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      Aunt Christine and I don't get around to buying those sugary, fatty coffees because we're determined to find my mother. I recall dodging a devastating bullet when the corpse in the morgue turned out not to be Mary—a moment that still sends a shiver down my spine—and we heeded the warning from on high. We can’t let my mom remain missing. We need to find her, and fast. I also desperately need to discover who fathered me. So, Aunt Christine drives us to the airport. After returning the rental car, she heads back to Boston, and I catch a four-thirty flight back to New Orleans.

      As I wait for boarding, I try to use my telephone to access the DNA company that sent my test results. Unfortunately, I can’t remember my password for their website, and when I try to reset it, my phone runs out of power. I search through my purse for my power adapter, but then I remember that I packed it in my checked luggage.

      I want to scream as I wring my hands in anguish. It feels as if I can’t catch a break—not even with a million bucks. Then boarding begins, offering a small relief as it makes me feel like I’m finally moving forward.
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      Soon, I’m settled in my seat as the airplane climbs into the sky. I focus on the trees and muddy plots of water below. Then, out of the blue, words that have been stuck in my brain for years resurface.

      Know thyself. Always try to be aware of who you are. It’s not going to be easy, but do it.

      I finally remember—Christine said that to me during one of our sit-downs when I was in medical school. Back then, I was ten times more exhausted than I am now, perpetually depressed from the demands of school. Missing my mother but not missing her at the same time only compounded my misery. Those meals with my aunt reshape themselves in my mind. I was the one who was lethargic and barely present. She was empathetic, letting me sit in silence, be still, just exist in her presence.

      I don’t realize how widely I’m smiling until I turn and meet the gaze of another passenger. A man—handsome and clearly interested. I rip my eyes away from his and stare out the window. It’s too soon to start something new. I still don’t know what will come of Jake and me.

      I want to throttle Jake because I despise Gina. She didn’t have to be so cruel, so cold. She made me feel like I meant nothing to Jake, like I could never mean anything to him. And, worse, there’s a chance we could be siblings. The thought alone weighs my heart down like a boulder. Then I wonder—maybe this stranger’s flirtatious looks are a sign. A nudge to look elsewhere for love.

      No way.

      Perhaps.

      Maybe one day.

      I decide not to look at my fellow traveler again, even when the flight attendant serves my coffee and honey-roasted peanuts. Instead, I keep gazing out the window, trying to figure out how in the world I’ll ever put space between Jake and me. Looking at his face feels as familiar as looking at my own reflection. It’s as if I’ve known every curve, line, and pore my whole life. Are we soulmates? Or is our connection something far worse—something biological?

      A wave of nausea rolls through me, and I clutch my stomach.

      By the time the airplane lands, I’m still wide awake, still thinking about Jake. Tomorrow, I’ll report for my shift. When—if—I see Jake, I’ll know the truth.

      As our row gets the signal to exit, the guy who’s been sneaking glances at me all flight steps back, letting me out first.

      “Thanks,” I say, offering a tight smile but avoiding eye contact. I don’t want to lead him on.

      At baggage claim, I can still feel his eyes on me as we wait for our luggage to roll down the conveyer belt. I feel like I’m wasting time standing here. I should have packed lighter—just a weekender bag—but I’d been in such a panic after talking to Christine about my mother that it felt like I was heading to some faraway place where reality no longer existed. That’s why I packed everything but the kitchen sink—and my computer, which I accidentally left at home.

      Still, a weight has been lifted off my shoulders. Knowing my mom is still alive—maybe—I feel lighter than I have in days. Christine said she’d hire a private investigator to find her, and I gave her permission to use the funds from the trust set up as restitution for everything my mother endured.

      Then Jake comes to mind. I don’t want to avoid him forever—just a week or two. But then I ask myself, could I really continue sleeping with my brother?

      Hell no.

      My life isn’t Game of Thrones, one of the few shows I ever watched with any regularity. If Asher Blackstone is my brother, everything changes. And maybe—just maybe—our electric, once-in-a-lifetime connection exists because we’re family.

      “Jeez,” I mutter, nearly missing my suitcase. I snatch it off the belt just in time, avoiding the embarrassment of chasing it down.

