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  Playlist

_____________




Consequences — Camila Cabello

Boyfriend — Dove Cameron

Let Me Be Your Drug — Midnight Lust

trouble — Camylio

Trust Issues — Daniel J

I Did Something Bad — Taylor Swift

Text Message — Dre Dior

Dangerous Game — Stellar, Camylio

Intoxicated — BLXD

Body Language — Raster Dust

Slave to Your Touch — Dante

Tunnel Vision — Justin Timberlake

Heaven — Julia Michaels

I Want You — Aeesha

Your Body, My Heaven — Dante

Sexual therapy — Dre Dior 

Bloom Baby — Coco Expressions

Mi Amor — Dakota Parker

I’d Burn the World for You — Drayce Music

My Obsession — Celestial Tunes

Eye Of The Storm — Thunder In Paradise

All of your love — Yunna Serene

Love Notes — Olivia B Moore

Take Our Time — MKY

Only You — Penn

pov — Ariana Grande

I’m yours, you’re mine — ORGAVSM

i love me — Joy Rhodes

Him & I — G-Eazy, Halsey







To start listening, click the link below or scan the code:

 

Listen On Spotify
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  Blurb

_____________


They say revenge is best served cold. 
She's about to serve the best platter yet.

Savannah Bristow wasn't the reckless type, but after catching her boyfriend in bed with her cousin—then finding out he's marrying her—she refuses to show up to their wedding alone. She needs a charming, bright smile, clean cut man to make her family swoon and make her ex regret ever losing her.

She matched with the perfect guy for the job, but that isn't who showed up to meet her. In his place was his best friend.

Jaxon Cage. The tattooed, illegally handsome, sharp-tongued menace who tormented her through high school—the last person she ever wanted to be dating, fake or not.

But Jaxon’s not the same boy she remembers. Beneath the cocky smirk is a man carrying his own demons, and when he offers to show her how to bring a man to his knees, the lessons start to cross a line neither of them ever expected to.

Now Jaxon can’t tell where the act ends and the truth begins, and it doesn't take long for him to realize that she might be the one he'd ever fall to his knees for.



      [image: ]
Fake dating. Hate to love. One wedding, one bet, and one very bad idea.

Show Me How is a steamy, addictive university romance about second chances, past scars, and the moment a good girl decides to be bad for all the right reasons.






  
  Dedication

_____________




To the tension you can’t ignore,
the touch you shouldn’t want,
and the one person you definitely weren’t supposed to fall for.



Be a good girl, flip the page, and prepare to meet Jaxon Cage.








  
  1 | It Was All A Lie

Savannah


They say humiliation builds character. If that’s true, then watching the viral engagement video of my ex-boyfriend proposing to my cousin made me have one of the strongest characters ever. 
The video played on loop, each frame a fresh slash against my heart. His laugh. Her giggle. The ring that used to be on my finger—the one he swore belonged to his late grandmother.

My pulse stayed steady and my expression was impassive. Under my cousin’s gleeful grin was the caption:



@lorib.xo    In every lifetime, YES! 💍

We are ENGAGED!! We've known each other for so long and I couldn't stop myself from falling for you. From friends to lovers to partners, nothing will ever come between us. This is a forever thing. And this diamond!!! Omg! Mr and Mrs coming soon.




Couldn't stop herself? This is forever?

I almost smiled. Sure, she couldn't stop herself from spreading her legs for the man I was with for five years. My cousin, predictably going after another thing that I had. Lori always wanted what she couldn’t have—my clothes, my grades, my Ivy League scholarship; and now, my boyfriend.

Correction: ex-boyfriend.

Chase had called me “frigid,” “boring,” “uptight.” Words meant to bruise. I told myself they didn’t—that I was too focused on my law degree, on the next exam, the next firm, the next win, to care. But tonight, those words circled back, whispering like cross-examination in my head.

“It's just kissing,” he’d said. “Don't be so uptight about it.”

“You know how I feel about PDA.”

“I should be able to kiss and touch my woman in public, Savannah. God, sometimes I forget how much of an ice queen you can be.”

Cold. Boring. Unaffectionate.

Apparently, those qualities were enough to drive him into my cousin’s arms—and onto his living room floor, where I caught them together after driving three hours to surprise him on his birthday. 

