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Thou were the truest lover of a sinful man that ever loved woman.

—Sir Thomas Malory, Le Morte d’Arthur (1485)




Prologue

Lance

The lights flicker when I’m about to lose a fight.

It’s not a mistake.

It’s purposeful.

That’s how things go in the fighting ring hidden beneath the Round Table Tavern.

The Lye.

They flick off, then on. Just enough to signal it’s time to take the hit and fall.

It used to hurt my pride, but pride doesn’t matter. Not mine, anyway.

I came down here to keep the people I love safe. I stay because they hold my past above my head. But someone’s always waiting, rich and corrupt, eager to bet on a rigged match. And the world people think they know?

It’s a lie.

Flicker.

Uppercut, jab, kick. Miss a block. Break a rib. Lose the fight.

Fight, dog, fight.

I steal a glance at the ringside between hits. It’s hard to see through the cage’s wire mesh, especially with sweat blurring everything, but I hear the crowd—raucous shouts echoing off the dark, soundproofed walls. Expensive shoes stomping concrete. We’re buried so deep underground the noise vanishes into the earth, as if it never existed.

Like none of us were ever here.

Flicker.

I grit my teeth. My opponent grunts, wipes blood from his mouth with his thumb, and resets his stance. “Come on, Excalibur, you piece of shit.”

The crowd screams, and I toss a wink his way, then crack my neck and bounce on my feet, fists loose in front of me.

Flicker.

Annoyed, I glance up at the lights, and on the way back down, something snags my attention.

No, not something.

Someone.

Burnt red and jade green.

A foot catches me in the ribs.

Pain spreads across my stomach. A fist smashes my temple and my vision blurs. I’ve been hit harder. Hell, I’ve been hit by guys twice his size.

Still, I can’t remember the last time I lost focus in the cage.

But there it is, that emerald color dragging me back like a hand on my collar. Warmth in an ocean of depravity.

There she is.

Calm washes over me, and I’m determined to figure out who she is when this is over.

An arm drops around her shoulder, pulling her in tightly—possessively—and my attention locks on it, the watch on its wrist glinting under the industrial lights.

I know without even seeing clearly that there’s a scar on that hand. One that matches mine from when we were eight and became blood brothers, slicing lines into our palms and smashing them together. “We’ll choose each other over everything and everyone. Forever.”

Arthur Penngrove.

The mayor’s son, and my best friend since birth.

What the hell is he doing bringing some woman down here?

Pain explodes against my jaw, like someone blasted a firework behind my eyes. My face snaps to the side, teeth clacking hard enough I taste blood, the metallic flavor blooming like rust on my tongue.

Fuck.

I surge forward, sending a quick jab, and he grunts, his head flying to the right, red spraying across the deeply stained concrete beneath our feet.

Cheers erupt.

Shit. I was too heavy-handed.

The lights flicker more aggressively now, so much so that even my opponent glances up. Just for a moment, the thought of defying them flickers in my mind. But as quickly as it comes, I quash it.

I don’t have a choice. So I drop my hands, just slightly.

Hesitate just long enough.

Leave an opening.

One hit.

Then another.

I go down on the third.

Fight, dog, fight.
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The People’s Prince Turns Heads With HillPoint Grab

Arthur Penngrove: a name Rosebrook Falls loves. A name they trust.

And this week, that name landed squarely on HillPoint.

In a move that has half the town whispering and the other half pretending they’re not, Arthur has taken control of the Round Table Tavern after the previous owner defaulted on a loan tied to none other than Frederick Lawrence.

The deal was quiet. The impact was not.

One of Montgomery territory’s most recognizable landmarks is now Calloway-aligned, and to say people have noticed is putting it mildly.

Arthur insists the acquisition was “entirely aboveboard,” a phrase that’s been repeated often enough to sound rehearsed. Still, few are questioning him so much as the timing.

Mayor Penngrove wasted no time backing his son, praising Arthur’s “business sense” and his respect for the Round Table’s legacy.

That hasn’t stopped whispers about the WayMont Compact, the agreement that’s kept Calloway and Montgomery ownership in careful balance for decades. The mayor’s office pointed to clauses allowing private sales and emphasized, again, that the mayor himself isn’t bound by any family arrangement, nor is his son.

For now, the Round Table has a new hand at the helm, and Arthur Penngrove’s star shows no signs of dimming.

The Rag will be watching. You can count on it.

#RoundTableTakeover #HillPointWhispers #WayMontWatch #CallowayAligned #TerritoryTensions #RagExclusive
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Chapter 1

Lance

Fourteen Months Later

“Who will be left holding the Calloway and Montgomery reins, and is Roman Montgomery man enough to take over the crumbling empire without a Frederick Lawrence at his side?”

I scoff and click the TV off. The sound cuts out mid-sentence, leaving the small screen in the corner dark and the hum of the refrigerator filling the room.

The Round Table Tavern is oddly quiet when there’s nobody in it.

Grabbing a still-hot wineglass from the dishwasher, I wipe it with a polishing rag and flip the stem upside down to hang above the service bar. It clanks against the others, and Genevieve, the bartender and resident pain in my ass, stops wiping the counter and stares at me like being here is a personal offense.

“I’ve never met a man who frowns more than you,” she says.

“Maybe my face just reacts to bullshit in real time.”

“So, you admit it’s a face problem, then. That’s big of you.”

I flick my chin toward the now-blank TV. “A man just died. What do you want, a celebration?”

“Two men, actually. And from what I know of both, the world’s better off.”

“Because you know so much?”

She doesn’t. She’s lived in town for over a year, moved here for my best friend Art, and she’s barely left his side. Art keeps her stashed in a dingy little studio down the street that smells of stale paint, like she’s a poorly kept secret he can’t risk getting back to his father. And when Art can’t be there himself, he’s got me stepping in as a stand-in guard, despite knowing we’re likely to tear out each other’s throats.

“Aren’t you a Calloway?” Genevieve continues. “I thought your family would be dancing on Marcus’s grave.”

“You trying to butter me up by shit-talking my family’s dead enemies?”