      “Do you need help with that?” the guy from the flight asks.

      “She doesn’t need help. I got it.”

      My body stiffens. My suitcase is carefully lifted out of my hands, and I turn to see who the stranger is staring daggers at.

      “Jake?”

      Or should I say… Asher?
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      I almost refuse to follow him to the car. First, I’m not sure I’m ready to see him yet. Second, just looking at his face brings my anger rushing back in spades. But regardless of my tumultuous emotions, we end up riding together in the back seat of his spacious, chauffeured car. The glass partition between the front and back is rolled up as we head toward the city.

      “How was your flight?” Jake asks.

      That simple question stirs up too many thoughts, so I settle on the one that beats out the rest. “How did you know I was flying in?”

      He hesitates, then shifts slightly in his seat. “I have my resources.”

      I quickly look away. Pen, don’t look at his lips. Don’t even think about kissing him. I also notice how far away he’s sitting. And suddenly, I know exactly what I have to do—I have to accept that fellowship in Boston. The timing is perfect. I’ve never felt closer to my aunt, and I want to keep nurturing that relationship. She could be the answer to my bouts of loneliness, the reason I stop hooking up with the wrong people just to ease that emptiness.

      “What are you thinking?” Jake asks.

      I want to turn and face him, but I don’t trust myself not to get caught up in those intense, pale blue eyes. Instead, I clear my throat. “What should I call you? Asher or Jake?”

      “Jake.” He sounds sure about that.

      “But your birth name is Asher Blackstone.”

      His brows furrow, and his body presses even tighter into the corner of the seat. I’m not imagining it—he really is shifting farther away from me. But then I realize, he doesn’t know about the possibility of us being siblings. That can’t be why he’s putting distance between us. In his many messages, he denied that Gina was his girlfriend. Maybe things changed while I was away. Maybe they rekindled their relationship. If so, it would break my heart—but maybe that would be for the best.

      “What else are you thinking, Penina?” Jake asks again, reading the tension in my face.

      I heave a sigh. “Jake, I have something to tell you that might throw a huge wrench in… whatever this is between us.”

      His jaw tightens, and his eyes narrow. “Relationship business?”

      “Well, you lied to me from day one, so…”

      “No, I didn’t,” he counters. “I admitted to hiding something. You let me keep my secrets.”

      “But you said your secret wouldn’t hurt me.”

      His brows knit together even tighter. “Gina is not my girlfriend. I hadn’t seen her in six years.”

      I shake my head vigorously. “Not that.” A deep, aching loss settles in my chest—because if what I fear is true, then whatever Jake could have been to me is gone forever. “The thing is… you might be my brother.”

      “I know,” he says, exhaling.

      My mouth falls open. “You do? How?”

      He turns to look out the window, then back at me, his expression unreadable.

      “What?”

      Jake reaches into a pouch on the back of the driver’s seat. “Gina went through your mail and opened this.” He hands me an envelope.

      I press my back against the seat before taking it. “Is this my DNA results?”

      “Yes.” He almost looks sick saying that.

      “It’s not your fault she opened my mail, Jake. It’s okay.” My fingers fumble as I pull the contents from the envelope. “But this is why I was in such a hurry to get home.”

      “The letter doesn’t have the answer you’re looking for,” he says. Then he explains that I have to go onto the website, enter a PIN written on the page, and follow the instructions from there.

      “All of those steps?” I ask, feeling defeated by the process.

      Jake nods, then clears his throat. “I want to be with you when you make the call, if you don’t mind.”

      “Sure,” I say, scanning the letter. It details everything Jake just explained.

      We stare at each other in that way we always do. I don’t know if I smile first or if he does.

      “Was the guy in baggage claim trying to pick you up?” he asks.

      I shrug, even though I know the answer is yes. There isn’t a single ounce of me that wants to make Jake jealous, but I also sense that he’s gauging whether I’m considering looking elsewhere for companionship.

      “The mystery still abounds,” I say.

      He nods, as if he’s already certain. “He was trying to pick you up.”

      “Well, in any case, I’m in no shape to start a new relationship.”

      “You’re in a relationship with me.”