They were both lucky to still be breathing.
Cheating on a woman who studied law was dangerous work. I watched enough seasons of How To Get Away With Murder to know a dozen ways to make a body disappear and have a rock-solid alibi before sunrise.

But I didn’t. I walked away—dignified, composed—because that’s what people like me did. We didn’t beg. We didn’t scream. We won.

I dumped him, blocked their numbers, and moved on. Or I thought I did.

Now, watching them grin for the camera, something inside me cracked—a clean, silent fracture that even I couldn’t ignore.

Walking in on them, I chalked it up to one night of recklessness and idiocy. One night I could burn from my mind. Knowing now that they'd been doing this long enough to warrant a proposal changed everything. 

How could they do this to me?

The background chatter of the lounge faded to static. My champagne glass had gone flat, tiny bubbles clinging stubbornly to the crystal like they hadn’t realized the party was over. My index traced the cooled stem of the glass as my world became trapped within the four corners of my screen. Him getting on one knee. Her jumping up and down. The ring I threw in his face just before I walked out. 

Did he immediately pick it up and hand it to her like our five years meant nothing?

We shared so much time together, but it was all a lie—I just didn't realize how much of it until now. The hushed phone calls. The late-night trips to his “dad's office” after we talked for hours. The constant arguments about how I was a cold, boring, unaffectionate bitch; how I preferred my studies to him. 

A storm brewed inside me the longer I stared at the phone, their happiness poisoning the air I breathed. I was made to look like a fool for God knows how long, and now they were engaged? 

A silent scoff left my lips. 

Betrayal sunk its claws in me as I zoned in on the plastic smile on my cousin's face. She eyed the ring with a hint of greed in her eyes—I knew because it was the same look she tried to hide when I told her the ring was a family heirloom. 

“Is… is everything okay, miss?”

The voice tore me away from the screen, making me slowly look up at its owner. A waiter stood close to the table, a serving tray underneath his arm and a concerned look on his face. His stare was fixated on my cheek.

I blinked up at him, my fingers instinctively sweeping against it. Wet. Tears.

God, I hadn't even realized. 

I straightened, keeping my expression cool and collected. “Just fine, thank you. Could I get the bill, please?”

He shot me another look before scurrying off. 

My hard stare hit the empty glass in front of me. I didn't want to cry for him. He didn’t deserve the salt of my tears, the ache in my chest, or the way my throat tightened with every replay. 

But I couldn't help but feel… devastated. 

He’d been my first everything. The man I thought I’d marry after I passed the bar. The one who made me believe that I didn’t have to choose between ambition and love.

Five years.

Five years of plans, of promises, of pretending we were solid.

And he threw it away—for her.

Then there was him. God, that smug, easy smile. The one he used to give me.

I looked at my reflection on the black screen of my phone: a woman who had it all together. And yet, I couldn't help but feel small at the thought of him choosing her.

“Your check,” the waiter said as he slid the black book across the table. 

Without looking down, I tapped my phone to the machine and stood. There was nothing left for me here. All I wanted to do was get home and barricade myself from the chaos of this world; to allow myself one night of self-pity. 

And possibly have another glass of wine. 

Maybe two. 

With that thought, I shrugged on my jacket and marched to the doors. November's cool air hit me like a slap when I stepped outside. My heels clicked against the pavement, the faint tang of the nearby river cutting through the city’s stale warmth. I didn’t bother pulling my jacket tighter, either. The chill was a good fit for the icy rage churning beneath my skin.

The streets around campus were half asleep, lined with cool-white streetlights and trees that swayed like gossiping witnesses. A couple of students stumbled out of a bar across the street, laughing too loudly, likely smelling of freedom and beer.  

My townhouse sat a few blocks off campus. It belonged to Penny, a friend of my grandma’s who all but insisted I stay there during my time at Kingsview University. It was small, but clean, efficient—like everything in my life. No distractions. No clutter. No room for mistakes. 

By the time I walked up the front steps, my heels felt like a punishment. The quiet greeted me like an old friend; or maybe an accomplice. I closed the door behind me and pressed my back to it, the click of the lock echoing too loudly in the empty space.

Then I slid down the door until I hit the hardwood floor.

Alone. 

For a few seconds, I just sat there, knees pulled up, the hem of my burgundy silk dress wrinkling under my fingers. My breath caught, coming out as something between a sigh and a laugh. 

