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​Chapter 1 - Julia
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My skirt catches on a branch with a sound like paper tearing.

I freeze, half-crouched, wings brushing a tangle of wet ivy. A thin line of cold air slides against my thigh where the satin has ripped. “Perfect,” I mutter, easing the fabric free. The halo tilts on its wire and bounces when I straighten. One stocking already has a ladder from climbing the fence, and the soft ground keeps swallowing my shoes.

The light from my phone doesn’t illuminate much.

Behind me, the car idles on the lane, headlights throwing long white bars through the fog. My so-called friends are crowded inside, windows down, laughter spilling out. The frat boys lean on the horn for encouragement.

“Go on, Angel!” someone shouts. “Grab that pumpkin!”

I shoot them a look over my shoulder, half grin, half nerves, and turn back toward the porch.

The old Cross house crouches in shadow, porch steps slick with moss. The plan is simple: grab the pumpkin and run back to the car before anyone notices. That’s it, a stupid Halloween dare to prove I’m not afraid of a quiet old house or the man people say never leaves it.

Another step. My heel sinks in mud; my wings rustle. The air smells of rain and smoke, and a shiver runs down my spine that isn’t from the cold.

“Great plan, Julia,” I whisper. “Very brave.”

The porch boards creak beneath my feet as I step off the lawn. My friends whoop from the car, phones raised. I laugh under my breath, reach out my hand, and grab the big carved pumpkin.

“Shit!” The rim is hot from the candle burning inside.

Being more careful, I grab the base and turn to run down the paved path.

A flood of white light suddenly washes over the yard.

I freeze, pumpkin in hand, every instinct screaming to run, but my body won’t move.

From the car comes startled laughter, then shouts. A door slams. Tires spin on gravel. The headlights swing wide and vanish down the lane, leaving only exhaust in the cold air.

The pumpkin feels heavy in my arms. Its carved eyes flicker. The porch light cuts through the fog, illuminating wet stones and peeling paint.

There’s a new run in my stocking, a straight line up my inner thigh.

I stand there, halo askew, holding a stolen pumpkin.

“Seriously?” I whisper, as I watch the headlights disappear into the night. “Shit.”

Then a man’s voice, low and steady, cuts through the night.

“Put that down.”

I turn, doing my best to smile, the bright light blinding me. But I know that voice.

“Trick or treat, Mr. Cross,” I say, aiming for playful.

Heavy footsteps thud on the porch, and he steps into the light.

He’s not the man I remember from my dad’s barbecues, the one in pressed shirts and polite smiles. He’s in a dark T-shirt that strains across his shoulders; his forearms look carved from stone.

He’s big.

“I told you,” Daniel Cross says, voice low, “to put it down.”

His gaze flickers over my costume. A look I feel like a physical touch.

I set the pumpkin down with a soft thud. “Alright. No need to get your panties in a twist.”

The corner of his mouth twitches, the barest hint of amusement he won’t let show.

“It’s late,” he says. “Are you old enough to be out at this hour?”

I think, Does he not recognize me?

“And yet, here I am,” I shoot back, hand on my hip. The ripped skirt exposes a patch of thigh, and his eyes linger there.

My heart races in my chest.

He takes a step closer, the space between us suddenly charged.

“Your friends left you,” he says. Not a question.

“They seemed to be in a hurry,” I shrug, though inside I’m cursing my friend’s obsession with loser frat boys.

He frowns, scanning the dark road. “You shouldn’t be wandering around out here dressed like that. Do your parents even know where you are?”

I laugh softly. “Wow, straight for the parental lecture? You really don’t remember me, do you?”

His brows draw together. “Should I?”

“Probably not,” I say, though my pulse quickens. “I was twelve the last time you saw me. Different costume then.”

He looks at me for a long moment.

“Julia?” he says, disbelief and recognition mingling in that single word.

"Happy Halloween, Mr. Cross," I smile. "Sorry about the pumpkin. It was meant to be just a stupid prank."