“No.” She wipes down a vodka bottle with a damp cloth. “I couldn’t care less about your family’s weird blood grudge with the Montgomerys. This isn’t Romeo and Juliet.”

She’s not wrong about that, either.

Marcus Montgomery was a patriarch of Rosebrook Falls—the Montgomery side of the invisible line that’s split this town in half since its inception. I’m sure my father celebrated his death the moment it happened. He spent years trying to commandeer Marcus’s half of the town. Too bad it went to shit when Marcus’s “supposed to be dead” son Roman came back and took over the Montgomery empire.

He also decided to fall in love with my baby sister, but I digress.

My brow hitches. “Wrong Calloway sibling. Try my brother Alex if you want someone who’ll play along with references.”

“So you’re giving me permission to cross territories and hang out with your siblings?”

“It wasn’t permission; it was a correction. But no.”

“Oh, relax,” she says. “I’m sure your family wants nothing to do with mere HillPoint peasants like me.”

She puts a hand in front of her, fingers spread like she’s inspecting it for germs.

“And?”

“And that means I don’t know your brothers, so stop looking like I’m about to bite them. I’m not contagious, you know?”

Debatable.

“Why are you so twitchy about it anyway? Is it because Juliette’s hanging out here now that Marcus is dead and she’s fucking his son?”

“Don’t talk about my sister.”

She lifts her hands like she’s innocent. “Touchy subject. Noted.”

I hadn’t thought about it, honestly. Now that my parents, Craig and Martha, have yachted to the Caribbean, and Juliette and Roman have undone the enemy lines between our families, I guess anything is possible.

Probable, even.

Still, as a Calloway, we don’t show up in the HillPoint neighborhood unless there’s a reason.

Unfortunately, I’ve had a revolving one for the past six years.

Frederick Lawrence.

He made me into this. He broke me, and twisted every edge until pain felt like home, and my own reflection looked like a stranger. And you know what they say: You either die a hero or live long enough to become the villain.

I’m still trying to figure out where I fall in the remains.

Either way, I could spit on his grave every day for the rest of my life, and it wouldn’t be enough.

“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “The tavern’s neutral territory now, since Art took it over.”

The last thing I want is for Genevieve to notice that what she’s mentioning is settling on my shoulders. She might try to talk to me more, and I see enough of her as is.

She brushes a loose strand of red hair from her porcelain face. “Neutral’s an interesting word choice, but you make a good point.”

“At least one of us does.”

“My point,” she tucks the vodka back behind the bar, “is I don’t have grief to spare for rich assholes who spent their lives screwing people over.”

“What are you, the morality police?”

If she is, she’s terrible at it.

She tosses the rag into the bar sink, turning to face me. “You know, you Rosebrook townies act like this shithole is sacred ground. Like anyone not born here is dirt on your shoe.”

“And yet here you are. Living in our mess. Serving us drinks. Keeping our secrets…” My eyes catch hers. “… Sleeping with one of us.”

She crosses her arms. “Is that why you’re such a dick? Because you’re jealous I steal Art’s attention?”

“You think I’m jealous of you?” I laugh, and it’s bitter on the back of my tongue. “I’ve been his best friend our entire lives, and you’re just a girl. One who he won’t let near his dad, even after all this time. So who should be jealous of who, exactly?”

Genevieve flinches, and that bitter taste slides down my throat.

“You’re a fucking asshole.”

“And you’re not worth my time.” I toss the polishing rag on the bar.

“Wow. I’m devastated. Please believe I’ve seen where and what you spend your time on, and I’m not interested.”

“Guess we’ll both lose sleep over it.”

“Why are you even here?” she asks. “You don’t work the bar. Hell, you don’t even work aboveboard.” She steps closer. “You’re just someone’s bitch.”

I don’t know if she sees the sudden flush on my face, but she goes for the throat.

“Aw. Sore subject? What’s the matter, Champ? Feeling directionless now that your handler kicked it?”

Kicked it. Like I wasn’t the one who pulled the trigger that wiped Frederick from the face of the earth.

My finger still remembers the vibrations from every shot. The release after years of watching him strut around town in his tailored suits, shaking hands with my family and our enemies, then showing up underground to run the Lye like some crime lord above reproach.

Piece of shit.

Maybe I should feel remorse for taking a life. Maybe that’s what a better man would do.

But I don’t.

“It’s cute you pretend to know anything about me.”

She tilts her head. “Tell me… Do they have a new boss lined up, or are you still waiting at the basement door like a loyal mutt?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know a dog when I see one,” she says.

“Keep pushing, Genevieve.”

I lean forward and she mimics the motion, close enough to see the flecks in her green irises and every freckle on her face.

“Why can’t you take the hint that nobody wants you here, Lance?”

The words hook behind my ribs and squeeze.

Fuck. Her.

“Just because Art lets you play bartender doesn’t make you privy to what’s really happening here. You think nobody wants me? Take a look in the mirror.”

“I think I know what it looks like when a guy’s in over his head and taking it out on everyone else.”

“You don’t know shit about me or my life.” I grip the edge of the bar so tightly my knuckles ache. “Do us both a favor and shut the fuck up.”

The front door swings open, the little red bell above it chiming sharply, and Art storms inside, pale cheeks flushed, and auburn hair mussed from the wind.

Genevieve and I jump apart, and it’s only then I realize how close we were, how that scent she’s always wearing will linger on my skin.

Christ. Even being near her affects me negatively.

“Good, you’re both here,” Art says, unwrapping the scarf from his neck.

“Unfortunately,” Genevieve mutters.

I turn my back to her and face him. “What’s up?”

His gaze floats between us. “We have a problem.”




Chapter 2

Genevieve

Rosebrook Falls, Connecticut, is a town that doesn’t welcome outsiders.

It tolerates them…barely. And only if we keep our heads down and mouths shut.

Luckily, I’m great at both.

Except, it would seem, when it comes to Lance Calloway.

And maybe that’s on me. Maybe I let him under my skin too much. Maybe I’ve been poking at him because it’s easier than acknowledging how he watches me like he’s waiting for me to fuck up.

I don’t like him.

But unfortunately, I do see him.

