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PROLOGUE

Joe
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The floor throbs beneath my feet, but it isn't fear. It's the bass pounding like a second heart, pumping noise instead of blood. In front of me, ten thousand voices scream my name, and even if I wanted to pretend I'd grown immune to the sound, there's a part of me—maybe the most vain, maybe the most broken—that feeds on it like an old addiction. Lights detonate in shades of sapphire and gold, the night sky devoured by drones and flash photography, artificial smoke rising from the stage like an offering to the gods of pop.

My body moves on autopilot. My fingers trace the guitar neck like they belong to the instrument, not to me. I sing. I smile. I wink at the girls crushed against the barricade and give them exactly what they paid for: Joe Maddox, America's favorite pop star. The boy on every magazine cover. The "adorably problematic" headline they love to recycle.

"You alive out there, L.A.?"

Zayn's voice cuts through the mix, microphone raised like he's blessing the masses. The audience roars back, a sound that could tear the sky open. Cameron spins center-stage, shirt unbuttoned, his carved abs gleaming under neon. Micah and Tyler hit choreography so rehearsed it looks soulless. And me? I play. I smile. Always smiling. Like happiness is a costume I put on before every show and shed the second the lights go down.

They love me. They don't know me.

"Your turn, Joe!" Zayn shouts, clapping my shoulder. Our final number. The goodbye that ends the night.

I grab the mic, pull a breath, and sing. The crowd joins in unison, ten thousand voices becoming one organism. And that's when the horror hits me: I'm numb, and it has nothing to do with the stage fog. Nothing feels real. Not the music. Not the heat rolling off the crowd. Not me. All I want is for this to end.

I hit the final note and point my guitar at the ceiling—the signature move, the signal. The crowd detonates. Confetti cannons fire. Pyrotechnics scream. My teeth flash in a smile I've practiced in mirrors for years. And inside... a silence screams back.

It's over.

Minutes later, the dressing room door snaps shut behind me. The muffled roar of the crowd still vibrates through the walls, trying to remind me that the show is still alive even if I'm not. I left the stage first while the others stayed to soak up the adoration.

I toss the guitar onto the leather couch, which groans like it's as tired of my presence as I am. I walk to the mini-fridge, grab a plastic cup of cheap whiskey, and drink half in one swallow. It doesn't even burn anymore. I've been anesthetized too long for that.

The mirror returns a reflection that's almost convincing. Flawless makeup, hair artfully disheveled, sweat tracking down my temples in exactly the right amounts. The quintessential pop star tabloids feature in lists like "Ten Reasons to Love Joe Maddox." And, inevitably, "Twenty Reasons to Hate Him."

I pull the vape from my pocket and inhale, even though the label has a bible's worth of clauses about image, health, appearance. Fuck it. No one controls me anymore except this emptiness that's been trailing me in silence.

The smoke rises slow, lazy, and for a second I almost feel peaceful. It's strange how something so toxic can make me relax.

My phone vibrates in my back pocket. I pull it out, expecting some stupid social media notification—but no. A text. Known number.

You're burning out. And you don't even see it.

– M.

I exhale.

Mason.

He's always had this habit of appearing out of nowhere, a reminder that I'm a ticking bomb about to detonate in the middle of my own living room. The dream manager for this industry. Calculating, visionary, cold as a Canadian winter. And, strangely, the closest thing to a stable figure I have.

I hurl the phone at the wall. The impact echoes like a gunshot. The device ricochets off the floor and lies there, broken but intact enough to piss me off even more.

I press my forehead against the cold wall and breathe deep. The vape is still between my fingers, smoke filling the dressing room like a neon warning: descend, you're already unraveling.

Heavy footsteps approach on the other side of the door. A quick, firm knock. Too professional to be any of the band members.

"Maddox," a thick, muffled voice says. "Police are here. They want to talk to you."

I turn slowly, sure I misheard. Then I open the door.

"What?"

"Not a joke. They're in the VIP lot."

A short, nervous laugh escapes me. "They know the show's over? Or do they want me to sing in the squad car too?"

The security guard doesn't smile. He's serious. Rigid. Almost... tense. That's when I realize. This isn't a joke. And if it's a publicity stunt, it's not one my team orchestrated.

