
Only By Love


Table of Contents

Title Page

A novel by | Leslie Anne

Only By Love | First Edition | Leslie Anne

To God - all honor and glory are yours alone. | For God so loved the world that He gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life. | John 3:16

Even the most broken stories can be transformed by God’s grace.

For everything there is a season, a time for every activity under heaven.

1

A time to be born and a time to die.

2

A time to plant and a time to harvest.

3

A time to kill and a time to heal.

4

A time to tear down and a time to build up.

5

A time to cry and a time to laugh.

6

A time to grieve and a time to dance.

7

A time to scatter stones and a time to gather stones.

8

A time to embrace and a time to turn away.

9

A time to search and a time to quit searching.

10

A time to keep and a time to throw away.

11

A time to tear and a time to mend.

12

A time to be quiet and a time to speak.

13

A time to love and a time to hate. | Ecclesiastes 3:8

14

A time for war and a time for peace. | Ecclesiastes 3:8

15

What do people really get for all their hard work?

16

I have seen the burden God has placed on us all. | Ecclesiastes 3:10

17

Yet God has made everything beautiful for its own time. He has planted eternity in the human heart, but even so, people cannot see the whole scope of God’s work from beginning to end.

18

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A novel by

Leslie Anne






[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Only By Love

First Edition

Leslie Anne

[image: ]


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the author.

This story is a work of fiction inspired by real-life experiences and emotions drawn from multiple sources. Certain events, conversations, characters, and situations have been fictionalized, altered, or created for narrative purposes. Names, places, and identifying details have been changed to protect privacy. Any resemblance to specific persons, living or dead, or actual events is partly coincidental and partly inspired by the complexities of real life. ​​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

To God - all honor and glory are yours alone.

For God so loved the world that He gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.

John 3:16
































[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Even the most broken stories can be transformed by God’s grace.








[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

For everything there is a season, a time for every activity under heaven.

[image: ]


Ecclesiastes 3:1

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1


[image: ]


The nightclub pulsed with flashing lights. Bass thudded, heavy enough to rattle Caitlin’s ribs. Heat clung to her skin beneath the crush of bodies packed inside the venue. The sharp scent of alcohol merged with expensive perfume, assaulting her senses until her stomach turned. A dull ache pressed behind her eyes. Each time the strobe lights sliced across the room, it worsened. Still, she forced herself to focus on the man standing in front of her.

Donald Hansen leaned closer so she could hear him over the music. “Thank you, Ms. Smith. I’m thrilled with how the launch turned out. Your team handled everything beautifully.”

Caitlin slipped into the polished smile she had worn all evening and shook his hand. “We’re glad you enjoyed it, Mr. Hansen.”

Relief loosened the knot between her shoulders. Almost done. If she could just locate her brother and her best friend, she might finally escape this migraine factory. All she wanted now was to melt into bed for twelve hours and shut out the world.

Standing beneath the DJ booth, she scanned the crowd and searched for a pixie cut dyed strawberry blonde. The dance floor writhed beneath shifting lights. People threw their arms in the air while the DJ screamed something unintelligible into the microphone. No sign of them.

Caitlin turned toward the bar and spotted them immediately.

Clifford and Therese sat shoulder to shoulder, laughing over drinks as if they had forgotten she existed.

“Traitors,” she muttered.

She tried squeezing through the crowd. Someone elbowed her shoulder while another guest nearly crushed her foot. Of course, the venue had reached capacity an hour ago—probably longer. Typical that she’d spent her whole night wrestling every detail of the launch into place, only for half of Boston’s social elite to show up, uninvited, just because Donald Hansen was hosting.

Somewhere behind her, a glass shattered. A group near the dance floor shrieked in excitement while security rushed past. Caitlin closed her eyes for one dangerous second.

The pounding in her head sharpened.

The Amare was the crown jewel of downtown Boston nightlife, but she would have traded its marble foyer, velvet seats, and massive sound system for a quiet room and some aspirin. The VIP balconies were private kingdoms for those craving both exclusivity and attention. Only Donald Hansen, legendary CEO of Silverline Records, could shut down half the city for a launch party and still make it an honor to stand packed in like sardines.

After another failed attempt to reach the bar, Caitlin gave up. The short walk felt more like surviving a stampede.

She fished her phone out of her purse and typed a quick message to her brother, telling him that she’s going to wait for them in the car.

She tightened her grip on her purse and started toward the main entrance, navigating the sticky floor in five-inch nude peep-toe heels that felt like punishment. Every few steps, someone slammed into her shoulder, throwing her off balance. One drunk man nearly emptied his drink down the front of her dress before wandering away.

Caitlin pressed her lips together and scanned the room for another exit. That was when she spotted the glowing neon sign at the end of a narrow hallway near the back of the club.

The word EXIT had never looked so beautiful.

She pushed through the crowd with renewed determination, muttering tight apologies as people blocked her path.

“Sorry.”

“Excuse me.”

“If somebody steps on me again, I’m filing charges.”

Nobody cared.

