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Two families, tied together by a crescent beach framing moonlit water and a sorrowful legacy of grudges.

One summer, the world was salt air, sunburn, and a guitar bridge that never ended. They wrote their lives into songs and believed—as only star-crossed lovers believe—that what they had was forever.

It wasn’t.

Every night, half a world away, her music sings their secrets. Shadows of love, hidden in songs under a borrowed name for the boy she left behind. She tells herself this is enough.

It isn’t.

Seven years broken apart, and his reckless destruction is finally dragging her home.

It is his last request.

And his first.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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A frenetic haze of movement rolled back and forth across the dance floor as the pre-programmed, transitional music between DJ sets wound down.

Four stories up, Juliana felt it first. The bass not yet released but already thrumming through the booth's metal cage, already in her ribs, her fingertips, the sweat pooling at the nape of her neck. Her pulse caught the rhythm before her brain did. Blue sunglasses. Pioneer decks. USB drive heavy in her back pocket. Her body was awake. Her body was ready.

Up here, forty-two hundred people roared her name without knowing her face. Tonight, they would know her body.

Glancing up at the ceiling mirror, she did a final check: hot pink tank top solid in the white lights, faded jean shorts practically shredded, favorite slip-on sandals. Bare minimum to keep her body from overheating under the club lights. Her legs looked as good on the screens as they did in her bathroom mirror at home. She knew exactly what she looked like up here. She knew exactly what they would see.

Tonight wasn't supposed to be her night to spin. The Dutch DJ, Yup from Amsterdam, wife in labor, the whole Romantic Emergency. His VIP friend flying to Rome to check out her remixes. But he'd called asking for her, and when the phone rang at two in the afternoon, her body answered before her brain. Fingertips tingling. Pulse quickening. That was the thing about the booth: she always said yes. Automatically. Inside her booth, nothing needed fixing.

When Juliana arrived, the energy shifted everything. Her new track. The one only she knew was hers. Tonight's setlist bloomed: pop hits, crowd pleasers, unreleased tracks. Work was play. Free and wild. The kind of freedom that only happened when she was three stories above her real life and no one could touch what lived inside her. The secret melodies. The ones she'd been building for Because's next album—the ones they thought came from somewhere else.

Until tonight, she preferred slower weeknights when she tried out new music and played more of her own original work. Jules had no last name here. No family drama. No quarterly board meetings. That was the deal she’d made with the booth years ago, and it had never once let her down. Inside it, nothing needed fixing.

The lights went up when she signaled perfetto to the lighting booth. The 360-degree screens flashed her name—JULES—and the first track whispered a seductive question: "Do you want to have fun—or do you want a night to remember? Vuoi divertirti—o vuoi una notte da ricordare?"

The crowd roared "ricordare" back through the smoke. She sent the vocal loop cascading through the system. Her hips caught the heavy backbeat—not thinking, moving. Her body knew this rhythm. She craved it. The fader felt warm under her palm. She slammed it forward, bleeding the loop directly into the aggressive, unreleased bassline of "Lavoro Sporco." Her own version of the family business. The dirty work. Her labor. Her secrets laid out in sound. Her body sang them

With the last chord of "Lavoro Sporco," she premiered her exclusive remix of "Nights Alone"—faster, heavier, pure feral heat bleeding through the speakers. The crowd's reaction hit her like electricity. But her body's reaction hit harder. Sweat between her breasts. Her thighs clenched with each bass drop. Her hands flew across the decks—alive, hungry, hers. Every beat was hers because she'd built it from bones up as Toby Blame. Seven years of secret melodies. Seven years of handing over her labor and letting strangers dance to the apology she could never say. Tonight they were dancing to her. 

The bass thudded against her ribs. Sweat ran down her neck—salt and perfume and Rome heat mixing on her skin. Her blonde hair clung heavy to the nape of her neck. She wanted the heat to stay in her body forever. She let it all in. 

Power song after power song hit the crowd as the club danced into the raw hours of Friday morning. Streaks of shadow and disco lights chased across her bare skin, her blonde hair clinging to the nape of her neck as the bass ricocheted back to the booth. Up here, she tracked the slick, pulsing movement on the floor, calculating exactly which track to meld to their hearts.

No matter how many times she flew from Boston to Rome, the baggage arrived on the same carousel. But tonight was different. Tonight was final. Like the last song before the silence.

The rhythm carried the ghost of that summer. Fifteen years old. She'd introduced them. Come out of the bathroom to find Jazz kissing Sofia. The rock in her hand before she thought. The blood before she ran. Rome. Music. Seven years of Toby Blame. Seven years of writing his songs while he sang them, never knowing she was the voice inside his voice.

The final progression bled out of the decks: sweet, tough, then sadness folded over the wreckage. She didn't think about Sofia. She played Sofia. Eternal. Passionate. Over too soon. A sonic autopsy of a summer romance long dead. Juliana kept the beat and let the music carry what her voice never could. Sofia paid the debt. Jazz chose a payment plan. The booth was the only place where the music could balance what her hands had broken.

As the track reached its peak, the bass thudding hard against her ribs, Juliana reached up and touched her neck. Her fingers found the repeat symbol and the open half-heart tattoo burned there since fifteen. Old pain sat heavy. Healing pain settled differently.