I toss the vape in the nearest trash and grab my jacket from the table, because I know it's cold outside tonight. The stage swallowed me whole for two hours, but the real world waited patiently out here, sharp and ready to sink its teeth in.

As I walk out of the dressing room, an uncomfortable sensation climbs up my stomach. Like, deep down, I already know tonight won't end in celebration. Not this time.

✰

The VIP lot is still damp from L.A.'s night fog, streetlight reflecting off the puddles like even the water is trying to escape. The silence that swallowed me backstage evaporates the moment I step outside. Two black police cruisers sit parked beside our tour bus, three officers talking with an event security guard who gestures nervously, desperate to make clear this has nothing to do with him.

I walk toward them like someone approaching an abyss—calm, slow, with the morbid curiosity of someone who's already accepted the fall is inevitable.

"Mr. Maddox?" The oldest officer asks, eyes hidden behind sunglasses even at night.

"Depends. If you're a fan, I charge for selfies." I cross my arms.

He doesn't laugh. No one does.

"We have an anonymous tip regarding illegal substance possession. We need to search your belongings."

"You should check the other artists' dressing rooms. Bet you'd find way more interesting stuff."

"Do you consent to being searched?"

"Do what you came to do." I sigh, spreading my arms. I have nothing to hide from these assholes.

Gloved hands touch me with mechanical precision. First the jacket pockets. Then the pants. Within seconds, the officer stops. The sound of plastic crinkling is as loud as thunder in my skull.

A small transparent baggie, with a leftover amount of marijuana inside. I recognize that bag immediately. Immediately I see the three cameras pointed at me and smell condemnation in the air... it doesn't matter whose it was. What matters is that it was on me.

"Is this yours?" The officer asks, holding up the baggie.

For a second—maybe two—I think about telling the truth. That it isn't mine. That I haven't smoked weed in months. That I know exactly who probably left it there. That they're making a mistake. But then I think about everything that comes after. The TV debates. The tearful interviews. The apology videos on Instagram. The hashtags, the haters, the theories. The eternal cycle of public shame.

So I just... shrug.

"Sure. Why wouldn't it be?"

The first camera clicks like a slap. Then another. And another. Flashes exploding like silent gunshots. I hadn't even seen where the first paparazzo emerged from. One of them catches me from the side, eyes half-lidded, expression set, face too pretty to look guilty.

And that's the photo that makes the front pages the next day.

From teen idol to national disappointment: Joe Maddox, of RIDE, arrested for drug possession.

They put me facing the cruiser. The officer cuffs me with unnecessary force, but I don't react. I don't fight. I don't complain. I just stand there, staring at the van's dark window, where my reflection flickers between the flashes.

It's funny. I've spent the last few years of my life running from myself, and now I'm forced to stare back. And in the mirror of the spotlight, I'm everything America loves to destroy.

✰

A week later, the label's conference room is a glass aquarium suspended at the top of a building more concerned with touching the sky than dealing with its artists' sins. The city below seethes as if nothing happened. But inside, the air is thick enough to cut with a dull knife.

I sit at the end of the mahogany table, still wearing the hospital bracelet on my wrist. The smell of burnt coffee mixes with expensive lawyer perfume and the cold sweat of fear disguised as professionalism.

No one says my name out loud. It's like I've become an open wound: everyone knows where it is, but no one wants to touch it.

"The situation is serious, Joe," Mason begins, sitting across from me with his fingers interlaced, elbows on the table. "But it can still be managed. If we act now."

He's elegant, as always. Gunmetal gray suit, Swiss watch, impeccable tie. Not a single fold out of place. The composure of someone who's handled collapsing celebrities before. But I know that look—the coldness beneath the quiet voice. He's not here as a friend. He's here as a surgeon: ready to cut before the tumor grows.

"The media is already saturating the subject," says a woman in a burgundy blazer beside him, who I only know as the label's "Crisis Counselor." "Social media is divided, but general public opinion is disappointment. Teen fans' parents are threatening boycotts."

"And the band?" I ask, even though I already know the answer.

"Zayn wants a press conference as soon as possible to make clear he doesn't condone what happened," Mason replies, direct. "Micah hasn't responded yet. Tyler is... pissed. And Cameron said he's on your side, but..." He shrugs, like he's seen this theater before.

"But what?"

