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Chapter One: The Day They Buried Her Twice
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The funeral hall smelled of white lilies, polished mahogany, and old money pretending grief could be elegant.

Julian stood beside his father near the altar, shaking hand after hand while condolences blurred together around him. *Thank you for coming. Yes, she was deeply loved. Yes, we'll manage.* Their voices became a single murmur, a current of sympathy that moved past him without quite making contact.

"So brave, Julian. So composed for your age."

He was eighteen. Not sixteen anymore. But no one seemed to have noticed those two years. No one except him.

The Ashford name glittered from museum archives to royal collections, and today it had drawn half the city's elite through the cathedral doors. Politicians. Socialites. A duchess Julian vaguely recognized from magazines. Women in black couture whispered behind lace veils while a string quartet played Chopin near the altar. The mayor had come personally. A film actress stood near the back in dark glasses, memorizing the room.

Cameras waited beyond the iron gates, held back by security in dark suits. The funeral, his grandmother had decreed, would be *private*. For the Ashfords, private meant two hundred guests, white orchids flown in from Holland, and the quiet understanding that grief was something to be worn, not expressed.

Julian had watched the servants arranging the flowers before the service began—white orchids threaded through silver stands, white orchids cascading from the altar. He'd stood in the vestibule, unnoticed for a moment, and thought they looked like ghosts.

Now a woman in the front row dropped her pearl earring. She didn't bend down. Simply turned her head, slow and deliberate, and fixed her assistant with a stare that could have cut glass. The assistant dropped to her knees on the stone floor, fingers scrabbling against the carpet while the eulogy continued above her. The woman never moved. Just watched, her expression perfectly serene.

Julian looked away.

His grandmother sat in the front row with a handkerchief folded precisely in her lap, her posture immaculate despite the redness rimming her eyes. A single strand of Ashford pearls glowed at her throat—the same pearls she'd worn to state dinners and gallery openings and, once, to tea with a queen. Beside her, his grandfather sat like carved stone, one weathered hand resting on the silver wolf-head cane that had belonged to his father before him. Neither of them wept. Ashfords didn't cry in public. They wore grief like a well-cut coat—fitted, private, revealing nothing.

A man near the back wore too much cologne, something sharp and amber that cut through the lilies. Distant relatives who'd sent flowers but never visited the hospital. Junior executives from the company who'd never met his mother but understood attendance was expected. All of them filing past, offering their measured sympathies, then disappearing through the heavy carved doors into the gray afternoon.

Julian kept bowing. Kept nodding. Kept his face exactly as it was supposed to be.

Calm. Composed. Polite as a photograph.

But his eyes kept drifting across the room to where she was smiling at him from a silver frame.

The photograph was from years before. Before the coma. Before the machines. Before her face became something he visited in a hospital room instead of at the breakfast table. In the picture, she was wearing that yellow sundress, the one with forget-me-nots embroidered along the hem. Her hair was pulled back with a silk scarf, and there—right there, near the corner of her left eye—was the small mole he'd nearly forgotten.

That tiny dark spot he used to press his thumb against when she tucked him in at night. Some secret button between them, some unspoken code.

*Goodnight, my Jules. Sleep deep. Dream sweet.*

He couldn't remember the last time he'd thought about that mole.

For two years, she'd lain in that hospital suite with tubes threading into her arms and machines breathing for her. Private nurses in white uniforms. Fresh flowers delivered every Monday, even when there was no one awake to see them. Everyone kept saying she was *still with us*. Still fighting. Still present.

*She's in a better place now,* someone murmured, pressing his hand between both of hers.

But she hadn't called him Jules in two years.

She hadn't tucked him in or touched his face or asked about his homework or scolded him for staying up too late reading by the window.

He stared at that photograph, and something cold settled in the hollow of his chest.

This funeral—today, this cathedral, this polished wooden box they were about to escort to the family mausoleum—this wasn't the day he lost her.

That had happened a long time ago. Quietly. Without ceremony. In a hospital room while machines beeped their indifferent rhythms and no one was holding her hand.

He waited to feel something. He'd seen people collapse in films, scream, tear at their clothes. He just felt tired. Hollowed out and scraped clean.

And underneath that exhaustion, something darker. Something that tasted like relief. He swallowed it down and locked it behind his ribs.

"You did well today."

His father's voice, low and measured. Julian turned. The cathedral had emptied while he'd been somewhere else inside his head. Just the family now beneath the vaulted ceiling, the lingering scent of flowers, the photograph of his mother smiling at them from across the marble floor.

His grandmother approached first. She reached for him without speaking, her arms wrapping around his shoulders with a force that surprised him—something fierce and desperate beneath her composure. She held him for a long moment, her face pressed against his collar, and he felt the warmth of a single tear soak through the fabric of his shirt before she pulled away. Her hand rose, quick and practiced, brushing the evidence from her cheek before anyone could notice. Before he could notice. But he had.

His grandfather stood before the portrait of his daughter-in-law, his weight balanced on the silver wolf-head cane. The old man's eyes traced the lines of her face, the curve of her smile frozen in silver and glass. A long breath passed. Then he turned, his gaze settling on Julian with something heavy and unreadable. He crossed the marble floor in three slow strides and laid a weathered hand on Julian's shoulder, the weight of it grounding, the grip firm.

"Return home, son."

Not a request. A summons wrapped in the softest voice the old man possessed. Julian nodded, not trusting his own.

They moved toward the doors together—his grandmother ahead, her spine straight as a blade, his grandfather behind her with the cane tapping its steady rhythm against the stone. The guards fell into formation at their sides. Personal assistants materialized from the shadows, tablets and coats in hand, murmuring logistics to one another in hushed tones. At the threshold, his grandfather's assistant stood waiting—a slender man in charcoal grey—and he bowed at the waist as the elder Ashfords passed. A shallow, precise gesture. The kind of deference reserved for dynasties.

