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    First Edition


Chapter 13

	"Which apartment? I'll grab it."

	The boss running my errands?

	Hard pass to passing on that.

	I gave him the door number. As he was leaving I added: "Oh — take this bag of snacks too. His daughter loves them."

	He froze.

	"He has a daughter?"

	I caught his expression.

	"Yeah? He got married right out of college. A year later baby Mia showed up."

	Jude's face actually moved. His brow knit. Something difficult passed through his eyes.

	Just as I was about to call it off and go myself, he opened the door, recovered, and walked out — lighter on his feet.

	When he came back I was already filming a video. I hadn't expected him so soon. He walked right into my shot.

	"Sir, just leave it on the counter. Sit, take a break."

	He missed the hint entirely.

	"It's fine. I'll help."

	It wasn't really about whether he helped.

	Whatever. I'd edit him out in post.

	


Chapter 14

	He shelled peas, looked up.

	"Why don't you eat sweets?"

	It took me a second.

	"Huh?"

	His eyes dropped.

	"You were a chubby kid. Chubby kids usually love sugar. But I've never seen you eat any. Don't keep any in the apartment either."

	I thought of the lunch boxes. Every day I packaged him a small dessert. Every day he asked if I wanted any. Every day I refused.

	He always studied me with this particular unreadable expression.

	Bright colors and warm smells flickered across my mind. Then the calorie count slammed them back.

	I lied through my teeth.

	"Had enough sweets as a kid. Done with them now."

	Truth was, every time he ate two bites of a dessert and left the rest, I died a little. I wanted to pry his mouth open and shove the rest of the cake in. How could he waste something like that?

	Jude stared at me, eyes full of doubt.

	He could tell. I looked away.

	He didn't push. He just kept helping.

	Sometimes I marvel at how quickly two people can get used to each other. Three months ago he was an unspeakable tyrant. Now we cooked side by side in my apartment and nothing felt strange. We were boss and employee. And yet.

	


Chapter 15

	After I'd finally seen His Highness out, I collapsed onto the bed. My phone pinged. Finance.

	I assumed there was a problem with the file.

	Finance: Why did you send this on a weekend? Don't you have today off?

	Me: Wasn't this urgent?

	Finance: Urgent? Not at all. It was due next Wednesday.

	I thought of Jude saying extremely urgent. My back teeth started grinding again.

	Capitalists. Truly, the worst.

	I should have made him peel more peas!

	I edited Jude out of every frame, double-checked, and posted.

	But you can never catch every mistake. The video was up an hour when a fan comment popped in.

	A user called Love Letter commented:

	Is the blogger dating? At 2:40 there's a male voice. At 3:20 you can see the hem of a black shirt. My theory — there's a boyfriend.

	I thought I'd opened the wrong app.

	Are you a forensic investigator?

	I didn't take it seriously. A weird comment like that would get buried. I went to shower.

	When I came back the comment had floated to the top, getting hearts.

	I jumped in.

	It's my cousin. He came to help.

	No reply from "Love Letter." Hopefully convincing enough.

	I put the phone down and crashed.

	


Chapter 16

	Monday morning. I put the lunchbox on Jude's desk like always. Halfway through eating I remembered.

	"Sir — you said extremely urgent."

	His brows pulled. As if confused.

	I went straight at it.

	"The file. From the weekend.

	"It wasn't due till this week."

	His chopsticks paused. He fastidiously picked a peanut out of his stir-fry, indignant.

	"Builds your emergency response skills."

	…Sure. Anything you say.

	I bowed my head and beat him up in my mind.

	"Oh."

	"Travel with me this week. Business trip."

	I hadn't seen that coming. My role didn't usually require travel.

	"Sorry?"

	He glanced at me, mouth still moving, cheeks puffed like a hamster.

	"You have a problem with that?"

	I did not dare have a problem with that.

	"No."

	"Good."

	I packed up my tray and started to leave.

	Jude: "Take the mango mousse with you."

	My eyes followed his to the cake. Golden. Glossy. I'd resisted at every stage of making it — the mango-cream perfume nearly killed me — and somehow it had survived me.

	I did the calorie math in my head and wrenched my gaze away.

	"I — no thank you."

	He watched me. Spooned soup. He ate slow. Lately I'd been slowing down to match without noticing.

	"Take it."

	He smiled, soft. Mouth opening to form two syllables.

	"Sis."

	


Chapter 17

	My face went hot. So did the air.

	"You — you watched my videos?"

	I could not picture Jude Reeves voluntarily watching food content. Mine specifically.

	Was running an entire company this slow a job?

	He stood. He walked toward me, one slow step at a time.

	I backed up until my shoulder blades hit the door.

	He bent down, voice in my ear, breath warm.

	"Am I that ashamed-of?"

	"Sis?"

	In the haze I couldn't tell whose heartbeat I was hearing. It thudded against my sternum.

	I pushed past him and opened the door and ran.

	I sat at my desk, unable to breathe properly. What was that? Easier when he was just exploiting me.

	A coworker leaned over, suspicious.

