best views in the
house.”

Before we can head upstairs, the front door opens, and Sam walks in. He's exactly as
| remember him—tall, broad-shouldered, with that easy smile that made him the
heartthrob of our high school.

“Lilal” he exclaims, giving me a friendly hug. “Emily said you were coming, but |
didn’t know it was today. WWelcome to Jacksonville!”



“Thanks, Sam. Y our wife just rescued me from a sketchy hotel stay.”

He laughs, moving to kiss Emily and scoop up Presey. “ That sounds like her, always
ready with aplan and a helping hand (or two!).”

Emily swats his arm playfully. “ Speaking of which, | have an idea about where Lila
could live permanently.”

Samraises an eyebrow. “L et me guess—the duplex?’

“The duplex,” Emily confirms, turning to me with excitement. “The band owns this
amazing property right on the beach. It’s split into two units, and the one on the left
just opened up. It would be perfect for you!”

My heart skips a beat. “On the beach? Emily, | can’t afford—-*

“Don’'t even finish that sentence,” she interrupts. “The rent would be reasonable, and
you'd have your own private entrance. Plus...” She exchanges a knowing look with

Sam. “We already have another tenant living in the other half.”

“Who?’ | ask, vaguely suspicious of the look they’'re exchanging. This feels like a
setup.

“Someone connected with the band,” Sam explains, bouncing Presley on his hip.
“He' sagreat guy. Quiet neighbor. Terrible cook.”

Emily’s eyes sparkle mischievously. “Which means he could probably use a private
chef.”

| feel my cheeks warm. “Are you trying to set me up with aclient or a date?’



“Can’'t it be both?’ Emily winks, making Sam chuckle.
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“Don’'t let her matchmaking scare you off,” he says. “The duplex really would be
perfect for you. It’s safe, private, and close to everything, and you' d have us nearby if
you need anything.”

| bite my lip, considering. A place on the beach has always been a dream of mine, but
it seemed impossible on a starting chef’s budget. “Can | at least see it first?’

“Of course!” Emily claps her hands together. “We can go right now. Sam, you okay
with Presley?’

He waves us off. “Go. We'll have some daddy-daughter time.”

Twenty minutes later, we're standing in front of a charming yellow duplex with white
trim. The sound of waves crashes nearby, and | can smell the salt in the air. The left
unit's small front porch has a swing, and tropical plants frame the entrance.

“This would be yours,” Emily says, unlocking the door and punching in a security
code. “The one on the left.”

| step inside and immediately fall in love. The space is open and bright, with
hardwood floors and large windows that let in natural light. It's already furnished
with sturdy, comfortable furniture. The kitchen, though small, is updated with
stainless steel appliances and plenty of counter space. A dliding glass door inthe
living room leads to a deck with an unobstructed view of the ocean.

“Emily,” | whisper, “thisislovely.”



She beams. “I knew you'd love it. There's aso a bedroom and office upstairs, plus a
half bath down here and full bath up there.”

| run my hand along the kitchen counter, already imagining the meals | could create
here. “What’ s the catch?’

“No catch. Just be a good tenant.” She pauses, then adds more serioudly, “The band
purchased this place thinking the band or crew could stay here when not on tour. Nate
lived here for a while but found something he liked better, and Vince—well, Vinceis
a playboy, so thiswas abit too laid back for him.”

| turn to face her, overwhelmed by everything—the move, the apartment, the
possibility of living this close to the ocean. “Y ou really think this could work?’

Emily pulls meinto ahug. “I know it will. Welcome to your new home, Lila.”
Standing in this beautiful space, with the ocean breeze drifting through the windows
and new possibilities hanging in the air,| finaly feel like I’ve made the right choice.
Jacksonvilleisn't just afresh start—it’ s exactly where I’m meant to be.

Two

Luke

I’m running late to Sam and Emily’s, as usual. The sun’s setting over Jacksonville
Beach as | pull into their gravel drive, casting everything in that golden Florida light.
The house smells amazing before | even get through the door—something savory and

rich that makes my stomach growl.

“Look who finally showed up,” Vince calls out from his spot on the couch, barely
glancing up from his phone. Typical Vince, who is probably griping again about



some social media drama.
“Traffic,” | lie, grinning as | make my way to the kitchen where everyone's gathered.
The truth is | lost track of time working on a new arrangement, but they’re used to

that by now.

Emily’s a the island, organizing what looks like a spread fit for royalty. “Luke!
Perfect timing—everything’s ready.”

Cass and Kendrick are there with their daughter Cassidy, who's grown a few inches
since | last saw her. Sam’s manning the grill outside through the sliding glass doors,

and Nate' s helping him, both of them laughing about something.

But what catches my attention are the appetizers laid out on the counter. “Holy shit,
Emily. Did you take a cooking class or something?’

She laughs. “Not me. Just wait until you try them.”

| don’t need to be told twice. | snag what looks like a stuffed mushroom and pop it in
my mouth. The flavor hits me like a chord progression—Ilayers of herbs, cheese, and
something else | can’'t quite place but tastes amazing.

“Damn! Who made these? | think I’'minlove,” | declare, reaching for another one.

| hear a soft laugh. “1"m glad you like them.”

Thevoice comes from behind me, soft and pleased, with just a hint of a Southern
drawl. | turn around, and suddenly I’ m not thinking about food anymore.

She's tiny, probably a foot shorter than me, but curves for days in a sundress that
hugs everything just right. Blonde hair fals in waves past her shoulders, and her



brown hazel eyes meet mine briefly before dropping away, a pretty blush spreading
across her cheeks. She's holding atray of something that smellsincredible, but | can’t
take my eyes off her face.

“1, uh...” Smooth, Luke. Real smooth. | clear my throat and try again. “Did you make
these?’

“l did,” she says softly, setting down her tray and tucking a strand of hair behind her
ear. “I'mLila”
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“Luke,” | manage, watching as she moves around the kitchen with the confidence of
someone who knows their way around, even though she seems nervous about
meeting my eyes directly. “These are delicious.”

“Thanks.” She sneaks another glance at me, her blush deepening before she busies
herself with arranging things on the counter. “ Though usually, the guy wants to get to
know me before he declares his love.”

Despite her shy demeanor, there’s a hint of playfulness in her voice that makes me
want to hear more.

“Fair enough,” | say, finding my footing. “How about | start by trying everything else
you made? Y ou know, for research purposes.”

She laughs softly, ducking her head in a way that's absolutely adorable. “Research
purposes?’

“Absolutely. Very serious business.” | grab another appetizer, trying to catch her eye.
When | do, she holds my gaze for just a second before looking away, but that brief
moment of connection sends a sizzle of attraction coursing through me.

“S0, you're the Wild Band' s keyboard player?’ she asks, pulling out more food from
the oven. Her voice wavers dlightly, like she's trying to sound casual but isn’'t quite

managing it.

“Guilty as charged. Y ou afan of the band?’



She straightens up, rearranging a few of the appetizers. “1 know most of your music.
Sam was actually in my high school class back in Ocaa.”

| notice how she keeps sneaking quick glances when she thinks I’ m not looking, each
one accompanied by that becoming blush. It's endearing as hell and completely
different from the usualconfident women who approach me at shows and the kind of
company |’ ve been keeping lately.

“Small world,” | say, leaning against the counter. “And now you' re here making the
best food I’ ve ever tasted. How’ d that happen?”’

“Long story,” she says, but before she can continue, Emily calls her over to help with
something. She seems amost relieved for the excuse to step away, though | don't
miss the way she glances back at me over her shoulder as she goes.

| watch her work, fascinated by the contrast between her shy demeanor around me
and her absolute confidence in the kitchen. When she’s focused on cooking or
plating, all that nervousness disappears, replaced by sure movements and careful
attention to detail .

Reluctantly turning away, | step out onto the deck, where the salty breeze carries the
mouthwatering scent of whatever Sam’s grilling. Nate's lounging in one of the
Adirondack chairs while Sam flips burgers with the expertise of someone who's

hosted too many band cookouts to count.

“Those mushroom things,” | say, accepting a beer from Nate. “Best thing I’ve ever
tasted.”

Sam grins knowingly. “Just wait till you try Lila s other stuff. The girl’s got talent.”

The dliding glass door opens behind us, and Lila steps out carrying a platter. “Emily



wanted me to bring out the vegetables,” she says softly, not quite meeting my eyes as
she hands it to Sam. The setting sun catches her hair, turning it to burnished gold, and
when she passes by me, | catch the faintest hint of citrus and something floral. Then
she’ s gone, disappearing back inside, the door clicking shut behind her.

| watch her walk away, unable to help myself. There's something about her—beyond
the obvious attraction—that pulls at me. Maybe it’'s the way she moves with such
purpose, or how her eyes crinkle when she smiles, or...

“Dude, you're staring,” Nate says, appearing beside me with aknowing smirk.

“Am not.” But | am, and we both know it.

“She’s cute,” he observes, grabbing a beer from the cooler.

“She’'s gorgeous,” | correct without thinking, then catch his amused expression.
“ Shutup.”

“Didn’'t say anything.” He takes a sip of his beer, still smirking. “But you might want
to close your mouth before you catch flies.”

| roll my eyes, but | can’t help tracking Lila's movements as she helps Emily set up
the rest of the food. She' s talking with Cassidy now, laughing at something the young
girl said, and the sound carries across the space.

When she catches me watching her this time through the glass, her cheeks flush pink
again. But there's a small smile playing on her lips before she quickly looks away.
She might be shy, but that smile tells me she's not entirely unaffected by whatever
thisis between us.

Y eah, I’'m definitely in trouble.



I’'m still thinking about her the next morning as | pour myself a bowl of Frosted
Flakes. Lila. Even her name is stuck in my head like a melody | can’'t shake. After
she’' d brought out those vegetables in a marinade, she'd spent the rest of the night in
the kitchen or surrounded by the others. | hadn’t managed to get more than a few
glances at that shy smile that haunted my dreams.

| should've found out more about her. Should've at least tried to talk to her more,
even knowing that | shouldn’t...

The sound of a car door slamming next door pulls me from my thoughts. Great.
Moving day. | take my cereal to the kitchen window, curious about who Emily found
to rent the other half of the duplex this time. The last tenant was some wannabe
musician crew member who would play loud music every minute and tried to get me
to collaborate with him on hismusic.

An old car that's seen better days is parked in the driveway, stuffed to the brim with
boxes and what looks like kitchen equipment. Emily’s there, directing, as usual,
someone | can't quite see. Sam’s carrying boxes inside, and—is that Vince helping?
Since when does Vince help anyone move?
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| spoon another mouthful of increasingly soggy cereal into my mouth, watching the
scene unfold. Whoever this new neighbor is, Boss Lady’s got the whole band
involved. Even Nate's there, carefully handling what appears to be a box marked
‘FRAGILE’ in bold letters.

A familiar laugh drifts through my window, and | freeze, milk dripping from my
spoon back into the bowl. No way. It couldn’t be...

But then she steps into view, and my heart does this weird stuttering thing in my
chest. Lila. She' s wearing cutoffshorts and a loose t-shirt, her blonde hair pulled up in
amessy bun, and somehow, she looks even better than she did last night.

She’s my new next door neighbor.

The readlization hits me like a train. Those sneaky bastards—no wonder Emily and
Sam were exchanging looks all night. No wonder they kept interrupting whenever |
tried to get Lilaaone. | thought it was because...

| set my bowl down, suddenly very aware that I’'m standing in my kitchen in nothing
but sweatpants, watching through the window like some creep. | should go out there.
Help them move. But first, | need to put on a shirt. And maybe brush my teeth.
And—

A knock at my door makes me jump. “Luke?’ Emily’s voice calls out. “I know
you'rein there. | see your jeep.”

Shit. | grab at-shirt from the clean laundry | haven't put away yet and pull it on as |



head for the door. When | open it, Emily’s standing there with that cat-that-ate-the-
canary grin | know too well.

“Come say good morning to your new neighbor,” she says sweetly.

“You could have mentioned this last night, Boss Lady,” | tell her, trying to sound
annoyed but probably failing miserably.

“ And miss the look on your face right now? Never.” She pats my chest. “Now, come
help us move your future girlfriend in.”

“Emily—you know 1—*

“1 saw how you were looking at her last night. And how she was looking at you when
she thought no one would notice.” She raises an eyebrow. “Consider this my gift to
you both. Now get your ass out here and carry some boxes.”

| follow her outside, where Lila's trying to wrestle a box from her car’s backseat.
When she sees me, she freezes, that pretty blush | remember from last night spreading
across her cheeks.

“You live here?’ she asks, her voice barely above awhisper.

| nod, moving to help her with the box. “Looks like we're neighbors.”

Our fingers brush as | take the box from her, and | swear | feel it all the way down to
my toes. She quickly pulls her hand back, wiping a loose strand of hair off her face

and tucking it behind her ear.

“Emily didn’t mention that,” she says, shooting a look at our mutual friend, who's
suddenly very interested in something on her phone.



“Yeah, funny how she left that part out.” | adjust my grip on the box, which is heavier
than it looks. “Kitchen stuff?’

She nods. “My knives and spices. They’ re important to me. My tools of the trade.”
“The tools that created those mushrooms last night? These deserve VIP treatment.” |
carefully carry the box toward her door, very aware of her following behind me. “I’ll
guard them with my life.”

Her soft laugh makes me smile. “They’re just regular chef knives.”

“Nothing regular about what you do with them.” | set the box down where she directs
me, in her kitchen, which mirrors mine but somehow already |ooks warmer and more

inviting.

“1 could, um...” She hesitates, that blush deepening. “I could cook for you sometime.
To thank you for helping with the move.”

Is she flirting with me? No, probablyjust being polite. But still...

“Only if you let me help,” | say. “Seems only fair.”

She looks up at me through those lashes, and for a moment, | forget how to breathe.
11 Deal .”

Someone clears their throat from the doorway—Vince, holding another box. “If you
two are done chit-chatting, there' s still half a car to unload.”

Lila' s blush reaches nuclear levels as she hurries past me to grab another box. | watch
her go, already knowing my life just got alot more interesting.



And alot more complicated.
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Because my new neighbor isn’'t just any chef; she's the shy, beautiful woman |
haven’'t been able to stop thinking about since last night. The one who blushes every
time | look at her but still manages to make my heart race with just a glance.

Emily’ s right about one thing—I’m in trouble. But as | watch Lila direct traffic in her
new kitchen, sneaking glances at me when she thinks I’'m not looking, | realize |
don’t mind at all.

Three

Lila

“Thank you all so much,” | say, surveying my new living room, now filled with
boxes. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“That’s what friends are for,” Emily responds, lifting Presley onto her hip. The baby
gurgles happily, reaching for her hair.

Sam wraps an arm around his wife. “Plus, we got to enjoy watching Vince break a

“Shut up,” Vince grumbles, but there's no heat in it. For someone Emily described as
perpetually grouchy, he'd been surprisingly helpful all morning.

I’m comfortable with all of them now—even Nate, who's quiet but kind, and Cass
and Kendrick, who showed up halfway through with cold drinks for everyone. It's
strange how quickly they’ve accepted me into their circle, these famous musicians



who could probably have anyone they want as friends.

Wiéll, I'm comfortable with almost everyone.

Luke emerges from the kitchen, where he's been organizing my boxes of cooking
equipment. His t-shirt clings to his broad shoulders, and a lock of blonde hair falls
across hisforehead in away that looks like he belongs on a magazine cover. My heart
does alittle flip when his light blue eyes meet mine, and | quickly ook away.

“Your kitchen’s al set,” he says, his voice doing that warm, rumbly thing that makes
my stomach flutter. “Though I’'m pretty sure you have more cooking gadgets than
anyone |’ ve ever met.”

“A chef isonly as good as their tools,” | manage to say, proud that my voice comes
out steady despite the blush | can feel creeping up my neck.

Why does he affect me like this? I’'m fine around the others—even Cass, who's
arguably the most famous of them all. But one look from Luke and | turn into a
stutteringmess.

Maybe it's because he's just so good-looking and sexy, tall and fit, with those
intense, light-colored eyes and a smile that probably makes women weak in the knees
across the country. Meanwhile, I'm built like a 1950s pin-up girl-generous curves
from sampling my own cooking too much.

“We should probably head out,” Emily says, giving me a smile. “Let you get settled
in.”

Everyone starts gathering their things, and | busy myself by hugging them goodbye
and thanking them again. Luke is one of the last to leave. When he steps forward, |
tense dlightly, but he just smiles.



“Welcome to the neighborhood,” he says softly. “If you need anything, I’m right next
door.”

“Thanks,” | squeak out, very aware of how close he's standing. He smells amazing,
dlightly musky, and something uniquely him. Clearing my throat, | ask quickly,
“When did you want to come over for your thank you dinner?’

He gives me alopsided grin. “How about tomorrow, or is that too soon?”’

“No, that works. | planned to go grocery shopping in the morning anyway. So, I'll see
you here at six?’

Luke nods with a smile and a wave and walks out the door.

When | turn around, Emily arches a brow. “Already making dinner plans, | see.”

“It's just a thank-you dinner,” | protest, but Emily just rolls her eyes. Sam takes
Presley out to the car as | thank Emily again and give her afinal hug.

After they've al left, | sink onto the couch, letting out a long breath. Through the
wall, |1 can hear muffled movement from Luke's side of the duplex. He's my
neighbor. The gorgeous, talented keyboard player rockstar is my next-door neighbor.

The same keyboard player who kept watching me all morning with those intense
eyes. But that’s just because of my cooking, right? The way to a man’s heart and al
that. He'd made it clear last night how much he loved the appetizers I’ d made.

That must be it. He's probably just hoping I'll cook for him again, which is fine.
Great, even. Cooking is what I'm good at, what I'm confident at. If Luke wants to
flirt a little to get some home-cooked meals, | can handle that. It's certainly better
than thinking he might actually be interested in me.



Because guys who look like Luke don’'t go for girls who look like me. They date slim
supermodels and actresses,not small-town chefs with flour-covered aprons and too-
generous Curves.

| stand up, determined to start unpacking and stop thinking about my ridiculously
attractive tattooed neighbor. But as | pass the window, | catch a glimpse of him on
our shared back deck, drinking water after al the moving. His head tilts back,
exposing the strong, tanned line of histhroat, and | nearly trip over a box.

“Get it together, Lila,” | mutter to myself, forcing my eyes away. “He just wants your
cooking.”
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But even as | think it, | remember the way his fingers brushed mine when he helped
with the boxes, how his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled, and how he
seemed to find reasons to be wherever | was all morning...

No. No, no. | can’'t go down that road. Luke’s my neighbor now, and if I’'m going to
survive living next door to him, | need to keep things strictly friendly. Professional,
even. | can cook for him sometimes, chat about the weather, and be a normal
neighbor—not some star-struck groupie.

Y eah, | can totally do this.

Then | hear him start playing his keyboard through the wall, a melody so beautiful it
makes my heart flutter, and | realize I’'m in way over my head.

I’m stirring the French cog au vin when | hear Luke's keyboard go quiet next door.
The recipe is one of my favorites: chicken braised in wine with mushrooms and pearl
onions, served over creamy mashed potatoes. It's simple but elegant—not that I'm
trying to impress him or anything.

The knock at my door makes my heart jump, even though I’m expecting it. When |
open it, Luke is standing there in dark jeans and a snug black t-shirt that should be
illegal, asit shows off his chiseled chest and biceps.

“Something smells amazing,” he says, stepping inside.

“Just a smple French dish,” | explain, trying to sound casual as | lead him to the
dining area, where the table is already set for two. I’'m glad | didn’t go overboard and



light candles. “I hope you like chicken.”

“l like anything that smells this good.” He leans against the counter, watching me
plate the food. “Can | help?’

“Almost done,” | say, trying to ignore how domestic this feels. “There’'s wine if you
want some.”

| pour him aglass of wine, and as | hand it to him, | state, “Why don’t you have a seat
on the couch? Dinner should be ready in afew minutes.”

As | turn back to the stove, | have to sternly remind myself that cooking is my way of
communicating—a way of creating comfort and connection. But tonight, it feels
different. Tonight, Luke is sitting in my living room, waiting for dinner.

| still can't quite believe it. Luke Sterling, keyboard player forthe Wild Band, is
inmyhome. His presence is impossible to ignore, even from the kitchen. Every
movement | make feels amplified, and I’ m hyperaware of how | look and sound.

“Need any help in there?’ Luke' s deep voice calls out, cutting through the quiet.

“I’ve got it!” | reply, hoping my voice doesn’'t betray how much his offer makes my
heart flutter. “ Just a few more minutes.”

He steps into the doorway anyway, leaning against the frame with a casual ease that
makes my pulse quicken. “Smells amazing. Are you sure | can’'t do something? Stir a
pot or chop acarrot?’

| laugh, shaking my head as | brush my hair away from my face. “Trust me, you'd be
bored. The hard part’ s done.”



Hisgrinisslow and disarming. “You’'d be surprised. | can be useful.”

Turning, | hold up the finished platter. “Dinner’ s ready.”

We settle around the table, and | give each of us a serving. Making sure Luke's
portion is generous.

He takes a deep, appreciative breath. | watch as he takes his first bite. “This tastes
amazing. What did you call it again?’

“Coqauvin,” | say with asmile.

“Fancy.”

“It only sounds fancy,” | admit with a grimace. “It means rooster in wine.” Then |
laugh at his expression.

L uke continues to compliment the food, trying to put me at ease. It'sworking as | feel
some of the tension leave my shoulders.

We're amost finished eating when | finally get brave enough to ask him a personal
guestion. “So, how do you like performing in the Wild Band?’

Before he can respond, we hear the distinctive purr of a high-performance engine
pulling into the driveway. Luke sexpression changes dlightly—something flickers
across his face too quickly for me to read.

The sound of heels clicking on the wooden porch precedes a sharp knock on Luke's
front door. Through the main window, | catch sight of her—tall and willowy. Her
dark hair is deek and straight, framing sharp cheekbones that make her look like
she's just stepped off a Milan runway. Even from here, | can tell her makeup is



flawless.

“That's Crystal,” Luke says, setting down his wine glass. His voice is carefully
neutral. “1 should probably...”

“Of course,” | say quickly, even as my stomach sinks. “Go ahead.”
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He hesitates. “Why don’t you come with me? | should introduce you since we're
next-door neighbors.”

Before | can protest, he' s leading me outside. Crystal turns when she hears us, and up
close, she's even more stunning—»but there’ s something sharp in her perfect features,
like cut glass.

Crystal. The name fits her perfectly, al hard edges and delicate sharpness. My
stomach churns as she gives Luke a possessive smile.

“Surprise, Luke,” she practically purrs, then stops short when she sees me. Her eyes
scan me from head to toe, taking in my casual dress and the apron | forgot | was
wearing. “Who' s this?’

“Crystal, thisis Lila, my new neighbor. She’'s an amazing chef.” Luke's hand brushes
the small of my back as he makes the introduction, and | try not to read anything into
it. “Lila, thisis Crystal. We' ve uh... been seeing each other.”

The words are like a dlap, jolting me back to reality, but | force asmile. “Nice to meet

you.
Crystal’s red lips curve into what might be a smile, studying me like she's trying to
figure out where | fit in Luke's world. “A chef? How quaint. We should hire you for

our next private dinner party. The last caterer was such a disappointment.”

“Oh, I—" | start, but she's already pulling out her phone.



“I'm sure Lila's not set up yet,” Luke says. Is it my imagination, or does he sound
uncomfortable?

“Actualy,” | hear myself say, “I'd be happy to discussit. Here’'s my card.” | always
keep afew in my apron pocket, and | hand one to Crystal, proud that my hand doesn’t
shake.

“Perfect!” She dlips it into her designer purse. “Now, Luke, we're already late. |
know | should have warned you, but it was so last minute. Daddy is having a few
people over for dinner, and there’'s someone he wants you to meet—" She suddenly
frowns. “Y ou should change—that t-shirt is too casual.”

L uke glances down at his shirt with a frown, then gives a casual shrug.

“Come on, Luke. Daddy hates it when we're late.” Crystal then calls over her
shoulder, “I’ll text you later about the party.”

| nod stiffly, unsure how else to respond. The whole exchange feels surreal asif I'm
in amovie scene where | don’t belong.

“Thanks for keeping L uke company for me. I'm sure he's been a perfect gentleman.”

| bite back the urge to snap at her, forcing myself to nod instead. “ It was no trouble.”
Luke shakes his head and looks like he wants to say something else, but Crystal’s
already steering him toward her car—a sleek red convertible that probably costs more
than I’ll makein five years.

“Wait,” he says, glancing back at my door. “I should help Lilaclean up...”

“Oh, I’'m sure she doesn’t mind.” Crystal’s hand slides possessively around his arm.



“Doyou, Lila?’

“No. Not at all,” | manage. “Y ou go ahead.”

| watch helplessly as Luke allows himself to be led to her car. He pauses just before
climbing into the passenger seat, looking back at me with an expression | can’t quite
read.

“Thanks for dinner,” he says, his voice soft. “It was delicious.”

“Anytime,” | manage to say, my throat tight.

Crystal doesn’'t give me a second glance as she dlides into the driver's seat, her
polished nails gripping the wheel. The engine roars to life, and within seconds,

they’re gone, leaving nothing but a faint trail of exhaust and a sinking feeling in my
chest.

| close the door and lean against it, letting out a shaky breath. The house feels emptier
than it did before he arrived, and the pride | felt from the meal | cooked so eagerly
fades fadt.

For a moment, | let myself imagine what it would be like if things were different—if
Luke wasn't part of such a glamorous world of fast cars and women like Crystal. But
that’ s the thing about imagining: it only gets youso far.

With asigh, | push off the door and head to the kitchen, determined to distract myself
with the dishes. It’ s better than thinking about how out of my league Luke Sterling is.

Four

Luke



The evening air is heavy with salt and humidity as | settle into one of the Adirondack
chairs on my back deck. The sun setting over the Atlantic paints everything in shades
of pink and gold. Right on cue, | hear Lila s screen door slide open.
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“Long day?’ | ask as she emerges with two glasses of iced tea. This has become our
routine over the past couple of weeks—watching the sunset together, talking about
everything and nothing.

The back deck is quickly becoming my favorite place to end the day, and I’ m starting
to think it has less to do with the view and more to do with the company.

Lila settles into the chair next to mine, resting her bare feet on the railing and sipping
her iced tea from a mason jar. She's a bundle of contradictions—soft-spoken but
sharp-witted, laid-back but with afire in her that | can't quite figure out. She's been
sending out nothing butfriendly vibesever since Crystal showed up unannounced that
first night, but that doesn’t make her any less captivating.

| remind myself to keep things in check, to honor the boundaries she's set. | get
it—she's new to town and focused on getting her business off the ground. And after
meeting Crystal, she's probably guessed that I'm tangled up in something I’'m not
ready to explain. | should be grateful she’s keeping her distance. It makes my life less
complicated.

But damn, it’ s not easy.
Especially when she looks like she does now—all soft curves and barefoot in cutoff
shorts and an oversized t-shirt, her hair piled messily on top of her head. Yep, it's

damn hard.

“The morning rush at Beach Bites was crazy,” she confides, “But | sold out of my
lemon scones by ten.”



| take a sip, wondering how she manages to make even basic iced tea taste better than
anyone else’'s. “ Sounds like Jacksonville is starting to discover your talents.”

She shrugs, but | catch the pleased smile she tries to hide. “It's not much different
from the bakery back home. Though the customers here are a bit more... particular.”

“Particular?’
“Today someone ordered a gluten-free, sugar-free, dairy-free birthday cake that still
had to taste ‘indulgent.’” She uses air quotes, making me laugh. “I'm still trying to

figure that one out.”

“You will,” | say, completely confident in her abilities. “I’ ve never met anyone who
understands food like you do.”

A light blush colors her cheeks, and she quickly changes the subject. “How was your
day? | heard you working on something new this morning.”

“Just playing around with some chord progressions.” | stretch my legs out,
deliberately keeping my tone casual and strictly friendly.

“1t sounded beautiful,” she says softly. “I love hearing you play while I’'m cooking.
It's like having my own personal soundtrack.”

The thought of my music being part of her daily routine does something to my chest
that | try to ignore. “Speakingof soundtracks, that death rattle your car made this
morning when you left for work? Not normal.”

Sherolls her eyes. “Agatha s fine. She' s just quite particular.”

“Particular seems to be the word of the day.” | take another sip of tea. “But serioudly,



let me take alook at her. I’'m pretty good with engines.”

“You work on cars?’ She looks genuinely surprised.

“When I’'m not making music or eating your leftovers? Yeah. It relaxesme.” | grin at
her. “1 work on my jeep all thetime.”

She laughs at that, areal, full-bodied laugh that makes my grin widen just hearing it.

“What's so funny?’ | ask, leaning back in my chair, one foot resting on the deck rail.

“Y ou mean the one without doors?’ She laughs. “At least mine has all its parts.”

“We live on the beach! Doors are optional.” | gesture to the ocean view. “Besides,
your car shakes likeit’s about to transform into a robot.”

Lila waves a hand, still laughing. “Just thinking about how you’ re worried about my
car when you drive around in that new-fangled contraption. Y ou’ve got some nerve,

Sterling.”

“Hey, leave the Jegp out of this,” | say, pointing at her with mock seriousness. “She’s
afine-tuned machine.”

Lila gives me a thoughtful glance. “I’m surprised you don’'t drive something sleeker
like aMercedes or Ferarri. Something more in tune with your rockstar image.”

“Nope. Not for me. | like driving my Jeep—she' s perfect.”

“She’'s ashow-off,” Lilashoots back, smirking.

| laugh, shaking my head. “| keep the jeep in top running form. Y ou should try it with



Agatha.”
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She groans, but there’'s a smile tugging at her lips. “I should’ ve never told you her
name.”

“Oh no, | love it,” | say, grinning. “Agatha. Sounds like the name of someone who
drinks hot tea and tells kids to get off her lawn.”

“She's reliable,” Lila says, gitting up straighter, mock-defensive. “Maybe a little
cranky, but she gets me where | need togo.”

“Does she, though?’ | ask with a grimace. “Because I’ m pretty sure she was begging
for mercy the last time you turned her off.”

Lila tosses a crumpled napkin at me, and | catch it midair, laughing. “1’m serious,” |
say, leaning forward. “You should let me take a look at her. | know my way around
an engine.”

“Really?’ she says, raising an eyebrow. “Y ou’'re a musiciananda mechanic? Is there
anything you can’t do?”’

“Cook,” | say, deadpan. “Which iswhy I'm glad | know atalented chef.”

She laughs again, shaking her head. “I’ll take it under consideration.”

“Fair enough.” | watch as she tucks her legs under her, getting comfortable in her
chair. She's so different from the shy girl who could barely meet my eyes when we

first met. Now, she's relaxed and confident—at least when she’s not overthinking
things.



“My dad taught me about cars,” | tell her, not sure why I’m sharing this, but | want to
keep the conversation going. “He said if | was going to tour with the band, | needed
to know how to fix things myself.”

“Smart man.” She takes another sip of her tea. “My grandma taught me to cook. She
said every farmer should know how to feed themselves.”

“Is that why you became a chef?”

She nods her head, smiling. “Yes. My grandmother could make anything taste
amazing, even with the simplest ingredients. | used to spend hours beside her in the
kitchen, learning all her secrets.”

The way her face lights up when she talks about cooking reminds me of how | feel
about music. It’snot just what we do—it’s part of who we are.

“And now you're here, making Jacksonville a more delicious place one scone at a
time.”

“Stop,” she laughs, but | can tell she's pleased. “What about you? Have you always
wanted to be arockstar?’

“Honestly? | just wanted to play music. The rockstar part kind of happened by
accident.” | lean back in my chair. “Sometimes| still can’t believe thisismy life.”

She nods, understanding. “That's how | feel every morning when | wake up and
realize I'm actualy doing what | love for a living. Even if right now it’'s just at
abakery.”

“Hey, everyone starts somewhere. One of the band’s first gigs was at a bowling
aley.



“No way!”

“It's the truth. There was a mix-up, and we couldn’t back out. Cass knocked over
three pins during our final song. It was very rock and roll.”

Her laughter carries across the deck, and | find myself watching how her whole face
lights up, how her curves shake slightly with each giggle. When she catches me
looking, | quickly glance away.

After her laughter, we fall into a comfortable silence that doesn’'t need to be filled.
That's one of the things | like about Lila—she's easy to be around. No pretenses, no
trying too hard. Just herself.

After a while, | ask, “So, do you like working at the bakery despite the particular
customers?’

“Yes,” she says, her voice softening. “Not what | want to be doing long-term, but it’'s
astart. Plus, it’s been great for meeting people. I've had afew inquiries about private

chef stuff already.”

“That's good,” | say, meaning it. “You've got the talent, Lila. People are going to
figure that out fast.”

Her cheeks flush alittle, and she looks down at her drink, swirling the ice. “ Thanks,”
she murmurs. “That meansalot.”

“It'sjust the truth,” | say, shrugging. “I’ve had your cooking, remember?’

That earns me another smile, and | tuck the moment away, glad | could bring it out of
her.



She tilts her head, looking at me. “What about you? When you're not playing
rockstar, what do you do?’
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| grin. “What, the Jeep isn’t enough of a hobby?’
Sherolls her eyes. “Y ou know what | mean.”

“l tinker,” | say, shrugging. “Guitars, cars, whatever's lying around. Keeps me busy
when I’m not on the road.”

“Tinkering,” she repeats with agrin. “That’s very... rustic of you.”

“You say rustic, | say practical,” | counter. “What about you? What do you do when
you'’ re not baking or defending Agatha s honor?”’

“Lately? Notmuch,” she says, her smile fading a little. “ Getting my business off the
ground has taken over my life. But | like to read when | get the chance. Or watch a
cheesy rom-com. The cheesier, the better.”

“Rom-coms?’ | ask, raising an eyebrow. “Like what?’

“All of them,” she says, her grin returning. “Bonus points if it's a Hallmark Holiday
movie.”

“Holiday moviesin April?’ | tease, shaking my head.

“Don’'t knock it till you've tried it,” she says, pointing her glass at me. “ Sometimes
you need a little Christmas in July—or April.”

| chuckle, leaning back in my chair. “Y ou’ re something else, Country.”



She looks at me for a moment, her expression unreadable. “You're not so bad
yourself, Sterling.”

The words are casual, but they land heavier than | expected. The air between us shifts
for asecond, and | feel the pull I’ ve been trying to ignore since the night we met. But
just as quickly as it happens, it's gone, and she's looking out at the ocean, the breeze
catching aloose strand of her hair.

| take along sip of my iced tea, trying to remind myself why keeping things friendly
isthe right call. Lila's got enough on her plate without me adding to it. And besides,
she’s been clear about where we stand for now.

Even so, it's hard to ignore the way she fits so easily into my life, the way her
laughter feels like a song | want to keep playing on repeat. | remind myself: just
friends.

But damn, if being just friends with Lilaisn’t becoming one of the hardest things I’ ve
done.

| shift in my chair, trying to focus on the sunset instead of how the fading light makes
her skin glow.

“Oh!” She suddenly sits up straighter. “1 almost forgot to tell you—Emily thinks she
may have got me my first real private chef booking. Possibly a small corporate dinner
next week.”

“That’s great!” | say, genuinely excited for her. “How many people?’
“Nine. It's not huge, but it's a start.” She bites her lip, and | can see a mix of

excitement and nervousness in her expression. “I'm thinking of doing a
Mediterranean theme. Maybe start with some mezze platters, then move to—*



She stops abruptly, blushing. “ Sorry, I’'m rambling.”
“Don’'t apologize. | like hearing you talk about food.” And | do. The way her hands
move when she describes a dish and her eyes light up when she’'s planning a

menu—it’ s fascinating.

“Well, in that case...” She launches into her planned menu, and | find myself leaning
closer, drawn in by her enthusiasm.

The sun has amost completely set when my phone chimes with atext. | glance down
at it, but seeing it's Crystal, | choose to ignoreit.

Lila stands up, gathering our empty glasses. “I should go. Early morning tomorrow.”

“Right, those scones won't bake themselves.” | stand, too. “Want me to look at
Agatha this weekend?’

She hesitates, then nods. “ Okay, but only if you let me cook you dinner as payment.”
“Deal.”

As she heads back to her side of the duplex, | catch myself watching the sway of her
hips in those cutoff shorts. Just friends, | remind myself firmly. But then she turns
back, catching me looking, and instead of her usual blush and quick look away, she

holds my gaze for a moment.

“Goodnight, Luke,” she says softly.



Page 12

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 6:56 am
“Goodnight, Lila.”
| stay on the deck long after she's gone, listening to the sounds of her moving around

her kitchen, probably preparing for tomorrow’ s baking. The familiar domestic noises
mix with the ocean waves, creating a kind of peace that settles deep within me.

Just friends, | think again. But even | don’t believe it anymore.

Five

Lila

“Try it now,” Luke calls from under Agatha' s hood. He's been working on my car al
morning, his strong hands moving confidently among the engine parts. I’ve been

trying not to stare at how his tattooed muscles flex when he reaches for tools or how
his t-shirt rides up, exposing a strip of firm, tanned skin.

| turn the key, and for the first time since I’ ve had her, Agatha starts without a single
complaint. The engine purrs smoothly—no rattles, no worrying clicks.

“Oh my God,” | breathe, stepping out to join Luke at the hood. “What did you do?’

He wipes his hands on a rag, looking pleased with himself. “Just showed her some
attention. | replaced the spark plugs, adjusted the timing belt, and fixed the loose
connection causing the rattle.” His grin is boyish and proud. “Want to hear the best
part? Turn her off.”



| do, and instead of her usual protesting shudder, Agatha powers down quietly.

“Luke!” | squeal, climbing out of the car, and without thinking, | throw my arms
around him. “Y ou’re amazing!”

He laughs, his hands settling naturally on my waist, and suddenly, I’'m very aware of
how close we are. His chest is solid against mine, and he smells like motor ail,
sweaty male, and... Luke.

| step back quickly, my cheeks burning.

“Sorry,” | mumble. “I got excited.”

“Don’'t apologize.” His voice is a little rough. “But you know what this means,
right?’

| eye him suspiciously. “What?’

“Now that she's running properly, we should clean her up.” He gestures to both our
cars parked in the shared driveway. “My Jeep could use a washtoo.”

Thisis how | end up in my driveway on a sunny Saturday afternoon, armed with a
bucket of soapy water and a sponge. Luke's got his own bucket, and he's aready
started on his Jeep, which honestly doesn’t look all that dirty to me.

“You're doing great,” Luke calls from the other side of Agatha, his voice laced with
amusement.

“You're not even watching,” | shoot back, scrubbing the passenger door. “For all you
know, I’'m doing aterrible job.”



“I’d know,” he says, stepping around the car. He leans against the hood, crossing his
arms as he surveys my work. “Not bad, actually. Y ou missed a spot, though.”

“Where?’ | ask, frowning.

“There,” he says, pointing to a completely clean section of the car.

| narrow my eyes. “Y ou’ re messing with me.”

“Maybe alittle,” he admits, his grin widening.

Rolling my eyes, | splash my sponge back into the bucket and keep scrubbing. The
sun is high overhead now, warming my skin and making the soapy water glisten on

Agatha s newly scrubbed exterior.

He softly whistles as he works, and | try not to notice how good he looks with his
shirt damp from the occasional spray of the hose.

Focus, Lila.

| finish washing the last spot on Agatha and stand back, admiring my work. “Done!”
| call out, brushing a stray curl out of my face.

L uke glances over, raising an eyebrow. “Not bad. But you’ ve got soap in your hair.”
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“What?’ | reach up with wet, soapy hands but find nothing.

“Just kidding.” He laughs. “Or | was, now you really do have soap in your hair.”
“Where?’ | lean over to check out my image in the side mirror and suddenly feel cold
water hitting my back. | spin around to find Luke grinning with the garden hosein his
hand. “You didn’t!”

“Oops?’ But hisinnocent expression is ruined by the unrepentant glint in his eyes.

“Oh, it'son.” | dip my sponge in the bucket and fling it at him, water arcing through
theair. It hits him square in the chest, darkening his gray t-shirt.

“Now you're asking for it,” he growls playfully, advancing with the hose.

| shriek and dodge, but he’'s quicker. Water sprays everywhere as we chase each other
around the cars. | manage to get him with another sponge full of suds, and he
retaliates by catching me around the waist with one arm while wielding the hose with

the other.

“Surrender!” he demands, laughing as | squirm. He shakes his head, sending cold
water raining down on me.

“Never!” | grab for the hose, but he liftsit higher, using his vast height advantage.

Finally, able to grab the hose away from him, | turn, sending a stream of water
straight at him. Luke yelps, jumping back, but it's too late—his shirt is soaked now,



too, clinging to his chest in away that makes me immediately regret my decision.
“Oh, you'rein trouble now,” he says, laughing and lunging for the hose again.

“You started it!” | say in defense, laughing just as hard.

We struggle for control, still amused, until | slip on the wet concrete. Luke catches
me before | fall, but the sudden movement throws us off balance. We end up against
Agatha s side,my back pressed to the old car, Luke' s body heavily pinning me there.
The laughter dies in my throat as | realize our position. We're both breathing hard,
clothes soaked through. Water drips from his hair onto my face and his eyes—God,
his eyes are so blue when we're this close.

I’m suddenly painfully aware of my white t-shirt, now completely transparent and
clinging to every generous curve, my nipples hard as they rub against the wet fabric.
Luke' s gaze drops for just a second, then snaps back to my face, his pupils dilating

dlightly.

“Lila,” he says, voice rough. His hand is still on my waist, burning through the wet
fabric.

A car horn blares from a distant street, making us both jump. Luke steps back
quickly, running a hand through his wet hair.

“We should, uh...” He clears his throat. “We should probably finish washing the
cars.”

“Right,” | say, my voice higher than usual. “The cars.”

We work in silence for a few minutes, carefully maintaining distance between us. I'm



hyperaware of my wet clothes, crossingmy arms over my chest when | catch Luke
sneaking glances at me.

What am | doing? He has a girlfriend—who probably never gets into water fights or
wears see-through t-shirts. The thought is like a bucket of cold water on my heated
sKin.

“1 should go change,” | say abruptly, setting down my sponge.

“Lila—" He startsto reach for me, then seems to think better of it.

“Thanks for fixing Agatha,” | say quickly, already backing toward my door. “I’ll, um,
I’[l make dinner |ater to pay you back.”

| don’t wait for his response, escaping into my house. | watch him stand there for a
long moment through the window, still dripping wet, before he turns back to the cars.

My heart is racing, and not just from our water fight. The way he'd looked at me, his
body pressed against mine—No. No, | can’t think about that. Luke is my friend, my
next-door neighbor, and he' s taken—end of story.

But as | ped off my wet clothes, | can still fedl the ghost of his touch on my waist,
and | wonder how long | can keep pretending | don’t want more.

| planned a thank you dinner for the Wild Band, and tonight is the night all of them
were free. Well, everyone but Cass and his family. By seven, my kitchen is filled
with the aroma of a slow-roasted pot roast, Emily’s insider tip about Luke's favorite
comfort food paying off. The potatoes are perfectly creamy, the carrots glazed with
honey, and the homemade rolls are just coming out of the oven when the doorbell
rings.



“Something smells amazing,” Nate says as | let them in. Vince follows, carrying a
six-pack of craft beer. Emily, Sam, and the baby arrive next.

“Dinner’'s aimost ready,” | say, grateful for their presence. After this afternoon’s
incident, | needed witnesses to keep things friendly.
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Luke arrives last, freshly showered and wearing a black button-down that makes his
eyes look impossibly blue. Our gazes briefly meet before | busy myself with serving.

“Something sure smells good,” Vince declares, taking a seat. “I knew you could
cook, but damn.”

“Wait till you tasteit,” Luke says, and something in his voice makes me blush.

Dinner isalively affair. The guys trade stories about their early days, and Emily and |
laugh at the tales of misadventures and near-disasters on their first tour.

“Remember when Luke tried to crowd surf at that club in Tampa?’ Nate grins. “And
everyone just... moved?’

“I still have bruises from that,” Luke groans good-naturedly. “In my defense, |
thought the crowd was paying attention.”

“They were too busy watching Cass,” Vince says. “Or those of us playing the guitar.
No one notices the keyboard player.”

“Hey, some of us notice,” | say without thinking. When they all look at me, | add
quickly, “I mean, the keyboard parts were always my favorite. In your songs.”

Luke' s eyes meet mine across the table, intense enough to make my breath catch. |
quickly look away.

“What about us drummers? Nobody notices us either,” Nate points out quietly.



“Why should they, when they’ ve got me to look at?’ Vince jokes arrogantly.

Everyone groans and Luke asks for seconds. | smile, feeling the food is a hit. Sam
makes a dramatic show of declaring the pot roast ‘the best thing I’ ve evereaten,” and
Emily asks for the recipe. Even Presley wakes up in time to enjoy a little mashed

potato, earning delighted laughs when she smearsit across her face.

The meal is everything | hoped it would be—light, fun, and filled with the kind of
energy that makes being with friends fun.

When it’stime for dessert, | pull out the apple pie I’ d baked earlier.

“Thisisso good,” Vince says after hisfirst bite of pie. “Luke, if you don’'t start dating
thisgirl, 1 will.”

| nearly choke on my coffee. Luke’s knuckles go white around his fork.

“And on that note,” Nate says, standing, “we should probably all head out.”

Luke stands, recovering. They bicker, good-naturedly, as everyone gathers their
things. | hug them goodbye and thank them for coming.

“Thanks for dinner,” Emily quietly says as she hugs me. “And for making Luke smile
like that again.”

Before | can ask what she means, they’re gone, leaving Luke and me alone in my
suddenly quiet kitchen.

“That was fun,” | say, moving to wrap up the leftover pie.