Julian watched them go. The great iron doors swallowed them into the grey afternoon, and then it was just him and his father, standing alone beneath the vaulted ceiling.

Julian looked at him. His father appeared diminished somehow, the dark suit hanging slightly looser on his frame. His eyes were red-rimmed but dry. He never cried. Not when she went into the coma. Not when the specialists flew in from Geneva and delivered their verdicts. Not when the machines were finally silenced.

Julian had spent his childhood believing that meant strength. Now he wasn't certain what it meant.

"We should go," his father said.

Julian nodded. They walked toward the doors together, their footsteps echoing against the stone. He didn't look back at the photograph. He couldn't.

The security detail flanked them as they stepped outside, a seamless escort of dark suits and quiet efficiency. The family's Rolls-Royce waited at the foot of the cathedral steps, its engine humming low. One of the guards opened the rear door with a gloved hand, and Julian slid across the leather seat, his father settling in beside him. The door closed with a solid thud that sealed away the world.

Outside, black cars lined the private drive bumper to bumper under a sky the colour of tarnished silver. Chauffeurs stood beside open doors, umbrellas at the ready though the rain hadn't yet decided to fall. The air tasted like autumn, like endings, like the particular silence that follows a ceremony no one knows how to leave.

—-
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The car was black leather and silence. They sat facing each other, a continent of space between them on the seat. His father gazed out his window at the city unspooling past the tinted glass. Julian gazed out his. Two men who shared a name and a bloodline and a grief too vast to bridge with words.

His father's hands rested on his knees. His fingers twitched once, almost reaching across the space between them, and then fell still.

"Jules."

Not Julian. Just *Jules*. The name his mother had given him before he was old enough to understand that names could be gifts.

Julian turned toward him.

"What do you want to do now?"

For the past two years, he'd been living in a small town called Maplewood, three hours from the estate. A place his mother had loved. *Someday, I want somewhere like this. Small enough to know your neighbours. Quiet enough to hear yourself think.* She'd said it once, driving through on a weekend trip, her face turned toward the window. So when Julian left the estate at sixteen, he went there.

To the people of Maplewood, he was merely the quiet boy who'd taken the old Morrison place. They didn't know his last name. Didn't know about the estate, the inheritance, the expectations coiled around his future like a golden chain. To them, he was just Jules. The kid who kept to himself. The one who sometimes sat on his porch at dusk and watched the world turn slow.

There had been someone. Steady hands and a patient smile and a voice that said his name like it mattered. *Ruined*, he thought, and the word cut through him before he could stop it. He still couldn't think about it without his chest going tight.

It was the first time in his life he'd ever been invisible. And he'd never felt safer.

"I told you," Julian said. "Maplewood. Just for a few days."

His father leaned back against the leather. "Your grandparents miss you. Your grandmother still has the cook make your favourite dessert every Sunday. Just in case."

Something twisted in Julian's chest. He looked out the window, watching the city dissolve into suburbs, into trees, into the long grey ribbon of highway.

"What do you want?" Jules asked quietly.

The question surprised them both. He saw it in the way his father's eyes flickered, the mask slipping before it settled back into place.

"I want my son back," he said.

Julian held his gaze. "I'll come back. After Maplewood. I'll come home."

His father's eyes glistened. He didn't wipe them. Didn't look away. Just nodded once.

"Okay."

—-
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The helicopter touched down in the clearing behind the old Morrison property as dusk bled across the sky. The rotors slowed, their thunder fading to a whine, then to silence. Julian stepped out into the cool evening air, muscle memory guiding his feet—he'd made this trip so many times before, slipping away to Maplewood the moment business in the city concluded. His father would already be halfway to the estate by now, the Rolls eating up the highway miles while Julian descended into this quieter world.

But tonight felt different. Something tugged at him as he walked toward the waiting car, an unfamiliar weight low in his chest. He'd left home behind before. He'd never felt like he was leaving something *there*.

Rose, his assistant, waited beside the dark sedan, tablet in hand, her posture as composed as ever and her presence steady.

"Welcome back, young master."

Julian nodded. A guard opened the rear door, and he settled into the leather seat. Rose slipped into the seat across from him, her fingers already moving across her tablet screen.

"I'm moving back home," Julian said. "Next week."

Rose's fingers paused. Just a heartbeat. Her expression remained neutral, but he caught the flicker of surprise before she smoothed it away.

"I'll have everything arranged," she said.

He nodded. The car pulled forward, gravel crunching beneath the tires, and the blue Victorian rose before them in the fading light.

Pale blue with white trim. The wraparound porch stretching like open arms. The gardens his mother would have designed herself, if she'd ever had the chance to live here. He'd chosen it for that reason—because it looked like somewhere she might have been happy.

He walked inside. The house held its breath around him. The movers wouldn't come for several days—he'd asked for time to pack the physical objects of his exile, to say goodbye, to sit on the porch with a cup of coffee and be nobody from nowhere one last time.

—-
[image: ]


On the fifth day, Mrs. Delgado found him standing by the back fence.

She'd been his caretaker for two years—had brought him soup when he was sick, had never asked questions when he went quiet, had treated him like a grandson acquired through some unexpected but not unwelcome circumstance. She appeared beside him with a thermos of coffee and poured him a cup without asking if he wanted one.

"You take care of yourself, mijo," she said, her voice thick. And then she pulled him into a hug she'd never quite dared give him before. "You hear me? You take care."

He hugged her back and promised he would, though he wasn't entirely sure he knew how.

Old Mr. Henderson, the gardener, materialized beside her, his work gloves tucked into his belt, his face creased like well-worn leather. He didn't speak for a long moment. Just looked at the garden, then at Julian.

"Your mother's roses," he said finally. "They took this year. Finally. First time since we put them in."

Julian hadn't known about the roses. He looked past them, past the fence, to the trellis climbing the back wall. A cascade of yellow roses, butter-soft and just beginning to open, spilling over the lattice. The same yellow as her sundress. The same yellow she'd loved.

