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            WINNIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lights flashed red and blue and yellow over the cement, sirens crying out of the darkness. The damp London air was no match for the scorching heat across the walk. The shingles glowed in the night, as bright as any police strobe.

      Winnifred Breac—Winnie, if you’re nasty—kneeled in the bushes, hidden where the shadows were thickest. Her heart throbbed a steady, frantic rhythm in her brain, the thrilling heat in her belly as vibrant as the fire—as vibrant as her hair, a shade her father had always called “dragon’s breath.” Perhaps she was always destined to be here; the need for violence, for heat, written in her genes.

      She tugged her black hoodie lower over her face and raised her camera, feeling more than hearing the snapsnapsnapsnap of the shutter. It would be difficult to describe how loud a house fire was to those who’d never huddled before one. This was her fifth, and each time was like being reborn in flames—the popping of burning tinder, the screaming of wooden beams, the shattering of glass doors and windows as the structure shifted, ballooning outward from the pressure. Yellow and blue reached like tongues toward the dark sky above, blotting out the diamond-like stars, snuffing out clouds, searing the grass, the night itself replaced by brilliant orange—by glorious brutality.

      She inhaled through dry lips, letting the ash seep into her lungs. Fire was power. But there was power in her camera’s lens, too. Power in each photo; otherwise, people wouldn’t try so hard to hide from her.

      Not that they succeeded. No mere mortal could escape dragon’s breath.

      Yeah, right, a voice scoffed inside her head. Plenty of people escaped—her cheating ex, for one, and the celebrities who were good at staying off the grid, those who surrounded themselves with security. But Archer O’Connor was not one to employ guards. He would not escape—not today.

      Not unless he was willing to burn to death.

      She frowned at the building. Was he inside? No one had yet emerged from the blazing interior. The front door was wide open, full of smoke… but dark.

      He wasn’t dead, was he?

      She felt very little about this thought—she should; she knew she should, but she couldn’t seem to make her emotions work properly. She often felt like she was two different people: Winnifred Breac, the thrill-seeking professional who appeared when she was on the cusp of the perfect shot, and Winnie, the shy artist who felt bad for weeks if a friend was angry at her. A people pleaser—that’s what her high school counselor had said, what three different school counselors had said. That was why she’d always covered for her mother, right? Why she was so acutely sensitive to rejection?

      No, Winnie would never do the things Winnifred did. Winnifred would do anything to get the perfect shot. Winnie could barely stand it when a drive-through worker snapped at her for not ordering fast enough.

      Her gaze dropped to her feet—to the heart scratched in the dirt. A picture of Archer emerging from the blaze would pay well, but an exclusive shot of a dead rock star would pay more still. So long as she didn’t get caught watching from the bushes… and people-pleaser Winnie was definitely the type to get caught.

      She narrowed her focus, breathed in the ash. Winnifred turned back to the flames in time to see a trio of firefighters hustle past, their voices pressured, yelling over the noise. Four other firefighters were already aiming a hose at the blaze, but the water had little effect. And then…

      Her heartbeat accelerated, whooshing in her head, far louder than the fire or the shouting. Her breath locked in her throat. Winnifred ducked lower, cheeks pink with dry heat and exhilaration.

      Archer O’Connor was here. In the flesh—alive—stumbling from the front door and down the steps, choking, his hands on his knees, face streaked with soot, the tattoos that covered almost every inch of his flesh made all the more vibrant by firelight. So close she could practically smell him over the reek of smoke and ash.

      This was not just any night; it was the night. Her patience had finally paid off.

      She squinted through the camera’s lens, her eyes sandpapery. Firefighters approached him, but Archer shook them off.

      Snapsnapsnapsnap.

      This was better than she’d hoped. Archer was an enigma. He was photographed all the time, but the only shots that got published were those he wanted the world to see. It was not a surprise that no one ever saw him yell. And here he was, throwing his hands in the air, shouting. He put his palms on his knees once more—snapsnapsnapsnap—coughing, then righted himself and turned, his gorgeous green eyes…

      Aimed right at her.

      Oh shit.

      Winnie tensed, her heart lodged in her throat, trying not to shift back though every cell in her body wanted to run. Her hair was made of dragon’s breath, but his eyes were that of a dragon, twin emeralds glistening with firelight. If he’d seen her, the officers on the scene would surely snap cuffs on her, take her to the station.

      They’d ask her questions that she was not prepared to answer.

      But then Archer turned away, staring at the house once more. Her shoulders relaxed. Winnifred eased backward a step, careful not to mar the heart drawn in the dirt at the foot of the bushes. AO + Me. Two names inside, together forever. There was a comfort in that, a sense of belonging, if she was willing to pretend. And she was—she often pretended to be someone else. Someone whose father was still alive, whose mother wasn’t locked away in a Pennsylvania prison.

      Archer O’Connor had that in him, too—the need to suspend reality. Artists, photographers, musicians, all creatives tended to have that in common, and she could feel it in her veins now, her eyes burning as she stared at him. He was a billionaire, but he rarely saw his family. He was a rock star, but he didn’t engage in wild, drug-infused parties or hang out with his fans. He hid in one mansion or another more often than not, avoiding the prying eyes of the public.

      He was running from something. He wanted to escape.

      The same way she did.

      Through her lens, sweat glistened along the tattoos that covered every inch of his skin, from fingertips to jawline. The orange and gold koi fish on his bare back swam as he ran his hands through his blond-tipped hair; the dragon on his throat undulated in the shifting shadows; the guitar that meandered over his ribs and six-pack abs expanded and deflated as he panted through his panic. All of him marred by streaks of black.

      Snapsnapsnapsnap.

      The man was a work of art, the type of specimen you couldn’t help but want to run your fingertips over, seeking cracks in the facade. But despite the smooth marble-esque planes of his painted flesh, she could see the cracks now… as she’d hoped. He looked far different than he had mere hours ago.

      It was amazing how quickly people changed, how emotion shaded their essence. If you watched them closely enough, you could see it—the subtle alterations that made them human. Archer O’Connor was finally gloriously real.

      Now she could see his imperfections—his flaws. And it was those she wished to burrow into.

      He turned his beautiful face her way once more, emerald eyes glassy, the blaze creating a halo around his broad, muscular shoulders. Her breath caught again. Had he seen her? Damnit. I should have left when the leaving was good.

      But then he dropped his gaze to his hands, studying the silver rings that adorned his knuckles. He’d had them on a few hours ago, and he’d surely have them on a few hours from now. Would she be near him later to verify this? Perhaps.

      But he wouldn’t know it.