"But he also asked for a solo Billboard cover story this morning. Wants to take advantage of the opening."

A corner of my mouth lifts. "Always knew that fucker was a media piranha."

No one laughs. Of course not.

"Joe," Mason says, finally. "We spoke with the label's board. And the shareholders."

He uses "we" like he's part of my team. But in this moment, I know: he's their voice. The iron fist in velvet gloves.

"You have two options," he continues. "First: resign from RIDE. Issue an official statement taking responsibility, apologizing, and stepping away for an indefinite period. That cleans the group's image, and frees you from collective pressure."

"And the second?" I ask, already hating both ideas.

"A hiatus. A strategic pause. You disappear for a few months, no media contact, no posts, no public appearances, no phone and no social media. The dust settles. We prepare your comeback with some redemptive action. Could be a documentary, a new song, even a mental health campaign. But for that, you need to vanish now."

"Vanish where exactly? A bunker? A cave?"

Mason leans back and crosses his legs, relaxed.

"I have a place that could work."

I narrow my eyes immediately and let out a short, almost soundless laugh. "What shithole do you want to send me to?"

"I'm serious. I have a friend in rural Oregon. Remote, isolated. No curious neighbors. No cameras. No decent wi-fi. It's perfect for staying out of the spotlight. You go there. Rest, clean up your image, and come back with a 'more mature' album. The public loves that."

"You want me to hide in a barn, with cows and chickens, like I'm in some penance reality show?"

"Exactly that. Just without cameras," Mason replies, dry.

I'm silent for a few seconds. I look out the window, at the world I don't even feel part of anymore. The world that made me, sold me, idolized me... and now spits out my image like it bit into something rotten.

The truth is I don't have a choice. Prison didn't destroy me—the system did. The game. The image. The invisible rules that shaped me since I was seventeen. And now, for the first time, I can escape it. Or at least... disappear.

Maybe vanishing is the only real act of rebellion I have left.

I turn my face slowly, meeting Mason's eyes.

"How long?"

"A month. Maybe two."

"Does he know I'm coming?"

"He wasn't thrilled. But he owes me a favor. And you'll help with farm work. No vacation."

"Great. Can't wait to milk a fucking cow."

"Joe..." he says, with a softer look. "This could be your chance to breathe. To stop. To find yourself again."

"I don't want to find myself, Mason. I just want... to disappear."

I stand without waiting for a response. Grab my backpack, my cap, my shattered ego. Before I leave the room, I hear someone comment behind me:

"He doesn't seem very remorseful."

And I think, without saying out loud:

Remorse only comes when you believe you were guilty.
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ONE

Atlas
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I woke before the sun. The sky was still colorless, a blank canvas waiting for the day's first bruise. For a moment I just lay there, listening to the world breathe around me. Roosters cut through the damp air, their cries mixing with the smell of rain-soaked earth from the night before. It was the kind of peace you don't find in cities. You feel it. It seeps into the cracked places of your chest and pushes out everything that used to weigh you down.

My hand found the empty cotton sheet beside me. Cold. No one had slept there long enough for me to get used to the vacancy, and maybe that was the point.

I rose slow, my body still heavy with yesterday, and felt the bite of raw wood under my bare feet. The house groaned like it was waking alongside me—old, full of stories trapped in its walls, its corners, its floorboards.

I opened the bedroom window. Fresh air hit my face, carrying eucalyptus and clay. The trees swayed in a wind I couldn't feel from here, and low fog dragged itself lazy across the fields like a lover's hand the world was reluctant to withdraw.

Worn jeans. A faded gray shirt. Boots pulled from beside the door. The earth clung to my soles, mud still fresh from last night's rain, the trail to the barn marked by footprints that went and came and went again. On the way, I watched a hare bolt through the brush and vanish down a hole. Nature didn't ask permission. It just existed.

The barn rose ahead, imposing, painted in bleeding red, boards warped by decades but still standing—like a stubborn old man who refused to die on his knees. I pushed the wooden doors open with both hands and was hit by the sweet-sharp smell of hay and animal sweat. My horses were already awake, tossing their heads in expectation. Ranger whinnied when he saw me.

"Morning, boys," I murmured, running my hand down the gelding's neck. He was one of my favorites. Strong, restless, half-wild. He reminded me of who I'd been, back when I still had the energy to fight.