With my eyes shut, everything hit me all at once. The absurdity. The betrayal. The sheer stupidity of it all.

He was gone.

They were engaged.

And I was here, alone sitting in the dark. This was why I didn't do relationships. It was nothing but headaches and heartaches, making you dream of every way to escape. 

Escape—exactly what I needed. 

My eyes blinked open and saw the perfect one. 

The wine rack. 

A neat little grid of glass bottles, all different shapes and shades—gifts from professors, clients of my internship, my mother who believed I was a “goodie two shoes.” 

I pushed myself off the floor, eyeing the rack with newfound purpose. In passing, I dropped my keys and phone on the coffee table, then walked barefoot across the cool wood. My hand reached out for the first bottle and twisted, then brought the bottle straight to my lips. 

The first gulp burned. 

The second went down easier.

By the third, the edges of my thoughts began to blur.

I wandered through my living room, empty except for textbooks, case files, and an unwatered plant that probably deserved better than me. I could see my phone light up from here, but I didn't care anymore. No doubt it was another notification on their post. Hundreds of comments. Thousands of likes.

My stomach turned.

I took another swing of the bottle. Then another. And another. Enough to make me forget how radiant Lori looked. Enough to drown out the feeling of betrayal when I saw Chase get down on one knee for her. Enough to erase the last two hours from my mind. 

“Uptight,” I muttered into the half-empty bottle. “I’ll show you uptight.”

Crossing the sofa, I slumped to the floor and fired up my laptop. Typing always steadied me. Facts, logic, steps to action. I could get a headstart on the case study for next month.
Queue distraction number two. 

Everything would be fine. Everything would be fine. Everything would be—

An unread email flashed across my inbox. My eyes narrowed on the sender. She couldn't possibly be serious.



______________

From: Lori Ann Bristow

To: Savannah Bristow 

Date: Thursday Nov 6, 11:16 a.m.

Subject: My Wedding Party 💍




Hi girlie!

I just know you saw my engagement video (eek!) but just in case you didn't—Chase proposed!! I'm so excited that I can barely breathe right now. We agreed not to waste any time so we're having the wedding in about three weeks (isn't that exciting!)

Chase is having his people send out personal invites but I just wanted to let you know. I know things have been rough for you since the breakup, but Chase makes me happy and I hope you can respect our engagement. He loves me, after all. 

Don't worry if you don't have a plus one! Grandmama and I will be just happy to see you. Ooh, and I got your mom to come too! You know she adores Chase :)

See you at the engagement party!

Ciao!

Lori B


<> 3 attachments 

●	Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair Wedding Invite.pdf

●	Engagement Party Location Details.pdf

●	Dress Code.pdf 

______________








Blinding. Rage. 

Alcohol couldn’t dull the sound of her voice in my head—bright, sugary, self-satisfied.

He loves me, after all.

Don’t worry if you don’t have a plus one!

My grandmother. My mother. Every boundary erased in a single email. I shut my eyes, counted to ten, and still saw red.

I took another swing of the bottle. God, she was such a bitch. Heartless, spineless bitch. Trembling hands moved to shut the laptop when an ad appeared to the right of the screen. The background was a deep plum purple with the messy drawing of the large outline of a heart in sizzling, hot pink. 



Qupid 

Meet Your Match.




The stupid ad had been popping up everywhere I turned for weeks. One accidental click, and now the algorithm was haunting me with dating apps—as if I needed the reminder that I was now single. 

In flashing lights, the slogan blinked back at me:

Because soulmates are only a click away.

I almost laughed.

Almost.

But as the wine hummed in my veins and my pulse slowed into something dangerous, the idea took shape.

I didn’t want a soulmate.

I wanted a show. 

I wanted Chase to see me with someone who made him choke on his regrets. I wanted Lori to think I had the treasure when all she got was the trash. Someone irresistible. Charming. Parent-approved. Someone who looked at me like I was the only woman in the world—or the best mistake they ever made. 

My fingers hovered over the trackpad. Was the wine clouding my judgement? Yes. Was I going to go through with this anyway? Also yes.

After that email—after the viral video—there was no way in hell I was showing up to that wedding alone.

One click. Just one.