Hard not to, when I’m barely five-three and he’s well over six feet on a bad day.

I force myself to focus on the man who just walked into the tavern. The man I love, the one I uprooted my entire life in Boston for to come to his small town and build a life with.

Arthur Penngrove.

Art’s brow is furrowed, his shoulders hunched like the weight he’s carrying is too much to bear.

The Round Table has been sluggish for two weeks, ever since Freddy and Marcus died, and honestly, I could have taken some time off, let the other server Rosalie work my shifts instead. But, if I’m not here, then I’m just a kept woman pretending I’m living a full life, waiting for Art to visit me. A side piece he sneaks away for.

Stop it, Ginny. You love him. He loves you. That’s all that matters.

Art covers his mouth with his hand, then drops it to his side.

My face drops along with it.

“What’s wrong?” I step out from behind the bar and wipe my palms on the front of my jeans.

“I need to talk to Lance.”

“Seriously?” I say. “You’re kicking me out?”

Lance grins. “Don’t get jealous, Genevieve. I’ll give him back.”

My fists clench so tight my nails bite skin, and I hate that I don’t know why his goading works, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing it, so I blink and envision all the ways he could wither away to nothing.

“Fine. I’ll just…go do something else, I guess.”

“Don’t go far,” Art says.

Oh, I won’t.

“Why do you let her treat you like that?” Lance’s voice is dripping with venom, and I hesitate, pressing my back against the kitchen wall.

What does he mean I treat him like that?

Art’s sigh is heavy, and I imagine him sinking into a chair. Running a hand through his gelled hair, or dragging a palm down his face. Maybe he’s relieved I’m gone.

My teeth press together at the thought.

I peer around the corner of the kitchen and into the bar.

Art pulls at his necktie.

“She’s complicated,” he says.

“You all right?”

“Yeah, you know how it is. Parental bullshit.”

“That’s why we’re part of the Silver Spoon Survivors’ Club.”

Art’s mouth curls up. “Founding members.”

“Your dad still pissed you bought this place?”

He cringes, his eyes floating along the back of the bar. “Among other things.”

I know what he isn’t saying. His dad can’t stand me. Won’t let us move in together or even take the time to meet me. As far as Franklin Penngrove’s concerned, I’m just a stain on his son’s reputation.

“I never want to take advantage of our friendship,” Art says. “And I know I promised that I’d…”

He swallows hard.

Lance’s silver chain swings forward as he leans in, resting his elbows on his knees. There’s a beat of silence, and they do that thing they do: communicate without words.

Jealousy cuts through me: sharp and searing.

It’s not Lance’s ego or the way he acts like I’m an inconvenience.

It’s them.

The way they’re family so effortlessly. There for each other without question. Meanwhile, I’m the outsider. The one who showed up and threw off their balance.

“The fights are starting up again.” Lance says it like he already knew.

That makes one of us.

The fights.

Even the thought of them makes me want to scream, but for some reason, I can never find my voice. I don’t have the right to, anyway. I’m just as complicit as the two of them, even if I never asked to be.

Art leads me down an alley to an industrial gray door tucked behind a blue dumpster.

He pulls out a ring of keys and spins them on his finger.

“You need help figuring out which one to use?” I joke. “I thought you owned the place.”

“I’m just debating on whether showing you this is a good idea.”

“Well you’ll have to show me eventually, especially since you said I could bartend.” I try to peer around him.

“If you work here… There are things you’ll see. Things I don’t want to keep from you, because I love you, and our life together here shouldn’t start with secrets. But I don’t know if this will be too much.”

I swallow down the suspicion. “You can trust me.”

And I mean it. I grew up with a defense attorney for a father who taught me how to keep quiet, so there’s nothing I can’t handle.

“Once I show you this, there’s no going back. And I’m serious, Gin, you can’t tell anyone. Not even your dad.”

He says it lightly, but his hand is trembling, and a cold thread pulls at my sternum.

This is Art, I remind myself. I know him, and I love him. So, I lift up on my toes and press a kiss to the corner of his mouth.

He gives a small grin, then opens the doors, dragging me behind him.

We walk through a hallway, with yellow lighting and worn tile that make my footsteps echo. I expect him to take me to the actual bar or maybe lead me to the kitchen, but instead, we head to a door in the back.

He unlocks it, and we go down a flight of stairs until we’re in a small storage area lined with boxes and inventory for the front of house.

“You’re nervous to show me the storage area?” I ask.

He smiles, bouncing in place, then he moves forward and shoves aside the boxes. He taps something on the wall, and the wood swings open to reveal a steel door behind it.

Art puts his thumb on the handle, and it beeps green then opens with a click.

“Fancy. Does everyone need a fingerprint to get through here?”

He doesn’t look at me, just replies in a nonchalant voice, “Either that or a key card.”

“Ah, of course,” I say.

My pulse kicks up when I look at the wooden staircase that leads into an abyss.

“Where the hell are we, Art? What’s going on?”

He’s halfway down the first step, but he glances back and hesitates. “You said I could trust you, right?”

I’m not entirely sure anymore. “Of course.”

“Then I need you to trust me, too.”

The hairs on my arms stand on end. But I do trust Art. Of course I do.

We make it to the bottom of the stairs and enter another hallway lined with acoustic padding on the walls. Our footsteps don’t echo. It’s like the noise gets swallowed before it can escape.

“Soundproofing,” Art says. “The walls are packed with it. You could scream and no one upstairs would hear a thing.”

A tremor scrapes down my spine.

“You’re not planning to kill me down here, are you?”

“Please, we both know your dad would kill me if I thought of hurting you.”

The way he says it—so blasé—makes my skin prickle, but I ignore it because thinking about my dad reminds me I left him alone in Boston, and that hurts too much.

We go down one flight. Then another. The walls change to raw concrete, and I realize we’re deeper underground than I thought. Three levels at least, maybe more. The air changes immediately as we make our way down. Cooler for sure, and damper, with an undercurrent of something metallic I can’t quite place.

“How far down does this go?”

“Far enough.” Art’s hand finds the small of my back, guiding me forward. “This place was built on top of a speakeasy. Then Prohibition ended, and someone else expanded it over the years. Added the infrastructure.”