      We stare at each other again. Jake is still testing me. We both know that if we’re related, there’s no future for us—not the way we once imagined. And I hate the fact that I still want to reach for his hand or kiss him softly, as if none of this uncertainty exists. But the distance between us, the way neither of us moves closer, makes it clear that we’re both fighting the same battle.

      Jake coughs into his fist. “Why were you in Tampa, anyway?”

      I rub the tension in my neck, thinking about the last twenty hours. “The medical examiner’s office in Tampa contacted my aunt. They needed her to identify my mother’s body.” Saying it out loud makes me feel the weight of exhaustion all over again, and I sigh. “This morning, we found out the dead woman wasn’t my mom. But she had my mother’s ID. And a locket that belonged to her.”

      “Oh,” he whispers with a nod. “Do you know where your mother is?”

      I shake my head. “My aunt is hiring a private investigator.”

      “I see,” he says.

      “I also found out my grandparents are still alive, but they’re the kind of religious people who abandoned my mother and aunt for not conforming to their beliefs.” My jaw clenches just thinking about it.

      “You learned a lot on your short trip,” he says.

      “Yes.” I meet his gaze, steady and certain. “I also think it’s best that I take that surgical fellowship in Boston.”

      His frown is so intense he looks like he just chugged a bottle of vinegar.

      “That’s your prerogative.” His voice cracks slightly as he shifts in his seat. “Our hospital hasn’t made you a counteroffer yet?”

      I shake my head softly, already missing him. “I don’t think they could, even if they wanted to. They don’t have the budget.”

      “I see,” he says, his eyes narrowing to slits. Then he grunts, lost in thought.
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      Jake keeps touching me, and I wish he would stop.

      When the car pulls in front of my building, he rolls down the partition window and tells Kirk he’ll let me out. He opens the door for me, and as we step out, his hand lands lightly on my waist as he shuts it behind me. When he retrieves my suitcase from the trunk, he touches me again, guiding me toward the entrance. Then once more, just before we step into the elevator.

      I force myself not to think about all the making out we could have done on the way up to the third floor. The fact that I still crave his touch drives me insane.

      My residency ends in just over a month. Soon, I won’t have to be around him much longer. And yet, I shouldn’t be this attracted to someone who could be my long-lost brother. Thinking about how sensual every kiss felt, how mind-blowing the sex had been—it makes my stomach churn.

      But God, he smells good. And that thick, solid cock that never failed to hit all the right spots... I’m going to miss that.

      “Do you have the key?” he asks as we reach my apartment door.

      I jump, startled. “Huh?”

      “The key,” he repeats.

      Flustered, I dig into my purse, still trying to convince myself that Jake isn’t the only man in the world who knows how to give a real orgasm. Once I find my keys, I absentmindedly hold them out for him to take. “Here you go.” My voice comes out breathy.

      Our fingers brush. I skip a breath. My brows flutter. I hate that I let him see how much his nearness still affects me. But thankfully, he doesn’t seem to notice as he turns away, unlocking the door. When he steps aside to give me space to enter first, I silently appreciate the small act of restraint.

      Then I step inside and freeze.

      My apartment looks like a tornado tore through it. Clothes, toiletries, plastic baggies, and random knickknacks are scattered everywhere. Embarrassment floods me.

      “Excuse the mess,” I mumble, immediately starting to pick things up.

      Jake holds up a hand. “It’s okay. I’ve already been here.”

      I straighten abruptly. “You have?”

      He smirks. “I convinced Zara to let me in.”

      He goes on to explain how he found out which airline I took, had Kirk waiting at baggage claim, and only made it himself after his first surgery of the day went well. He’d been scheduled for a second, but the patient admitted—right before being put under—that she’d eaten breakfast that morning.

      We both laugh at that.

      Then Jake folds his arms and regards me with a shrewd look. “So, how do you feel about me entering your apartment without permission?”

      I roll my eyes and glance toward my desk, where my computer sits. I point at it. “Did you try logging in?”

      He raises a brow. “I did.”

      I sniff. “It’s password protected.”

      Jake smirks. “I know.”

      We grin at each other. If it were anyone else, I’d probably give them a full lecture on privacy. But the truth is, I still want him to know everything about me—just as much as I want to know everything about him.