By the time Caitlin reached the back door, damp strands of hair clung to her forehead. The pounding behind her eyes had settled into a relentless throb. The nightclub’s bass still vibrated through the walls—muffled now, but strong enough to rattle her already fragile patience. She wrapped her hand around the cold metal handle and shoved the door open, harder than necessary.

The door slammed into something solid.

“Oh, what the—”

A man stumbled backward with a sharp grunt, one hand flying to his chest while the paper coffee cup in his other hand slipped loose and crashed onto the pavement. Hot coffee splattered across dark sneakers, concrete, and the front of a white shirt.

Caitlin’s stomach dropped.

“Oh my gosh.” She rushed forward before her brain caught up with the situation, digging through her purse for tissue paper. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know anyone was standing there.”

She grabbed his wrist and started dabbing at the coffee that had splashed onto his hand. Heat still rose from the fabric, carrying the bitter scent of espresso into the cool night air.

The man looked down at her frantic attempt to salvage the situation, then lifted his gaze.

Caitlin stopped breathing.

Everything inside her head screeched to a halt. She thought she might pass out.

The sharp jawline. Dark hair falling carelessly over his forehead. Deep-set eyes she had seen on magazine covers, music videos, interviews, billboards, and every social media feed imaginable over the last ten years. There was no room for doubt.

Caitlin stared at him in complete silence, her hand still hovering near his chest with a crumpled tissue between her fingers. Somewhere beyond the alley, music thundered through the nightclub walls, and people laughed near the entrance, but the noise faded beneath the roar of blood rushing in her ears.

Jace raised an eyebrow, one corner of his mouth twitching despite the coffee soaking through his shirt.

“Did you just try to kill me?”

Caitlin blinked, then blinked again, but words abandoned her. Her mind searched for answers as a dozen thoughts collided at once. Why was he here? Daybreak had never confirmed the invitation. The organizers had spent weeks trying to get a response from their management, and Therese had nearly started a prayer circle over it. And now, after all that, she had just slammed a steel door into Jace Harris, the lead singer of Daybreak.

Perfect.

“Bro, what happened?”

Three men stepped into the alley one after another, and Caitlin recognized all of them instantly.

Jacob Mercer emerged first, tall and broad-shouldered, tattooed arms visible beneath the sleeves of his black shirt. Dex Moreno followed behind him. A silver chain caught the dim alley light as he glanced at something on his phone. Lance Carter appeared last, quieter than the others. As soon as he noticed Jace’s ruined shirt, the corner of his mouth twitched.

The three members of Daybreak looked from Jace to the coffee dripping down his shirt before shifting their attention to Caitlin.

Dex’s grin spread. “Did you get mugged by a Disney princess?”

“I got hit by a door,” Jace said.

Jacob looked impressed. “That’s actually worse.”

Heat crawled up Caitlin’s neck. “I said I was sorry.” She took a small step backward and calculated the distance to the parking lot.

Lance crossed his arms. “How hard did you open the door?”

Caitlin considered lying.

Then she looked at Jace’s expression — equal parts offended and entertained — and decided honesty probably gave her better survival odds.

“Hard enough to almost send him into the afterlife.”

Dex doubled over laughing.

Jace pointed at her immediately. “See? She admits it.”

“She also looks five seconds away from committing another felony,” Jacob observed.

“That depends,” Caitlin shot back. “If any of you are planning to stand between me and my car.”

For a moment, silence hung over the alley. Then Jace laughed. The sound came from deep in his chest, warm enough to catch her by surprise. Caitlin hated the way her heartbeat stumbled in response. The reaction alone made her wish the ground would open beneath her feet.

She opened her mouth to recover whatever remained of her dignity when the back door burst open behind her.

“There you are, Caitlin Smith!”

Therese stumbled into the alley first, strawberry-blonde pixie cut completely disheveled, her expression far too cheerful for someone who had abandoned her best friend inside a nightclub stampede. Clifford followed behind her with two drinks balanced in his hands before stopping dead at the sight in front of him.

His eyes widened.

“We thought you died.”

Caitlin grabbed Therese by the arm before either of them could embarrass her further. “I’m sorry,” she said again to Jace, already retreating toward the parking lot.

Behind her, Dex’s laughter echoed through the alley.

“She’s fleeing the crime scene!”

“I would too,” Jacob added.

Clifford caught up beside her, still staring over his shoulder at the group they left behind. “Was that actually Daybreak?”

Caitlin unlocked the car with trembling fingers. “Please don’t talk to me right now.”

“Did you punch Jace?”

“Of course not.”

Therese slid into the backseat, clutching her chest as if she might collapse. “Did you at least touch his hand?”

“I was checking for burns!”

“You made him laugh.”

Caitlin dropped her forehead against the steering wheel and let out a muffled groan.

The night air cooled the heat burning across her face, but it did nothing to calm the chaos inside her chest. She could still hear their voices from across the parking lot, still feel the weight of Jace’s gaze lingering longer than it should have.

Then his voice carried across the distance one last time.

“Drive safe, Caitlin.”

Her pulse betrayed her instantly.

Clifford narrowed his eyes. “Why did he say your name like that?”

Caitlin started the engine so quickly that the car jerked slightly.