“Infrastructure for what?”

We stop in front of a heavy metal door, reinforced with steel plating.

“Wow, really keeping the door companies in business.”

Art sighs. “I love you, but this is serious.”

I put my hands up, but something small and sharp pinches at his chastisement. “Got it. I’m totally serious. What’s behind door number three?”

“The real reason I bought this place.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“I know.”

He wants me to be impressed, I think, or maybe he just needs me to know why this matters to him. It’s clear that it does.

“Art. It’s okay.” I run my hand down the length of his arm. “I’ve got you, I promise. Whatever it is, we’ll be in it together.”

He nods, then does some fancy knock.

A small viewing pane in the metal clicks open, beady eyes shining through.

There’s noise, but it’s muffled like music through water.

Underneath it, there’s a rhythmic vibration…

Cheering.

“Hey, Kay,” Art says.

“Mr. Penngrove.”

The door opens, revealing a man with a tree-trunk neck and a clipboard in his hand who waves us through, and the sound crashes over me like a wave.

It’s a cathedral of violence.

That’s the only way I can think to describe it. A vast underground chamber, the ceiling arched, the walls lined with black padding that swallows the echo, similar to the basement that’s now above us. The floor slopes down to a sunken pit at the center, a concrete area wrapped in chain-link fencing from the floor almost to the ceiling.

A cage.

Around it, tiered seating rises like a Roman amphitheater, dark stained wood and leather booths tucked behind tinted glass. A full bar lines one wall, backlit in red, giving the whole space a hellish glow. The bartender—a stunning woman with strawberry-red hair—is pouring drinks for men in expensive suits and women draped in silk, none of whom seem disturbed by what’s happening in the center of the room.

Where two men are trying to kill each other.

They’re both shirtless, but have shoes on and dark shorts, their hands wrapped in dirty white tape. One of them is huge. Jet-black hair, broad shoulders, arm muscles coiled like he was built for this kind of brutality. There are tattoos on his back and sprinkling down his arms, the most notable one a sword that runs the length of his spine. And he’s dodging a punch, then countering with a kick that snaps his opponent’s head sideways.

The crowd roars.

“Art,” I breathe through the nausea. “What the hell is this?”

His arm wraps around my shoulders, pulling me close. His lips brush my ear, and the back of my neck prickles.

“A hub for the most exclusive ring of underground fighting on the East Coast.” He squeezes my shoulder. “Welcome to the Lye, Gin.”

My mouth floods with a sour taste, and I swallow twice to keep my expression neutral.

“Why isn’t that guy blocking?”

Art hesitates. “Sometimes the game isn’t about winning.”

The lights flicker, and the tattooed fighter glances up.

His gaze strikes me like someone reached around my heart and squeezed.

Every sound in the room thins to nothing. It’s just the cage, him, and a pull in the center of my chest I can’t explain.

He’s looking at me like he knows me. Like he’s been waiting for me.

Then a fist connects with his jaw, his head snaps sideways, and the spell breaks.

“That’s Lance,” Art says.

“That’s Lance?” I twist to look at him. “As in your best friend?”

“One and the same.”

Lance goes down on the next hit. He doesn’t get back up.

The crowd erupts, and I glance around. Money changes hands. The lights come up, and people move toward the bar, laughing like this is normal.

The room tilts.

“He lost.”

“Yeah.” Art’s jaw tightens. “He does that sometimes.”

Lance is standing now, wiping blood from his mouth. He doesn’t acknowledge the crowd. He just turns toward a tunnel, a guy with pasty skin, and short, wavy blond hair at his side.

Right before he disappears, he stops, his hand gripping the edge of the stone archway. He looks over his shoulder, and his eyes find mine.

I feel it again—that sense of something shifting beneath my feet.

Then he’s gone.

I’m snapped to the present when Art mentions something about my father.

My breath stalls, and then a hand wraps around my mouth and jerks me back.




Chapter 3

Lance

The Lye reopening isn’t news, more of an inevitability. I’ve never been under the illusion that I was free, even after getting rid of Frederick.

I lift the gun.

A sharp, pained laugh bleeds out of Frederick’s mouth. “He’ll kill you if you stay down there.”

I shrug, even though the thought of him—Brutus Myrddin—sends a chill down my spine.

My life’s forfeit every time I step into the ring anyway.

“Then I guess I’ll see you in hell.”

A muffled noise breaks through the memory, and I’m on my feet before Art can blink.

“Anyone else supposed to be here?” I ask.

Art shakes his head but keeps his face turned away. Still, he falls into step beside me without a word, the way he always does—the way we have since we were kids.

I don’t know what I expect to find when we round the corner, but it’s not Benjamin Voltaire with his pasty hand over Genevieve’s mouth, her body thrashing like a wildcat clawing her way free.

Fucking Benny.

Marcus and Frederick’s nephew. A two-for-two in the lost uncle lottery, and every bit the smug shit you’d expect from someone who got his status through nepotism.

“Get your hands off her,” I snap.

Benny smirks and loosens his grip just enough for Genevieve to drive her elbow into his ribs. He grunts and lets her go, and I hold back a grin at the sight of this tiny woman manhandling a guy almost twice her size.

She has terrible form, but not too bad, all things considered.

“The fuck is wrong with you?” I cross my arms.

“Relax, boss,” Benny says.

My fingers twitch at that stupid nickname.

“Was just showing Gin what happens when you eavesdrop where you don’t belong.”

Her cheeks are flushed, mouth tight, but when our eyes meet, her chin lifts.

Of course she was listening. Genevieve never can stay in her lane.

Art steps in. “Are you out of your goddamn mind? We’ve been working overtime to keep your name clean from the bullshit you’ve been stirring up. And now you’re putting hands on my girl?”

Benny straightens, waxy blond hair falling across his face.

“Yeah, well, maybe your girl should learn her place,” he says. “And nobody’s asking the mayor’s kid to clean up after me. Believe it.”

He spits the word mayor like it tastes rotten, and Art stiffens.