They'd been growing all this time. While he'd been inside, staring at walls, these roses had been pushing their way up through the soil, stubborn and alive.

He stood there until the light began to change and the first stars pricked the sky. Mrs. Delgado and Mr. Henderson left without saying goodbye. They knew when to stay and when to go.

—-
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On the last day, Mrs. Delgado was waiting on the porch steps. She held a bouquet of pink roses, fresh-cut, tied with a simple white ribbon.

"These came for you this morning. Someone left them at the door."

She pressed them into his hands. He took the small card, cream-colored and thick between his fingers. No words. Just a smile emoji drawn carefully by hand, the lines slightly uneven, like the person drawing it had pressed too hard. Or hesitated.

His chest went tight.

He looked up. Past the porch. Past the garden with its yellow roses blazing in the morning light. Toward the road at the edge of the property. A car was parked there, dark and achingly familiar. The last time they'd spoken, Julian had told him to stay away. The words had come out all wrong—too sharp, too final—but he couldn't call them back. And the boy had nodded, hadn't argued, had just turned and walked away like he'd been asked.

And now he was here.

Julian stood frozen on the porch, the roses trembling in his grip. He didn't walk toward the car. Didn't wave. Didn't do anything except stand there, his heart beating hard against his sternum. A minute passed. Two. Then the car pulled away with a soft crunch of gravel, taillights blinking once at the end of the drive, and the road was empty.

He looked down at the note. The hand-drawn smile. Simple. Patient. No demands.

He smiled. Just barely, just at the corners of his mouth. Then he tucked the note into his pocket, against his chest, where it would stay.

—-
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His father arrived on the last day. The helicopter descended into the clearing behind the old Morrison property just after noon, its rotors stirring the wild grass into a frenzy. Julian was already waiting on the porch steps, Rose standing a respectful distance behind him. The movers had come the day before. The house behind him was empty now, rooms hollowed out into echoes, walls bare where photographs had hung.

The engine cut. The rotors slowed. His father stepped down from the cabin, alone, his dark overcoat catching the breeze. He crossed the gravel drive with measured strides, his gaze sweeping over the blue Victorian before settling on his son.

Julian rose from the steps. The pink roses stayed cradled in the crook of his arm—slightly wilted, their petals curling brown at the edges. He hadn't been able to throw them out. He wouldn't.

His father's gaze flicked to the flowers. He didn't ask. Julian didn't offer.

"Ready?" his father said.

Julian nodded. Rose stepped forward, her tablet tucked beneath her arm. "Safe flight, young master. I'll see you at the estate."

Julian met her eyes briefly. "Yes."

She gave a single nod and stepped back.

He climbed into the helicopter beside his father and strapped himself in. The rotors roared to life, drowning out everything but the vibration in his chest. As the machine lifted, Julian didn't look back. But the roses stayed in his lap the whole flight home, his thumb resting against the ribbon.

—-
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The helicopter descended toward the Ashford Estate as dusk settled over the grounds. The private helipad's landing lights blinked against the darkening sky. They touched down with a gentle shudder, the rotors slowing to a stop.

A driver opened the cabin door. "Welcome home, sir. Welcome home, young master."

Julian stepped down, the pink roses still cradled in his arm. His father followed in silence. Two guards flanked the waiting Rolls-Royce, opening the rear doors in unison. Julian slid inside, his father settling beside him. The doors closed with a solid thud.

The car pulled forward, gravel crunching beneath its tires as it wound through the estate. Old oaks lined the drive—trees planted by the first Ashford jeweller who'd turned diamonds into a dynasty, their branches arching overhead. The house rose at the end of that drive, stone and tall windows glowing gold against the twilight.

His grandparents stood waiting on the front steps.

His grandmother reached him first. She was smaller, but her arms wrapped around him with the same fierce certainty they'd had his whole life.

"My boy," she whispered against his shoulder. "My Jules. You're home."

He closed his eyes and let himself be held.

His grandfather's hand landed on his shoulder, solid and grounding. He didn't speak, but his eyes said enough. Julian remembered being small, barely tall enough to see over the edge of his grandfather's desk, watching those same hands coax tiny ships into glass bottles with tweezers and infinite patience. His grandfather had never once told him to be still or quiet. Just made space for him on the study floor.

Behind them, the household staff stood in a quiet line. Mrs. Chen, who'd been with the family since before Julian was born, had tears standing in her eyes. Julian nodded to them. Smiled the expected smile. Said the expected things. But his gaze kept sliding to the space behind his grandparents, the gap on the steps where there should have been another figure waiting.

His mother should have been standing there.

The space where she wasn't felt larger than the house itself.

—-
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The days at the estate settled into something almost like rhythm. Breakfast with his grandparents, who filled the silences with soft questions about Maplewood. He answered what he could. Left out what he couldn't. He walked the gardens in the mornings, learning their shapes again—the hedge maze, the reflecting pond where his mother used to float paper boats for him when he was small, the greenhouse with its cathedral ceiling and rows of orchids that had been his grandmother's project for forty years.

Afternoons, he spent in the library, a two-story room panelled in dark wood, pulling books off shelves he hadn't touched since childhood. The smell of old paper and leather. The particular way light fell through the tall windows in the late afternoon. The silence that felt less like emptiness and more like sanctuary.

Sometimes he didn't read at all. He sketched instead—rings mostly, designs he'd been drawing since he was old enough to hold a pencil. His current piece sat unfinished in the margins of an old notebook: a sunflower, each petal worked in yellow gold, with a red diamond burning at its centre like a small, secret sun. He'd been tinkering with it for weeks, adjusting the angle of the petals, the setting of the stone. It wasn't ready yet. Maybe it never would be. But he kept returning to it, the way he returned to this room, the way he returned to anything that let him sit still and build something instead of remembering.

One afternoon, he found his grandmother in the sunroom, knitting. She hadn't heard him come in. She was humming something soft—an old lullaby his mother used to sing. Her needles clicked together in a rhythm that was almost hypnotic, the scarf in her lap pooling in folds of deep blue wool, half-finished.