But as she pulled out of the parking lot, her mind drifted back to the way Jace had looked at her before she left. There had been amusement in his eyes, curiosity, and something else she refused to name. Somehow, that felt far more dangerous than the door she had slammed into his chest.

For years, Caitlin had admired Jace Harris from a safe distance, separated by concert screens, interviews, and songs blasted through cheap headphones at two in the morning, but now that distance was gone. He knew her name.
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Caitlin squinted at the wedding mood board on her computer, scrutinizing the parade of ivory roses, champagne satin, and muted gold across her digital canvas. The palette nagged her—something was just a shade off. Blush tones clashed with the candlelight mock-up, but after twenty minutes, her mind dissolved into static.

The shrill ring of her phone carved through the quiet just as she leaned in, nose nearly pressed to the screen, intent on decoding the floral textures.

Caitlin flinched, an involuntary jolt of unease sending a shiver through her chest.

The phone kept blaring from her desk. Caitlin tuned it out, shifting from one color palette to another with forced concentration. Relief barely had time to land before it started up again.

She exhaled sharply through her nose, a knot twisting in her stomach.

By the third round, she shoved back from her desk and stood, regret prickling. She should have handled this an hour ago.

The instant Caitlin opened her office door, Tisha materialized in the hallway, iced coffee in hand, like she was starring in an ad. Her ponytail swished behind her, ankle boots clicking a soft rhythm on the hardwood.

“Could you take this phone, Tish?” Caitlin held the device out as though it might explode in her hand. “I don’t want to talk to Corey right now. Tell him I’m unavailable.”

Before Tisha could respond, the phone rang again.

Tisha glanced at the screen and let out a quiet laugh. “Persistent man, isn’t he?”

“That’s one way to describe him.”

Caitlin snatched the coffee from Tisha’s free hand and retreated into her office, leaving Tisha to field the call. The second Corey’s muffled voice seeped through the doorway, Caitlin slammed the door hard enough to make the frame shudder.

Her stomach tightened as silence flooded the room, pressing on her chest.

She crossed to the teal chair behind her white corner desk and massaged the ache between her brows. The corkboard wall behind her exploded with Post-its, bridal sketches, venue brochures, fabric swatches, and timelines clamoring for her attention before the weekend.

Usually, the clutter calmed her. Every pinned detail meant something was under control.

Today, the wall only seemed to glare back, every task a clawing demand she was too drained to face.

A notification blinked across her screen. She ignored it, snatching a wedding magazine from the stack beside her keyboard. Two pages later, she realized nothing had registered. With a weary sigh, she tossed the magazine aside.

Outside, the ringing finally stopped.

Caitlin stood and wandered to the floral couch by the windows. She smoothed a hand over the armrest, brushing away invisible lint, then gazed out at the slow procession of traffic outside.

The mood board could wait. Honestly, everything could wait.

Since opening night at Amare Bar last week, her thoughts had been a hopeless tangle.

If she’d known Jace Harris would actually show up at the launch, she would have sent anyone else—an intern, a caterer, a random pedestrian plucked from the sidewalk.

Instead, she’d marched straight into eight years of unresolved feelings and managed to mortify herself in front of Daybreak’s lead singer by nearly flattening him with a metal door. Her grip tightened on the iced coffee cup.

She shoved the thought aside and checked her iPad: bridal fitting at two, venue inspection at four, emergency call with a florist at six—apparently, hydrangeas were now 'too emotionally aggressive' for the bride.

Caitlin barely finished reading the note when someone knocked on the door.

“Come in.”

Tisha stepped inside, holding Caitlin’s phone.

“Cliff’s calling.”

Caitlin mouthed a quick thanks and accepted the device, relieved for the distraction. She took a deep breath before swiping across the answer button.

“Yes?”

“Are you avoiding me?” Corey’s voice exploded through the speaker.

Caitlin froze. She pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at the screen—Clifford’s name stared back at her. She closed her eyes.

“No, I’m not avoiding you,” she answered, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I just got back.”

“Then why haven’t you returned any of my calls?” Corey demanded.

“I’ve been busy, Corey. I’m drowning in events right now.”

A pause stretched across the line before his tone sharpened a bit.

“Busy with what? Or should I say who?”

Dread churned low in her stomach as she gripped the phone tighter.

“I heard Daybreak’s in Boston,” he continued. “Did you see Jace?”

Her stomach plummeted, an icy flush shooting up her spine.

Anything connected to Daybreak traveled through the internet at terrifying speed, multiplying across headlines, fan accounts, and gossip pages before most people even finished breakfast.

Caitlin stared at the wedding mood board glowing softly on her monitor and made the mistake of remembering Jace laughing in that alley.

“I did,” she admitted.

“You what?”

Caitlin had to pull the phone several inches away from her ear. Corey’s voice could overpower a room, even through a speaker.

Their father had been gone for three years, but Corey stepped into that role long before the funeral ever happened. While her other brothers protected her with warmth and patience, Corey did it with rules, lectures, and a suffocating need to control every possible disaster before it happened.

At twenty-five, Caitlin still shrank to sixteen whenever he used that voice.

Distance never helped. Corey could live across the country and still monitor her life with military precision.