Genevieve jumps forward, rising on her tiptoes to get in Benny’s face. “Shut the hell up, Benny. Jesus, this whole town’s run by douchebags. What are you even doing here?”

“Ask your boyfriend, Gin. I was invited.”

Art sighs, grabs Benny by the shoulder, and drags him toward the storage room. “We’ll be right back.”

My brows shoot up.

Benny and Art have never gotten along, so why the sudden buddy-buddy?

Genevieve’s dusting herself off as if Benny’s germs sprayed on her clothes like grit. “Benny’s a creep.”

“He grows on you.”

Not really.

“Like mold, maybe,” she says.

My lips twitch.

She glances down the hall. “Should we go with them?”

“We shouldn’t do anything.”

Genevieve scoffs, shooting me a look that could kill, and then moves into the small back office across the hall.

I follow, propping my shoulder against the door frame and crossing my arms.

I’ve always been good at watching people—recognizing their tells. You train long enough, you start clocking weaknesses like every person is a potential opponent.

What side they favor. How they stand in line at the grocery store. Which hand they use to scratch their neck or which leg they rest their weight on.

Right now, Genevieve is rattled.

Sure, her chin is held high, but her mouth is pressed tight and she’s shifting on her feet like she can’t get steady. Every so often, she taps her ear, twisting the lobe. That’s one she always seems to do.

“Your fighting sucks,” I say.

Her head jerks back. “I fight fine.”

“Sure. If your goal was to throw an elbow to the air while you’re being kidnapped.”

“Well, it worked, didn’t it?”

“Because he was distracted and not trying to hurt you,” I tell her.

“God, you’re insufferable.”

I laugh and reach out, flicking her forehead. “Whatever you say, Half-Pint.”

She swats my hand away with a scowl. “Ew. Don’t call me that.”

Art peers around the doorframe. “There you two are.”

Genevieve tenses and I stay stock still as Art slips into that too-calm mode he learned from his father—the one he uses when he’s about to lie.

He’s a politician’s son, whether he wants to admit it or not.

“Benny’s gone already?” I ask.

Art gives a sharp nod and sinks down into a chair, the cheap metal creaking beneath his frame. He leans back and drums his fingers on the desk, his eyes locked on Genevieve.

“If you’re about to say that freak had any right to grab me…”

“No,” Art says. “But you shouldn’t have been in the bar still.”

“Technically, I wasn’t. I was in the kitchen.”

“Near enough.”

“Oh, so now I’m not allowed to breathe unless it’s where you specifically tell me to be?”

He slams his hand on the table.

I straighten off the wall.

“Sorry, I’m just… I’m tired,” he says.

Genevieve blinks. “You’re never gonna let me in, are you? Do you even want me here, Art?”

“Gin, baby, of course I do. It’s not about that.” He sounds tired, like they’ve had this conversation a thousand times.

“Whatever, Art. Come find me when you take your head out of your ass.” Genevieve turns on her heel and stalks out of the room, the door slamming behind her.

The echo settles into the walls.

“We pretending everything’s fine still, or…”

Art shakes his head. “Lance… I need you to listen.”

My stomach tightens. I hate when he uses that voice, it reminds me of my father—of all the times he’s been in my ear barking commands.

Lance, listen to me and stand up straight.

Lance, stop scowling.

Lance, you’re such a disappointment.

My body shudders, and I shove the thought of my father down.

Art glances at the door Genevieve just stormed through. “Genevieve’s dad is potentially in some major shit, okay? And that causes problems for me.”

“Easy solution. Ditch the bitch and you’re home free.”

“Can you please let go of whatever grudge you have with the woman I love and try to understand my perspective?”

I throw up my hands. “Fine. Explain it to me, then.”

“Her dad’s on thin ice with Brutus.”

Brutus fucking Myrddin. The one who owns the Lye, who runs Badon Hill out of Boston, and who’s been in bed with my father for years. He doesn’t show his face in Rosebrook unless something’s worth his attention, but his name lingers like a putrid smell.

If Genevieve’s dad is involved with him…

“What kind of a father knows about Myrddin and still lets his kid walk into a snake pit like the Lye?” I ask.

“I said he was in shit with him, not that he’s on a know-everything basis.”

“So how do you know?”

Art taps his fingers on the chair’s arm and flashes me a grin. “Because I’m charming and people like to tell me things.”

“People like Brutus Myrddin?”

He exhales, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Benny told me, okay? Brutus was asking him questions about Ginny. He was giving me a heads-up.”

“That’s why Benny was here?”

Art gives a quick chin jerk.

“So move her into the mayor’s mansion with you. Your dad’s a dick, but he’d protect her if you pushed.”

“It’s not that simple.”

It is, but okay. “You’ve gotta make a choice here. You either want your father’s approval, or you want the girl. Fuck him if he doesn’t like her. What’ll he do, disown you? That’d be the opposite of his obsession with you presenting as the perfect family.”

“Yeah, it just…needs to be the right time.”

I laugh, throwing my head back.

“What about this is funny, dick?”

“Nothing,” I say, pressing my lips together to hold it in. “It’s just so ridiculous. Both of us out here acting like we get a say in our lives, but still terrified of our fathers.”

His brow furrows, but the corner of his mouth lifts. “We agreed to never say that out loud.”

“Which part?” I chuckle again.

“Listen, I’m a man, okay? My father wishes he could be as fucking loved as me.”

“Mmhm.” I nod along. “Probably as humble too, right?”

Now Art does crack a smile. “What can I say? It’s a gift.”

The laughter fades between us.

“How do you know she’s not a plant?” I ask.

“Her dad’s a lawyer, not a Fed.”

“And you don’t know what kind of trouble he’s in?”

Art lifts a shoulder. “I don’t want to freak her out by bringing it up, you know? She’ll just lose it and run back to Boston.”

The way he says it feels clinical, but I know Art better than I know myself. He’s scared if she leaves, she won’t come back.

He groans, dragging a palm down his face. “She’s probably outside the door listening to us.”

“Support for the whole ‘she’s a plant’ theory.”

“You’re not helping.”

“Dude.” I put my arms out. “It’s me. Come on.”

He moves to the desk, his fingers toying with a stack of papers. “I don’t trust Myrddin, do you?”