      She peered through the lens, zeroing in on his hands, the glinting inferno reflected in the silver. And when he drew his gaze back up to the fire, his rippled chest half turned to the blaze, the flames shimmering just-so against his skin, a single tear on his upper cheek, elation exploded through her veins.

      Perfect. Absolutely perfect. She’d finally captured his soul.

      He was hers—now, forever, always.

      And Archer O’Connor had no idea.

      Yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ARCHER

          

        

      

    

    
      Archer O’Connor wheezed, his lungs filled with sandpaper, his eyes burning. Heat seared his flesh, blistering in his throat. Smoke—there was so much fucking smoke.

      Archer stumbled up the hallway, his hand on the wall, palm hot. The plaster was too warm. Unnaturally warm. He tried to force himself to breathe, tried to find the thin edge of clean air around him, but all he managed was a hacking cough.

      Dying—he was dying. If he didn’t manage to get downstairs, it was over. And though he wanted to survive the night, another voice whispered in his ear: So what if it ends here? The press would publish stories about what a great loss it was to see the youngest Billionaire Brother go up in flames—“a waste of musical genius,” they’d say. But they had to say that. His family’s company owned half the press. And still, by week’s end, even they’d forget about him because the public would tire of the headlines. The world did not need more billionaires, and humanity at large would have been better off if his father had died in the womb.

      Archer closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against the blisteringly hot plaster. He was so damn tired of fighting—of pouring his pain into his music in some futile attempt to unburden his soul. And lately, he hadn’t even been able to do that. His muse had died over a year ago, and same-old, same-old was the kiss of death for a rock star.

      He might as well make it official.

      Archer opened his mouth wide and inhaled again, ready for the thick gray smog to invade his lungs, but he felt no burning in his chest, no heat on his skin. Just the wall rubbing against his arm.

      But the way the plaster was rubbing… that wasn’t right. Not a hard, steady pressure, but stroking, almost like⁠—

      Archer opened his eyes.

      Melanie lay in front of him, her blue-and-green mermaid hair cascading over the pillow, her hands shoved beneath her head. Elaina was the one touching his back from behind, one leg thrown over his bare thigh, locking him against her as she gently traced his skin from neck to hip. The sensation was warm and tingly on his spine, sharper when she hit the uneven flesh along the blade of his shoulder. But the raw itchiness in his throat was stronger still—the scratchy ache of smoke.

      Archer grimaced and eased away, clearing his throat, trying to get her hand off of his skin. His tattooed flesh appeared smooth enough, but she could surely feel the imperfections with the pads of her fingers. He certainly could. It was as if she were trying to remind him—trying to reopen those wounds.

      Even during sex, he hated when women grabbed his shoulders or rubbed his back. It was one of the reasons he leaned into more… unusual proclivities. The thrill, the novelty, was the only thing that got him off these days.

      But even novelty was scarce when every fling began with a sheaf of paperwork: consent forms, non-disclosure agreements, STI tests. He’d already had a vasectomy, but he wasn’t about to let his junk rot off. Or worse. Regardless of whether the world ought to mourn his passing, no woman was worth a slow death.

      Archer pushed himself to seated, gently moving Elaina’s smooth leg from his thigh, and scooted to the end of the bed. Elaina made a sound like a mewling kitten and rolled away. Melanie moaned from his other side. He was the meat in this sandwich—ha-ha—but he felt like an outsider, and that wasn’t just in his head. Melanie and Elaina were a couple, would still be a couple when they left here. He was a side order of eggplant, but they did not belong to him, not even when he was inside them.

      He snatched his shorts and a Nirvana T-shirt from the floor and the lamp, respectively, and made his way toward the balcony. His throat still felt scratchy and raw from the nonexistent smoke. His eyes hurt.

      Archer grabbed the handle and yanked, but no burst of cool air soothed the phantom pain in his lungs. The French Quarter was sultry this time of year, the air so heavy that he could barely breathe—damp on his skin. Thick inside his chest.

      Still better than how he’d felt the night of the fire.

      Archer set his elbows on the railing and leaned over them. Even at this early hour, tourists bustled along the road beneath his wrought iron balcony, bags of beignets and chicory-laced coffee in hand. Laughter rose, lighter than the murky air. Busy. Animated. Extravagant. No one batted an eye if you wandered around in costume, your face sheathed in a Mardi Gras mask.

      It was the perfect place to become invisible.

      Even this seven-million-dollar New Orleans mansion vanished into the facade of the long line of brick buildings and wrought iron balconies, the sprawling interior only evident once you were inside. Never had he felt the need to disappear more sharply than in the aftermath of that fire, and those feelings always persisted on waking.

      Archer inhaled deeply through his nose. He’d spoken to the police dozens of times. They’d accused him of arson, thought he’d purchased the home for the insurance money until they’d realized he was an heir to O’Connor Media Enterprises. He owned half a dozen homes in his favorite cities around the world.

      When he’d bought the London home, he’d known it was a fixer-upper, but he’d planned to restore it. He liked how manual labor felt in his bones. Plus, sweating helped him think. When he was done with the homes, he sometimes donated them to charity, much to his business manager’s chagrin, but it made him happy to know that a mansion he’d refurbished in Dubai was currently an orphanage. His current New Orleans mansion had been crumbling when Archer purchased it—damaged in a hurricane.

      But he’d had no idea how eroded the London gas lines had been. Corrosion had made the lines rupture in response to a rogue spark, probably from the old furnace. The fire inspector’s findings should have been a relief, but he’d only felt unsettled.

      He still felt unsettled.

      Archer studied the street, the passersby, some of the women glancing up with hands like visors over their eyes. A green Civic passed, then a yellow truck, then a Honda with a rusted rear wheel. He felt he’d seen them all before, but that was probably his imagination.

      Are you out there right now?

      It felt insane to talk to his stalker inside his head, but she’d been a constant presence lately—reliable, while everything else changed. Perhaps because the letters had begun just before his father’s death.

      She wasn’t his first stalker, but they usually sent a few letters, then vanished. Me had been sending him letters for eight months. No return address, postmarked from different cities, but each ended with the same signature: a penciled heart with AO + Me in sweeping cursive inside it. And she knew an awful lot about his life—too much. She referenced his tattoos, told him she loved him despite the pain those images covered. The fact that his ink was not purely ornamental was something that no one outside his family knew, and though his siblings might be aware, they certainly didn’t discuss it.