Julian stood in the doorway and watched her. The afternoon light caught the silver of her hair, the ring on her finger that had been in the family for three generations. She looked up eventually and saw him there, and she smiled. But she didn't stop knitting. Didn't ask him to sit. Didn't fill the silence with questions. Just hummed and knitted and let him stand there until he was ready to leave.

That stayed with him. The gift of her silence. The space she made for him without demanding he fill it.

—-
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One evening, he walked through the upstairs hallway and stopped.

Her door. Closed. As it had been for two years.

He stood in front of it, his hand suspended in the air, not quite touching the brass handle. He could open it. He could step inside. He could breathe the air that still held traces of her perfume—gardenias and verbena, a scent he'd never found on anyone else.

He imagined the room beyond. Her books with their cracked spines. Her vanity table with its silver brush set. Her closet full of clothes that still carried the ghost of her shape. A room preserved like a museum, waiting for a curator who was never coming back.

She wasn't coming back.

He stood there with his hand hovering inches from the door.

Then he lowered his hand and walked away.

Not yet. He wasn't ready yet. But standing there—that was something.

—-
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On the ninth day after his return, Julian found his father in the study. It was late, the fire burned down to embers. His father sat at his desk, laptop open, the screen's blue light casting sharp shadows across his tired face. He was still in his shirt from the day, sleeves rolled to the elbows, a half-empty glass of whiskey sweating rings onto the leather blotter.

Julian settled into the armchair across from him. His father glanced up, then closed the laptop without hesitation.

"Hey, son."

"Hi, Dad."

A silence settled between them. Not the heavy kind. Just the quiet of two people who'd forgotten how to begin.

"How are you settling in?"

Julian paused. "Okay," he said. "Getting there."

His father studied him. "You don't have to pretend with me. You know that."

"I never did."

His father looked down at his hands. The silence stretched, and then he spoke again, the words scraped raw, pushed out past some internal threshold he'd been guarding for two years.

"Son." He stopped. Swallowed. His thumb moved across the back of his wedding ring, back and forth, a restless, unconscious motion. "When your mom got ill, I just—" The sentence broke. He stared at the embers. "I wasn't there. For you. And I should have been."

Julian listened. The words washed over him, and somewhere beneath his ribs, an old wound gave a dull throb. What was the use of this now? Nothing was like before. Nothing ever would be. He wanted to say it. Wanted to let the bitterness spill out and fill the room.

But then he looked at his father. Really looked. The dark circles bruised beneath his eyes. The wedding ring still on his finger, glinting in the firelight. The way his shoulders had caved slightly, like a man carrying something too heavy for too long.

He was trying.

"It's okay, Dad." Julian's voice came out steadier than he expected. "I never once blamed you."

His father's eyes lifted, something fragile flickering behind them. Julian stood.

"Stop thinking about it now. There's no use in it." He met his father's gaze. "We just have to focus on tomorrow. I think that's what she would have wanted."

His father nodded slowly. Then he rose and pulled Julian into a rough embrace, his arms locking tight around his shoulders.

"I missed you, son."

Julian patted his back, the fabric of his father's shirt warm beneath his palm. "I'm back now, Dad."

They parted. His father cleared his throat, straightening his collar, and the moment eased into something lighter.

"So," Julian said. "Westbridge again?"

His father let out a short breath, almost a laugh. "Ivy would have dropped a bomb here if you tried something new."

Julian let out a laugh at the name—a real one, startling out of him. "She would have deported me to another planet."

"She used to come here with Benny," his father said, settling back against the desk. "They'd sit in your room for hours and just curse you to her heart's content." He shook his head. "And at the end she'd always say, *alas, that idiot won't get it. He's too hard-headed. *"

Julian laughed again, the sound foreign and warm in the quiet study.

His father laughed too, a low chuckle that softened the lines around his eyes. "She really missed you."

"More like missed bullying me."

A pause settled between them, lighter now. Then his father added, quieter, "Noah is there too. At Westbridge."

The smile froze on Julian's face. The name hit him somewhere deep, somewhere he'd been trying to hold down since the moment he got here. He swallowed.

"Okay then," he said, his voice carefully even. "Monday."

His father nodded. "Monday."

"Goodnight, Dad."

"Goodnight, Jules."

Julian left him there and climbed the stairs to his room.

—-
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That night, Julian lay in his childhood bed and stared at the ceiling. The same ceiling he'd stared at when he was ten, wondering if his father would ever come back from his business trip. The same ceiling from when he was twelve, the night after his first piano recital. The same ceiling from when he was sixteen, the night before he left, making a decision that would fracture his family in ways he couldn't yet understand.

Everything looked the same. But everything felt different, because he was different, because two years of invisibility had changed him in ways he was only beginning to grasp.

Two years of being nobody. Two years of being Jules, not Julian Ashford.

And now he was back. Senior year. One last year of being someone's son, someone's student, someone's legacy in waiting. Then what? He didn't know.

He thought about his mother's voice. *Goodnight, my Jules. Sleep deep. Dream sweet.*

He almost heard it. Almost.

He thought about pink roses left on a doorstep, and a hand-drawn smile, and a car waiting at the edge of the road. Waiting without demanding. Present without pushing. And the name he had been trying so hard to ignore, the name that was now all over him again like before, settling into the hollow of his chest where it had always lived.

*Noah.*

Monday was coming. An old school. Old faces. People who would see Julian Ashford first and Jules second, if they saw Jules at all.

Julian closed his eyes and let the darkness settle around him. Whether he was ready or not, Monday was coming.