“Are you seriously asking me that right now?”

“If he’s curious about Ginny, and her father’s lawyered up with them somehow, I don’t know… It feels like she’s in danger.”

My head tilts. “You think he’s their lawyer?”

Art drops the papers, spinning around and leaning against the lip of the desk. “I think chances are high. Benny says they’re wanting to keep Leo in line, and there’s nothing better than a daughter to do that.”

He should tell her.

I want to say it to him, but if I push Art with direction, he’ll rage against it, the same way I did for so many years as a “fuck you” to the man.

My back hits the wall as I take him in.

His face is drawn, shoulders hunched, and it reminds me of when we were eight, his father ripping into him for missing a line in some press junket script. He hadn’t lost all his baby teeth, but his dad talked to him like he was a political liability instead of a kid.

And I related to that because if there’s one thing my own family’s always done, it’s try to mold me into something I’m not.

Art didn’t cry that day. He just stood there with his hands behind his back and his eyes locked on the grass, waiting for another verbal punch, and I left when I was told to leave, wishing I could spare him the pain of feeling like he wasn’t good enough.

Later I found him at the falls in the county park, throwing stones into the water with a busted lip. I picked up a pebble, stood beside him, and we skipped rocks until our arms ached and our families’ fucked-up burdens weighed on us a little less.

That’s when we cut our palms and made a pact.

The Silver Spoon Survivors’ Club.

Blood brothers. Loyalty. No questions asked. We may not be good enough for our families, but we’d be good enough for each other.

That loyalty still presses down like it’s the most important thing.

“Yeah,” I say. “Okay.”




Chapter 4

Genevieve

Fourteen Months Ago

The key to a perfect crème brûlée is patience.

You can’t rush the torch. Can’t let the flame linger too long in one spot or you’ll burn the sugar.

The caramel needs to be glass smooth, to crack under a spoon like thin ice in winter.

My father taught me that when I was six, standing on a step stool in our kitchen, my small hands wrapped around his.

“Patience, mon chou,” he’d said. “Everything good requires patience.”

Around me, the kitchen of Cameliard hums with controlled chaos, the head chef Michel barking orders in rapid-fire French, the line cooks moving in a choreographed dance to the sounds of sizzles hitting hot pans.

Dinner service is my favorite part of the day. Mainly because it doesn’t give me space to ruminate on things like my lack of a social life or if my father will make it home at the end of each night.

Here at the restaurant, my biggest concern is whether the béchamel needs another minute or if the reduction is ready.

My phone rings.

Shit.

I ignore it, focusing on the brûlée. The sugar’s almost there, that perfect moment right before it goes from caramelized to—

It rings again.

“Genevieve.” Chef Michel’s voice is a razor, his blue eyes homed in on me. “If you’re going to let your phone interrupt my service, you can leave my kitchen.”

“Yes, Chef. Sorry, Chef.” I set down the torch and pull out my phone, fingers trembling, and silence it.

But the message on the screen makes me smile.

ART:

Landing in Boston tonight. Something important with your dad and Freddy, blah blah, lawyer shit. Dinner tomorrow? Miss you.

I bite my lip, thumb hovering over the keyboard.

We’ve been doing this long-distance dance for over a year now—him visiting when his family’s lawyer has business with my dad. What “business” a mayor’s lawyer has with a criminal defense attorney, I have no clue. But I learned a long time ago not to ask questions.

Art’s and my relationship progressed naturally, despite it being a dinner for my dad where we met, and it’s easy. He’s handsome. Nice. He remembers the small things: my schedule, my coffee order, the name of the line cook who annoys me.

ME:

Can’t wait. Usual place?

ART:

Wherever you want. I’m buying.

Chef Michel clears his throat, and I shove my phone into my pocket, my spine straightening like I’ve been electrocuted.

“Sorry, Chef.”

I focus back on my crème brûlée, but there’s still a skip in my heart because Art’s coming into town.

My hands move without conscious thought.

“Runner!”

The plate disappears down the line, and I’m already reaching for the next ticket, the next challenge, the next chance to prove I belong here.

By the time service ends, my feet are screaming, and my whites are splattered with enough butter to constitute a health code violation. But I’m grinning as I break down my station, still riding the high that only comes from a flawless service.

“You killed it tonight.” Danny, one of the other sous-chefs, bumps my shoulder as he passes. “That duck on table twelve? The guest sent compliments to the kitchen.”

My heart swells. “Seriously?”

“Chef Michel wants to see you in the office,” he says with a wide grin.

I try not to let the hope show too much on my face, but it’s hard. Three years I’ve been working toward this. Senior sous-chef at twenty-four, at one of the most respected restaurants in Boston isn’t just a promotion; it’s proof I deserve everything I’ve dreamed of. I change out of my whites in the back room, checking my phone as I pull on my jeans.

ART:

How was work tonight?

I smile at the screen.

ME:

Chef Michel wants to “talk.” I think this might be it!

ART:

That’s my girl. You deserve it more than anyone.

ME:

Don’t jinx it.

ART:

Not jinxing. Call me when you’re home?

ME:

Always.

Nerves zing up my spine as I walk to the office and when I knock on the doorframe, Chef Michel holds up a finger. He’s on the phone, his back half turned to me, and I catch the tail end of whatever he’s saying.

“Yes. I understand. Are you sure we can’t… No, I wouldn’t want that… Of course, ma’am.”

When he hangs up and turns to me, his expression makes my stomach dip.

“You wanted to see me, Chef?”

He stares and rubs his chin. This already isn’t how I imagined this would go.

“Ginny.” He clears his throat. “In every chef’s life, there comes a time where staying stagnant isn’t beneficial to their long-term goals.”

My lungs cramp. This is it, oh my God.

“Would you agree?”

“Yes, Chef. Of course.”

“Good. Sometimes, it’s best for a pupil to spread their wings and try other avenues.”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry, Genevieve,” he says at the same time I say, “I accept.”

My body locks up tight, and I laugh. “I’m sorry, I misheard you… What?”

He’s holding his phone in one hand and tapping it against the other, and he looks like he’d rather be anywhere else.