      Then, there were the occasional nighttime calls to his cell. Each time, the caller sat in silence, listening to him breathe. Sometimes, he asked who she was. Sometimes, he asked why she’d chosen him. She never answered his questions, never said a single word, but when she hung up, listening to that empty air always made him feel lonelier still.

      He didn’t know for certain that the phone calls were from the same woman, but he liked to imagine that she thought about him between letters. That this woman would remember him if he burned to death. That, to her, he mattered.

      Archer knew the thought of her should scare him, not exhilarate him. But that didn’t change the way he felt. That was probably why he hadn’t even tried to change his number, no matter how ill-advised. It was a sick game they were playing, but he couldn’t seem to stop.

      He sighed, absentmindedly rubbing the dragon tattooed on his throat. Perhaps he should call Finn to come out and visit—he’d always been closer to Finn than his other siblings. But he’d called Finn twice in the past three weeks and hadn’t gotten a return call. Was Finn finally moving on from his black-sheep rocker brother? Made sense—Archer had always been his father’s worst failure, according to the man himself.

      The scars brightened, a bolt of lightning zinging over the rough planes of his back, then settled.

      A sound from below brought him out of his reverie, laughter tinkling against the metal window bars, pairs and trios in exuberant conversation. Archer cut his focus to the road in time to see a woman—short black hair, red dress—point at him. He was in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, so there wasn’t much to see, but that wasn’t what he was worried about. Was that… a glint from behind the light pole across the street?

      It took practice to catch that tiny, convex shine of a camera’s lens, but Archer had grown up in one of the wealthiest families in the world, and now he was a rock star in his own right. The cameras—and the photographers behind them—were a part of his life, even if they pissed him off. And the tall, skinny man aiming his camera at Archer’s balcony was no exception.

      He could practically hear the shutter from here—click-click-click. Was the thin man taking shots of the rock star or the media mogul? Neither would shock him with the recent resurgence of speculation surrounding O’Connor Media Enterprises.

      Archer sighed, raised a hand, and waved. He had wanted nothing to do with the organization his asshole father had built while the man was alive, and he wanted even less to do with it now that he was dead. But his dickhead father had willed extra shares in the company to those of his children who got married, which had led to an increase in press harassment, especially since Archer was officially the last single “Billionaire Brother”—Desmond, John, and Finn had all found the women of their dreams. The press didn’t even split their time between him and his sister, Sabrina. Maybe because she was a cardiac surgeon and practically lived in the hospital.

      I should buy a hospital to live in.

      “What are you doin’ out there, baby?”

      Archer glanced back through the sliding door into the bedroom. Melanie was sitting on the bed now, mermaid hair cascading over her shoulders, a striking contrast to the picture on the wall above her—his London house. Fire blazing across the canvas. Archer dead center.

      He hated that photo with a passion—the way it made him smell the smoke. He’d even gone so far as to call the photographer “a parasite” in a recent interview.

      Finn said that the picture was “trauma torture porn.”

      Archer thought he probably deserved a little torture. But it was also the best picture anyone had ever taken of him. He hated the shot, but he couldn’t argue with the artistry.

      He dragged his eyes from the framed photo, refocused on Melanie, and said, “I was just waiting for you to wake up so I could make you come again.”

      “Hey, no fair,” Elaina muttered, pushing herself to seated beside her girlfriend.

      Melanie leaned over to kiss Elaina on the temple, then released the blanket. Nude beneath, as they’d been when he left the bed.

      “Should we take this to the shower?” Elaina asked with a wink. She climbed from the bed and headed for the bathroom, perfect apple butt swinging, shooting him a smile over her shoulder.

      Melanie followed.

      Archer looked out over the road once more, then stepped into the bedroom, trying to shake his unease as he slid the door closed. He was out of sight of the road, but he could still feel the camera’s lens on his back—the photographer was still watching the glass door. Lots of people were.

      The masses took his picture. They showed him their tits; they threw their panties. They fucked him silly anytime he wanted.

      It wasn’t enough.

      His stalker might be the only one beyond his siblings who actually cared about him. How fucking sad was that? But Me saw something in him that other people didn’t—she saw his pain, not just his face. And she still believed him to be a man worth obsessing over.

      The shower turned on; one of the women laughed. But he couldn’t seem to force himself to walk across the room. The hairs on Archer’s neck were bristling so hard it was painful. He glanced behind him at the sliding door, half-expecting to see the tall, spindly man standing on the wrought iron balcony, camera aimed into the bedroom. But the balcony was empty.

      Enough, Archer. Enough.

      He snatched the curtains closed, plunging the room into hazy gray, rubbing at the prickly hairs on his neck. The photographer wasn’t on the balcony any more than his stalker was. And even if they were, neither had done anything to harm him. The fire in London had been an accident, no matter what the anxious, over-reactionary part of his mind had believed in the aftermath. And with what he’d been through, that over-reactionary tendency was to be expected.

      His father had been a monster. Archer had never said a word to anyone. Plenty of innocents had suffered because of his silence. And if his stalker, the one woman who seemed to know his current life inside and out, decided to hurt him… could he blame her?

      Perhaps it would serve him right to go out alone—to burn.
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            WINNIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Snapsnapsnapsnap.

      Oh, how Winnifred loved that sound. She squinted through the lens, then pulled her face back and blinked, gauging lighting, shadows, angles. So far as she could tell, this was the best position in the lot.

      Trees circled the slab of concrete—newer and clean with none of that asphalt stink—but the lot was half the size it should have been. Cars parallel parked across the back of each row, blocking earlier arrivals. She wondered if the orange Hummer would plow straight over the Prius that had blocked him in. Winnifred wouldn’t blame him.

      But being hemmed in was what she was counting on—sooner or later, her quarry should show up. Brutis Lanson was the kind of actor who played roles like computer geek and criminal mastermind; he fought with brains, not brawn—handsome but short, with wiry limbs. Brutis was royalty in Spain, which was why his photos were so heavily sought after. Well, that and his extreme introversion—the man was rarely seen outside the set. He didn’t party, didn’t go out to dinner, hardly did anything social. He didn’t even attend his own movie premiers.

      But the man had a routine when he was shooting in a new town, a set of four stops in a particular order if you followed his social media closely enough. Japanese takeout, a walk in the park, a nighttime drive to get the lay of the land. And, like clockwork, the day after he arrived, Brutis always purchased local organic produce: kale and celery and cucumbers. There were no farmer’s markets nearby, his first choice, but this grocery store was around the corner from his hotel.

      She used to think that rich folks would hire out the grocery shopping. But once she’d started taking their pictures, she found they often snuck from their hotels for sustenance, as if they craved the normalcy in the mundane.