—-
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**End of Chapter One**

—-
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**[ @JulianEliasAshford ]**

*Snapchat — Sent to: @ivybloom_*

[Image: A close-up of yellow roses climbing a trellis, the late afternoon light catching the petals. The garden stretches blurry behind them, green and gold.]
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**[ @JulianEliasAshford ]**

*Instagram Story — 2h ago*

[Image: His grandmother sitting by the window in her favourite armchair, knitting needles suspended in her hands, a half-finished scarf pooling like blue water in her lap. The light catches the silver of her hair. She isn't looking at the camera—she's smiling down at her work, lost in some private rhythm, unaware she's being seen.]

**End of Chapter One**
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Chapter Two: The Girl Who Brought the Storm
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The sketchbook had been open to the same page for forty minutes.

Julian sat in the east sitting room, the one his mother had always said caught the best morning light, and stared at the design he'd been wrestling with since breakfast. A necklace—three strands of yellow gold, each set with tiny diamonds, converging at a sunburst pendant. The proportions were wrong. The pendant was too heavy. The chains would snarl the moment anyone tried to wear it.

He drew a line through the pendant. Began again.

Fashion Week was six months away. His grandmother had mentioned it over dinner last week, her tone measured. *The board was asking about the junior collection. They want young eyes this season.* Young eyes. Meaning him. Meaning the Ashford heir was expected to produce something that wouldn't embarrass four generations of jewellers who'd dressed royalty and red carpets alike.

He'd been sketching designs since he could hold a pencil, but expectation warped the shape of things. Made every line feel like a verdict.

His coffee had gone cold an hour ago.

The house was too quiet. His father had departed for the office before dawn. His grandparents were somewhere—the greenhouse, perhaps, or the library. The staff moved through the halls with their usual silent efficiency, and Julian had spent the morning trying to outrun the pressure gathering in his chest by wrestling with gold and diamonds that didn't exist yet.

It wasn't working.

"Young master."

Julian glanced up. One of the household staff stood in the doorway, hands folded, expression carefully neutral—the same expression the staff deployed for diplomats and visiting dignitaries.

"Young master, Young Miss Ivy  has arrived."

The words had barely left his mouth before the storm descended.

"JULIAN ELIAS ASHFORD."

Ivy Morgan Montgomery strode through the doorway like she owned the place—which she didn't, technically, but she'd been treating the Ashford estate as her second home since she was four, and old habits die hard.

She was still in her shoot clothes: faded jeans with a rip in the left knee that was definitely intentional, a cream-colored knit sweater, and white sneakers that were somehow immaculate despite the fact that she'd clearly come straight from a dusty backlot. Her hair was pulled into a ponytail that had started the day neat and was now staging a rebellion, several strands escaping to frame her face. A single clip-on earring dangled from one ear. The other ear was bare.

"You lost an earring," Julian said from the armchair.

She didn't slow down. Didn't pause for effect. Just crossed the room in four strides, grabbed him by the shoulders, and yanked him into a hug that knocked the sketchbook clean off his lap.

"You absolute disaster of a human being," she said into his shoulder. Her voice was muffled. Her grip was not. There was still setting powder dusted near her collarbone, and she smelled faintly of expensive perfume and hairspray and the artificial cold of film sets. "Do you know how many times I've had to sit in this house and pretend I wasn't counting the days until you came back? Three visits in two years, Jules. Three. I had to bribe your groundskeeper just to find out if you were still alive."

Julian hugged her back, lifting her slightly off the ground. "Hello to you too."

"Don't 'hello to you too' me." She pulled back, hands still gripping his shoulders, eyes bright and wet and furious. Her phone was buzzing nonstop in her bag—group chats, stylists, something from a brand manager she was clearly ignoring. “ I showed up at your mother's funeral in a dress I had made specifically because it had pockets—pockets, Jules—because I knew if I saw you, I'd need somewhere to put my hands so I wouldn't shake. And you looked at me once. Once. Then you disappeared and I went home and took the dress off and sat on my closet floor for an hour."

"The dress had pockets?"

"Exactly my point." She released him and crossed her arms "Every time I visited you in Maplewood, you acted like I was a very pleasant hallucination you'd be happy to wake up from."

"That's not—" Julian paused. "Okay, the energy was maybe slightly that."

"Slightly." She snorted. "But you're here now. Are you actually staying? Because I will handcuff you to the greenhouse."

"Ok that’s scary."

Ivy watched him for a long moment. Then something in her face softened. " You're really back now? For the whole year?"

"For the whole year."

"No evaporating?"

"No evaporating."

"No turning into a forest cryptid?"

Julian grinned. "No promises on the cryptid thing. It's a lifestyle."

Ivy laughed—bright and loud—and punched him in the arm.

"You're a fucking idiot."

"And you are a pretty bitch."

Ivy exhaled—a long, shaky breath that seemed to deflate her entire body. She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes and stood there for a moment, her shoulders trembling slightly.

"I really, really missed you," she said, voice muffled. "Like an embarrassing amount. Like I had to pretend I had allergies every time someone mentioned your name."

"I missed you too."

"You better have." She dropped her hands. Her eyes were red, but her voice had steadied. "Okay. You get one free pass. This is it. No more vanishing. No more ignoring texts. If you disappear again, I'm hunting you down and dragging you back by your hair."

"That seems fair."

"It's more than fair. It's generous. I'm a generous person." 

"Now show me the necklace you've been failing at," she said, linking her arm through his. "And if it's ugly, I'm telling your grandmother."

"It's not ugly."

"We'll see." She linked her arm through his.

Julian sat back down, and Ivy dropped onto the arm of his chair like she'd never left. 

"You came straight from work," he said.

"I came straight from work because Krissy told me your helicopter touched down a whole week ago and I told the director my appendix was exploding."

"Did he believe you?"

"He didn't care. I'm the talent. I could tell him I needed to leave because my cat was having a spiritual crisis and he'd have to nod and pretend that was normal."

Ivy studied him for a long moment. "You look like you haven't slept in a week."

"I haven't slept in three days, actually."

"That's worse. That's so much worse." She leaned forward, scanning his face with the clinical intensity of someone who'd grown up on film sets and could spot exhaustion at forty paces. "Have you eaten?"

"I had coffee."