	"Lana. Why are you red?"

	"He pissed me off."

	For good measure: "Evil capitalist."

	Jude's voice came from behind me. I jumped a foot.

	"Lana. Evil capitalist?"

	"…I —"

	He set the mango mousse on my desk, looking at me with eyes that made me want to disappear into the floor.

	I turned for help. My coworker had teleported.

	"Sorry. You're the best, sir."

	Without thinking I had grabbed his arm in full sucking-up mode.

	I caught the faintest red on his face. I'd crossed a line.

	Just as I started to pull my hand back, he beat me to it.

	"…Get back to work."

	He turned and walked into his office.

	


Chapter 18

	When I saw the city for the trip, something inside me caught.

	I'd lived there as a tiny kid — pre-kindergarten years before my family moved. I hadn't been back since.

	It was nostalgic.

	After our meeting with the client I started to ask Jude if I could take a half day to look around. He cut me off.

	"We'll fly back tomorrow instead. I need you with me somewhere later."

	More work?

	I sighed assent.

	Jude parked the car on a tree-lined street. As I followed him I noticed the surroundings starting to feel familiar.

	"Sir — what are we doing here?"

	We were not far from where I'd been born.

	He looked at me. The look was strange. Almost sad.

	"This is where I lived as a kid."

	I went still.

	A large hand suddenly grabbed a fistful of my hair. My vision filled with my own bangs. Jude's voice came into my ear, dry, almost sulking.

	"Lana. How bad is your memory."

	I had no idea what he was talking about.

	"Sorry — what?"

	A long beat.

	"Did we — know each other? Before?"

	He looked at me like he was looking at a particularly stupid pet.

	"You tell me."

	He moved past me, shoulders straight, walking forward.

	I struggled to dredge anything up. Nothing.

	Then he stopped in front of a battered house, and the whole afternoon came back to me in a rush.

	


Chapter 19

	A skinny boy was kneeling on the cement walk outside his house, maybe six or seven, knees raw and bleeding. A middle-aged woman was hitting him with a stick that had splinters in it.

	"Tell me. Did you steal that money?"

	The boy bit down on his lower lip and shook his head, hard.

	"It wasn't you? Then who? We were all out yesterday. You were the only one home."

	She kept hitting him. He kept shaking his head.

	I was small. I had never seen anyone hit anyone like that. I didn't understand what crime he could have committed. When I scraped my knee my parents called me baby for an hour straight.

	He was bleeding. Why was she still hitting him.

	My mother carried me into the yard.

	"Stop. He's too small. You'll hurt him."

	The woman gave a tight smile.

	"Maggie — you don't know boys. Stealing a needle at six, stealing gold at sixteen."

	My mother hesitated — it's hard to step into someone else's family — but she couldn't watch this. She set me down, knelt to be at the boy's eye level.

	"Honey. Did you take it?"

	His voice was small but firm.

	"No."

	My mother stood.

	"Look again. You might find it."

	The woman cursed under her breath all the way back into the house.

	"They left him with me. Didn't send a dime. He eats my food, wears my clothes. Little thief. If you stole my money I'll —"

	Her voice faded but the words clung to the air like blades.

	My mother sighed and helped the boy up. Bruises and that bright knee. He hadn't cried once.

	The woman came back down. New face.

	"Maggie — you were right. I found it. Slipped between cushions. So sorry I didn't check first."

	My mother didn't smile.

	Her voice was cold.

	"Glad you found it. Send Jude over to our place for lunch."

	The woman glanced at me. Forced a grin.

	"Lana, sweetie — you're getting big aren't you? Hard to carry, huh?"

	I was small but I could tell a mean voice from a kind one. My face crumpled.

	"Lana, sweetie, you're not big."

	"Don't listen to her."

	My mother scooped me up, took Jude's hand, and walked us out.

	


Chapter 30

	I tore home. Hands shaking on the key. Sometime in the past I'd kept the letters as a flagellation device. I yanked the drawer open.

	Yellowing envelopes everywhere. I went through them one by one.

	I saw his name. Strong handwriting.

	Inside: one sentence.

	Lana Whitfield. I love you. Then, now, and going forward. — Jude.

	Three years late. Hot drops on my face. Something in my chest twisted hard.

	I was at Jude's apartment building before I remembered moving.

	"Why are you here?"

	His face was confused. Eyes cool. Still angry.

	I didn't care. I threw myself at him.

	"Jude. I'm sorry."

	He went still. A second later, an arm around my waist, palm sliding up and down my back.

	His voice softened.

	"What happened?"

	I was crying, and I hadn't noticed.

	"Jude. I like you. So much."

	His hand moved to my shoulder. He gently pushed me back to see my face.

	"Are you serious?"

	Hope. Urgency. Fear. All at once.

	"Jude."

	He bent. "Mm?"

	"Your eyes are beautiful. Whoever calls stars beautiful has never seen yours."

	A long exhale.

	"I don't think now is the moment for cheesy lines."

	"Close your eyes."

	I stilled. I closed them.

	Warm pressure on my lips.

	The End
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