“It was an accident, Corey,” she said. “It’s not like he invited me somewhere private or anything.”

She leaned back against her chair and stared at the ceiling.

“Well...technically, I invited them. Their band was on my client’s guest list.”

Silence filled the line.

Caitlin could practically hear Corey sorting through his thoughts one by one, deciding which concern to address first. The older he got, the quieter he became before saying something serious, and somehow that made him more intimidating.

A few seconds later, he let out a heavy sigh. The storm had passed. At least temporarily.

“Sorry,” he muttered. “I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

She pressed her lips together.

Part of her wanted to smile—Corey rarely apologized first. Yet she bristled at the implication beneath his questions, as if one accidental run-in with Jace Harris spelled instant disaster.

Then again, maybe he wasn’t completely wrong.

“It’s okay,” she said softly. “I understand.”

“Do you?”

Her chest tightened, each breath scraping against a raw edge inside.

The question landed between them, heavier than the handful of words it contained.

Caitlin lowered her gaze and closed her eyes for a moment, the pressure behind her ribs tightening with each unspoken accusation hidden beneath the question.

Corey still looked at her as though she were seventeen again, heartbroken and reckless, falling asleep with swollen eyes and Daybreak songs playing through cheap headphones in the dark. In his mind, protecting her meant pulling harder whenever her life began drifting beyond his reach, especially toward people he did not trust.

Caitlin pressed her lips together. In his eyes, she was still someone fragile enough to shatter.

Maybe a small part of her still believed it, too.

“I do,” she said, though the words scraped against the tightness in her throat. She blinked fast and looked away before the sting in her eyes could turn into something worse.

They fell quiet again, the pause gentler this time, softened by years of knowing each other too well.

“I’m glad,” Corey said. Some of the strain left his voice, easing the knot in her shoulders. “Anyway, Clifford’s demanding his phone back, and I have to get to the office. I’ll see you soon, munchkin. Love you.”

Despite herself, Caitlin couldn’t help but smile at the nickname.

“Love you too, Corey.”

The line disconnected before Clifford could steal the phone and launch his own interrogation.

Caitlin lowered the phone and exhaled, pulse fluttering just beneath her skin.

The phone rang again.

Clifford’s name flashed across the screen.

“Oh, absolutely not.”

She declined the call without hesitation and tossed the phone onto the couch cushion beside her.

Some days, she ached for a sister with a longing that hollowed her to the core.

Someone who would listen without interrogating her, as if she were a suspect in an ongoing investigation. Someone who wouldn’t analyze every interaction she had with a man as if romance automatically led to disaster.

Days like this made the absence feel sharper.

Caitlin rubbed her temples hard, jaw clenched, then shoved the frustration down and forced herself into work mode. Deadlines had no patience for emotional crises.

She returned to her desk and sifted through the papers spread across its surface before checking the calendar beside her monitor.

A thick red circle marked four o’clock.

Relief loosened a knot in her chest.

Finally, a part of her day to look forward to.

Andrea Pearce—known publicly as Andy Pearce—and Ryan Brookes were scheduled for their final design meeting that afternoon. Of all her celebrity clients, those two were her favorites by an embarrassing margin.

No screaming matches over napkin shades.

No impossible last-minute demands.

No publicist hovering nearby like an armed security threat.

Just two unfairly attractive people, hopelessly in love and oddly passionate about flower arrangements.

Caitlin opened their wedding file, and photos from the engagement shoot filled her screen. Ryan looked at Andy as though the rest of the room disappeared whenever she smiled at him. Meanwhile, Andy had somehow managed to look graceful even while laughing hard enough to ruin half the shots the photographer tried to take.

Caitlin lingered on one photo longer than she meant to. Ryan’s hand rested at Andy’s waist while Andy looked up at him mid-laugh, oblivious to the camera.

That was the kind of love Caitlin liked working with.

Not the polished version couples performed for the internet, but the quiet, unguarded moments people fell into when they forgot the world was watching.

For the first time all morning, the tightness in her chest let go.

Then her phone buzzed against the desk. Caitlin glanced at the screen and immediately regretted it.

From Clifford.

You assaulted a celebrity and didn’t tell me the full story. I deserve details.

She groaned and let her forehead thump against the desk. Apparently, peace was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

Another notification appeared in the corner of Caitlin’s computer screen, but she ignored it. At this point, she assumed Clifford had moved from phone calls to digital harassment after betraying her to Corey, and she refused to give him the satisfaction of a response.

Instead, she dove headfirst into work.

She edited a client presentation on her desktop before switching to a supplier proposal spread across her iPad. A few minutes later, she opened her inbox and answered inquiries Therese had forwarded earlier that morning.

Therese handled most of the company’s marketing and public relations work because she actually enjoyed dealing with people. Caitlin preferred structure, logistics, and the controlled chaos of planning events down to the last centerpiece. Together, they had turned a small team of exhausted part-timers into a company with nearly two hundred employees, including senior account specialists who handled celebrity clients and corporate events.

Despite the company’s growth, Caitlin insisted on keeping her hands in almost everything.

A knock sounded against her office door, but she ignored it and continued typing an email about imported floral arrangements.