"Coffee isn't food. Coffee is a cry for help in liquid form." She stood up abruptly. "We're going to the garden. You need sunlight and I need to take my shoes off. These sneakers are cute but they're also liars. They promised comfort and delivered betrayal."

"Betrayal from footwear. And here I thought you only got that from men."

"Coffee isn't food. Coffee is a cry for help in liquid form." She stood up abruptly. "We're going to the garden. You need sunlight and I need to take my shoes off. These sneakers are cute but they're also liars. They promised comfort and delivered betrayal."

"Betrayal from footwear. And here I thought you only got that from men."

Ivy pointed at him without turning around. "Betrayal comes in many forms, Jules. Some of them are a few thousand dollars and some of them are six-foot-two with a jawline and an apology that starts with 'it's not you, it's me.' At least the shoes didn't give me a speech."

"Progress," Julian said.

"I'm evolving." She pushed open the French doors. "Come on. I need grass under my feet and you need vitamin D before you turn translucent."

—-
[image: ]


They ended up in the garden.

The old wooden swings still hung from the same oak tree, ropes worn smooth by a decade of afternoons. Julian's grandfather had built them when Julian was five and Ivy was four, back when their mothers were inseparable and the Montgomery estate sat only a fifteen-minute drive away.

Through the garden gate, Julian could see the black SUV convoy idling near the fountain. One driver. One assistant. Two security detail. Ivy travelled the way minor royalty did and complained about all of it constantly.

She dropped onto one swing and kicked her bare foot into the grass. Julian took the other.

"So what have you been doing?" she asked. "Besides ignoring me and living in a cabin like a Victorian ghost."

"I read a lot."

"Jules, you've been reading a lot since you were six. That's not an update; that's a personality trait." She nudged his swing with her foot. "I used to come over almost every day, remember? Your cook made those little sandwiches with the crusts cut off. We'd sit out here for hours. I'd talk enough for both of us. And you would not listen."

"I was always listening," Julian said. "You're hard to ignore."

"That's the nicest thing you've ever said to me. I'm putting it on a pillow."

Julian's gaze drifted across the garden to the far corner, where a lemon tree stood heavy with fruit, branches bowing under the weight. One of the gardeners was perched on a ladder, carefully plucking lemons from the higher branches and dropping them into a basket.

"He's thinning it out," Julian said, nodding toward the tree. "Said the branches were getting too heavy. Had to let it breathe."

Ivy followed his gaze. Her expression flattened. "Don't."

"I'm just looking at a tree."

"You're looking at a lemon tree, and I know exactly where your brain is going, and I'm telling you to stop before you even start."

"I have no idea what you mean."

"Jules."

"There are so many lemons, Ivy. Fresh. Unsalted. Which reminds me—"

"I will push you off this swing."

"Remember when you tried to make lemonade? For Benny?"

Ivy's face went pink. "I was twelve. That's legally inadmissible."

Julian grinned, unbothered. "You used an entire cup of salt. I watched you do it. I tried to stop you. You said—and I quote—'love is supposed to taste like the ocean because it's deep and endless.'"

"That's objectively a beautiful sentence. I was ahead of my time."

"Benny saw you coming and ran like you were holding a weapon."

"Because society wasn't ready for my vision!"

"He was screaming, Ivy. Full sprint. Past the fountain, through the rose bushes. You chased him with that pitcher like the final girl in a horror movie, except you were the horror."

"I caught him."

"You tackled him into the hydrangeas. He lost a shoe. Mrs. Hayes was so upset she didn't speak to either of us for a week."

Ivy crossed her arms, still pink-cheeked but grinning. "Those hydrangeas were over-pruned anyway. I did her a Favor. She should've sent me a thank-you note."

"He sat there crying, and you stood over him with the empty pitcher and said—" Julian pitched his voice higher. "'Now you'll remember me forever.'"

"And he did. So really, who won?"

"Technically, you traumatized him."

"Trauma, memory—it's all the same filing cabinet." She kicked his swing. "But fine. If we're dragging up my greatest hits, let's talk about yours."

Julian's swing slowed. "I don't have any."

"Oh, that's adorable. That's genuinely cute." Ivy's grin sharpened. "Noah Calloway."

"Ivy."

"Basketball captain. Tall. You know when he has a home game, girls from schools forty minutes away show up with signs. Professionally printed. Glitter. Lamination. One of them said 'Noah Calloway, Ruin My Life' in an elegant serif font. She'd clearly put thought into it."

Julian snorted despite himself. "That's horrifying."

"And he hasn't changed. Still walks around like he has no idea everyone's in love with him. It's infuriating." She nudged his swing again. "But you—you've been paying attention since we were eight. Remember the head pat?"

"Ivy."

"Garden party. Calloway estate. Noah walked past, said 'hey, Little Ashford' and patted your head like you were a golden retriever. You stood there frozen. I thought you'd stopped producing brain cells. Then you turned to me with this look of absolute, devastating seriousness and said—"

"Don't."

"'No one else can touch it now. It's marked.'"

Julian dropped his head back and stared at the sky. "I was eight."

"You wouldn't wash your hair for days. Your mother had to bribe you with chocolate." Ivy's voice softened. "She thought it was the funniest thing she'd ever seen. She brought it up at dinner for years."

The words landed warm and heavy. His mother's laugh. The way her eyes crinkled. *My Jules, already so full of love he doesn't know what to do with it.*

"Yeah," he said quietly. "She did."

A gentle stillness settled between them. Julian could feel Ivy watching him, the teasing energy slowly draining from the air. She'd gone motionless on her swing. The gardener finished with the lemon tree and walked away, his basket full.

Julian stared at the ground. He knew what was coming. He'd known since she walked through the door.

"Jules."

He didn't look up.

"What happened with Theo?"

The name struck like a stone dropped into still water. Julian kept his eyes fixed on the grass. A ladybug was climbing a blade near his foot.

"Nothing," he said. "It's fine."