“It was.” Luke steps closer, and | can feel the heat of him behind me.



“Glad you liked it,” | say, glancing at him. “You deserved a good meal after fixing
Agatha.”

He chuckles, shaking his head. “Y ou didn’t have to go to all that trouble.”

“Sure, | did,” | say, smiling. “It was the least | could do.”

The silence stretches, and | realize he's still watching me. His gaze is steady, warm,
and just alittle too intense for comfort.

“Thanks. Not just for dinner, but for asking about my favorite food.”

| turn around, intending to make a joke about Emily’s loose lips, but the words diein
my throat. He' s so close, looking at me with an intensity that weakens my knees.

“Lila,” he says softly, reaching up to brush a strand of hair from my face. His fingers
linger on my cheek, and | find myself leaning into his touch without meaning to.

He bends down slowly, giving me time to pull away. | know | should. That thisis
wrong, and I’ m setting myself up for heartbreak.
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But hislips are inches from mine, and | can feel his breath on my face, and—

The sharp ring of his phone makes us both jump. Crystal’s name flashes on the
screen.

Redlity crashes back like a harsh wave. | step back quickly, putting the kitchen island
between us.

“You should get that,” | say, proud that my voice only shakes alittle.
He looks at the phone, then at me, conflict clear on hisface. “Lila—"
“It'sfine.” | force asmile. “Really. Thank you again for fixing Agatha.”

He answers the phone reluctantly, still watching me. “Hey, Crystal... Yeah, I'm just
leaving Lila's. The band had dinner...”

| turn away, unable to watch as he talks to her. My hands shake dlightly as | finish
wrapping thepie.

After hanging up, he says, “I should go. Crystal’s father is having some kind of
emergency meeting.”

“Of course.” | keep my voice light and casual. “Y ou should leave.”

Luke freezes, his expression unreadable. | think he might object for a second, but
then he nods, stepping back. “Yeah,” he says, his voice quieter now. “You'reright.”



The air between us is thick, with everything unsaid, and | feel like I’ ve just escaped
something dangerous and intoxicating all at once.

“I’ll see you tomorrow?’ | say, forcing alightness| don’t fedl.

“Yeah,” he says again, offering me a small smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes.
“Tomorrow.”

After he leaves, | sink onto my couch, pressing my hands to my burning cheeks. |
amost forgot about Crystal—his gorgeous, successful—thin girlfriend.

One thing’s clear: | need stronger boundaries. | can’t trust myself around him, not
when my heart races whenever he looks at me.

| can still feel the touch of his fingers on my cheek and see how he looked at me right
before Crystal called.

Y ep. Stronger boundaries. Starting first thing tomorrow.

Six

Luke

The new song’'s coming together nicely, but something's still not quite right. | run
through the chord progression again, tweaking the timing while Cass works out vocal

harmonies with Vince.

“Maybe if we—" | start but stop when | notice Nate checking his phone again. “Hot
date?’

He shakes his head, eyes still glued to the screen. “Market’ s volatile today.”



“You mean more than usual?’ Vince sets down his guitar. “What's happening with
that tech stock you were watching?’

“Down six percent.” Nate's fingers fly over his phone. “But the fundamentals are
solid. They’re about to announce something big—I can fedl it.”

| shift on my stool, curious despite myself. Nate’'s always been the quiet one, more
likely to be reading financial reports than partying after shows. But his investment
track record speaks for itself.

“Is that the same company you mentioned last month?’ | ask.
He looks up, surprised | remembered. “Y eah. They’re developing some revolutionary
technology. The stock’s been beaten down because of missed deadlines, but...” He

trails off, aready back to studying his charts.

“Nate’s got that look,” Vince finishes, grinning. “The same look he had before Tedla
split and Amazon exploded.”

“You really think it's going to pop?’ | try to keep my tone casual, but something in
my voice must give me away because Nate actually puts down his phone.
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“Findly interested in investing, Luke?’ He gives me a calculating look. “Thought
you were all about keeping it safe in mutualfunds.”

| shrug, running my fingers absently over the keys. “It may be time to take some
risks.”

“Says the guy who drove the same beat-up Honda for ten years before finally buying
that Jeep,” Cassteases. “What changed?’

Everything—I want to say. But instead, | just shrug again. “Just curious about what
Nate's seeing.”

“Show him the numbers,” Vince urges. “I’m already in another two hundred grand.”
“Two hundred grand?’ | nearly choke. “That’s...”

“Nothing compared to what it’ll be worth if I'm right,” Nate says quietly. He pulls up
some charts on his phone and hands it to me. “Look at their patent portfolio. Their
partnerships. The way they’re positioning themselves...”

| study the screens he shows me, trying to make sense of the graphs and projections.
It's like looking at sheet music in aforeign language—I can tell there's a pattern, but
| can’t quiteread it.

“How much have you made following his advice?’ | ask Vince.

He grins. “Enough to buy that beach house I've been eyeing. And before you



ask—yes, cash. No mortgage.”

“And you think the risk is worth taking?’

Nate hesitates, his analytical brain clearly weighing how much he wants to share.
“It'srisky,” he saysfinaly, “but the numbers make senseif you look at the trend.”

Vince crosses his arms. “If Nate says it's risky. That means it’s practically a sure
thing.”

Nate shrugs again, alittle uncomfortable with the attention. “ There's always a chance
it won't pan out.”

“Yeah, but when's the last time you were wrong?’ Cass says, laughing. “ Seriously,
man. You've turned my bank account into something that would make the Rolling
Stones jealous.”

“lI don't know if I’d go that far,” Nate mutters, though his lips twitch into a faint
smile.

“Wait, wait,” | say, holding up a hand. “You're telling me that al of you guys have
invested?’

“Hell yeah,” Vince says, leaning against the wall. “Nate's like a stock market wizard
or something. He's got the touch. | just ride his coattails and watch the money rall

in.

Sam chuckles from the corner, plucking a few notes on his bass. “It’strue. The guy’s
got a freaky talent for this stuff. I’ve made enough to put Presley through college
already.”



Nate looks faintly embarrassed, but he doesn’'t deny it. “It's not magic,” he says. “I
just do my research.”

“And by research, he means spending every waking minute not playing music glued
to ascreen,” Vince jokes.

“Luke, everyone's made money except you,” Cass adds. “Because you never take
chances.”

“| take chances,” | protest. “I joined the band, didn’t 1?7’
“That's different,” Nate says, taking his phone back. “That was following your

passion. This is about being smart with the money you've aready earned.” He
pauses, studying me. “But again, it’srisky. | won't lie about that. This could go either

way.

| think about my carefully managed portfolio, which most people would envy, and
the conservative investments my financial advisor recommends. Safe. Stable.
Predictable.

And | still don’t have enough capital to help my dad.

“How much would you recommend investing?’ | hear myself ask.

Vince whistles low. “Look who'sfinally ready to gamble.”

“l didn't say | was doingit,” | say quickly. “Just asking.”

“Minimum five hundred grand to make it worth the risk,” Nate says matter-of-factly.
“But don’'t do it unlessyou're sure.”
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Five hundred grand. It's a lot of money but not life-changing for someone with my
income. Still...

“Let methink about it,” | say.

“Better think fast.” Nate picks up his drumsticks. “Word's getting out. Won't stay
thislow for long.”

We get back to working on the song, but my mind keeps drifting to those charts,
those possihilities. It’ s time to shake things up. Take some real risks.

An image of Lila flashes through my mind—the way she looked in my arms
yesterday, water dripping from her lashes, her lips so close to mine...

“Earth to Luke,” Cass calls. “We losing you to the stock market already?’

| shake my head, forcing myself to focus. “Just thinking about the bridge. What if we
tried it inaminor key?’

But even as we work through the new arrangement, part of my mind is still on risks
worth taking and changes waiting to be made.

I’ve always been careful with my money. After watching my dad almost lose
everything, | swore I'd never take a gamble | couldn’t afford to lose. The guys are
right. The only major expense I’ ve allowed myself this past year is my Jeep, and even
that felt like an indulgence.



We spend the next hour fine-tuning the arrangement. We're each focused and
purposeful—the kind of vibe that means we' re on the verge of something great.

By the time we call it a day, the song feels solid—one of those rare tracks that come
together so smoothly it feelslike it was just waiting for usto find it.

As the others pack up their gear, | catch myself glancing at Nate again, the wheels in
my head still turning. Maybe it's time to take a leap of faith—not just in the market,
but in the idea that sometimes, a calculated risk is worth the reward.

When | pull into the driveway, the sun is still bright in the sky. The hours with the
band had been productive—one of those rare sessions where the music seemed to
flow effortlessly. But instead of feeling accomplished, | can’'t shake the restless
energy that’s been clinging to me all morning.

Maybe it's Nate's stock talk, maybe it’s the song we' ve been working on, or maybe
it's something else—or someone—blonde and curvy who's been occupying way too
much space in my head lately.

| grab a bottle of water from the fridge and head out to the deck, hoping the ocean air
will clear my mind. But when | step outside, the sight that greets me only makes
things worse.

Lilais out on the beach, stretched out on a bright yellow towel in the sand.

My feet stop moving of their own accord.

She's wearing a vintage-style swimsuit, the kind that’s supposed to be modest but
somehow makes everything more enticing. The deep red fabric hugs every curve,

highlighting the dip of her waist and the fullness of her hips. Her hair is loose,
spilling across her towel in honey-colored waves. The way she looks in that swimsuit



has my brain scrambling for coherent thought.

| freeze, trying to stop myself from doing something stupid, like walking down there
just to be closer to her. She's oblivious to my presence, her focus entirely on the
small bottle of oil she's holding.

| should go inside. | definitely shouldn’t stand here watching as she slowly unscrews
the cap off the bottle.

But then she starts applying it, and | swallow hard as she pours a small amount into
her palm, her movements slow and deliberate. She starts with her arms, smoothing
the oil over her skin in long, graceful strokes. She moves with an unconscious
sensuality that’s far more alluring than any deliberate attempt at seduction.

It's hypnotic. Mesmerizing. And it is absolutely not something | should be watching.

| tell myself to look away, to go back inside and leave her to her peaceful moment.
But my feet stay planted, my eyes locked on her as she moves to her legs, her fingers
skimming over the curve of her calf, up to her thighs.

My chest tightens, and | take a long drink from the water bottle, hoping the cool
liquid will temper the heat ssimmering under my skin. It doesn’t.

She shifts dlightly, reaching again for her shoulder, and | see a hint of a smile on her
lips like she's enjoying the warmth of the sun on her skin. It's such a simple, natural
moment, but there’ s something about it that feels intimate—like I'm witnessing aside
of her she doesn’'t let many people see.

And damn, if it doesn’'t make me want to be closer and to know what’s going on in
her head when she smiles like that, to hear the sound of her laugh without a group of
people around, and to feel her skin under my hands the way her fingers glide over it



now.

| drag a hand down my face, muttering a curse under my breath. Thisis getting out of
hand.

When she arches her back to reach behind her, | have to grip the deck railing tighter
to remain where I’'m standing as | half-chub.

“Get it together, Sterling,” | mutter to myself. But | can’t tear my eyes away as she
rolls onto her stomach, exposing the graceful line of her back, the gentle swell of her
heart-shaped ass—

She's made it clear she wants to keep things friendly—after she found out about
Crystal. And I’ ve been doing my best to honor that. But every time I’m around Lilait
gets harder to ignore the pull. She's different from anyone I've ever met—funny,
smart, confident in away that sneaks up on you.
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And then there' s this. The way she looks right now, laid-back and radiant, the picture
of effortless beauty. It’s enough to make any man lose his freakin’ mind.

Then Lila sits up, stretching like a cat in the sunlight, and al my good intentions go
up in smoke.

As if sensing my thoughts, she glances over her shoulder, her warm hazel eyes
scanning the deck. | duck back, cursing myself for being so obvious, but it’s too late.

She' s seen me.

“Luke?’ she calls, ditting up dlightly. Her hair falls over one shoulder, loose and
golden in the bright sunlight. “Is that you?’

| step into view, trying to play it cool. “Y eah. Just got back.”
She starts gathering her things as if she’ s done sunbathing just because I'm here.

Taking the steps down to the beach. Sand shifts under my feet as | make my way to
where Lila s wrapping herself in a white cover-up.

“You don’'t have to leave on my account,” | say, trying to keep my voice light.

“1 should get inside anyway.” She's not meeting my eyes. “| have some recipe testing
to do for that corporate dinner on Friday.”

“Right.” 1 shove my hands in my pockets to keep from reaching for her. “Need any
taste testers?”



She looks up then, and something in my expression makes her breath catch. “Luke...”

“Sorry.” | step back, giving her space. “That was... | shouldn’t...”

“It's okay.” She clutches her towel tighter. “We're friends, right? Friends can taste
test.”

Right. But friends don’t watch friends apply suntan oil like it's soft-core porn.
Friends don’t imagine tracing those oil-slicked curves with their hands, their mouth...

“We should go in,” | say roughly.

She nods but doesn’t move. The wind off the ocean plays with her hair, carrying the
scent of coconut oil and the soft fragrance of Lila to me. My hands clench in my
pockets.

“Luke?’ Her voiceis soft, uncertain.

“Yeah?i

“Why...” She takes a deep breath. “Why are you with Crystal ?’

The question hits me like a punch to the gut. Of all the things she could have asked,
thisisthe one | can’t answer. Not truthfully.

“1t’s complicated—and It’ s not what you think. | mean, we' ve never even—-*

| cut off my words at Lila's raised brows. She looks like she doesn’'t believe me, and
who can blame her? A famous rockstar would—could have his pick of women.
Instead, | made a deal with the devil, which comes with a high-society girlfriend |
don’t want. Someone I’ m not even attracted to because she is too superficial. Crystal



acts possessive and makes it clear to everyone that she' s dating a famous rockstar, but
I’m just a means to an end—a way for her to advance up the social ladder and get
more attention. There aretimes | doubt if she even likes spending time with me.

Lilajust stands there waiting for me to finish my sentence, but | don’t. Instead, | say
again, hating myself alittle. “It's complicated,”

“Right.” She gives me a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “Of courseitis.”

She turns to go, but | catch her arm before | can stop myself. Her skin is warm and
smooth under my fingers, still slick with oil.

“Lila’ I_H

Her phone chimes from inside her beach bag. The sound breaks whatever spell we're
under, and she pulls away.

“| really should get inside,” she says.

| watch her climb the steps to our deck, the red swimsuit visible through her white
cover-up. Just before she goes inside, she turns back.

“For what it’sworth,” she says quietly, “complicated isn’'t always better than simple.”
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Then she’ s gone, leaving me standing in the sand with the taste of regret in my mouth
and the ghost of her skin under my fingers.

She's right. Simple would be better. Simple would be walking away from Crystal,
from the deal with her father, from al of it. Simple would be going after
what—who—I really want.

But smple isn't an option. Not if | want to protect my father and everything he's
worked for.

So, I'll keep things complicated. Keep my distance. Keep pretending | don't feel
anything when | look at Lila

But standing here, watching the space where she disappeared, I’ m starting to wonder
if any of it isworth the cost.

Seven
Lila

The breeze feels like it's carried straight off the Mediterranean Sea as | step onto the
stone patio of the oceanfront villa. It's extravagant in a way that doesn’t just scream
money—it whispers it, refined and understated. Twinkling lights wrap around palm
trees, casting a warm glow over the intimate dining setup. A long, elegant table
draped in linen sits at the heart of the patio, surrounded by plush chairs that look like
they belong in an interior design magazine.



“Lila, this is stunning,” Jenny, my assistant from the bakery, whispers as she sets
down the last of the stemless wine glasses.Her dark curls bounce as she glances
around, wide-eyed. “1 can’t believe we're working here tonight.”

“Neither can I,” | admit, smoothing my apron as | step back to admire the setup. “But
let’sfocus. Thisisour shot to make a great impression.”

It's not just a shot—it’stheshot. The kind that could change everything. When the
company reached out, they made it clear they wanted top-tier service for their
executives, and I’ ve gone above and beyond to deliver. Every detail, from the custom
menu to the timing of each course, has been carefully planned. The theme is
Mediterranean, and I’ ve spent the last week perfecting every dish—including grilled
lamb skewers, fresh hummus with handmade pita, citrus-marinated olives, roasted
eggplant, and a decadent honey-almond baklava for dessert.

Executivesin tailored suits and cocktail dresses gather on the patio, their laughter and
clinking glasses blending with the soft crash of the waves below. Jenny and I move
seamlessly between the kitchen and the table, presenting each dish with the kind of
care that makes even the simplest ingredients feel luxurious.

“Fresh grilled lamb with rosemary and garlic,” | say, setting down a plate in front of
the host, Mr. Carmichael, a distinguished man with salt-and-pepper hair and a
polished smile. “Paired with a mint-yogurt dipping sauce.”

By the time dessert rolls around, | know we've nailed it. The honey-almond baklava
Is the final triumph, golden and glistening on the plates as the guests marvel over the
perfect balance of sweetness and spice.

“This is incredible,” one of the women gushes, her diamond earrings catching the
light as she turns to the host. “Where did youfindher?’



“She came highly recommended,” the host says, smiling at me. “And now | see why.
Lila, you've outdone yourself.”

“Thank you,” | say, my cheeks warming. “I’m so glad you enjoyed everything.”

The last of the baklava disappears from crystal serving plates as | begin cleanup in
the villa's enormous kitchen. Jenny is efficiently loading the commercia dishwasher
while | package the few remaining appetizers for the host.

“That went perfectly,” Jenny whispers excitedly. “Did you see their faces when you
brought out the baklava?’

| smile, remembering the appreciative murmurs that had followed each course. The
practice runs over the past week had paid off—especially the night Luke had sampled
everything, offering thoughtful feedback between bites. His obviousenjoyment of the
food had given me the confidence boost | needed.

“Mrs. Carmichael loved the mezze spread,” | say, carefully wrapping the last of the
leftovers. “And the lamb tagine and skewers were a hit.”

“A hit?’ Jenny raises an eyebrow. “That silver-haired man asked for thirds.”

The evening had gone better than I'd dared hope. The Mediterranean menu worked
perfectly for the upscale business dinner, each course flowing seamlessly into the
next. Everything came together exactly as planned.

“Lila, dear,” Mrs. Carmichael sweeps into the kitchen, her designer dress sparkling
under the recessed lighting. “Y ou’ ve absolutely outdone yourself. Everyoneis raving

about the food.”

“I’m so glad you enjoyed it,” | say, trying to maintain professional composure despite



my internal victory dance.

“Enjoyed it? My dear, you've set the bar impossibly high for all future dinner
parties.” She takes my hands in hers. “I’ve already given your card to three of my
friends.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Carmichael. That means a lot.” | say, my voice steady despite the
thrill coursing throughme.

“Please, call me Diane.” She waves elegantly toward the dining room. “Take your
time cleaning up. The company men are moving to the terrace for cigars and
brandy—so cliché, but what can you do?’

She glides out, leaving behind a cloud of expensive perfume and the promise of
future bookings. Jenny and | exchange excited grins before returning to our cleanup
routine.

The evening would’' ve been perfect—one of those rare, seamless nights that stays in
your memory forever—if it weren’t for the conversation, I’'m unfortunate enough to
overhear next.
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I’m gathering empty glasses on atray near the terrace doors when male voices drift in
through the partially open French doors.

“...Sterling Motors won't know what hit them.”
| pause, the name catching my attention.
“Marcus hasit al arranged,” a deeper voice says.

“Trust me,” one of the men says, his voice low but full of certainty. “It's a done deal.
Once Sterling Motors is under Marcus control, we'll swoop in and grab it for
pennies.”

Sterling Motors?The name rings a bell—because it's Luke's last name. But | doubt
there’ s a connection.

“Are you sure about this?’ another man asks, his tone skeptical. “Sterling’s been in
the game along time. They’re not going down without a fight.”

“They don’'t have a choice,” the first man replies, a smug edge to his voice. “I’ve got
it on good authority—certain... arrangements have aready been made. It's just a
matter of time.”

The clink of crystal startles me, and | realize I’m in danger of dropping aglass. | had
better get moving and mind my own business. Their conversation has nothing to do
with me. | head to the kitchen. Forcing the overheard gossip to the back of my mind,
yet something about the confidence in that man’'s voice leaves a sour taste in my



mouth.

As | walk to the kitchen another of the guests approaches, pulling me aside. “Hi, I'm
Rebel Henson. | own the pub, Shot in the Dark. | sometimes partner with Haley
Harris, my sister-in-law who caters, but we're always looking for talented chefs, for
one reason or another.”

“I'm Lila Jeffers,” | introduce myself, remembering the pub where | met Emily on
my first day in the city.

“My husband Hunter will be hosting a charity galain a few months,” Rebel tells me.
“Expect acall.”

“That’s very kindof you,”

“It’ s not kindness,” she says with a smile showing deep dimples. “It’s common sense.
You'reagem, Lila. Don't let anyone tell you otherwise.”

My heart leaps. A gala would be a huge opportunity, exactly the kind of exposure |
need to build my business.

The high from tonight’s event stays with me al the way home. The compliments
from the host, the promises to spread the word—it's al swirling in my head, leaving
me breathless with excitement. | can’t stop smiling, my hands gripping the steering
wheel as | replay the night in my mind. For the first time since setting out on my own,
| feel like I’ m truly on the right track—Iike all my hard work is finally paying off.

When | pull into the driveway, | notice the faint glow of lights on the back deck.
Luke' s Jeep is parked in its usual spot, and | find myself wondering if he stayed up
just to see how my night went. The thought sends a flicker of warmth through me,
though | quickly push it aside. It'sjust afriendly gesture, | tell myself. Nothing more.



| grab my bag and make my way inside, kicking off my heels with a sigh of relief.
The house is quiet, but when | step out onto the deck, Luke is there, leaning against
the railing with a glass of wine in hand. A second glass sits on the small table beside
him, condensation beading on its surface.

“Hey,” he says, hisvoice low and warm. “How’d it go?’

“1 thought you'd be asleep,” | murmur.

“And miss hearing about your big night?’ He hands me a glass of what | recognize as
my favorite Pinot Grigio. “Not a chance.”

“S0?" His eyes are bright with genuine interest. “Tell me everything.”

“It went better than | could’ve imagined,” | say, my smile widening as | sink into the
chair across from him. “The host loved everything. The guests were raving about the
food. And at the end of the night, | was told to expect a call about agala.”

Luke grins, lifting his glass in atoast. “Sounds like a hell of a night. Congrats, Lila
You deserveit.”

“Thanks,” | say, taking a sip from my glass. The wine is crisp and cool, the perfect
contrast to the warm breeze drifting off the ocean. “It feels... incredible. Like I'm
finaly doing what | was meant to do.”

“1 know that feeling,” Luke says, his smile softening. “It’s like coming offstage after
a killer show. You're riding high, completely in the moment. It doesn’t get much

better than that.”

| tilt my head,studying him. “Isit really like that for you? Performing?’



“Yeah,” he says, nodding. “Everything else fades away, and al that matters is the
music. The crowd, the energy, the connection—it’s addictive.”

| sip my wine, letting his words sink in. “I guess tonight was my version of that. It
wasn't a stage, but—I don’t know. Hearing people talk about how much they loved

my food, seeing the looks on their faces—it felt good.”

Luke chuckles, his gaze steady on mine. “ Sounds like you' re hooked.”
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“Maybe | am,” | admit, laughing softly. “I could definitely get used to feeling like

this.”

The night air is perfect—warm with just enough breeze to carry the salt spray. Luke's
watching me with an expression that makes my heart flutter.

“Want to walk it off?’ he asks, nodding toward the beach. “Y ou seem too energized
to sit still.”

| should say no. It's late; we've been drinking wine, and a moonlit beach walk with
Luke Sterling is definitely not on my list of smart decisions.

“Sure,” | hear myself say instead.

We make our way down to the water’'s edge. The sand is still warm from the day’s
sun, and the waves create a rhythmic soundtrack to our conversation.

The wine has loosened my nerves, and | find myself opening up in a way that feels
easy and natural.

“1 want to thank you,” | say, glancing over at him. “I was so nervous about tonight,
but knowing you believed in me... it helped. More than you probably realize.”

Luke shrugs, but there's a softness in his expression that makes my chest tighten.
“You didn’t need my help, Lila. You're talented as hell. Anyone with half abrain can
see that.”



“Still,” 1 say, my voice quieter now. “It meansalot.”

We walk in silence for amoment. He steals a glance at me, his profile illuminated by
the moonlight.

“I love seeing you like this,” Luke says softly, turning toward me. “Y ou’ re glowing.”

“It's probably the wine,” | deflect, but | can feel myself blushing.

“No, it's not.” He stops walking, turning to face me. “It’s passion. When you talk
about food, about creating experiences for people, you light up from the inside out.”

The intensity in his voice makes me shiver despite the warm night. “Like you with
music after a great show?”’

“Feeling like you could conquer the world?" He steps closer, and | can smell his
familiar scent—salt air and a faint hint of the masculine cologne he wears. “Y eah,
exactly like that.”
We're standing too close now, the waves lapping at our feet. The moon catches the
slver in his eyes, and I'm reminded of another passionate conversation—-one |
overheard tonight.

“Luke,” | start, not sure how to ask if he’s connected in some way to Sterling Motors.

But before | can find the words, he reaches up and cups my face in his hands. “I’ve
been trying so hard to stay away from you,” he murmurs.

“We should stay away from each other,” | whisper, even as| lean into his touch.

“Should we?’



Then he's kissing me, and al thoughts of overheard corporate takeovers disappear.
His lips are soft but insistent, tasting ofwine and moonlight. I melt into him, my
hands resting on his firm chest as his slide into my hair.

He kisses like he makes music—with his whole soul holding nothing back. | hear
myself make a small sound of need, and he pulls me closer, deepening the kiss until |
almost fedl dizzy with desire.

The sharp ring of his phone shatters the moment.

We break apart, both breathing hard. Crystal’s name glows on his screen like an
accusation.

“l can't,” | say, stepping back. “We can't.”

“Lila—"

“You have a girlfriend, Luke.” The words taste like ashes in my mouth. “And
however complicated it is... that’s not my business.”

Hisface goes still. “You'reright.”

The phone keeps ringing between us. | wrap my arms around myself, suddenly cold
despite the warm night.
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“l can't be this person.” | take another step back. “I can't be the other woman
sneaking around and stealing moments. | deserve better than that.”

“Yes, you do,” he saysroughly, “but it’ s not that smple.”
“It never is.” | turn away, fighting tears. “ Goodnight, Luke.”
“Lila, wait—"

But I'm aready walking away, my feet carrying me swiftly across the sand. Behind
me, | hear him finally answer his phone, his voice low and strained.

By the time | reach the house, my lips are still tingling from his kiss, but my heart
feels heavy. The taste of success from earlier has been replaced by something bitter
and filled with regret.

| touch my fingers to my mouth, remembering the way he kissed me—like a
drowning man finding air. | slowly walk inside, leaving behind my empty wine glass
and an even emptier dream of a future with Luke.

Eight

Luke

The plane touches down at a private airfield near JFK, and I'm aready exhausted.

Not physically—though the red-eye flight didn’'t help—but emotionally. My fingers
drum restlessly against my thigh, playing phantom melodies as | stare out the



window.

“You look like shit,” Cass says cheerfully, dropping into the seat next to me as the
other band membersfile past. “ Trouble in paradise?’

If by paradise he means the constant war between what | want and what | have to do,
then yeah, there strouble.

“I'mfing,” | say, but even | don't believeit.

“Right.” He draws out the word skeptically. “That’s why you’ ve been moping around
like someone kicked your ass for days.”

“1 don’t mope.”

“Bro,” Vince calls from the aisle, “you’ve been playing nothing but sad ballads
during rehearsals. Even your sound check yesterday was depressing.”

They’re not wrong. Ever since that kiss on the beach—God, that kiss—I haven’t been
able to focus on anything else. The way she felt in my arms, the soft sound she made

when | pulled her closer, and the look in her eyes before she walked away.

“l amost invited Lila,” | admit quietly, while the others are distracted with gathering
their carry-ons. “To come with ustonight.”

Cass frowns. “Why didn’t you?’

“Because | can't offer her what she deserves.” The words taste bitter.

“Can’'t? Or won't?’ He fixes me with that penetrating stare that’s always made me
feel like he can see right through mybullshit. “Luke, I’ve known you for all these



years, and |’ ve never seen you so instantly enamored by anyone—*

“Don’'t,” | cut him off. “I know I’ve got it bad.”

He holds up his hands in surrender, but his eyes are knowing. “All I'm saying is,
maybe it’ s time to stop letting other people control your life.”

If only he knew how impossible that was.

Our driver is waiting with a sleek black SUV, and soon, we're threading through
Manhattan traffic toward our hotel. The others chat excitedly about tonight’s show at
Madison Square Garden, but I’'m lost in my own thoughts.

Y ears ago, when we were just starting out, playing at The Garden seemed like an
impossible dream. Now we're headlining, our band name in lights above one of the
most iconic venues in the world. | should be ecstatic. Instead, | wonder if Lila will
watch the performance on live stream or even miss me while I’m gone.

“Earth to Luke,” Nat€e' s voice breaks through my brooding. “We're here, man.”

The Four Seasons rises above us, all glass and luxury.

In myroom, | sit at the baby grand piano the hotel provided at Emily’s request—she’'s
a great manager and always thinking of each band member. My fingers find the keys

automatically, playing the melody that’ s been haunting me for days.

It's a new song—one | haven't shared with the band yet. Too personal, too raw.
Every note speaks of hope and new love.
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| suddenly turn from the piano and walk over to the floor-length window.

New York City. The lights, the noise, the energy—it’s everything you' d expect. And
usually, it's the kind of place that gets my adrenaline pumping. Walking through the
bustling streets, knowing I’ m about to play to a packed house, should have me riding
high. I’'m a rockstar in one of the biggest bands in the country. This is the dream,
right?

So why the hell can’t | stop thinking about her?

We're playing a one-night show. The event was planned to keep the hype alive before
we head back to the studio to finish the new album. It’s the kind of thing we live
for—stepping onto a stage, hearing the roar of the crowd, and losing ourselvesin the
music—especially here.

But instead of focusing on the setlist or the soundcheck, my mind keeps drifting back
to Lila | think about the way hersmile lights up her whole face. | remember how her
voice softens when she talks about her dreams. And | can’'t forget how she looked at
me on the beach—Iike she was starting to feel something, too.

But then my phone rang, and she left—and who could blame her?

| drag a hand through my hair, frustrated with myself. She made her feelings clear.
She wants to keep things neighborly, and I’ ve been doing my best to leave her alone.
But damn, it's not easy. Not when she's all | can think about, even in the middle of
the city that never slegps.



| return to the piano, but this time the melody won’t come. Instead, | find myself
thinking about choices and consequences, the price of freedom, and the cost of family
loyalty.

Tonight, I'll go on stage and play the part of the successful rockstar. I’'ll smile for
cameras and pretend everything’ s perfect. But something has to give.

| pull out my phone, looking at Lila's last text before | left on our flight: a
simple’ good luck’ with a smiling face emoji. My thumb hovers over the keyboard, but
what can | say? Sorry, I'm trapped in a relationship because her father coulddestroy
my family’s company. Sorry, | kissed you and then had to walk away.

Sorry, I’'m not selfish enough to choose you.

| put the phone away and get ready for the performance.

We're backstage at Madison Square Garden, and you can aready feel the thrum of
excitement in the air.

“Hey, you good?’ Vince's voice pulls me out of my thoughts. He's leaning against
the entrance to the dressing room, his guitar slung over his shoulder, his trademark
frown firmly in place.

“Yeah,” | say, forcing asmile. “Just... tired, | guess.”

He raises an eyebrow, clearly not buying it. “Tired? Come on, man. We're in New
Y ork. Y ou should be on fire right now.”

“I am. | will be,” | lie, grabbing a bottle of water from the dressing table. “Just need
to get through tonight.”



Vince watches me for a moment, trying to figure out what’'s really going on. But
thankfully, he doesn’t push. “Well, snap out of it,” he says, smirking. “We've got a
sold-out crowd waiting to lose their minds.”

| nod, taking a long sip of water as he heads out to join the rest of the band for a
soundcheck.

By the time we hit the stage, the venue is electric. The roar of the crowd is deafening,
a wall of sound that crashes over me like a wave. | hover over my keyboard, my
fingers finding the familiar keys as the opening notes of our first song fill the air.

This should be the moment where everything else fades away, and it’s just me, the
music, and the crowd. But even as | lose myself in the performance, the ghost of
Lila's presence lingers in the back of my mind. Her laugh, her warmth, the way she
looks at me when she thinks I’ m not paying attention.

| push through, song after song, pouring everything | have into the music. By the time
we hit the final notes of the encore, the audience is on their feet, screaming for more.
| should feel invincible, untouchable. But as the lights go down and the adrenaline
startsto fade, al | feel isthe ache of something missing—or someone.

Back at the hotel, the guys are in full celebration mode. The couples share the
moment; Cass is kissing Kendrick, and Sam has his arm around Emily. Vince orders
around of drinks, and Nate gets his phone out, probably checking the stocks again.
Everyone'sin high spirits, the kind of energy that comes from nailing a show in one
of the biggest citiesin the world.

| should be right there with them, soaking it al in. But instead, | find myself standing
by the window, staring out at the glittering skyline.

“Hey, Luke,” Sam says, walking up to me and nudging me with a grin. “What's



going on with you, man? Y ou’ ve been in your head al day.”

“Nothing,” | say, shaking my head. “Just... thinking.”

“About what?’ Sam presses, taking a sip of his drink. “Wait, let me guess. Blonde,
curvy, killer cook?’

| glare at him, but he just laughs. “Come on, man. It’s obvious. Y ou’ ve been different
ever since she showed up.”

“Dropit, Sam,” | say, my voice sharper than | intended.

“Alright, alright.” He holds up his hands in mock surrender. “But for the record? Y ou
should go for it. Life’ stoo short to play it safe. | should know.”
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| don’t respond, turning back to the window as his words echo in my head.

Later, lying in bed in my darkened hotel room, | can’t sleep. My body is practically
humming like alive wire from the adrenaline still coursing through my veins.

The show, the city, and the noise outside—it all blends into a kaleidoscope of noise
and energy as my thoughts circle back to Lila. | remember how she looked at me on
the beach like she was daring me to close the distance between us—and | wanted to. |
also remember the look on her face as she walked away and how it made my chest
ache.

| can’t keep doing this—hovering in limbo, pretending | don’t want more when every
part of me is screaming that | do. But what the hell am | supposed to do? | wasn't
lying when | told her it was complicated.

And then there’s Crystal. Her father’s hold on me, the mess I’ ve been trying to keep
under wraps—it's al tied together in a knot | don’t know how to untangle. The last
thing | want isto drag Lilainto it, to make her a part of aworld that’s been filled with
nothing but difficulties and compromises.

| turn and punch my pillow, but it doesn’t help. Nothing can change the fact that she's
under my skin in away no one else has ever been. And as much as | hate to admit it, |
don’t think | can walk away.

Glancing at the clock again, | see it's amost three in the morning. Lila sometimes
gets up this early when she' sworking at the bakery. Before | can talk myself out of it,
| grab my phone from the nightstand and tap out a quick text.



‘NY C performance went great. Hope you have a good morning.’ My thumb hovers
over the screen for amoment before hitting the send button.

A few minutes later, | get her response.‘It was incredible!’ with her familiar smiley
face emoji.

| wait to see if she’'ll say more but after a few moments. | put my phone away and
lean back against the pillows. What did | expect? She's probably busy taking a
shower and getting dressed before she heads to work. Damn. My mind immediately
gets a picture of how she looked, spreading oil on her arms and legs, only this time
she’' s damp and naked in the shower.Fuck!

In frustration, | viciously yank off the covers, stand, and walk into the hotel’s
luxurious bathroom. | turn on the shower, full blast and step under the stinging spray.

As | soap up, an image of Lilain the shower with me appears. Her soft pink mouth
opening as she kneels in front of me and leans her head back, blinking water drops
from her long lashes. My hand, slick with soap, snakes down my body and wraps
around my lengthening cock. | begin stroking myself as | imagine what she does next
with her hot little mouth, giving a guttural groan when | finally find a singular form
of release—jerking off with my hand.

L eaning against the cool shower wall, | rest my forehead on my arm and let the warm
water continue to cascade over me. Reduced to satisfying myself—some hot shot,
rockstar | am. But | don't want anyone else. No groupies, no Crystal. All | want at
this moment is Lila. But she's millions of miles away, and I'm not just talking about
distance.

Nine

Lila



The scent of lemon and vanillafills Beach Bites as | slide another tray of scones into
theindustrial oven. My phone sits on the stainless steel prep table, and | fight the urge
to check it again. Luke's 3 AM text shouldn’'t make my heart flutter like this, but it
does.

‘It was incredible!*—my small-town response to his sold-out Madison Square Garden
show.

Hours later, I'm still staring at his text, plus his signature keyboard emoji—his little
stamp of rockstar personality that makes me smile. It's so differentfrom my standard

smiley face.

“Lilal” Jenny waves her flour-covered hand in front of my face. “You've checked
your phone every ten minutes since you got here.”

“Sorry.” | adjust my apron and grab the bowl of cream cheese frosting. “Just
distracted.”

“Uh-huh.” Jenny’s smile grows, and | know she's about to start digging. “Let me
guess. A guy?’

“What? No,” | say too quickly, which only makes her laugh.

“It'saguy,” she says, nudging me with her elbow. “Spill, Lila. I'm dying of curiosity
over here.”

“It's nothing,” | say, focusing on the next cupcake with laser precision. “It’s just...
confusing.”

Jenny gives me aknowing look. “lsn’t it always?’



The truth is, it's more than confusing. It was exactly three nights ago, on a moonlit
beach, after he congratulated me that he—

No. | won't think about that kiss and how perfectly his lips fit against mine, how his
hands in my hair made me forget everything except the sound of the surf, and how |
felt his heartbeat under my palms.

“He's dating someone,” | say, more to remind myself than her—Crystal, who I’'ve
only met once but felt completely out of my league afterward.

My eyes automatically go again to my phone, and Jenny reaches over and snatches it
from my hand.

Heat creeps up my neck as Jenny eagerly reads Luke's early morning text. “So, this
guy isin aband? Cool!”



Page 25

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 6:57 am

“Yeah. It was just a quick update about their show,” | say as | smear a generous
portion of cream cheese frosting over more cupcakes. “Nothing special.”

“Uh-huh.” Jenny’ s knowing smile makes me want to throw flour at her. “That’s why
you have that dreamy look on your face.”

“1 do not have adreamy look!” | turn to look at the clock and see that it’s almost time
to open the doors. We' re soon so busy with the morning rush that we don’t have time
for personal talk. Yet, even as | serve the coffee and dish out the baked goods, my
mind continues to sift through the details.

Crystal’s call is still sharp in my mind, her name flashing on Luke's phone and
interrupting the moment. Luke didn’t have to take it—not right then—Dbut he did. And
as much as | tellmyself I’'m okay with the boundaries we' ve set, the truth is, I’'m not
sure |l am.

Part of me wants to confront him, to demand answers about what’s really going on
between him and Crystal. But the other part of me—the part that remembers how it
felt to be kissed like that—doesn’t want to hear an answer that will shatter whatever
fragile connection we have.

Jenny’ s voice suddenly snaps me back to the present, and | realize she' s been talking.

“Sorry,” I mumble, wiping my hands on my apron. “What were you saying?’

Jenny shakes her head, laughing. “1 was saying you missed some serious flirting. That
guy who just asked for the double chocolate muffins? He was totally into you.”



“What guy?’ | frown, glancing at the register where a customer is walking out the
door with abox of muffinsin his hands.

Jenny lets out adramatic sigh. “Exactly. You didn’t even notice.”

| roll my eyes, but she’s not wrong. | didn’t notice him. My head is too full of Luke
Sterling to make room for anyone el se rightnow.

“You should give him a chance,” Jenny teases. “He was cute. And he tipped well.”

“Noted,” | say dryly, grabbing atray of scones to restock the display case.

“Seriously? He was a catch—and clearly interested!”

“Was he?’ | busy myself with cleaning the counter. “Like| said. | didn’t notice.”

She throws her hands up. “Lila, he was ready to ask you out. But you're too busy
mooning over some guy who already has a girlfriend.”

“l wasn't mooning,” | protest weakly.

“No? Then why do you keep checking your phone?’ She challenges.

“I’m waiting for business calls. The dinner party was a huge success, remember?”’

As if on cue, my phone starts ringing. | glance at it, then let it go to voicemail, not
recognizing the number.

“See? Business calls.”

Jenny just shakes her head and goesto help a new customer.



The morning rush continues, keeping us busy, but during alull, | finally get a chance
to check my messages. The first is from Mrs. Carmichael, who gushed about the
other night’s dinner and promised more referrals. The second is from someone who
was at the dinner and wants to book a future wedding anniversary party.

The third makes my heart skip.

“Hello, this is Hunter Henson's office calling for Lila Jeffers. We're organizing the
annual Mothers Advancement Program Gala in three months, and your name came
highly recommended. Please call us back at your earliest convenience to discuss the
possibility of handling the catering.”

| play the message again, hardly daring to believe it—the Mothers Advancement
Program. | quickly Google the name to find that the galais one of the biggest charity
events of the year. Politicians, celebrities, business |eaders—everyone who's anyone
attends.

“Jenny!” | call out, my voice squeaking.

“What?’ she asks, her expression curious.

“1 think,” | say, unable to keep the smile off my face, “1 just got my bigbreak.”

She hurries over, and | play the message a third time. Her eyes get wider with each
word.
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“Holy shit,” she breathes when it ends. “Lila, thisis huge!”

“I know!” | clutch her arm. “But can | even handle something this big? It could be
dozens of people, multiple courses...”

“Of course you can,” she says firmly. “You' ve been training for this your whole
career. Plus, you' Il have help. Y ou don’t have to do thisalone.”

| hug her impulsively, flour dust and all. “Y ou’re the best.”

“1 know.” She pulls back, grinning. “Now call them back before they change their
minds!”

But even as | dial Hunter Henson’ s office, my thoughts keep drifting to Luke—to the
kiss we shared and to the complications he can’'t explain.

Focus, | tell myself firmly. You have a chance at your dreams here. Don't let
anything, or anyone, distract you from that.

Even if that anyone has the lightest blue eyes you' ve ever seen and kisses like he
wants to devour you.

The setting sun slants through my kitchen windows as | chop vegetables, steadfastly
ignoring the fact that I'm making way too much food for one person. The knife
moves rhythmically against the cutting board—carrots, celery, onions—the
foundation of a simple yet classic meal, and definitely not because Luke mentioned
once that one of his favorite comfort foods was his mom'’s chicken in gravy recipe.



“You're being ridiculous,” | mutter to myself, tossing the vegetables into my Dutch
oven. The aromatics hit the hot oil with a satisfying sizzle.

| know Luke's flight gets in around seven—not that | checked the arrival times or
anything. And I’'m definitely not timing this dinner to be ready around then. That
would be pathetic, considering how | walked away from him on the beach and
considering he has a girlfriend.

Considering everything.

Still, my hands move with practiced efficiency as | brown the chicken, deglaze the
pan with wine, and add the herbs. The familiar routine of cooking usually centers me,
but today, it doesn’t seem to behelping.

I’'m determined to keep things strictly platonic. So why am | cooking for him?
Because it's Luke, and he' s always hungry. And I'm a chef and just being neighborly.
Right?

Or maybe he was telling the truth. | mean, 1’ve not even seen him kiss Crystal; she
just does those little air kisses—isn't that a sign? Could there still be a chance...

No. | cut that thought off before it can take root. Hope is dangerous when it comes to
Luke Sterling.

Back in the kitchen, the rich aroma of the cooked chicken fills the air. | taste-test the
flavor, adjusting the seasonings automatically. It's perfect—the wine is mellowed
into a velvety sauce, the herbs bright but not overwhelming, and the chicken
practically falls off the bone.

I’ ve made dinner, and it just happens to be enough for two.



“Thisis getting embarrassing,” | tell my empty kitchen. But I’ m already reaching for
containers and planning how to package everything.

| add fresh green beans with toasted almonds because they need to be eaten tonight
while they’re crisp-tender. A warm baguette, because what’s chicken without bread
to soak up the sauce—what Luke calls gravy? And because I’ m apparentlygoing all
in on this bout of temporary insanity, | throw in a slice of the chocolate tart | made
this afternoon.

The basket | use for picnics sits on my counter, mocking me with its perfect size for
this definitely not-planned care package.

“I'm just being neighborly,” | say out loud, carefully arranging everything inside.
“That'sall.”

It's ridiculous, really. We're just friends. But even that feels like shaky ground after
the kiss on the beach and the early morning text that’s been looping through my head
on repeat. | shouldn’t care this much. | shouldn’t be cooking extrafood just in case he
comes home hungry—but let's face it, Luke sawayshungry. And | definitely
shouldn’'t be standing here, debating whether leaving it a his door is a thoughtful
gesture or a completely transparent one.

Neighbors regularly make dinner for each other after sharing one smoking hot kiss
and then explicitly stating they need space—right?

Who am | kidding? | like cooking for Luke! So, | grab a notecard, then spend an
embarrassingly long time staring at it. What do | write? ‘Welcome back’ sounds too
intimate. ‘Hope your flight was good.” sounds like I've been tracking his travel
schedule (which | haven't... not really). ‘ Thought you might be hungry’ isjust... No.

Finally, | scribble’ Tested a new recipe. Let me know what you think. - L.’



There. Casual. Professional, even. Just a chef looking for feedback. Right!

| check the time—7:15 PM. My heart does a little flutter. Luke's flight should have
landed by now despite the traffic delays. Which means he'll be home soon unless...