“Caitlin, what do you want for lunch?” Tisha asked from outside.

“Anything’s fine,” Caitlin answered before pausing. “Actually, burger and fries. And a chocolate milkshake.”

“Healthy choice.”

“I’m under emotional distress.”

Tisha laughed before walking away.

Caitlin returned to her mood boards, forcing her mind to focus despite the magnetic pull of thoughts she didn’t want. Since Amare Bar’s opening, Jace Harris had taken up far too much space in her head. Thinking about him—about seeing him again after all these years—only tangled up things she’d already worked so hard to leave behind.

“Caitlin, Andy’s on the phone,” Tisha’s voice came through the intercom. “Your food’s also in the pantry.”

Caitlin grabbed the office phone and pressed the red button.

“Caitlin Smith speaking.”

“Hey! Do you happen to have an opening before four today?” Andy asked.

Caitlin checked the afternoon schedule on her iPad. A staff meeting sat between two consultations, but it could easily be moved.

“I’m free around three. What’s up?”

“Do you mind coming with us to the couturier? Ryan’s best friend just got into town, and he’s only available later for a fitting.”

“Oh, sure. I’ll meet you at Maggie’s.”

“Perfect. Thank you, Cate.”

After the call ended, Caitlin stepped out of her office and crossed the reception area. Warm cream walls, curved couches, and a snowflake-inspired chandelier gave the space an elegant feel without looking overly formal. Behind Tisha’s desk, floor-to-ceiling French windows overlooked the busy downtown streets outside.

Most days, Caitlin moved too fast to appreciate what they’d built together.

“Tisha, could you schedule an appointment with Maggie for three?” Caitlin asked while passing the reception desk. “And apologize for the short notice.”

“Already done.”

“See? This is why I keep you alive.”

Tisha grinned while Therese leaned against the pantry doorway, studying Caitlin’s outfit.

“Already out of your cubby hole?” Therese asked.

“Turns out I can’t survive on stress alone.”

The scent of fries hit Caitlin like a promise. She grabbed the tray and slid onto a pantry stool while Therese eyed her shirt with mounting amusement.

“Oh, that’s interesting.”

Caitlin frowned. “What?”

“Nice shirt.”

Caitlin lowered her gaze. The moment she saw it, she wished she hadn't looked. Across the front of her oversized white shirt, the word DAYBREAK stretched in bold black letters. She let out a groan.

“Where did you even get that?” Therese asked while stealing a fry from her plate.

“You were there when I bought it. Daybreak concert. New York.”

Recognition flashed across Therese’s face before she burst into laughter.

“Oh my gosh. Ronald went with us to that concert.”

“Don’t remind me.” Caitlin let her forehead fall to the table. “I still cringe every time I think about it.”

To be fair, Caitlin only dated Ronald because Andy convinced her to give him a chance. He was nice enough, but the relationship never felt serious. Three months later, they broke up in spectacular fashion.

“Well,” Therese said between laughs, “I can’t blame Ronald for losing his mind after you dumped him during a Daybreak concert.”

“I did not dump him during the concert.”

“You absolutely did.”

“It was during intermission.”

“That doesn’t make it better.”

Caitlin groaned as Therese laughed harder, nearly choking on her fries. The memory still burned after all these years. Ronald had spent half the concert griping about celebrity obsession, then demanded emotional reassurance while Jace Harris sang to thousands under the stadium lights.

Timing mattered.

“I still can’t believe you did that,” Therese said.

“I was emotional.”

“You were insane.”

“Fair.”

A laugh escaped Caitlin as she reached for another fry. Memories of that night filled her mind: the music, the lights, and Jace commanding the stage as though he belonged there.

Some things never truly left her system.

After lunch, Therese dashed off to a meeting while Caitlin retreated to her office, determined to spend the afternoon thinking about anything—anything—except Jace Harris.

*****
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Jace paced across the living room of his Boston apartment with his hands shoved into the pockets of his joggers while Tarah continued talking somewhere behind him. Jacob lounged beside Dexter on the couch, occasionally glancing over whenever Dex snorted at something on his phone. Across from them, Lance sat near the windows with a laptop balanced on his knees, half-listening while typing. The apartment buzzed with familiar energy, chaos stitched into comfort that always felt like home.

“Did you hear me, Jace?”

Her voice snapped him out of his thoughts.

Jace stopped pacing and glanced over. “Yeah, I heard you.”

Tarah narrowed her eyes, making it clear she didn't believe him. He couldn't blame her.

He’d tuned out somewhere between “public image” and “career consequences,” which summed up most manager meetings lately. Tarah had wrangled Daybreak since the early days, and over time, she’d mastered the art of controlling four grown men with nothing but a pointed glare and a heavy sigh of disappointment.

She treated the band like unruly toddlers with expensive hobbies.

“As long as you understand groupies aren’t allowed on the tour bus, we’re good,” Tarah said, arching a brow.

Dexter looked up from his phone. “Then who’s supposed to warm my bed at night?”

The room fell silent for exactly one second before Jacob smacked him across the face with a couch pillow.

“Oh, shut up.”

Dex barely reacted. “Violence. In front of management. Incredible.”