"Thought you'd sleep till sunrise," a rough voice said behind me.

I turned. Jeb Miller approached with his slow, hitched gait, canvas pants soaked to the shin, battered hat hiding half his weathered face. He carried two feed buckets, his shoulder tilted from the weight.

"And miss this symphony of tone-deaf roosters?" I took one of the buckets from him.

"I've been waking up to these critters longer than you've been alive," he grumbled, but there was humor in it. Jeb was like that. Hard shell, soft center. He'd worked with my grandfather for forty years, and when I came back to this place, he was waiting on the porch like he'd known all along I'd eventually return.

We fed the horses in comfortable silence. I watched the hot steam rise from their nostrils, the way they chewed slow and methodical, like time itself moved differently out here.

"Remember when you showed up in those Italian boots?" Jeb asked, a low laugh rattling in his chest. "Shirt looked like it came off a runway. Stepped in the mud and near fell on your pretty face."

"And you didn't even try to catch me."

"Hell no. That was your baptism. The earth needed to swallow you a little before it could teach you anything."

I laughed because it was true.

There, in the smell of hay and the sound of hooves on packed dirt and Jeb's drawl, a sharp memory pierced me: me, in a glass-walled office on the forty-seventh floor of a Manhattan skyscraper, two phones screaming at once, four meetings back-to-back, a burnt espresso in my hand and my soul ground to dust at the back of my throat. The city taught me to run. The land taught me to stay.

Now my days started with roosters, not notifications. My hands held ropes, not spreadsheets. My shirt stuck to my chest with honest sweat, not stress. And despite the scars, the ghosts, the guilt that visited in the dark hours before dawn, I was whole.

Or at least, I was trying to be.

Jeb clapped my back, hard as a punch. "Come on. Fence is down in the east pasture. Don't fix it soon, that son-of-a-bitch steer is gonna end up on Miller's property."

I grabbed my leather gloves and nodded. "Nothing like manual labor to start the day."

He laughed, rough and genuine. "That's the voice of a CEO with regrets."

Maybe it was.

But there, with my feet caked in mud and the sun finally beginning to rise, I knew one thing: sometimes you have to lose everything you thought you were to find out who you actually are.

✰

The light was still soft when I leaned the shovel against the shed, shaking straw from my heavy gloves. The sweet aroma of freshly cut lavender hung in the air, mixed with the familiar smell of damp earth and horse sweat. In the distance, rows of purple bushes stretched out like motionless waves on a silent sea, gilded by the climbing sun. Every plant, every velvety flower, was a silent reminder of everything I'd built with these hands.

But none of it would exist if I hadn't answered that goddamn call.

I remember it like yesterday. My phone screen flashing with the family lawyer's number. I was in a glass-walled office on the forty-seventh floor of a Manhattan skyscraper. Dress shirt tight against my body, tie loosened at the throat, dark circles hidden under concealer—yeah, I wore concealer. A brilliant executive, they said. Too young for so much power. Too old not to have collapsed already.

"Your grandfather, Eli Reynolds, passed away this morning." The lawyer's voice was clean, practical. Like he was reading a quarterly report.

And right there, in the middle of a meeting worth millions, I just stood up. Dropped my pen on the mahogany table and walked out. No one tried to stop me.

The next week, I sat through the reading of the will in a hard armchair in the old living room where Eli had lived out his final days. My uncles were all there—a pack of vultures, pale faces and mouths twisted with expectation. They were waiting for the deeds, the hectares of land, the refurbished tractor, even the horses. Everything. They expected everything. After all, I was the prodigal grandson. The stray sheep. The idiot who ran from the countryside and never looked back.

But old Eli had other plans.

I leave Reynolds Farm, in its entirety, to my grandson Atlas James Reynolds. May he find here what the world failed to give him.

I remember the silence that fell after those words. Tense. Heavy. One of my uncles cleared his throat. Another let out an almost inaudible "this is absurd." But no one contested it aloud. Maybe because, deep down, they knew I was the only one Grandpa truly loved. And maybe that's why I stayed.

I didn't sell the farm. I didn't run again.

I restored it.

With the savings I'd built during my years as CEO, I bought equipment, seeds, books. I studied every soil, every season, every pest. I asked for help, got dirty, failed. And started over. Until I turned this place into what it is today: the largest organic lavender producer in the state.