Tonight she cut the tether. The news that Jazz was getting married had set her free, lifting the heavy, suffocating shadow of the Maverick name. Her bags were packed for the States. Toby Blame–dead and retired. Time to return to the Bruno dynasty, step out from behind the screen, and find a sound that belonged to her.

She closed her eyes, letting the friction of the past dissolve into the smoke. For the first time in years: no ghosts. No family empires. No regrets.

Only music.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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An hour into her set, Juliana stretched her aching shoulder muscles and rolled the mids up. The club rushed back onto the dance floor as the clock struck 1 a.m. Still no sign of Yup's VIP friend, and fine with the no-show, the moment belonged to her. The first notes of "Ciao"—a track she'd written in a fever late last week—flew through the room. Juliana pulled up the lights on the DJ booth and leaned out, her bare skin catching the pink glow as she waved the dancers in closer.

Then her phone buzzed on the console. A text from the tech director flashed to the crew: VIP in the building. Heads up. The moment they recognize him, the room explodes.

Not sure who to expect, Juliana kept a close eye on the floor, her fingers hovering over the fader as she scanned for the source of the buzz in the crowd. Her gaze locked onto a man cutting through the VIP section.

Jamie Montgomery. Co-founder of the band Because, and Jazz Maverick's best friend.

“Jules, track’s looping,” the headphones whispered in her ear, pulling her back to the blistering Rome heat.

She forced her breathing to slow, her fingers gripping the edge of the mixer. Over the years, Juliana had found her own way to bleed out the guilt. She became Auntie Jules—the bonus aunt Dom called for anything and everything. Dom was the best of them, even if his father possessed a Maverick face that was a crime all its own.

Scanning the pulsing crowd for Jazz trailing behind his best friend, Juliana braced herself. Her rule for being in the same room as Jazz was absolute: he went to Revere Beach for the holidays, she stayed in Rome. Jamie showing up here tonight shattered that.

Satisfied that Jazz wasn’t hiding in the shadows, Juliana checked Jamie out as he fended off fans. He was gorgeous, projecting a laid-back, effortless charm with his long hair, black jeans, and sunglasses hooked California-style around his neck. If she’d been a little older that golden summer, she might have fallen for Jamie instead of Jazz. Jamie without Jazz made him seem naked. The two were inseparable and equally popular with the girls with Jamie as the boy band “sweet guy” and Jazz the “the bad boy.” She’d seen every inch of Jazz’s body up close and personal and spent a lot of time admiring Jamie in his swimming suit when she was 15 and he was 18–leaving little to her imagination. 

Juliana couldn’t risk photos of her standing close to him crossing the Atlantic, where her dad and uncles would get the wrong idea that a Bruno girl was cozying up to Jazz's inner circle. Her fingers flew across her phone, texting the club manager to ruthlessly squash her real name with reporters. Her father, Anthony Bruno, had spent the last twenty years dominating the gaming operations on Revere Beach and quietly holding casino equity from Vegas to Macau. He’d spent the last twenty-one years loudly ensuring his daughter stayed clear of the Maverick family’s blast radius. His grudge list ran long, bloody, and well-earned.

If it weren’t for the sake of little Dom, Jazz Maverick might not have the kneecaps left to perform.

***
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FROM ACROSS THE ELEVATED booth, she watched security guide Jamie up the steps. Right on cue, a slow remix of Because’s first major hit, “Soft,” transitioned into the soundscape—the song she and Jazz had written together during the summer they spent making out on the sand. No time for a hard swap on the decks.

As Jamie stepped into the dark of the booth, the heat of the club rolling off his clothes, Juliana held out her hand and shook his talented, calloused fingers, “I’m Jules. Juliana Bruno.”

Instinctively, she raised her hand, covering the right side of her neck—the musical repeat symbol, open half-heart with bass and treble clefs, and fermata tattoo, a trendy symbol for Jazz Maverick groupies. Hers was the original piece, a perfect mirror image of Jazz’s. When Jamie showed no sign of recognizing her name, Juliana felt a strange mix of intense relief and sharp disappointment.

Standing in the shadows near her laptop, she explained she’d be working another two hours. Jamie smiled, shouting over the monitors that he’d heard she did incredible EDM remixes of Because’s catalogue. He’d been heading to Boston for Thanksgiving from Amsterdam when he decided to detour to Rome and follow the sound.

“A lot of fans are sampling the Rome club’s streams and playing your remixes on alternative radio back home,” Jamie yelled, leaning closer. His scent of leather, a peppermint that smelled like his sister’s favorite candles, and cold night air cut through the club heat. “Hearing our music remixed like this...I feel like our band’s been playing the acoustic version. I think I already love you, and I can’t even see what you look like under the sunglasses. I’m glad I’m here with you, JULES. Happy Thanksgiving in Rome.”

He leaned in, his lips brushing her cheek in a quick, Italian-style greeting. His stubble caught her skin—warm and rough. The heat of him cut through the club cold. For one beat she smelled the suntan lotion, the french fries and smoke on his jacket after playing Hampton Beach. His solid presence beside her, took her back to 15 and 18. Then his face shifted to Jamie, bassist from Because. She felt that Jamie emerging beneath the warmth—the charm practiced, the smile deliberate. She’d seen that same calculated, public smile on his sister, Monty. Her body knew before her brain: this person will matter to me. But not like this. She stepped back into the shadows. 