      Why anyone would eat kale, though, she had no clue. That leafy mess tasted like dirt, shoe leather, and sadness.

      Winnie swiped her hand across her forehead beneath her straight red bangs; her fingers came away damp. Her armpits were sticky, too, the muggy air like soup.

      Where are you, Brutis?

      Had he sent a lackey to the store today? She frowned. Nah. He did not grocery shop or order takeout merely because he was hungry. He wanted to feel… real. Not like royalty, not like a movie star—like a person.

      And that Winnie understood. She was at the top of her career, a long way from “starving artist,” but she often daydreamed about what it might be like to be someone else. Someone whose mother wasn’t locked up for accidentally killing her father. Whose baby sister hadn’t died in a car wreck right in front of her. Sometimes, when she was trying to sleep, she saw her nine-year-old sister’s eyes, a single tear glinting on her lashes, skin pale against the crimson gash in her forehead. She wished she had more pictures of Sylvia, shots she could replace that singular horrible vision with, but her mother had burned them after her father died—said it’d be cathartic. Said they both needed to forget.

      It hadn’t worked. Instead, Winnie had that one final image seared into her brain for all eternity—Sylvia’s dead eyes, devoid of all emotion. Sadness would have been better. Rage. Grief. Anything real. Anything… alive.

      The trees shifted in a brief hiss of breeze, casting dappled sunlight against the walk. People bustled in and out, chattering, struggling with their packages. The owner of the Hummer was back, standing with his arms crossed at the back bumper, glaring at the building as if trying to figure out which of these assholes owned the Prius.

      She raised the camera, zoomed in, and took a series of shots—the sweat on his brow slipping down his creased jowls, vanishing beneath his double chin. He stiffened, then turned her way, but she dropped the camera before he figured out why those prickly hairs on his neck had gone wild.

      Some might think the things she did to get the perfect photo were horrible, but they were necessary. Every person she shot was a faker. Smiling, waving—hiding every blemish. But pain could be as beautiful as joy, provided you knew how to aim.

      Winnie sighed, scanning the walk to her right, snapping pictures of the trees, conspicuously avoiding the already agitated man by the Hummer. Once people knew they were being watched, there was no point in shooting—they changed the second they sensed the camera. Though she was known for being able to “capture the essence of rock stars”—so said the magazines—the musicians in her studio shoots still posed. Everyone believed that best trumped real, and now, artificial intelligence was diluting the overall demand for photography. Studio requests had been less frequent in recent months. Her roommate, Naomi, was finding the same as a painter; prints that used to sell in the French Quarter for a premium were now selling for half… or not at all. Why buy from an artist when a computer could vomit up a half-assed rendering for free?

      Winnie lowered the camera and frowned. She’d seen other photographers camped out in front of Brutis’s hotel when she walked by. Some had surely rented rooms in an attempt to get a shot of him at the pool. Maybe she was wrong this time—maybe the others were right.

      Whatever, she thought. At least she was outside with the wind in her hair and the sun on her skin. Hiding in plain sight made her feel alive and vital in a way the studio didn’t. In these moments, she was someone else.

      Winnifred was professional. Winnifred was brave. Winnifred had been shot at once by a country music singer, still had buckshot in one calf. She hadn’t even felt the metal pierce her skin. All she’d felt was the elation in her blood, her mouth tasting of pennies. She had been an action star that night, undeterred by bullets, there only to complete her mission.

      And the photo of that gun-happy singer with a rival country singer’s wife, the fury on his face like that of a lion ready to attack, had paid her bills for four months. His entire reputation was as an unflappable instrument of God—he prayed before every concert, proclaimed his devotion to his family, his marriage, his Lord, smiled when others criticized him.

      Until that night.

      But while Winnifred had been willing to take the risk then, that didn’t mean she was right about Brutis. Besides, the grocery store was public, and Brutis would behave as such—she would not get art, just tabloid glossies for extra spending money. What the publications did with the headlines—“Is Brutis Using Vegetables as Sex Toys?”—was none of her concern.

      She watched the lot, pondering what the actual headline might be. Probably not the sex toy one, though she had seen weirder.

      Royally Down-to-Earth: Spanish Royal Spotted Getting Groceries Like a Commoner!

      From Palace to Produce: Spanish Royal’s Unpretentious Grocery Trip Captures American Hearts.

      Spanish Monarch Demonstrates Humility with Grocery Store Appearance.

      Sometimes, it was easy to guess, but more often not. The only headline in recent years that she’d been close with was the shot of Archer O’Connor in front of his burning home: “Inferno at Rock Royalty’s Residence: Billionaire Singer’s London Home Devoured by Flames.”

      She’d known the fire would make the perfect backdrop, but even she hadn’t anticipated the response to the picture—the money that came with it, the worldwide acclaim, and subsequent licensing of the shot. But no one knew who’d taken it; she’d used a pseudonym, had never told a soul. Her best friend Naomi had seemed to know what she’d done, but to her credit, Naomi had never said a word. Good thing, too—her alter ego Winnifred might be strong, taking buckshot without flinching, but Winnie was a people pleaser. And Archer was quoted as saying, “Only a parasite feeds on destruction.”

      Her belly clenched, bile rising in her gorge. Did he really believe that? The country star who’d shot her probably felt the same. Hell, standing out here in the parking lot, she almost believed it herself. She was a bit of a parasite, wasn’t she? Feeding on the lives of other people because she barely had one of her own.

      She turned back to the lot; maybe it was time to go. But then…

      From the corner of her eye, she saw the head of dark hair, broad shoulders, thin wrists. He wore an insane cowboy hat pulled low over his face and little round glasses he didn’t actually need. For the masses, the disguise was working—no one noticed the actor as he strolled up the walk. But Winnifred was positive it was him.

      The nausea eased in a heartbeat, the pressure in her chest vanishing. She grinned. I’m a fucking genius.

      Winnifred raised the camera. The woman at Brutis’s side—tall with long curly hair, and most definitely not his Duchess wife—leaned over and kissed his cheek. Holy shit. She’d thought she might get a picture of the man himself, but she had not been prepared for this. Judging by the lack of other photographers, no one else was prepared for cheating royalty either.

      Snapsnapsnapsnap.

      The woman smiled down at Brutis—taller than him by at least three inches. They looked so… happy. But if photographing others had taught her anything, it was that the perfectionistic beauty on the outside rarely matched the murky shadows in one’s soul.

      Art was a collaboration of light and shadow.

      Art was celery and kale and the shine of fire glistening on sweat.

      Art was life and vital panic and buckshot.