Unless Crystal met him at the airport, unless they’'re having a romantic welcome-
home dinner together, or unless—"Stop it,“ | order myself firmly.l already cooked it.

Letting it go to waste now would just be silly.

Wouldn't it?* Just drop off the food, Lila, then leave.”
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The evening air iswarm as | cross the short distance between our apartments. There
are no lights on inside yet. Good.

| set the basket carefully by the door, adjusting the note so it’s impossible to miss. For
a moment, | stand there, my hands hovering over the handle as | debate whether just
to take it back and pretend none of this ever happened. But then | hear it—the low
rumble of an engine coming up the driveway.

My pulse kicks into overdrive as | glance toward the Jeep pulling in. It's Luke.

I’m caught in the moment, unsure whether to run or stay, when the headlights cut off,
plunging the yard into near darkness. A second later, the driver’s door swings open,
and Luke steps out, his silhouette backlit by the faint glow of the vehicle's interior
light, and my heart pounds in my chest.

“Lila?’ Hisvoiceislow, rough with surprise.

“Hey,” | manage, my voice higher than I'd like. “I, uh, was just dropping this off. |
was testing arecipe, and... well, | thought you might be hungry.”

He glances at the basket by the door, then back at me, his expression softening. “You
didn’t have to do that.”

“1 know,” | say, shifting on my feet. “But | figured... well, you' ve been traveling, and
since | made enough for two...” | let my voice trail off, knowing | just gave myself

away.



“Lila,” he says, hisvoice gentle. “Thank you.”

The way he says it—Ilike he's thanking me for more than just the food—makes my
chest tighten. | shrug, trying to play it cool. “It’s no bigdeal.”

“It isto me,” he says, stepping closer. The light catches his face now, and | can see
the exhaustion etched into his features. But there’'s something else, too, something
warmer in his eyes as they hold mine.

“You look tired,” | say softly, trying to break the tension.

He chuckles, running a hand through his hair. “It’s been a long couple of days. But
it's good to be back.”

“Well, now you can eat and get some rest,” | say, gesturing toward the basket.
“Enjoy.”

| start to step back, but he stops me, his hand brushing my arm. “Lila.”

| freeze, my breath catching as | meet his gaze. There’'s something in his expression,
something that makes my heart pound in my chest.

“Yeah?' | whisper.

He hesitates, his hand dropping reluctantly back to his side. “Nothing. Just thanks
again. For this.”

| nod, feeling the moment slipping away before | can figure out what it was supposed
to be. “Anytime.”

With that, | turn and make my way back across the yard, the sound of his voice still



echoing in my head. As | step inside and close the door behind me, | can’'t help but
wonder what he would've said if he hadn’t stopped himself.

Ten

Luke

‘That was the best welcome-back gift ever. The gravy isincredible.’

Without giving Lila a chance to reply, | quickly tap out another text.'Did you really
‘test’ this recipe, or did you remember me saying this was my mom'’s version of
comfort food?

| finally received areply, ‘Busted, with an embarrassed emoji.

| throw back my head and let out a bark of laughter. My mind’s eye already seeing
the blush covering her face.

| quickly tap out the message I’ ve been waiting to send.’| missed you, Lila. Not just
your cooking.’

This is dangerous territory, and | shouldn’t have gone there. | should maintain the
boundaries she set. But she cooked for me, doesn’t that mean something?

‘How was New Y ork?

“Would have been better if you were there.’
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| close my eyes, remembering the way she kissed me back. The way it felt like falling
and flying at the same time, but also what she said as she walked away.

‘Luke... don’'t do this. Itisn’'t fair.’
‘I know. | don’'t have the right. But that doesn’t change how | fedl.’

| stare at the screen, but she doesn’t respond. Damn. How does she feel? For that
matter, how do | feel?

‘The chocolate tart was amazing, by the way,’| finally text, giving her an easy out
from the emotional quicksand we're sinking into. But then | ruin it by typing* Almost
as sweet asyou.’

‘Don’t,’ Lilaimmediately texts back. Then,No dessert-based pickup lines allowed!”

‘Spoilsport. At least come sit on the deck with me whilel finish this feast you
‘tested’ .’

Will she say no? She probably wants to maintain her distance and not get caught up
in the complicated situation I’'min.

‘Just for a few minutes. | have to work tomorrow, she taps back.'but I'll need
detailed feedback on that sauce.’

| can practically see her smile through the text. Grinning, | reply.'Of course. Very
professional’



Thisisaterrible idea. But as | head for the sliding glass door, | can't bring myself to
care. Sometimes, terrible ideas feel an awful lot like good ones.

| hear her soft footsteps on the deck before | see her. She's changed into yoga pants
and an oversized sweater that slips off one shoulder, and the sight of her makes my
chest tight.

“Hey,” she says softly, hovering by the door.

“Hey.” | gesture to the chair next to mine. “ Sit. Have some wine?’

She hesitates, thennods. “ Just one glass.”

| pour her some Pinot Noir that | know she likes, watching as she curls into the chair,
tucking her feet under her. The ocean provides a gentle soundtrack to our silence.

“Thisreally was incredible,” | say, indicating the nearly empty plate. “Similar to how
my mom used to make it.”

“Only similar?’ she asks with a slightly disappointed grimace.

“Yeah, my mom’s gravy wasn't nearly as smooth. It always had lumps.”

She gives an amused laugh. “I’'m glad it was similar.” Her gaze soft in the dim light.
“Sometimes... sometimes food is the best way to say things we can’'t put into words.”

The way she says it makes me wonder what, exactly, she was trying to say with this
meal. | take another sip of wine instead of asking.

“The moonlight looks beautiful tonight,” she murmurs, looking out over the water.



But I'm looking at her—the way the fading light catches her profile, how her fingers
absently trace the rim of her wine glass. “Y eah, beautiful.”

She catches me staring and blushes, that lovely pink | can't get enough of spreading
across her cheeks. “Luke...”

“I know,” | say quickly. “I'm sorry. | just...” | run a hand through my hair in
frustration. “Being around you makes me forget all the reasons why | shouldn’t...”

“Shouldn’t what?’ Her voiceis barely awhisper.

Silently, in my head | answer, ‘I want to pull you into my lap. | want to kiss you until
we both forget everything else. And | want to find out if your skin tastes as sweet as it
looks'.

“Nothing,” | say out loud instead, gripping my wine glass tighter. “Tell me about
your day.”

She gives me a knowing look but plays along, telling me about the bakery, Jenny’s
latest dating disaster, and the exciting call from Hunter Henson’'s office. | listen,
soaking in her voice and the way she talks with her hands when she’ s excited.

The moon rises higher over the water as we talk, casting everything in silver light.
She's luminous in it, and when she laughs at something I’ ve said, the sound travels
straight to my heart—and groin.
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“1 should go,” she saysfinally, setting down her empty glass. “ Another early morning
tomorrow.”

“Right.” | stand when she does, and suddenly, we're too close in the narrow space
between chairs. Her breath catches as she looks up at me, and my hands itch to reach
for her.

“Thanks again for dinner,” | manage.

“Thank you for the company.” She takes a step back, but her eyes never leave mine.
“*Night, Luke.”

| nod my goodnight, not able to find my voice.

| watch her walk away, every step feeling like she' s taking a piece of me with her. At
her door, she turns back, our eyes meeting across the distance. For a moment, | think
she might come back, or | might go to her. The air between us feels electric with
possibility.

Then she gives me asmall, sad smile and disappears inside.
| stay on the deck long after she’s gone, nursing my wine and wondering how
something can feel so right and so impossible at the same time. Eventually, | head

inside to bed, though | know sleep won’'t come easily.

Not when | can still smell her perfume on the night air, still taste the wine we shared,
still feel the weight of everything left unsaid between us.



The next day | don’t catch even a glimpse of Lila. She's already working when | get
up, and by the time her shift is over at the bakery, I’'m in the studio until late. When |
finally get home, she's already sleeping, or at least it appears she is slegping as the
lights in her apartment are off. Instead of sitting on the deck, which is my norm, |
head on to bed. It surprises me how unsettled | feel not having seen or heard from
her. She’'s so close, right next door, yet it feels like we're still miles away.

The next morning, I'm still thinking about Lila. I'm so lost in thought that | don’t
notice her until we literally collide on the front porch. She's apparently just finished a
morning run, face flushed and breathing hard, while I’m heading out for mine.

“Oh!” she gasps as my hands automatically grip her waist to steady her. Her palms
land flat against my chest, and for a moment, we're frozen like that, hearts racing for
reasons that have nothing to do with exercise.

“Sorry,” | manage, but | don’t let go. | can’t let go. She’s wearing one of those sports
bras and tight running shorts that should be illegal, and her skin is warm and dslightly
damp under my fingers.

“My fault,” she breathes, looking up at me through those impossibly long lashes. “I
wasn't paying attention.”

‘Neither wasI’, | want to say. ‘| haven't been paying attention to anything but you for
weeks now.’

Instead, | force myself to drop my hands and step back. “Isn’'t this normally your day
off?’

“Yeah.” She takes a deep breath, composing herself. “But Jenny and | swapped. I'm
working her mid-morning shift.” She then glances down at my ouitfit.



“Right.” | adjust my baseball cap, pulling it lower. “I should probably...” | gesture
vaguely toward the beach.

“Of course.” She moves past me, and | catch the scent of her shampoo mixed with
sat ar. “Have agood run.”

| watch her turn, not able to take my eyes off her lush heart-shaped backside in those
shorts. My body is still humming from our brief contact. When she glances back over
her shoulder, catching me staring, | quickly look away and jog down to the beach.

The sand is firm near the water’s edge, perfect for running. | push myself harder than
usual, trying to outrun the memory of how she felt in my arms. The steady thud of my
feet against the sand matches the rhythm of my thoughts. can’t have her, want her,
can’'t have her, wanther.

A few early morning beachgoers are out, but no one recognizes me in my running
gear and dark glasses. It's one of the reasons | love these morning runs—just another
guy trying to stay in shape, not Luke Sterling, rockstar with a girlfriend | don’t want
and a complicated life.

| push myself even harder, running until my lungs burn and my legs shake. But it
doesn’t help. Nothing helps. Lila's under my skin, in my blood, taking up residence
in parts of me | thought were locked down tight.

Five miles turns into seven, then ten. By the time | circle back to my house, I'm
drenched in sweat and no closer to figuring out what to do about any of this.

The sound of a car door slamming makes me look up. Crysta’s cherry red
convertible is parked in my driveway, and she’'s leaning against it in an outfit that
probably cost more than most people' s monthly rent.



“Thereyou are, Luke,” she calls out. “Daddy wants to see us for brunch.”

And just like that, reality comes crashing back. Thisis my life—obligations and deals
and keeping up appearances. Not early morning runs and homemade dinners, and the
way Lila s eyes sparkle when shereally smiles.

“Let me shower first,” | say, climbing my steps.

“Of course.” Crystal checks her perfect manicure. “But hurry. You know how Daddy
hates to be kept waiting.”

| glance toward Lila's apartment one last time before heading inside. Through her
front window, | can see her moving around, getting ready to leave for work. She
looks up, just for a second, and the sadness in her expression hits me like a physical
blow.
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This has to end. One way or another, something has to give. Because I'm starting to
realize that no business deal, no obligation, no anything is worth the cost of walking
away from someone who makes me feel like I’'m more than just a name on a contract
or aface on abillboard.

| just hope | figure out how to fix this before it’ s too late.
The Ocean Club’'s Sunday brunch is exactly as pretentious as | remember. The
Davidsons insist on the terrace table overlooking the water so Marcus Davidson can

hold court like the king he thinks heis.

“Luke, my boy.” Marcus rises as we approach, his smile sharper than the crease in his
tailored suit. “I trust your performance wentwel|?’

“Very well, sir.” | take my seat, noting how he’s positioned himself to face the rest of
the terrace. Everything is calculated with Marcus, down to sight lines and power

positions.

A server appears with mimosas, and Marcus raises his in a toast. “To success, in al
itsforms.”

There’ s something in the way he says it that makes the hair on my neck stand up. I’'ve
seen that look before—it’ s the look he gets right before acquiring another company.

“Speaking of success,” he continues, setting down his glass, “how is your father?’

My jaw tightens. “He's focused on his business. Still rebuilding after the fire last



year.”

“Ah yes, the fire.” Marcus's sympathetic expression doesn’'t reach his eyes. “Terrible
timing, with that balloon payment coming due.”

Crystal shifts beside me, suddenly very interested in her menu. She knows. Of course,
she knows.

“I'm sure he'll work something out. Maybe with the banks, he has a couple of
bankers on the board,” | say carefully.

Marcus cuts into his Eggs Benedict, the yolk bleeding across his plate like a warning.
“Banks can be so... inflexible. Especialy with companies that have suffered recent
setbacks.”

And thereitis.

“1I"m sure my father appreciates your concern,” | manage.

“More than concern, Luke.” He dabs his mouth with a napkin. “I’'m not the only
person concerned about your father’s... current state of mind.” He glances over at me
casualy. “I’'m willing to possibly renegotiate our contract. Give your father some
time to come up with the payment. Allow him to keep Sterling Motors in business
where it belongs.”

My stomach churns as his words don’t ring true, probably because | can read the
ruthless greed in his eyes.

“Of course,” he continues, “family looking after family would be the ideal situation.
Crystal tells me you two have been getting serious.”



Crystal beams perfectly on cue. | force myself not to pull away when she leans into
me.

“We're taking things slow,” | say.

“Timeis aluxury some can't afford.” Marcus s smile doesn’t waver, but his eyes are
cold. “Your father’s payment is duein what, a couple of months? It would be such a
shame if Sterling Motors had to be broken up and sold off piece by piece. All those
employees—all that history...”

The threat hangs in the air. | think of my father, who used to work sixteen-hour days,
who is now trying to save the company, and how he' d object if he knew | was letting
myself be manipulated like this.

My hands clench into fists. “My father is still in charge—*

“Yes, for now.” Marcus cuts in smoothly. “Of course, it would only require a
magjority vote by the board to change that.”

His meaning is clear. Damn him. But my father insists that the board is loyal to
him—

“More mimosa?’ Crystal chirps, oblivious to—or deliberately ignoring—the tension.

“No.” | stand abruptly. “I should go. | need to get to the sound studio.”

“But Luke—" Crystal starts, and | cut her off.

“Stay Crystal. I'll find my own way home.” | turn to leave, ready for this brunch to be
over.



“Luke.” Marcus's voice stops me. “Carefully consider what’'s at stake here. Some
opportunities only come around once.”



Page 31

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 6:57 am

| meet his gaze, seeing for the first time what I’ ve been trying to ignore—the predator
behind the polished facade.

“I’ll tell my father you send your regards,” | say stiffly.
Eleven
Lila

Emily calls just as I'm finishing my shift at the bakery: “Hi, Lila. Are you free
tomorrow afternoon? | have a shopping emergency!”

“Is everything okay?? | ask, wondering what constitutes a shopping emergency for
someone who could probably buy the entire store if she wanted.

“There's a charity event this weekend, and Kendrick and | both need a new dress.
Y ou need one, too, because you' re coming withus!”

| blink. “I am?’ | stammer.

“Yes! Wild's annual children’s hospital benefit. No arguments—I aready have your
ticket.”

Before | can protest, she states firmly, “Don’t worry about the dress. It's my treat.
Consider it payment for all the amazing pastries you’ ve been feeding us.’

“Emily, that's too much. You've already helped me with the apartment as well as



some catering connections.”

“Please? Kendrick and | need someone norma there. These events can be...
pretentious.”

| think about declining, but honestly, the thought of getting dressed up sounds fun.
And maybe atiny part of me wants to see Luke in atux.

“Okay,” | respond. “But I’'m buying lunch.”

“It'sadea! We'll pick you up at 1 o’ clock. Wear comfortable shoes!”

The next day, Kendrick’s sleek SUV pulls into my driveway right on time. She and
Emily both look effortlessly chic in their designer jeans and fitted shirts.

“Ready for some retail therapy?’ Emily asksas| climb in.

“Asready as I'll ever be,” | say quietly, as what red-blooded American girl doesn’t
like to go clothes shopping?

“So, we were thinking San Marco,” Kendrick says as she pulls into the street.
“There' s this boutique that has the most amazing selection.”

“The stylists there are miracle workers,” Emily says, turning to look at me in the back
seat. “lI was there last month looking like a slegp-deprived mom zombie, and
somehow, they made me look like a human being again.”

Kendrick snorts, and | laugh, relaxing into the comfortable leather seat, stating, “I
could use some of that magic. | tried to jog the other morning and ended up only
speed walking instead. So much for getting in shape.”



“Oh please,” Emily rolls her eyes. “Your curves look amazing. Meanwhile, I'm still
trying to lose these last few baby pounds, and soon Presley will be ayear old.”

We share a laugh, and the drive quickly passes as we chat about everything and
nothing. They both have away of making me feel comfortable, asif I’ ve known them
forever. By the time we pull into San Marco’s upscale shopping district, I've almost
forgotten to be nervous about the prices.

Almost.
The boutique looks exactly like the place where I’d normally press my nose against
the window and keep walking. But Kendrick and Emily march right in, obviously

regular customers.

“Emily and Kendrick.” A woman glides toward us. “What can | help you with
today?’

“Hi, Caroline. Thisisour friend Lila. We each need a gown for Saturday’ s gala.”

Caroline's professional assessment makes me want to stand up straighter. “Lovely.
We have some new pieces that would be perfect.”

What follows is like a scene from a movie. Caroline and another stylist named Janet
bring dress after dress into our private fitting rooms. They instinctively understand
what works for different body types.

“Try this one,” Janet says, holding up a deep emerald gown. “The ruching will
highlight your curves beautifully.”
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| take the dress. It's gorgeous, but the idea of wearing it—ofowninga dress like
this—makes my stomach twist. | glance nervoudly at Emily. “I don’t know...”

“Lila, just try it on,” she says, giving me a gentle nudge toward the fitting room.

| step into the dress, the fabric cool and smooth against my skin. When | catch sight
of myself in the mirror, | barely recognize the woman staring back at me.

“Holy shit,” Emily breathes as| emerge.

“Wow,” Kendrick says, her eyes widening as she takes me in. “Lila, you look
incredible.”

The gown hugs every curve without being tight. The color makes my skin glow, and
my eyes look more green than hazel. The sweetheart neckline shows just enough
cleavage to be sexy but still elegant.

“Thisis probably way too expensive,” | smooth my hands over the silk.

“It'sperfect iswhat it is,” Emily declares. “We'll takeit.”

“Emily—*

“Nope. Not hearing it. You look amazing, and if certain peopl€e's jaws don't hit the
floor when they see you in this, I’ll eat my designer clutch.”

| blush, knowing exactly which ‘certain people’ she means.



“Your turn,” | say quickly, turning to her and Kendrick and changing the subject.

Emily tries on several dresses before finding ‘the one’—a sapphire blue goddess
gown that makes her ook like she just stepped off ared carpet.

“Blue's always been my favorite,” she says, twirling in front of the mirror. “Makes
me feel like myself.”

“It' s stunning,” | agree. “ Sam won'’t know what hit him.”

Shegrins. “That’ stheidea.”

Kendrick’s willowy figure looks great in whatever she tries on, but when she steps
out in a black gown with a high dlit up the side, we're al in agreement that it's the

perfect gown for her.

Kendrick grins. “Yes, I'll take it.” As the sales clerk walks away, Kendrick’s grin
spreads wider. “Ladies, we need shoes!”

Two hours later, we collapsed at a café with numerous shopping bags at our feet.

“Thank you,” | say softly, looking at both of them. “Not just for the dress, but for...
including mein all this.”

Emily reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “Thank you for coming. These
events can be dull, with lotsof fake smiles and politics. It’s nice having someone real
there. Right, Kendrick?’

“Absolutely,” Kendrick nods in agreement, giving me awarm smile.

| think about Luke, Crystal, and her father and all the complications | don't



understand about his life.

“How do you guys deal with it?’ | ask. “ The spotlight, the expectations?’

Both are quiet for a moment. It's Kendrick who answers softly, “You find your truth
and hold onto it. Therest isjust noise.”

“And if you're not sure what your truth is?’

Emily leans forward this time, her eyes knowing. “Then you wait until you are, Lila
The right path usually becomes clear, even if it’s not the easy one.”

| nod, thinking about green silk and light blue eyes and all the complicated feelings
tangled up between them.

“Now,” Emily says brightly, “let's talk about hair and makeup. We know this
amazing stylist...”

The ballroom of the Ritz-Carlton sparkles like something out of a fairy tale. Crystal
chandeliers cast golden light over everything, making even the champagne bubbles
seem to glitter. Emily wasn’t kidding about the glamour—I’ve never seen so many
designer dresses and diamond necklaces in one place. I'm glad I'm walking in with
Sam and Emily.
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“You look amazing,” Emily whispers, squeezing my arm as we make our entrance.

“Own it.”

| try to channel her confidence, keeping my spine straight and chin up. The emerald
silk whispers against my skin with each step, and | have to admit, | feel beautiful.

—Until | see them.

Luke and Crystal are holding court near the back of the room. He's devastating in a
black tux that fits him like sin. Crystal, in a dlinky red dress that draws attention,
hangs on his arm, looking every inch the society princess sheis.

They look perfect together, like they belong in this world of wealth and influence.

| turn away, forcing myself to smile as Emily and Sam introduce me to what feels
like half of Jacksonville and Amelia Island’s elite. Most blur together in a parade of
expensive suitsuntil—

“And thisis James Harrison,” Emily says. “James, thisis my friend Lila Jeffers.”

The man before me is classicaly handsome. He has dark hair with just a touch of
gray at the temples and a smile that suggests he's used to getting what he wants. His

eyes appreciate the way my dress fits without being sleazy about it.

“The chef Emily’s been raving about,” he says, taking my hand. “I hear your food is
extraordinary.”



“That's very kind.” | pull my hand back, but he holds on a moment longer than
necessary.

“Not kind at al. Simply accurate.” His smile widens. “Would you care to dance?’

| hesitate, glancing involuntarily toward Luke. He's watching us, his expression
unreadable as Crystal chatters to someone beside him.

“I"dloveto,” | hear myself say.

James leads me onto the dance floor as the band starts a slow jazz number. He's an
excellent dancer, guiding me smoothly through the steps.

“So tell me,” he says, “how did you end up in Amelia Island, or are you from
Jacksonville?’

| find myself relaxing into the conversation. James is charming and genuinely
interested in hearing about my new business. When he mentions he sits on several
charity boards, | feel athrill of possibility.

“Y ou should come by the bakery sometime,” | say. “Try our baked goods.”

“I"d like that.” His hand dlides slightly lower on my back. “Perhaps we could discuss
business opportunities over dinner afterward?’

From the corner of my eye, | see Luke watching us. His jaw is tight, and he's barely
paying attention to whatever Crystal is saying.

Good, some petty part of me thinks. Let him see what it feels like.

| laugh at something James says, tilting my head back just enough to show off my



neck. Two can play this game of perfect couples and public appearances.

“You’re quite beautiful when you laugh,” James murmurs.

“And you' re quite good at giving compliments,” | counter.

“Years of practice.” He spins me in a gentle turn. “Though it's easier when they’re
true.”

The song ends, but he doesn’t let go. “ Another dance?’

| should say no. | should mingle, network, and do all the things | came here to do.
Instead, | nod, letting him pull me closer as a new song begins.

“What about you?’ | ask, tilting my head. “What brings you here tonight?’

He smiles, his gaze warm. “A little philanthropy, alittle business. Mostly, I’'m here to
enjoy myself. And right now, I’d say I’m doing just that.”

There's an appreciative glint in his eyes that helps soothe my battered ego. He's
attractive, sure, and clearly wants to get to know me. But even as we dance, | feel a
pang of guilt. Thisisn’t about James—it’s about Luke. | can’'t stop comparing myself
to Crystal, and | can’'t shake the jealousy that coilsin my chest every time | see them
together.

Still, | force myself to smile, laugh at James easy banter, and pretend I'm not
watching Luke out of the corner of my eye.
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“l have a table at Coast next weekend,” he says. “Best seafood on the island. Join
me?’

Before | can answer, a familiar voice cuts in. “Mind if Isteal my neighbor for a
dance?’

Luke stands beside us, all careful polish and barely contained tension. James looks
between us, reading something in Luke's expression that makes him step back with a
knowing smile.

“Of course.” He brings my hand to his lips. “Think about dinner, Lila. I'll be in
touch.”

Luke' s hand replaces James's on my waist, and suddenly | can barely breathe. We
move together like we've done this a thousand times, like our bodies remember each
other even if we're pretending they don't.

“Having fun?’ Hisvoiceislow, amost dangerous.

“Yes, actually. James s quite charming.”

“James is also quite connected to most of the well-known charities. As well as head
of the Jacksonville Magazine.” His fingers tighten dlightly. “I’m sure he’d be more

than willing to promote your services—for a price.”

| feel heat creep up my neck, embarrassment mixing with anger. “Like you’'re one to
talk about complicated relationships.”



He flinches like I’ ve dlapped him. “That’ s different.”

“Isit?’ | meet his eyes. “Because from where I'm standing, it looks pretty similar.
Public appearances, calculated moves, everyone playing their parts.”

“Lila—"

“Y ou should get back to Crystal,” | cut him off. “Wouldn’t want to start any tongues
wagging.”

| pull away, ignoring the way my body protests the loss of contact. His hand catches
my wrist.

“You look beautiful tonight,” he says softly. “That color... | couldn’t take my eyes off

you.

“1 noticed... and probably so did your girlfriend.” | gentle my tone. “Let me go,
Luke. Please.”

He does, physically, at least. But | feel his gaze following me as | weave through the
crowd to join Emily and Sam.

| notice James subtly follow me. Am | setting him up for heartbreak, knowing | only
want Luke, or am | the one destined to get hurt? No matter what, | decide that if
James asked me to dance again—I"m not going to turn him down.

Twelve

Luke

She'skilling mein that emerald silk.



I’ ve been watching Lila al evening, even when | shouldn’t be, even with Crystal’s
perfectly manicured hand resting possessively on my arm. Every time Lila moves, the
fabric catches the light, highlighting curves that make my mouth go dry. Her hair falls
in soft waves around her shoulders, and whatever makeup she's wearing makes her
eyes look huge and luminous.

“Luke?’ Crystal’s voice cuts through my distraction. “ The governor’s wife asked you
aquestion.”

| drag my attention back to the conversation, pasting on my practiced smile. “I'm
sorry, ma am. Y ou were saying?’

But my focus splinters again when | see James Harrison approach Lila. | know his
reputation well—board member of half the charities in town, as well as the magazine.
He's aso notorious for using both positions to his advantage. The way he looks at
Lila like she's his next congquest makes something dark and possessive twist in my
gut.

“Up for another dance?’ | hear him ask her.

Don't say yes, | think silently. But she glances my way first, something flashing in
her eyes that |ooks like a challenge, and accepts his hand.

Crystal’ sfingers dig into my bicep. “Luke, you're staring.”

“Just making sure Lilais alright,” | mutter, but | can't look away as Harrison leads
Lila onto the dance floor.

“Luke, she's your neighbor—not your responsibility.” Crystal’s tone drips with
annoyance. “| see the Prestons by the bar. | should say hello.”
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She sashays away, leaving me to my own personal hell of watching Harrison’s hands
on Lila's waist. He's holding her too close, whispering something that makes her
laugh—thatfull, throaty laugh | used to hear across our deck at night. The one |
haven't heard in awhile.
| down my whiskey in one burning gulp, signaling for another.
“Easy there, Luke.” Nate materializes beside me.
“I'mfine.”
“Sure you are.” He follows my gaze to where Harrison is spinning Lilain a graceful
turn. “You know he's got connections at every major publication in North Florida,
right? Could be good for her business.”
“Or he could be looking to add another notch to his belt,” | growl.
Nate raises an eyebrow. “And that would be your business because...?’
Because she’'s mine, the thought comes unbidden, dangerous in its intensity. Except
she’s not mine. | made sure of that when | let Marcus dictate my life—when | chose
obligation over what my heart really wants.

“| need some air,” | mutter.

But instead of heading to the terrace, | find myself stationed near the entrance
watching as Harrison monopolizesLila's attention, as his hands drift lower on her



back, and she again tilts her head back, laughing at some witty remark of his.

I’ ve been standing there too long, staring at them like an idiot, when | see Lila excuse
herself. She says something to James, her hand brushing his arm lightly before she
walks toward the far side of the room. | watch as she heads for the hallway, slipping
through the door that leads to the powder room.

Without thinking, | set my drink down on the nearest table and follow her.

The hallway is quieter, the noise of the party fading as | move farther from the
ballroom. Finding the door leading to the stairwell, | lean against the wall to wait for
Lila

A few minutes later, | catch sight of her. Just as she exits the powder room, my pulse
guickens. | know | shouldn’'t be doing this. | should go back, find Crystal, and
pretend | didn’t just spend the last hour watching another woman. But | can't.

Just before Lila reaches the entrance to the ballroom, | catch her arm, pulling her into
the private stairwell. She gasps as | crowd her against the wall, one hand braced
beside her head.

“Luke! What are you—*

“He's using you,” | say roughly. “You know that, right? Using your business
aspirations to get close to you.”

“So what if he is?” Her hazel eyes flash. “At least that's better than what you're
doing. Right?’

The accusation hits like a physical blow because she's right. What am | doing? What
right do | have to feel this surge of jealousy, this desperate need to stake aclam?



11

|—* | start, but she cuts me off.

“No, you don’'t get to do this. You don’t get to play my protector while you're out
there with Crystal, looking like society’ s next power couple.”

“1t’ s not what you think,” | say, even though | don’t exactly know what it is anymore.

“lsn’'t it?” Her eyes narrow. She glances at my arm, penning her in, then up at me.
“You're here with adate.”

“That’' s different,” | snap before | can stop myself.

Her laugh is sharp, amost bitter. “Different how? Because you're ‘seeing’ Crystal?
Because she fitsinto your world? Or isit just different because yousay so?’

“It’ s different because | can’t stop thinking about you,” | say, my voice rough. “Even
when I’'m with her, even when | know | shouldn’t, you're al | think about.”

My hands go out and roughly pull Lila toward me, crushing her lips with mine. She
goes straight to my head, and the whole world tilts, and | forget where we are. All I'm
aware of is the soft, lush woman in my arms. Her scent, her warmth. Still keeping her
pressed against the wall, |1 lean my weight on her, my hands roaming her generous
CUrves.

Bending down, | press my mouth against her neck as | growl out her name, “Lila.”

| cup her breast through her gown, feeling its weight in my palm. My thumb rubs her
nipple through the silk fabric, feeling it pebble. While my other hand roams from her
waist over the curve of her ass, grinding her against me, letting her feel my body’s
hard response. My mouth goes back to ravishing hers while | deftly gather the length
of her skirt in my free hand, pulling it up around her waist. My other hand leaves her



breast to delve between her thighs, finding her hot core.

| press my fingers in a circulator motion against the crotch of her panties, increasing
the pressure with each pass.
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While my hand stays busy below, | reluctantly raise my head from her lips. Allowing
her to catch her breath before | immediately cover her lips again, sliding my tongue
against hers to cover her soft whimpers. She's like a drug, and | can’t seem to get
enough of her, leaning even more of my weight against her, keeping her pinned in
place.

| know | should stop, but I'm too far gone, my fingers slipping under the slim barrier
of her silk panties and finding her wet and aching for me. Without slowing, | press a
finger deep inside her, then another, pumping into her as| bring her to the edge of her
desire. Asmy lips release hers, she lifts her head back, her eyes closed and | watch as
her face flushes in the dim light. | continue to work her, knowing she's
close—wanting to see her face when she comes.

Her breathing grows harsh, and then | feel her clamp down on my fingers, but |
continue to finger fuck her until she comes on my hand. A shudder coursing through
her body. As | hold her, there' s a sudden hollow sound in the distance. A door to the
stairwell opens and then closes, harshly startling us both back to an awareness of our
surroundings.

Lila's eyes suddenly fly open, and when she finds me staring directly into her eyes,
her face flushes an even deeper red as she pulls herself angrily out of my arms.
Without looking at me shesilently straightens her gown. Then she lifts her chin,
glancing around the dimly lit stairwell before she turns and opens the door, cautiously
checking the hallway. Without another word or look in my direction, she sweeps
regally out of the stairwell and into the hall. | watch her as she heads silently back to
the powder room.



| stand there for a moment or two, hating myself for that brief look of shame that
covered her face. Whether from allowing me to touch her so intimately in a public
place or the fact that my girlfriend is somewhere in the next room, I'm not sure.

Glancing around in distaste at the grimy stairwell and the marked-up walls. A sudden
thought hits me, and my heart thuds loudly in my ears as | glance hurriedly toward
the ceiling, checking for cameras. Not seeing any monitoring devices, | gratefully let
out the horrified breath I’m holding.

Finally, convincing myself I’ve waited long enough, | warily step into the hallway
and walk casually toward the men’s room. When | stride back into the ballroom a few
minutes later, | find Crystal waiting impatiently by the bar. As | approach her, my
eyes discreetly search the room for another woman—Lila, but | don't find her
anywhere. She's gone.

“Thereyou are, Luke,” Crystal says stiffly, allowing me to see her displeasure. “1 was
wondering where you’ d gone.”

“Sorry. Did you get a chance to talk to the Prestons?’ | ask her, knowing that will
take her mind off my disappearance.

She smiles. “Yes, they invited usto dinner...”

Crystal continues to tell me about her conversation with the Prestons, but my mind is
on Lila. I didn’t mean for things to go that far. But remembering the look on her face,
how responsive she was, and the way she felt in my arms—I don’t regret it. None of
it.

Glimpsing a flash of blonde hair, my chest tightens. It's Lila. She's talking quietly
with Emily and Kendrick at a corner table. She seems almost subdued; gone is her
cheerful, bubbly disposition. The way she animatedly talks with her hands. Instead,



she holds herself stiffly, her shoulders slumped, keeping her eyes carefully averted,
and | hate myself a little more. Knowing I’'m the one who did this to her—made her
feel thisway.

My eyes flick back to Crystal, and | give a cursory nod, still not registering a single
word. | need to get out of this situation. Extricate myself from this ridiculous
arrangement with Crystal and her father.

Knowing | can’t bail on my father or his company—~but even he wouldn’t want me to
abandon my convictions just to save thefamily business. Besides, who am | saving it
for? | think with a bitter laugh. | don’t have any interest in the company. No, I'm
doing this for my father and the employees. | don’t want his company to go under,
not if | can helpit.

I’m suddenly aware of Crystal looking at me and waiting for me to respond.

“What did you say?’ | murmur, giving her my attention.

“| said, Daddy’ s just trying to help.”

“Isthat what you call it?’

She grabs my arm. “What he's proposing could solve everything. Your father's
company would be safe, and we could be together—*

“Is that what you want?’ | turn to face her. “Really? Or is it just what your father
wants?”’

Something flickers in her eyes—doubt, hope, or maybe even hurt. But it's gone so
fast | might have imagined it.



“What | want,” she says carefully, “iswhat’s best for everyone.”

| shake my head. “No. What you want iswhat’ s best for Marcus Davidson.”

“Luke—"

“Are you about ready to go,” | cut her off. “Because | am. | just need to say goodbye
to my friends.”

She ingists on coming with me, of course. But her perfect facade is finaly showing
cracks. You'd never know it by the plastic smile on her face as she smiles sweetly
and gives everyone a wave. Everyone but Lila who stiffly nods as we say our

goodbyes. Not once meeting my eyes.

In the car, | grip the steering wheel until my knuckles turn white, trying to figure out
how everything got so twisted.

| narrow my eyes, remembering Marcus' swords. Timeis aluxury some can't afford.

Two months—I have two months to figure out how to save my father’'s company
without selling my soul in the process.

Thirteen
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Lila

My fingers trace my lips for the hundredth time, remembering. The heat of Luke's
mouth, the press of his body, the desperate way he held me in his arms and touched
me—Dbringing me to...

No. Stop it.

| force my attention back to my weekly schedule. It's been two weeks since the
charity, and I’ ve managed to avoid Luke completely—helped by the fact that Wild
has been touring up and down the East Coast. Every time | see news about their
shows in Charlotte or Atlanta, | pretendmy heart doesn’t skip a beat.

Between my morning shifts at Beach Bites and the growing list of private clients, |
barely have time to breathe—which is exactly how | want it. Staying busy means not
thinking about what happened at the charity. And it definitely means not
remembering how Luke' s hands felt...

“There you are!” Emily’s voice makes me jump. She's standing in Beach Bite's tiny
break room doorway, Presley on her hip. “What's so fascinating?’

“Just organizing next week’s private events,” | tell her. Then, excitedly, “I picked up
three new clients at the charity, by the way. Thank you for inviting me.”

“Uh-huh.” She settles into the chair across from me. “And that’s definitely what had
you looking all dreamy just now. New clients.”



“Emily...”

“Come on! You still haven't told us what happened that night. One minute, you were
dancing with James Harrison; the next, you disappeared, and when you returned, you
looked like you had lost your best friend.”

| focus on my color-coded planner. “Nothing happened.”

“Kendrick saw Luke follow you into that hallway.”

Heat creeps up my neck. “It wasn't—we just talked.” | try not to remember how
Luke s hands felt dliding up my sides, how he growled my name against my throat as
he...

“Uh-huh,” Emily grins knowingly. “You just... talked.”

“Can we please change the subject?’ | beg. “Tell me about the tour. How’ s the band
doing?’

She lets me deflect, but her knowing look says this conversation isn't over. Emily
updates me on Wild's latest shows. Sometimes, | forget how busy she must be,
managing such a popular band and with a baby. She makesit look effortless.

“Now, back to Luke—* Just hearing his name makes my heart lurch.

“Lila, can you give me ahand?” Ruth Ann, Beach Bite's owner, calls from the front.

“Saved by the bell,” | say, standing quickly.

But Emily follows me. “Y ou know you' Il have to face him eventually, right? He lives
next door.”



“Not if | perfect my ninja-like stealth skills.” | tie my apron. “Besides, I'm too busy
for... complications. My private chef businessisfinally taking off.”

It's true. James Harrison’s magazine feature brought in several high-end clients,
though I’ve been carefully dodging his dinner invitations. Between morning shifts

here and evening events, my schedule is packed.

“Speaking of business,” Emily says casualy, “Wild's doing a private Jacksonville
show next weekend. They need catering for the afterparty.”

My hands freeze on my apron strings. “No.”

“Lila—"

“l can't, Emily. Please don’t ask meto.”

She sighs. “You can’'t avoid him forever. Whatever happened between you two—*
“Nothing happened!” But even | can hear the lie in my voice because everything
happened in that stairwell. Every brush of his lips, every intimate touch, changed
everything.

And nothing at all. Because he's still with Crystal, still trapped in whatever
complicated mess makes up their relationship. And I'm still here, trying to build
something real while pretending | don't feel the ghost of his hands on my skin every

time | closemy eyes.

“Fine,” Emily says softly. “I'll find another caterer. But Lila? Sometimes, the
important things are worth fighting for.”



Page 38

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 6:57 am

| watch her leave, Presley waving bye-bye over her shoulder. My phone buzzes with
atext from my newest client, reminding me about tonight’ s dinner party.

The charity might have been a disaster in some ways, but it also opened doors for me
professionally.

| type out a quick reply, then put my phone away. For a moment, | let myself feel the

small thrill of accomplishment. My hard work is paying off. My dream of building a
private chef businessis starting to become areality.

This is what | should be focusing on. Building my business. Making my dreams
happen. Not the way Luke tasted that night, the way he said he couldn’t stop thinking

about me.

But as | head back to the front counter, | can't help but think about his desperate
touch and hungry kisses one more time.

Some things, it turns out, are impossible to forget.

A few days later, my phone rings just as I’'m finishing inventory at Beach Bites.
Kendrick’ s name flashes on the screen.

“Hey, | need a huge favor,” she says without preamble. “How fast can you pull
together adinner party for twenty?’

| check my watch. “When?’



“Tonight?’ Her voice rises apologetically. “The caterer just bailed, and it’s for Pixie
Cane—*

“The Pixie Cane?’ My voice squeaks embarrassingly.

“She’s in town visiting. She's got a bit of a foul mouth, and whatever she
said—anyway, please tell me you can help. She'll pay double your usual rate.”

| should say no. My prep time would be tight, but it's Pixie Cane! “Text me the
details. I'll need Jenny to help serve.”

“You're alifesaver!” Kendrick pauses. “Her rental house is right on the beach. Very
private, very exclusive.”

Three hours later, Jenny and | pull up to a modern glass mansion that costs more per
night than | could ever afford. Security checks our credentials before waving us
through.

“Holy shit,” Jenny whispers as we unload our supplies. “Isthat Pixie Cane's Ferrari?’

Before | can answer, the front door flies open. “Thank my fucking stars, the food
people are here!”

Pixie Cane bounces down the steps, al five-foot-nothing of her vibrating with energy.
Her dark hair has hot pink streaks, and she’s wearing ripped jeans with a vintage t-
shirt that screams famous pop star.

“You must be Lilal” She hugs me like we're old friends. “Kendrick says you're a
culinary genius. Please tell me you brought appetizers because these bitches will be
hangry.”



| can’t help but laugh at her enthusiasm. “Everything’'s prepped and ready to go. Just
point me to the kitchen.”

“Through here, chef!” She loops her arm through mine. “Fair warning—this crowd
gets rowdy. Last dinner party | hosted, someone ended up in the pool... naked.” She
turns, glancing at me sideways. “Don’t fuck this up, okay?’

“l won't,” | assure her, smiling.

The kitchen is a chef’ s dream—all gleaming stainless steel and marble countertops.

Pixie is brash and unapologetically foul-mouthed, but there's a warmth to her that
makes it impossible not to like her.

“Just keep the drinks flowing,” she says, smirking as she refills her martini glass.
“ And make sure the food tastes better than my first album—shouldn’t be that hard.”

Jenny shoots me a wide-eyed look, trying not to laugh as we quickly set up, laying
out appetizers asthe first guests start arriving.

I”’m garnishing the last plate when | hear familiar voicesin the foyer.

No. Kendrick wouldn't.

But of course, she would. Because there's Luke, looking unfairly gorgeous in dark
jeans and a gray henley that shows off every chiseled muscle, and my chest tightens.
Right behind him are the rest of the Wild Band: Kendrick and Cass, Nate, and Vince.

Sam and Emily bring up the rear. She and Kendrick shoot me an innocent |ook.

“I’m going to kill them,” | mutter.
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“Nothing. Let’s get these hors d’ oeuvres out.”
For the next hour, | focus on timing courses and plating dishes, steadfastly ignoring
the way Luke's eyes follow me around the room. The other guests are a mix of
musicians and industrypeople—I recognize at least three Grammy winners among

them.

“This is fucking amazing,” Pixie announces, holding up a bacon-wrapped date.
“Kendrick, where have you been hiding this food goddess?’

“Right next door to Luke, actually,” Kendrick says innocently, sharing a knowing
glance with Emily. Some friends they are, | think, sourly.

| shoot them a death glare as | serve the main course—pan-seared sea bass with
Mediterranean quinoa.

“No shit?’ Pixie's dark eyes sparkle with interest. “Lucky boy.”
“Very lucky,” Luke murmurs quietly, his eyes on me, and | nearly drop his plate.

Our fingers brush as | set it down, sending electricity up my arm. | move on quickly,
but | feel his gaze burning into my back.

“Serioudly,” Pixie continues between bites, “this is better than that Michelin-starred
placein LA. You should do my tour catering.”



| laugh, thinking she’s joking, but she points her fork at me. “I’'m serious. My current
guy can’'t make a decent risotto to save hislife.”

“I... that’ s very flattering, but—*

“But nothing. We'll talk numbers later.” She turns to Cass. “Remember that shit they
tried to feed usin Miami?’

The conversation moves on, but my head is spinning. Tour catering? For Pixie Cane?

“Lila,” Jenny whispers. “The desserts?’

Right. Focus. | head back to the kitchen, only to find Luke already there, allegedly
getting more beer.

“Lila, thisis amazing,” he says softly. “The food, the way you handle yourself... you
deserve dl of this”

“Luke—*

“I missyou.” Hisvoiceisrough. “These past two weeks, not seeing you...”

“Don’'t.” | grip the edge of the counter. “Please. | can’t—"

“Yo, food goddess!” Pixie's voice carries from the dining room. “Where's that
chocolate thing everyone promised would changemy life?’

Saved by the pop star. | grab the dessert plates, brushing past Luke without meeting
his eyes.

“Holy shit, thisis orgasmic,” Pixie moans around her first bite of chocolate lava cake.



“1’m not even kidding about the tour thing. Call my people.”

She dlides a business card across the table with her manager’s contact info. Actual,
legitimate tour catering. The kind of opportunity that could launch my business to a
whole new level.

| pocket the card, trying to stay professional while my heart does backflips.

Pixie suddenly raises her martini glassin arare moment of seriousness. “To Kendrick
Wild. For writing the best fucking song on my album. It’'s been number one on the
charts for months now.”

The guest all raise their glasses, joining in on the toast. | glance at Kendrick in
surprise. | didn’t know she was a songwriter. She blushes prettily, giving a modest
nod, while Cass beams his pride beside her. Their eyes meet, and the obvious love

they share makes my heart twist.

Jenny helps me clean up as the party gradually moves to the deck, music and laughter
drifting in through the open doors.

“That was intense,” Jenny says, |oading the dishwasher.

“The crowd or the service?”
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“The way Luke Sterling kept looking at you.” She raises an eyebrow. “Want to talk
about it?’

“Nothing to talk about.” | wipe down the counter with more force than necessary.
“Oh my God, he' sthe guy in the band that texted you—*

“We're neighbors. That'sall.”