      “Well…” I nod toward my computer. “I should go figure out what you are to me.”

      His eyes smolder, then flick toward my bedroom. “That’s an excellent idea.”

      Flustered, I yank my loose topknot out of its band and force my gaze away from his body. Do not look at his package. I don’t want to know if he’s hard—not until I know the results.
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      Jake’s presence eclipses me as he stands behind me while I sit at my desk. That’s his idea of giving me the space I asked for.

      At first, he leaned over me, his face right beside mine, but when I asked him to move, he only straightened, still looming too close for comfort.

      I tap my foot, waiting for my computer to boot up, trying to think of something to say when the screen finally appears.

      “Oh, there it is,” I announce.

      He leans over me again as I click on my browser and type in the web address.

      “Jake,” I say, feeling a giddy energy surge through me.

      “Yes,” he whispers, his mouth close to my ear.

      “Really?”

      “Really what?”

      “I mean… You’re very close.”

      He snorts a chuckle. “You know, we can figure this out either way,” he says.

      My fingers freeze on the keyboard. What did he just say? I’m still processing as I continue typing.

      “Could you please, like, move away?” My voice sounds as strained as I feel.

      “We’re not attached in the family way, Penina,” he says, not budging.

      “Our blood might be, though.” I tap the keys harder. “Give me space, please.”

      “You ever watch Game of Thrones?” he asks.

      “Ha!” I scoff as my computer finally coughs up the website. And he still hasn’t backed away. “Yes, and do you remember how it ended for those maniacal and incestuous twins?”

      “I do. And in Jaime Lannister’s defense, he wasn’t maniacal. She was.”

      I chuckle as I click on the big red button that says Results. “Well, the woman in our circumstances is never going to have sex with her brother.”

      Finally, he steps back, letting out a deep belly laugh.

      A box appears, prompting me to enter my PIN. I do it.

      “What?” I yelp, staring at the bold red banner flashing across my screen. Instead of my results, it tells me I have to call a number to hear them and schedule an appointment with the local Spencer and Jada Blackstone Indemnity Fund coordinator assigned to my case. Frustration surges through me. “This is such an unnecessarily complicated process.”

      “Seems Spencer’s still all about control,” Jake mutters.

      “What?” I ask—not because I didn’t hear him, but because I want to know what he means.

      “Forget it.” He waves it off, then looks at me. “Listen, I want to take you somewhere.”

      I narrow my eyes, momentarily forgetting his cryptic comment about Spencer. “Where?”

      “Just trust me.”

      I gesture at my computer. “Well, first I have to call this number.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he says.

      “I can’t not worry about it. We have to know.”

      He nods toward the screen. “Not that way, though.”

      “Why not?”

      “Again, trust me.” He snaps his fingers. “Come on, babe, chop-chop.”

      I exhale sharply. Babe. The word feels so intimate, and it makes me pause. Maybe I should insist that we keep our distance until we know for sure whether we’re related. But knowing my luck, we are.

      Still, whatever pulled me to him from day one has a hold on me now, and I’m extremely curious about where he wants to take me. Plus, my adventurous side is hard to suppress once something intrigues me.

      “I have no surgeries for the rest of the day, and you’re off. We have no excuses. Let’s go.”

      He holds out his hand.

      I hesitate, then take it—reluctantly. And the moment our skin touches, fireworks explode inside me.

      I quickly pull my hand back, pretending I didn’t feel a thing. “Okay, then. Lead the way.”
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      It’s a sticky, muggy late afternoon, but I’ve come to love the intense humidity that makes ninety degrees feel like a sauna. The thick heat wraps around me, and I welcome it.

      I’m glad we’re walking instead of sinking into the back seat of Jake’s hired car. It’s better this way. We shouldn’t be in confined spaces right now. Anything could happen.

      For instance, my crazy brain is currently trying to convince me to take Jake somewhere private—somewhere no one can find us—so we can go at it like crazy before we get the results.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      “You’re frowning,” Jake says as we pass Bernard’s Bakery.

      I sigh, puffing out my cheeks. “Well, I’m not exactly happy about all this.” Then an idea strikes me, and I perk up. “Hey, we’re both doctors. Let’s just get our blood tested.”