      Art was death, too. Provided you were willing to do what it took.
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      Archer yawned, head ducked low, face shaded by his ball cap. The sun beat against his bare arms. Exhausted. It wasn’t the women that had worn him out—they had proven a pleasant distraction.

      But the time for distraction had passed. The girls were scheduled to fly out later this evening, and Archer had pressing issues to deal with—professional problems beyond stalker letters, photographers watching his balcony, accidental house fires, or prickling hairs on his neck.

      “Sounds like it’s time to cut him loose, Archie. Find a permanent replacement.” His brother Finn’s voice was low, rough like gravel. He’d been happy to see his brother’s name on the caller ID—it had only taken him three weeks to return his calls—but he wasn’t offering Archer new information.

      “Yeah,” Archer said.

      He had a show in three days, and his drummer, Edgar Johnson—who went by Johnson because a name that meant “penis” was still preferable to Edgar in the rock-and-roll world—was a no-show in New Orleans. He’d been missing for a week now. Not a shock, since the guy had left him high and dry twice in the last year, but it was certainly inconvenient.

      Addiction was a beast. It would be all too easy for Archer to go down that road himself; scars on the outside almost always left deeper ones inside, and those were much tougher to heal. He’d managed to numb that pain with pleasures of the flesh, but he was fully aware that being able to feel pleasure at all was a privilege many were not afforded.

      “I feel bad for the guy,” Finn went on. “I really do. But you can’t risk your career, your shows, on whether this guy magically appears before you go live. And didn’t he give you the name of another drummer? Sounds like he knows his time is up.”

      Archer sighed. Johnson had recommended Regan Bolinski two days after Archer saved him from an overdose. But bad things happened when you took the last good thing in a man’s life.

      “I’ll be okay if I have to go on alone.”

      There were no other band members to contend with, and people always loved his “unplugged” concerts. Johnson was probably stoned somewhere. Or dead.

      Archer shoved the thought aside. Johnson might well show up the night of the concert, as he had on two additional tour dates—Thailand and New Zealand… wait, and Toronto. Three. Three times, Johnson had shown up at the last minute. There was definitely a chance.

      Besides, bad news always traveled fast. They would know if he was dead, would probably know if he was in rehab. He was off fucking around, and if they found him, he’d refuse their help. He always did.

      “The rest of the crew is flying in later tonight,” Archer said. “If I haven’t talked to Johnson by then, I’ll let Shane hire a sub for this week.”

      Shane Black, his manager, ironically the whitest white man Archer had ever met, had been trying to replace Johnson for six years. Archer was pretty sure the manager would replace Archer himself just as easily if Archer’s shows stopped selling out. Here one day, gone the next, replaced by new, fresh talent. That would happen anyway if Archer couldn’t get his muse back online—he hadn’t written anything new in the better part of a year.

      Archer rubbed his temple, increased his pace, and said, “How’s Mom doing?” A necessary subject change, but the words hurt his chest.

      “She’s… Mom. I’m sure she’d love to see you while you’re in the country.”

      Yeah, right. Their mother most certainly did not want to see him. Desmond, John, even Finn all looked enough like their dad to trick her demented brain into believing some strange version of reality. Every time she saw his brothers, experienced their kindness, her brain simply wrote over the past—their real father vanished a little more.

      But when she saw Archer, she freaked out, crying and screaming and closing her eyes. Probably the horrific memories that were illustrated so plainly on his flesh.

      He stared down at the cobblestone road. A woman in red Chucks beside him—too close? His chest tightened, imagining the words he’d read inside those sketched hearts. Sweat dripped down his spine.

      I know how the dragon’s fire burns.

      I can show you the beauty in the koi.

      I understand the snake’s scales… I can ease the sharp edges.

      At first glance, the words suggested that the stalker knew about his scars, perhaps one of the many women who had shared his bed. But that was likely in his head, merely a desire to be seen and understood. The one about the snake’s scales was the giveaway. The giant snake that covered his left leg was purely art—it hid no wounds whatsoever. Whoever was writing those letters was only guessing.

      His mother, on the other hand, wasn’t guessing. Some part of her knew exactly what she was looking at when she saw Archer. The failure. The punching bag. The scapegoat.

      Finn cleared his throat, but Archer’s gaze was locked on the sneakers keeping pace beside him. He slowed. The woman at his side kept walking, the distance between them growing. As if he wasn’t there at all.

      “I can’t make it up to New York, Finny. But I’ll set up a video chat later this week with Ricardo.”

      The live-in nurse was family—he’d been with their mother for over a decade. The O’Connors had put his nieces through college, and Ricardo’s partner was invited to all holiday gatherings.

      But while Ricardo allowed Archer into the house, he did so grudgingly. Ricardo’s only concern was Archer’s mother, and Ricardo didn’t want Archer around her either.

      “A video call isn’t the same, Archer. And she is getting up in years.”

      He hooked a right at the next cobbled street and hustled his way between the buildings—cooler here in the shadows. Fewer people, too. The grocery store lot loomed at the far end, parked vehicles steaming in the heat.

      “Is she sick?”

      “I mean, not more sick than usual, but⁠—”

      “So, just in the head.” He ducked into the sun at the end of the alley and cut a right, hustling along the narrow skin of sidewalk that separated the parking lot from the grocery store. No one noticed him as he slipped inside.

      “If she takes a turn, gets diagnosed with cancer or something, I’ll come up, okay? I swear.” He shouldered his way through a group standing near the entrance, then skirted a woman paying extra careful attention to the bananas as if she had plans other than to eat them. Maybe she did, though a cucumber seemed a better bet.

      “Settle down, Archie. I just meant that you might not want to wait until she’s on her way out.”

      Settle down? He wasn’t being overemotional… though he did have a habit historically. Fuck. Why’d he bring up their mother? He’d rather talk about Johnson. Drug addiction. Giant tarantulas that crawled into your butthole to stay warm. Anything else.

      Archer stifled a sigh and snatched up a basket. Celery, baby carrots, smoked salmon, fruit for a charcuterie board—something light before Melanie and Elaina caught their flight back to Europe. He had to entertain his manager this evening, too. And his photographer, though Archer had begged the man to stay away this week.

      Archer had a set of rules around shows: no sugar the day of, no photographers in the days surrounding the performance, no stimulants of any kind—they made him jittery on show nights. But he’d be expected to take his manager… to dinner? A club? Ugh. He’d rather take a damn nap. Or have a spider in his butthole.

      “I’m not coming to New York, Finn. And Mom won’t even know⁠—”

      “I’m worried about Sabrina, too.”