And if anyone asks why lavender, I'll say it chose me. A resilient plant, calm and powerful. A little like I needed to become.

The sound of tires crunching on gravel pulled me from the memory. I recognized the old pickup before it even stopped in front of the barn. Caleb climbed out, same as always, wrinkled work coat and a smirk on his face.

"Brought the foal supplements," he announced, shaking a box in one hand. "And coffee, because I know you refuse to admit you're always exhausted."

I smiled sideways. Caleb had this irreverent way of walking into people's lives—like he doesn't ask permission, just kicks down doors with jokes and glances that last too long.

"You know my coffee's better," I said, opening the barn door for him.

"Your coffee is an offense to humanity," he shot back, laughing.

While he checked the newborn foals, I watched. Caleb was good at what he did. Dedicated, attentive, always had a gentle word for the animals. He was good-looking too, in that laid-back, warm way—dark eyes, easy smile, hands that knew their way around a body, animal or otherwise. Close in age. He was thirty, I was thirty-five. He had the kind of presence that made people feel seen.

But he wanted more from me than I could give.

And I... well, I was still learning how to give myself anything.

Across the field, I spotted Sophie coming out of the greenhouse, her lavender farm uniform stained with dirt, a lopsided ponytail swinging as she walked. She carried a heavy bucket, almost bigger than she was, but hauled it with the determination of someone used to hard work.

Jeb's granddaughter, Sophie was only sixteen but already carried a heavy history on her shoulders. Since she was little, she'd lived with her grandfather in a simple cabin on the other side of the farm, after her parents died in a car accident. Despite the pain, she never lost the spark in her eyes—especially around animals. Studious and dedicated, she split her time between school and farm chores, helping Jeb care for the livestock like each one was family.

"Atlas!" she yelled when she saw me. "The bees are acting up again! Can Caleb check?"

Caleb raised an eyebrow, like he was saying again, Atlas? but nodded and went after her.

I stood there, watching them walk away. Feeling the light weight of the morning and the good silence the land offered.

When I left New York, I thought I needed to start over. Today I know I just needed to come back.

Sometimes the road back home is the hardest—because it demands you face who you've become before you can remember who you were.

But when you listen to the land... it answers.

It heals.

It shows you there's more sense in planting roots than in trying to fly all the time.

And after five years, I... was finally learning how to stay.

✰

The phone rang shortly after lunch, when I still had the taste of dirt in my mouth and grease-stained fingers from the harvester's engine. Sun poured through the kitchen windows like hot honey, gilding everything in that light only early afternoon carries. Sophie washed the lamb bottles at the outdoor sink, humming a song I didn't know, and Jeb snored on the porch lounge chair, hat covering his face, the dog at his feet even lazier than him.

I looked at the caller ID and raised an eyebrow.

Mason Sawyer.

I sighed. When Mason called, it was rarely just to shoot the breeze.

I answered, voice already suspicious. "If you're calling to ask for money, you can hang up now."

"Ah, good to hear all that tenderness, Reynolds. I miss you too," he answered, in that drawling, mocking tone of his. "And for your information, you're the one who still owes me. That Christmas 2018 whiskey cost more than my daughter's college tuition."

I smiled, just to myself, and leaned against the doorframe with the phone trapped between shoulder and cheek, wiping my hands on an old rag. "Get to the point, Mason. You never call just to reminisce about alcoholic tragedies."

"True. It's just... well... I need to ask a best-friend favor."

The pause put me on alert. I straightened from the frame. "What kind of favor?"

"One of my boys got himself in trouble. Joe. Media's all over him—photos, rumors, drugs, all the shit you can imagine." He huffed. "Investors panicked. They want him off the radar for a few months until things cool down."

I closed my eyes and breathed deep. "Mason... I run a farm. Not a rehab for spoiled, delinquent kids."

"He's not a kid anymore, Atlas. He's nineteen. And honestly? He just needs time outside the bubble. Away from everything. Preferably in the middle of nowhere, where cell signal is weak and reality doesn't cut anyone slack."

"And you think this is some detox spa?"

"I think you're the only person I trust not to treat him like a celebrity. You'll make him dig holes and shovel horse shit if needed. And that's exactly what he needs."