“Don't worry, Lori,” I whispered, clicking on the ad with much-renewed focus. “Looks like I'll use that plus one after all.”
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Waking up with the worst hangover of my life was a harsh reminder of why I didn’t drink. Still, I didn't have any regrets that morning; especially after reading that email again. 

Between classes and caffeine, I’d gone through the app’s profiles with the same precision I used to analyze everything—logic, emotional detachment, and my trusty whiteboard.  

And logic narrowed my selection down to one man: Benji Won.

Clean-cut. Confident. The kind of man who looked like he belonged on a university brochure or the front page of Forbes Under 30.  His pictures were curated perfection:


— crisp cream suit with a smile like polished marble in a glass office;

— tanned and windswept on a yacht somewhere in Santorini;

— laughing with friends over whiskey;

— and one shirtless gym photo that screamed, I do charity work but also have abs.



He was safe, presentable; exactly the kind of man who’d make Chase seethe.

We messaged through the day, arranging the details and getting to know each other. If I was in a different head space, maybe things could’ve been different between us. But for now, there was a need for revenge inside me—a monster that needed to be fed. 

He understood the assignment: play the devoted, loving boyfriend at my cousin’s wedding—and for the next three weeks of this rehearsal nonsense—then disappear afterward.

Simple. Clean. No complications, expectations, or strings attached.

And no sex—I made that point abundantly clear. He was nice enough to laugh about it the third time I brought that up, then insisted again that he was happy to help me out.

Now, I sat in the same lounge as before, nerves coiled tight beneath my polished composure. We agreed to dinner at seven sharp, mainly to go over the deal again and set some ground rules, but the time was approaching seven-twenty.

I checked my phone again—no new messages. My wine sat untouched. My reflection in the glass looked too composed to be abandoned.

Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I was delusional to think that I could beat Lori at whatever game she was playing. Usually, I would never stoop this low, but the faint touch of perfume couldn't cover the humiliation I felt. 

Frowning, I opened Benji’s profile again, scanning his smiling face for reassurance.

Reliable. Charming. Not a complete sociopath. He had to show up, right? I wasn't cursed with some sort of bad luck, right?
My thumb hovered over the message bar. 



SAVANNAH 



 
Hey, just checking you’re still—








“Savannah?”

The voice came from in front of me—low and rough around the edges—pulling my gaze away from the phone. I was expecting a tall, clean-cut, handsome man with the easy grin from Benji’s pictures.

The man who stood before me couldn't have been further from that.  

Tattoos trailed up his muscular forearms, black ink against tanned skin, then disappeared under his dark blue crew neck shirt. A silver chain hung around his neck with a jellyfish pendant in the middle. His light brown hair was a mess of careless waves, both sides faded low. A dark stubble created a shadow on his jaw, and his expression was unreadable. 

And those eyes—a shade between burnt umber and caramel that was utterly, painfully familiar.

And then it hit me like a gavel.

Jaxon Cage.

My high school nightmare. The resident bad boy and former hockey god who used to make me flinch, now standing in front of me with a smirk that hadn’t aged a day.

This could not get any worse.  














  
  2 | The Pros and Cons List

Savannah


It was official. 
Someone, somewhere, was sticking pins into a voodoo doll with my face on it. That was the only possible explanation for the man standing beside my table—hands in his pockets, interest flickering behind those dark, maddening eyes.

“You’re Savannah, right? I'm Jaxon.”

I didn’t answer. I just stared—really stared—at the face that had haunted me through every miserable year of high school. The tattoos were new, curling like black smoke over his forearms, but that smirk hadn’t changed a bit.

Jaxon freaking Cage.

Every buried memory clawed its way back, vivid as a nightmare:

He and his friends shoving my books to the floor in the hallway, laughing as I scrambled to gather them up.

My glasses dangling from his fingers while he teased, “You can run faster than that, can't you?”

His orchestrated plan of asking me to prom, making me save the little I had to buy a dress, only for him to make it painfully obvious to everyone he wouldn't dare be caught dead with Bookworm Bristow. 

Eight years later, and my body still remembered the shame.

I exhaled slowly, controlling my tone and building back the brick wall to those haunting memories. 

“I already know who you are,” I said, turning my attention to the untouched glass of wine in front of me. “And I’m waiting for someone. So do us both a favor and leave.”

