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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	Bianca Carrigan, long-booted, came up smiling — and then she saw me and her brows pulled into a scowl. "Sylvie? You actually had the nerve to come back?"

	She hadn't changed. Years, and she still puffed up like a fighting cock the second she saw me near Henry.

	I frowned. Annoyance bloomed. I had no desire to engage her.

	But Bianca couldn't help herself. She walked up and looked me over with theatrical disdain. "I hear you got married. Snagged Maxwell Caldwell himself. You really do have skills!"

	This little snake — same as ever. Tiresome.

	I pushed my chair back and stood. I was half a head taller than her.

	When it came to presence, I'd never lost to her.

	I smiled, careless. "If I'm that capable, you'd better keep an eye on your brother, then."

	Bianca's eyes flew wide, wary. "What do you mean?"

	I picked up my bag. "Take it any way you like."

	I left without looking back.

	I don't know how long I sat in my car. The snow had stopped. I lifted my head and saw Henry and Bianca walk out of the café together.

	The beautiful man and the lovely girl. From a distance, they looked entirely matched.

	I clicked my seatbelt and pressed the accelerator.

	The figures in the rearview shrank fast.

	The shape of one of them refused to leave my mind.


Chapter 3

	Henry and I had known each other seven years. He'd transferred into my class in the first semester of senior year of high school.

	He had been aloof then, formal, faintly cold. I sat behind him, and used to look at the inch of pale neck above his collar and think about what a necklace would look like there.

	Eventually I made that come true.

	Henry was not easy to chase. It took me two years to land him.

	The day I confessed and he said yes, I produced the silver chain I'd been saving for six months and slipped it around his neck. Silver against his cool, fair skin — there was something unspeakably good-looking about it.

	I hooked my finger under the chain and grinned at him, victorious. "Henry. You're locked in. From now on you belong to me. You don't get out."

	The yellow streetlight lit his eyes. His mouth lifted at the corner. He bent down and his lips brushed my forehead. "Then Miss Pemberton had better lock it tight. And never let go."

	Years on, I still remember that night. The autumn wind cool against me, and my heart on fire.

	Burning, entirely, for him.


Chapter 4

	A few days later, Maxwell and I attended a charity auction.

	The hall was loud, packed with the powerful. Henry was there, of course.

	He stood under the cool light, his suit cut sharp against his straight frame, his beautiful face refined by fine gold-rimmed glasses. There was an aloof, untouchable quality to him.

	I tucked myself in a corner and watched him from there, until Maxwell caught me.

	"Want to go say hello?"

	I shook my head, my eyes pulled away from Henry with effort. "No. It'd only make things worse."

	Max smirked and slung an arm over my shoulder. "Liar. You don't want to see him, but here you are spying from the corner."

	The next thing I knew, he was hauling me out.

	Caldwell Industries was a heavyweight. The moment Maxwell walked in, the crowd swarmed him.

	There was a small stir. Henry looked up at the noise, met my eye for half a second, and looked away again, cold.

	I'd expected it. It didn't sting that much.

	Last time, he hadn't wanted to look at me. This time he treated me like air.

	Someone alert enough to notice the dynamic introduced us, smiling. "Mr. Lockwood, this is Maxwell — you may not have crossed paths, since Maxwell spends a lot of time abroad. He's the heir to Caldwell Industries."

	"And this is —?" The man paused on me, unsure.

	Maxwell laughed. "My wife."

	"Oh! Mrs. Caldwell." The man recovered and offered me a quick compliment.

	Henry stood with his hands in his pockets and didn't even glance at me. He looked straight at Maxwell. "I've heard a great deal about you. Mr. Caldwell's reputation precedes him."

	Everyone in this circle knew Maxwell Caldwell was a famous playboy. Lovers without number.

	Saying it to his face, though — Henry was the first.

	Maxwell raised an eyebrow, perfectly easy. "You'll have to forgive me, Mr. Lockwood. Family trait."

	I had never before heard anyone defend his own habit of cheating with such fresh elegance.

	Henry's eyes narrowed. He smiled, ice-cold. "Then if you can't be faithful, Mr. Caldwell — why marry?"

	Maxwell's face dropped. "That's a household matter, Mr. Lockwood. You're rather interested in it."

	The air thickened.

	Someone scrambled to defuse it with social chatter.

	Henry pulled a hand out of his pocket, turned, and walked away. Through the whole exchange I had not existed.

	"*That's* the gentle, well-mannered man you described to me?" Maxwell raised an eyebrow. "I didn't see gentle. I saw aggressive. Were you sure he was the one who got himself dumped?"

	I watched Henry's retreating back. "He didn't used to be like this."

	The Henry I knew had been quietly warm. Distant, yes, but well-mannered, never humiliating anyone.

	In the wild two years I'd spent chasing him, he'd never reacted with annoyance. After we got together, he was attentive, indulgent, kind.

	Back then everyone had been certain Henry and I would end up married.

	Who would have guessed I — of all people, the one who chased — would be the one to walk away first.

	In truth, Henry's family was comfortable enough. But I'd needed a reason for the breakup, so I lied that I'd fallen for Maxwell Caldwell instead — because he was richer.

	Henry wouldn't believe me. He kept asking why.

	What was it I'd said? *I like him better because he has more money.*

	A sentence designed to land on his weakest spot.

	I still can't forget how he looked at me then. Cold, and like he didn't know me.

	The memory worked itself in, and I wanted to drink it down.

	I picked up a glass of champagne. Maxwell intercepted it.

	"You forgot what the doctor said. No alcohol."

	I knew. I still wanted a taste. "Not even a sip?"