Jamie yelled that he could hand her version of “Soft” to his manager and have it on major radio tomorrow. He looked her up and down, his eyes pausing on her hot pink lips. “Where have you been hiding, kid? Can we talk business in the morning?”

Then she saw the exact moment it happened on his face. Something spun and clicked violently behind his eyes. He went utterly still.

“Hiding,” he said slowly. “JULES. Jules...my sister’s friend Juliana. Holy shit—you’re Dom’s Auntie Jules.” He stared at her like the room had violently rearranged its coordinates. “You’re Jazz’s ex –Sofia’s cousin. You co-wrote those first beach tracks with Jazz right before we put the band together.” He shook his head, astonished. “Two people on this planet know the raw history behind those first lyrics. Turns out we’re both standing in this booth.”

She kept her eyes locked on the glowing board, her fingers adding a dial. Relief washed over her skin. He hadn’t made the final jump; he hadn’t connected her to their current ghostwriter, Toby Blame. A terrifyingly close call.

"Juliana, want to get together and talk about music later?" Jamie shouted as the set finally ended.

"Now's good." Juliana motioned toward the exit, and they slipped out of the roaring booth into a quiet, shadowed service hallway. The silence was a relief after the club noise.

She placed a hand on his chest, her touch soft but firm. "I hope you're having a happy Thanksgiving, Jamie."

The rockstar charm faded. He read her correctly—not rejection, but recognition. "You already know what this would become," he said quietly.

"Yes," she said. "And I look forward to moshing with you again, Jamie. Going to clubs when I'm back in the states. Checking out venues for sets." She paused, meeting his eyes. "But kissing you is too close to kissing Monty. Part of me says do it anyway."

He laughed—a real, surprised laugh. "I wouldn't want to kiss Monty, either."

Then he leaned in.

Her brain instantly clicked off. All her senses went into overload. The heat of him. The stubble catching her skin. His hand at the back of her neck, gentle but solid. For one perfect beat, there was nothing but the taste of him, the warmth, the feeling of being seen by someone who mattered.

Then it hit them both at exactly the same moment.

It felt like kissing Monty.

They pulled back simultaneously, their foreheads nearly touching, breathing the same air. She could feel him fighting not to laugh.

"Yeah," she whispered.

"Yeah," he confirmed, shaking his head.

He reached up and ran his fingers over her tattoo—the mirror image of Jazz's. "I'll take you around the scene in LA and Boston when you're home. Music benefits, like you said."

She straightened the heavy headphones around her neck and forced a small smile. "Friends?"

Jamie offered a slow, wicked grin. "We'll see."

Laughing, the tension breaking, Juliana packed her SSDs and locked down her custom Pioneer standalone deck into its carbon-fiber flight case as the next DJ took over
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​CHAPTER THREE 
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Breathing a little easier once Jamie rejoined the crowd, Juliana felt her cell phone buzz violently in her pocket. The caller ID lit up the dark: Mom.

It was 2 a.m. in Rome—8 p.m. back in Massachusetts. Slipping deeper into the quiet hallway, Juliana answered.

"Juliana," her mother's voice came through the line, carrying that terrifying, cool composure that ran a casino empire. "Jazz Maverick. Honestly, Jules, I have no words. The boy is a remarkably talented, highly destructive idiot, and he crossed a line on the casino floor tonight that I am no longer physically equipped to tolerate. I mean it, basta."

Juliana's grip tightened on her phone. "What did he do?"

"He's down enough on the high-limit tables to buy a small island, and now he's out there shouting for 'Softie, Anthony's daughter' with the whole floor watching. He's unraveling, Juliana. He thinks because he's engaged, he can play the reckless rockstar and drag our name through the mud again. Not in our house. Your father and I are done. The doctors have made it clear that neither Anthony's heart nor my own diagnosis can take another season of this stress. We are at the absolute end of our patience."

An ominous chill settled over the back hallway as her mother continued, the tone shifting to absolute calculation.

"If you are not standing on this casino floor tomorrow morning to physically step between them and talk Jazz down, your father is going to handle it the old way. And Jules, if Anthony has to exert himself to end this Maverick problem permanently? There won't be a career for that boy to go home to. There will only be a funeral. I've prepped the plane for you at Leonardo da Vinci. It's waiting right on the tarmac. It's time to come home and take your place, Juliana. For our sakes, and for little Dom's."

Somewhere deep inside her, a door she had kept brutally shut since the funeral swung open on its own—the old Bruno door, the one that led to the dark extremes her father was about to unleash. Tonight, she knew she’d have to use the classic Bruno response–the old ways.

"Tell Dad to wait," Juliana said, her voice dropping low, cold, the Rome club fading into the background as the Bruno daughter in her took over. "Ma, listen to me. Tell him to wait. I'm leaving right now. I'll be on that floor in the morning."

When the call ended, she left a hurried message for Jamie at the bar and pushed through the crowded, sweating exit of the club.