“We’re letting you go, Genevieve. You’re fired.”

The words don’t compute. They’re sounds without meaning, syllables that bounce off my eardrums and fall to the floor.

I laugh again, because this has to be a joke. “I don’t understand. You said last week my beurre blanc was the best you’d tasted since you’d visited Lyon. I’ve done everything to get this position.”

“I know what I said. This isn’t about your performance.”

The room tilts as I shove to a stand. “Then what’s it about?”

He doesn’t answer.

“If I did something wrong, just tell me. I can fix it. Whatever it is.”

“We’re done here.”

I want to argue. I want to demand answers. I want to do something other than sit here like an idiot while my entire world collapses around me. But I know Chef Michel well—have studied his every expression for years in order to appease him. There’s no winning this fight.

So I go.

I clean out my locker with numb fingers; a spare hair tie, a notebook of recipes, a photo of Art and me I’d taped to the inside of the door, and I walk out the back entrance, the same one I’ve used every single day for three years. I stand in the alley, staring at the brick wall and the fire escape I once climbed with Danny to smoke a cigarette after a brutal shift.

And then it hits me. All at once, like a tsunami crashing over my head.

I’m never going back.

The sob tears out of me. I end up crouched against the wall, crying so hard I can barely breathe, while the kitchen I gave everything to carries along without me just a few feet away.
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The next few weeks blur together in a haze of rejection and confusion. I apply to every restaurant in Boston worth working at, then the ones that aren’t, then the ones I swore I’d never set foot in—the tourist traps, the chains, the places where the food comes preportioned in plastic bags.

Nobody calls me back. Nobody will even entertain the thought of me.

And it’s only when I’ve finally accepted defeat that I walk into the front door of my father’s brownstone.

The lights are on in the kitchen.

“Papa?”

“In here, mon chou!”

His voice is jovial, and I find him at the stove, in his suit, tie loosened, and his sleeves rolled up, stirring something in a copper pot that smells like heaven.

There’s a whole spread on the counter.

Fresh bread, Brie, a salad. Red wine’s breathing on the table in a decanter I bought him last Christmas.

“You’re cooking?” I ask. “It’s almost ten thirty.”

He tsks but doesn’t stop stirring. “You think I’ll sleep knowing my daughter’s working herself to death and not eating properly?”

Work. That’s a generous term for it.

“Does it help if I say I made your favorite?”

I move closer, peering over his shoulder. “Coq au vin?”

It’s not my favorite, but I’ll never tell him otherwise.

It was the dish he made every time he needed to make something right when I was growing up, and I used to love it; the smell of herbs and wine filling the house meant he was home, at least for a night. A pause in whatever crisis had kept him gone or buried in phone calls behind closed doors.

But as I got older, the pattern stopped being comforting and started being obvious. Coq au vin meant he was apologizing without saying the words. It meant another long absence, another silent security detail shadowing me on routine errands.

And we never talked about any of it because we never really could.

He didn’t tell, and I didn’t ask, and somewhere along the way we made an unspoken pact to pretend the world he lived in and the world he made for me could stay separate.

And where does the coq au vin come in? Well, my mother died twenty-four years ago giving birth to me, so my father had to be both parents, and he did it the only way he knew how: through food.

He learned to cook from my grandmother in Lyon, and she learned from her mother, and so on and so forth, back through generations of people who believed that love was something you fed people.

“So,” my father says, cutting into his chicken. “Art’s in town, yes?”

I nod, mouth full.

“And he’ll be stealing you away from me again?”

“You can’t say it’s stealing when you’re the one who hooked us up.”

“‘Hooked us up.’ That makes it sound so casual.”

“We’re long distance, so it is kind of casual.”

My father waves a hand like he’s swatting a fly. “One year together isn’t casual, Genevieve. Don’t cheapen your choices or your relationship.”

Grinning, I take another bite, and his phone buzzes on the counter. He glances at it, and his expression changes to something harder.

Work mode.

“I need to take this. One moment.”

He steps out of the kitchen, his voice dropping to a murmur.

“—told you, I’ll get it handled.”

My fork freezes halfway to my mouth.

When my father comes back, his face is smooth again. “Sorry about that.”

“Sounded intense.”

“Defending the law sometimes is.”

The same fear I’ve always had about him and his work rushes through me, gripping my limbs in an icy hold. “Papa, promise me you’d tell me if you were ever in danger from your work.”

He sets down his fork. “If something were ever truly wrong, you’d know. I’d make sure of it.”

“Like a code word or what?”

He chuffs. “You watch too many movies.”

“I’m serious.” I laugh. “You’d have to make it something outlandish like ‘I’ll take you to the moon.’”

“Why’s that outlandish?”

“Well, you’re terrified of heights. Being in space is basically the highest point you could get.”

“It’s a deal.” He smiles. “That’s how you’ll know. But mon chou, that day will never come.”

The rest of dinner is nice. He tells me about a restaurant he went to in New York and a technique they used for a sauce he thought I’d appreciate. And it isn’t until he’s brewed cappuccinos for dessert that we broach the subject of me being unemployable.

“What am I supposed to do? Cooking’s all I know. It’s all I’ve ever been good at.”

He reaches over and takes my hand. “Maybe Boston isn’t the right place for you anymore.”

I flinch. “What do you mean?”

“Sometimes when a door closes, it’s the universe telling you to look for a different one. Maybe this is your chance to start fresh somewhere else.”

I take a sip of my drink, the heat scalding down my throat. “Art did ask for me to move to Connecticut with him.”

He hums, and I suspect he already knew.

I stare into the mug, the steam curling up into the air. “Part of me wants to say yes. And Art’s… He loves me.”

“And the other part?”

“The other part doesn’t want to leave you.”

“Mon chou, I want you to go.”

“Don’t say that just for me.”

“I’ve been taking care of myself for years. What I can’t do is watch you waste away here, mourning something that was stolen from you.”

Stolen.

“Okay,” I finally say. “Maybe you’re right.”

“I love you, mon chou, always and in all ways.” He pulls me into a hug. “Don’t ever forget that.”