      Archer paused in the middle of the aisle, his chest tightening. Sabrina—their sister. Their only sister. “Why?”

      “She took a leave of absence from the hospital. Didn’t tell anyone where she was going.”

      His shoulders relaxed. Archer headed for the back of the store where they kept the citrus. “Sabrina has always been a private person, Finn. You never know where I am, and I can barely get you to call me back.” Unless he had a show. Was that why Finn called him today? Because he knew Archer was in the country?

      “She never takes vacations. That hospital is her whole life.”

      “Can you really blame her for taking a trip now? The press, all that nonsense about Dad’s will… Let her relax, Finn. You just said she took leave from work, so it’s not like she’s been kidnapped. She planned this.”

      “Yeah… I guess you’re right.” But he did not sound convinced.

      “I’m always right, brother. Don’t you know that by now?”

      “Just so you know, I’m worried about you, too, Archie.” Finn’s voice was so low and intense that Archer paused again with an orange clutched over his basket. “You seem stressed.”

      “You would be too if your drummer was missing.”

      Did you really use that poor man as an excuse? You really are an asshole. But it wasn’t the worst thing he’d ever done. Sometimes, he pretended like he was having sex to get them off the line. He dropped the oranges into his basket and stalked toward the dried goods. A few more things, and he was out of here.

      “You’ve been acting funny since Las Vegas. It’s been nearly two months, dude. You okay?”

      Ah, yes. Vegas. Six months after the first letter came in the mail—The skin is a window into the soul. Archer hadn’t told Finn that his London home had burned to the ground the month after Finn’s wedding celebration, but his brothers had found out anyway. That picture had been plastered all over the media. Finn had called to ask if he was okay, then vanished for a month on his honeymoon. That was the last time they’d spoken. Out of character for his brother.

      “If you’re not ready to tell me, fine,” Finn went on. “I’m not one to pry into my brother’s personal life, unlike some people in this family.”

      Archer chuckled. He’d set Finn up on a blind date that had gone terribly just before he’d married Cara. But who could blame Archer for worrying about the guy? That beast of a man was more sensitive than anyone might guess, and Archer knew exactly why.

      Desmond and John had been the next faces of the company, their baby sister the only girl. But Finn and Archer had been right in their sadist father’s sweet spot—too young to matter much and alone just enough while Desmond and John were off after school. Desmond and John didn’t know the half of what went on in their house. And once Finn got taller, started working out, their father had left him alone, too.

      Archer did not have Finn’s extra-large six-seven stature; Archer was six-four now, but he’d grown a full three inches after he’d run away from home at eighteen like the stress had kept him from sprouting up.

      “Archer? You still there?”

      Archer shook his head, trying to refocus. “I’m fine. Like I told you in Vegas, it’s just women troubles.”

      The girls he’d taken to Vegas with him hadn’t liked one another much. And he’d been a little worried about the stalker then, though not anymore—he was probably less worried than he should be. But his three brothers were all in New York trying to hang onto the company. They didn’t need his bellyaching about the fire or his stalker or his drummer, and they certainly didn’t need to be worried about Sabrina.

      “Maybe you’d have more luck with the fairer sex if you’d stop fucking so many of them at once,” Finn fired back.

      The woman up the aisle looked his way. Her gaze dropped to his neck, his torso, back up. She smiled and bit her lip.

      “Maybe you should stop listening to rumors.”

      Finn snorted. “Yeah, right. If there were rumors, the lawyers would be in court with your fuck buddies right now.”

      Archer bristled. All it took was one made-up tabloid story—one that implied Desmond had been involved in one of his sexual exploits—to convince his brothers that Archer needed non-disclosure agreements before he screwed “any more groupies.” Desmond had said they didn’t need the bad press. Archer thought his oldest brother needed a way to control him since he’d opted out of the business. But the concern was valid. Archer wouldn’t want anyone lying about him, either.

      Archer ducked into another aisle—candy. Not his thing, but Melanie loved Twizzlers. “I’m not taking advice from a dude who couldn’t find his dick with both hands until he hooked up with his latest.” He dropped the candy into the basket.

      Finn chuckled. “There’s no missing my thing, and Cara is not my latest. She’s my last.”

      Archer smiled despite himself as he headed for self-checkout; he didn’t want to get outed by a nosy cashier. But the beep, beep, beep didn’t ease the headache already taking root in his brain. “Hey, let me call you back, Finny.” After the concert. When he could breathe again. “Tell your last that I said hi.”

      “Fine. Don’t wait too long, okay?”

      Like the three weeks it took you to call me back? He swiped his Amex and grabbed his bags. “And… tell Mom I love her, okay? Don’t use my name. Just say whatever you need to make her smile.”

      A pause. “Will do.”

      The hot air outside after the air-conditioned chill in the store made his lungs feel heavy. Archer slipped his cell into the pocket of his jeans, listening to it clink against his ivory pocketknife—the one he always carried. He’d never used the blade, but the weight of it made him feel better. No, better wasn’t the word. Sane. The weapon was a reminder that he was not crazy. No matter what his father had told him at the time.

      Archer hustled up the walk, but he’d only taken three steps when the hairs on his neck rose. Had the smiley woman in the cracker aisle followed him out? That had definitely happened before. He glanced over his shoulder, but no one was looking his way.

      The hairs on his neck vibrated harder, sharp like needles. The sensation was not definitive, but it was rarely wrong.

      Archer frowned, squinting. The parking lot was filled to bursting, cars steaming in the afternoon sun, windshields throwing the bright glare into his eyes. A Hummer, a Prius, a handful of Toyotas, three Teslas, a Civic that looked far too familiar. Did he know the car?

      But then… the glint. Again. Was it the spindly man from this morning?

      No. The woman was tall, at least five-six, maybe five-eight, but not as tall as the photographer outside his home. A large black camera—professional. He could not see the woman’s face behind it, but there was no hiding those shiny red bangs, long, straight hair, like curtains. Click-click-click. He could practically hear the sound.

      Fire bloomed in his chest. Fucking jackals—they were the reason Sabrina was gone. Yes, his sister was entitled to a vacation, as he’d told Finn, but he and Finn both knew that an impromptu flight out of New York wasn’t something Sabrina would do without cause. She was a homebody. She taught seminars and volunteered at the homeless shelter and read books to relax. She hated the beach, disliked flying, and did not ski. If Sabrina had left the city, she’d needed to escape. She was running. From people like this.

      Click-click-click.

      Archer glared at the camera, the convex lens that suddenly felt too much like his father’s eye.