The Rome streets were half-asleep, a low-frequency hum under the pale neon. She stood out on the chilly sidewalk in her shorts and thin tank top, hauling her carbon-fiber flight case holding her custom Pioneer standalone deck, her SSDs, and her molded carbon IEMs. The night air cooled the sweat on her skin while she waited for a taxi. Having to fly across an ocean to drag Jazz Maverick out of whatever hole he'd dug himself into was a violent pitch-shift from the peace she wanted—a brutal transition she hadn't prepared for. But underneath the noise lay the unspoken family debt: she owed it to Dom to keep the tracks aligned and keep the peace.

She climbed into the back of the taxi, and they tore off toward the airport where her dad's private casino plane was already waiting on the tarmac. Her first Thanksgiving home since high school was happening three weeks earlier than she'd planned, pulling her back into the Bruno family drama.

***
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LOOKING DOWN AT ROME from the plane, Juliana didn’t know if she’d be back in a couple of days or a couple of weeks. She’d fly into Boston, save the idiot, have some leftovers with her family, see Dom and Monty, hit Black Friday sales, and fly to Amsterdam for the set with Yup.

Fingers moving over the Toby Blame material for hours—finalizing tracks, mixing at altitude, the hum of the engines underneath everything like a heartbeat she couldn't quite sync to. When exhaustion finally dragged her under, the half-sleep came thick and textured. Cold sweat on her temples. The kind of tired where memory didn't feel like remembering—it felt like drowning.

Sofia's funeral. The last time she'd stood in a room with Jamie Montgomery. Five minutes of him staring at her neck. She tried to escape before she bumped into Jazz. Those two words—Sofia's funeral—still had the power to rearrange gravity. The floor would shift. Her stomach would follow.

She wore a borrowed black dress in her memory with a matching hat– wide-brimmed and heavy, pulled down so far her vision narrowed to a tunnel. Inside that tunnel: Jazz in the front pew. Jazz holding his newborn son against his chest. Jazz singing—his voice breaking on the high notes, roughing up on the low ones—until the baby stopped crying and went quiet in his arms.

Next to him, Monty. Jamie. Their shoulders touching Juliana's line of sight.

Monty's hand over her mouth. Not hiding sobs. Hiding the knowledge that she'd been the stalker’s target. Not Sofia. Sofia, her cousin who was only seventeen and couldn't run fast enough. Sofia made the choice to keep Dom alive in a basement vent while the house burned down above her. Sofia's last breath was a gift to a baby who didn't even have a name yet.

Emergency C-section at 2 a.m. at Mass General in Boston. Sofia never woke up. Never saw her baby's face.

Juliana fled from that church before the final hymn. No hat could cover that guilt. 

No distance could bury it.

***
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PREPARING FOR LANDING, she texted Monty: I think Jazz planned this. Didn't pay the casino. Put Mom in a squeeze so she'd have to call me? Bizarre.

Monty texted back: Typical Maverick behavior. Expect different?

She stared at the phone. Didn't text back.

Seven years. That's how long she'd kept Jasper Maverick at arm's length. Rome as her moat. The B&B in New Hampshire where she could see Dom—but not Jazz. Tickets to Because shows where she could watch him from the back, from the dark, where he'd never know she was there. Keeping score of every city, every tour, every moment he missed with his son.

Paris. LA. Vegas. Phoenix. Seattle. Vancouver. Egypt. Mumbai. Taiwan. Perth.

She'd memorized the tour dates like a prayer. Like a punishment.

She pressed her ear against the plane window. The glass ice cold, the sky dark and getting darker as the plane flew over a stormy Atlantic Ocean. Seven hours from now—maybe less—she'd be standing on a casino floor in Massachusetts looking at the man she'd spent seven years pretending to forget.

When she imagined confronting him, her hands started shaking. Low and electric in her palm like holding a live current. Her chest pulled tight.

Her brain blanked. That's what terrified her most. Not the anger she'd packed so carefully into her carry-on. Not the cold she'd rehearsed in the mirror. But the part of her that was still fifteen, still memorizing the slope of his shoulders, still believing that summer meant forever.

He had a mesmerizing effect on her—a song she couldn't get out of her head no matter how many times she listened to it. No matter how badly she needed the silence.

Furious at him, the anger easy to hold: sharp, clean, and righteous. He'd been reckless. Selfish. He'd dragged everyone down, again and again. Dom shouldn't have to keep asking where his father was. Her father shouldn't have to threaten death to get a rockstar to pay his debts. Her mother shouldn't sound like that on the phone, like she was holding the families' truce together with her bare hands.

But anger was armor. Anger was the thing she wore when she needed everyone, especially herself, to believe she could handle this. Could walk out standing.

The real feeling underneath was bigger and messier and so much harder to control. Insecure. Nervous. Stressed that the moment she saw him, something in her would break that she couldn't glue back together. Terrified that he'd see it happening in real time. More terrified that he'd look at her like she was the music he needed to hear, and she'd have to stand there and pretend it didn't destroy her.

She straightened in her seat. Practiced the Bruno glare in the dark window. The power move she'd learned from her father: face cold and unmoving, voice kept lower, flat tone to make them doubt themselves first.

She'd told her dad to wait. She had this. She could walk into a room with Jasper Maverick and come out with a solution to a big family problem .