Silence stretched. Outside, Sophie called out to one of the calves and laughed at something silly while dancing to some annoying pop song. So far from the urban mess Mason was describing.

"Remember when my old company went under?" he continued, voice lower now. "You showed up the next day with a truck full of groceries, helped me hold things together until I got everything reorganized. Now I need you again, brother."

That hit direct. And true.

I sighed, running a hand over my short beard. "Fine. But there are conditions."

"Of course, shoot."

"He works. No slacking. If he causes problems, he's gone same day."

"Fair. He arrives tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?"

"Yeah. I figured it was better to tell you after I'd already bought the ticket. Knowing you, if I'd warned you beforehand, you'd have driven the tractor into the hills and hidden in a cave."

I scoffed. "You bastard, son of a—"

"Love you too. Oh, and Atlas... thanks."

I hung up without answering. I looked at the sky, already starting to lose that solid early-afternoon blue. An uncomfortable premonition nested in my stomach, like the balance of things was about to shatter.

I went straight to one of the upstairs bedrooms, the space that had once been a box storage room and now served as shelter for guests—though rare ones. The air smelled of new wood, wax, and dried lavender. Light came through the high windows in warm beams, illuminating the simple room: iron bed with raw linen quilt, a nightstand, an antique pine dresser I'd restored myself. No TV, no luxury. It was a room for someone who wanted to rest, and only rest.

I made the bed with hands that were almost angry. What the hell was I doing? Putting some famous kid—some urban troublemaker—in the middle of my routine was asking to blow up my fragile sense of peace.

I left the room and found Jeb awake, chewing something that looked more like straw than tobacco.

"We're having a visitor," I announced, still holding the rag.

He raised an eyebrow and tipped his hat back. "If he's more useless than my old tractor, I'll run him off."

"Wouldn't doubt it."

"Who is it?"

"Friend of Mason's. In trouble. Staying for a while."

"Trouble of the 'I don't know which end of a shovel to hold' type?"

"Exactly that type."

Jeb laughed, that rough, mocking laugh. "Should be fun, then."

"For you, maybe. I'm already regretting it."

I got out of there before he started with the real jokes. Behind me, the dog laid his head on his paws and let out a heavy sigh, like he knew the farm's peace was living on borrowed time.

And it was. I just had no idea how much.

But in that moment, facing the field gilded by evening light with the smell of lavender in the air, all I could think was: what kind of storm could a nineteen-year-old boy bring to a man who just wanted to be left in peace?

✰

The next day, when I gave the guest room a final once-over, the discomfort that had been trailing me since morning bloomed again in my gut. I'd never been good at accepting sudden changes, much less welcoming people I had no interest in knowing. The clean quilt was stretched tight, the soft pillows arranged with precision, a folded towel resting on the dresser. Everything in its place, as always. The difference now was that this room, empty since I'd moved into this house, would finally have a tenant. A pop star. Joe. Joe something-or-other.

I came down the stairs slow, the sound of my boots echoing through the aged wood. The house was silent, as always. The only sound came from the cicadas outside, announcing the afternoon was near its end. Golden evening light cut through the living room windows, casting orange patterns on the floor. I looked at the antique clock mounted on the wall: almost six. Mason had said he'd arrive after lunch. It was well past that.

I went to my bedroom window and pushed the curtain aside. The dirt road was empty. No dust in the air. No car. Nothing. I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed Mason. Three times. All three went straight to voicemail. Out of service. Great.

"Shit," I muttered, pocketing the phone.

If this kid had gotten lost along the way, Mason owed me a case of whiskey and a formal apology. I walked to the coat rack by the door and grabbed my leather hat. Set it on my head with an automatic gesture, like putting on my usual mood: skeptical, slightly impatient, and definitely contrary. I reached to the entryway shelf and grabbed my truck keys.

The dirt road stretched ahead of my headlights, a reddish line snaking through dry fields. It was well past mid-afternoon, heat still clinging to my skin like a second layer of dust, and I was asking myself for the fifth time what the hell I was doing driving in circles like some lost kid's babysitter. Mason had sworn the pothead knew how to get here, that the driver would drop him at the right spot, but a gut feeling had been eating at me since morning. Intuition, or just experience dealing with trouble.

That's when I downshifted and saw him.