“Uh-huh.” She doesn’t sound convinced. “Well, your ‘neighbor’ is headed this way.”
| turn to see Luke in the doorway, devastatingly handsome in the soft kitchen light.
“Lila—"

“Jenny, can you take these leftovers out to the car?’ | hand her the containers,
ignoring Luke. “I'll finish up here.”

But when Jenny leaves, the kitchen feels too small, too intimate. Luke steps closer,
and | catch the faint scent of his cologne.

“Congratulations on the tour offer,” he says. “Y ou deserveit.”
“Thank you.” | keep my voiceneutral and professional.

“Lila, come on—at least look at me.”



| can’'t. Because if | do, I'll remember everything—the kiss, his hands, the way he
made me feel like | was burning aive.

“1 can’t do this right now,” | say, trying not to sound desperate. “Please, Luke—I'm
working.”

| make it to the doorway before his voice stops me.

“I’m trying to end things with Crystal.”

My heart stutters, and my steps falter, but | don’t turn around. “Trying?’

Hesighs, “It's—*

“Complicated,” | finish for him. “Yeah, | know.”

| walk away with a sad little smile, my heels clicking on the marble floors, trying to
convince myself the ache in my chest isjust professional pridein ajob well done.

But we both know that’salie.

Fourteen

Luke

I’ve been sitting at my keyboard for an hour, but nothing comes. No melody, no
progression, just memories of Lilain that stairwell and later in Pixie's kitchen three
nights ago, looking everywhere but at me. Damn, what was | thinking, cornering her
like that? Telling her | wastryingto end things with Crystal? As if that would mean
anything to her. Asif she’d want to hear that from me while I'm still tangled in this
mess.



“Real smooth, asshole,” | mutter, getting up from my keyboard.

Now, al I can do is give her space. She deserves that much.

The problem is space feels impossible. We live in the same duplex, separated by
nothing more than a thin wall. Every time | step outside, | half expect to see her
tending to her herbs on the front porch or sitting on the back deck with a cup of
coffee.

I’ve alowed her to avoid me since the dinner party, which is harder than it should be.
And the truth is, | miss her. Not just the tension or the heat between us, but the ease
of it—the way we used to talk, sitting out on our deck, laughing over nothing and
everything.

| need to fix this. Evenif | can’t have her the way | want, | don’t want to lose her as a
friend.

The sound of car doors closing draws me to the window. Lila s pulling grocery bags
from her back seat, looking soft and casual in yoga pants and an oversized t-shirt. Her
hair’s pulled up in a high ponytail, exposing the curve of her neck where I'd run my
lips over her that night at the charity.
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Before | can think better of it, I'm heading to the front porch and to the driveway.
“Need help?’ | call out, keeping my distance.

She startles dlightly, then offers a careful smile. “I got it, thanks.”

“Lila, wait.” | rake a hand through my hair. “ Can we talk? Just... talk?’

She hesitates, her hands tightening on the bags. “I guess so. But | should put these
away first.”

“I'll get those,” | say, reaching for the bags before she can protest.

“You don’'t have to,” she starts, but | ignore her, grabbing a couple of the heavier
ones and following her to her door.

Once the groceries are on the counter, she crosses her arms, leaning back against the
counter and raising an eyebrow. “What's up, Luke?’

| shove my hands into my pockets, suddenly unsure where to start. “I wanted to
apologize,” | say finally. “For the other night.”

As her face flushes adeep red, | clarify. “At Pixie' sdinner party.”

She gives a brief nod, but | can see the wary tension in her shoulders. “What about
it?’



| stay where I’m at, giving her space. “I shouldn’t have ambushed you likethat.”

“It'sfine.”

“No, it's not.” | meet her eyes. “You were working—doing your job. Being
professional. And I... | made it awkward.”

“A little bit, yeah.” She crosses her arms, but some of the tension leaves her
shoulders. “Maybe more than alittle bit—it was distracting and uncomfortable.”

She's not wrong, but hearing her say it still stings. | nod, taking a step back to give
her even more space. “You're right. And that’s on me.”

“Luke—*

“l know | screwed up. | know | crossed a line at the charity that | had no right to
cross. At least, not until I’ ve ended things with Crystal completely.”

Her lips part dightly, and for a moment, she just stares at me, like she's trying to
decide whether she believes me. She opens her mouth to respond.

“Just let me finish,” | interrupt gently. “I missyou, Lila,” | say, my voice rough. “Not
just... the other stuff. | missyou as afriend. | misstalking to you. And | don’t want to
lose that.”

| look up, meeting her eyes. | take a deep breath and then continue. “We' re next-door
neighbors, Lila. And beforeeverything went sideways, we were friends. Good friends.

| missthat.”

She's quiet for so long | think she might ask me to leave. Then: “| miss that too.”



“Yeah?’
“Yeah.”
Lila turns, putting some of the groceries away. | watch without rushing her. She
finaly turnsto me. “We can be friends,” she says, her voice quiet. “I think we need to

be.”

Relief washes over me, but it’'s tinged with the ache of knowing it's not enough.
“Thank you,” | say.

She nods, her eyes flicking back to mine. “Isthat all?’

“Yeah,” | say, stepping back toward the door. “ That’s all. For now.”

That night, | join her on the deck with a six-pack of beer and a hopeful smile.

“What’' s this?’ she asks, glancingat the beer.
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“Friendly neighborly peace offering,” | say, holding it out to her.

She sighs, but there’s a hint of a smile on her lips. “Fine. But only because it’s been a
long day.”

| settle into my chair the evening breeze cool against my skin as we sit side by side in
the fading light. For a while, we don’'t say much, just sipping our beers and listening
to the sound of the waves in the distance.

It feels like old times, but it doesn’'t. There's a weight between us now, an unspoken
understanding that things have changed.

“We're leaving for Cleveland tomorrow,” | say as she takes another sip of her beer.
“Ten days, we have afew showsin the Midwest.”

“1 saw that on your website.” Her cheeks pink slightly at the admission. “The venues
look amazing.”

“Yeah, Emily’s outdone herself.” | glance over at Lila, trying not to notice how good
she looks just sitting there. “1 heard how your private chef business is booming,” |
say with enthusiasm. “ That’ s huge.”

Her face lights up. “I still can’t believe it. Jenny and | have been working on menus
and logistics all week.”

“You're going to kill it.” | mean it. “The way you handled that dinner party... you
were completely in your element.”



“It felt right,” she admits. “Like everything finally clicked into place.”

“Speaking of clicking...” | take a breath. “I need you to know something. About
Crystal.”

She stiffens dlightly. “Luke, you don’'t have to—*

“l do.” | set my beer down. “I'm working on ending things. The right way, not
just—It’s complicated with her father and—other things, but I'm figuring it out.”

“Okay.” Her voiceis carefully neutral.

“But until | do, until everything's resolved...” | meet her eyes. “We're just friends. |
won't cross that line again. It wasn't fair to you, and you deserve better than stolen
moments in stairwells.”

She looks away, but not before | catch the flash of hurt in her eyes. “We both knew
what it was.”

“Did we?’ | lean forward. “Because |I'm pretty sure I’ m still trying to figure it out.”

“Luke.” Her voice holdsa warning.

“Right. Friends.” | force a lighter tone. “So, tell me about your new clients. I’'m sure
you' |l soon have everyone eating out of your hand.”

She laughs, and something in my chest eases. We spend the next hour catching up on
everything new in our lives—her business plans and the band’ s upcoming shows. But
underneath it all, there's a current of awareness. Every accidental brush of hands,
every shared laugh that lingers too long... We're playing at being just friends, but we
both know it'salie.



Because friends don't notice how the setting sun paints gold across each other’s
skin—friends don't track every smile, every dight shift of our bodies. Friends don’t
feel this bone-deep ache to reach out and touch each other.

“1 should head in,” she saysfinally. “Y ou know me and early mornings.”

“Y eah, me too. Bus leaves at seven.”

We stand awkwardly, neither quite sure how to end this new version of us. Finaly,
she gives me asmall smile.

“Have a good tour, Luke.”

“Thanks.” | stuff my hands in my pockets to keep from reaching for her. “ Take care
of yourself, Country.”

Forcing myself not to want more, | turn and head inside, hearing her door close softly
behind me, but | don’t look back.

| find myself at my keyboard, fingers hovering over the keys. The melody comes
easily this time—a bittersweet progression that captures everything | can't say out
loud. About pretending not to want what you can’'t stop wanting and how sometimes
doing the right thing feels exactly like torture.

Some lines, once crossed, leave permanent marks on your soul.

The roar of the crowd is like electricity, aliving, breathing force that surges through
the arena and into my veins. The energy is addictive, the kind of rush that makes you
feel invincible, like you could take on the world and win. The lights are blinding, the
bass vibrating in my chest, and every time the audience screams the lyrics back at us,
it'sareminder of why we do this.
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Nights like this are everything I’ ve ever wanted—the music, the connection, the high
of knowing I’m exactly where I’'m meant to be. But as | step offstage, the adrenaline
fading into adull hum, I’m left with the hollow ache of what’ smissing—L.ila.

Even here, hundreds of miles away, she's still in my head. | keep replaying our
conversation on the deck, the way she smiled at me, soft and hesitant, like she was
holding something back. | miss the way we used to be—the easy way we could talk
about anything and how her laugh could make even the most ordinary moments feel

special. | wonder if we can ever find our way back to that.

But | can’'t go to her—not yet. Not until I’ve figured out how to end this thing with
Crystal and Marcus.

Later, after the rest of the band has gone to their bunks or headed out to unwind, |
find Nate sitting in the lounge area of the tour bus, his phone in one hand and a glass
of whiskey in the other.

“Am | interrupting?’ | ask, sitting down.

“Not unless you' ve got stock tips,” he says, glancing up with agrin.

Leaning back against my chair, | ask, “How’s the investment looking?’

“Solid,” he says, setting his glass down. “I’ ve been tracking it every day. We're still
on track for abig return. A few more weeks, and we should be golden.”

“Good,” | say, nodding. “I need that to pan out.”



Nate leans back in his chair, studying me. “You okay, man? You've been... off
lately.”

“Yeah,” | lie, “Just got alot on my mind.”

He doesn’'t push, which is one of the things | appreciate about Nate. He' s not the kind
of guy to pry unless he thinks it’ s necessary.

“Thanks for keeping an eye on it,” | add, standing. “Let me know if anything
changes.”

“Will do,” he says, raising his glassin amock salute.

The next morning, | seek out Cass on the family bus. He's already awake despite the
early hour.

“Hey, Luke,” he says. “What’s up?’

“1 need your help,” | say, getting straight to the point.

He nods, motioning for me to have a seat. After | sit down, he turns to me, his tone
serious. “What’ s going on?”’

“1 need someone who can look into Marcus. His business dealings, any skeletons he
mightbe hiding.”

“This about protecting your father’'s company?’ His eyes are shrewd. “Or about
getting free of Marcus' s daughter?”’

“Both.” | drop into a chair. “Something’s not right, Cass. The timing’s too perfect,
the pressure too calculated.” | sigh, running a hand through my hair. “I don't trust



Davidson. I’ ve been thinking about it more and more, and | need to find out what he's
planning. | also want to look into my dad's business. Just to make sure there's
nothing I’m missing.”

“Okay,” Cass says dlowly. “Do you have anyone in mind?”’

“Not really,” | admit. “I was hoping you might know someone.”

“1 do, actually,” he says. “Jaxson Gibson. He's a Pl He's sharp, discreet, and he has
handled stuff for usin the past. | think he'd be perfect for this.”

Cass pulls out his phone and sends me the contact info. “He’s not cheap, but he's the
best. And Luke?’ His expression turns serious. “Be careful. Men like Marcus
Davidson don’t take kindly to people poking around their business.”

“l need to know what I'm dealing with.” | stand, pocketing my phone. “Before he
tries to lock me into something | can’'t get out of,” | say firmly. “I’'m done playing
Marcus' s game.Whatever he's hiding, I’'m going to find out. And I’'m going to fix
this, once and for all.”

He nods, understanding. “Call Gibson. And Luke? Whatever you find... be ready for
it. Men like Marcusrarely play clean.”

Fifteen

Lila

The phone rings just as I'm putting the finishing touches on a batch of strawberry
shortcakes for Beach Bites. My first instinct isto let it go to voicemail—Luke’' s name

flashing on the screen throws me off balance more than | care to admit. But
something stops me.
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| swipe to answer, holding the phone to my ear. “Hello?’

“Lila,” he says, his voice rough, tired. There’s noise in the background—voices,
movement, the faint hum of a bus engine.

“Luke.” His name feels strange on my lips as if | shouldn’'t say it so easily. “What's
going on?’

He exhales the sound heavy. “ Sorry to bother you. | know you’re busy. But... | could
realy use afavor.”

A favor. | shouldn’t feel the soft tug in my chest that his words bring. | shouldn’t feel
anything at all. But of coursel do. “What isit?’

“It's my dad.” His voice is tight with worry. “His nurse called. He's not doing
great—nothing emergency room serious,” he adds quickly, “but she's concerned.
He' s not eating, barely leaving hisroom...”

“Luke—"

“l know it's alot to ask,” he cutsin. “And if you're busy with clients, | completely
understand. But you're so good with people, and food is—well, it’s your thing. | just
thought maybe...”

“Y ou want me to check on him?”

“Would you?’ The relief in his voice makes my chest ache. “Just... maybe make sure



he eats something? We'll be back tomorrow night, but...”

“Text me the address,” | say, already mentally rearranging my schedule—which,
thankfully, is clear through the weekend. “I’ [l head over this morning as soon as I get
off.”

“You're amazing.” His voice softens. “I mean it... thank you. Really.”

“Just doing what friends do,” | say lightly, ignoring the flutter in my stomach.

“Right. Friends.” There’'s a pause. “Dad’'s place is just over the Georgia line. About
forty minutes north. The nurse, Marie, will be expecting you.”

After getting the details and ending the call, | get back to work, but my thoughts keep
drifting to Luke and his dad. | wonder what his dad will be like and if it will help me
better understand his son. My thoughts are interrupted by a customer, which isjust as
well. | can’t believe how nervous | feel at just the thought of meeting someone so
close to Luke.

The drive gives me time to plan. | stop at a market, picking up ingredients for ssimple,
comforting dishes. The kind of food that might tempt someone who's lost their
appetite and wants to be left alone.

Sterling Manor sits on severa acres, the grounds immaculately maintained even if the
house itself has a dlightly neglected air. A sturdy woman in scrubs meets me at the
door.

“Youmust beLila” She smileswarmly. “I’'m Marie. Thank you for coming.”

“How ishe?’ | ask, following her inside with my grocery bags.



Her expression falls. “Not good, dear. Since Luke's mother passed—well, some
hearts never quite heal, do they? And thisis around the time she passed.”

She leads me through the house—a beautiful home that feels more like a museum,
with everything preserved just so as if waiting for someone who's never coming
back.

“He's in his study,” Marie says softly. “That’s where he spends most of his time
lately. Looking at old photos, barely touching his medls...” She eyes my bags,
hopefully. “Luke says you' re some kind of food wizard?’

| laugh. “Hardly. Just someone who believesin the power of a good meal.”

“Well, the kitchen’syours. I'll let Mr. Sterling know you’ re here.”

The kitchen is gorgeous but clearly underused. As | unpack my supplies, | hear
Mari€'s gentle voice from down the hall: “Mr. Sterling? Luke sent someone to check
onyou. A friend of his...”

| busy myself preparing alight breakfast—nothing too heavy or complicated. Simple
scrambled eggs with fresh herbs,whole grain toast with avocado, and a fruit smoothie
packed with nutrients.

“He says he’ s not hungry.”

| turn to find Marie in the doorway, looking discouraged.

“Maybe | should try?’ | suggest. “Sometimes it's easier to say no to someone you
know well.”

She nods gratefully. “Down the hall, last door on the right. Don’'t take it personaly if



he's... short with you. Lately, his bad days outweigh his good days.”
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| load everything onto a tray and head for the study. The door is gar, but | knock
anyway.

“Marie, | told you I'm not—"* The man’s voice breaks off as | enter. Jim Sterling
looks both exactly like and nothing like | expected. He has L uke' s strong features, but
grief has carved deep lines around his eyes and mouth. He sits in a leather chair by
the window, a photo album open on hislap.

“You'renot Marie,” he says, frowning.

“No, sir. I'm Lila. Luke asked meto stop by.”

“Ah.” He studies me. “The neighbor girl. The one who cooks.”

“That'sme.” | set thetray on asidetable. “| made breakfast.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“That's okay.” | start arranging the plates anyway. “But | drove forty-five minutes to
make you these eggs, and my ego’s alittle fragile. Would you mind at |east telling me

if they’ re terrible?’

He eyes me for a long moment, then sighs. “You're not going to leave until | try
them, are you?”’

“Probably not,” | admit. “Luke says | can be stubborn.”



Something flickers in his eyes—amusement, maybe. “He would know.”

To my surprise, he actually takes a bite of the eggs. Then another. Soon, he’ s finished
half the plate.

“These are... quite good,” he says, sounding almost surprised.

“Thank you.” | gesture to the photo album. “May |7’

He hesitates, then nods. | settle into the chair opposite him, and he turns the album so
| can see. A beautiful woman with Luke’s light blue eyes smiles up from the pages.

“Sarah,” he says softly. “My wife.”

“She'dovely.”

“She was everything.” His voice catches. “Some days, | still expect to hear her
laughing in the garden or scolding me for tracking mud on her clean floors...”

“Tell me about her?’ | ask gently.
He looks startled, then thoughtful. “She loved roses. Grew them everywhere, even
though | told her they were too much work. And she made the worst coffee you've

ever tasted, but she was so proud of it, we all pretended it was perfect...”

As he talks, he continues eating almost absently. When he finishes, | replace his plate
with the smoothie.

“Luke says you're starting your own business?’ he asks suddenly.

“Yes, sir. Private chef services.”



“Sarah would have loved that. She was terrible in the kitchen—except for one dish.
Her chicken and gravy.” He smiles faintly. “She made it every time Luke or | was
sick. Swore it could cure anything.”

“Luke has mentioned his mom'’s chicken and gravy,” | reply with a smile. “Maybe |
could make it for lunch?’

His eyes mist dightly. “I wish Sarah was here to eat it with me. She always said good
food could cure anything.”

We spend the next hour looking through photos while he tells me stories—about
Sarah’s beautiful singing voice, Luke's first piano recital, family vacations and
holiday disasters and all the small moments that make up alife.

When Marie checks in, she looks shocked to find Mr. Sterling not only eating but
talking and even smiling.

| stay through lunch, making Sarah’s chicken and gravy. | keep it simple but
tasty—wanting it to wrap around him like a remembered hug. The sauce is silky
smooth, and | smile, remembering how Luke said his mother’s gravy had lumps.
Luke sfather eats every bite.

“Luke wasright,” Mr. Sterling says as| prepareto leave.
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“ About what?’

“About you being good with people.” He pats my hand. “Thank you, dear. For the
food, and... for listening.”

“I’ll come back tomorrow.” | offer. “Maybe you can tell me about the time Luke got
his head stuck in the stair railings?’

He actually chuckles. “Oh, he'll hate that.”
On the drive home, | call Luke.
“How ishe?’ he asksimmediately.

“Better than this morning. We had breakfast and lunch. He told me stories about your

mom.
There'salong pause. “He talked about Mom?”’
“A lot, actually. | hope that’s okay?’

“It' s—yeah. It's more than okay.” His voice is rough. “That’'s the first he's talked
about her since—Thank you, Lila. Seriously.”

“Of course.” | hesitate. “I’m going back tomorrow. He promised to show me your
embarrassing childhood photos.”



His laugh makes my heart flip. “Of course he did. I’ d better warn you, though—I was
an incredibly cute kid.”

“I’m sure you were.”

Another pause, heavier thistime. “Lila...”

“1 should go,” | say quickly. “Traffic is picking up.”

“Right. Thanks again. For everything.”

| end the call and try to ignore the way my hands are shaking. Because this—caring
for his father, hearing stories about his childhood, feeling this deep pull to help heal

his family’ s grief—is dangerous territory for ‘justfriends.’

But as | think about Jim Sterling’s sad eyes lighting up as he talked about his wife, |
know | couldn’t have done anything else.

Some things are worth the risk of getting your heart broken.

The morning air is crisp, perfect for sitting outside. It takes some gentle persuasion,
but Mr. Sterling finally agreesto join mein the garden.

“Sarah loved this swing,” he says as we settle among the blooming roses. “ Said she
could solve any problem with enough time sitting in her garden.”

| hand him his coffee—prepared exactly as Marie instructed. “It’ s beautiful out here.”

“She’ d be happy to see the roses still blooming.” He traces afinger along the swing's
chain. “Not so happy about other things, though.”



“What do you mean?’

He sighs heavily. “The company. Sterling Motors and the mess I’ ve made of things.”
His eyes grow distant. “ Sarah alwayssaid | was too trusting. Should’ ve listened to her
about Marcus Davidson.”

My breath catches, remembering that overheard conversation at the dinner party.
About once it goes down, Marcus and his investors will swoop in and take over.
Sterling Motorsis Luke' s father’s company. | should have guessed.

“When Sarah got sick...” Mr. Sterling’s voice roughens. “The medical hills, the
experimental treatments... I’d have sold my soul to save her. Instead, | gave up some
of my stock—to Marcus. | also took out aloan | knew would be hard to repay.”

“Mr. Sterling, you don’t have to—*

“And now Luke's paying for my mistakes.” His hands tighten around his coffee cup.
“That’s the real reason he's with that girl, Crystal, you know. Because Marcus has
me—nhas the company—~by the throat, and Luke...” He shakes his head. “It’s not just
about the money—My boy’s trying to protect what's left of the company and the
employees. Some of them have been with us for years—they need their retirement.”

My heart aches. “I’m sure Luke doesn’'t blame you.”
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“He should. | was desperate, and Marcus knew it. Kept pushing for more shares,
more control.” His laugh is bitter. “Sarah would be so angry with me. She never
trustedMarcus—said he was a snake in an expensive suit. She didn’t even want him
on the board.”

“I’m sure It' s not too late,” | say softly. “To fix things.”

“Maybe.” He looks at me sharply. “I probably shouldn’t have told you all this. Luke
wouldn’t want—*

“1 won't say anything,” | promise. “But Mr. Sterling? Luke's stronger than you think.
And helovesyou.”

“1 know.” He pats my hand. “And please, call me Jm. Anyone who makes Sarah’s
chicken and gravy like you has earned that right.”

We sit in companionable silence, the swing creaking gently, surrounded by Sarah’'s
roses. | think about Luke, the weight he's been carrying, and all the puzzle pieces
finaly start falling into place.

No wonder he's been so careful about ending things with Crystal. It's more than
saving his father’s company—nhe's protecting the employees and their retirement. It's
about keeping his father’ s dreams from crumbling completely.

“You care about him, don’'t you?’ Jim’'svoiceis gentle. “Luke?’

“We'refriends,” | say automatically.



“Mm... hmm.” He smilesfaintly. “Y ou know, Sarah used to look at me the same way
L uke looks when he talks about you. His friend and neighbor.”

Heat floods my cheeks. “It’s... confusing.”

“Love usualy is.” He stands slowly. “Come on. You promised to show me how to
make that lemon tart Luke keeps raving about.”

As we head inside, | glance back at the garden. Somewhere among these roses, a
woman once sat and worried about her family’s future. | hope, wherever Sarah is
now, she knows her son isfighting to protect everything she loved.

No wonder Luke is still seeing Crystal. He' s right—it’s complicated.

Sixteen

Luke

The tour bus hasn’t even fully stopped before | grab my bag. Dad’ s nurse called again
this morning—not with bad news this time, but to tell me he was sitting in the garden
and eating. All thanksto Lila

“Let me know once you hear anything, Luke,” Cass callsas | head for my Jeep.

The drive to Dad' s place feels endless, even though traffic is light. The second | pull
into the driveway of my dad’s house | feel the tension in my chest start to ease. The
ten-day tour was grueling—back-to-back shows, interviews, endless hours onthe
bus—but none of it compared to the weight of knowing Dad wasn’'t doing well while

| was hundreds of miles away.

Looking at the house, | am aware something feels different. There's life here



again—curtains drawn back, windows open to the spring breeze, and the faint sound
of laughter drifting from the back garden.

| follow the sound, stopping short at what | see. Dad and Lila are sitting on Mom'’s
old garden swing, surrounded by blooming roses. Lila s saying something that makes
him laugh—actually laugh—

“Luke!” She spots mefirst. “You’'re back early.”

Seeing Lilain my mom’s garden, her golden hair practically glowing in the morning
light, makes my heart stutter. The roses Mom planted years ago are still thriving, their
vivid reds and pinks standing out against the green hedges. Seeing them always
makes my heart ache, yet it soothes me at the same time.

“Couldn’t wait to see what trouble you two were getting into.” | hug my father,
noting with relief that he feels stronger and more present than he has in weeks. “You

look good, Dad.”

“Feeling better, thanks to this one,” he says, nodding toward Lila. “She’s a miracle
worker.”

Liladucks her head, afaint blush creeping up her cheeks. “Just doing what | can.”
“Well, | appreciateit,” | say, meeting her gaze. “More than you know.”

Her smile dlightly falters like there's something on her mind. But before | can ask,
Dad shiftsin his seat, grunting slightly. “Alright, I’'m going to head inside and let you

two catch up. Don't let her leave without saying goodbye.”

| start to help him, but he waves me off. “I’m fine, you two enjoy yourselves.”



We watch him shuffle back toward the house his movements slow but steady. Once
he' s out of earshot, | turnto Lila. “Thank you,” | say again, my voice quieter.
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“You don’'t have to thank me,” she says, leaning back in her seat. “| wanted to help.”

“You've done more than help,” | say, shaking my head. “You’' ve made him smile
again. | haven't seen that in along time.”

She shrugs, but there' s a softness in her expression that makes my chest tighten.

| settle onto the swing beside her, and when my arm brushes hers, a sizzle goes up my
spine, and I’'m suddenly awareof how close she is, close enough for me to see the
softness of her hair. Close enough to feel atension radiating off her.

“Lila,” | say, breaking the silence. “Is everything aright?’

She hesitates, her hands twisting in her lap. “There’s something | need to tell you,”
she says, her voice low.

| sit up straighter, my stomach tightening at her tone. “What isit?’

She takes a deep breath, her gaze fixed on the roses in front of us. “I overheard
something at a dinner party—the first one | catered. A conversation.”

My pulse kicks up, and | nod for her to continue.

“These men were talking about Sterling Motors,” she says, her words measured.
“They said it was going under and that they were planning to ‘swoop in and grab it
for pennies.” They mentioned Marcus—said he had it all arranged. And they seemed
smug like it was already a done deal.”



The words hit me like ablow to the chest. “They actually said Marcus' s name?’

“Yes,” she says, her eyes meeting mine, and the concern there makes my chest
tighten. “And they said certain arrangementshad been made, and Sterling Motors
wouldn’t be able to fight back.”

“When was this?’ | ask.

“About six weeks ago?’ She twists her hands together. “1 didn't know then about
your connection to Sterling Motors. But after spending time with your dad and
hearing about Marcus's involvement...”

“It fits,” | say grimly. “The timing, the pressure about Crystal...” | stare at her, my
mind racing. It’s one thing to suspect Marcus is up to no good—it’s another to have it
confirmed.

Lila watches me carefully, her hazel eyes filled with regret. “I didn’t say anything
before because | didn’'t think it was connected to you. But now—now | understand
why you’ ve been doing what you’' re doing.”

She knows.

She knows about Crystal and why |’ ve stayed in this nightmare of a Situation. The
relief isimmediate like aweight being lifted.

“Lila,” | say, my voiceraw. “I’'m sorry.”
“You don't have to apologize,” she says quickly. “I get it now. You're trying to

protect your dad, the company, theemployees. But, Luke...” She hesitates, her hand
brushing against mine. “Y ou don’'t have to do it alone.”



Her words knock the wind out of me.

“l want to help,” she says, her voice firm. “We'll figure this out together. For your
dad, the company, and for you.”

| shake my head, overwhelmed by her offer. “Lila, this isn't your fight. You've
already done so much—"*

“And I’'m not stopping now,” she interrupts, her gaze steady. “You deserve better
than this, Luke. You deserve to be free of Marcus and Crystal. You deserve to live

your life the way you want to.”

“She’s right, son.” We both look up in surprise to see my dad standing there. He's
obviously overheard us talking.

Lilastands. “I'll give you two some time—*

“Stay,” | say quickly. “Please?’

Something flickersin her eyes, but she nods. “1’ll make some fresh coffee.”

As soon as she disappearsinside, Dad turnsto me. “ She's something special, son.”

13 Dm_“
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“No, listen.” His voice grows serious. “These past two days, having her here... It
reminded me of things I’ d forgotten. Important things.”

“Like what?’

“Like how your mother would never have wanted us to let Marcus Davidson destroy
everything we built. How you need to live your own life.”

My breath catches. “What all do you know?”’

He sits down in the chair across from us. “Not as much as | should. | heard what Lila
told you—about Marcus' investors remarks at that dinner party.”

Before he can continue, Lilareturns with coffee.

Leaning back in the swing, | run my hands over my face. “Dad, | was aready
suspicious of Marcus and hired a private eye to investigate him. Jaxson Gibson and
his team. They’ll also be looking at the company’s finances. They should know

something soon.”

“Son.” Dad leans forward. “I’ve been a fool. Letting Marcus get his hooks into the
company, thinking | could trust him...”

“You were trying to save Mom,” | saysoftly.

“And now you're trying to save me.” He shakes his head. “No more. | won't let you
sacrifice your happiness for my mistakes.”



“It’s not that simple—*

“Actually,” Lilacutsin, “maybeitis.” We both look at her. “ Sorry, but... you' re both
so focused on what you might lose, you’ re not seeing what you have.”

“Whichis?’ | ask.

“Evidence.” Her eyes light up the way they do when she's planning a complicated
menu. “Think about it. Those men at the party were talking about arrangements
aready being made. If we or the investigator can prove that Marcus is deliberately
trying to tank the company...”

“Yes, of course,” Dad says, sitting straighter now. “But we'll need concrete proof.
Documents, recordings...”

“What was that Pl you mentioned?’ Dad asks me. “ Gibson?”’

“I’'m meeting with him tomorrow.” | run a hand through my hair. “But what if we
don’t find anything...”

“Then we fight,” Dad says firmly. “United this time. No more letting Marcus
manipul ate either one of us.”

We spend the next hour discussing strategies and different theories. The only
interruption is Marie as she leaves for the night. We all stand, and | notice my father
seems more vibrant and less fragile. Like he' s finally got something to live for—fight
for.

“It's time for dinner,” Lila says as the sun starts to set. “I put leftovers in the fridge
earlier.”



“You have more of that spaghetti?” Dad asks, and my chest tightens. He hasn’t
shown an interest in food in ages.

“Yes.” Lilahelps him up from the swing. “And garlic bread.”

Inside, the kitchen feels different—warmer, lived-in. Signs of Lila's presence are
everywhere. A pitcher of iced tea sits ready on the counter. The familiar scent of
Italian spices and toasted garlic bread driftsin the air as Lilawarms up the leftovers.

“1 can't remember the last time this kitchen felt so... alive,” Dad says softly, settling
at theisland while Lila moves efficiently around the space.

| watch her spoon spaghetti onto plates, the domestic scene hitting me right in the
chest. This is what | want—not Crystal’s cold perfection or Marcus's corporate
schemes—just this: family and warmth and Lila looking completely at home in the
family kitchen.

“Here.” Shedlides plates in front of us, then adds thick slices of crusty bread. “It's
better as leftovers anyway.”

“This is..” Dad’'s voice catches. “Very good. Sarah realy wasn't a very good
cook—I think that’s why Luke is constantly hungry.”

We all share alaugh. Lila squeezes his shoulder as she sits with her own plate. “Tell
me more about her. You said she was an amazing gardener.”

For the next two hours, we talk and eat and remember. Dad tells stories | haven’t
heard in years—about Mom's failed attempts at cooking, about the time she
accidentally dyed all our laundry pink, and how she used to sing while working
among her roses. He even takes a few harmless jabs about my teenage band
rehearsals in the garage. Lila listens with an easy smile, her laughter filling the room



like amelody.

It's past ten when Dad finally yawns. “You two should stay,” he says. “It’s late, and
you'’ ve both had long days.”
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“Oh, | couldn’t—" Lila starts.
“Please?’ Dad gives her that look—the one that always made Mom cave. The same

one | hopefully inherited. “The guest rooms are all made up, and it's a long drive
back to Jacksonville.”

She glances at me, uncertain.

“Stay,” | say softly. “Marie would feel better knowing someone’'s here overnight
anyway.

“Well...” She smiles. “I did promise to show you how to make proper French toast in
the morning.”

Dad beams. “ That’s settled then. Luke show her to the guest room. I’m going to turn

in.

He hugs us both—before heading upstairs. | lead Lila to the guest room, trying not to
think about how right it feels having her here.

“Your room’s right here,” | open the door, and she follows me inside. “Bathroom’s
connected.” As | turn to leave, | suddenly turn back. “I forgot you might need
something to wear tomorrow.”

“1 have spare clothes in my catering kit,” she says. “Always be prepared, right?’

“Right.” | hesitate at her door, the air suddenly thick with everything we're not



saying. “Lila...”

“Don’'t.” But she doesn't move away when | step closer. “Luke, we shouldn’t...”

“1 know.” My hands find her waist, drawing her closer. “Tell me to stop.”

Instead of answering, she rises on her toes, her fingers curling into my shirt. When
our lips meet, it’s like a culmination of every kiss we held back these past weeks. Her
mouth opens under mine, soft and warm and perfect, and | press her roughly against
the doorframe.

She makes a small sound in the back of her throat that nearly undoes me. My hands
tangle in her hair as the kiss deepens, becoming something hungry, desperate, and

dangerous.

“We should stop,” she whispers against my mouth, even as her body arches into
mine.

“1 know.” But | can’t resist trailing kisses down her neck, feeling her pulse race under
my lips.

“Luke...
| force myself to step back. Her lips are swollen, her eyes dark. | turn to leave, but |
just can’'t do it. | can't leave her standing here alone—not now that she knows the

truth about Crystal.

Turning, | quietly shut the door. When | turn, | notice how her breath quickens,
betraying how much she wants this, too.

Seventeen



Lila

When Luke shuts the door, my breath catches, but my heart amost stops when he
turns and starts walking toward me with that determined stride. His eyes are so
intense, burning with desire. When he reaches me, his eyes, up close, are such aclear
blue, and they darken as they lock onto mine.

He then reaches out to touch my chin, lifting my face to his. Asif in low motion, his
lips come down, covering mine. He takes his time, slowly savoring my taste. Instead
of deepening the kiss, he pulls back dlightly, nibbling on my lower lip and teasing me
with his slowness.

My hands reach up, tangling in hishair as| pull him closer, my body melting into his.
As he continues to taunt me with his nearness, | pull slightly on his hair in retaliation.
| feel more than see his grin, but then his arms tighten around me, fitting me snuggly
to hisbody, and | feel hisinstant arousal against my belly.

He immediately deepens the kiss. | feel his tongue slide against mine, exploring. I'm
suddenly aware of his taste, his touch, his scent. He smells like the outdoors, and
underneath that is his pure male scent, which arouses me more than anything else. His
masculine scent goes right to my head, leaving me feeling dizzy. My hands tighten in
hishair, and | lean into his chest.

His hands wander down my back, over my ass, and then he cups my bottom in his
broad hands, fitting me to him, letting me feel his hardness. He grinds me against
him, then eases up, and his hands give my generous backside a lusty squeeze. | can
tell he appreciates my softness, my curves as he continues to fondle my ass.

He' s building a need inside of me with his slow caresses. | can fedl it increasing, and
| want more. | rub against him, letting him feel my response, urging him to go faster.
He doesn’'t. Instead, Luke takes his time as his hands leave my bottom, lightly



caressing my thigh. When | think he’'s going to touchme where | ache the most, his
hand instead travels up to my waist.

| sigh against his lips in frustration and disappointment. The man is driving me wild
with wanting—and he knows it. When his hand tightens around my thigh, | shift my
weight, allowing him access, and again feel his grin. He knows exactly what he's
doing to me. Damn him!

| tug on his hair, and his grin widens as he lifts his head. When | open my eyes, | see
his face. And the flame in his eyes sends another zing straight to my core. He' s taking
his time, yes, but he wants me just as urgently as | want him.

He suddenly bends, cupping my ass and lifting me against him. My legs
automatically rise around his waist as he carries me to the bed. My legs go down, but
I’m unsteady on my feet, and his hands are around my waist, steadying me.
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| feel Luke' s hands tug my shirt up and over my head. Leaving mein my bra. | smile,
glad | decided to wear my matching black panties and bra set. The appreciation | see
flaring in his eyes makes me feel sexy and attractive.

“Damn, you’'re beautiful,” he murmurs as his hands cup my breasts. He bends and
places his mouth over the fabric, wetting my nipple, and | shiver at the sensation.
Then Ifeel his teeth as he finds my nipple. His hands travel behind me, deftly
unclasping my bra, and my breasts spill free.

The warmth of his palms as he again cups my full breasts steals my breath. His
thumbs reach up, pressing against my nipples, and he bends again, nuzzling against
me. His warm breath and hot mouth bring my nipples to rigid peaks, and a soft moan
dlips from my mouth.

He grins against me, not stopping, and | bite back another moan. What he's doing to
meissinful, and it feels so good | can hardly think straight.

He finally straightens, and | feel his hands at my waistband, and then he's zipping
down my jeans and pulling them off me. My clothing and shoes are in a crumpled
heap. L eaving me standing before him in only my black silk panties.

His gaze feels hot as it rakes over my curves, leaving me breathless and feeling
wanton. | step forward and boldly start to tug on his t-shirt, but he's faster than me
and pulls it off over his head. My greedy hands land on his chiseled chest, marveling
at his defined muscles. My fingertips skim over his ridges and circle his nipple.
Moving lower, | unclasp the button of his jeans.



His hands take over, and he hurriedly unzips his pants, and his eager cock jumps free.
| swallow at his size. He' s bigger than | would have expected. As | reach for him, he
grabs my hands.

“Not yet,” he says, his voice gruff. “I’ ve been waiting for you along time, and | want
thisto last.”

The strain in his voice makes me smile. Then he's pushing me back onto the bed and
following me down. He kneels between my legs, and | shiver as he rids me of my last
barrier, throwing my panties behind him.

He lifts my leg, placing it over a broad shoulder, and then he’'s there—at my most
intimate place, his breath warm as he nuzzles me. His tongue comes out, giving me
one long swipe, and | shudder. | feel a finger diding through my dlick folds as he
pushes it inside me. Before | can react, he slides in another digit, and | feel full as he
primes me, working me as he pushes deeper in a circular motion. He curls his fingers,
and | see stars and let out a gasp.

“You like that, huh?’ | feel him whisper in approval against my thigh, and | nod,
unable to speak.

He continues, my eyes are closed, but my hands helplessly curl into his hair again,
urging him on. | feel the first tremor, faint, but as he continues, the tremors grow
stronger until my bodyuncontrollably clenches, closing around his fingers as | come
hard in hisarms.

L uke holds me through my climax, and when | finally open my eyes, it’s to find him
above me—a smug smile on his face.

“You're beautiful when you come, you know that?’ His words are soft, but there’'s a
hardness to his face, and | realize he's holding back and waiting for his turn. | feel



him reach for a condom, and I’'m glad that one of us is coherent enough to think of
protection.

When | smile, acknowledging his compliment, | immediately feel his rough thigh
between my legs, nudging them wider, making room for him.

He reaches down, wrapping his hand around his thick cock, guiding it to me. He
enters me in one swift, sure stroke, and the fullness of him steals my breath.

“You okay there, Lila?’ His voice sounds tight. At my nod, he begins to move. Slow
at first, but steady. As the rhythm takes over, | lift my legs around his waist, and the
angle allows him to push deeper, harder into me. Our breathing becomes harsher as
the tempo increases. This time, | don't have any warning of my climax—it's just
suddenly there, making my body spasmand shudder, milking him until he follows me
over the edge with alow groan.

I’'m finally aware of the weight of Luke's body as he rests against me. He slowly
shifts his weight to the side and off me but remains close. His arm across my stomach
as he pulls me against his side.

| am lying here listening to his deep breathing, and my eyes flutter closed. Before |
know it, I'm lost in sleep. | wake later to the feeling of warm hands caressing my
breasts and then an even warmer mouth sucking a nipple. When | open my eyes, it’s
to see an alert Luke with a sexy grin staring down at me.

“Hey beautiful,” he whispers as | feel him dlide between my legs and slowly enter
me. This time, it's slower, sweeter, with no sense of urgency as he moves steadily
against me, sometimes surprising me with a circular motion. It takes longer for us to
both reach that peak of passion, but when it comes, the intensity surprises us both,
and | hear Luke give out a deep groan as he emptiesinside of me. “Luke,” his name a
whisper asit leaves my lips.



“Damn, Lila” Luke mutters against my neck. “See what you do to me?’ He says as
he pushes up on his hands, staring down at me with a sexy, lopsided grin. He then
turns and looks at the clock on the nightstand. “I need to go,” he muttersin regret,
leaning down to give me a lingering kiss. “We'll have to forego the pleasure of
showering together until another day.”

With that, he pushes up off the bed, and | sleepily watch as he gathers his clothes,
only pulling on his jeans, not even bothering to zip them up. With one last breath-
stealing grin, he winks at me and then soundlessly opens the door and leaves, closing
it quietly behind him.

The morning sun streams through the guest room window as | try to steady my hands
enough to button my blouse. Last night feels like a dream—how we managed to keep
quiet even when...

| feel the blush creeping up my neck. So much for “fixing things first.”

After aquick shower, | head downstairs to find Jim already in the kitchen, attempting
to crack eggsinto a bowl.

“Let me help with that,” | offer, taking over before he can make more of a mess. “I
promised to show you my French toast recipe, remember?’

“Ah, yes,” He settles onto a stool, watching as | work. “ Sleep well?’

Something in his tone makes me glance up, but his expression is carefully neutral.
Before | can respond, Luke walks in, hair still damp from his own shower.

“Something smells good.” He reaches past me for coffee, his hand brushing my lower
back where no one can see. | nearly drop the bowl of eggs I’ m whipping.



“Lila’ s showing me her French toast recipe,” Jm says, definitely hiding a smile now.
“Though | suspect you've already sampled her goods.”
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Luke chokes slightly on his coffee, and | focus very intently on dipping bread in egg
mixture.

“Dad,” Luke warns.
“What? I’m just saying, you two seem closer after spending the night here.”
“Oh God.” | close my eyes, mortified.

But when | peek, Jim is grinning like he hasn’'t in years, according to Luke. “Don’t
worry, dear. It does my heart good to see Luke finally enjoying life.”

“Please stop talking,” Luke groans, but he' s fighting a smile too.

We eat breakfast in comfortable silence, broken only by appreciative murmurs over
thefood. It feelsright, like family.

“Y ou two should head back soon,” Jim saysfinally. “ That Pl won’'t wait forever.”
“You sureyou'll be okay?' Luke asks.

“Marie will be here in an hour.” Jm squeezes my hand. “And thanks to Lila, I'm
actually looking forward to lunch for the first timein... well, along time.”

We're loading our bags into our separate vehicles when Luke's phone rings. His
expression darkens when he sees the screen.



“Crystal,” he mouths to me before answering. “Hey, | just got back—*

Even from a few feet away, | can hear her shrill voice. Luke's jaw tightens as he
listens.

“No, | haven’t seen the society page yet... What announcement?’

My stomach drops at his expression.

“Crystal, | never agreed to—No, listen—* He pulls the phone away from his ear,
cursingsoftly. “ She hung up.”

“What’'swrong?’

“Marcus had their PR team release an engagement announcement.” His eyes meet
mine, fierce and determined. “I’m meeting Gibson at noon, and then we'll end this
charade.”

“Becareful,” | say softly.

He glances toward the house and then quickly pulls me close, kissing my forehead.
“Trust me?’

“Always.”

As we drive away—me back to the duplex, him to meet the Pl—I try not to think
about how much is at stake. Or how many ways this could all go terribly wrong.

But mostly, I try not to think about how it felt waking up in his arms and how badly |
want to do it again.



Eighteen

Luke

Jaxson Gibson's office is tucked into an unassuming building downtown, the kind of
place you'd walk right past without a second glance. But as soon as | step inside, |
can tell this isn't some fly-by-night operation. The space is deek and
professional—sleek furniture, abstract art on the walls, and a receptionist who greets
me with a polite smile as she motions me toward a private conference room.

Jaxson is already waiting for me, standing by the window with his hands in his
pockets. He's bigger than | expected, with an air of quiet authority that immediately
gives me trust in his abilities. This is a man who knows what he's doing. | can
onlyassume his quiet confidence stems from knowing everyone's secrets.

“Mr. Sterling,” he says, turning to face me as | step inside. “I’ve been looking
forward to this meeting.”

“Call me Luke,” | say, shaking his hand. His grip isfirm, his expression unreadable.

“Luke, then.” He gestures toward the chair across from him at the table. “Have a seat.
We've got alot to cover.”
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“What have you found?’ I'm not in the mood for small talk, not with Crystal’s
‘engagement’ announcement already making the headlines.

“Marcus Davidson is exactly what you suspected,” Jaxson opens a leather portfolio.
“A corporate raider with a sophisticated methodology. He identifies vulnerable
companies, usually family-owned operations, then systematically dismantles them
from the inside out.”

My jaw clenches. “And Sterling Motors?’
“Is his current target.” Jaxson slides over severa documents. “Y our father’s company
caught his attention a few years ago, right around the time your mother’s illness

became publicknowledge.”