      I hate you, he whispered inside his head. Hated the way he felt vulnerable in front of that lens. His father had made billions owning half the media—by controlling the people who took the photos, adjusting the narrative to his will. Hundreds of thousands of pictures of the O’Connor children had hidden the fact that Dear Old Dad was a monster. Not one of those photos had shown the scars. Or the blood.

      Archer’s stomach turned. Bile rose in his gorge.

      He raised his arm and flipped his middle finger at the camera. Then Archer ducked his head, pulled his cap lower, and walked on.
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      Throbbing baseline pulsed through Winnie’s body, vibrating her marrow. The lemon drop did the same to her tongue. Her salivary glands stung—too sweet. Everything so sharp and poignant, as if her nerve endings were set too high.

      She’d felt like shit since Archer O’Connor had flipped her off. It was aggressive, fine; she was sensitive to rejection, okay, a people pleaser, yeah, whatever. But something about the way he’d looked at her had sliced through her professional Winnifred facade and stripped her defenses away. Winnifred had smiled in the face of buckshot, but Winnie could still hear the words attached to that finger: Fuck you, Winnie. Fuck you.

      She grimaced and set her half-empty lemon drop back on the bar. “I can’t believe you made me do this, Naomi. I could be in bed right now.”

      Naomi grinned, her wide, red lips shimmering in the neon lights of the club. “Sleeping is not the same as blowing off steam, Winn. You’ve been working way too hard. You’re gone all day, every single day.”

      “And most nights,” Bree said, cocking one blonde eyebrow.

      Bree and Naomi had known one another longer than Winnie had known either of them, but Winnie and Naomi had grown closer since Bree got engaged. You could say “sisters before misters” all you wanted, but once Greg had slipped that sparkling rock on her finger, Bree had changed overnight. Dress, this. Flowers, that. Reception, cake, tuxedos, blah, blah, blah. They were excited for her, of course, but the wedding wasn’t for another year. Plenty of time to obsess over the wedding-day manicure.

      Winnie shrugged. “Guilty. But I’m not the only one who needed a break.” She shot a pointed look at Naomi, whose hair was, as of two hours ago, a shade of black that faded into the shadows. If Winnie squinted, she looked bald. A dramatic change designed to stifle tension—to distract.

      Though this club wasn’t the least bit relaxing, it was a good enough place to forget. The music was pulsing so hard that Winnie’s temples ached, her vision throbbing in time to the rhythm. Her mouth tasted of sweat and cologne, the reek of too many bodies packed too close together.

      She grabbed the remaining lemon drop, downed it, and dropped the glass back on the bar.

      “That’s what I’m talking about!” Naomi said, pumping one slender fist into the air. She tipped her head back to finish off her own vodka tonic, then waved down the bartender.

      Winnie put up a hand—no more. If she didn’t pace herself, the girls were going to have to carry her out of here. “We can get drunk and watch a movie at the apartment,” she muttered, forcing a smile. “A movie marathon, even.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Naomi shook her head. “There’s always time for horror flicks or the witch store or the fucking cemetery to take pictures of graves. It might be loud around here, but at least it’s not morbid.”

      Bree lowered her cup. “I’ll be back. These drinks are… strong.”

      Naomi rolled her eyes. “You just want to call Greg.”

      Winnie smirked. Naomi poked at Bree every chance she got… at least when Bree was in town. Bree had been spending more and more time traveling—Greg was a biologist, currently doing research in Costa Rica. Bree never let them forget that, either.

      You’re just jealous that she’s engaged, and you’re not. But that wasn’t true. Winnie had been engaged last year, but she’d broken it off when the woman Mike was cheating with came to her door to tell her. It had been a strange way to meet the woman who was to become her best friend, but she’d felt an immediate kinship with Naomi. They’d cried together. They’d both loved him. But they’d loved more the way it felt to throw all his things onto the street and move Naomi’s clothes into the apartment instead.

      “Fine, you got me.” Bree grinned and pushed her blonde curls off her face. “This is the best time to call him now that the animals are less active.” She slipped the cherry from her glass—some kind of mixed bourbon drink—and popped it into her mouth.

      “We know, we know. Besides, who’d want to watch animals when they could be checking out your tits on video chat?” Naomi leaned over to grab their new drinks from the bartender—a slim wisp of a man with a chin so sharply pointed it looked like it could puncture his breastbone if he nodded too hard.

      Naomi tossed a handful of bills onto the counter. “Next round is on your future hubby,” she said to Bree.

      Bree chuckled as if she didn’t register the edge to Naomi’s words. “I’ll let him know.” Bree laughed again, then headed for the bathroom, still grinning.

      “Oh, to be in love,” Winnie said, but Naomi’s eyes weren’t on her; she was staring after Bree, frowning. Winnie had caught her staring at Bree’s ring more than once since Bree and Greg had made it official.

      Winnie had sold her engagement ring the weekend Naomi moved in. But Mike had never proposed to Naomi. Winnie had always wondered whether that hurt Naomi a little extra, but she’d never had the guts to ask.

      Part of being a people pleaser was that you never, ever hurt someone with a question no matter how curious you might be. What did the answer matter, anyway? There was nothing either of them could do about it. The only way out was through—moving on.

      Winnie reached past Naomi for the fresh lemon drop. Why had she let Naomi order for her again? She should have gotten a cranberry vodka… or just cranberry juice.

      Her arm brushed her friend’s elbow, zapping her with dull electricity. But Naomi did not glance her way, not even when Winnie cocked her head. What was she looking at?

      Before she could ask, Naomi nodded to something beyond Winnie’s shoulder and leaned in so close her lips brushed Winnie’s ear. “Is that Archer O’Connor?”

      Winnie’s spine stiffened, sweat popping up behind her ears.

      Fuck you, Winnie. Fuck you.

      She turned slowly, expecting Naomi to be wrong. Sure, this was the hottest nightspot in the area, but it was a weeknight, and Archer was as elusive as Brutis Lanson. Pictures of Archer swamped the internet and his social media pages, but those were sanctioned, taken by people he employed; images of Archer O’Connor in any real capacity were rare. That was why the photo she’d taken outside his burning London home had paid so well. And why she’d snapped his photo outside the grocery store, even as he flipped her the bird.

      Well, that and he was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen in real life. Not because he was perfect, but because he wasn’t.

      That’s what you thought about Mike, too, and look where that got you.

      Winnie followed Naomi’s gaze—her friend was not wrong. The youngest O’Connor brother stood on the opposite side of the bar, his eyes locked on the bartender.