      But before he can respond, I roll my eyes and groan, remembering the nosy lot who work in the hospital lab. “Forget it.”

      Jake chuckles. “I already thought of that.”

      I don’t know what makes me blurt it out, but I do. “Who’s Spencer?”

      “My brother.”

      “Then call him.”

      “We don’t have to. The lab is running our DNA. I had Si do it.”

      I rub my temples, trying to process this new piece of information. “Si? Si…” I repeat slowly. “Simon Brown. Chief Brown? You call him Si?”

      Before I can even register what’s happening, Jake takes me by the waist and gently presses me against the brick wall beneath an awning. My head tilts back, and suddenly, his mouth is close—so close I can feel his breath slipping past my parted lips.

      “You say you want to know more about me?” His voice is low and rough. “Then get ready, because there’s a lot. And not much of it is good.”

      I swallow hard. “I can handle it,” I whisper.

      As we stare into each other’s eyes, the world around us ceases to exist. The hum of passing cars, the murmur of people walking by—everything fades into nothing.

      Do we kiss? And if we do, should it be deep, hard, and long?

      Jake keeps his body carefully distanced from mine. That’s new. Usually, I can feel him against me, hot and hard, even when we’re doing something as innocent as lying beside each other. Our relationship, if I can still call it that, has been nothing but fire—fast-burning, all-consuming. But now, we’re forced to maintain a proper distance, and it’s killing me.

      “I’ll confess so this can pass,” Jake says.

      I gulp, trapped in the intensity of his gaze. “So… what can pass?”

      His fingers trail down the side of my face, slow and deliberate, until his thumb skims the middle of my lower lip. “Soft…” His voice is low and raw. “I want to kiss you.”

      I shudder, overly sensitive to his touch. “Me too,” I croak. Clearing my throat, I try to steady myself. “But we can’t do anything about it except let it pass. We’re only human, Jake. It will⁠—”

      Before I can finish, his lips brush against mine.

      The kiss isn’t long or passionate, but it’s still everything. Gentle, sensual, full of love and longing.

      “There.” He exhales, eyes closed as if composing himself. A deep grunt escapes from the back of his throat, and he tastes his bottom lip. “We should walk.”

      I nod, but neither of us moves. The longer we stand there, the more the air between us thickens. If we don’t break away now, we never will.

      So I take the first step.

      My head feels light as we walk side by side. We don’t hold hands. We keep just enough distance to appear like two people with only a casual connection.

      “So…” I glance over both shoulders. “You don’t want me to call you Asher?”

      “No.” His answer is firm.

      “Not even in private?”

      “No.”

      “You don’t like the name?”

      His jaw tightens, and I watch as his expression darkens. He stares ahead, as if shutting himself off, and suddenly, I recall what he said during our first dinner together—how he hated his name. At the time, I assumed he meant Jake Sparrow. But now, I’m sure he was talking about Asher Blackstone.

      I scan our surroundings again before lowering my voice. “But Jake Sparrow is a fake name?”

      “Not for long,” he mutters.

      “You’re going to make it real?”

      He sucks in a sharp breath through his teeth. “Penina, so many questions, babe.”

      I hold up a finger in protest. “No, Jake. You can’t call me babe.”

      He smirks. “I can always call you babe. We’re going to figure this out—regardless of the results.”

      I scowl at the ground. That’s the second time he’s said we’ll “figure it out.” I don’t know about him, but I, for one, am not going to knowingly screw my brother.

      “Where are you taking me, anyway?”

      Jake walks beside me as we navigate the crowded streets of the French Quarter, passing parked cars and swarms of tourists. The air is thick, muggy, and smells like a mix of beignets, beer, and pavement baking under the sun. I haven't been down here in a while.

      “It’s on Dauphine,” he says, his voice calm, controlled.

      We weave around groups of rowdy college students, dodging drunk frat boys and stumbling tourists. It’s easy to lose track of how close we’re walking to each other, shifting apart and then coming back together in an unspoken rhythm. No one is paying attention to us, which is a relief—especially when my mind keeps betraying me with thoughts of dragging Jake somewhere private, somewhere no one can find us, so we can have one last time before the truth catches up to us.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      “The brain has a way of protecting itself, doesn’t it?” Jake says suddenly. He steps ahead to open the door of a bookstore.