“Son of abitch.” The timing hits like a punch to the gut. “He was watching, waiting
for Dad to get desperate.”

“Precisely. The medica bills, the experimental treatments—all of it created the
perfect storm of vulnerability. That's when he struck, offering what appeared to be a
lifeline.”

“The loan. The stock options.”

Jaxson nods. “Which, combined with the board members he's already compromised,
puts him in striking distance of a controlling interest.”

“What happens if he gets controlling interest?’ | ask, though I have a chilling feeling



that | already know.

“With the shares he already holds,” Jaxson states, “and the influence he’'s secured
with the two other board members, If he calls for a vote of no confidence in your
father or pushes for a major change in direction, he'll have the numbers to make it

happen.”

| grip the edge of the table, the weight of his words settling heavily on my chest. “ So,
what you're saying is... he could force my dad out. Take the company.”

“Exactly,” Jaxson says, his tone matter-of-fact. “And from what we've found so far,
that’ sprecisely what he's planning.”

“Who on the board?’

“Robert Chen and William Hartley.” He shows me surveillance photos of Marcus
meeting with both men. “They’'re facing their own financial pressures, which
Davidson is expertly exploiting.”

| recognize both names—Chen'’ s been with the company since before | was born, and
Hartley was one of Dad’ s closest friends. “ Can we turn them?’

“That’s where it gets interesting.” Jaxson leans forward. “My team has uncovered
evidence of Davidson’s pattern with previous acquisitions. It’s... not pretty.”

He spreads out more documents—newspaper clippings, financial reports, court
filings. A pattern emerges. companies gutted, promises broken, showing former
owners left with nothing.

“In every case,” Jaxson continues, “he made similar promises to board members,
Support the takeover, keep your position, and maybe even advance. Know how many



actually benefited?”

“None ofthem,” | guess.

“Worse. Many ended up facing criminal charges when Davidson's less-than-legal
methods came to light. He' s very good at leaving others holding the bag.”

Hope flares. “So if we show Chen and Hartley what happened to their counterpartsin
other companies...”

“They might reconsider their alliance.” Jaxson gathers the documents. “But we need
more time. Concrete evidence, not just patterns and possibilities.”

“How long?’

“Two weeks, maybe three. My team is close to accessing some very interesting
offshore accounts.”

| think about Crystal’s announcement, Lila waiting back at the duplex, and Dad
finaly starting to fight back. “The balloon payment is coming due. | don’t know if we
have that long.”

“Which brings us to the engagement announcement.” Jaxson's expression is
knowing. “Quite the timely leak by Davidson’s people.”

“1 never agreed to—*
“No, but it works in our favor.” He holds up a hand when | start to protest. “Think

about it. Davidson believes he has youcornered. The more secure he feels, the more
likely heisto get sloppy.”



“You want me to play along?’ The idea turns my stomach. “Pretend I’ m happy about
marrying Crystal while you dig for more dirt?’

“l want you to give my team time to build an ironclad case.” His voice softens
dlightly. “Look, | understand there are... personal complications. But if we move too
soon, Davidson will bury the evidence and accelerate his timeline. Is that a risk
you're willing to take?’
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| think about Dad, finally showing signs of life again. About the hundreds of
employees who depend on Sterling Motors. About Lila...

“She’ll understand,” Jaxson says quietly.

“What?’

“The neighbor. The chef.” At my surprised look, he shrugs. “It's my job to know
things, Luke. And from what I’ve observed, she seems like someone who would
understand.”

“I can't ask herto—"

“To what? Wait afew weeks while you protect your family’s legacy. From what I’ve
seen, neither of you has any other choice.”

He's right, damn him. And Lila would tell me to do whatever it takes to save the
company. But after last night...

“Y ou have until the payment isdue,” | say finaly. “Three weeks.”
“I'll have my team work around the clock.” He starts typing on his laptop. “In the
meantime, | suggest you call your... fiancée. Act appropriately surprised and happy

about the announcement. Maybe even schedule a celebration dinner.”

The thought makes me nauseous, but | nod. “What about Chen and Hartley?’



“Leave them to us for now. I'll arrange to have some information about Davidson's
previous ventures find its way to them. Plant seeds of doubt.”

“And my father?’

“Tell him the basics but not the details. The less he knows about our investigation,
the more genuine his reactions will be. Davidson’s watching him closely.”

| stand, feeling the weight of what I’ m agreeing to. “Alright. Three weeks.”

“One more thing.” Jaxson’'s voice stops me at the door. “The neighbor—Lila. Be
careful how much time you spend with her. Davidson’s people may be watching you
both.”

The implication sends a chill down my spine. “Y ou think he' d—*

“1 think Marcus Davidson got where he is by covering al the bases.” Jaxson’'s eyes
are hard. “Protect her by keeping your distance. At least until we have what we

need.”

Outside, | sit in my car for a long time, staring at my phone. Finaly, | pull up
Crystal’ s number.

“Luke!” She answers on the first ring. “Have you seen the announcement? Daddy’s
PR team did such an amazing job!”

“Yeah,” | manage. “It’s... perfect.”

“Oh, I know we hadn’t officially decided, but Daddy said the timing was right, and
you know how heis about these things...”



| let her chatter on, making appropriate noises of agreement. When she suggests a
celebration dinner this weekend, | agree with that, too.

Then | pull up Lila's number, my finger hovering over the call button. But Jaxson’s
warning echoes in my head.

Instead, | type out a text: ‘Meeting ran long. Need to handle some things in town.
Talk soon.’

Her reply comes quickly: ‘ Everything okay?

No. Nothing about thisis okay. But | write: *Just alot going on. Will explain when |

can.

After a moment, she sends back a simple heart emoji. Because, of course, she does.
Because she's Lila, and she understands even when | can’'t explain.

| start the car, pointing it westward instead of toward home. Toward Crystal and her
father’ s games, away from what | really want.

The Davidson estate makes my family’s home look modest. Everything screams new
money—from the gaudy fountains to the gold-plated door handles. Crystal’s waiting
in the foyer, wearing something stylish and expensive.

“Luke!” She throws herself at me, and | force myself to catch her, to smile like I'm
happy to be here. “Isn’t this exciting?Daddy’ s arranged everything!”
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Speaking of the devil, Marcus Davidson descends the curved staircase like he's
making an entrance. “Luke, my boy! Welcome to the family—officially, that is.”

His handshake is too firm, his smile too sharp. | think of Jaxson’s warnings and
match his grip. “Marcus. Quite the surprise announcement.”

“Oh, sometimes you have to take initiative in life.” He steers us toward his study.
“Crystal, give us a moment to discuss business?’

She pouts but complies, leaving me aone with the man who's trying to destroy my
family’ s legacy. The study is exactly what you’ d expect—oversized desk, pretentious

art, everything designed to intimidate.

“Drink?’ He doesn’t wait for my answer, pouring two fingers of scotch that probably
costs more than most people make in a week.

“The announcement was premature,” | say, accepting the glass but not drinking.

“Nonsense.” He settles behind his desk. “The timing is perfect. Sterling Motors
stock jumped three points just on the rumor of our families officially joining forces.”

Of course, it did because that was his plan all along.
“The celebration dinner,” | say instead of what | want to. “ Saturday night?’

“Excellent.” His smile widens. “Crystal’s dready invited half of Jacksonville's
society pages. Y our father will attend, of course?’



“He' s still not feeling well—*

“Insist.” The word carries steel beneath its polish. “It would look... unfortunate if he
missed his only son’s engagement celebration.”

| grip my glass tighter, thinking of Jaxson’s timeline. | just have to play this game for
three weeks.

“I"l1 make sure he' sthere.”

“Perfect.” Marcus stands. “Now, let’s not keep my daughter waiting. She's already
talking about venue options.”

The drive home is ablur of anger and frustration. My phone rings—Dad.

“The announcement’s already online,” he says without preamble. “Son, you don’t
have to do this.”

“Yes, | do.” | stare out at the darkening sky. “Just for alittle while longer. Jaxson, the
Pl, is close to having everything we need.”

“Luke—"

“Three weeks, Dad. That's all we need. Can you trust me that long?’

A long pause. “I trust you. But this game Marcus is playing—it’'s dangerous.”

“l know.” | think of Lila, of how understanding she'll be, and how that almost makes

it worse. “The celebration dinner is Saturday night. Marcus was insistent that you
attend.”



“Of course hewas.” Dad sighs. “What time?’

“Eight, at The Capital Grille.”

“I’ll bethere.” Another pause. “Have you talked to Lila?’

“No.” The word feels like glass in my throat. “But | will—I’'m headed home now.
Jaxson suggested we not spend time together.”

“Ah.” So much understanding in that single syllable. “She’s tougher than she looks,

Son.

“That’ s what scaresme.”

After we hang up, | continue the drive home. | enter my apartment, walk out onto the
back deck, and wait for Lilato join me.

She opens the dliding glass door, still wearing her apron, flour dusted across one
cheek.
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“1 was stress baking,” she explains, stepping back to let me in. The kitchen smells
like cinnamon and warmth and everything | have to stay away from.

She leads me to her couch, her hazel eyes soft, sitting close enough that our knees
touch. “Tell me everything.”

So | tell her about Jaxson’s investigation, Marcus's pattern of destroying companies,
and the evidence they’ re gathering. | tell her how he needs time to build a case strong
enough to stop him.

“Jaxson thinks it’s safer if we... if | keep my distance from you,” | finish, watching
her face carefully. “Marcus may have people watching, and if he suspects anything...”

“Hey.” She takes my hand, threading our fingers together. “1 get it. You need a little
time—then it will be over.”

“l have to play along,” | say roughly. “The engagement dinner is this weekend. And |
can’'t be seen with you, can’t risk Marcus figuring out the way | feel—"*

“Luke.” She cups my face with her free hand. “I understand. Truly. Do what you
need to do to protect your family’s company.”

| lean forward, resting my forehead against hers. “Thank you for understanding.”
Then | brush away the dusting of flour on her cheek with my lips.

“You're welcome,” she teases, but her voice catches. “Just... be careful. Marcus
Davidson doesn’t strike me as someone who loses gracefully.”



“Three weeks,” | promise. “Then I’'m taking you on a proper date. No complications,
no pretending, just us.”

“I'll hold you to that.” She kisses me softly, briefly. “Now go. Before | try to
convince you to stay.”

Standing, | turn to her one last time, not wanting to leave. “Lila...”

“1 know.” She wraps her arms around herself. “Me too.”

Leaving out the back, | somehow feel lighter. Because even though | can’t see her,
can’'t be with her, at least she knows the truth. At least she understands.

Three weeks. | can do anything for three weeks. | just hope Lila will still be waiting
for me when it's over.

Nineteen

Lila

It's Friday night, and | throw myself into preparations for the MAD charity event. I'm
grateful for the distraction of menu planning and staff coordination. Every time my
phone buzzes, my heart jumps—but it's never Luke. It can't be him because he's

being extra cautious not to give Marcus any warning about what’s coming.

“You're doing that thing again,” Jenny says, catching me staring at my phone for the
hundredth time.

“What thing?’

“That sad puppy dog face.” She helps me unload supplies at the event venue—a



ballroom at one of the high-end hotels near the river that Hunter Henson and his team
have transformed into something magical. “Did you and Luke... uh, your neighbor
have afight?’

“No.” | focus on arranging appetizer plates. “ Everything' s fine.”

“Right.” She draws out the word. “That's why he’'s suddenly engaged to Crystal
Davidson, and you'’ re stress-cooking enough food to feed an army.”

“The food is for the charity event,” | remind her. “ Speaking of which, where's Emily
and Kendrick? They promised to arrive early for moral support.”

“Nice dodge,” Jenny says deadpan. “When they get here, I’ll point them in your
direction. But don’t think | didn’t notice how you changed the subject.”

Before | can respond, Rebel Henson, Hunter’ s wife, approaches me. She's as curvy as
| am, with dark hair, eyes, and deep dimples when she smiles—which seems to be
often.

“Lilal Thefood looks and smells amazing!”

“Thanks.” | welcome the interruption. “The passed appetizers will start circulating at
six, dinner service at seven-thirty...”

“Perfect.” Rebel surveys the space. “Hunter’s stuck on a call, but Paige is bringing
the auction items soon. We' ve aready sold more tickets than last year!”

Emily and Kendrick arrive, looking sleek and stylish in their gowns. | quickly give
them a hug, avoiding their sympathetic gaze. I’'m soon lost in final preparations but
grateful for the busy work. The venue fills with volunteers, then early arrivals, and
now I'm in my element—directing servers, monitoring food temperatures, and



ensuring everything runs smoothly.
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“The food is delicious,” Paige gushes, sneaking a crab cake. “Hunter was right about
hiring you.”

“Thanks.” | adjust adisplay. “How are the auction items doing?’

“Really good! That private concert package from the Wild Band is getting tons of
attention...”

My hand dlips, nearly toppling a tower of glasses. Right. Luke and Emily arranged
the auction package weeks ago before everything got complicated.

“Careful!” Emilysteadies the display. “Maybe take a break? Y ou’ ve been going non-
stop al day.”

“I'mfine.”

“You're not,” she says softly. “And that’s okay. But at least tell me what’'s going
on?’

| glance around, but everyone's focused on their tasks. “I can't... it's too hard to
explain.”

“And now isn't the place—I| understand.” She squeezes my arm. “But whatever’s
happening, we' re here for you. Kendrick and | both.”

“1 know.” | blink back sudden tears. “1 just need to get through the next few weeks.”



“WEéll, hello, everyone!” A familiar voice makes my blood run cold.

Crystal Davidson glidesin, her father right behind her. Of course, they’re here—it's a
major charity event, and the Davidsons never miss a chance to be seen supporting
good causes.

“Lila” Crystal air kisses near my cheek. “Everythinglooks fabulous! Doesn't it,
Daddy?’

“Impressive,” Marcus agrees, his sharp eyes taking in everything—including my
reaction to their presence. “Though I'm surprised Luke isn’'t here. Supporting local
charities isimportant for public image.”

“The band has a guest appearance scheduled for tonight,” Emily cuts in smoothly as
Kendrick gives a confirming nod.

“Yes, none of the band members could make it.” She glances at Crystal with a
grimace. “Part of being involved with afamous rockstar.”

“The Wild Band donated an auction package...” Emily points out.

“Yes, we saw that in the program.” His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “Crystal was
just saying how wonderful it will be to have a celebrity in the family. I'm sure you'll
be seeing alot more of her in the future.”

Emily shifts closer to me, protective. “Yes, we saw the announcement. We can’t
wait.” Looping her arm with mine. | allow her and Kendrick to pull me away.

“Excuse us, Lilaneedsto check on the main course.”

In the kitchen, | grip the counter until my knuckles turn white.



“Okay, spill,” Emily demands.

“What's really going on with you and Luke?’ Kendrick asks, crossing her arms,
“Because that whole scene out there was weird as hell.”

“l can't...” | take ashaky breath. “Not yet. Just... have alittle faith?”’

They study me for a long moment. “Fine. But whatever’'s happening? Be careful.
That Marcus guy gives me serious creeper vibes.” Emily says with a shudder.

As the night progresses, the hum of conversation fills the elegant banquet hall and
ballroom, mingling with the clink of glasses and the soft strains of a live string
guartet. It's a perfect evening, every detail coming together exactly as | envisioned.
The MAD charity galaisin full swing, and by all accounts, it’s a success.

Waitstaff in crisp black uniforms glide between tables, refilling glasses and serving
plates from the carefully curated menu. My menu. It’s a thrill to see the dishes |
painstakingly crafted being enjoyed by a room full of people, but there’'s an ache that
tugs at me with every passing moment.

| wish Luke were here.

| push the thought away as quickly as it comes. He's busy with his own battles, and
I’ ve thrown myself into my work to keepfrom dwelling on the longing to be with him
that consumes me.

“Lilal” afamiliar degp voice calls, pulling me from my thoughts.

| turn to see Hunter Henson approaching, his wife, Rebel, by his side. Hunter is all

polished charm in his tailored tux, and his confident smile is a perfect match for
Rebel’s easygoing air. Her deep green gown flows around her, hugging her curves,



and her dark hair is styled in waves that scream effortless glamour.
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“You've outdone yourself,” Hunter says, shaking my hand. “This event is
incredible.”

“Thank you,” | say, smiling. “But it's your organization that makes the rea
difference. I’'m just happy to be part of it.”

“Don’'t sell yourself short,” Rebel says, her eyes sparkling. “ The food is phenomenal.
Everyoneisraving about it.”

“Really?’ | ask, my cheeks flushing with pride.

“Absolutely,” Rebel insists. “And the dessert? That chocolate mousse tart? I'm
considering sneaking an extra one to take home to our twins.”

| laugh, the warmth of their praise easing some of the tension in my chest.

“We couldn’t have done this without you,” Hunter says. “Paige has aready
mentioned how seamless everything has been from your end. | know you've had alot
going on, but you’' ve handled it beautifully.”

“1t's been apleasure,” | say, meaning it. The MAD program is something | believe in
deeply, and working with Hunter and his team has been inspiring. Their dedication to
helping single mothers find meaningful work and advance in their careers is nothing
short of extraordinary.

“We'll let you get back to it,” Rebel says, giving my arm a light squeeze. “But don’t
forget to take a moment to enjoy your own success.”



“I’ll try,” | promise, watching them disappear into the crowd.
The rest of the evening passes in ablur of service and smiles. The food is perfect, the
auction successful, and Hunter’s speech about MAD’s mission brings tears to every

eyein the house.

“WEe ve raised over one hundred thousand dollars!” Rebel announces near the end of
the night. “ Thanks to everyone's generosity, especially our amazing staff and team...”

The applause washes over me as we stand there, and | force a smile. | glance up and
see James Harrison approach me, looking very suavein his black tux.

“Lila, | knew you had to be the chef behind that incredible food.”

“Thank you, James,” | reply, feeling atwinge of guilt that I’ ve been avoiding him.

“I’ll haveto giveyou acall. There are some social events I’ ve been invited to. Perfect
opportunity for me to introduce you around.”

| give him a hesitant smile, not wanting to commit. “Thank you—*

But before | can finish, I’'m called away by one of the staff. | hope my relief didn’t
show on my face, as James has been nothing but kind to me. It’s not his fault he’s not
Luke.

The evening winds down in ablur of smiles, handshakes, and compliments. When the
last guest leaves, my feet are aching, and my cheeks hurt from smiling. Jenny and |

are in the kitchen preparing to leave when Emily and Kendrick find me.

“You killed it tonight,” Emily says, pulling me intoa hug.



“| agree,” Kendrick adds, her eyes warm. “This was flawless, Lila. You should be
proud.”

“Thanks,” | say, managing asmile.

They exchange a look, one of those silent conversations | can’'t quite decipher before
Emily states quietly. “Well, when you' re ready to talk, you know where to find us.”

“Thank you, that meansalot,” | say softly.

Once | get home, it's well past midnight. As | step on the front porch, | notice there
are no lights on next door. The apartment feels quiet, the kind of quiet that feels
heavy, likeit’s pressing down on me. | kick off my heels and collapse onto the couch,
staring up at the ceiling as the evening replays in my mind.

It was a perfect event—everything | worked so hard to achieve. But the hollow ache
in my chest won't go away.

| want to share this with Luke. | want to hear his voice and see how his eyes light up
when he smiles. But he' s not here, and | can’t let myself hope for something that feels
so out of reach.

With asigh, | pull out my phone and scroll through the photos from the gala, pausing
on one of Hunter and Rebel onstage, their arms raised in triumph. Thisiswhat | need
to focus on—the good I’ m doing, the work that matters.

But even as| tell myself that, the ache doesn’t fade.
Suddenly, | see a dark figure on the deck. My pulse leaps as | see a flash of blonde

hair and Luke's broad shoulders. Without turning on the lights, | walk over to the
dliding glass doors, unlock them, and slide them open.
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“Luke?’ | whisper, my voice catching. “What are you doing here?’

“l couldn’t stay away,” he says softly, stepping inside. His hair is dightly damp, like
he just showered, and the faint scent of soap clings to him. He's wearing jeans and a
plain black t-shirt, smple and understated, but he still manages to take my breath

away.

“1 shouldn’t be here,” he whispers, even as he draws me into his arms. “But | had to
know how it went.”

“It went well,” | tell him, smiling. I go on to tell him about the event—the record-
breaking donations, Hunter’ s moving speech, and the way his band’ s auction package
sparked a bidding war. “Everyone loved the food. Hunter and his team were thrilled.”

“Of course they were,” he says, his voice warm. “Y ou're talented, Lila. | knew you'd
pull itoff.”

His confidence in me sends a flutter through my chest, but | push it aside. “You
didn’t have to stay up just to tell me that.”

“l wanted to,” he says simply, his gaze steady. “Wish | could have seen it.” His
thumb traces patterns on my palm. Turning my hand over, he presses a kiss to my
palm that makes me shiver. When he pulls me closer, | go willingly, wrapping my
arms around his neck as his mouth finds mine.

The kiss is desperate, heavy with everything we can’'t say. His hands span my waist,
holding me like | might disappear, asif these stolen moments are all we'll ever have.



A dog barks in the distance, breaking the spell. Luke rests his forehead against mine,
his breath unsteady.

“1 should go.” But he doesn’t move; he just holds metighter. “In case...”

“I know.” | breathe him in—wanting one more whiff of his scent and soap. “Just...
one more minute?’

He answers by capturing my mouth again, softer this time like he’'s memorizing my
taste. When he finally pulls away, the loss feels physical.

“Soon,” he promises, tightening his arms. “Everything will be worth it—I promise.”

| watch him dlip out the back dliding glass doors, a shadow among shadows. Then he
turns and looks at me through the glass, and even in the darkness, | feel the intensity
of his gaze.

Then he's gone, leaving only the phantom press of his lips and the ache of empty
arms. | touch my mouth, still warm from his kiss, and try to believe that ‘soon’ will
come quickly enough.

Twenty

Luke

The Capital Grille feels like a stage set tonight, with everyone playing their assigned
roles to perfection. Crystal sparklesin something silver and extravagant while Marcus
holds court at the head of the private dining room like a king overseeing his subjects.
Even the other diners seem carefully chosen—Jacksonville's €lite, here to witness
this merger of money and music.



Dad arrives exactly on time, looking stronger than he has in months. If | didn’t know
better, I’ d neverguess he was putting on an act.

“Son.” He hugs me with just the right amount of fatherly pride. “Crystal, you look
lovely.”

“Jim!” She air kisses his cheeks. “We're so happy you could make it. Aren’'t we,
Daddy?’

Marcus raises his crystal wine glass. “Indeed. Nothing better than family coming
together.”

The threat underlying his words isn’'t lost on either of us, but Dad just smiles and
takes his seat. | catch Jaxson’s warnings echoing in my head: The fewer details he
knows, the more genuine his reactions will be.

“Luke, dear.” Crystal loops her arm through mine. “Come say hello to the
Hendersons. They simply must attend the wedding.”

| let her drag me around the room, making small talk and accepting congratulations
from people | barely know. My cheeks hurt from fake smiling, but Marcus watches
my every move like a hawk studying its prey.

“To the happy couple!” Someone calls out, and suddenly, everyone' s raising glasses.

“Speech!” Crystal squeezes my arm hard enough to leave marks. “Luke, say
something!”

The room falls quiet, all eyes on me. Dad gives me an imperceptible nod—play the
part, hiseyes say. Just alittle longer.



| clear my throat. “Crystal and |...” The words taste like ashes. “We're overwhelmed
by everyone's support. This partnership—* Marcus's eyes narrow at my word choice,
" —this union of our familiesfeels...”

“Destined,” Crystal supplies helpfully.
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“Right,” 1 manage. “ Thank you all for being here tonight.”

“And thank you, Marcus,” Dad stands smoothly, saving me. “For welcoming my son
into your family with such... enthusiasm.”

The subtle emphasis isn't lost on Marcus, but he just smiles that snake's smile.
“Family is everything, isn't it, JiIm? The legacy we leave, the empire we build...”

“ Among other things,” Dad replies mildly.

Dinner arrives—perfectly cooked steaks and wine. Crystal chatters about venue
options while her mother nods vacantly, clearly medicated into serenity. The other
guests add appropriate commentary about flowers and dates and all the details | can’t
bring myself even to pretend to care about.

“ June weddingsare so lovely,” someone gushes.

“Yes,” Crystal laughs. “ Daddy thinks we shouldn’t wait too long. Right, Daddy?’

My fork freezes halfway to my mouth as | try not to choke.

“The sooner, the better,” Marcus agrees, watching me carefully. “Why wait when you
know it’ sright?’

“The band’ s schedule... our tour,” | start.

“Can be adjusted.” Marcus's tone brooks no argument. “After all, family comes first.



Isn’t that right, Jim?’

Dad sets down his wine glass with perfect control. “Of course. Though these things
do take time to plan properly.”

“Money makes everything move faster.” Marcus signals for more wine. “I’ve already
spoken to several exclusive venues about dates.”

The room suddenly feels too small, too hot.

“Excuse me.” | stand abruptly. “I need some air.”

The restaurant’s back hallway offers a temporary escape. | lean against the wall,
loosening my tie, trying to breathe.

“Quite the performance.” Dad’ s voice makes me jump. He joins me, looking tired but
determined. “ Jaxson’ stimeline?’

“Three weeks,” | whisper. “So, there’'s time... | just hate all of this. How Marcus
needs to control everything.”

“We'll handle it.” He squeezes my shoulder. “Your mother would be proud, you
know. Standing up to bullies was always her specialty.”

“I’m not standing up to anyone,” | say bitterly. “I’m playing along like a puppet.”

“You're protecting what matters.” His voice turns fierce. “Sometimes that means
swallowing your pride and waiting for the right moment to strike.”

“What if we don’t get that moment?’



“We will.” He straightens my tie with familiar hands. “Now come on. Let’'s go watch
Marcus think he’ swinning.”

Back in the dining room, Crystal pounces immediately. “There you are! Everyone's
asking about our wedding dance. | was thinking something from the band’s first
abum...”

| let her chatter wash over me, watching Marcus hold court at his end of the table.
He's aready talking about board meetings and transition plans, only thinly disguising
his future plans to take over the company.

“Whatever you want,” | tell Crystal because it’ s easier than arguing.

She beams, squeezing my arm possessively. “See? | told Daddy you'd be perfectly
reasonable once everything was settled.”

The rest of the evening passes in a blur of champagne toasts and pointed comments
from Marcus about ‘fresh perspectives and ‘necessary changes at Sterling Motors.
Dad plays his part flawlessly, appearing just concerned enough about the company’s
future without seeming suspicious.

By the time the last guest leaves, my jaw aches from forced smiling.

“Walk meto my car?’ Crystal pouts prettily.
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Outside, sheturnsinto my arms, clearly expecting a goodnight kiss. | manage a quick
peck, already calculating how quickly | can make an exit.

“Dream of me,” she sighs dramatically.
| will—but they’ Il be nightmares.

Marcus appears as she clicks ahead on designer heels, walking to their car. “Excellent
evening, wouldn’t you say?’

“Perfect,” | lie.

“Crystal’s right about the wedding.” His tone hardens dightly. “No reason to delay
joining our families... officialy.”

The threat hangs between us like smoke. | think of Jackson, of Lilawaiting patiently
at home, of Dad playing his part so perfectly tonight.

“No reason at all,” | agree, hating every word.

His smile doesn’'t reach his eyes. “Very good, then. We'll start venue hunting
Monday.”

| watch them drive away in his luxury car, Crystal waving from the passenger seat
like a princess in a parade. Dad appears at my shoulder, looking as exhausted as |
fedl.



“Home?’ he asks quietly.

“Yeah.” | loosen my tie completely. “Need aride?’

“Marie’ swaiting.” He studies me carefully. “You did well tonight, son. Just...”

“1 know.” | scrub a hand over my face. “Be careful.”

The drive home feels endless. All | want is to go to Lila's and wash away this night
with her quiet understanding and steady presence. Instead, | park in the driveway and
head straightfor the shower, trying to scrub away the feeling of Crystal’s possessive
touches and Marcus's calculating stares.

Three weeks suddenly feels like an eternity.

The morning after the engagement dinner from hell, | run until my legs burn, trying
to outpace the memory of Marcus's threats and Crystal’ s shrill voice. The sun climbs
higher as | push myself along the beach, sweat soaking my shirt despite the ocean

breeze.

By the time | circle back toward home, the morning crowds have thinned, leaving the
beach nearly empty. That’swhen | see her.

Lila emerges from the waves like something from a dream, water streaming down her
curves, her purple swimsuit starkly contrasting against her sun-kissed skin. Her
blonde hair falls in wet ropes down her back as she walks toward shore, completely
unaware of how the rising sun turns the water droplets on her skin into diamonds.

| stop dead, unable to look away. Unable to breathe.

She bends to pick up her towel from the sand, and my mouth goes dry. Every line of



her body is a masterpiece—strong from hours in the kitchen, yet graceful and
perfectly curved in al the right places. She's nothing like the society women at
lastnight’ s dinner, with their sharp angles and artificial perfection. Lilaisreal, warm,
and absolutely magnificent.

| should turn away. | should go inside, take a cold shower, and remember all the
reasons we need to keep our distance. Instead, | find myself following her path
toward our deck, staying close to the dune line where the sea oats provide cover.

She climbs the steps, humming something under her breath—one of our songs, |
realize with a jolt of pleasure. The towel’s draped around her shoulders, but it does
little to hide the way her wet swimsuit clingsto her every curve.

“You're staring,” she says without turning around.

Caught, | step out of the shadows. “Can you blame me?’

She faces me then, and the morning light catches the water droplets in her eyelashes.
“Shouldn’t you be somewhere more... appropriate?’

“Probably.” | climb the steps, drawn to her like gravity. “But | couldn’t look away.”

She turns and opens the glass dliding door. | silently follow her inside, turning to face
her.

“Luke...” Her voice holds awarning, but she doesn’tstep back as| move in closer.

“You looked like a goddess,” | tell her honestly. “Rising from the sea like
Aphrodite...”



Page 62

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 6:57 am

A blush colors her cheeks. “I look like awet mess.”

“You look perfect.” | reach out and catch a drop of water sliding down her neck.
“You'’ re absol ute perfection.”

Her breath catches. “We shouldn’t...”

“1 know.” But | can’t stop touching her, tracing the path of another droplet down her
collarbone. “Just... let melook at you—touch you. Please.”

She shivers despite the warm morning. “How was last night?’

“Horrible.” My hand dlides to her waist, continuing to her hip, feeling the warm silk
of her skin through the wet fabric.

“Crystal’ s already planning the wedding. Marcus insists we don’'t wait.” | inform her.
But the words taste sour in my mouth—talking about Crystal doesn't seem right
when | have Lilain my arms.

“Really?’ Her eyes widen.

“Yeah,” | rest my forehead against hers, needing her closeness. “But don’'t worry.
We'll figure it out. Somehow.”

She lifts her hand to my cheek, and | turn into her touch. “Luke, you look tired.”

“l couldn’'t sleep. | couldn’t stop thinking about you, about us, about everything we



can’'t have yet. So, | went running instead.”

“l cantell.” Her fingers trace the sweat at my temple. “You're al hot and...”

| kiss her before she can finish, unable to resist any longer. She tastes like salt water
and sunrise, like everything pure and real in my complicated world. Her towel falls
forgotten as she winds her arms around my neck, pressing her damp body against
mine despite my sweaty running clothes.

The kiss deepens and turns desperate. My hands slide over her wet skin as | pull her
closer, needing to feel her warmth, her reality. She makes a soft sound that nearly
breaks my control.

“We haveto stop,” she whispers against my mouth.

“1 know.” But | kiss her again, softer thistime. “I know.”

“Someone could see...”

“Right.” | force myself to step back, though everything in me protests the distance.
“I’m sorry, | shouldn’thave—*

“Don’'t.” Shetouches my lips gently. “Don’t apologize for this. Not ever.”

A door slams somewhere down the beach, making us both jump. Reality crashes back
like a cold wave.

“1 should go,” | say reluctantly. “Before someone...”

“Yeah.” She picks up her fallen towel, wrapping it around herself like armor. “Be
careful, okay?’



| back away slowly, memorizing every detail—the way the morning light plays on
her damp skin, the slight swelling of her well-kissed lips, the look in her eyes that
tells me she’ s doing the same.

“Luke?’ she softly callsas| reach the steps.

“Yeah?

“You look pretty perfect yourself.”

The compliment warms me all the way to my lonely apartment, where | finally let
myself remember every detail of our stolen moment—the taste of salt on her skin, the
soft sounds she made, the way she felt pressed against me.

| touch my lips, still tasting sea salt and sunrise, and try to believe that everything will
work out. That somehow,we'll find a way through this maze of complications and

obligations. The morning’s stolen moment replays in my mind—Lila rising from the
waves, perfect and real, a vision worth any wait.

For now, that memory will have to be enough.

Twenty-One
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Lila

James Harrison is charming. I’'ll give him that. When he asks me out, his smile is so
genuine and his tone so disarming that | don't know how to immediately say no
without sounding rude. | don't want to lead him on, but James has been so
instrumental in getting me high-profile clientsthat I'll feel guilty if | refuse.

“Please tell meyou'll at least consider it?” He stands before the bakery’ s counter, the
perfect gentleman in full force, watching me adjust the baked goods in the display.
“You know you've helped me as well. Those restaurant recommendations yougave

me last month landed me two new clients. Let me thank you properly.”

| carefully arrange the row of cinnamon rolls, buying time. James has been nothing
but kind since we met—Still...

“I's just dinner,” he adds, correctly reading my hesitation. “No pressure, no
expectations.”

The problem is, he's exactly the kind of guy | should want to date—successful,
thoughtful, uncomplicated. In another life, maybe, but he's not L uke.

“Okay,” | find myself saying. “But just dinner.”

His smile widens. “ Great! How about Azurea tonight? | hear their new chef is giving
you some competition.”

“I wouldn’t know. I’ ve never eaten there.” | smile despite myself. “Alright. Seven?’



“I'll pick you up at six-thirty.”

Later, standing in front of my closet, | try to remember how normal dating works.
The black dress | finally choose is pretty but not too suggestive—perfect for a casual
dinner with afriend. Because that’s all thisis.

James arrives exactly on time, looking polished in a well-cut jacket. “You look
beautiful.”

“Thanks.” | accept his offered arm, purposely not thinking about another arm, another
man’ s touch.

The restaurant is elegant and understated, with muted tones and soft lighting. The
kind of place that practically begs for hushed conversations and whispered secrets.
Azureaisfilled to capacity, but James has secured a prime table.

“1’ve been looking forward to this,” he says as we settle into our seats.

| nod politely, picking up the menu. “It's a beautiful restaurant. Thank you for
inviting me.”

At first, the conversation flows easily, with James peppering me with questions about
my work and recent events. It's nice, normal, and exactly what my life should be
right now. He's attentive and complimentary, but as the meal progresses, | can’t
shake the feeling that something is missing.

[t'snot him, | redlize. It'sme.

The conversation easily flows as we discuss upcoming events and shared clients.
Then, the universe decidesto test me.



“Luke, isn't this perfect? All my friends have been raving about this place.”

My heart stutters, and | glance toward the source of the sound, my stomach sinking.
Crystal Davidson.

She's standing at the hostess stand, her perfectly coiffed hair and designer dress
making her look every bit the society queen she so desperately wants to be. And
beside her, looking uncomfortable but devastatingly handsome is L uke.

He spots me almost immediately, his gaze locking on mine like a magnetic pull he
can't resist. For a second, the rest of the room fades away. It's just us, caught in a
silent exchange that says everything we can't.

“Lila,” James says, pulling me back to the present. “ Are you okay?”’

| blink, forcing a smile as | turn back to him. “I’m fine. Sorry, | thought | recognized
someone.”

“Small world,” he says, glancing around briefly before returning his attention to me.

| nod, my pulse still racing as | pick up my glass of wine and take a sip. But | can't
stop myself from glancing back at L uke.

He' s looking at me again, his jaw tight, his expression unreadable. Crystal is talking
to the hostess, making sure they know she’'s here with Luke Sterling, completely
unaware of the silent war raging in the space between us.

When the hostess leads them to their table—just two rows over—I have to grip the
edge of my chair to keep from bolting.
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The meal turnsinto aslow kind of torture. Every time | look up, | feel Luke' s eyeson
me. | try to focus on James, who is completely oblivious to the tension crackling
around us.
“Thiswineisincredible,” James says, holding up his glass.

| nod, smiling tightly. “Yes, itis.”

Out of the corner of my eye, | see Crystal laughing at something, her hand resting on
Luke'sarm. He doesn't react, but the sight still sends a pang through my chest.

“You've gone quiet,” James says, leaning closer. “Are you sure you' re, okay?’

“Just tired,” | say quickly. “It'sbeen along day.”

He nods, thankfully letting the conversation drift to lighter topics. But the tension in
my shoulders doesn’t ease. | notice Luke's presence is drawing looks from the rest of
the patrons, which makesCrystal preen.

Aswe're finishing dessert, she notices us.

“Oh, Lilal” she says, her voice too loud and too bright as she walks up to our table.
“What awonderful surprise!”

James looks up in surprise, his expression polite but curious.

Crystal smiles at him briefly before turning her full attention to me. “I thought that



was you. Isn’t this place fabulous? Luke and | were just saying we need to come here
more often.”

L uke stands behind her, having followed in her wake, his face carefully neutral. But |
catch the dlight tightening of his jaw when he sees James' s hand covering mine on the
table.

| slide my hand free as naturally as possible. “ Crystal, Luke. Nice to see you.”

“Isn’t it?" She practically vibrates with artificial enthusiasm. “Oh, where are my
manners? James Harrison, right? Daddy mentioned you own a magazine.”

James stands to shake hands. “Ah, Crystal Davidson, Luke. Congratulations on your
engagement.”

“Thank you!” She clutches Luke's arm possessively. “We're just so happy, aren’'t we,
darling?’

Luke' s smile doesn’t reachhis eyes. “ Ecstatic.”

“We shouldn’t keep you from your dinner,” | say quickly, desperate to end this
interaction.

“Nonsense! I'm glad | caught you,” Crystal continues, her voice dripping with
enthusiasm. “Luke and | are hosting a small dinner party next week, just a handful of
close friends. We' dlovefor you to be the chef.”

My wine glass freezes halfway to my mouth. “I...”

“It sounds high-profile—it would be great exposure for you, Lila,” James says
encouragingly. “Your food is perfect for intimate gatherings.”



“I'll have to check my schedule,” | say, choosing my words carefully. “I might
already be booked...”

“Please?’ Crystal pouts prettily. “1t would mean so much to have you handle our first
hosted dinner party as an engaged couple.”

The word ‘engaged’ hits like a physical blow. | risk a glance at Luke and find him
staring intently at the table.

“I"ll... check my calendar tomorrow,” | say finally.

“Perfect!” Crystal says, turning toward Luke. “We should let you get back to your
date. James, it was nice to meet you.”

“The pleasure was mine,” James replies smoothly.

As they walk away, Luke glances back once. The look in his eyes makes my heart
stutter.

“They make a striking couple,” James comments.

| take alarge sip of wine. “They certainly look the part.”
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“Are you okay? Y ou seem tense suddenly.”

“Just tired.” | force asmile. “Big event tomorrow.”

James proves himself yet again by shifting the conversation to safer topics. He's
attentive and charming as he signals for the check, and | hate myself a little for
wishing he was someone else.

“1 had awonderful time,” he says later, walking me to my door.

“Metoo.” And | did, mostly. Before...

He leans in slowly, telegraphing his intentions. | turn slightly so his kiss lands on my
cheek.

“James...”

“Too soon?’ His smileis understanding. “No pressure, remember?’
“You'reavery nice man,” | start.

“But not the right man?’ He squeezes my hand gently. “It’s okay, Lila. Friends?’
The relief makes me dizzy. “Friends.”

Inside, | kick off my heels and pour a generous glass of wine. | close my eyes,
remembering the look on Luke's face when he saw James's hand on mine. The



careful distance he maintained all night. The way he looked back, just once.

Tomorrow, I'll find a polite way to decline the dinner party job. I'll focus on my
business and pretend my heart isn’t constantly wanting him.

But tonight, | let myself remember every stolen glance, every unspoken word, every
moment our carefully constructed walls threatened to crumble and a pair of stormy
blue eyes that even now threatens to steal my breath.

The afternoon sun filters through the window, casting long shadows across my
kitchen counter. | stare at my phone, Crystal’s number glowing on the screen as my
thumb hovers over the call button.

I’ ve been putting this off all day, but | can’t avoid it any longer. | have to call her and
politely decline the offer to cook for her and Luke' s dinner party. Even the thought of

that evening makes my stomach twist into knots.

Just as | steel myself to make the call, my phone buzzes in my hand. The screen lights
up with an unknown number.

Without thinking, | answer. “Hello?’

“LilaJeffers? Thisis Jaxson Gibson.”

My pulse jumps at the PI’s name. “Is Luke—*

“He' s fine,” Jaxson assures me quickly. “I’m calling about Crystal Davidson’s dinner
party next week.”

| sink onto my chair. “Yes, | was about to call and tell her | can’t—*



“1’d advise against that,” Jaxson cutsin.

His words make me pause, confusion knitting my brows. “Why?’

Jaxson’s voice is cam but carries a weight that makes it impossible to dismiss.
“Because we believe Marcus Davidson will use that dinner party as an opportunity to
solidify his plans. The guest list includes two key board members from
SterlingMotors. We suspect Marcus will be sharing more of his intentions for the
company with them that night.”

“And?’ But my pulseisalready racing with possibility.

“Marcus is careful, but he lets his guard down in his own home,” Jaxson explains. “If
we can get a member of my team into his study while the dinner is happening, we
may be able to uncover documents or communications that prove his plans to take
over Sterling Motors.”

“You want to break in?’ | whisper, though I’'m alone.

“We want to gather proof of his illegal activities. The dinner provides a perfect
cover—all eyeswill be on the food, the conversation, the happy couple.”

| close my eyes. “Why are you calling me about this? Why not Luke?’
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Jaxson’ s silence speaks volumes.
“He doesn’t want me involved, does he?’

“He's trying to protect you.” Jaxson sighs. “But we need someone on the inside,
someone who can help create the right... distractions at the right moments.”

My chest tightens. “Which iswhy you called me anyway.”

“We need you,” Jaxson says ssimply. “And | trust you can handle yourself. This is
bigger than just Luke or his father. If Marcus succeeds, it won't just hurt the Sterling
family—it'll affect everyone tied to the company. Employees, their families, and
countless others. Y ou’ d be helping protect more people than you realize.”

“What do you need meto do?’ | ask quietly.

“Accept the job,” Jaxson says. “Prepare the dinner, keep everyone focused on the
event, and let us handle the rest. My team will handle the infiltration—we won’t ask
you to do anything outside of your role as the chef. But your presence gives us the
opportunity we need.”

| think of Luke's careful distance last night, the strain around his eyes as he played
along with Crystal’ s performance. “What exactly would my role be?’

“Private chef. Create an elaborate meal, one that requires frequent check-ins from the
hosts. Keep Crystal talking about the wedding. Most importantly, keep Marcus in the
dining room at specific times.”



“And if something goes wrong?’

“Nothing will link back to you. Y ou’re just the chef doing her job.”

| stand, pacing my living room. “Why me? Why not hire someone else?’

“Because Crystal asked you. You already have a reason to be there and because you
understand what's at stake.”

He's right. | do understand. | hesitate, and the knot in my stomach tightens. Luke
doesn’t want me involved, and part of me knows he'll be furious if he finds out. But
another part of me—the part that can't stand by and let Marcus win—knows what |
have to do.

“Okay.” The word comes out steadier than | feel. “I’ll doit.”

“You're sure?

“Yes.” | think of Luke's face when Marcus mentioned escalating the wedding date.
“Just... promise me one thing?”’

“If I can.”

“Don’'t tell Luke | know. Let him think I’'m just doing my job.”

Jaxson’'s quiet for amoment. “He'll figure it out. He' s not stupid.”

“No, but he's protective. This way, he can focus on his part without worrying about
mine.”

“You care about him.” It’s nota question.



“Enough to help end this faster.”

“I"ll be in touch with more details soon. And Lila?’

“Yes?

“Thank you.”

The line goes dead, and | set my phone down on the counter, my hands trembling
dlightly.

For a moment, | just sit there, the enormity of what I've agreed to sinking in. This
isn't just cooking dinner or playing nice with Crystal. This is about taking a stand,

about fighting for something bigger than myself.

And as much as | know, it’s the right thing to do. | can’t shake the feeling that I've
just stepped into dangerous territory.

Twenty-Two
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Luke

The air inside the recording studio feels electric, humming with the anticipation that
comes whenever we're laying down new tracks. The other guys are scattered around
the room—Cass and Kendrick are sitting close together on the couch, talking, while
Sam is fiddling with his bass, lost in his own world. Nate lounges behind the drum
kit, tapping out a rhythm just to keep his hands moving.

It's chaos, but it’s our chaos. And somehow, it always works.

My fingers find the keys automatically, muscle memory taking over as the band
works through our newest track.

“One more time from the bridge,” Emily calls through the control room mic. “Luke,
can you add more complexity to that chord progression?’

| adjust, letting the music flow through me. This is what I'm good at—speaking
through sixty-one keys and sound waves, letting the instrument say what | can't.

“Perfect!” Emily’s grin lights up the booth. “That’ s the one.”

Vince stretches his dark hair messy from running his hands through it. “Finally. Hey
Luke, want to grab dinner?’

“Can't,” | say, standing, probably too quickly. “Meeting with Crystal later.”

Everybody exchanges looks. They’ ve been careful not to push, but I know they sense



something’'s off. The whole band has been walking on eggshells since the
engagement announcement.