For a second, I thought he might. But instead, the chair across from me scraped against the hardwood floors, and Jaxon dropped into it like he had every right to be there.

“Yeah,” he said, leaning back casually. “About that. I’m actually the one you’re meeting.” 

I blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“Benji couldn’t make it. There's a bit of an emergency with his dad's company. He sent me to meet you instead and…” Then, with a tilt of his head, “Wait, you already know me?”

I blinked at him again, the words colliding with each other in my mind and failing to process. There was no way someone like him knew Benji, right? This was all some sort of twisted joke. I was about to tell him just that when my phone buzzed on the table.

A text from Benji lit the screen.


BENJI


Hey, I'm so sorry to do this, Savannah. 






My dad has a work emergency and I have to fly to Japan tonight. 





I didn't want to leave you hanging, so I got my best friend to help. His name's Jaxon. He's solid, promise 






My fingers tightened around the phone until my knuckles whitened. I read the message over and over again, hoping that they'd somehow change. Best friend?

Of all the men in the city—in the world—why did it have to be him?

“Guessing he messaged you. Listen, he gave me a brief rundown on the situation. Make ex jealous. Attend wedding. Seems easy enough.”

I looked up from my phone, and he was still watching me—curious, a little amused, completely unbothered by the storm gathering behind my eyes.

“You,” I said flatly, “are the last person I would ever do this with.”

He looked taken aback for a fraction of a second, his mouth parting—probably ready to say something cocky and stupid—but I didn’t give him the chance. I stood, grabbed my purse, and headed straight for the door.

“Hey, wait—”

But I didn’t.

Not when my pulse was pounding. Not when every instinct screamed that history had an infuriating way of repeating itself.

The Jaxon I knew wasn’t dependable. He was reckless, arrogant, and smug—the poster boy for bad decisions wrapped in pretty packaging. And despite his irritatingly perfect… everything, he was not the man I wanted to fake anything with.

“Slow down. Hey, just wait a minute.”

His voice trailed behind me as I pushed through the lounge doors into the cool evening air. The click of my heels echoed across the pavement until he caught up and his fingers curled around my forearm.

The touch was electric. A jolt that stopped me in my tracks.

I froze, my breath catching before I could stop it. When I glanced down to his grip, his hand dropped away immediately, like he’d been burned.

“What—”

“I'm not doing this with you, Jaxon.” I tried to side-step him, but he blocked my path.
Narrowing my eyes, I said, “Clearly, this was a mistake. I don't know what game you're playing, but—”

“What? I'm not playing anything.”

“You're always playing something. Always looking for the upper hand.”

“You don't even know me.”

“Don't know you?” I laughed—short, sharp, humorless. “What, suddenly you have a classic case of amnesia?”

He frowned, clearly trying to place me. “Did we meet at a party or something? Friend of an ex? We definitely didn't fuck”—I ignored the way his eyes briefly trailed down my body and the heat it brought—“that, I would remember.”

Folding my arms across my chest, I took a step closer, my voice low and controlled. “You really don’t remember, do you? Ashburn High? You hiding my glasses? Taking my books? That cute little prank where you asked me to prom just so you and your friends could laugh when I showed up?”

His expression shifted—cockiness draining into something else. Recognition and… was that guilt?

“Bookie…”

“Don't. Call. Me. That.”

“Right.” He cleared his throat under my hard stare. “Okay. Fuck, I'm—”

“Save it,” I said, straightening my shoulders. “I don’t want or need your apology. What I need is to forget this little meeting ever happened.”

Whatever I thought was going to happen tonight, the sight of Jaxon brought a bitter taste in my mouth. 

Back to the drawing board.

I huffed out a breath and walked away from him, but Jaxon's footsteps sounded behind me.

“Savannah, I was an idiot back then, but I’m not that same guy anymore. A lot has changed.”

I kept walking. “Good for you. You've managed some semblance of personal growth. Unfortunately for you, I don’t have the time or interest to participate in your redemption era.”

“Can you just hold on a second? Wait, okay—I'm sorry!”

Against my better judgment, I stopped. My brain was telling me to just walk away, but my feet were rooted in place. I told myself that his apology, no matter how satisfying it sounded, meant nothing to me now. I'd already filed away the bad memories and moved on with my life. 

“I'm sorry, alright? I could give you a thousand excuses as to why I was such a dick back then, but it wouldn't change anything for you now.” 