Except she couldn't. She didn't. The armor had been rusting for seven years.

Monty was picking her up in Boston. The casino floor waited. Her father needed her help. Jazz waited.

Jazz's timing sucked. She had planned out her whole week, which he upended–which meant she'd have to be angry instead. Angry enough to hide the grief. Angry enough to bury the fact that she'd lost them both: the girl she mirrored and the boy who lived in her music.

Angry enough to pretend she knew how to save him when she didn't know how to save herself.

He made his move.

Her move.
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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Boston air hit her like a physical slap before her feet touched the ground.

Sharp. Freezing. Salt water mixed with aviation fuel smelled like home. Across the highway, the massive neon orange and pink sign for donuts and coffee glowed like a beacon. A promise. A threat of a sugar high.

She wore a pink winter coat she'd bought in Rome to go skiing in the Alps last year with friends. Buying it had felt like an act of defiance—bright, Mediterranean, impossible to miss. Now, standing in the grey November pre-dawn of Boston, it looked too loud. Clashing.

A woman in a neon purple coat drank espresso in the courtesy lounge, unbothered. Juliana pulled fuzzy gloves from her pockets and tried not to feel out of place after being under the club lights last night.

Monty's car pulled up and she launched from the driver's seat, barely waiting for the door to close, threw her arms around Juliana, and held on until everything wound tight in Juliana's chest finally released. 

Monty smelled like lavender laundry detergent and Cheerios. Like home. Like the one person in the world who knew everything about her and loved her anyway.

"You good?" Monty asked, pulled back enough to look at her.

"I'm here," Juliana said. Which wasn't the same thing.

Monty wore a faded Patriots sweatshirt, pajama pants, and sandals—pure North Shore utility. She threw Juliana's carbon-fiber gear into the trunk with the practiced ease of someone who'd been traveling her whole life. 

Monty radiated determination: Get Juliana home. Keep her safe. Hold the line.

They drove north in comfortable silence. Route 1A traffic eerily quiet this early. The old triple-deckers in East Boston wedged like jagged teeth against the new luxury condos—progress eating itself. Behind them, the highway had backed up–already a parking lot with Thanksgiving travelers, stuffed with turkey, idling bumper-to-bumper inching toward the airport.

Monty turned on the radio.

Because's first hit came through the speakers, following her from Rome. "Soft." The song Juliana and Jazz co-wrote together that summer before everything broke. Before Sofia disappeared. Neither of them reached for the dial.

"Our boys," Monty said quietly, her knuckles white on the steering wheel. "They're playing everywhere now."

Juliana stared at the grey Atlantic shoreline sliding past the window. Sofia was abducted from a mall while Jazz and Jamie were two doors down, celebrating their first radio spin. Sofia spent her final breaths face-pressed to a basement vent. Sofia's last gift was keeping her unborn son alive in the dark while the house burned down above her.

“Jamie came as a VIP in Rome last night," Juliana said, trying to shift the weight in the car.

Monty's entire body went rigid.

"It's fine," Juliana added quickly. "He didn't—he doesn't know about Toby. We talked about music, but he was there to check out my remixes live."

Monty's grip loosened slightly. "What happened?"

"He told me Jazz is losing his mind because Toby Blame is retiring. He connected the Rome DJ remixes to Because's catalogue. But..." Juliana watched her friend's profile. "He doesn't know it's me."

"Are you sure?" Monty's voice was careful. Protective.

"I'm sure. But—" Juliana pulled her hat down. "If Jamie figured it out, he could tell Jazz. And Jazz would—"

"Jazz would flip," Monty finished. "I know. But our exit plan is secure, Jules. Because won't be hurt. Toby disappears, and nobody cares. You need to finish the Toby material. How much longer?"

"Three days. Monday deadline. Maybe less, if I don't sleep."

Monty laughed, but there was no humor in it. "You're not sleeping anyway."

They hit the donut shop drive-through in Beachmont. Monty ordered coffee and a box of donuts for Kevin and the kids. Juliana bit into a Boston Creme and tried not to think about Sofia, who would have loved this drive eating donuts and cruising up Revere Beach Boulevard. She would have picked out music, matching outfits, and the best snacks.

"Your mom called me at four in the morning," Monty said, pulling back onto the road. "After she called you. She wanted to make sure I understood how serious this was."

"How serious, what?"Juliana snapped back to attention. Juliana split a donut in half, sharing with Monty. 

"Jazz emptied his bank account. He owes the casino more than five million dollars."

The donut room it's time down Juliana's throat.

"Five million?" she whispered.

"Anthony had to be physically removed from the casino floor. Kevin had to call Victor. The whole family is calling this a family emergency." Monty's knuckles were white again. "But the big problem: Jazz kept asking for you. He won't pick up the phone for any of us."

"He knows I'll come," Juliana said. "He's counting on it."

"Yeah. He is."

At a red light, Monty turned to her. "Your mom seemed awfully prepared for having you fly home on short notice. The plane was in Rome. Ready to go."

"Only Brunos can do that."

"Only Brunos," Monty agreed. "So this is a setup."

"Complete setup. I'm a pawn." Juliana stared at the traffic light. "But Mom mentioned Dad's heart, and I believe her. I don't think she'd lie about that."