      “Yes, it does, but—” I pause mid-step, raising my brows. “You wanted to show me books?”

      He tilts his head toward the entrance, gesturing for me to step inside. “Just one.”

      I narrow my eyes at him playfully before walking in. He smirks and winks back. I beat back the ridiculous urge to kiss him and breathe in the rich scent of old books.

      The place isn’t a sleek, modern bookstore like Barnes & Noble. It’s cramped and cozy, with stacks of well-loved books lining the shelves and large open boxes filled with paperbacks sorted by genre. I’ve spent plenty of time in places like this, hunting for used textbooks back in college—calling dozens of bookstores just to score a hundred-dollar book for ten bucks.

      I follow Jake through the aisles, running a finger along the spines of the books we pass. “You seem like you know where you’re going.”

      He glances sideways at me but keeps moving. “I do.”

      “So, you’re telling me there’s something you can’t explain—but a book can?”

      He snorts a quiet laugh. “It’ll explain where I come from better than I ever could.”

      “How’s that?”

      “It’s like what we were just talking about,” he says, keeping his voice low. “When you’re in the middle of it, you can’t always see it clearly. You need an outside perspective.”

      I nod. “True.”

      At the end of the aisle, he turns a corner, and I catch three women gawking at him like he’s a celebrity. They don’t even pretend to be discreet. Their eyes are glued to him, pure fascination written all over their faces.

      I grind my teeth as we take another turn, leaving them behind.

      Then, without hesitation, Jake stops in the middle of an aisle, reaches for a book, and holds it out to me.

      “This is for you,” he says.

      I hesitate before taking it, eyeing him suspiciously. “The Dark Blackstones?”

      “It’s about my family.” His voice is unreadable. “If you want to know why I’m Jake Sparrow… read this.”

      I notice how close he is. If I take a step back, I’ll hit the bookshelf behind me. Instead, I lift the book between us, using it as a buffer.

      I read the author’s name out loud. “Holly Henderson… That’s some killer alliteration.”

      “She’s my sister-in-law,” he says, not reacting to my attempt to lighten the mood.

      “Is this an unauthorized biography?”

      Jake steps closer. The book presses against his chest, and I feel the heat radiating off him.

      “She was invited to our estate for Christmas six years ago,” he says. “I knew what my sister had planned, but I didn’t approve. I…”

      His voice trails off. I follow his gaze and find the three women from earlier lurking at the end of the aisle, pretending to browse.

      Jake exhales sharply. “Come on. I’ll pay for it.”

      At the register, the cashier—a distinguished older man with oversized bifocals—can’t stop staring at Jake. He grins, too interested, too familiar.

      Jake shifts, uneasy. He must notice it too.

      After paying with a fifty-dollar bill, he waves off the change, but the cashier doesn’t let him leave so easily.

      “You look familiar,” the man says, eyes locked onto Jake’s face.

      Jake flicks a glance at me.

      “Aren’t you related to one of those Blackstones?” the man presses.

      Jake forces a tight smile. “Nope. But I get that a lot. That’s why we’re buying the book.”

      The man grunts, tapping a finger on the counter. “You’re the triplet. The one that’s been missing.”

      I stop breathing. Triplet?

      The cashier points at Jake, his voice growing more certain. “Someone said they saw you around here. And I’ve seen you in here before.”

      Jake doesn’t react, but I can feel the tension rolling off him. He doesn’t blink, doesn’t smile, doesn’t move an inch. And that—more than anything—tells me he’s rattled.

      “They’re accusing you of killing your father,” the man adds. “That’s why you’ve been missing.”

      The air in the shop shifts. Even the distant murmurs of customers browsing fade into the background.

      Jake doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t even look at me. He just grabs the book and walks straight out of the store, leaving me standing there.

      I’ve never seen him that shaken before. Not even when Gina outed him the other night.

      I look from the exit to the cashier, my heart hammering. I want to beg the man to keep his mouth shut—to never mention that he saw Jake, or Asher, or whoever he is. Because if Jake runs now, I might never see him again.