      Winnie squinted at the skinny, scraggly haired photographer currently aiming his iPhone at Archer, while the rocker draped one muscled arm around the shoulders of another shorter man with a full black beard. His manager, sporting a T-shirt and suit jacket, the official uniform of rock-star managers and agents alike.

      She turned away. Watching them felt like tempting fate. Hopefully, Archer hadn’t recognized her from the parking lot this morning. Or from somewhere else.

      Like London.

      “That’s Regan Bolinski with them,” Naomi said, voice hoarse, strained above the music. “He used to be the drummer for Fetish. I loved them before their lead singer…” Naomi ran a thumb across her throat with a grimace.

      Dead. Like half of the rock stars Winnie had photographed over the years. Creative types could be rather unstable—an emotional breed. Her own father had gone out with a bottle of Fentanyl in his guts and a guitar in his hands. Illegal drugs that her mother had procured for him. “An accidental overdose,” she’d claimed.

      The prosecutor hadn’t believed it. But her father would have died one way or another. It was only a fantasy that he’d been happy, smiling in every photo, laughing in public. She hadn’t seen the truth before then, maybe hadn’t wanted to accept that she’d never be enough to make him happy after her sister’s death. But being aware of his depression might have softened the blow. Even if it hurt, reality was always better.

      “He’s looking at you pretty hard,” Naomi said.

      Fuck—busted. “Or at you,” Winnie fired back, keeping her gaze straight ahead at her friend, hoping it was true.

      “Nah, he’s definitely looking at you.”

      Shit. Had he recognized her? Would she get arrested? Brought in for questioning about the fire in London?

      “Oh my god, breathe,” Naomi said, rolling her eyes. “He’s not coming over, Winn. He’s not even looking anymore.”

      Winnie snuck a peek over her shoulder—her chest tightened. Naomi had lied. Archer was staring at her from across the club. His gaze was hard, green eyes black as Naomi’s hair in the dim light, his full lips set in a tight line. In her head, she saw the photos she’d taken earlier, the way his face had changed once he saw the camera’s lens—mild frustration to rage. The middle finger he’d aimed her way.

      Fuck you, Winnie.

      “Huh,” Naomi said. “He doesn’t exactly look happy, does he?”

      As if her words had startled him, Archer averted his gaze and turned on his heel, then stalked off, away from the bar.

      “So much for that,” Naomi said with a shrug. “Too bad. I hear a single shot of him is worth a hundred grand.”

      Winnie blinked. Not a single shot—at least, not just any shot. Photos of him with his love interests were widespread, too common to be worth much. Archer always had a woman or two draped over his arms.

      But he was rarely seen locking lips with anyone. And unlike the sex-tape rock stars, not a single photographer had managed to snap a shot of him in anything less than torn jeans and a tank top. None of the women he’d been with talked about how he was in bed—not ever. The persistent lack of information made speculation rampant.

      But what you could see through the well-placed holes in his jeans… well, that sliver of tight, toned butt was more than enough to get the public curious. More than curious if the six-figure payday for a shot of “the goods” was to be believed. A shot of him in the act was worth more still.

      Naomi raised her glass and downed it, and Winnie drew her attention to the bar once more. The scraggly haired photographer was leaning against it, his iPhone aimed at the manager. What a cushy job that must be. Traveling the world, never having to worry about your target running away. You didn’t get to photograph anything of substance, but at least no one tried to shoot you.

      Winnie sipped her drink. Archer did not return. What was he doing in the alley? Peeing? Or maybe…

      She squinted at the back hallway where he’d vanished. With tabloid stories, it was hard to tell what was true, but she’d read that Archer sometimes found women in libraries or restaurants and had his way with them right there. Why not a nightclub?

      Winnie didn’t have a cushy job like the photographer at the bar. And Archer O’Connor had already told her to go fuck herself. What was the worst that could happen if she carefully peeked into the alley?

      The heat in her chest settled, her nerves easing—her hands steadied. Winnifred Breac, at your service.

      If he was out there doing something interesting… the shot would be worth plenty. And this time, she didn’t have to fly around the world. She didn’t have to sneak around the man’s house, evading security. She wouldn’t need to huddle in the shadow of flames.

      All she had to do was walk outside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            ARCHER

          

        

      

    

    
      Archer leaned his forehead against the brick. Gritty, rough, but cooler than the muggy breeze and far better than the sticky heat inside the club.

      The dampness on his flesh hadn’t bothered him earlier, hadn’t bothered him all damn day, but the body-odor reek—cologne and noxious perfumes and hairspray and sweat—had made him sick to his stomach. Even the putrid stench of rotting garbage in the alley didn’t bother him. It kept everyone else away.

      Archer breathed deeply, trying to settle his racing heart, the hammering in his ears just as loud as the music pulsing inside.

      Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump.

      He could almost hear his brother’s voice: Settle down, Archie. Finn always thought him overemotional. To be fair, he was probably just trying to protect him. In their younger years, it had been his way of saying Keep the feelings to yourself, Archer. Don’t let him see what you love or what hurts you—he’ll poke a stick where you’re most tender.

      Archer hadn’t listened. When his father had heard Archer singing and strumming, he’d broken Archer’s wrist, three of his fingers, and smashed the guitar over his ribs. Even after all that and the horrific years that followed, Finn thought that Archer leaving New York at eighteen was rash and impractical. That was why he hadn’t told Finn he was leaving until he was halfway around the world—when it was too late to stop him. He’d paid cash for buses and a boat ride. He’d vanished for nearly a year, worked odd jobs, played in obscure coffee shops and any venue with an open mic night. Even when he was sleeping in alleys, when his shoes had holes and his jeans were threadbare, he’d finally been able to breathe.

      Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump.

      Archer ground his teeth. He was no stranger to loud music; he disabled the glass-break alarms in every home he’d ever had because he set them off when he was practicing. But tonight, the pulsing ache in the roots of his teeth felt… wrong. Every sound was amplified, each throbbing beat making his ribs hurt. His mouth tasted of iron.

      Archer sighed, his breath heating the brick. The woman he’d seen inside bothered him in a way he couldn’t quite identify. Gorgeous, tall, with a thin nose, a tight, red ponytail, her shining eyes staring at him from across the bar… staring like she knew him. He didn’t know her, though—he’d remember a body like that.

      But people often recognized him. Perhaps that was all this was. It was always strange to feel known by those he’d never seen before.

      No. That wasn’t it. This woman… he had seen her before. He was certain. He just couldn’t place her. And it was driving him insane.

      Who the fuck was she? And why was he so emotional just
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