“Everything okay, man?’ Nate asks carefully.

“Working onit.” | force asmile. “Just... give me some time?’

“Okay,” Emily says, exiting the sound booth.

Kendrick approaches and squeezes my arm. “But you know we're here if you need
us, right?’

“I know.”

They file out, leaving me aone with my keyboard. This is my favorite time in the
studio—just me and the music, no expectations or complications.

| sit down, letting my fingers find the melody that’s been haunting me for weeks,
letting it flow through my fingers. It started the night of the first kiss with Lila, and
it's grown with every stolen moment since. But the words won’'t come. Every time |
try to capture what I’ m feeling, the lyrics fail me.

The notes rise and fall like waves, like the way she emerged from the ocean that one
morning. | haven’t seen her properly in days—we're both being careful, staying busy,
avoiding temptation. But the music remembers every detal: the taste of sea salt on
her skin, the way she fits against me, the sound of her laughter...

The notes swell under my hands, the melody growing more urgent. The music is
saying everything | can’t.

When | finally stop, the silence feels deafening. | close my eyes, resting my hands on



the keys, and exhale slowly.

“That was beautiful,” avoice says,startling me.

| look up sharply to see Kendrick standing in the doorway, her notebook tucked under
one arm.

“How long have you been there?’ | ask, feeling aflush creep up my neck.

“Long enough,” she says with asmall smile. She steps into the room, closing the door
behind her. “What'’ s the story behind that melody?’

| shake my head. “It’s just something I’ ve been messing around with. No lyrics yet.”

Kendrick raises an eyebrow, dropping into the chair beside me. “That’s not like you.
You're usually so quick with words.”

| laugh bitterly. “Not this time. Every lyric I've come up with feels wrong. Too
shallow.”

She studies me for a moment, then flips open her notebook. “Play it again.”

| hesitate, then let the music flow. Kendrick closes her eyes, swaying dightly as the
notes fill the room. When | finish, she opens her eyes and flips through her notebook.

“Try this,” she says softly and startsto sing.
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Her lyrics catch me off guard—they’ re about hidden love and stolen moments, about
wanting something you can’'t have yet, about hope and waiting, and the space
between now and soon.

“How did you...”

“I"ve been there, remember?’ She smiles knowingly. “Also, I've seen the way you
look at Lilawhen you think no one’ s watching.”

My hands freeze over the keys. “Kendrick...”

“Don’'t worry.” She scribbles something in her notebook. “I'm good at keeping
secrets—and | assume you have your reasons. Now, try the bridge again, but slower
thistime.”

For the next hour, we work on bringing the song to life, my fingers dancing across the
keys as her words weave perfectly with my melody, telling the story | couldn’t find
words for.

“You should sing it,” she saysfinally.

| shake my head. “I’m not asinger.”

“Please.” Sherolls her eyes. “I’ve heard you in soundcheck. Y ou’ ve got the voice for
thisone.”

| prefer just playing,” | say firmly.



“Emily’s been trying to get all of you to do solos,” she points out. “Because she
knows what she's doing.” Kendrick tears the pages from her notebook. “Take these.
Work on it. When you're ready...”

“Thanks.” | tuck the lyrics carefully away. “For everything.”

“Just...” She hesitates at the door. “Make sure you know what you’ re doing.” Then, in
a softer voice, “1 won't say anything about the song, but you should think about it.
This one’ stoo good to hide away.”

| nod, unable to trust my voice. Once she's gone, | play through the melody one more
time, letting Kendrick’'s words bring shape to everything I've been feeling,

everything | can't say—at least not yet.

| pack up slowly, knowing Crystal’s waiting at some overpriced restaurant to discuss
flower arrangements or table settings or whatever else she' s planned for tonight.

But | take Kendrick’s lyrics with me, tucking them safely away like the secrets they
tell. Once this charade is over, I’ll find the courage to sing them.

Until then, 1’1l let the music speak for me.

The Davidson mansion is a study in tasteful excess—crystal chandeliers, museum-
quality art, and tonight, Jacksonville' s elite mingling over cocktails.

| spot Crystal near the entrance, wearing a dress that screams high society. She beams
when she sees me, looping her arm through mine before | even have a chance to say

hello.

“Thereyou are,” she says brightly. “You're late.”



“Traffic,” | mutter, letting her steer me toward the house.

“Why do you insist on driving that ridiculous Jeep?’ She asks me, then without
waiting for my answer, she continues, “Once we're married, I’ll insist you purchase a
nicer car.” With acalculating look in her eyes. “Maybe a Ferrari or a sleek Mercedes,
something more elegant, and sleek. Y ou know, something a rockstar should drive.”

| grimace but don’'t even bother to try and change her mind. We're so close to ending
this charade that the wait is becoming unbearable.

The moment we step inside, | spot them—Robert Chen and William Hartley, two key
members of SterlingMotors board. They’'re standing near the bar, drinks in hand,
chatting with Marcus like old friends.

Crystal must notice where my gaze lands because she leans closer, her voice low.
“Daddy’s just getting them up to speed. Isn't this exciting? Once the deal goes
through, Sterling Motors will be unstoppable.”

| grit my teeth, forcing a neutral expression. “Y eah. Exciting.”

Marcus catches sight of me and waves us over. His smileis al teeth, and the glint in
his eye makes my skin crawl.

“Luke!” he says, clapping me on the shoulder. “Glad you could make it. You
remember Robert and William, don’t you?’

“Of course,” | say, shaking their hands.

“We were just discussing the future of the company,” Marcus continues, his tone
dripping with faux enthusiasm. “Big things ahead, right, gentlemen?”’
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Robert and William nod, their expressions guarded. | can't tell if they’ re genuinely on
board with Marcus or just playing along.

“Your father and | go way back.” William Hartley shares, crystal tumbler in hand.
“Speakingof Jim, where is he tonight?’

“Under the wesather,” | lie smoothly, exactly as Jaxson instructed. “He sent his
regrets.”

Marcus's smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “ Such a shame. We had so much to discuss.
But with Jim’s declining health, it's probably best he's not here. The mental and
physical strain are taking their toll.”

The implied notion of my father’s declining mental capabilities makes my shoulders
tense, but | maintain my practiced smile. Somewhere in this house, Gibson’s team is
putting their plan into action. | just have to play my part. Jaxson’s words echo in my
head:Marcus will use tonight to solidify his plans. We need evidence.

| glance around the room, searching for any sign of Jaxson or his team. He told me
everything was under control, but that doesn’'t stop the knot of tension in my chest
from tightening.

Another guest approaches, and Marcus turns his attention away. Crystal immediately
latches onto my arm, dragging me around for introductions like I’'m her favorite new

accessory.

I'm midway through another mindless conversation when | spot him—one of



Marcus's new staff 1ooks eerily familiar. It takes me a moment to place him. He' s one
of Jaxson’s men. He's dressed as part of the staff, blending in with the
serverscarrying trays of drinks. He lingers near the edge of the room, his movements
purposeful yet unassuming.

My heart rate kicks up, but I maintain my practiced smile as Crystal introduces me to
yet another member of high society who can’'t hide their enthusiasm in meeting a
celebrity rockstar with the Wild Band.

| track Jaxson’s man from the corner of my eye as he efficiently works the room.
What the hell is Jaxson thinking, putting someone this close to Marcus?

“Dinner isready to be served,” Lila announces from the doorway.

She looks completely professional in her chef’s whites, but the sight of her here, in
Marcus s territory, makes my stomach clench. When I’ d told Jaxson absolutely not to
involve her, | never imagined she' d accept the job on her own.

“Everything smells amazing,” Crystal gushes. “Daddy, wasn't | right about hiring
her?’

“Indeed.” Marcus studies Lila with calculating eyes. “Quite the coup, getting such a
highly recommended chef, who just happens to be your fiancé's next-door neighbor.”

“1 go where the opportunities are,” Lila replies smoothly, not even glancing my way.
“Shall we begin with the first course?’

Throughout dinner, | divide my attention between the conversation and Jaxson's
undercover man. He moves with practiced ease, but | notice him drifting closer to the
hallway that leads to Marcus's study whenever possible.



The wine pairing is exquisite,* Chen comments as the staff serves the third course.

“I have an excellent wine stewart,” Lila responds, topping off Marcus's glass.
“Though | believe Mr. Davidson’s cellar provided tonight’ s selections.”

Marcus preens at the compliment, glancing at Chen. “Perhaps you'd like atour of the
wine cellar later? | have some rare vintages...”

That’s when | see Jaxson’s man dlip away from the dining room, heading toward the
study.

My pulse quickens.

The conversation at the dinner table continues for a few minutes, drifting toward
casual topics, but my eyes secretly watch the hallway for any sign of motion.

Suddenly, Marcus clears his throat and stands, his chair scraping against the floor.
“Robert, William,” he says, his tone casual but firm. “Why don’'t we step into my
study for a moment? There are a few details I'd like to share privately regarding
Sterling Motors' future.”

Fear knots in my chest. Jaxson’s man is still in the study, and if Marcus catches him,
this entire operation is blown.

Before the panic can fully set in, there’'s a tremendous crash from the hallway. The
sound of shattering glass echoes through the house.

Marcus's face darkens. “What the bloody hell—*

All eyes turn toward the hallway when Lila appears. She steps forward discreetly. “I
apologize for disturbing you, Mr. Davidson. It appears we'll need another bottle from



your cellar. The'82 Bordeaux...”

“This is completely unacceptable,” Marcus snaps. “I don't appreciate this level of
incompetence with my wine collection. Y our staff—*

“Actualy, sir,” Lila interrupts, her voice perfectly modulated, “the young man who
dropped the bottle is one of your household staff, not mine. My team is exclusively in

the kitchen.”

The silence that follows is profound. | hide my snicker in my napkin.
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Marcus recovers quickly. “Yes, well... Perhaps this is an opportunity. Robert,
William—I’ ve been meaning to show you my wine cellar. Some exceptional vintages
you might appreciate before we discuss business.”

“Wonderful idea,” Crystal chirps. “Luke, dear, do you want to join them?”’
“Of course,” | say, standing. “1'd love to see your father’s collection.”

As we follow Marcus toward the cellar, | pass close to Lila. Our eyes meet briefly,
and I'm struck by the tension in hers. She knows something—something that makes
her worried.

But there' s no time to decode her look. Marcus is aready launching into a detailed
history of his wine collection, leading us past his study where, hopefully, Jaxson's
man has found whatever we need.

Once we emerge from the wine cellar a few minutes later, | catch a glimpse of
Jaxson’s man dlipping back into position, adjusting his uniform. Whatever he did in
the study,he’ s done now.

The night isn’t over, though. As Marcus leads the two board members into his study,
he firmly shuts the door, excluding me from their business plans. And judging by the
careful way Lila's watching everything, there’s more happening here than even |
understand.

| just pray that whatever the Pl team had planned worked because being this close to
Marcus while he plots against my father is getting harder by the second.



A cold fury startsto build as | watch Liladirect her staff with too much precision, her
timing too perfect. If she'sinvolved in this—after | explicitly told Gibson to keep her
out of it—there will be hell to pay—for both of them.

Twenty-Three

THREE HOURS EARLIER

Lila

| meet Jaxson Gibson in the back of an unmarked van parked two blocks away. The
space is cramped with surveillance equipment, and Jaxson’'s team moves with
practiced efficiency as they prep for tonight. We have a few hours before dinner
service begins at the Davidson mansion.

“These are your points of contact,” Jaxson says, indicating one man that | recognize
from my staff interviews last week. “Ryan’s posing as one of Marcus's household
staff, Curtis as your sous chef. They’ll handle the technical aspects—you just need to
create opportunities.”

“The study is our primary target,” Curtis explains, showing me blueprints. “But we
need his personal devices, too. Marcus keeps his phone close, but he's careless with
his tablet.”

My hands are steady as | take the small device they give me. “And this will copy
everything?’

“Just needs thirty seconds of contact. But Lila—* Jaxson’s expression turns serious.
“Ryan will gain access to the study. We're only giving you a drive in case an
opportunity arises for you to use it—understand?’



“I’vegot it,” | confirm, meeting his eyes.

“Lila, If anything feels off about this entire plan—you abort. Luke was explicit about
keeping you out of this. I’'m aready risking his wrath involving you at all.”

“Luke doesn’t get to make my decisions.” The words come out sharper than intended.
“I’'m doing this for Jm,” | say in a softer yet still firm voice, “For al of Sterling
Motors employees who'll lose everything if Marcus succeeds.”

A tech suddenly interrupts with last-minute equipment checks. | use the time to
review the plan, trying not to think about Luke's reaction if he discovers my rolein
this.

The Davidson kitchen is controlled chaos when | arrive. Curtis seamlessly integrates
with my regular staff, while Ryan circulates with the household servers. Everything
appears normal—exactly asit should. Then Luke walksin.

Even though | prepared myself for this, the sight of him hits me like a physical blow.
He looks devastating in a charcoal suit that emphasizes his broad shoulders. Crystal
hangs on his arm, picture-perfect as always, and the reminder stings more than it
should.

| focus on plating the first course, hyperaware of his presence but maintaining
professional distance. The preparations proceed smoothly until | see Marcus's tablet,
temporarily abandoned on the table, while he joins Crystal as they greet the first
arriving guests.

My heart begins to pound. | give a furtive glance around to see if anyone is near.
Taking a deep breath for courage, | connect the copying device. Thirty seconds. Just
thirty seconds...



Footsteps approach the dining room, and | freeze, feeling lightheaded.

“Daddy,” Crystal’s voice carries through the opening. “The Hendersongust
arrived...”

The footsteps move away, and | give a shaky exhale. With trembling fingers, |
disconnect the thumb drive from the tablet, my pulse racing. Hurriedly, | place the
drive in my pocket, where its weight feels like it's burning a hole. | slip back to the
kitchen, my heart in my throat, expecting someone to call out at any minute,
revealing my deception.

The real test comes later when Ryan needs access to Marcus's private files. The
diverted tour to the wine cellar buys him crucial minutes, but | can barely breathe
until he’s clear.

Now, watching Luke follow Marcus and the other men downstairs, | pray we got
enough. The weight of everything Jaxson’s team hoped to discover rides on how
successful we are tonight. They are looking for proof of Marcus's plans, his offshore
accounts, and the shell companies he's using to orchestrate Sterling's hostile
takeover. Hopefully, we have al the evidence we need.
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Luke' s gaze catches mine one last time before he disappears down the cellar stairs.
The suspicion there makes my chest ache, but I’d do it again. Some things are worth
therisk, even if it means making Luke angry by not following his orders.

| head back to the kitchen, where my staff is preparing dessert. There's still a dinner
service to complete and appearances tomaintain. Curtis glances over at me with a
single nod, and | let out the breath | was holding.

| silently dlip him the thumb drive, and his eyes widen in surprise and approval. That
one look makes me feel lighter. In less than four hours, I've committed corporate
espionage, betrayed L uke' s trust, and potentially saved Sterling Motors.

Not bad for anight’s work.
Now, | just have to survive the fallout when Luke finds out.

| haven't seen Luke in awhile when Crystal approaches. “Lila, thank you for making
this evening a wonderful success for Luke and me,” she says with awide smile. “I'm
sorry he couldn’t stay to thank you himself. Something about an early morning
rehearsal.”

“It was a pleasure,” | murmur, the lie awkward on my tongue. | return to the kitchen,
grateful that her father didn’t feel the need to acknowledge the success of the dinner

party.

It's an hour later, after the last guest leaves, before my staff has the kitchen cleaned
and ready to go. Ryan and Curtis stay until | exit the house, ensuring | make it out



safely without mishapsor delays.

The cool night air greets me as | step outside. The drive home feels strangely anti-
climatic, the adrenalin still humming through my veins. Once home, | start toward my
apartment, my shoulders aching with tension, but | stop short when | see him.

Luke.

He's leaning against his Jeep, arms crossed, his suit jacket unbuttoned. His tie is
loose, and the faint glow of the moonlight catches the sharp lines of his jaw. He
doesn’t look angry, not yet, but there’s something in his expression that makes my
stomach twist.

“1t took you awhile,” he says, hisvoice cam but tight.

“I was just wrapping up,” | reply, gripping my bag alittle tighter. “Long night.”

He nods, his eyes dlightly narrowing as they drift to my hands. “Y ou seem tense.”

“Just tired,” | say quickly. “It’s been abusy day.”

Luke pushes off the Jeep, taking a slow step toward me. “Lila, do you have
something to tell me?’

“About the dinner?’ | ask, my voice alittle too high. “Everything went fine.”

“Did it?" he asks, his tone harsh. He steps closer, his eyes searching mine. “Because
you weren't supposed to be involved with what went down tonight.”

My breath catches, and | force myself to hold his gaze. “I'm not sure what you
mean.”



His jaw tightens, and he looks away briefly, exhaling sharply. “Right.”

| hesitate the words caught in my throat. Every instinct screams at me to tell him the
truth, to explain why | did what | did. But the memory of Jaxson’s warning—about
Luke’'swrath stops me.

“The dinner seemed to go great,” | say finaly, keeping my voice steady. “Crystal
loved it.”

L uke studies me for along moment, his eyes flicking to the tension in my stance. “ Of
course she did,” he says, his tone unreadable. “The meal was superb. You did afine
job.”

The weight of his words hangs between us, and for a moment, | think he’'s going to
push further. But then he steps back, his hands dliding into his pockets.

“Get somerest,” he says quietly, his voice softer now. “Y ou look like you need it.”

| nod, mythroat too tight to speak, and turn toward my door. The tension doesn't
leave my shoulders until I'm safely inside.

As | shut the door, | glance out the window. Luke is still standing there, watching me,
his expression shadowed by the night.

The weight of the evening presses down on me, and exhaustion tugs at my limbs. But
it's not just physical—it's emotional. The thought of Luke finding out what I've
done, the anger that will undoubtedly follow, makes my chest tighten.

| should sleep. | need to sleep. But instead, | sink onto the couch, my mind racing.
Tonight was a victory—a small one—but the battle is far from over. And with every
step we take, the stakes only get higher.



| didn’t lie, but | don’t know how much longer | can keep this from Luke. For now,
all 1 can do is hope we're one step closer to stopping Marcus.
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About an hour later, | stand up from the couch without turning on the lights and turn
toward my bedroom. A shadow moving on the back deck catches my eye. My heart
jumps to my throat as panic rushes through me. But when | see it's Luke, the
moonlight revealing his shaggy blonde hair, | give a sigh ofrelief and move to the
glass dliding doors. Unlocking them, | slide them soundlessly open.

His eyes are dark and dangerous. I’ve never seen him like this—coiled anger
radiating from every inch of him.

“Were you going to tell me?’ Hisvoice is deceptively quiet.
| lift my chin. “Eventualy.”

He stalks into my apartment, and | take an involuntary step back. Not from
fear—L uke would never hurt me—but from the raw intensity rolling off him.

“Jaxson just called.” Hisjaw clenches. “He told me everything. About how you were
involved in tonight’ s operation.”

“Luke—"*

“Do you have any idea what could have happened if you were caught?’ He advances
until I’'m backed against the wall. “Any concept of the danger you put yourself in?’

“1 knew what | was getting into.”

“The hell you did!” His palm slams against the wall beside my head. “Y ou're a chef,



Lila. Not agoddamned trained operative. Not someone who knows how tohandle—*

“I'm aso not a child!” | push against his chest, but he doesn't budge. “I saw an
opportunity to help, and | took it.”

“To help?’ He laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “You could have been arrested. Or
worse.”

“It was worth therisk.”

“Nothing isworth that risk. Nothing.”

“Your father is worth it,” | snap. “The people who'd lose their jobs if Marcus
succeeds—they’re worth it. And you...” My voice catches. “Y ou’ re worth it.”

Something flashes in his eyes. “I didn’'t want your help. | never asked you to risk
yourself for me.”

“You didn't have to.”

The admission hangs between us, charged and heavy. Luke's breath comes fast, his
body caging mine against the wall. | should be intimidated by the barely leashed
violencein his posture, but all | feel is heat.

“1f anything had happened to you...” Hisvoice is rough.

“Itdidn’t.”

“But it could have.” His fingers thread into my hair, gripping just shy of painful. “Do
you understand what that would do to me?’



“|_uke—*

His mouth crashes into mine, desperate and demanding. There’s nothing gentle about
this kiss—it’s all teeth and tongue and furious passion. | meet him with equal force,
my fingers digging into his shoulders as he presses me harder against the wall.

When he raises his head, his eyes are still burning but with a different kind of heat.
One that makes my heart pound inside my chest and my panties dampen. He roughly
leans his weight against me as his hands hurriedly strip off my clothes and shoes,
leaving me naked and vulnerable before him, my back still pressed against the wall.

| feel his hot breath as he leans forward, his hand still tight in my hair as he urges my
face upward. His hand reaches out and boldly squeezes a breast. He gives a light nip
as he closes histeeth around a nipple, and | give a soft gasp at the slight sting.

As he continues to ravish me with his mouth and lips, his free hand travels between
us, and | hear the sound of his zipper. Before | can even think, he lifts me farther up
the wall, dlidinghis thigh between my legs. Holding me in place, suspended above
him. He rubs his fabric-covered leg suggestively against my core, eliciting another
gasp from me.

Without letting my feet touch the floor, he grips me around the waist and raises me
higher before bringing me down onto his hard, thick shaft, filling me completely.

The fullness of him stealing my breath. He begins to move, his hands tight around my
waist, anchoring me between him and the hard wall as he surges into me. His thrusts
are rough, forceful—and thrilling.

The only sound is our harsh breathing, my helpless whimpers, and his occasional low
growl as he continues to relentlessly pound into me. Taking me roughly up against
the unyielding wall.



Only when the storm is over, and he slumps against me, his forehead resting against
mine, can | take a breath. His smell, mixed with the musky scent of our lovemaking,
fillsthe air around us, making it hard to think as our breathing slows.



Page 73

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 6:57 am

He finally raises his head and slowly releases his harsh hold on me, allowing me to
dlide down the wall until my feet touch the floor. | sway, my legs unsteady, and his
broad hands steady me.

He finally speaks, breaking the silence between us. “Get some sleep. Don't turn on
any lights. There could still be arisk of danger.” He demands gruffly.

With that, he turns swiftly and silently. He lets himself out the back door and
disappears into the darkness.

| stand where he left me, leaning back against the unforgiving wall, my heart still
pounding in my chest. | think of his words of warning, ‘arisk of danger,” might still

remain, and | shudder. The real danger was Luke, and it’s aready too late to save me
from him.

Twenty-Four

Luke

| stare at my reflection in the recording booth’ s glass, but my mind is elsewhere. Two
days have passed since that night at Lila's apartment. Between rehearsals, meetings
with the band, and trying to piece together everything that went down that night, I’ve
barely had time to breathe, let alone think about Lila.

But when | do think about her, it’s all-consuming.

The memory of that night lingers like a shadow, creeping into every quiet moment. |



regret how rough | was with her and how | let my frustration and fear cloud my
judgment. But Idon’t regret the truth that passed between us, the way she met my
anger with unwavering strength.

She risked everything—her business, her reputation—just to help my father and me.
And she looked so damn beautiful doing it. | can’t get the image out of my head. The
memory of her pressed against that wall, defiant even as | lost control. Even just

thinking about the passion of that moment makes my heart pound.

“Hey, Luke!” Vince waves his hand in front of my face. “You planning on laying
down these tracks today, or should we reschedule?’

“Sorry.” | adjust my headphones, trying to focus. “Let’ stake it from the bridge.”
Three hours and countless takes later, we finally nail the track. It's good—maybe our
best yet—but my heart isn't in it. Everything feels secondary to what’s happening
with Sterling Motors—with Marcus—with Lila

Especiadly Lila

| check my phone again. No messages from her, not that | expected any. I’m the one
who abruptly left her apartment that night, too angry to trust myself further around
her. Too scared of what | might say or do if | stayedany longer.

The guys are packing up their gear when my father calls.

“Luke, I’ve heard from Gibson. His office, in one hour,” he says without preamble.
“The team’ sfinished their analysis.”

My stomach tightens. “I’ll be there.”



The drive across town gives me too much time to think. About Lilain that kitchen at
Marcus' s mansion, playing her part perfectly while conducting corporate espionage.
About how natural she looked, how no one suspected a thing. Not even me, until it
was too late.

| should be furious. Part of me still is. But mostly, I’'m in awe of her courage. And
terrified of what could have happened.

Gibson's office is aready crowded when | arrive. He and his tech team have
transformed one wall into a display of interconnected documents and financial
records. My father sits beside Jaxson’s desk, looking more like himself than he hasin
weeks.

“Late night?’ Jaxson asks as | drop into achair.

“Studio session.” | clear my throat, stealing myself. “What did you find?”’

“More than we could have hoped for.” He hands me a thick file. “Thanks to the data
from Marcus's tablet—which wewouldn't have without Lila's help, by the
way—we’ ve mapped his entire operation.”

| ignore the pointed comment about Lila. “ Give me the highlights.”

“Marcus has been systematically weakening Sterling’s position for months through a
series of shell companies. He's been acquiring additional shares, along with
convincing Chen and Hartley to vote with him. All while positioning for a hostile
takeover. But that’ s just the surface.”

My father leans forward. “Might as well show usthe rest.”

Jaxson pulls up several documents on his laptop. “These are internal memos between



Marcus and his conspirators. He's been orchestrating ‘accidents at your
manufacturing plants—strategic supply chain disruptions. All designed to make it
look like mismanagement on Jim'’s part.”

“Son of abitch,” | mutter, scanning the evidence.

“It gets worse.” Jaxson clicks through more files. “He’'s been gathering dirt on all the
board members, building blackmail files. Robert Chen and William Hartley were his
major targets. I’m guessing that if they tried to back out of the deal, he'd still be able
to control them...”
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“The board would vote however he wanted.” The pieces click into place. “Including
removing Dad as head of the company.”

“Exactly.” My father’'s voice is grim. “Robert and William are meeting us here in
twenty minutes. They need to see this before Marcus makes his next move.”

| lean back, processing. “Y ou think they’ll believe it?’

“The evidence is irrefutable,” Jaxson says. “And both men have been friends with
your father for years. They'll listen.”

My phone buzzes—for just a moment, | think it’sfrom Lila
“Just checking that you’ re okay. | haven’t heard from you.’

But it's from Crystal. | grimace, ignoring the text, and shoving my phone back into
my pocket.

Simple words that, if they were from Lilawould slice right through me. | think of her
that night, the way she stood her ground as | raged at her. How she didn’t back down,
didn’t apologize for doing what she thought was right.

God, she was beautiful in her defiance and even more beautiful later when |—

“Speaking of Lila,” Jaxson says carefully, “she’ s been instrumental in—*

“No!” The word comes out sharper than intended. “I1 won’t have her involved in this



again.”
My father gives me a knowing look. “Son, you can't protect her if she doesn’t want
your protection.”

“I cantry.” | stand, needing to move. “ She’s not trained for this. She has no idea what
Marcusis capable of.”

“1 think she knew exactly what she was risking,” Jaxson counters. “She made an
informed choice to help despite the danger. No matter what she says—she did it for

you.

The memory of her words that night hits me again: “You're worth it.”

Worth risking her safety, her business, and everything she's built. The thought makes
me want to shake her and kiss her senseless at the same time.

“Robert and William will be here soon,” my father says, mercifully changing the
subject. “We need to decide how to present this to them.”

We spend the next ten minutes organizing the evidence and building our case. But my
mind keeps drifting to Lila’ s and how she lookedwhen | |€ft her.

| should apologize for that night, for losing control. But I’'m not sorry for claiming
her, for showing her exactly what she does to me. And I’'m not sorry for wanting to
protect her, even if she doesn’t want my protection.

“They’re here,” Jaxson announces, checking his phone.

| straighten in my chair, pushing thoughts of Lila aside. Time to focus on taking
Marcus down. Time to save my family’s company.



But later... later, | need to see her to make her understand why | took her the way |
did—so roughly. | need to feel her against me again, warm and alive and safe.

For now, though, we have awar to win.

| find myself outside Lila's apartment the next afternoon. The movement in her
kitchen window tells me she's cooking, probably planning the next week’s dinner
parties. My chest tightens, thinking about how dedicated she is to her work, helping
us, and everything she does.

When | ring the bell, there’'s a pause before her door opens. She's wearing her usual
yoga pants and an oversized t-shirt, her hair pulled up in a messy bun. Something
flickers across her face—uncertainty, maybe, or wariness. But she looks behind me,

biting her lip, then steps aside to let meiin.

“Hi,” she says softly, closing the door. “Are you sure it's okay for us to be seen
together?’

“l don’'t careif itisor not,” | tell her truthfully. “I wanted to see you. Give you an
update on what’ s been going on.”

She’'s been baking—the apartment smells like warm sugar and vanilla. It's so
perfectly Lilathat my throat tightens.

“I"'m sorry,” | finally say, moving closer. “ About the other night. | shouldn’t have—*

“Lost control?” Her lips curve dlightly. “Or what happened afterward?’
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“Everything except what happened after.” The words come out before | can stop
them.

She looks up, those brown-hazel eyes searching my face. “1 know you were worried.”

“Worried doesn’'t begin to cover it.” | lean against her kitchen counter, needing its
solid support. “You acted like you weren’t involved.Then, when Jaxson told me just
how involved you' d been—*

“Luke.” She movesto stand in front of me. “I’m okay. Nothing happened.”

“But it could have.” | reach out, unable to help myself, caressing the curve of her
face. “Y ou don't know what Marcus is capable of.”

“Can you tell me what Jaxson’s team found?’ She gives me a rueful smile. “It’s been
hard not knowing.”

The scent of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies fills the space between us as | blow
out a breath. “We met with Chen and Hartley today. Showed them everything we
found—everything you helped us get.” | grimly tell her of Marcus' plans. “The look
on their faces when they realized what Marcus has been doing...” | shake my head.

“How is Crystal? Does she suspect anything?’ Lila moves to her oven, pulls out a hot
tray of cookies, and sets them to cool.

“Honestly? | don't know. | haven't been in touch with her.” Lila glances up in
surprise. “I amost feel sorry for her. She didn’t pick her father, but that doesn’t mean



she's innocent. She brought most of it on herself.” | think of Crystal’scalculated
manipulations over the last few weeks. “I have a feeling she’ll dways land on her
feet.”

Lilanods, then hesitates. “ So, it’s over then?”’

| shake my head. “Not yet. But hopefully, it will be next week, after the board
meeting. Chen and Hartley are firmly in Dad’'s corner now. Jaxson's coordinating
with federal authorities—turns out Marcus's creative accounting caught some serious
attention.” | run a hand through my hair. “We're setting up a sting. The less you
know about it, the better.”

“Luke—*

“Please.” | cross the kitchen to her, catching her hands in mine. “Just trust me alittle
longer. Until thiswhole messis behind us.”

She nods and squeezes my fingers. “ Of course. Always.”
The simple declaration hits me like a punch to the gut. The sunlight streaming
through her windows cast shadows across her face, and | want nothing more than to

pull her close, to show her exactly what those words mean to me. But there’'s more |
need to tell her.

“There's still the balloon payment to deal with,” | say reluctantly. “Even with the
board backing Dad, last year's fire put the company in a tough spot. Between my
music revenue and our other holdings, we're still coming up short.”

“How short?’

“Too much.” | don’t want to burden her with the exact figures. “We need a miracle,



basically.”

She's quiet for amoment, then says, “You'll find away. I’'m sure of it.”

Her faith in me is humbling. Dangerous. I'm already too invested, too attached to this
woman who moved in next door—into my life and turned everything upside down.

“Lila” My voice is rough. “What you did—nhelping us, risking everything—I need
you to know...”

She presses her fingersto my lips. “Not yet. Tell me when thisis over.”

She's right, of course. There's too much at stake right now for declarations or
promises. But standing here in her warm kitchen, I’ ve never wanted her more.

| watch as she places three still-hot cookies from the oven on a plate and hands them
to me.

“Here, | made these for you. You said they're your favorite.” She smiles. “And |
know you're always hungry.”

Instead of taking the plate of cookies, | reach for her, pulling her into my arms.
“You'reright about that,” | softly whisper as| cover her lips with mine.

“Luke, what if someone saw you come in here?’ She says as she reluctantly starts to
pull away.

“And | told you, I’'m done caring,” | tell her roughly, then lean down and sweep her
off her feet and cradle her in my arms.

| carry her into her bedroom and proceed to make slow, sweet love to her, so different



from the last time—until she softly calls out my name and comesin my arms.

Afterward, | hold her close, keeping the words | long to say locked inside—at |east
for now.
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Twenty-Five
Lila

The energy in Wild's recording studio pulses like a living thing. It hums in the air
like a song waiting to be played, and | can feel it thrumming through my veins the
moment | step inside.

| sit on a leather couch behind the glass partition, watching five men who move
together in sync, connected by invisible threads of music and years of friendship.
Luke stands at the keyboard, his back to me, the slope of his shoulders relaxed in a
way | don't see often. He looks effortlessly cool and sinfully handsome in ripped
jeans and a faded t-shirt.

Cass stands at the mic, eyes closed, as he works through a complicated harmony
while singing the lyrics. Vince is tuninghis guitar, fingers moving like they’'ve
memorized every note in the universe. Sam sits nearby with his bass propped on his
lap, plucking strings and listening intently to the vibrations. And Nate, the heart of
their rhythm, spins a drumstick between his fingers, tapping a soft beat on the edge of
his snare.

The band hasn’t even started playing yet, and I’ m already mesmerized.
Luke waves, turning and flashing me a crooked smile that sends warmth spiraling

through me. His expression soft but full of that magnetic confidence that always
makes my pulse skip.



“Luke looks happy you're here,” Kendrick says, her tone light but knowing.

| glance toward the band, where Luke is now fiddling with a few settings on his
keyboard. “He's just being neighborly,” | say, brushing off the comment, but | can
feel my face get hot.

Kendrick smirks. “Sure heis.”

Suddenly, the atmosphere in the room shifts. The banter dies down, replaced by a
focused intensity as the guys take their places. Emily, looking every inch the band's
manager, stands near the sound booth, her clipboard in hand as she coordinates with
the audio engineers. Her calm authority is impressive, and it's clear she's the one
keeping the team on track.

“Ready?’ Emily calls out, her voice cutting through the buzz.

“Let'sdoit,” Cass says, his deep voice carrying effortlessly across the room.

The next second, music fills the studio, and I’ m completely transported.

“They’re something else, aren’t they?’ Kendrick settles beside me on the couch, her
eyes fixed on Cass as his voice blends perfectly with the music.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” | admit. “The way they just... know what each
other isgoing to do.”

“Years of playing together will do that.” She grins as Cass stops mid-verse to gesture
at Vince, wordlessly communicating some change in the arrangement. Vince nods,
adjusts his fingers on the fretboard, and they start again seamlessly. “It's second
nature to them now. They don’t even need to talk—they just know.”



| nod, unable to tear my eyes away. It’'s fascinating to watch how they move and
connect; each note athread in an intricate web of sound.

When the song ends, Emily steps forward, giving them a few notes on the tempo and
transitions. She's cam but direct, andher feedback is concise and constructive. It's

clear they trust her judgment completely.

| shift uncomfortably. “Are you sure it’s okay that I'm here? | don’t want to intrude
on their process.”

“Are you kidding?’ Kendrick laughs. “Vince brings a different girl every week.
However, none of them last long enough for us to even learn their names. He's a bit
of awomanizer.”

| raise an eyebrow, glancing toward Vince. “Redly?’

From her position near the mixing board, Emily rolls her eyes. “Vince's last girl
thought Sam was the lead singer.”

“That’ s because she never actually listened to any of our music,” Sam calls through
the intercom, making everyone laugh.

Kendrick laughs, low and easy. “Trust me, no one will blink at you being here, Lila.”

That sets me at ease. “Alright. I'll just sit back and watch.”

“Luke’s never invited Crystal,” Emily saysin alow voice, with a meaningful ook in
my direction.

Before | can respond, Luke catches my eye through the glass and winks. The simple
gesture sends warmth spreading through my chest. He looks so natural here so in



hiselement. His t-shirt clings to his shoulders as he moves with the music, and his
face—God, his face when he plays—is like nothing else in the world exists.

“They’'re working on the bridge for the new single,” Emily explains, her gaze
lingering on Sam. “It’s been giving them fits all week.”

As if on cue, Luke holds up a hand, stopping the music. “Let’s try something
different. Sam, can you drop that bass line an octave? And Cass—*



Page 77

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 6:57 am
“Yeah, | hear it.” Sam’s already adjusting. “Vince, follow my lead on the harmony.”
They launch into the section again, and this time it clicks. The music swells, building
to a crescendo that makes my skin tingle. Cass's voice soars over the instruments,
raw and powerful.

“They’'ve nailed it,” Kendrick mutters. “That’sit. That’s the one.”

Emily is aready marking something on her clipboard. “Got it. Let’s run it again from
the top.”

“She’'sgood at this,” | say to Kendrick, nodding toward Emily.

Kendrick smiles. “ She has to be. Between managing the band and being a new mom,
she' s pretty much a superhero.”

“How isPresley?’ | ask, thinking of Emily’s sweet baby girl.

“She’'s doing great,” Kendrick says, her smile softening. “Cassidy loves babysitting
her. She's been over the moon about it, honestly. | think it makes her feel like a
grown-up.”

“That’ s sweet,” | say, picturing Kendrick’s daughter doting on her little cousin.

“She’s anatural with her,” Emily adds, having heard us. “Unlike her father, who still
looks terrified every time he holds her.”



“Hey, babies can be scary!” Sam protests through the intercom.

Luke chuckles into his microphone. “You faced down twenty thousand screaming
fans at Madison Square Garden, but you’ re afraid of a baby?’

“Those fans don’t throw up on me.”

The easy banter continues as they start another take. | watch, fascinated by how they
work—professional one moment, teasing the next, but always in sync. There's so
much affection in this room, so many different kinds of relationships woven together
by music and time.

Cass signals something to Luke, who nods and adjusts his headphones. The opening
notes of a different song startup—something slower, more intimate. When he begins
playing, his eyes find mine through the glass.

“Oh boy,” Kendrick murmurs. “1 know that look.”

“What look?’

“The ‘I'm playing this for you' look. Trust me, Cass and | have both given it to the
other enough times to know.”

Heat creeps up my neck, but | can’t look away from Luke. The melody wraps around
me like a caress—the sound soft, loving, and filled with unspoken promises.

My heart threatens to burst right out of my chest.
The band’s taking a break, and we join them when Nate's phone starts buzzing. He

glances at the screen, and his eyes go wide. The whoop he lets out makes everyone
jump.



“Holy shit! Holy actual shit!”

“What?’ Cass lowers his water bottle. “Y ou okay there, man?”’

Nate's practically vibrating. “Remember that tech startup | told you guysto invest in?
The one with the new breakthrough technology?’

“The one you wouldn’t shut up about until we all bought in?” Vince grins. “Y eah,
what about it?’

“They just got acquired. By one of the big boys.” Nate's grin threatens to split his
face. “We'retalking ten times our initial investment. Ten. Freaking. Times. Each!”

The room erupts. Vince drops his guitar pick. Cass spits out his water. All eyes are
staring at Nate in growing amazement.

“You're serious?’ Luke steps closer to Nate, peering at his phone. “That’s not a
typo?’

“Dead serious. Check your accounts—the shares and money are already there.”

There' s a scramble as everyone pulls out their phones. The next moment is filled with
shocked exclamations and creative cursing.
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“Holy mother of —*
“Isthisrea?’
“Nate, you beautiful genius!”
The high-fives and hugs start flying. Vince actually picks Nate up and spins him
around while Sam and Emily do their version of avictory dance. Cass's got Kendrick
in his arms, both of themlaughing.
| hang back, watching their joy, until Luke turns, and his eyes find mine. The smile
on his face is blinding. Before | can react, he’'s crossing the room in three long

strides.

“Thisisit!” He sweeps meinto his arms, lifting me clear off the ground. “This covers
the balloon payment. We can save the company!”

His jubilant kiss takes me by surprise—firm and sweet and tasting of pure joy. When
he pulls back, his eyes are dancing. “We did it, beautiful. We actually did it.”

The room has gone quiet. I'm suddenly aware that everyone’'s watching us, and heat
floods my cheeks. But Luke just grins, completely unabashed, still holding me close.

“Well, well,” Vince drawls. “ Guess that answers the question about you two.”

“About damn time,” Sam mutters.



Cass is watching us with a knowing smirk while Kendrick elbows him, trying to hide
her smile. Emily’ s not even trying to hide hers.

“Oh, shut up,” Luke tells them all, but he's laughing. His arms still around me, solid
and warm and safe. “1 need to call my dad. Thisis agame changer.”

The excitement builds again as everyone starts making plans. Talk of celebrations
and parties fills the air, but I'm stuck on the way Luke is looking a me, like I'm
somehow part of this miracle.

“You did this,” | tell him softly. *Y ou made this possible.”

He shakes his head. “Nate did this. We just trusted him enough to invest.”

“Very smart.”

“Smart enough to know what truly matters.” His thumb brushes my cheek. “Let’s
have a private celebration. We should probably talk about... this” He gestures
between us.

“This?’ | raise an eyebrow, trying to ignore how my heart is racing.

“Y eah, thisthing where | can’t seem to stop kissing you in front of al my friends.”

As if to prove his point, he dips his head and captures my lips again, softer this time
but no less devastating. Someone—probably Vince—Ilets out awolf whistle.

“Get aroom!” Samcalls out.

L uke breaks the kiss but keeps me close. “Ignore them. They’re just jealous.”



“Damn right we are,” Vince agrees. “When do we hear the story of how you two
ended up together?’

“When you learn some manners,” Luke shoots back.

| hide my face against his chest, overwhelmed by the teasing, the joy, and the sheer
rightness of being in his arms. His hand strokes down my back, and | can feel him
chuckling.

“Come on,” he murmursin my ear. “Let’s get out of here before they start asking for
details.”

As he leads me toward the door, Emily calls out, “Don’'t forget we have practice
again tomorrow!”

“I’ll be there,” Luke answers, his hand warm on my lower back, but he doesn’t slow
down.

As | take a quick glance around at the people who mean so much to him—his band,
his family—I can’'t help but feel like I'm part of something bigger, something
extraordinary.

We step into the hallway, leaving behind the sounds of celebration. Luke pulls me to
astop, pressing me gently into his arms.
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“Thank you,” he says softly.
“For what?’

“For your support, your trust in me, and being my lucky charm—for being here and
sharing this with me, for everything.” His eyes search mine. “ Just... thank you.”

This kiss is different—slower, deeper, and full of promise. When we break apart, I'm
dizzy with it.

“S0,” he grins, “about that private celebration...”

| laugh and let him lead me away, my heart lighter than it’ s been in weeks. Something
tells me thisisjust the beginning.

Twenty-Six

Luke

The boardroom feels different today. Maybe it’s the morning light streaming through
the floor-to-ceiling windows, or maybe it’s the knowledge that everything is about to
change. | sit beside my father at the head of the massive oak table, watching Marcus

Davidson’s face as the board membersfilein.

He still thinks he has this in the bag. Still wearing that smug smile that makes me
want to punch him.



“Shall we begin?’ Dad's voice carries the quiet authority that’s led Sterling Motors
for three decades. “We have several itemson the agenda, but | believe we should start
with the vote regarding leadership structure that has been proposed.”

Marcus leans forward, adjusting his Italian silk tie. “Excellent suggestion, Jm. Given
recent... performance issues, | think it’s time for some fresh perspective at the helm.”

| catch Robert Chen’s eye across the table. He gives me the slightest nod.

“Before we vote,” William Hartley speaks up, “I’d like to address some concerns that
have recently cometo light.”

Marcus waves a dismissive hand. “We can discuss minor operational issues after—*
“These aren’t minor issues, Marcus.” Chen’'s voice could freeze hell. “Would you
like to explain the shell companies? Or shall we discuss the manufactured accidents

at our plants?’

The change in Marcus's expression is subtle, but | catch it—a tightening around the
eyes, adlight clench of hisjaw.

“I’'msure | don’'t know what you' re talking about.”
Dad dlides folders to each board member. “These documents suggest otherwise.
Detailed records of systematic attempts to undermine Sterling Motors stability.

Offshore accounts. Blackmail attempts against board members.”

“Thisisridiculous.” Marcus stands, but | notice his hands trembling slightly. “These
are clearly fabricated—"

“They’ re authenticated,” William cuts in. “ By three separate accounting firms.”



“And federa authorities,” | add, enjoying the way Marcus's face pales.

“Now,” Dad continues calmly, “shall we proceed with the vote?’

The next few minutes are almost anticlimactic. One by one, each board member votes
to maintain current leadership. Even Marcus' s most reliable allies turn against him,
their expressions cold.

“Thisisimpossible,” Marcus snarls when the last vote is cast. “Y ou can’t—"

“The vote is unanimous,” Dad announces. “Sterling Motors leadership structure
remains unchanged.”

Marcus slams his hands on the table. “Fine. Then | call in the loan. Full payment due
immediately, as per our agreement.”

I’ ve been waiting for this moment. Reaching into my briefcase, | withdraw a certified
cashier’s check and dide it across the table.

“Payment in full,” | say quietly. “Including all interest and fees.”

He snatches up the check, eyes widening at the amount. “How—*
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“Does it matter?’ | stand, unable to resist twisting the knife. “The loan is satisfied.
Your attempt at a hostile takeover has failed. And your resignation from the board
will be accepted, effective immediately.”

“You can't force meto resign.”

Chen clears his throat. “Actually, Marcus, you might want to save your energy for
more pressing matters.”

As if on cue, the boardroom doors open. Two men in dark suits enter, followed by
severa uniformed officers.