He doesn't smile back. He just looks at me, really looks at me. His gaze sweeps down from the stupid halo, over the thin white satin clinging to my chest and ribs, lingering on the bare skin of my thighs, the ladders in my stockings.

Heat crawls up my neck, but I stand my ground.

“That was a long time ago,” he says, his voice lower, rougher.

“I’m twenty-one now,” I say, letting the words hang in the air.

“You shouldn’t be here, Julia,” he says, a muscle flexing in his jaw.

“I’m aware of the fence,” I say, gesturing with one hand. "And the 'no trespassing' signs. It’s part of the fun.”

He takes another step closer, crowding me against the railing. I can smell him now, clean linen and something warm, like woodsmoke. He’s so close I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. The air between us feels thick, heavy. I can feel the heat coming off his body.

“Where are your friends?” he asks, his voice a low rumble that vibrates through my bones.

“They’re a bunch of cowards,” I say, shrugging, though my voice comes out smaller than I intended.

“So they left you. In a ripped dress, on a cold night, to walk home alone.” His words are flat.

“I can walk home just fine.” I try to sound confident.

He just shakes his head, a slow, deliberate movement. He turns and walks back inside, leaving the door wide open. He doesn’t look back.

“Come inside, Julia. Before you catch your death.” It’s not an invitation. It’s an order.

I hesitate for a second, then follow him into the dark house.

The door clicks shut behind me, sealing us in.
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​Chapter 2 - Daniel
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The scent of rain and her perfume follows her inside. I adjust myself before she can see what effect she is having on me.

Little Lia Weston, cute as a button. My best friend's daughter. Now all grown up and standing half naked in my hall.

This is not what I was expecting when I decided to move back to my home town.

"I'd better switch on some lights," I say, my voice still a bit too rough.

I flick a switch. The kitchen glows with a warm, soft light. “Sit,” I say, pointing to a stool at the island.

She sits, crossing her legs at the knee. The tattered dress rides up, exposing the bare skin above her lace-topped stockings. My mouth goes dry.

“Are you thirsty?” I ask, turning away from her to get a glass. I need a moment.

“What have you got?” she asks, her voice light, teasing.

“Water, milk, beer, whiskey.”

“Whiskey,” she says. “Surprise me.”

I pour two glasses, the amber liquid catching the light. I slide one across the counter to her. She takes it, her fingers brushing mine.

The contact is electric.

I watch as she takes a sip. She doesn't flinch at the burn.

I lean against the counter, my own glass in hand. The whiskey is a welcome distraction.

“So, an angel, huh?” I say, my gaze lingering on the ridiculous halo. “And here I thought you were supposed to be a good girl.”

She smirks, swirling the whiskey in her glass. “Even angels have to have some fun sometimes.”

"I guess so," I murmur, taking a long drink. The alcohol burns a trail down my throat, a welcome distraction from the ache in my groin.

I watch her over the rim of my glass. Her blonde curls are a mess, her lipstick is smudged, and she has a streak of mud on one cheek. And I have never wanted anyone more.

“You know, you never used to look at me like that,” she says, her voice a low purr.

My grip tightens on my glass. “And how do I look at you now?”

“Like you want to eat me alive.”

The air in the kitchen crackles.

I set my glass down with a sharp click. I push myself off the counter and close the distance between us in two long strides.

I place my hands on the counter on either side of her, caging her in.

“Is that what you want, Julia?” I ask, my voice a low growl. “To be eaten alive?”

She looks up at me, her blue-green eyes dark with desire.

“Maybe,” she whispers.

I lean in, my face inches from hers. I can smell the whiskey on her breath, the sweet scent of her skin.

“Your father would kill me,” I murmur, my gaze dropping to her lips.

"Think what he'd do to me," she whispers back.

My gaze catches on the smear of lipstick at the corner of her mouth. I want to kiss
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