Jace laughed under his breath while Tarah marched across the room, snatched Dexter’s phone from his hands, and held it up like evidence in a criminal trial.

“Dex, we both know this thing warms your bed at night.” She waved the phone at him. “So stop pretending you’re asking for yourself and not on behalf of Jace.”

Jace straightened. “Excuse me?”

Dex pointed at him. “See? She’s attacking both of us now.”

Tarah paid him no attention and turned to Jace.

Sometimes he wanted to argue whenever she crossed the line between manager and overprotective older sister, but deep down, he understood why she was frustrated. For the past six months, he had spent most nights stumbling out of clubs with random women while tabloids documented every terrible decision in high definition.

The label already warned him once after merchandise sales dipped.

Apparently, public self-destruction hurts branding.

At twenty-eight, Jace had everything people envied — money, fame, sold-out tours, and more freedom than most people ever touched in a lifetime.

None of it sparked excitement anymore.

Music used to feel electric. Now interviews blurred together, performances followed the same tired rhythm every night, and relationships fizzled out faster than headlines.

He was bored.

And boredom, it seemed, made him reckless.

“I’m not asking for him,” Dexter argued while grabbing his phone back from Tarah. “I’m asking for me. Very important distinction.”

“Go be useless somewhere else.”

“Gladly.”

Dex headed toward the kitchen while Jacob laughed into the couch cushion.

Tarah turned back to Jace, the hardness in her expression giving way to something gentler.

“Look,” she said, lowering her voice, “I’m not saying this because I’m your manager. I’m saying it because I care about you. The nightlife, the girls, the press—it’s getting out of control.”

Jace dragged a hand through his hair and sighed.

“I can’t promise I’ll magically become a monk overnight, but I’ll try.”

“That’s all I’m asking.”

She crossed her arms. “I’m flying back to LA tonight, and while you’re here, I do not want another disaster involving paparazzi, understood?”

Jace gave her a lazy salute. “Yes, mother.”

Tarah rolled her eyes so hard they deserved medical attention.

A while later, after the meeting dissolved into scattered conversations and food debates, Jace retreated to his room and picked up the guitar beside the bed. The familiar weight of the instrument settled against him like an old friend.

He leaned back in the chair by the window and strummed, letting muscle memory take over while his thoughts drifted to Caitlin. He saw her again in that alley: those big hazel eyes, her flushed cheeks, and the panic that crossed her face after she nearly knocked him flat with a metal door.

A smile tugged at his lips.

Of all the ways their paths could have crossed again, fate chose an alley behind a nightclub and a ruined cup of coffee.

The sight of her unearthed memories he'd spent years trying to bury. Eight years earlier, they had sat on the roof of his cousin's house, talking long after everyone else passed out downstairs. He still remembered her laugh, warm with surprise, as though she had forgotten to keep her guard up.

He had been too drunk to ask for anything, even her first name.

Two years later, he searched for her. He pressed George, his cousin, for answers, followed every mutual connection he could find, and even showed up at parties he would have skipped, hoping she'd be there. Every lead ended in disappointment. George refused to help, taking far too much pleasure in Jace's frustration. As the years passed, Jace accepted that Caitlin had been nothing more than a figment of his imagination.

Now she had stepped back into his life when he least expected it, shattering the lie he'd told himself for years.

“Jace,” Lance called from the hallway, “we’re ordering food. What do you want?”

Jace kept strumming the guitar. “Burger and fries.”

“Anything else?”

“Chocolate milkshake.”

A suspicious silence followed.

Jace finally looked up.

Lance stood in the doorway, trying very hard not to smile.

“What?” Jace asked, drawing out the word.

Lance crossed his arms. “Are you sure about the milkshake?”

“Fine,” Jace said. “No milkshake. I hate chocolate milkshakes.”

“Sure you do.”

Lance pulled the door shut behind him, making the room quiet again.

Jace rested the guitar against his knee and stared down at the strings for a long moment. It had been ages since he felt the urge to write anything new. Their latest album barely carried his fingerprints because Jacob, Lance, and Dex handled most of the songwriting while he drifted through rehearsals, pretending not to notice his own burnout.

But now melodies kept sneaking back to him without warning. A line from a chorus would slip into his head while he stared at a blank page, followed by half-remembered lyrics and the old ache that always came when a song was close to becoming real.

And somehow, every single thought circled back to a girl with hazel eyes who looked at him like she wanted to apologize and bolt at the same time.

After lunch, Jace took advantage of the rare burst of inspiration and returned to writing. The apartment fell quiet around him while melodies and unfinished lyrics filled page after page of his notebook. Every few minutes, he stopped strumming long enough to scratch out a line or rewrite a verse before starting over again.

The guys wisely left him alone.

None of them said it out loud, but Jace knew they worried about him. Over the last several months, his behavior had become difficult to ignore. Whenever he wanted to go out drinking, one of them always tagged along under the excuse of “keeping the night interesting.” In reality, they were making sure he didn’t spiral into another tabloid headline.

Jace appreciated the effort, even if he pretended not to notice.