“I love you, too, Papa.”

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven.

Seven seconds.

I count to myself and sink into his embrace, committing the moment to memory.
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Present Day

It’s two a.m., and I can’t sleep.

My apartment’s a shoebox, really, in a narrow brick building wedged between a dry cleaner and an antique shop, with hardwood floors that creak when you step on them and a cute little bay window that overlooks the street.

I’m sitting on the edge of my bed in the dark, still in my jeans and white T-shirt that has the tavern’s logo on it, replaying the same four words over and over like a song I can’t get unstuck.

It’s about Genevieve’s father.

What about him? What does Art know that I don’t, and why was he telling Lance instead of me?

My phone sits on the nightstand, its black screen taunting me like it might bite me if I touch it.

Just call your dad, Ginny. It’s not hard.

Except it is. Because if I call and everything’s fine, then I’m paranoid, and if I call and everything’s not fine…

I grab the phone before I can talk myself out of it.

It rings for what feels like an eternity and I’m about to hang up when my father’s voice comes through, rough with sleep.

“Mon chou? It’s late, is everything all right?”

Some of the tension in my body loosens. He sounds okay. Like himself, like Papa.

“I’m fine,” I lie, tucking my legs beneath me. “Just wanted to hear your voice.”

“…at two in the morning?”

“Oh, is that what time it is?” I chew on my lip. “Couldn’t sleep, I guess.”

“Ah. Well, you can always call me. I love hearing your voice.”

Maybe Art didn’t know what he was talking about. After all, if something was wrong, my dad would tell me.

“The tavern keeping you busy?”

My stomach twists.

“Something like that.”

The soft static of the phone line fills the silence, and the distant sound of the classical music he always plays from his office. He complains about the time, but clearly he’s being a workaholic.

“Papa.” I grip the phone tighter. “Is everything okay with you?”

“Business as usual.”

“You should know that brings me minimal comfort considering you work with criminals.”

“Genevieve,” he tsks. “You know not to bring my work into this life of ours, oui? It’s not good for your spirit to worry over minuscule things.”

“Yeah, but, you’d tell me if something was wrong, right?”

He doesn’t reply right away, and the little hairs on my arms stand on end.

“Papa?”

“Genevieve,” he singsongs.

“Are you safe?” I ask. “Just tell me that.”

“Of course. I’m as safe as I always am.”

“Okay, because if you’re not, I can come back. I don’t like thinking of you all alone.”

“You’re not coming back to Boston.”

My spine straightens. “Wow. That makes me feel loved, truly.”

“I didn’t mean it that way, mon chou. I just… I like thinking of you in some small town, away from those alleged criminals of mine you always worry about.”

“Papa, I’m serious.”

The classical music in the background cuts out, like he’s moved to another room, and when he speaks again, his voice is lower.

“You are the greatest single accomplishment of my life, Genevieve. No matter what happens, always know that I love you. Always and in all ways.”

My throat tightens. “Okay, but also, that makes me want to cycle back to the whole ‘are you okay’ thing, because it sounds like you’re saying goodbye to me.”

“‘Good night’ and ‘goodbye’ use the same mouth, non?” He chuckles softly. “You remember what I’ve told you. If there’s ever danger, I’ll let you know.”

The moon. He means the moon.

“Get some sleep, mon chou. We’ll talk soon.”

The line clicks.

I pull the phone away from my ear, our conversation playing like a haunting loop in between my ears, and as much as I try to sleep, the sleep never comes.
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“BREAKING: The Power Shuffle of the Century Hits Rosebrook Falls”

Sure, Rosebrook Falls still has its quaint cobblestone charm and historical flair, but don’t let them fool you, the real sparks are flying behind closed boardroom doors.

This morning, in what insiders are calling “the most ambitious power play since the founding of the town,” Calloway Enterprises and Montgomery Organization dropped a bombshell: the launch of WayMont Corp—a shiny new joint venture that’s already being dubbed the corporate love child that could change everything.

The merger announcement came just days after the mysterious (and suspiciously well-timed?) death of Marcus Montgomery and the even more shocking “retirement” of Craig Calloway. Coincidence? We think not.

Out with the old guard and enter the heirs.

Paxton Calloway, now officially crowned CEO of Calloway Enterprises, is wasting no time stepping into the spotlight. Sources say he’s bringing a “younger, slicker” image to the table. And let’s be honest, the man wears a power suit like it’s custom stitched.

Meanwhile, Roman Montgomery—yes, that Roman, the one we all thought was dead until his return from the grave—is to take the reins of the Montgomery side of the empire.

The exact details of #WayMont are still under lock and key, but one thing’s for sure: Rosebrook Falls isn’t ready for what’s coming.

You heard it here first.

#WayMontRises #FromEnemiesToAllies #NextGenTakeover #CorporateTea #RagExclusive
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Chapter 5

Genevieve

The only thing worse than sharing Art with Lance Calloway is sharing air.

His presence hangs in a room like humidity, existing in my space.

The same way he always seems to be doing.

It’s infuriating.

The Round Table is half-full tonight, mostly regulars, and my eyes reflexively find Lance across the bar. He’s scowling in the corner booth with his jaw tight and his shoulders tense, same as always. Even more so, because his siblings are here like I manifested them by bringing them up.

Well…two of them, anyway.

Juliette and Alex Calloway.

A light brown palm slaps against the bar top, and I jolt, coming face-to-face with a more familiar regular, Merrick Carter.

“Daydreaming again, Gin?”

“You know me.”

“Another round for the table,” he drawls, eyes a little too glassy to pass for sober. “Get it? Round…table?”

“Fairly confident that’s not what the name means, Merrick.”

“Semantics, schmemantics.”

I glance down at his side, knowing damn well what’s under his crisp black tee is a healing bullet wound he got on the Verona University campus. “You sure you should be throwing back another one?”

“You know what they say.”

“Do I?” I grab two pint glasses and flip them under the taps.

“No rest for the wicked.”

“And you’re the wicked one in this scenario?”

“Worse. I survived being shot, which means I’m immortal.” He presses a hand to his chest. “And all immortal beings eventually fall into wickedness.”
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