Marcus' s face goes from red to white in an instant. “What is this?’
“Mr. Davidson,” one of the suits steps forward, “I’'m Agent Phillips with the FBI’'s
Financial Crimes Division. We'd like to ask you some questions about certain

irregularities in your international banking activities.”

| catch Dad's eye as Marcus starts sputtering legal threats. There’'s alifetime of relief
in hisslight smile.

“Gentlemen,” Dad addresses the board, “I suggest we adjourn for now. | believe Mr.
Davidson has a rather important meeting to attend.”

As the agents lead Marcus toward the door, he turns back with pure hatred in his
eyes. “Thisisn’t over.”



“Actualy,” I tell him, “itis.”

The doors close behind them, leaving blessed silence in their wake. One by one, the
board members stand and approach Dad, offering handshakes and quiet words of
support.

| sink back into my chair, finally letting myself breathe. It s over. We won.

Matthew’ s is one of Crystal’ s favorite restaurants—all-white tablecloths and perfectly
placed silverware. | glance around the room as | step inside, the low hum of quiet
conversation and clinking silverware fading into the background. I’m not here for the
food or the ambiance. I’'m here to put an end to the charadethat’ s taken over my life.

Crystal is already seated at a private table near the window, a flute of champagne in
her hand. She looks flawless, as always—her dark hair is sleek and straight, not a
single strand out of place. Her pink designer dress is tailored to perfection. But as |
approach, | notice the faint tension in her shoulders, the way her perfectly painted
nails tap against the stem of her glass.

“Luke,” she says with a bright smile, standing to greet me. She leansin to air kiss my
cheek, her perfume cloying and too sweet. “Running late again, | see.”

“Got held up,” | say ssimply, pulling out the chair across from her.

She sits gracefully, giving me a searching look. “I uh... trust everything went okay at
the board meeting.”

Nodding, | keep my face neutral.

She looks briefly around, then smiles sweetly. “Daddy and Jm must be running
behind, too, but in the meantime, let’s toast.” She lifts her glass. “To our combined



future.”

| don’t pick up my glass.

Her smile wavers, just for a second, before she sets her flute down with a
softclink.“What’ s wrong? This was supposed to be afamily celebration.”

“Crystal,” | say, leaning forward, my voice low. “Our fathers aren’t coming.”

Her smile completely disappears, but | can see aflicker of something in her eyes. She
suspects the board meeting didn’t go well, but she probably thinks Marcus still has us
over abarrel.

“We need to talk,” | say quietly.

Something in my tone makes her straighten. “What’ s going on?’

“The engagement isover, Crystal.” No point dragging this out.

Her lips part dlightly, her expression a perfect mix of shock and hurt. “Over?’ she
says, her voice trembling just enough to sound convincing. “Luke, what are you
talking about?’

“I’m talking about the fact that we've been lying to ourselves and everyone else for
months,” | say. “This was never about love or a future together. It was about your

father’ s plans for Sterling Motors.”

Her eyes narrow, and for the first time, | see a crack in her polished facade. “1 don’t
know what you think you know—*

“I know everything, Crystal,” | interrupt, my voice firm. “I know what Marcus has



been planning. The hostile takeover. The way he's been using you to keep mein line.
The leverage he' s been holding over us.”
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She flinches, just barely, but enough to confirm that she suspected at least some of
what Marcus had planned.

“Don’'t try to deny it,” | say, leaning closer. “Y our father didn’'t even bother hiding it.
And you went along with it.”

Her eyes flash, and for a moment, | think she might lash out. But then she takes a
slow breath, composing her face into an expressionless mask as she glances quickly

around the restaurant to make sure we're not being overheard.

“So that's it?” she says, her voice cold. “You're blaming me for everything my
father’s done?’

“I’m not blaming you,” | say evenly. “I’'m saying this ends now. I’'m not going to
keep pretending, and I'm not going to let your father manipulate my family

anymore.”

Crystal’s laugh is sharp and bitter. “Pretending? You think I've been pretending
thiswhole time?’

“Youtell me” | say, holding her gaze.

For a moment, her mask dlips, and | see something raw and unguarded in her
expression. But just as quickly, it’s gone, replaced by a steely glare.

“We'll see what Daddy has to say about this.”



“Your father was just arrested by federal agents. His effort to take over Sterling
Motors didn’t only fail—it brought to light his other illegal activities.

She blinks, then laughs. “Very funny, Luke. Now, whereis herealy?’

“Your father engaged in illegal international banking activities, orchestrated accidents
at our plants, and attempted to blackmail board members.” | keep my voice low,
mindful of nearby tables. “It's over, Crystal. All of it.”

The color drains from her face. “You're lying.”

“Turn on any financial news channel. It should be breaking news by now.”

She fumbles for her phone, perfectly manicured nails shaking as she pulls up
headlines. | watch the realization hit her—first shock, then anger, finally settling into

something calculated.

“Luke, darling, “ Her voice goes soft, pleading. “I had no idea what Daddy was
doing. You know that, right? We can still—*

“Stop.” | lean back, suddenly tired. “We both know this was never real.”

“How can you say that? After everything we' ve—*

“Name my favorite color.”

Shefaters. “What?’

“It's a simple question. What's my favorite food? My favorite song? When's the last
time we had areal conversation about anything that actually mattered?’



Her lips thin. “We've been busy.”

“We' ve been playing parts. Y ou wanted the rockstar fiancé, and | wanted to help my
father’s company. Let’s not act like it was ever more than that.”

Something shiftsin her eyes—the vulnerability replaced by cold anger.

“You think you're so righteous,” she says quietly. “So noble for walking away. But
what about me, Luke? Do you have any idea what this will do to me? To my
reputation? The press will eat this up—*

“Crystal,” | say, my voicesoftening despite myself. “You’re going to be fine. You've
aways landed on your feet, and you always will. But this—* | gesture between
us—"wasn’'t real. And you know it.”

Her jaw tightens, but she doesn’t argue.

“Maybe,” | continue, “in your own way, you're relieved too. Because neither of us
deservesto be trapped in something like this.”

She looks at me for a long moment, her eyes searching mine. And | see again that
flash of understanding.

“You're afool, Luke,” she says finally, her voice soft but sharp. “But maybe you're
right. Maybe we were both acting.”
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| lean back in my chair, the tension in my chest easing dightly. “You'll be okay,
Crystal. | know you will.”

She doesn’'t respond; she just lifts her glass and takes along sip.

| stand, pulling out my wallet and tossing a few hills on the table to cover the
champagne. “Take care of yourself,” | say, my voice low.

Asl| turn toleave, she calls after me.

“Luke.”

| pause, glancing back.

Her expression is unreadable, her voice amost wistful. “The press will spin this
however they want. But just remember—I won’t be the only one they crucify. No one
ever gets out of this business clean. Especially once they figure out who you're really
with.”

| freeze. “What do you mean by that?’

Her smile is astute. “Please. I’ve seen how you look at that little chef of yours. Does
she know what she's getting into? The cameras, the speculation, the endless

scrutiny?’

“Leave her out of this.”



“Face it, Luke. The media has been given a scandal they’ll feast on for months. |
hope she’ s ready for it.”

“Don’'t worry about Lila.” | nod once, then walk out of the restaurant, leaving Crystal
and everything she represents behind.

All | can think about is Lila. Sweet, private Lila who deserves better than having her
life turned into tabloid fodder. | need to get to the duplex and warn her.

My mind’s eye can picture her already. She's probably stress baking right now—her
way of keeping busy while waiting fornews. | can picture her in her kitchen, dusted
with flour, her hair pulled up in that messy bun that makes me want to kiss her neck.
The scent of something amazing filling her apartment. It's what she does when she's
worried or excited or just needs to think.

Right now, she's probably pulled out her stand mixer, whipping up a batch of
chocolate chip cookies because she knows they’re my favorite. The thought makes
me smile despite everything. Soon, I'll tell her we won, that it's all over, and I’'ll get
to watch her face light up with that beautiful smile of hers—before | warn her about
the coming media storm.

Because Crystal was right about one thing—the paparazzi will have a field day with
this. But if they think they can scare Lilaaway, they don’t know her like | do.

Still, as | drive away from the restaurant, | can’t help but wonder if I'm being selfish
by pulling her into this circus.

Then again, when has Lila ever let anyone el se decide what she can handle?

Twenty-Seven



Lila

The scent of vanilla and brown sugar fills my kitchen as | pull another batch of
cookies from the oven. My hands shake dlightly as | carefully transfer the hot cookies
from the tray to the cooling rack. I've already finished a batch of chocolate chip
cookies—L uke's favorite—that | baked twenty minutes ago.

Stress baking. It'swhat | do.

The kitchen in my half of the duplex is small but efficient, and right now, it's
working overtime. Flour dusts the counter, and there are at least three mixing bowls
in the sink. My face feels flushed from the oven’ s heat or maybe from the anticipation
coursing through my veins.

| brush a strand of blonde hair from my face, leaving what’s probably a smear of
flour on my nose. My oversized Wild Band t-shirt is spotted with vanilla extract, and
my shortsfit just a bit too snugly, but | can’t focus enough to change.

The front door opens, and Luke fills the doorframe. All six-foot-two of him, broad
shoulders, and that gorgeous face that makes my heart skip a beat. His blue eyes lock
onto mine.

“It'sdone,” he says simply.

| freeze the spatula halfway to the cooling rack. “ Sterling Motors?’

“Safe. Dad’s in control. Marcus is in custody.” His eyes drift to the cookies. “And
Crystal...”

“And Crystal?” My voice barely works.



“Isno longer my problem.”



Page 83

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 6:57 am

The spatula clatters to the counter. I'm moving before | readlize it, launching myself
across the kitchen into his arms. He catches me easily, lifting me off my feet as his
mouth finds mine.

The kiss is electric, passionate, and everything we' ve been yearning for since this
started. His hands span my waist as he presses me against the counter, and | thread
my fingers through his hair, drawing him closer. He tastes like coffee andevery dream

I’ ve been afraid to voice. When he groans into my mouth, heat poolslow in my belly.

Then suddenly, he's pulling away, putting space between us. The loss of contact
leaves me cold.

“Luke?’ | hate how small my voice sounds.

He runs a hand through his hair, making it stand up in ways that would be adorable if
he didn’t look so troubled. “We need to talk about what’ s coming.”

“What do you mean?’

“The press.” He starts pacing, his movements tightly controlled. “It’s already starting.
The mediawill get hold of this story. The paparazzi will have afield day.”

| wrap my arms around myself, suddenly conscious of my messy appearance. “How
bad?’

“They’ll focus on Marcus first, then my broken engagement to Crystal.”” Hislaugh is
bitter. “But sooner or later, they’ll find out about us. They’re going to follow you, dig



into your life, try to make this into something scandalous. Y our whole world is about
to change. Everything you do will be photographed andanalyzed.”

“Luke—*

“You'll have no privacy. They’ll tell stories about you and speculate on how you
came between Crystal and me. They won’t care that none of it’ s true.”

“Stop.” | move toward him, but he backs away.

“Lila, you deserve to know what you're getting into. Thisisn’t just dating aguy in a
band anymore. Thisis—"

“Thisisyou trying to protect me.” | close the distance between us, refusing to let him
retreat. “ But I’m not scared.”

He stares down at me, conflict written across his handsome face. “Y ou should be.”

“Why? Because some photographers might follow me? Because people might say
mean things?’ | reach up, cupping his cheek. “I can survive gossip, Luke.”

“1 should have waited—should have found a better way to handle this.” His hand
covers mine. “Thelast thing | want is to see you hurt.”

“Y ou could only hurt me by pushing me away.”

Something breaks in his expression. His arms wrap around me, pulling me against his
chest. | breathe in his scent as his chin rests on top of my head.

“I"m not good at this,” he admits quietly.



“At what?’

“Letting someone else be strong for me.”

| smile against his shirt. “Good thing | have plenty of practice being stubborn.”

His laugh rumbles through his chest. “Yeah, | noticed that.” He pulls back just
enough to look at me. “Y ou’ ve got flour on your nose.”

“Hazard of stress baking.”

His thumb brushes my nose, gently wiping away the flour. The gentle touch sends
shivers down my spine. “ Those chocolate chip cookies for me?’

“Maybe.”

“And what’ s in the oven now?’

“Brown butter snickerdoodles. New recipe.”

His eyes darken. “Y ou know what your baking doesto me.”
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“Maybe that was the point.” | stretch up on my tiptoes, brushing my lips against his
jaw. “Want to taste?’

His grip on my waist tightens. “Thecookies, or you?’
“Both?’

The growl that escapes him makes me giggle. Then his mouth is on mine again, and
I’m not thinking about paparazzi or press coverage or anything except the way he
makes me feel.

He lifts me and carries me to the couch, then lets me slide slowly down his front. |
marvel at his strength, and it sends a shiver through my entire body. I’'m barefoot.
Luke toes off his loafers. We take turns undressing each other.

Thefirst piece of clothing off is my t-shirt.

“Wild Band, huh? | like seeing you in that.” His voice sounds possessive. As he dlips
it over my head, he whispers, “But | like seeing you even more like this.” His warm
hands cup my breasts through the lace of my bra.

My hands unbutton his dress shirt, pulling it from his waistband. My palms explore
his chiseled abs, and | hear his harsh intake of breath. He bends so | can pull his shirt
off his shoulders. He makes quick work of my shorts, leaving me standing before him
in only my white lace bra and panties. He takes his time. His gaze burns as it travels
slowly over my exposed curves.



Seeing the lust in his eyes makes me almost dizzy. | step forward, and my hands
reach for his waistband. | unbutton hisdress pants, slowly lowering the zipper. My
hand dlips inside and cups him. His cock is warm, almost hot, and he groans as |
stroke him. Hisfingers circle my wrist, and | glance up at him in surprise.

“Not yet,” he grits out.

At my smile, he pulls off his pants, taking his briefs with them. My eyes dlip down to
see his growing erection. Then he's pulling me to him, his skin hot against mine. As
he kisses me, his hands expertly unclasp my bra, and my full breasts spill out. His
broad hands capture them, and he lightly squeezes and fondles each, pressing his
thumb over my nipples.

He pulls back dlightly and sits down on my couch. He strips off my last remaining
barrier, my white panties, and pulls me onto his lap, facing him. My knees on either
side of his hips. His mouth closes over a breast, and he alternates, taking turns
grazing each with his teeth. His hands are the only thing keeping me from falling
backward as | tilt my head back.

His hand sweeps through my hair, removing my scrunchy so that my hair falls out of
its messy bun and cascades down my back.

Luke lifts his head from my nipples and pulls me toward him so that I’m sitting up
straight. Then | feel his freehand slide between my thighs. His long, talented fingers
find my dlick folds, and he dlides a fingertip through them. | shudder in his arms,
leaning my forehead against his shoulder as he continues to work me with his hand.

“Damn, you're tight. And so responsive,” he whispers, his breath warm against my
ear. As soon as he feels a brief tremor, he removes his hand, and | shiver in
disappointment or anticipation of what comes next. | sit back and meet his eyes. His
faceistight with hisarousal, his bright blue eyes brilliant and intense.



His eyes stay locked on mine as his hands spread my thighs wider, and | lift up,
putting my weight on my knees until I’'m over him. His hands dip from my waist to
my hips and down, cupping my ass with his broad hands as he pulls me down onto
him. Impaling me with his thick, hard length. Once I'm fully seated over him, it feels
so good a small moan escapes my lips.

His hands don’t need to urge me to move as | rise up and down with the occasional
slow swivel. I’'m in control, and | revel in the feeling—knowing I’m the one turning
him on. | finally close my eyes, his blue eyes too intense. Concentrating only on our
connection, | continue to move, setting the rhythm, just to change it slightly now and
then.

Our breaths grow ragged, his thrusts more forceful, my motions more jerky until we
both shout as we climax ssimultaneously. | sslump forward, resting my face into the
crook of his neck, his hands lightly caressing up and down my back, as our breathing
slows.

His hands tighten around my hips as we begin to disengage when suddenly, we both
become aware of the pungent smell of something burning.

“The cookies!” | scramble the rest of the way off his chest, run to the kitchen, and
grab my oven gloves. | open the oven door, and smoke billows out. | take the charred
cookies out of the oven, being careful of the hot tray and place them on top of the
stove.

Instantly, the smoke alarm starts to blare, and | see a naked Luke try to shut it off as |
grab a dish towel and try to fan the smoke away from the alarm. Luke finally jumps
up and knocks the alarm off the ceiling. It clangs as it hits the kitchen tile—the
sudden silence startling.

My eyesfly to his. | see the amusement in his eyes, and my lips start to curve upward



as well. We both begin to laugh as we stand naked in my kitchen, the smell of burned
cookies filling the air. Luke advances and pulls me against his chest, where | can feel
his laughter as he holds me close.

“Some chef | am,” | say ruefully, my face pressed against his broad chest.

“I'mtheoneat fault. I... ah... distracted you.”

His hands are in my hair, and he lifts my face to his. “And I’'m looking forward to
distracting you some more...” His lips cover mine in a slow kiss as | melt against
him, all thoughts of burnt cookies replaced by his taste.

The rest of the afternoon is spent being lazy, with numerous distractions as we revel
in our time together.

It's later, and the sun has already set when Luke asks me if | want to take a walk on
the beach with him. But as we approach the back deck, the flash of a camera through
the dliding glass door makes me jump, and Luke immediately pulls me away from
view.

“They found us already,” he mutters, his jaw tight. “So much for our walk on the
beach.”

Luke pulls out his phone and dials. “Emily? | need afavor.” He listens for a moment,
then relaxes. “Y ou've seen the news?... Yeah, | want to take Lila away for a bit... A
week, maybe two.”

| can hear Emily’s warm laugh through the phone. “Go,” she says. “I’ ve been there.
The band's schedule is clear, and you two deserve some peace. Just keep your phone
on for emergencies.”
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After he hangs up, Luke pulls me close. “Now, we need to find a quiet place to lay

low for awhile. Where reporters would never think to look.”

“I know just the place,” | offer with a small smile. “It’s private and tucked away.
We'd have to rough it a little, but it has all the necessities—and a very comfortable
bed,” | add innocently.

His answering grin is anything but innocent. “When do we leave?’

“First thing tomorrow? We could pack tonight and leave early in the morning.”
Another cameraflash reminds us we're not alone. But soon we will be.

Luke gives me a quick kiss and dlips back to his apartment without turning on the
lights. | clean the kitchen before | pack, thinking, let them come. We can handle
anything as long as we're together.

Twenty-Eight

Luke

The morning sun is rising higher in the sky by the time we turn onto the unmarked
dirt road. Lila's old car, Agatha, kicks up dust behind us. We've been driving for
about two hours, leaving behind the constant buzz of Jacksonville for increasingly

remote territory. The last town we passed through was so small that it barely qualified
asatown at all.



“Are you sure we're still in Florida?’ | tease, glancing at Lila in the passenger sedt.
She's curled up with her feet tucked under her, looking completely at home despite
the rough road.

“Born and raised, remember?’ Her smileis soft in the fading light. “ Take the next | eft
at the old oak with the twisted trunk.”

| follow her directions, amazed at how she can distinguish one tree from another out
here. The dense forest presses in on both sides of the narrow road, Spanish moss
draping the ancient oaks like silver curtains. It's beautiful in a wild, untamed
way—nothing like the manicured parks and beaches I’ m used to.

“l didn't even know there were private properties in the Ocala National Forest,” |
admit, carefully navigating around afallen branch.

“My great-great-grandfather settled this land in the 1800s,” Lila explains. “When
they established the nationa forest in 1908, our family was allowed to keep the
property. A few other old families, too.” She points ahead. “ There s the gate.”

The metal gate is amost hidden by vegetation, but Lila jumps out to unlock the
padlock and chain. Once through, the road gets even narrower, winding through
towering pines and massive live oaks. Then suddenly, the trees open up to revea a
clearing, and | catch my breath.

The cabin sits in a natural hollow, surrounded by about two acres of maintained land
that gives way to the wild forest beyond. It's rustic but well-maintained, with
weathered wood siding and a tin roof that gleams in the rays of sunlight. A wrap-
around porch hugs the structure, complete with an oldporch swing that makes me
immediately picture holding Lilathere under the stars.

“Home sweet home,” Lila says softly. “ At least for the next couple of weeks.”



| park next to the cabin and kill the engine. The silence is immediate and complete.
No traffic, no helicopters, no screaming fans or clicking cameras—just katydids
starting their evening chorus and a whip-poor-will calling from somewhere in the
forest.

“Thisisincredible,” | breathe.

Lilabeams. “Wait until you seeinside.”

We grab our bags from the back, and Lilaleads the way up the porch steps, fishing an
old key from beneath the front mat. The wooden boards creak welcomingly under our
feet, and | notice little touches that speak of years of family care—fresh paint on the
window frames and new screensin the windows.

Inside, the cabin is small but perfectly proportioned. The main room combines a
living area and kitchen, with exposed wooden beams overhead and a stone fireplace
dominating one wall. The kitchen might be compact, but | notice it has al the
essential equipment Lila would need. She's aready eyeing it with that ook she gets
when she’s planning to cook.

“Bedroom'’s through there.” She points to a door off the main room.” Bathroom’'s
attached. It’ s not fancy, but—"

| silence her with a kiss, unable to hold back any longer. She melts against me, her
hands diding up my chest as | cup her face. When we break apart, her cheeks are
flushed.

“It's perfect,” | tell her.

She bites her lip, looking up at me through her lashes. “Y eah?’



“Yeah.” | brush my thumb across her cheek. “Just like you.”

Sherolls her eyes, but | can see her fighting a smile. “ Smooth talker. Help me unload
the groceries?’

We fall into an easy rhythm, putting away the supplies we picked up on the drive.
Lila moves around the kitchen like she's done this a hundred times before, and |
suppose she has. | can picture her here through the years—as a child helping her

grandmother cook, as a teenager escaping the world, and as a young woman finding
her path.

“You loveit here,” | observe, watching her arrange itemsin the old refrigerator.
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“It's where | learned to cook,” she says, straightening up. “Grandma and | would
spend weeks here in the summer. She taught me al her recipes right here” Her
voicesoftens with memory. “After she died, | would come to the cabin. It helped,
being surrounded by her favorite place.”

| wrap my arms around her from behind, pulling her against my chest. She sighs and
leans back into me.

“Thank you for sharing thiswith me,” | murmur against her hair.
“It’ s the perfect place to hide out.”

| chuckle. “Not exactly how | planned to start our relationship.”
“Oh?’ Sheturnsin my arms, raising an eyebrow. “Y ou had plans?’

“Maybe.” | can’'t help but smile at her playful tone. “They definitely involved less
paparazzi and more actual dates.”

“This counts as adate,” she declares. “A very long, very private date.”

“l like the sound of that.” | lean down to kiss her again, but she ducks away with a
laugh.

“First, | need to check the generator and make sure everything's running properly.
Then I’'ll make us some lunch.”



“I can help,” | offer, following her to the back door.

She pauses with her hand on the knob, giving me an amused look. “With the
generator or the meal ?’

“Both? Neither? Whatever keeps me close to you.”

Her expression softens. “You're aready close to me, Luke. That's kind of the point
of al this.”

The simple truth of it hits me then—we're here, together—starting something real.
No more having to pretend, no more holding back. Just us, in this beautiful hidden
place, with nothing but time.

As if reading my thoughts, Lila stretches up on her tiptoes and kisses me softly.
“Come on, rockstar. Let me show you how we rough it in the forest.”

The day unfolds slowly and peacefully. We check the generator (which Lila handles
with surprising expertise). We have a smple lunch—just sandwiches, if you can call
anything that Lila prepares simple.

Afterward, she shows me the different trails that lead through the forest. As dinner
time approaches, | help her prepare a quick but delicious meal. If anything, my
appetite is even more evident, but Lila just laughs, stating it has something to do
withthe fresh air.

As night falls, we settle on the porch swing, listening to the chorus of frogs and
keeping an eye out for deer in the clearing.

Lilafits perfectly against my side, her head resting on my shoulder. The gentle back-
and-forth of the swing matches the rhythm of our breathing, and for the first time in



months, | feel completely at peace.

“What are you thinking about?’ Lila asks softly.

| press akissto her temple. “How grateful | am that you had this escape plan ready.”

She laughs quietly. “I wouldn't call it aplan exactly. More like... a hope?’

“Y ou hoped we' d need to hide from the press?’

“1 hoped we' d need somewhere to be alone together,” she corrects, snuggling closer.
“The press part is just an inconvenient bonus.”

| tilt her chin up, meeting her eyes in the growing darkness. “We have two whole
weeks of being alone together.”

“Whatever will we do with all that time?’ Her voice is innocent, but the sultry look in
her eyesis not.

Instead of answering, | kiss her, slow and deep, pouring everything | feel into it. She
responds eagerly, turning in my arms until she’s practically in my lap, her fingers

threading through my hair.

When we finally break apart, we're both breathing hard, and the swing is swaying
erratically.

“Maybe we should take thisinside,” Lila suggests, her voice husky.
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“Probably wise,” | agree, though | can’t resist stealing another kiss. “Wouldn't want
to break your family’s porch swing.”

She stands, taking my hand and pulling me up. “Come on. I'll show you the
bedroom.”

As | follow her inside, | send up a silent thank you to whatever twist of fate brought
us here—to this place and to this new beginning.

We have two weeks of solitude ahead of us, and | plan to make everysecond count.
The mid-morning sun streams through the bedroom windows as | step out of the
shower, wrapping a towel around my waist. Lila's just crawled out of bed pulled on
some hot pink panties, and is reaching for at-shirt.

“Babe?’ | call out. “Have you seen my—*

The sound of tires and an engine cuts me off. Through the front window, | catch sight
of atruck pulling up.

“Lila?’ Turning to her as three doors slam and voices drift up to the porch.
“That's my dad’ struck.” She appears beside me, her eyes now wide open.

Before either of us can do more than sink further back into the bedroom, the screen
door creaks open.



“Lila?’ awoman’svoice calls out. “Honey, we brought breakfast!”

I’m standing there in nothing but a towel, my hair still wet, and Lila's in my t-shirt
from last night. Her hair is still mussed from our morning in bed, and there's no
mistaking what we' ve been up to.

“Lila? Are you—Oh!”

Mrs. Jeffers stops dead in the doorway to the bedroom, a picnic basket in her arms.
Behind her, ateenage girl lets out a squeak that could probably shatter glass.

“Oh my God, you're... you're Luke Sterling! And you're in the bedroom with my
sister!”

“Lily Mariel” Her father’s voice booms from the main room. “What are you—* He
appears behind his wife and daughter, his face turning from confusion to thunderous
in record time.

Lila moves to stand dlightly in front of me, though given our respective heights, it
doesn’t hide much. “Mom, Dad, Lily... thisis Luke. Luke, thisis... well, my family.
Who we weren’'t expecting.”

“It's nice to meet you al,” | manage, trying to maintain some dignity while clutching
my towel. “I’d shake hands, but...”

“Perhaps,” Mr. Jeffers says through gritted teeth, “we should give you a moment to
get dressed.”

Lila gives me an apologetic look as we both hurriedly throw on some clothes and
walk into the main living area.



“It's nice to meet you al,” | say, trying to ignore Mr. Jeffers increasingly stern
expression. “Lila stold me so much aboutyou.”

“Funny,” Mr. Jeffers says quietly. “ She hasn’t mentioned you.”

“Jonas,” Mrs. Jeffers chides, but she’'s looking between Lila and me with concern.
“Though | have to admit, when you said you needed the cabin for a while, we didn’t
expect...”

“Wait!” Lily interrupts, phone in hand. “Is this why Luke's all over TMZ? They're
saying he broke up with Crystal Davidson because—*

“Lily Marie!” Both parents snap at once.

“Sorry,” she mumbles, but her eyes are still wide with curiosity and excitement.

Lila squeezes my hand. “Why don’'t we all sit down and eat the breakfast you
brought? And Luke and | will explain everything.”

The next hour is ssimultaneously awkward and enlightening. We gather around the
small kitchen table, eating the scrambled eggs and bacon that Lila's mother brought.
We tell them about how we met, about Marcus and Crystal, and about needing
somewhere quiet until the media circus dies down. Her mother listens with increasing
understanding while Lily practically vibrates with questions.

Mr. Jeffers, however, remains silent throughout, watching me with the kind of
intensity that would make lesser men squirm.

“Well,” Mrs. Jeffers saysfinally, “at least you' re not the only Wild Band celebrity we
know. | take it Sam Ryder is afriend of yours?’
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“That’sright,” | say, having forgotten. “Lilaand Sam went to school together.”
“Yeah, Sam grew up around here.” Lilanods. “Our families are friends.”

“Young man,” Mr. Jeffers says suddenly, “Would you help me check the generator?
It's been acting up lately.”

It’s not a request.
“Dad,” Lilastarts, but | squeeze her shoulder.
“1’d be happy to help,” | say, following him outside.

We walk in silence until we reach the generator shed. Mr. Jeffers turns to face me,
arms crossed.

“S0,” he says, “you’ re seeing mydaughter.”
“Yes, dir.”
“And you thought hiding out here was the answer to what’ s happening?’

| meet his gaze steadily. “I thought giving Lila space to decide how she wants to
handle the publicity was the answer. She's private, and | respect that.”

He studies me for along moment. “You’re aware of what dating you might mean for
her? The attention, the scrutiny?’



“Very aware. It's something we' ve discussed at length.”

“And your... lifestyle? The touring, wild parties, and women—-*

“With all due respect, sir,” | interrupt carefully, “I’ve never been that type of rockstar.
Y our daughter... well, she' s different too. She' s special.”

Something in his expression shifts. “You care for her.”

It's not aquestion, but | answer anyway. “Yes, sir. | do.”

He nods slowly. “ She's strong, my Lila. Stronger than most people realize. But she's
also got the biggest heart of anyone | know. Break it, and we'll have problems.”

“If 1 ever hurt her, I’ll hand youthe shovel myself.”

To my surprise, he laughs. “Good answer.” He claps me on the shoulder. “Now,
about that generator...”

Twenty-Nine

Lila

When Luke and my dad return to the cabin, my dad doesn’t seem quite as concerned
as he did before. Knowing how he treated all of my past dates, | give a small sigh of
relief,

The minute they left, Mom asked almost as many questions as Lily had about Luke

and the Wild Band. But | notice the tension from earlier has dissolved into something
warmer and more familiar.



| catch Luke's eye, raising an eyebrow in question. He gives me a subtle nod, and the
casual way he approaches and puts an arm around my shoulder makes me smile.

“Mom,” | call out, “are you guys planning on staying for lunch?’

“Please, Mom? I'm sure Luke could tell us some stories about being in Wild,” Lily
pipes up. “Please?’

My parents exchange a look, and then my dad sighs. “| suppose that would be
aright.”

We spend a pleasant day out on the porch. Luke and | on the swing, my parents
sitting in chairs Luke brought out from the kitchen. My younger sister is sprawled
across the front steps. As the sun moves lazily across the blue cloudless sky, we share
stories and laugh until it s time for lunch.

Sitting there, | realize something important: Luke fits right in with my family. | was a
little concerned when | saw his family’s manor. | was worried that spending time out
here, he’d miss the fancy galas and elegant society events he attended with Crystal.
Instead, he seems right at home as he and my dad talk about cars and engines.
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“S0, you' re the guy who got Agatha to stop sputtering when the motor’ s turned off?”
“Yes, sir. That was me. My dad taught me everything | knowabout engines.”
Watching Luke with my family—how he doesn’t roll his eyes at my sister’'s fan
guestions, how he unconsciously treats my mother with respect. The quiet
understanding that passes between him and my dad—makes me fall alittle harder for

him.

Later, after my family leaves with promises to leave us alone for the remainder of our
stay (and Lily clutching an autographed paper), | wrap my arms around Luke' s waist.

“Y ou had them eating out of the palm of your hand,” | murmur as | glance up at him.
He leans down and kisses the top of my head. “Y our family’sis nice. Just like you.”
“Even my dad?’

“Especialy your dad. He lovesyou alot.”

| look up at him, my eyes soft. “And you? How are you feeling after the Jeffers
family invasion?’

“Honestly?” He cups my face in hishands. “I feel like the luckiest man alive.”

| can’'t help the brightness of my smile. “ Such a smooth talker.”



“You know you loveit.”

“Yeah, | do. I'm glad they got to meet the real Luke Sterling and not just the Wild
Band rockstar or the guy in al the news feeds.”

Pulling his head down to mine, | kiss him. It's soft and sweet, and it's my way of
telling him that whatever comes next—whatever challenges we face—we'll handle
them together.

“Are you sure about this?’ Luke adjusts his baseball cap for the tenth time as we pull
into the parking lot at Juniper Springs. “Maybe we should—*

“Nope,” | interrupt, grabbing our day pack. “We've been holed up in that cabin for
over a week. And while it's been wonderful—the springs are calling, and we're
answering.”

He fidgets with his sunglasses, but | can see the smile tugging at his lips. “The
springs are calling?’

“Loudly.” | stretch up to kiss his cheek. “Besides, you look nothing like a famous
rockstar right now. Y ou look like any good ol’ Florida boy about to go canoeing.”

He catches me around the waist, pulling me close. “Should | be offended by that?’

“Definitely not.” | run my fingers along the top of his broad shoulders. “Y ou wear it
very well.”

The rental office is blessedly empty except for a slegpy-looking teenager who barely
glances at us while processing our canoe rental. Soon, we're pushing off from the
dock, the crystal-clear spring water beckoning us forward.



Luke proves to be surprisingly adept with a paddle. “Eagle Scout,” he explains when
| comment on it. “Though it’s been awhile.”

The morning unfolds like a dream. We navigate the winding waterway, where
Spanish moss blows lightly overhead. A white crane watches us pass with regal

indifference, and turtles sun themselves on fallen logs.

“Gator,” Luke whispers, pointing to our left, where a small alligator basks on the
bank.

“Wait till we seeabig one,” | tease, loving how his eyes widen behind his sunglasses.

We're rounding a bend when another canoe approaches. The couple inside wave
friendly greetings, and | feel Luke tense dlightly behind me.

“Beautiful day for it,” the man calls out as we drift closer.

“Perfect day,” | agree, hoping we can pass quickly.

But the man is squinting at Luke. “Hey, do | know you from somewhere? Y ou look
familiar.”

Before Luke can respond, | laugh lightly. “Yeah, he gets that all the time. Some
people say he looks like the keyboard player from the Wild Band.”
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“Luke Sterling?’ The man shakes his head. “Nah, | don’'t seeit. That guy’s amazing,
though. Did you catch their last concert in Orlando?’

Luke clears histhroat. “Missed that one, unfortunately.”

“Man, you should check them out if they come back through. The way Sterling
handles those keys... he' s brilliant on that keyboard.”

“I'll keep that in mind,” Luke says, and | can hear the suppressed laughter in
hisvoice.

We exchange a few more pleasantries before the couple moves on, and once they're
out of earshot, Luke leans forward to murmur in my ear, “Brilliant, huh?’

“Oh, shut up.” | splash some water at him. “Your ego doesn’'t need any more
stroking.”

“l don’t know...” His hands slide around my waist. “I kind of like it when you stroke

my—

“Luke!” I’'m laughing now, trying to squirm away without tipping the canoe. “We are
in public!”

“Barely,” he argues, but he behaves himself... mostly.

We find a secluded spot for lunch, where we can pull up our canoe and have a brief
picnic lunch. The water is impossibly clear, and after eating, we strip down to our



swimsuits. Luke's appreciative glance makes me shiver as we wade in.

“Thisis amazing,” Luke says, floating on his back. “How did | not know places like
this existed?’

“Most peopledon’t.” | swim closer to him. “ That’s what makes it special.”

He rights himself in the water, pulling me to him. “Y ou make it special.”

When he kisses me, his lips taste like spring water and sunshine. | wrap my legs
around hiswaist, letting him keep us both afloat.

“Thank you for sharing your world with me,” he murmurs against my neck. “For
knowing exactly what | needed.” His eyes meet mine, serious despite the playful

setting. “For being you.”

| run my fingers through his damp hair, knocking his cap off in the process. “You
know what | think?’

“What’ s that?’

“1 think the guy in the other canoe was right about one thing.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Oh?’

| press a soft kissto hislips. “The way you use your handsis kind of brilliant.”

His answering smile is brighter than the Florida sun overhead, and as he pulls mein
for another kiss, | silently thank whatever twist of fate brought us here.

Even if it means occasionally pretending he's just a Luke Sterlinglookalike.



The last rays of sunset paint the cabin’s weathered walls in shades of gold and rose as
| fold the last of our clothes into our bags. Two weeks have passed like a dream, each
day blending into the next in a haze of soft touches, quiet evenings on the porch
swing, and making love wherever and whenever we wanted to.

“l can't believe we have to leave tomorrow,” | say, running my hand along the
smooth wooden doorframe. The cabin holds so many memories now—not just of my

childhood or my grandmother, but of Luke. Of us.

He wraps his arms around me from behind. “We could stay,” he suggests, but we
both know we can’t. Reality iswaiting for us back in Jacksonville.

“The media coverage has died down a bit,” | offer, leaning back against his chest.
“Emily says most of the press has moved on to the next scandal.”

“Mm.” He presses a kiss to my neck. “But they’ll be watching when we get back.
These past two weeks, being here with you, it's been perfect. No cameras, no
expectations. Just us.”

“I know.” | trace the line of hisjaw with my fingertips. “But we can’'t hide forever.”

“Can’'t we?’ But he's smiling now, soft and a little sad. “We could become hermits.
Live off the land. | could learn to fish.”

| laugh despite the ache in my chest. “Y ou hate fishing.”
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“I"d learn for you.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” | stretch up to kiss him softly. “And | wouldn’t want you to.
Your music is part of who you are, Luke. | like all of you, not just the parts that fit
into aquiet cabin in the woods.”

He pulls me closer, burying hisface in my hair. “When did you get to be so wise?’

His kiss starts off slow but deepens into that now-familiar passion. When he pulls
back, he smiles at me.

“Let’s make this a night to remember.” He leans down, sweeps me up in his arms,
and carries me into the bedroom. He makes mad, passionate love to me until | call out
his name in my climax. Holding him while he follows me over that sharp edge of
desire.

Lying in bed, | watch Luke sleeping peacefully beside me. In the pale moonlight
filtering through the window, he looksyounger, unburdened. Here, he's just been
Luke—my Luke. Not Luke Sterling, the famous Wild Band keyboard player.

He's such a talented musician—but there’'s so much more to him. More than | ever
dreamed.

Luke s afascinating blend of contradictions: sweet yet sexy, arrogant yet humble. He
can effortlessly rock atux at a gala yet feels completely at ease having a picnic or
cooking in a rustic kitchen. He's accustomed to the luxury of a limo but equally
comfortable behind the wheel of his Jeep. He can fit in anywhere.



Tomorrow, we head back to redlity, and | wonder if I'm ready for what that means.
It's one thing to promise, that | can handle the pressure of dating a rockstar. It's
another thing to actually live it. The thought of the lack of privacy and the social
media speculation are daunting. Will | still be able to run my business when every
client knows I’'m Luke Sterling’s girlfriend? And what about when he's touring? The
thought of being separated for weeks or months at a time makes my chest tight.

But then Luke shifts in his sleep, reaching for me even in his dreams, and | know
deep in my bones that he’' s worth any amount of scrutiny.

Next weekend, I'll go with him for an overnight trip to Tampa for a performance. Just
one night, he said, to see how it feels. To dip my toe in the water before diving into
the deep end. The thought both terrifies and excites me. | want to see him in his
element, and | want to understand that part of his world. And if | can handle that

small taste of hislife on theroad, I'll know for surethat | can handle everything else.

Rolling onto my side, | trace my fingers lightly over his chest, feeling his steady
heartbeat beneath my palm. The truth is, I’m aready in too deep to turn back now.

WEe'll figure out the rest together, one day at atime.

Luke stirs, catching my hand and bringing it to his lips without opening his eyes. “I
can hear you thinking,” he mumbles sleepily.

“Sorry,” | whisper, then | get an idea. “Hey, would you like some pancakes?’

“At this hour? It's midnight.”

“Isthat ano?’

“Of course not. It'smore like ahell yeah,” Luke says as he rollsout of bed.



After fifteen minutes of cooking in the kitchen, we carry the finished pancakes back
to bed. Sitting naked on the bed, we feed each other bites, in between kisses, the taste
of sweet maple syrup on our lips—and we make love again.

Afterward, with Luke's arms holding me close, | know in my heart that we have
something special—something real.

Thirty

Luke

The roar of the crowd is deafening, a relentless pulse of energy that rattles through
the walls of the amphitheater in Tampa Bay. The air is thick with the scent of sweat,
adrenaline, and anticipation—thousands of voices chanting, screaming, demanding
the music.

| roll my shoulders, exhaling slowly as | grip my keyboard, fingers hovering over the
keys. The lights are low now. The arena shrouded in darkness except for the glow of
phone screens and the stage lights flashing in tempo with the drumbeat that signals

our entrance.

Thismoment, right before we step into the light, is aways €electric. Always
exhilarating.

But tonight, there’ s something el se humming beneath my skin.

Lila. She's here. She' s watching.

And just knowing she's backstage, standing only feet away from me, is a
distraction—a wonderful, dangerous distraction.



She's standing off to the side with Emily, wearing all-access credentials and an outfit
that shows off her generous curves and makes my heart thud loudly in my chest. Our
eyes meet across the crowded space, and she mouths, “Good luck,” with a smile that
takes me right back to that cabin in the woods.

The cabin—Just thinking about it brings a wave of peace. The morning, we left,
watching the sun rise over the trees one last time, I’d made her a promise. “When it
gets too much,” 1'd told her, holding her close, “when we need to escape, we'll come
back here. Just us.” The way she’d melted into my arms made it clear she needed to
hear those words as much as | needed to say them.
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The cabin was our escape, the one place where the outside world didn’t exist. But
now, we are back in the chaos, and | have to keep my head in the game.

A hand claps down on my shoulder, yanking me from my thoughts.
“You good?’ Cass asks, his voice barely audible over the crowd.
| nod, rolling out the tension in my neck. “Yeah.”

He gives me a knowing look but doesn’'t press. Instead, he lifts his mic, signaling to
the crew.

The lights explode to life.

The crowd erupts.

And we launch into the first song.

The performance is electric.

The music pulses through my veins, syncing with the rhythm of my heartbeat. The
crowd is alive, their energy feeding into ours, making every note sharper, every beat
heavier.

| fall into the music, my fingers flying over the keys as Cass's voice booms through

the speakers, raw and powerful. The band moves together like a well-oiled
machine—Sam’'s steady bassline grounding us, Nate's drums pounding like a



heartbeat, Vince' s guitar shredding through the air like lightning.

And throughit al, | feel her. | know exactly wheresheis.

Just offstage, her presence burns through the haze of flashing lights and deafening
sound.

When | steal a glance between songs, | spot her watching me with wide, mesmerized
eyes.

The sight sends a jolt through me, a surge of something heady and addictive.

| want her here. | want to pull her into this moment, into the chaos and the rush and
the sheer high of performing. | want to play just for her.

And maybe | do.

Because the next song—one of our slower, more intimate ballads—feels different as
my hands move over the keys.

More personal. More hers. | pour everything I’'m feeling into it, and | swear | can
sense her smile.

After the encore, we barely make it backstage before the adrenaline catches up with
us.

Vince is grinning like an idiot, already reaching for a beer. “Damn, that crowd was
insane.”

Nate wipes sweat from his face, still catching his breath. “Yeah. That energy was
next level.”



Cass claps me on the back. “Y ou were on fire tonight, man.”

| nod, still buzzing. Still wired. But my eyes are already scanning the room, searching
for the only person | care about seeing right now.

And then, there she is. Lila, standing just a few feet away, looking up a me with
something | can’t quite name—pride, admiration, and something that makes my heart
pound harder.

| cross the space between us before | even realize I’'m moving.

“Well?’ | ask, unable to hide my grin. “What’ d you think?’

She just shakes her head like she's still trying to process it al. Then, finally, she
exhales a breathless laugh.

“That was... unbelievable.”

A rush of satisfaction rolls through me, followed quickly by something warmer,
deeper.
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| step closer, lowering my voice. “Y eah?’

She nods, looking up at me like she's still caught in the spell of the show. “Y ou were
incredible, Luke.”

| should say something. Should playit cool.
But | don't.

Instead, | reach out, brushing my lips against hers, sharing this heady moment with
her. “Incredible, huh?’

Later, we're gathered in the private lounge of the hotel we're staying at—a deek,
dimly lit space reserved just for us. The band is still riding the post-show high, beers
in hand, laughter echoing through the room.

The hotel has been good to us, giving us a top-floor suite with panoramic views of the
city. Everything about this place screams luxury, from the custom drinks menu to the
private security ensuring no crazed fans break in.

But even with all of that, we still have to hide.

There are reporters camped outside the hotel, fans lurking around the lobby, and
people who would kill for a photo, a quote, or a sliver of gossip to spin into
something bigger than it is. Especialy now with what happened with Marcus,
Crystal, and Sterling Motors.



| get the feeling that this—is the calm before the inevitable storm.
Vince has already picked up some girls, draping an arm around each of them as he
escorts them to our table. They look starstruck. Meanwhile, the rest of the band is

having fun.

| glance over at Lila, who's perched on the armrest of my chair, sipping a cocktail
and watching the band with quiet amusement.

She's seeing it now—the real Wild Band. The way we celebrate, the way we wind
down, the way we live thislife.

And she hasn't bolted yet.

That has to mean something.

| reach for her hand, lacing our fingers together.

She glances down, then back up at me, her expression softening.

“You good?’ | ask.

She nods, squeezing my fingerslightly. “Yeah. Just... taking it all in.”

| lean in, my voice just for her. “Y ou still sure you want to be part of all this?’