Nearly two and a half hours later, he finally leaned back from the guitar and stretched his stiff shoulders. His notebook sprawled open across the bed, half-filled with lyrics that felt raw but honest for the first time in ages.

Then his phone rang.

Jace glanced at the screen and immediately answered.

“Hey, Brookes. What’s up?”

Ryan let out an exhausted sigh on the other end. “What do you mean? What’s up? Andy and I are already on the way to Maggie’s Fashion House. Where are you?”

Jace froze.

“Shoot.” He shoved a hand through his hair and jumped to his feet. “I forgot. Give me ten minutes.”

“You said that twenty minutes ago in your last text.”

“I’m evolving.”

Ryan muttered something under his breath before hanging up, his tone making his opinion unmistakable.

Jace tossed the notebook onto the bed and headed for the bathroom, calculating how fast he could get dressed without looking homeless.

*****
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Caitlin flipped through bridal magazines inside her office when Tisha stepped through the doorway.

“You have fifteen minutes before your appointment,” Tisha reminded her.

Caitlin checked the time and nearly cursed.

Maggie’s Fashion House was only a few minutes away, but she refused to let a client arrive before her. Especially not Andy and Ryan, who somehow managed to look effortlessly elegant no matter what.

She grabbed her purse and keys before heading downstairs.

A short drive later, Caitlin parked outside the building housing Maggie’s boutique and checked herself in the rearview mirror. She applied another layer of lip gloss, then gathered her brown, wavy hair into a messy bun while making a mental note to book a salon appointment soon. Her hair had grown well past her shoulders, and lately it seemed determined to rebel against every brush she owned.

The moment she stepped inside the boutique, Maggie greeted her with an excited smile.

“There she is.”

Caitlin returned the smile. During college, Maggie lived next door to her dorm, and their friendship grew out of shared exhaustion, caffeine addiction, and an unhealthy obsession with Daybreak.

Although, unlike Caitlin, Maggie always preferred Dexter over Jace.

“He’s less intimidating.” Maggie once explained without cracking a smile.

“Are they here already?” Caitlin asked.

“Not yet, but Andy said they’re close.” Maggie looped an arm through hers and guided her deeper into the boutique. “Come look at the gown before she gets here.”

Caitlin followed her into a private display room and stopped in her tracks.

A mannequin stood at the center of the room, wearing a partially finished wedding gown, and even in its unfinished state, it looked breathtaking.

Intricate beadwork flowed across the fabric in delicate patterns that shimmered beneath the overhead lights. Lace curved around the fitted silhouette while the scalloped neckline and low back gave the gown a timeless elegance that felt both modern and vintage at once.

Caitlin stepped closer, as though afraid to breathe near it.

“Wow.” She traced one of the embroidered patterns with her fingertips. “Maggie, this is gorgeous.”

Relief washed over Maggie's face, followed by a smile that carried quiet pride.

“Thank you.”

They spent several minutes discussing the final alterations, bead placement, and veil options before one of Maggie's assistants knocked on the door.

“Andy and Ryan are here.”

Maggie raised a warning finger at Caitlin.

“Don’t let Andy see the dress. Her fitting isn’t until Saturday.”

“My lips are sealed.”

A few moments later, Caitlin stepped into the lounge area just as Andy and Ryan entered from the lobby.

“Hey, you two.” She smiled and extended a hand toward Ryan first.

“Nice seeing you again, Caitlin.” Ryan shook her hand with a smile.

Andy skipped the formality and pulled Caitlin into a hug before Maggie ushered everyone inside.

Caitlin hung back for a moment, watching the couple settle naturally beside one another on the lounge sofa. Ryan draped an arm across Andy’s shoulders while she leaned against him without thinking twice about it. They exchanged a quiet glance and smiled as if they had shared an entire conversation without words.

Watching them always stirred something bittersweet in her chest—admiration tangled with a longing for something she still hadn’t found herself.

“So,” Caitlin said while sitting across from them, “where’s the best man?”

Ryan threw his head back with a long, suffering groan. “On his behalf, I apologize in advance. He claims he’s already on the way.”

“That sounds suspicious.”

“It absolutely is.”

Andy laughed while Ryan checked his phone again.

Caitlin smiled, though curiosity lingered quietly in the back of her mind. Andy still hadn’t finalized the entourage list, so aside from Lexi — Andy’s twin sister and maid of honor — Caitlin knew almost nothing about the wedding party.

She opened her mouth to continue the conversation when shouting erupted outside the boutique.

Everyone looked up as another voice rang out. Camera flashes exploded across the front windows.

“What’s going on?” Caitlin asked, rising from her seat.

Ryan looked exhausted. “I’m guessing our missing best man finally showed up.”

The lounge emptied as everyone headed for the lobby. The moment Caitlin reached the front, she stopped short.

Paparazzi swarmed the entrance, camera flashes strobing through the glass as shouted questions collided. Employees rushed to shut the front doors against the growing crowd.

“Well,” a familiar baritone voice drawled, “there’s my favorite attempted murderer.”

Caitlin's stomach dropped as Jace Harris came into view.

He stood a few feet away in dark jeans and a black jacket, carrying the kind of confidence that made the room feel smaller. His brown eyes found hers, a spark of amusement flickering in them.