"I don't either," Monty said. "I was thinking the same thing."

They drove through Beachmont, watching the blue ribbon of ocean appear and disappear between the buildings. The casino glittered in the early light, all glass and steel and Bruno money.

"There's more," Monty said, her voice careful. "Victor called me last night too. He's never asked me for favors before. Never. But he called and asked if we'd take Jazz, Dom, and Skyler up to your place in North Conway. Get him out of your dad's line of fire. Kevin and I will stay neutral—I've been helping raise Dom. But he needs to go somewhere safe."

Juliana almost choked on her coffee.

"The Moonshine B&B isn't a rehab clinic, Monty. It's my—"

"I know. It's your sanctuary. Your new start. Your studio." Monty pulled into the casino driveway. "But hiding isn't the same as being safe, Jules. And Jazz needs to be somewhere he can't hurt himself or anyone else. Somewhere your dad can't reach him."

"So I'm supposed to —what? Bring him home?"

"You're supposed to get him out of that hotel room before your father decides five million dollars is worth a death. Then yes. You bring him home."

The elevator rose in silence. Monty pressed the hold button before the doors opened onto the penthouse floor.

"He's been calling the front desk asking them to pass messages," Monty said, her mouth twitching. "Kevin's been taking notes. We're never going to let him live this down."

Despite everything, Juliana felt a smile crack through her armor. "What kind of messages?"

"The full romance novel package. Kevin quoted some of it back to me this morning—" Monty's voice went theatrical. "'Tell her she's my dream girl. Tell her she's my forever and always. MY LOVE BUG! Tell her I'm an idiot but I'm her idiot.'" Monty dropped back to normal voice. "Then apparently he asked the concierge if 'darling' or 'honey' was more universally understood. The guy didn't know what to do with him."

Juliana covered her face with her hands, but she was laughing. She was laughing.

"The point is," Monty said, softer now, "he's not zoning out anymore. He's terrified and he's making a fool of himself, but he's here. He's being stupid and sweet and completely unguarded. And your family loves it because it means he's still Jazz. The real Jazz. Not the ghost we've been watching for two years."

The elevator doors slid open. Monty stayed inside, pressing the button to close them again.

"Go get him," she said. "Grab him. Drag his ass downstairs. Your family is watching from the shadows, but you're the one who walks in there. You're the one with the power, Jules. Don't forget that."

The doors slid shut.

Juliana stood alone in the hallway. The carpet was plush. The lighting was soft. Everything was designed to make you forget you were trapped.

She walked toward his room, her pulse climbing into her throat. Behind her, down the stairs, in the shadows, her family was waiting. Ready to protect. Ready to destroy.

All she had to do was bring Jazz down those stairs.

All she had to do was not break.
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​CHAPTER FIVE
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The hotel hallway on the penthouse floor was dead silent. Juliana stood in front of the pristine white door, her pulse going thin and quick under her jaw.

She could turn around. She could call Monty and tell her to send Kevin. But her mom’s voice echoed in her ear—the terrifying, icy composure of a casino queen warning her about Anthony’s heart. She loved her family too much to be a coward.

She swiped the keycard. The lock clicked open with a heavy, mechanical thud.

The moment she stepped inside, the room's soundscape hit her—Because's darkest, most abrasive track, “Brittle,” was blasting through the state-of-the-art speakers. The song she had secretly co-written right after their breakup to capture the jagged, ugly shattering of everything they used to be. The anti-“Soft.” Hearing those heavy, distorted chords now felt like walking straight into an open wound.

The bathroom door swung open.

Jazz Maverick stepped out, wearing nothing but a low-slung towel, steam rolling off his shoulders. He froze, his blue eyes bloodshot but violently sharp as they locked onto her. The sheer, physical heat of him invaded the space, knocking the air straight out of her lungs before her mental defenses could even register the threat. Her body noticed the failure immediately—the proximity, his skin, the chaotic rhythm of the room. She relaxed into all of it in half a second and filed it under not now.

“Softie?” His voice was a rough, gravelly whisper, slicing through the music. “Sophie Bruno?”

The old nickname hit her like an undefended strike.

“Juliana Sophie Bruno,” she corrected, her voice dropping into her cold, clinical Bruno register to guard the crack in her armor. “Dom calls me Jules. Get dressed. We need to leave before my father has you removed in a body bag.”

He didn't move. Recognition rolled through his face in stages—confusion, reframing, and then a wonder that she had no idea how to catalog. “You’re the DJ JULES,” he murmured, his eyes tracking her line of sight. “From Jamie’s photos in Rome last night. The remixes.They called you? In Rome?”

“Yeah. I’m the fixer who is saving your life,” she snapped, keeping her eyes locked on her phone to avoid looking at the lethal, kissable line of his jaw. “Move.”

He dressed slowly, his larger than she remembered body blocking the afternoon light, casting a long shadow across the plush carpet. At twenty-five, he was broader, carrying a dangerous, heavy presence. A stillness to him now—like thick ice over a raging river.

“You’re married,” he said, facing her, putting a t-shirt on then turning his back to her as he pulled a black hoodie over his head. Her body silently watching as the hoodie covers his California golden tan back. 

“No.” She watched him almost turn then stay facing away.