There, on the side of the road, sitting on top of two enormous suitcases like they were improvised thrones, was him. Body curved forward, messy hair plastered to his forehead with sweat, t-shirt tossed aside, revealing a young, sweat-slicked chest that gleamed under the falling sun. Expensive sneakers caked in dust. A silver bracelet on his wrist that clashed with the arid scenery. A kid who looked like he'd stepped straight out of a fashion billboard... only completely out of place, exhausted, and visibly pissed off.

I pulled the truck up a few yards away and killed the engine. For a few seconds, I just watched. He breathed deep, arms braced on his knees, gaze fixed on some invisible point on the horizon. The kind of look that belongs to someone convinced the whole world is wrong—except him.

I opened the door and climbed down, boots sinking slightly into the dust.

"Lost, star?" I asked, my rough voice cutting the silence.

He looked up at me, and even in that state—sweaty, tired, dumped on the side of the road—his face carried that irritating glow of someone molded to command attention. A tired, mocking half-smile appeared on his lips.

"You took your time," he answered, like I was some late rideshare driver. "Thought I'd die of dehydration before you got here."

I crossed my arms over my chest, holding his gaze without moving a muscle. "Nobody told you to get out in the middle of nowhere."

"I didn't get out," he shot back, theatrical, hands raised. "The guy left me here, said the farm was right past the curve. Surprise, it wasn't."

I sighed, adjusting my hat. "Yeah. Country life doesn't come with GPS."

He laughed sideways, that insolent laugh that seemed rehearsed for cameras. "Wow. Love the paternal tone. You gonna lecture me too, or just give me a ride?"

"I can leave you here, if you prefer," I retorted, dry.

For a moment, he stared at me serious, those amber eyes intense, seeming to assess whether I was bluffing. Then he huffed, rising from his suitcases with a crack of bones. He grabbed his t-shirt and looped it around his neck but didn't put it on. He stepped close to me, too close, like he was testing how much space I'd give him. He smelled like sweat and expensive cologne, out of place on that dusty road, and something else—something sharp and young and defiant that made my jaw tighten without permission.

"You know, cowboy..." he started, with that crooked smile. "I'm used to being followed by cameras, paparazzi, security... but never by grumpy farmers. This is new."

"No audience here, kid," I said, spinning the truck key around my finger. "Nobody's gonna applaud your little jokes."

He raised his eyebrows, amused, like I'd just thrown gasoline on a fire. "So you're the tough-guy type. Okay. I get the character. The silent, mysterious cowboy who thinks he doesn't care about anything."

I tilted my head, expression still unshakable. "And you're the spoiled, delinquent star who thinks the world revolves around his navel."

He smiled, but there was something in his eyes... a quick flash, almost imperceptible, that my words had hit deeper than he wanted to admit. He ran his hand through his sweat-damp hair and stepped back, kicking his suitcase with the toe of his sneaker.

"Okay, so what's the plan? You rescue me, throw me in the stable, and make me milk cows tomorrow morning?"

"Something like that," I answered, opening the passenger door. "But no drama. Drama doesn't work here."

He stood still for a few seconds, looking at me, like he couldn't believe I was so immune to his charm. Then he grabbed the bigger suitcase, dragged it to the truck, and heaved it into the bed. He climbed into the cab with an exaggerated sigh, like it was the worst humiliation of his life.

"Excellent start to vacation," he murmured, leaning back in the seat, eyes half-closed.

I shut the door firm and walked around to take the wheel. Silence settled in, heavy, broken only by the engine and the road under the tires. But even though I kept my eyes forward, I could feel his gaze burning into my side, hungry and assessing, like a kid used to being watched who couldn't stand being ignored.

And right there, in that improbable first meeting, I understood: this wouldn't be easy.

Nothing about this would be easy.
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I woke before dawn because the land demanded it. While the world still hung in that bruised gray space between night and morning, I was already on my feet, pulling on worn denim, the old flannel shirt that smelled like dried rain, and the boots that knew every curve of this farm. The night before, Joe Maddox had had the audacity to criticize every inch of the house—the "claustrophobic" bedroom, the lack of private bathroom, the missing air conditioning that, according to him, "left my very dignified body at the mercy of this absurd heat"—before locking himself inside and delighting in the silence he thought he deserved. Me, I was just trying to figure out how I'd survive the next two months with that "rebel icon" of messy hair and infantile humor.