      “Um…” I start, unsure what to say.

      But the man just smiles absently and goes back to his work, as if nothing happened.

      Weird.

      It’s like he just needed to say it out loud, and now that Jake is gone, he doesn’t care anymore.

      I clear my throat. “Have a nice day.”

      “You too, darling,” the man says, his voice friendly, casual—like I’m just any other customer.
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      At first, I think Jake has left me behind—and honestly, I would’ve been okay if he had. He needs time to process what just happened. Maybe that jarring moment in the bookstore injected him with some common sense.

      Get away from your possible sister, whom you’re attracted to. Get far away.

      But as I retrace our steps, I hear him call my name from behind.

      When I turn, he’s standing right there.

      “Are you okay?” I ask as he closes the gap between us.

      “No. What the hell was that?” he says with an uncomfortable laugh.

      I shake my head. “I’ve never seen you that rattled.”

      He shrugs but doesn’t meet my eyes.

      “And you’re a triplet?”

      Jake scratches the back of his head. “I don’t want to talk about it, Penina. It’s in the book.”

      I glance down at the title in my hands, acknowledging that it probably contains all the answers I need. “Well, what are you going to do now that you’ve been recognized?”

      He checks over his shoulder, scanning up the street. His energy is erratic. Then his gaze narrows on something ahead, and he gestures with his chin. “Look where the crowd’s going. There’s a music festival. You want to go?” He’s smiling again.

      I jerk my head back in disbelief. “Are you serious, Jake?”

      His smirk deepens, effortlessly seductive. “I’m very serious.”

      “But…” I step closer, lowering my voice. “He just said you murdered your father.”

      Jake’s smile fades. He locks eyes with me, steady and firm. “The man in the bookstore doesn’t know what he’s talking about. My father was on his deathbed for months before he died. It was kept secret, which is why people have come up with their harebrained theories. I did not kill my father. He was sick. And then he died.”

      I don’t know what to believe when it comes to Jake anymore. But my gut tells me he’s telling the truth—at least until I learn otherwise.

      I sigh, letting the moment in the bookstore slip away. “So, you really want to go to a music festival together?”

      “I’m not asking anyone else to go with me,” he says.

      I chew on my bottom lip.

      “We can eat, dance, have some fun…” he coaxes.

      I scrunch up my face, weighing it. “Are you sure?”

      “Penina, if the nature of our relationship has to change, then we’d better work on being just friends. Don’t you think?”

      I watch as a horse-drawn carriage full of tourists clatters by. The way he says it—so certain—makes me wonder.

      “Did you give me this book because you know for certain we’re related?” I ask, staring at the cover.

      Jake takes the book from my hands and slips it into my purse. “Out of sight, out of mind,” he says with a wink. “And to answer your question, I don’t have the test results. So, I can’t confirm you’re not Randolph’s daughter. But I have a hunch you’re not.”

      I fold my arms. “Why not?”

      “Because…” He starts, then stops.

      “Because?”

      He shifts closer. To anyone passing by, we probably look like two people about to kiss.

      “There’s something you won’t discover by reading that book,” he says. “And remember what I said about my grandparents?” He flicks his brows up twice.

      I recoil as if his words have physically shocked me. “What are you insinuating? You and I both know the dangers of first-degree incest—severe birth defects, schizophrenia, blindness⁠—”

      Jake lifts a hand to stop me. “I was joking, Penina.”

      I shake my head emphatically. “Well, I’m not joking, Jake. Or whatever your name is.” I refuse to say Asher out loud—especially after that bookshop clerk recognized him.

      “We had sex,” I whisper, stepping closer. “We screwed. And now we’re screwed.”

      Jake exhales a long, measured breath. “Let’s just have a good time. We’ll wait for the results. And we’ll figure out our next steps.”

      I cross my arms, still shaking my head. It’s like he doesn’t understand the gravity of this. “You’ve alluded to us ‘figuring it out’ three times already. What the hell does that even mean?”

      Jake rubs the back of his neck, clearly wrestling with something. “I don’t know, Penina.” His voice dips lower, rougher
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