“Kids?” He pointed to a wrinkled drawing Dom had given him sitting next to his guitar picks and an empty beer bottle, showing Auntie Jules in her oversized sunglasses.

“No,” Juliana said, her posture rigid. “If anyone told you that, they lied.”

The silence that followed was deafening. Jazz sank onto the edge of the bed, running a hand through his wet hair, sending a sharp arc of water droplets through the air. He looked at her with an expression caught between raw grief and an acute, agonizing relief.

“I needed you to be happy out there,” he whispered, his voice scraping against the walls. “I couldn't live with being the one who ruined both you and Sofia. The second my mouth touched her that summer... I knew I’d destroyed everything you and I were building. I did things I can't fix, Juliana. I handled the ending badly. If you weren't happy... Then all of it’s a disaster.”

“It was a long time ago, Jazz,” she said, though the emotional distance she’d rehearsed a hundred times on the plane from Rome was rapidly dissolving. “What happened with Sofia was random. I brought her to that bonfire to show you off. I was jealous, you were drunk, and Sofia... magical. You didn't stand a chance.”

“That’s no excuse.”

“No,” she agreed, sitting in the chair opposite him, keeping the tech console on her lap like a shield. “It’s not. But it’s the truth. I threw a rock at your head before I boarded the flight to Rome. I never found out if it connected.”

The reckless, familiar smile touched his lips. He lifted his dark hair, pointing to a small, pale scar above his left temple. “A perfect strike. Right here.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. The words were small, but they felt unimaginably easy to finally let go. Her fingers rolled back in fists to keep from touching his scar.

“I kissed your cousin in front of your face,” he murmured, his blue eyes burning into hers. “We aren't even ,Juliana. Not even close. But I’m sorry too.”

***
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JULIANA FLATTENED HER gaze, dialing the Bruno authority back into her tone. “Why the public scene last night, Jazz? The canceled tours? The benders? My father is already drafting the legal leverage to tie down your assets. Give me the real reason you tried to burn down your career in our house so I know how to spin it to the board.”

Jazz let out a ragged breath. He reached onto the nightstand, picking up a torn page from an airline magazine, and smoothed it down onto the mattress. His callused fingertips—the guitar player’s grip she knew by heart—brushed against her thigh.

“I took an online quiz on pre-wedding jitters on the flight from Los Angeles Tanner tagged me on. It was a little darker than I expected from her,” he said, his voice dropping into a register that vibrated straight through her skin. “A stupid quiz to kill time. But the questions wouldn't stop looping in my head. Are you afraid to die? Yes. Because I’m terrified to die alone in a hotel room in some nameless city, realizing I never allowed myself to love anything. Do you think of dying all the time? Every goddamn day. Because I’m paralyzed by the fear that my legacy will be a rotting regret, and that I never learned how to be a real dad to Dom.”

Juliana’s breath hitched in her throat. The cold, efficient fixer utterly vaporized by the raw, devastating honesty coming from him.

He leaned in closer, the scent of rain, expensive leather, and clean sweat invading her space. He didn't trap her, but his large hand slid over her wrist, his thumb tracing the pulse point above her sleeve.

“The casino, the benders, the reckless miles. It wasn't a party, Juliana. It was a slow suicide. I was trying to erase myself because the anxiety of failing the people I love was choking me. I can’t write music anymore. It’s been two years since I’ve written anything myself. The road is killing me. The last question on the page... It asked if I was terrified of missing out on my own life by getting married.” He cradled her jaw, his thumb pressing into the soft dip beneath her lip. “Yes. Yes and yes. I came back to Revere looking for you, because I remembered being here with you as the only place on earth where air reached my lungs. Now tell me how you're going to spin that to Anthony Bruno.”

Juliana stared up at him, her heartbeat dropping low into her stomach. She looked him straight in the eyes, the fierce, protective Bruno instinct taking complete control.

***
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JAZZ HELD UP HIS PHONE, showing her a high bank account balance that had no business being there after a night of reckless gambling and losing every dime he had in that account. “my dad instantly swoops in to 'fix' it. He paid off the casino, he locked down this room—he’s suffocating me, Jules. He thinks he’s helping, but his version of saving me makes everything a hundred times worse. As usual..”

Two years of silence, she thought, her fingers tightening into the handle of her gear. He hadn’t been able to write a single line. She thought of her SSDs sitting heavy in her bag, packed with four albums' worth of hits she had ghost-written as Toby Blame to fill the silence she thought she’d caused. He had performed her secret melodies hundreds of times on global stages while she watched from the shadows of European arenas, hiding behind a pseudonym so she would never have to face him.

But looking at the numbers glowing on his screen, a cold dread pooled in her stomach. Was everything she wrote for Jazz as bad as his dad constantly bailing him out? She knew her tracks weren’t a bailout. They were a counter-melody, a secret, supportive baseline to keep his world from falling silent.

“Pay the casino whatever markers are still open and tip the pit bosses big,” Juliana ordered, standing up and grabbing her carbon-fiber flight case. “Let’s go.”

He settled the balance without another word. Juliana watched him reach for his guitar case—the same battered corners she remembered, but covered in a chaotic new layout of international tour stickers.

Facing him, missed beats and all. The tracks aligned. Crossfade done. 