"Jules."

"It's complicated."

"I've got time."

He shook his head. The words were there, somewhere, but they felt too large. Too knotted. "I don't—I can't just—"

Ivy waited.

Julian pushed his swing back, let it rock forward. The chains creaked. The sound was too loud in the quiet garden. He could feel Ivy's eyes on him, patient and steady, and somehow that was worse than if she'd pushed.

"I messed it up," he said finally. The words emerged flat. "That's all. I messed it up and now it's finished."

"That's not all."

"Ivy—"

"You met him in Maplewood and suddenly you were inseparable. I'd call and you'd be with him. I'd visit and you'd spend half the time smiling at your phone. I teased you for months—both of you blushing every time I brought it up. And then you got together. A real relationship." She paused. "I was so happy for you, Jules. I thought you were happy too."

Julian's jaw tightened. He watched the ladybug reach the top of the grass blade and launch itself into the air.

"I should go inside," he said. "My grandmother's waiting."

He started to rise.

"Julian."

Her voice wasn't teasing anymore. It wasn't gentle, either. It was firm. The voice she used when she wasn't going to let him flee.

He stopped.

"Sit down."

He sat.

The garden was very quiet. Ivy didn't speak. She simply waited, her swing barely stirring, her bare feet planted in the grass. The silence stretched—five seconds, ten, twenty—and Julian felt something cracking inside him, something he'd been holding together for two months.

"I don't know how to say it," he said. His voice was rough now, stripped of its flatness. "Every time I try, it comes out wrong."

"Try anyway."

He drew a breath. Released it.

"He was everything," he said. "From the moment we met. Steady hands. Patient smile. He looked at me like I was worth something. Like I wasn't just the Ashford heir or the kid with the dying mother. Like I was just Jules. No one had looked at me like that in a long time." 

Ivy stayed silent.

"When we were together, it felt right. For a while. He'd bring me coffee without asking. Remember things I'd mentioned once. He'd sit with me at three in the morning when I couldn't sleep and not say a word—just be there. And I thought... this is it. This is what it's supposed to feel like."

"But it wasn't."

"No." Julian's voice splintered. "It wasn't. Every thoughtful thing he did—every gesture, every careful word—it started feeling like something I had to repay. Like I owed him. And I couldn't give it. I couldn't feel what he felt. The more he loved me, the more I felt like I was drowning."

He stopped. Pressed his palms against his knees.

"I kept thinking it would click. That I'd wake up and feel the same way. But it never happened." His voice dropped to barely a whisper. "And the guilt—god, Ivy. Every time he looked at me like I was the centre of his universe, I felt like a fraud. Like I was lying just by being there."

The chains creaked. The wind stirred the oak leaves.

"And then one day I broke. I said things I can't take back. I told him to stay away. For a while. Until I could breathe." Julian closed his eyes. "Three sentences, and he didn't argue. Didn't fight. Just nodded. Like he'd been expecting it. Like he knew I was going to destroy us and he was just waiting for it to happen."

Ivy's voice was soft. "That was two months ago."

"I know."

"Have you spoken to him since?"

"He sent roses. Left them on the porch with a note." Julian opened his eyes. "No words. Just a smile."

"That's Theo."

"I know."

"How much guilt are you carrying?"

Julian looked at her. "All of it. Every single bit. I wake up and it's there. I go to sleep and it's there. I ruined something real because I couldn't just let myself be loved. And now he's out there, probably hating me, and I deserve it."

"Hey." Ivy's voice was firm. "Look at me."

He did.

"You messed up. You know you messed up. And yes, you hurt him badly. But you are also eighteen and grieving your mother and drowning in something you didn't know how to name. That doesn't excuse it. But it explains it."

"I should have been honest with him."

"Yes. You should have." She didn't flinch. "But you weren't ready. You couldn't love him properly when you were still learning how to breathe. That's not an excuse. It's just the truth."

Julian stared at the grass. "What do I do?"

"I don't know. Perhaps you talk to him. Perhaps you apologize. Perhaps you give him the explanation you should have given him two months ago." She paused. "Or perhaps you let him go and hope he finds someone who can match what he gives. But whatever you do—you have to stop punishing yourself. Guilt isn't going to fix anything. It's just going to consume you."

"How do you always know what to say?"

"Because I'm brilliant and wise and you should listen to me more often." She reached over and squeezed his wrist. "I'm on your side, Jules. Even if Theo shows up with a full battalion and a PowerPoint presentation on your mistakes, I'll be there. Slightly behind you. But there."

"Slightly behind."

"I don't want to get hit by the shrapnel of his very valid feelings."

Despite everything, Julian let out a laugh—small and cracked, but genuine. "You're ridiculous."

"I'm a Montgomery." She smiled. "Same thing."

—-
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Krissy appeared at the edge of the garden, tablet clutched to her chest. She spotted Julian first and dipped her head, ever the professional. "Welcome home, young master. It's good to see you."

"You too, Krissy. How's the cat?"

"Fat and ungrateful, sir. Thank you for asking." She turned to Ivy, her tone shifting seamlessly from warm to business. "Young miss. Your mother moved up the couture fitting. Vogue's team arrives at six. They need you in twenty minutes."

Ivy's face cycled through fury and resignation. "My mother treats time like a suggestion. Like calendars are decorative artwork."

"You also treat time like a suggestion," Julian said.

"That's different. I do it charmingly." She pulled him up from the swing and into one last fierce embrace. "I had this whole week planned. The old crew has been asking about you nonstop. But I'm booked solid until Thursday."

"Okay."

"Tomorrow. Lunch. School cafeteria. I'm claiming you." She pulled back. "Don't hide. I'll find you."

"I won't hide."

"You'll try." She withdrew her phone. "Smile."

The first photo caught him mid-blink, hand raised. The second was worse—she'd yanked him close, her grin brilliant, his face trapped between a laugh and attempted murder.

"Evidence," she said, typing furiously. "Proof that you exist."