I stepped out of my room, which sat directly across from his, and paused for a moment in front of his wooden door, the hinge whining slightly. The scene was almost poetic: darkness still owned the hallway, the porch beginning to glow outside through the window, and the first cicadas warming up out there like they were mocking other people's desperation. For me, this was therapy. I'd left the city for this calm, but some instinct told me it wouldn't last.

I knocked twice with my right fist. Hard. Waited two seconds. Nothing. I rolled my shoulder and knocked again—this time it echoed like contained thunder.

"Time to get up," I said, voice clipped as a gunshot. Again, no answer, and I felt my patience starting to fray. I knocked once more, harder. The walls shook.

It took a while, but I heard a muffled groan from inside, followed by the drag of sheets, and finally the turn of the handle. The door opened slowly, revealing Joe on his feet, wearing nothing but a pair of white briefs that barely contained his haughty posture. For a brief moment, my eyes traveled down him from head to toe.

He looked like a goddamn piece of porcelain, flawless, and that irritated me deeply. The hair that had gleamed under stadium lights less than a week ago now fell in tufts over his puffy face. He looked me up and down too, but with contempt.

"What the fuck is this?" he growled, voice rough with sleep and bad intentions.

I stood there observing. Every tense muscle, every vein standing out on his neck, every colorful tattoo stamped across his skin. Finally, I answered:

"This isn't a hotel. You're late."

He turned and dragged himself to the window. Outside, darkness still reigned, but the sun was already fighting to break through the clouds. Joe raised an eyebrow.

"You're crazy? It's not even light yet."

I let my eyes drift over his arrogant face before I spoke, voice firm:

"Welcome to the country, star."

Silence fell like a slap. I watched Joe's fingers curl into fists, his jaw trembling with defiance. Then impetuousness won out.

"Put some clothes on and be downstairs in ten minutes," I ordered, using the tone I reserved for people who mistook my decency for patience.

"Go fuck yourself," he shot back, clearing his throat in a provocative tone. Then he raised his arm to slam the door shut, like a spoiled fucking child.

Before he could close it, I raised my arm and held the door with force. I stepped toward him in a way that could only be read as threatening. Joe looked at my arm, then at me, eyes challenging. The tension spiked: I could feel the heat coming off his body, his breathing short and almost panting, the gaze of someone who thought he could take me down with a single push.

"Mason and I have a deal," I said, bringing my face close to his. Joe's light brown eyes gleamed in the dim hallway light. I could see every detail of his iris. "You'd better respect that deal."

He smiled, a sharp blade shaped like scorn, and took two steps until he was inches from me. His nose almost touched mine.

"And if I don't come down?" he whispered, every syllable loaded with challenge. For some reason, my heart lurched at the same instant, and like I'd been shocked, I released the door and stepped back, keeping my eyes locked on his.

"Then I'll put you to sleep in the barn with the chickens. And I'm not bluffing," I said, tone dead serious. I turned slowly, already pivoting to leave, not wanting to see his reaction. That's when Joe shouted, ironically:

"You're an asshole!"

I kept going down the stairs, ignoring my racing heart.

"Five minutes, Maddox. Use the time to brush those horrible teeth. Your breath is foul." The only answer was his bedroom door slamming with force, exactly as I'd expected.

The kitchen sat on the east wing of the house, where morning light hit the tempered glass windows and turned everything golden. It was simple, welcoming, as it had always been—a solid wood counter, waxed pine cabinets, a refurbished wood-burning stove, and a rustic table in the center with chairs that creaked at the slightest movement.

When I inherited the farm from my grandfather, it had felt frozen in time: broken tiles, jammed doors, walls that smelled of mold and sorrow. I'd spent a fortune restoring every room, but made sure to keep the essence of the place. The original beams still ran exposed across the ceiling, now reinforced and varnished. The old china cabinet, full of scratches and stories, stayed in its corner. Even the worn plank flooring was kept, just sanded down so it wouldn't splinter. I brought back what time had erased—the smell of coffee brewed in a cloth filter, the clink of ceramic jars, the familiar warmth of a house that had sheltered generations. It didn't need to be modern; it just needed to be itself again.

While I ground the fresh coffee, I muttered under my breath. The strong smell of
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