“Get your guitar,” Juliana said, her hand on the door handle. “We’re leaving this shit party,” she commanded, her voice steady and absolute.
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​CHAPTER SIX
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When Juliana stepped back into the hallway with Jazz behind her, the hotel corridor was filled with security guards. The vibe way different from ten minutes ago

Jazz walked beside her carrying his guitar case in one hand and his suitcase trailing behind. He wore jeans, sandals, and his lucky hoodie. Juliana wondered if he owned actual shoes.

For a man who had gambled away a fortune and been interrupted in the shower by his ex-girlfriend, he looked annoyingly casual.

Jazz couldn’t help but savor the absolute absurdity of the moment. His skin practically sang with the thrill of having her back in his orbit.

Juliana marched two steps ahead of him, "It’s as hot out here as back in the room," she grumbled, wiping a bead of sweat from her temple, her long blonde ponytail swaying with her frantic pace. Feeling like they were doing a ride in shame from the hotel room, she wished she’d left the pink coat in the car and didn’t have glitter all over her skin from the club. 

He wished he had the heart to tell her that her dad and uncle, Marco, were safely trapped at a golf tournament until early this evening. They had nothing to worry about, but he was having too much fun. Enjoying her. He enjoyed her obsessing over him, even if she looked ready to pass out from the stress.

Deciding to take a little pity on her—and failing spectacularly—Jazz closed the gap between them. Motioning to the security guards he wasn’t going to hurt her, he intentionally stepped closer, brushing against her side, his arm sliding around her waist to pull her flush against his chest for a brief, breathless second.

“Thank you for kidnapping me,” he whispered right into the shell of her ear, his rough voice a low and teasing, his breath against her ear. 

Juliana didn't even smile, though her breath slowed.

"Jazz, shut up. Cringe. Seriously. Let’s go."

But he was already fully committed to making this exit memorable. Stopping dead in the middle of the hallway, he looked straight up at the little plastic bubble of the lens on the ceiling. Keeping one hand anchored firmly on the curve of her hip, he pointed a dramatic finger at himself with the other, opened his mouth in a giant, silent cartoon gasp, and began aggressively lip-syncing to the lens like a silent-film actor: “Did you get that? K-I-D-N-A-P-P-E-D!”

He pretended his hands were tied behind his back, all while leaning his weight into her so she had to hold him up. Feeling her parents’ pain dealing with this adorable idiot, she wanted to laugh and play along, but not at the expense of her family’s business. Not with her dad watching her every move.

Then Jazz turned and kissed her, pulling her so close she felt every solid inch of him pressed hard against her. Juliana closed her eyes, a deep flush of pure mortification—and a rush of heat—creeping up her neck. For a split second, her hands fisted into his shirt, her body instantly remembering the exact, heavy rhythm of him. He tasted like a beautiful crisis, warm and too real, grounding her right in the center of his storm.

Get a grip, her mind screamed.

“Joker. Stop it. Let’s move it before security gets a call from Dad.” She grabbed his hoodie and physically dragged him toward the elevator, looking around frantically to see if any hotel guests witnessed this trainwreck.

He let out a loud, goofy chuckle, self-satisfied. As the elevator doors finally slid open with a soft chime, he backed into the car, his blue eyes locked on the ceiling camera one last time. With an intense, smoldering look that belonged on a fragrance billboard, he slow-motion pointed a pair of clumsy, unironic finger-guns at the lens and emphatically mouthed, “Kidnapper.” He put his sunglasses on and smiled seductively at the camera.

Juliana aggressively lunged forward and hit the 'Close Door' button to make the beautiful, embarrassing nightmare stop.

Juliana’s phone buzzed. Jazz read the text over her shoulder, his head lowering into her personal space. “Monty’s here?”

“Dom and Skyler are with her.”

Slumped in the back corner of the elevator, leaning heavily against the mirrored wall, Jazz looked every bit the exhausted rockstar—his dark sunglasses shielding his eyes from the fluorescent glare, a slight five o'clock shadow darkening his jaw, and a deadpan expression that suggested he knew his little performance had blown up in his face. 

He didn’t offer an explanation, and he didn’t look embarrassed. He reached out, instinctively catching Juliana’s elbow to pull her a fraction of an inch closer to his side– a quiet, territorial reflex.

"They shouldn't be here, Jules," Jazz said, his rough voice stripped of the hallway's humor, dropping back into that soft, serious gravel. "Not with me like this. Not around your family."

He went quiet in a way that was different from the other quiet of the last twenty minutes. “Dom is leaving with us?”

“Yes, he knows we’re going to New Hampshire for the weekend. He doesn’t know anything about the casino. He’s going to be so happy to get to see you longer.”

Jazz nodded slowly. “Thank you for that. I’ve never had the time or opportunity to go anywhere with him. He's stayed with me here before and they brought him out to Malibu.”

They rode the elevator down without speaking. The numbers counted down. Juliana watched them and thought about all the things that had and hadn’t been said in that hotel room –enough of both to fill the ride twice over.

The lobby opened up around them. Juliana spotted Monty’s minivan through the front doors - and next to it, one of her dad’s casino Mercedes with Monty already out of the car, her arms crossed, watching
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