For one humiliating second, Caitlin forgot to breathe.

“Hi, Caitlin,” Jace said, as though they ran into each other every day. “I didn't know you were planning this buffoon's wedding.”

“This buffoon,” Andy said, giving Jace a shove, “is my fiancé.”

Jace grinned, his gaze never leaving Caitlin.

The air seemed to thicken.

Caitlin swallowed and hoped her voice held. “I didn't know you were the best man.”

“That makes two of us,” Ryan muttered.

Andy laughed as Maggie looked ready to faint at the sight of a celebrity in her boutique.

Caitlin fought the urge to look away under Jace's unwavering gaze.

Worse, it rattled her far more than she cared to acknowledge. Jace looked at her with a familiarity that made the noise around them dissolve, as if eight years had not passed since their brief encounter on a rooftop. And standing there beneath his steady gaze, Caitlin realized with rising panic that the feelings she’d spent years burying were nowhere near gone.
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A time to plant and a time to harvest.
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Caitlin drifted through Maggie's showroom, feigning interest in wedding gowns, yet every step was shadowed by the weight of Jace's gaze. She could sense him without looking, his presence trailing her from one shimmering display to the next, sending goosebumps racing up her arms and cinching the knot in her stomach even tighter.

Across the room, a staff member adjusted his suit jacket while Jace stood atop a small platform, one hand slipping into his pocket, looking thoroughly uninterested in the process. Still, every time Caitlin dared a glance his way, she caught his eyes fixed on her.

Lemon and chamomile floated through the air, mixing with the warmth of steamed fabric. Sunlight poured over polished marble, igniting rows of ivory gowns. Beadwork and lace shimmered. Caitlin let her fingers drift over satin sleeves. She felt grateful for the excuse to lose herself in Maggie's artistry. Every gown bore the designer's signature: elegance, precision, a sense of timelessness that defied fleeting trends.

Nearby, Andy and Ryan exchanged hushed words as assistants darted between fitting rooms, arms full of garment bags. The gentle hum of conversation mingled with the whisper of fabric and the crisp staccato of heels on marble. Caitlin anchored herself to those sounds, refusing to turn around.

It didn't work. When Caitlin looked up, Jace still held her gaze. Warmth spread across her cheeks, and she dropped her eyes again.

A few minutes later, Maggie stepped forward and clasped Andy's hands.

“I'll send the updated sketches tonight so Caitlin can review everything before Saturday.”

“Perfect,” Andy said.

After wrapping up the last details, Caitlin gave Maggie a quick hug and joined the others heading for the entrance. But as soon as she caught flashes of light flickering through the front windows, her pace faltered.

The paparazzi were still there, and Caitlin's stomach dropped.

“Paps are outside,” she said, stopping short. “Maggie, do you mind if we use the back door?”

“Go ahead.”

Relief loosened Caitlin's shoulders as she mapped the fastest route to the parking lot. If they moved fast enough, they might disappear before becoming tomorrow's headline.

Then Jace Harris entered the equation, and every escape plan fell apart.

“Where are we going?” he asked from behind her.

Caitlin continued down the hallway without looking back.

“I don't know about you, but Andy, Ryan, and I are heading to my office to discuss wedding preparations.”

“Mind if I come along?”

Her feet threatened to stop as a dozen excuses flooded her mind.

The office is too small.

We're discussing boring wedding details.

You probably have somewhere better to be.

None of them sounded convincing, even to her. She turned toward him and opened her mouth, but every response she had prepared vanished.

Panic tightened her chest. She searched Andy's face, a silent plea for help.

Andy smiled.

“We don't mind, Jace.”

Betrayal, plain and simple.

Caitlin pressed her lips together and strode ahead, determined not to let anyone glimpse the storm brewing beneath her calm exterior. With every step, she felt Jace’s presence trailing just behind, impossible to ignore.

She hated how one look from him unraveled her composure.

Each time he came close, words slipped through her grasp.

Most of all, she resented that after all those years, her heart still refused to learn.

Behind her, Andy caught Ryan's eye. They exchanged knowing smiles, having witnessed the whole exchange.

Andy noticed the tension between Caitlin and Jace. It lingered in every exchange. Caitlin never held his gaze for long, while Jace seemed unable to look anywhere else. Attraction simmered beneath even the most ordinary conversation. Jace carried himself with ease. Caitlin looked one question away from unraveling.

Years ago, Ronald told Andy that Caitlin's standards were impossibly high. Andy had accepted it without question. Now, after watching her struggle through a simple walk across a parking lot, she wasn't so sure. This looked less like impossible standards and more like a woman who had never stopped caring about someone.

The parking lot behind the boutique was empty, hidden from the reporters gathered at the front entrance. The moment Caitlin saw the open stretch of pavement, some of the tension left her shoulders.

“This feels familiar,” Jace remarked as they stepped outside.

Caitlin fought the urge to groan. She turned to Ryan and held out her hand as though Jace hadn't spoken.

“Ryan, can I bring your car around?”

Ryan dropped the keys into her palm without hesitation. “Please do before Jace accidentally creates another media
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