Her lips curve, and without hesitation, shesays, “Yes.”

Something inside me settles.

Emily drops into the seat beside Lila. “So, | see you're still here after the show.



That’s a good sign.” She glances over at me, then back to Lila. “You being here sure
puts Luke in a good mood.”

“Luke’s adways in a good mood,” Vince chimes in, grumbling, “It's annoying,
really.”

Sam looks over at Lila. “Y ou weren't bored?’

She laughs. “Bored? I’ ve never seen anything like it. The way you guys lose yourself
inthe music... it was amazing.”

| lean back in my chair, watching them all interact. The easy banter and genuine
affection make my chest fed tight. This is what | want for Lila—to feel as much a
part of the band as Kendrick and Emily do.

The night has wound down, and Lila and | are heading back to our suite. But as we
step out of the private lounge and into the dimly lit hallway leading back to the

hotel’ s elevators, that’s when it happens.

The flash of a camera. The shuffle of footsteps as a figure steps out from the
shadows, a recorder already in hand.

“Luke!” A voice—sharp, eager, hungry—cuts through the quiet.
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| instinctively step in front of Lila, shielding her with my body.
“Care to comment on the rumors about your breakup with Crystal Davidson?’ the
reporter asks, eyes gleaming as she shoves the mic toward me. “ Sources say it wasn't
mutual. That she's devastated. Care to set the record straight?’
| clench my jaw.
Of course, they’d spin it that way.
Crystal could probably be sunbathing in the Maldives right now, sipping a martini
and not giving a damn, but the press will make her out to be some kind of tragic,

scorned woman just for the dramaof it all.

Lila stiffens beside me. | can feel it—the way she takes in every word, the way her
fingerstighten into fists.

| exhale lowly, keeping my expression neutral. “No comment.”

The reporter doesn't let up. “What about your new girl?” She turns her attention to
Lila, zeroing in like a predator sensing fresh blood. “The woman you're with
tonight—so soon after Crystal. Areyou two—*

“That’s enough,” | cut in, my voice firm.

The reporter barely has time to react before chaos erupts behind her.



A rowdy group of fans stumbles out of the hotel bar, loud and drunk, already buzzing
with the high of seeing usin person.

“Luke! Oh my God, it's Luke Sterling!” one of them calls out—a woman in a slinky
dress, her voice durred as she practically drapes herself over me. “Can | get a

picture? Please? Just one?’

Before | can answer, another girl grabs my arm, her grip way too tight. “Damn,
you'’ re even hotter in person.”

Lila takes a small step back, her expression shifting from mild discomfort to
something sharper.

The third fan—clearly drunker than the rest—turns to Lila with a sneer. “And who's
this?’ she durs. “Are you his new plaything?’

Lilafreezes.

My blood boails.

“Back off,” | say, my voice cam but dangerously low.

“Come party with us.” The girl laughs, eyes flicking between us like she's enjoying
the show. Sheturnsto Lila. “What? Y ou don't like sharing?’

“We don’t mind sharing—do we girls?’ Thefirst girl giggles, leaning forward.

That’ s it.

| move, gently but firmly untanglingmyself from their grips, and pull Lila closer,
shielding her from the pandemonium.



| hear the lounge door behind us open.

“Girls,” Nate's voice cuts through, his tone easy but warning. “I think maybe you’'ve
had enough for one night.”

The drunken girls pout, then huff, clearly annoyed, but they stumble back to the hotel
bar.

The reporter, still lurking, leansin again. “ Quite the scene, don’t you think?”

| glare at her. She smirks.

| grab Lila s hand, not giving a damn who sees, and guide her down thehall.

The elevator feels like a sanctuary when we finally reach it. We don’t speak until the
doors dlide shut, trapping usin silence. Lila s silent beside me, her face pale.

“I"'m so sorry,” | start, but she shakes her head.
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“Don’'t.” Her voiceis steady, but her hands are still shaking. “Thisisn’t your fault.”
“Lila—"
“Isit dways like that?’
| wish I could lie. “Sometimes. It's not always that bad, but yeah. It happens.”
Glancing down at her, | try to gauge her reaction. “Mostly when I’'m out or during
performances. That’s why the duplex’ s location is kept private.”
She nods slowly.
“1 love the music and performing. But it’s this—the personal intrusion. The fans who
think they know you because they know your music, the reporters who build entire
careers off twisting the truth—that’s hard to take.” | admit in a low voice, watching
her.
She takes a deep breath, straightening her shoulders. “Okay.”
“Okay?’
“Okay, | understand now. | understand why you needed me to see this side of things.”
She meets my eyes. “They don’t see you as a person, do they? They only see your

fame.”

The elevator opens to our floor, and I pull her into my arms the moment we're in our
suite. She clingsto me, and | can feel her heart racing.



“1 meant what | said,” she whispers against my chest. “This doesn’t change anything.
But... I’'m glad we have the cabin.”

| press my lips to her hair, relief flooding through me. Because she gets it
now—really gets it. Not just the glamour and the music but the cost that comes with
it. And she's still here.

“Always,” | promise. “Whenever you need it. Whenever this becomes too much.”

She pulls back just enough to look at me, and despite everything that just happened,
she smiles. “You're worth it, you know. Worth all of it.”

And at that moment, with the echoes of chaos still ringing in our ears and tomorrow’s
tabloid headlines aready being written, | realize something: she's stronger than any
of them. Stronger than the fans who grab, the photographers who stalk, the rumors
thatswirl.

She's stronger than all of it.

And thisis just the beginning. The first of countless nights like this, the start of our
own storiesto tell.

And | can’'t wait for every single moment.

Thirty-One

Lila

Steam billows around me as | step out of the shower, my mind already racing with

pre-show jitters. The Music Awards—which I'll be attending. Just thinking about it
makes my stomach flip.



Luckily, the media frenzy has died down somewhat, and the paparazzi have moved
on to their next celebrity scandal. For a while, it felt like every single article was
about Luke and Crystal’s breakup—except they weren’t just about that. No, the
gossip rags made sure to drag me into the mess, spinning the narrative that | was the
reason Luke ended things—conveniently ignoring Marcus's arrest as if it were
nothing.

And, of course, they didn’t stop at speculating about our relationship.

They picked apart my appearance, too.

Too plain.Too curvy.Too fat.Not his type!lA girl like her with a guy like
him?Impossible.

At first, | tried ignoring it. But then | made the mistake of doomscrolling, letting the
words sink in until they felt like truth instead of the ridiculous, baseless nonsense
they were.

At least now, I’ ve learned to stop scanning the comments sections. Refusing to read
the cruel remarks about my size and the speculation about what Luke Sterling seesin
a“full-figured chef,” ... but I’ ve still deleted most of my social media apps.

Luke likes my curves. | have to remind myself of that.

And more importantly—I like my curves. | made peace with my figure long ago. I'm
achef, for goodness sake. | cook, | eat, and | enjoy every damn delicious bite.

| refuse to let a bunch of faceless internet trolls make me feel unworthy of the man
who's made it crystal clear that he likes me exactly as | am. And dear God, the way
he looks at me. The way his hands trace my voluptuous curves like they’re mapping
treasure. The way he steals bites of whatever I’'m cooking andtells me life' s too short



not to enjoy great food. He makes me fedl beautiful, even when the tabloids suggest
otherwise.
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Emily suddenly appears in the hotel bathroom doorway, already dressed in a sleek
black number that makes her ook like a movie star. “ Ready to be glammed up?’

| laugh, securing my robe. “I’m ready. Do your worst.”

For the next two hours, I’'m transformed. My hair is swept up into an elegant twist,
with a few strategic pieces left loose to soften the look. The makeup artist Emily
brought in works magic, giving me smokey eyes and lips that somehow look both
innocent and sinful.

“Now for the main event,” Emily declares, unzipping the garment bag.

Thedress. | still can’t believe they convinced me to buy it. When Luke handed me his
credit card with a casua “get something nice,” | don’t think he was expecting this.
The price tag made me dizzy, but Emily and Kendrick were relentless.

“It’ s perfect,” they'd insisted. “It’s you.”

And looking at it now, | have to agree. The deep, midnight blue silk hugs my body
like it was made for me, with a plunging neckline that shows just enough cleavage to
makel uke lose his mind. The back... well, the back is basically nonexistent until the
fabric gathers at the waist, flowing down into a sleek, floor-length silhouette. Tiny
crystals catch the light with every movement, twinkling like stars. The finishing touch
iIs a side dit running high up my thigh. It's sexy but elegant and demands
attention—the kind of dress that makes me fedl like | belong with someone as famous
as Luke Sterling.



“Lila,” Emily breathes as| step into it. “That dress—it’s perfect.”

Smiling, | put on my earrings. Long and sparkling, they dangle from my ears,
catching the light every time | turn my head. And the shoes—mile-high stilettos that |
pray | won't break an ankle in—give me just enough height to press against Luke's
chest when we dance.

Because there will be dancing tonight.

A spritz of my favorite perfume, the one that makes Luke bury his face in my neck
and growl...

“You look fantastic,” Emily says softly. “Like a goddess.”
The woman in the mirror doesn’'t look like a chef who spends her days in a kitchen.
She looks... Confident. Sensual. Like someone who belongs on a red carpet with a

rockstar.

“Lila?’ Luke's voice carries from the main room of our suite. “Are you ready? The
l[imo—*

He stops dead in the doorway, his mouth actually dropping open. He's devastating in
his tailored black suit. His hair artfully styled just enough to look effortlessly messy

and sexy as hell. But it’sthe look in his eyes that undo me.

Blue and dark with heat, his gaze sweeps over me slowly, thoroughly, like he's
committing every single inch of me to memory.

Hisjaw tics. His hands clench into fists at his sides.

“I'll just join Sam in the next room.” Emily slips past him with a knowing smirk.



Luke hasn't moved, hasn't spoken. He just stares, his eyes traveling slowly from my
heels up to my face in away that makes heat pool in my stomach.

And when he finally speaks, hisvoice is hoarse, low, like he's barely holding himself
together.

“Jesus, Lila”

| swallow hard, my pulse pounding in my ears. “You likeit?’

He exhalessharply. “Like it?" He shakes his head, his eyes dragging down my body
and then back up, lingering on the exposed curve of my thigh before landing on my
red lips.

“Too much?’ | ask, suddenly nervous.

He crosses the room in three strides. “Y ou’re fucking beautiful,” he growls, and the
raw desirein his voice makes me shiver.

“The dress—*

“Is stunning.” His lips find my neck, just below my ear. “But you're what's
beautiful.”

A shiver races down my spine.

“I'm trying really hard,” he says, voice rough, dangerous, “to be a gentleman right

now.

| turn toward him, the dlit of my dress parting just enough to reveal more skin. “Who
said you have to be a gentleman?’
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Luke makes a sound—somewhere between a groan and a curse—before his hands
pull me against him.

The air crackles between us.

His lips hover just above mine, his breath hot, his fingers digging into myhips like
he' s battling himself.

“Lila,” he murmurs, hisvoice like gravel and sin, “we should stay in tonight.”
My breath stutters, my entire body thrumming with anticipation.

“Luke,” | whisper, sliding my hands up his chest, feeling the tension coiled beneath
his muscles. “We can’'t. The band is up for an award.”

He grits his teeth, closing his eyes for a moment before pressing his forehead against
mine. “ Screw the award.”

“Luke...” | melt into him, forgetting about my hair and makeup. “We have to go...”

“Do we?" His hands slide higher finding bare skin through the open back of the dress.
“Because | can think of much better ways to spend the evening.”

| gasp as histeeth graze my pulse point. “ The band... the award...”

“Don’'t care.” Hisfingers caress the curve of my back. “I want you.”



It would be so easy to givein. To let him pedl this dress off me, to forget about red
carpets and cameras and...

“The limo’s waiting!” Emily’s voice carries from the hotel suite's main room,
making us both groan.

L uke rests his forehead against mine, breathing hard. “To be continued?’

“Definitely.”

Luke growls, his grip tightening before he steps back abruptly, putting space between
us.

| blink at him, dazed, breathless.

He exhales hard, raking a hand through his perfectly tousled hair. “If 1 don’t stop
now, we won't make it to the damn limo.”

My lips curve into a slow, knowing smile. “Then | guess you better control yourself,
rockstar.”

His blue eyes darken, his jaw tight.

He steps back, adjusting his tie with a rueful smile. “You're going to kill me in that
dress, you know that?’

“Good.” |1 smooth my hands down the silk, enjoying the way his eyes follow the
movement. “Consider it payback for all those shirtless rehearsal sessions.”

His laugh islow and promising. “ Careful. The night’s just beginning.”



And as we head out of the bedroom, his hand possessive on my lower back, | realize
I’m not nervous anymore. Let them stare. Let them whisper. | know who | am, and
more importantly, so does L uke.

Besides, | think with a secret smile, watching him sneak another heated glance my
way, | dressed for Luke—and | love driving him wild.

Thelimo'sinterior is all soft leather with ambient lighting, and a bottle of champagne
is aready chilling in the built-in bar. Across from us, Emily and Sam are in their own
world, murmuring to each other as Emily fusses with the collar of Sam’ s tux.

Luke' s hand finds mine, his thumb stroking lazy circles over my knuckles. “Relax,
baby,” he murmurs, his breath warm against my temple. “You're going to steal the
damn show tonight.”

| swallow hard, forcing a small smile. “I think your definition ofstealing the showis
different from mine.”

Sam snickers. “He's right, you know. The second you step onto that carpet, every
photographer is gonna be fighting for your picture.” Sam pours the champagne and

hands each of usaglass.

| groan. “That’swhat I'mafraid of.”
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Emily grins. “Don’t worry, you' Il get used to it. The key is to pretend you don’'t hear
the screaming, don't look directly into the flashing lights, and—most
importantly—don’t trip.”
“Not helping,” | mutter, adjusting the high dlit in my gown.
Lukeleansin, hisvoice low and intimate. “For the record, if you trip, I'll catch you.”
| roll my eyes, but my pulse skips a beat at the way his heavy gaze lingers on me.
“Remember to smile,” Emily says, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her dress.
“They’ll be shouting Luke's name from every direction, but just keep walking. The

publicist will guide you where to stop.”

| take a generous sip of champagne, grateful for the dight buzz. “What if they ask me
guestions?’

“They will,” Sam chimes in with an easy smile. “Just keep it light and redirect to
Luke or the band. Y ou're not there to give interviews.”

Luke' s hand finds mine, squeezing gently. He looks impossibly handsome in the dim
light, and the way he keeps stealing glances at me makesmy skin tingle.

“Just stay close to me,” he murmurs, his thumb tracing circles on my palm. “And
remember, half of what they yell isjust to get areaction.”

Through the tinted windows, | can see the venue approaching. The street is lined with



fans behind barricades, their phones and cameras creating a sea of flashing lights. My
heart rate kicks up a notch.

“Oh boy,” | breathe as we pull into the arrivals queue. “ There are so many people.”

“Focus on me,” Luke says, hisvoice low and steady. “Nothing else matters.”

Emily leans forward her expression serious. “Lila, listen. You look stunning. You
belong here. And in about two hours, we'll al be laughing about this over drinks.”

“Unless we win,” Sam grins. “Then we'll be laughing about it over very expensive
drinks.”

The limo inches forward. Through the windshield, | can see other celebrities walking
the carpet, their outfits sparkling under the intense lights. It’s surreal, like watching a
movie |’ ve somehow stumbled into.

“Next,” acoordinator taps on our window.

Luke lifts my hand to hislips. “Ready?’

| think about the girl 1 was just months ago, cooking and living my quiet life. | think
about the woman | am now, draped in silk and diamonds, about to walk the red carpet
with afamous rockstar.

“I’'m ready.”

The door opens, and the sounds hit me first—a wall of screams and music and chaos.

Luke steps out first, looking every inch the rockstar in his perfectly tailored suit. He
turns back, extending his hand to me.



The moment | emerge, the flashbulbs intensify. | hear gasps and whispers, my name
being called alongside Luke's. But all | can focus on is his hand in mine, steady and
warm.

“You've got this,” he whispers, just for me.

And as we take our first steps toward the carpet, | realize he's right. | do have this.
Because | have him.

Kendrick’s right—the rest isjust noise.

Thirty-Two

Luke

The lights dim as we take our seats, and | still can’'t take my eyes off Lila. The way
she moves in that dress, the elegant line of her neck as she leans in to whisper
something to Emily—it’s driving me crazy. When she crosses her legs, the dit in her

dressrevealing just a hint of thigh, | have to force myself to look away.

“Dude, you're practically drooling,” Vince mutters from my other side, looking sharp
in hisown designer suit.

“Can you blame me?’

He glances at Lilaand grins. “Nope. But try to keep it together. We're on camera.”
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He's right. The entire arena is wired with cameras, catching every reaction, every
intimate moment. | should be paying attention to the show and to the presenters
announcing the first round of awards. Instead, I’m hyperaware of Lila's perfume, the
way her hand feelsin mine, and the slight nervous energy radiating off her.

“And the award for Song of the Year goesto...” There's that dramatic pause they all
do. “Kendrick Wild for * Another Night, Another Tear’ performed by Pixie Cane!”

Kendrick faces the crowd as she stands in front of the microphone. She’s composed
but glowing. “This song came from a place of raw honesty,” she says, clutching the
golden award. “And | couldn't have written it without my rock, my heart, my
everything—Cass.”

The camera cuts to Cass, and he’'s not even trying to hide his emotions. He smiles
wider, his eyes glowing with that intense, unshakable devotion he always has for her.

“And to our beautiful daughter Cassidy, who teaches me daily what love realy
means.” Kendrick blows a kiss toward the camera for Cassidy, who she knows is
watching from home.

Kendrick continues, turning to where Pixie is standing near the edge of the stage.
“Pixie, thank you for taking this song and making it so much more than | ever
imagined. Your voice, your artistry—it brought these lyrics to life in a way only you
can.”

Pixie grins and rushes onto the stage, pulling Kendrick into a tight hug before taking
the mic.



“This woman is a freaking wizard,” Pixie says, flipping her pink-streaked hair over
her shoulder. “ Serioudly, Kendrick, I'd be honored to sing anything you write. You
just say the word.”

The crowd cheers, and Cass stands. | catch the moment he reaches for Kendrick’s
hand as she steps down, her fingers sliding effortlessly into his.

It's so damn easy for them.

Like breathing.

| glance at Lilaout of the corner of my eye.

She's till clapping, still smiling, as she watches Kendrick return to her seat.

| want that with her.

More than |’ ve ever wanted anything.

The night moves on, the awards rolling out oneby one.

The tension ramps up when the category for Album of the Year is next. The host is
back, and | feel the energy in our section shift.

“Album of the Y ear nominees are...”
Lila's grip on my hand tightens as they play clips from each nominated album. When
they get to ours, “Living Wild,” the screen fills with footage from our stadium tour,

the crowds singing along to every word.

“And the Award goesto...”



| hold my breath, feeling the same tension from the rest of the band. We've won
before, but this album was different. More personal. More real.

“Wild Band for ‘Living Wild'!”

The roar is deafening. We're al on our feet, hugging, laughing. Cass pulls Kendrick
into a passionate kiss before we head to the stage. | steal one last look at Lila, and the
pride shining in her eyes makes my heart stutter.

The weight of the award in my hands feels familiar but no less thrilling. Cass takes
the lead at the microphone, thanking our producers, our team, and our families. When
he gets to Kendrick and Cassidy, his voice roughens with emotion.

Nate thanks the fans, always the diplomatic one. Vince makes everyone laugh with a
quick quip about finally having something heavy enough to use as a doorstop.

When it's my turn, | find Lilain the crowd. She's glowing, clapping, and looking at
me like I’ ve hung the moon. And suddenly, | know exactly what to say.

“Damn,” | breathe out, adjusting the mic. The crowd laughs, but my chest tightens
with something deeper than nerves. Gratitude.

“ Sometimes the best music comes from unexpected places,” | say, scanning the room,
my gaze instinctively locking on Lila. She' s watching me with those warm hazel eyes
that somehow ground me, even in a moment this big. “Like when you're sharing
pancakes at midnight, and you’ re hungry for something more than just food.”

The audience probably thinks I’'m being metaphorical, but Lila’'s hand flies to her
mouth, her eyes shining.

“This album,” | continue, clearing my throat, “was a labor of love. And, honestly, a



little bit of chaos. We wrote these songs on the road, in dressing rooms, and in hotel
rooms at three in the morning. We lived them before we ever recordedthem. And to
see them resonate with so many people? That’ s the real award.”
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| glance at Cass, who gives me a small nod, and then at the rest of the band. “To my
brothers—Cass, Nate, Sam, Vince—you guys are the best damn bandmates anyone
could ask for. We built this thing together, and | wouldn’t trade a single second of the
journey.”

| shift dlightly, gripping the award tighter, my voice dropping just a little. “To my
dad—Jim Sterling—you taught me that no matter how hard things get, you never stop

fighting for what matters. | hope | make you proud.”

A beat of silence, then | take a ow breath and do the thing | never planned on
doing—but somehow, it feels like the most natural thing in the world.

“And, lastly,” | say, my voice unshakable now, “to the woman who reminds me what
all of this means, who' s made me see the music in awhole new way.”

Lila's eyeswiden, lips parting slightly, but | keep going.

“You walked into my life when | least expected it. And whether you know it or not,
you'’ ve been inspiring me ever since.”

The crowd reacts, murmurs, and whispers rippling through the room, but | don’t
break eye contact with her.

“Thank you.”

The cheers are deafening.



And as | step back, my heart is pounding—not from the award, not from the
cameras—but from the way Lilaislooking at me.

Like | just changed everything.

Because | probably did.

The energy in the grand ballroom is electric, charged with the high of victory. The
band just won Album of the Year, and the celebration is in full swing—music
thumping, champagne flowing, and the entire party pulses around us.

| should be riding that high with them.

But | can barely focus on any of it.

Because Lilaisin my arms, and that’ s the only thing that matters.

WEe're dancing, her body pressed against mine, moving in sync with the slow, sensual
beat, and all | can focus on is how she feels. The way her dress dlides like water
beneathmy fingers, how it clings to every damn curve, it’s testing every last shred of

my self-control.

She hasn’t said much about my speech yet—about the words that laid claim to her in
front of thousands of people.

But | seeitin her eyes. She'sfeeling dazed and a little breathless.

And that’ s enough for now.

| pull her closer, not caring who sees. Lowering my mouth to her ear, my voice rough
and low, | murmur, “I meant every word.” My hand splays across her bare back,



feeling her shiver at my touch. “You do inspire me.”

Her breath catches, and she looks up at me with those eyes that see straight through
the rockstar facade. | have to fight the urge to kiss her right here in front of everyone.

Instead of responding, she presses closer, her fingers curling into my jacket, her body
molding against mine like she was made for me.

| want her.

More than I’ ve ever wanted anything in my entire life.

When Emily and Sam tell us they’re staying and that they’re riding back with Cass
and Kendrick, my pulse kicks up a notch. A private ride back with Lila? In that dress?

“You sure?’ | ssammer out.

“Please,” Emily rolls her eyes. “Like you' ve been paying attention to anything else
al night anyway.”

My decision is made for me—I’m done with this party.

| need to get Lilathe hell out of here. Fast.
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“Let’sgo,” | murmur, tightening my hold on her waist. She nods.

We make our goodbyes quick, and just like that, we dlip out of the ballroom and into
the night.

The moment the limo door closes.
| don’t even think—I just grab her.

| pull Lila onto my lap, finally able to touch her the way I’ve been wanting to all
night.

My hands dlide over the silky fabric of her dress, my mouth crashing against hersin a
kissthat’s all teeth and desperation.

Lila gasps, herhands flying to my shoulders, but she’'s kissing me back, just as
hungry, just as reckless.

| drag my lips down her neck, groaning at the way she arches into me, her body
pressing against mine—I know she can feel my body harden.

“Do you have any idea,” | growl against her skin, “what this dress has been doing to
me?’ My hands find the dlit in her dress, sliding up her thigh.

She gasps. “L uke—the driver—*

“Privacy partition,” | remind her, nipping a her pulse point. “And |’ ve been going



crazy wanting to touch you al night.”

My hand continues searching, fingers teasing beneath the dlit of her dress, and she
makes a soft, breathy sound that goes straight to my damn groin.

The ride is torture of the sweetest kind. Her hair falls from its elegant style as my
fingerstanglein it. When | find her dampness under her dress, she bites my shoulder

to stay quiet, and | nearly lose my mind.

“Almost there,” | promise, my voice rough with need. “Damn, you're beautiful like
this.”

“Luke—*

The car dlows.

A sharp knock against the divider.

| curse, pressing my forehead against hersas| try to catch my breath.

“We're amost there, Mr. Sterling,” the driver announces quietly.

Lilalaughs, breathless, her lips swollen from my kisses.

| grin, dark and dangerous, adjusting my hold on her hips.

Oh, baby,” | murmur, my voice apromise, “It’s going to be along night.”

We barely manage to straighten ourselves before reaching the hotel.

As | take her hand and turn.



“Wait,” she gasps. “Y our award.”

Reaching into the back seat, | scoop up the gilded gramophone, clutching it tightly in
my hand before slamming the limo door shut.

“Thank you.”

If | thought the limo ride was bad. The elevator is even worse—we stand on opposite
sides, both knowing one touch will undo all our restraint.

Lila stands beside me, her arms crossed, her chest rising and falling too fast, her
entire body wired with tension.

| can still taste her, still feel the way she melted against me in the back of that limo.
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And now, with just afew floors between us and our hotel suite, we' re both holding on
by a damn thread.

She shifts, the side dlit of her dress parting slightly, giving me a glimpse of bare skin.
| grit my teeth, clenching my fists.

If | touch her now, | won’t be able to stop.

She glances up at me, her hazel eyes dark and knowing.
“Luke...” she whispers.

| don’t know if | can trust myself to answer.

“Stop looking at me like that,” she whispers.

“Like what?’

“Like you want to devour me.”

| can’t help my wolfish smile. “But | do.”

The elevator dings.

The doors slide open.



And without a single word, | grab her hand, pulling her inside the suite—and
slamming the door shut behind us.

Thirty-Three

Lila

The moment our suite door closes, Luke has me pressed up against it as his mouth
crashes down on mine.

“Finadly,” he mutters hoarsely, “I get to taste these lips that have been tempting me
al night.”

My dress falls away, and | swear he stops breathing. I’m standing before him in only
midnight blue lingerie. “You're trying to kill me,” he groans.

| reach for histie, awicked gleam in my eye. “Then | guess my plan isworking.”

Something primal roars to life in his eyes at my words, and then there’s no more
talking—just skin and heat. As | kneel before him, the only sound is his zipper as |
pull it down.

When he looks down at me, | feel the heat of his gaze. It practically smolders as he
watches me reach out and cup him with my hand. | stroke him from root to tip, and
his breath catches.

Bending, I lightly lick the tip of him. When my tongue finds the slot on the head of
his cock, | feel his hands in my hair. Smiling, | lean forward, taking as much of him
into my wet mouth as | can. Focusing on him, | begin to work him in and out of my
mouth. Sucking and licking as| go. He feels like hard steel covered in taunt flesh.



In agruff voice, Luke warns me. “Lila, babe. I...”

Ignoring his words, | suddenly deep-throat him, and | hear him give a guttural groan,
his hands tightening in my hair, holding me in place while | attempt to finish the job.
But at the very last minute, he pulls away. | look up at him in confusion.

His blue eyes gleam with intensity, and he grits out. “Later—I need—inside you.” He
roughly pulls me to my feet.

His eyes rake over my body, still in my midnight blue lingerie, and then he's
dragging me over to the armchair. | glance downat him to see his manhood long and

thick. | arch my brow, looking up into his eyes, hot with desire.

He bends me over so that my hands are on the cushion of the armchair, my assin the
air. When | start to take off my shoes, he stops me.

“No.” Hisvoice like gravel. “ The fuck me shoes stay on.”

The dirty words make me shiver ailmost as much as the lust in his gaze. My unbound
hair falls forward, standing where he positions me—achingly waiting.
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| hear him step closer, and | shiver in anticipation. | feel the warmth of his body and
the feel of his hands as they grip my lush hips. He uses his finger to brush under the
thong as he movesit out of hisway.

Then, with no warning, | feel him enter me from behind. Filling me in one bold
stroke. My arms stiffen, holding me in place as he begins to move. He pulls out and
then thrusts back in. He immediately increased the tempo, pounding into me. His
hands tightening on my hips—probably |eaving marks.

It's rough and wild, and | can’t get enough. | arch my back, rising up to meet him.
Wanting it hard and fast—and he delivers—in spades. Our harsh breathing fills the
air, and he' s relentless as he continues until suddenly, my entire body clenchesaround
him, milking him. My orgasm is hard and unexpected. After one more thrust, Luke
lets out alow groan and empties himself inside me.

His broad hands gently help me up, and he slowly turns me to face him. He quickly
unclasps my lace bra, freeing my breasts and capturing them in his hands.

“Damn, Lila. You're so perfect for me,” he raises a breast to his mouth. “ So, soft and
SAI%[—“

The warmth of his mouth makes me shiver, and | feel his smile against my skin.
After a few moments of delicious torture, he steps back, bends and scoops me up in

his arms. He carries me to the king-sized bed and then slowly sets me down, letting
me slide down his hard, chiseled chest. | aimost sway as my legs feel weak.



He finishes undressing, taking off his pants, and | shimmy out of my thong, but when
| go to take off my high heels. He shakes his head. “Leave’ em.”

“Luke?’

At my surprised look, he smirks. “We're just getting started.” Approaching the bed,
he bends down and whispers, “Rockstarslike encores.”

Later, | slowly open my eyes and the room is still shrouded in shadows. It feels like
early morning. | blink, wondering what woke me when | feel Luke's breath against
my neck.

“Ah, so you're awake,” he mutters.

“Did you wake me up?’ | say sleepily.

| feel his shrug. “Doesn’t matter—but now that you’ re awake—*

He ralls, taking me with him, until I’m on top. His hands on my back gently guide me
into a seated position. He's already hard and wanting, and my drowsiness disappears
as my heart begins to pound. He helps me position myself above him, lowering me
onto hisrigid shaft.

The sudden fullness makes me give a small gasp. His hands around my hips urge me
to start moving. And | start to rock, slowly at first but then gradually increase the
rhythm. Suddenly, his hands grab my waist, and he pulls me toward him, rolling
again until I’'m underneath him and he' s above me.

“Too dlow,” he murmurs as he takes over, increasing the tempo until our harsh
breathing is the only sound in the room. He reaches down between us and finds my
swollen clit. His expert fingers know exactly where to press, and | shatter. He quickly



follows and gives a hoarse shout. Then, he shifts his heavyweight to the side. Hisarm
sneaks out, wrapping around my waist, and he pulls me tight against his body—my
back to his chest.

It only takes a moment before my eyes shut, and | fall fast asleep, spent from our
lovemaking.

The next morning, after a sex-filled, um... an invigorating shower, we're still in no
hurry to get dressed. Luke, of course, aways hungry... in more ways than one, I'm
learning... callsin ahuge breakfast order viaroom service.

When he notices my wide eyes, he gives me arueful grin. “1 have a huge appetite.”
Smirking, | reply, “I’'m glad I’'m achef.”

He laughs. “Me too.”

When breakfast arrives, we sit in our robes around the table and enjoy quietly being
together. Luke isfun to be around, and the morning passes quickly.

Luke's phone buzzes, and he answers. “Hi, Emily... In an hour? Yeah. Okay.
Thanks, Boss Lady.” He looks over at me. “The limo leaves for the airport in one
hour.”

Nodding, | ask. “That private jet issomething.”

“Y eah, sure beats the hell out of taking the buses.” He grins.

“You only take the buses when you're on tour?’ | ask curiously.

Luke shrugs. “Yeah, they're great when we're touring. We can sleep while we're



driven to the next venue. Close quarters, though.”
“When' s the band’ s next scheduled tour?’ Dreading the answer already.
“We had this time off because we were recording the new album.” He glances over at

me with a frown. “Now, with all the publicity over the award. I’'m sure Emily will
have each of us doing interviews and guest appearances.”



Page 104

Source Creation Date: July 2, 2025, 6:58 am

“So you won't be on tour for awhile?’

“Once the new album launches, in about six months, we'll be back on tour.” He gives
me a direct look. “Knowing Emily, she'll aso schedule us for more performances to
ride the PR wave from getting Album of the Y ear.”

Swallowing, | try to keep my expression neutral. “| see.” Standing, | turn toward the
bedroom to begin packing. But Luke's fingers close over my wrist, and he gently
pulls me toward him and onto his lap.

“Hey, we'll make thiswork. Okay?’

| smile as he nuzzles my neck, pushing my robe's collar out of hisway. “I know. It's
just... I’'ll missyou while you're gone.”

“Maybe you could come with us?’

“And do what? Cook?’ | laugh, enjoying hislips warm against my collarbone.
He abruptly raises his head. “ That’ s not a bad idea.”

“Luke, | wasonly joking,” | protest.

“I know, but think about it. Pixie—"

My fingers over his mouth stop hiswords. “Pixie was just being... well, Pixie.”



Grabbing his hand, | pull him to his feet. “We better get moving if we don’'t want to
be late.”

The whirlwind of the awards show, the after-parties, the flashing lights, and the
endless camera clicks already feel like adream. A heady, intoxicating one filled with
glamour, late nights, and stolen moments with Luke—but still just a dream.

Now that we're back in Jacksonville, redlity setsin.

That reality includes the way my business has slowed down.

With all the time | took away, my private chef schedule isn’'t nearly as packed as
before. And the media and bad press? It certainly hasn't helped. While some clients
love the idea of hiring Luke Sterling’s girlfriend, others... well, they preferred when |
was just Lila, the chef who stayed in the background. Maybe they’re wondering if
I’m still serious about being a chef. Whichever it is, people are hesitant to hire me.

| glance down with afrown as my phone buzzes with yet another cancellation. That's
three thisweek. Turns out, being tabloid fodder isn’t great for a private chef business.

| try not to let it bother me.

| tell myself it’'ll pick up soon, and the right opportunities will come in.

But after living in Luke’ sworld for those few days—flying on a private jet, staying in
five-star hotels, sitting at a V1P table with celebrities, | can’t deny how... quiet things
feel now.

Don’t get me wrong. I’'m glad to be home. I love my kitchen, my routine, my normal

life. But stepping into Luke's world,even briefly, made me realize just how different
our livesredlly are.



And then there' s Luke himself.

The way he pulls me in and tempts me—at |least when he' s around.

He's been in and out but mostly out, as Emily has all of the band members doing
guest appearances. I'm still not used to the rush of excitement from seeing Luke on
TV.

But he got home yesterday morning, and we spent the day on the beach. He'd made
me laugh despite my worries. “Put on some sunscreen,” he'd said, stretching out on
the sand.

I’d reached for the bottle, but he'd stopped me. “No, do it slowly. Like, realy
slowly.”

“What? Why?’

His grin had been pure sin. “Because watching you with a bottle of suntan ail,
touching yourself drives me crazy.”

I’d blushed scarlet but played along, turning the simple act of applying sunscreen into
something that had him dragging me back to the house before I’d evenfinished my

legs.

Now, running my fingers over the lingering tan lines, | smile at the memory.
Everything about life with Luke is different—bigger, brighter, more intense. The
five-star hotel, the red carpet, the private flights... it’s all been indescribable.
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But it's the small moments that matter most. The way he brings me coffee in bed.
How he insists on taste-testing everything | cook, even though half the time he burns
his tongue because he' s too impatient to wait for it to cool. The proud look in his eyes
when he catches me singing off-key to one of his songs while | work.

My business might be slower, but I’ve never been happier. Besides, glancing at the
notebook where I’ ve been sketching out ideas, maybe it’'s time for a change. Maybe

thisisthe universe’' sway of pushing me toward something new.

Something that combines my love of food with this crazy, beautiful life I’ ve stumbled
into.

| just haven't figured out what that is yet.

But for now, | hear Luke's footsteps, probably drawn by the smell of coffee and
whatever he thinks | might be baking. And | know, with absolute certainty, that |
wouldn’t change a thing.

WeEell, maybe one thing—I should probably start keeping suntan oil in the bedroom.
Thirty-Four

Luke

“Noway,” | say for what feels like the hundredth time, but the band isn’t having it.

“Dude, you wrote a love song,” Vince grins from behind his guitar. “An actual,



honest-to-God love song. We should play it. Live. Tonight.”

We're in final rehearsals for tonight’s one-off televised show, and I’'m going to kill
Kendrick for mentioning the song. She'd helped me polish the lyrics and turn my raw
emotions into something coherent, but it was never meant for anyone else to hear.
Cass shakes his head. “Come on, man. Y ou need to take the spotlight on this one.”

“Luke, you need to sing this. It’s beautiful, and It’ syoursong.“ Kendrick chimesin.

“I’'m not asinger,” | protest, fingers hovering over my keyboard. “There's areason |
stay back here.”

“Phil Collins was just a drummer,” Nate points out, twirling his drumsticks. “Then
Genesis needed a singer, and boom—Iegend.”

“That’ s different—"

“Luke.” Cass's voice cuts through my objections. “Play the damn song. Kendrick
said it’s great, and she should know.”

They spend the next fifteen minutes badgering me until finally—finally—I play them
the song. When | finish, there' s silence.

“Holy shit,” Nate whispers.

“Yeah,” Vince agrees. “We're playing it. You'll owe us, man, because that’s gonna
make Lilacry.”

“We'real gonnacry,” Emily corrects,aready wiping her eyes.



| look at each of them—my bandmates, my family, really. Cass looking annoyingly
smug, and so is Kendrick. Vince pretending to wipe away tears. Nate trying not to
smile.

“Fine,” | concede, then hold up a hand before they can celebrate. “But only if | can
sing it to her—directly to her.”

“Meaning?’ Cass |leans forward.

A plan starts forming in my mind. The song isn’t the only secret I’ ve been keeping.

“Meaning I'd like her to be there, so | cantell her, ask her...”

Understanding dawns on their faces, followed by grins.

“You're going to—* Vince starts.

“Don’'t say it out loud,” | warn.

“Oh my God,” Emily clasps her hands together. “Thisis perfect. Do you have the—*
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| nod, and she actually squeals.
“Okay,” Emily takes over, always the organizer. “Here' s how we'll set it up...”

After we have it al planned out, Cass comes over to clap me on the shoulder. “You
sure about this?’

| think about Lila—about midnight pancakes and stolen kisses, about how she sees
me, really sees me. Not just as the rockstar but the man behind the keyboard, how
she's changed everything without even trying.

“Never been more sure of anything.”

He nods, satisfied. “Then let’s make it epic.”

Aswe run through it afew more times, my heart is already racing. In less than seven
hours, I’'m going to be singing in front of millions of people on live television.

No pressure.
Someone pokes their head in. “Miss Jeffersis here.”
“Practiceis over!” Emily announces quickly. “Everyone act normal!”

Lila appears in the doorway, carrying what smells like her famous lasagna, and
everyone suddenly becomes very interested in their instruments.



“Hey,” she smiles, and my heart skips like it always does. “Thought you guys might
be hungry.”

As the others descend on the food, | pull her close, kissing her softly. “Thanks. I'm
aways hungry when you' re around.”

She flushes a bright red at my innuendo. “ Good rehearsal ?’

| think about the song, about what’ s coming tonight. “Y ou could say that.”
“Everything okay? Y ou seem... different.”

| kiss her again, longer this time. “Everything's perfect. Tonight going to be electric.”
She grinsin agreement, and | just smile. Because tonight, our relationship changes.
And I’'m so ready for it.

The lights dim in the studio, and my heart pounds against my ribs. Lila's standing in
the wings, exactly where we planned, watching with that proud smile that still makes

my chest tighten. She has no idea what’ s coming.

The host of the show smiles, in on the act. The cameras are set up, and the stage is
Set.

“And now we have a specia live performance by the Wild Band.” The host
announces to the small audience,looking directly into the cameras. He then gestures
to the side, and the spotlights and cameras shine on us.

Thisisit. I'm sitting behind my keyboard, the microphone in front of me. | wipe my
sweaty palms on my jeans.



“We' ve got something memorable for you tonight,” Cass announces, “Our own Luke
Sterling has written a song, and for the first time ever, he' s going to sing for you.”

The surprised cheers from the small audience match the shocked expression on Lila's
face. Emily appears behind her, placing her hands on Lila's shoulders to keep her in
place.

“This song is for someone specia in my life,” | say, my voice steady despite the
thunder in my chest. “Lila,” my voice echoes through the silent room as | extend my
hand. “Come here, sweetheart.”

Emily gives her a gentle push, and she walks toward me like she’sin adream. | smile
at her, and she sits down in the chair they have placed in front of me. The spotlight
widens, finding us both.

| meet Lila' seyes. And then | start to play.

The first notes fill the air, and | forget about being nervous. | forget about the camera
and the millions of people watching from home. | only see her.

The lyrics come easier than | expect, the words blending perfectly with the melody |
built for her.
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It's honest, raw, filled with emotion—And it’s entirely for her.
The lyrics continue to pour out of me, everything I’ ve wanted to say to her since that
first night. The band joins in softly behind me, supporting but not overwhelming.
When | get to the chorus, | ook directly at her as | continue to sing about midnight
pancakes and her sweet kisses.
By thefinal verse, tears are streaming down her face.
When | finish the song, the studio erupts in applause, but all | seeis her.

| stand, my heart pounding like a damn drumbeat.

She runs to me, and when | catch her in my arms, everything else fades away—the
cameras, the audience, the world. Thisis what matters. Us.

“I love you,” | tell her, not caring that we're live on television. “More than music,
more than fame, morethan anything.”

The audience explodes behind us.
The cameras zoomin.
But al | care about isthe woman in my arms.

My everything.



| set her down. Then, kneeling in front of her, | look up into her eyes.

“Lila Jeffers. Will you marry me?’ | hold out the velvet ring box.

“Yes. | loveyou too, Luke.”

When | stand and kiss her, the audience erupts again. But all | can feel is her in my
arms, her tears on my cheeks, her whispered “I love you” against my lips.

As we stand there, holding each other, | know there will be more midnight pancakes,
more adventures, more moments that take my breath away.

And | can’'t wait for usto begin building our life—together.

Epilogue

Lila

It's been aroller coaster ride since that night in the studio.

When Luke told me and the world that he loved me, since then, my life has changed
in ways | never saw coming. | still run my private chef business, but now? Now, |
have only one very important client—the Wild Band.

When Emily first approached me about becoming the Wild Band' s personal chef six
months ago, | wasn’'t sure. | worried about mixing business with pleasure, about
losing the independence I’ d worked so hard for. But Luke smiled and said, “Finally, |

get you all to myself on tour.”

It turned out to beperfect. | get to do what | adore while being with the man | love.
The band gets proper meals instead of takeout, and | get to see Luke every day, even



during their grueling tour schedule.

As Emily pointed out, it’s the perfect way to contribute to the band—to be part of
their world without getting lost init.

Plus, there’s something special about feeding this crazy, wonderful family we've
become.

Being on tour is awhole different world, though. It'samix of early mornings and late
nights, and the tour bus kitchen istiny compared to what I’'m used to, but I’ ve learned
to make it work in between chasing Luke away from my desserts so others can have
some. I've aso learned almost everyone's favorite meals and ensure they each get
what they like.

It's chaotic, exhausting, overwhelming...

And | love every second of it.

At the end of the night, when the stadium is silent, the lights dim, and the stage is
empty, it'sjust Luke and me, and everyone and everything else fades away.

No matter how crazy things get, we awaysfind our way back to each other.
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Right now, I’'m on the tour bus, and I’ ve just finished baking a batch of chocolate
chip cookies.

“Something smells amazing,” Luke says, diding his arms around my waist from
behind. He nuzzles my neck, and | lean into him automatically.

“Don’t even think about stealing a cookie. They’ re not cool yet.”
“But you love me. Don't | get special privileges?’
“You get midnight privileges,” | remind him with a smile, resting against him.

Luke steals a warm cookie despite my protests. After taking a quick bite, he asks,
“You'’ve got that look on your face. What are you thinking about?’

“How different everything is from when we first met. Remember when | thought
having my own business was my dream?”

He chuckles. “Remember when | thought I’ d never sing in public?’

That makes me smile. After his performance of “Midnight Recipe’ (yes, that’'s what
he called it), the fans wouldn’t let him hide behind his keyboard anymore. Now, he
sings at least one song per show.

We still escape to our cabin in the woods when we need a break from the chaos. Last
weekend, we spent three days there, just us, no phones, no schedules. Luke still asks
for midnight pancakes. It reminds me of that first time, of taking chances, and of how



love can find you in the most unexpected moments.

My phone buzzes with atext from Emily—something about the menu for tomorrow’ s
venue. My life isn't what | imagined it would be. It's louder, messier, more
complicated. There are paparazzi sometimes, and social media can be brutal, and
living on atour bus takes some getting used to.

But then Luke pulls me into a slow dance in the tiny kitchen, humming our song, and
| know | wouldn’t change a thing. This is where | belong—creating meals for the
people | love, stealing kisses between sound checks, and finding quiet moments in the
chaos.

“I loveyou,” he murmurs against my hair.

“1 love you too,” | reply, breathing in the scent of him mixed with chocolate chip
cookies and home.

Because that’s what this is—home. Whether we're in the tour bus kitchen, our cabin
in the woods, or stealing midnight moments in venues across the country, home is
wherever we're together.

And sometimes, the best recipesin life aren’'t the ones you plan. They’ re the ones that
come together unexpectedly, and you find everything you never knew you were

missing instead.

Lifeis arecipe of love, music, and midnight pancakes... and | wouldn’'t want it any
other way.

The End.