"You're posting those?"

"Immediately." She pocketed the phone and walked backward toward the house. "Cafeteria, Jules. Lunch. Be there. Be weird. I've missed weird."

"I've missed you too."

She stopped. For just a second, the bravado flickered. "Yeah?"

"Yeah."

"Good." She smiled, soft and real. "Don't disappear again. I can't do the cryptid-hunting thing forever."

"I'm not going anywhere."

She held his gaze, nearly tripped over a tree root, caught herself, and vanished through the garden gate. Krissy trailed after her.

"Krissy! What's Benny doing right now?"

"Young miss—"

"Don’t you think it will be great!"

Their voices faded.

Julian stood in the quiet garden, the swings still swaying slightly. The sun was warm. The lemon tree stood heavy with fruit.

Monday was coming. Noah Calloway in homeroom. Theo somewhere out there, probably still waiting. Fashion Week in six months, and a sketchbook full of designs that weren't ready yet.

But Ivy was right about one thing. Guilt wouldn't fix anything. He had to determine what would.

He walked back inside. The sketchbook lay on the floor. He picked it up and examined the necklace design he'd been fighting with all morning—three strands of yellow gold, sunburst pendant, the proportions still wrong.

But sitting there, with Ivy's laughter still echoing in his ears, he could almost see how to correct it.

He turned to a fresh page and began again.

—-
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**End of Chapter Two**
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**[ @ivybloom_ ]**

*Instagram Story — 1h ago*

[Image: A selfie of Ivy grinning victoriously, one arm locked around Julian's neck. He's mid-protest, one hand reaching for the phone, his expression caught between laughter and betrayal. The garden swings blur in the background. A leaf is stuck in Ivy's ponytail that she obviously hasn't noticed.]

Caption: *he lives. he breathes. he is totally annoyed with me. But who cares. @JulianEliasAshford*
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**[ @ivybloom_ ]**

*Instagram Story — 1h ago*

[Image: Julian walking away through the garden, both hands raised in a double middle-finger salute, his back to the camera. He's almost at the greenhouse, but his shoulders are shaking—he's laughing.]

Caption: *feral cryptid attempts to communicate. message received. Tomorrow lunch is NOT optional.*

**End of Chapter Two**
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three: The Boy Before the Storm
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Sunday night arrived too fast and not fast enough.

Julian lay on his bed, still dressed, the fabric of his shirt wrinkled from hours of restless shifting. Above him, the ceiling stretched white and blank, a canvas for every thought he'd been trying to outrun. Tomorrow morning he would walk back through the iron gates of Westbridge Academy and pretend he was fine. Pretend he hadn't spent the last forty-eight hours dreading a single homeroom, a single desk, a single name on a roll call.

He closed his eyes.

The funeral returned to him in fragments. Not the part with his mother's photograph or the cascading white orchids that had lined the altar like silent mourners. The other part. The part he hadn't let himself examine until now, in the dark, alone.

The Calloways had come.

Julian remembered them standing near the back of the cathedral—Jamal "J.C." Calloway, the NBA legend, with his hand resting on his wife's shoulder in a gesture that was both protective and weary. Serena Blake, CEO and Hollywood icon, dressed in black with a string of pearls that caught the candlelight and threw it back in soft, shifting patterns. They looked exactly the way he remembered them from childhood: elegant, composed, impossibly kind. Mrs. Calloway had pressed a hand to her heart when she'd seen him, her eyes glistening. Mr. Calloway had bowed his head, a gesture of respect that had made Julian's throat tighten.

And Julian's eyes had drifted.

Just slightly. Just to the side. Searching the space beside them, behind them, anywhere in that crowd of dark suits and murmured condolences. He hadn't even realized he was doing it—this old, involuntary habit—until his father touched his elbow and asked if he was alright.

He'd said yes. He'd lied.

Because what was he supposed to say? *I was looking for your son. I haven't seen him in a year and I don't know if he'd even want to see me, but I was looking for him. At my mother's funeral. Like an idiot.*

Noah hadn't been there.

Julian hadn't known whether to feel relieved or crushed. In the end, he'd felt both, tangled together so tightly he couldn't tell where one ended and the other began.

—-
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He was eight years old the first time he met Noah Calloway.

The Ashfords had been invited to a garden party at the Calloway estate—some sprawling afternoon affair his mother had insisted they attend. Julian remembered wearing a stiff collared shirt that itched at the neck, the starch scratchy against his skin. He remembered his mother kneeling down on the stone pathway to fix his hair, her fingers gentle and practiced, her voice warm as she told him to be polite and try the tiny sandwiches arranged on silver trays.

He remembered being bored within ten minutes.

The adults were talking about things he didn't understand—mergers and markets and matters that made their voices go low and serious. The other children were either too young or too old or too absorbed in games Julian didn't care about. He'd wandered away from the main lawn, past the rose bushes heavy with pink blooms, past the marble fountain where water spilled from a stone cherub's mouth, until he found himself at the edge of a basketball court.

And there was a boy.

Tall—much taller than Julian—and broad-shouldered in a way that made him look older than he probably was. He had a basketball tucked under one arm, the ball resting against his hip like it belonged there, and he was lining up a shot with the kind of focus Julian had only ever observed in adults.

Julian stood at the edge of the court and watched, rooted to the spot.

The boy released the ball. It arced cleanly through the air and dropped through the net without touching the rim—a perfect, silent swish.

"Whoa," Julian breathed.

The boy turned. He'd heard. Of course he'd heard. Julian's face went hot, a flush crawling up his neck.

"You gonna stand there or are you gonna play?"

Julian froze, his feet suddenly welded to the ground. "I don't—I don't know how."

The boy's expression didn't change. No mockery. No impatience. He just tossed the ball to Julian, who caught it awkwardly against his chest, the impact nearly knocking him backward.

"First lesson. You hold it like this."

He walked over and adjusted Julian's hands on the ball, his fingers warm and sure, repositioning
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