	He was firm. "Not a drop."

	He reached over and picked a small candy off a passing tray. "You can have this."

	I gave him a look. *Treating me like a kid.*

	The second half of the gala was the auction. Antiques, paintings, fine wines and teas, jewelry, luxury items.

	There was an embroidered silk panel — a cat. Starting bid one hundred thousand.

	I liked it. I bid two hundred thousand.

	Next breath, Henry's voice cut in. "Five hundred thousand."

	Maxwell, beside me, looked amused. "Seven hundred thousand."

	Henry: "One million."

	Max: "Two million."

	Henry: "Three million."

	The earlier argument hadn't dispersed, apparently. The two of them shoved the price higher and higher, in a contest the room could feel.

	The whole hall stared, riveted.

	I tugged Maxwell's sleeve and shook my head. *Stop. It's only embroidery. Let him have it.*

	Max pursed his lips, generous. "Fine. I'll give him this one."

	A few rows ahead, I watched Henry's back, puzzled.

	Of all the things on offer, why pick the one I was bidding on?

	I didn't dare let myself think he still cared about me. And I couldn't stop thinking that he might.

	Two days later, a courier delivered the embroidered panel from the auction to our home.

	Maxwell sprawled on the couch, amused. "Now this is interesting. Since when do mistresses send gifts this openly?"

	I don't know if it was male ego, but since the auction, Max had carried a faint edge whenever he brought Henry up.

	I shook my head and opened the box, sparring back as a matter of habit. "No woman's sending you anything? Just admit you're jealous."

	"Buy me one, then."

	"Anything under ten thousand, sure."

	"Cheap, Mrs. Caldwell."

	I lifted my head. The smile faded. "What do you think he meant by it?"

	Paying many times over fair price to take what I'd been bidding on — and then sending it to me.

	I didn't get it.

	Maxwell scrolled his phone, unhelpful. "Probably showing off how rich he is. And maybe needling me a little."

	Right. The young heir was sulking. Useless to ask.

	*Bright Eyes,* the cat embroidery was called. When I saw it at the auction I had immediately thought of Henry's eyes — that same

	

Chapter 5

	That night I couldn't sleep.

	The day we broke up, I had deleted every one of Henry's contacts in front of him, decisively. Now I couldn't even bring myself to send a message request.

	*"Sylvie! If you walk out that door — I will spend my life never coming to find you!"*

	In the crowded airport, Henry stood outside security with red eyes, shouting that threat at my back.

	A man as proud as he was — and after the breakup he had still come after me.

	But I had walked out anyway.

	Past after past flickered through me. I rolled onto my side. My finger slipped on *Send.*

	One in the morning, and Henry was still awake. He accepted within seconds.

	I stared at the avatar that hadn't changed in ten years.

	We were back in contact. And I had nothing to say.

	I drafted and erased. In the end I sent: *What's your bank info. I'll wire you the money.*

	He sent back: *Who is this?*

	So he hadn't recognized my photo or my handle. I had agonized over how to begin and he hadn't even known it was me.

	Self-flattery on my part, all of it.

	I let out a small breathless laugh, and typed: *Sylvie.*

	The message sat. No reply.

	Sends a gift, then ignores the person. Difficult.

	I lay flat, rubbing my temples, and didn't sleep.

	At the weekend I went out to my father's grave.

	When I came out, the sky was iron-grey, like rain.

	After the early-spring snowstorm, the days were getting warmer.

	Maxwell was leaning against the car in a long black coat, idly flicking the lid of his lighter open and shut.

	I walked up. He looked over and smiled, his eyes warm. "Cold?"

	I shook my head. Time pulled back, four years.

	I had gone on a two-year exchange program abroad. Not long after I arrived, I ran into Maxwell.

	He had been the school playboy in high school. Beautiful, ruthless, a different girlfriend every few days, and somehow still top of every class.

	We hadn't been in the same homeroom, but we'd competed in the same academic competitions. We had known each other.

	Finding him abroad, in the same major, made us friends.

	Henry and I were doing long-distance — me out there, him at home — and I spent hours grinning at my phone.

	Maxwell caught me at it once, complained I was rubbing salt in the wound of his recent heartbreak.

	*Heartbreak?*

	I'd never heard of Maxwell Caldwell being dumped. He did the dumping.

	"There's someone you couldn't get?" I'd asked, intrigued.

	He'd looked at me, that flirtatious tilt at the corner of his eye carrying a small bitterness. "Exactly because I couldn't have her. I can't be a faithful man, so I'll be a playboy. Love nobody."

	Everyone thought Maxwell Caldwell was congenitally unfaithful — fell in love with anyone, loved none of them. Only I knew he was just searching for a shadow.

	Time runs like the scenery past a car window.

	It had been almost two and a half years since I'd married Maxwell.

	I looked at the platinum ring on my finger and thought, *Some things have to go back.*

	The car stopped at a red light. He turned. "What are you thinking?"

	I touched the band, and looked up. "You were photographed at dinner last night with that young actress. Your father called me this morning. He wants me to rein you in."

	He laughed, low. "How are you going to rein me in?"

	I looked at him seriously. "How about I set you free again?"

	A divorce.

	Max went still for a beat, turned his eyes back to the road, and asked, easy, "Planning to get back together with Henry?"

	I shook my head. A sharp wave of vertigo hit me. For a second my eyes wouldn't focus.

	When I lifted my head again, the sky was streaked with sunset, beautiful enough to ache.

	I smiled, a little. "Do you really think there's still a chance for us?"

	Max, ever the optimist: "You never know."
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