I finally turned around to face him, my arms crossed. “You're right, it wouldn't.”

“I was going through a lot back then—which I know doesn't excuse my behavior. I was wrong, and I'm sorry.”

I held his gaze, every part of me screaming to walk away. Nothing good could come from this man. But God, there was something different in his tone. He wasn’t mocking me like before. 

He raised his hands as if to plead his innocence, his tone softening. “Look, Benji just said you needed someone to help out with this wedding thing. He told me everything, and it fucking sucks that they're both playing you like this. Benji asked, and Benji doesn't ask for anything. He couldn’t make it, so here I am.”

My stare didn't soften.

“This thing that you want to do… it's in three weeks,  right? Let me show you how much I've changed.” Then when his lips tugged up, I knew the real Jaxon was back. “Besides, it's not like you've got much of a choice here.”

“Excuse me?” I asked through gritted teeth, my eyes narrowing. 

“You’ve got, what, three weeks until the big day? And I'm guessing a shitload of engagement parties, brunches, and whatever the hell else people like that do before getting to what actually matters. It just sounds to me like you're on a bit of a tight schedule with not many volunteers.”

“I'll have you know I had plenty of choices. Dozens.”

“Uh-huh.” He took a step forward. His smirk and the unconvinced look in his eyes made me glare. “And you're going to meet with these dozens of men and, what? Interview them all to see if they'd be the right fit for this plan? Because you have months to work with instead of three weeks?”

I gave him a look sharp enough to cut glass. “You think you’re funny?”

Another step. 

“I think I’m realistic. It’s a lot of public appearances for one woman on a revenge mission. You’ll need someone convincing enough to sell the lie, and if there's one thing I am—aside from being undeniably attractive—it's good at selling a lie. I'll help you out.”

“You?” A laugh escaped me, low and bitter. “You think I’m going to parade you around in front of my family and ex-boyfriend?”

He tilted his head, grin lazy, confident. “Why not me?”

“Because I'm not in the habit of torturing myself.”

“Just think about it,” he said, taking that final step toward me—close enough that my chest brushed against his. “Showing up to the wedding with me tells that asshole that you've moved on just as fast as he did. It'll make him feel this small. I'm telling you right now, I’m exactly the kind of man who’d make a guy like that squirm.”

“You’re delusional is what you are.”

“Only on Thursdays,” he said, smirking. 

I rolled my eyes.

“Trust me, if you show up with all your attention on me, he won't be able to think straight. You wanted someone who’d make your ex choke on his regrets. That's me.”

“Jaxon,” I said, forcing my voice steady, “you can’t just show up after years of making my life hell and expect me to trust you with this.”

“I’m not asking you to trust me,” he said. “I’m asking you to let me help you screw over the guy who cheated on you and is crazy enough to marry her. I can play the part. I’ll keep my distance, be professional, no strings attached—whatever you want.”

The streetlights washed over his face—shadows flickering across the sharp lines of his jaw, the quiet regret in his eyes. For a moment, I almost believed him. Almost.

Then I remembered the laughter. The humiliation. The way my heart cracked in that gymnasium years ago when I realized I was nothing but a joke to him.

I stepped back, putting space between us. “I don’t want your help. I don’t want your apology. And I sure as hell don’t want to see you again.”

He flinched—barely—but enough for me to notice.

“Savannah—”

“Goodbye, Jaxon.”

I walked away before he could say another word, my heels striking sharp against the pavement.

Behind me, I could feel his gaze—heavy, unreadable—but I didn’t look back.

I’d made enough mistakes letting men like him close.

And I wasn’t about to start again.
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Two days.

Forty-eight hours of scrolling through profiles that all blurred together—perfect smiles, curated bios, promises of brunch and ambition. Every single one looked promising on paper, and every single one made me want to hurl my phone into traffic.

The engagement party was tonight.
Tonight. Saturday, November 8. Six p.m. sharp. 

My laptop glowed from the edge of my bed, Lori's last condescending email still open along with the intricate digital design of the engagement party invite. And beside it, my phone—where Benji’s last text stared at me with unnerving patience.




BENJI

How'd things go okay with Jaxon? 


Here's his number just in case.








I’d ignored it for two days, hoping the universe would hand me a better option. Spoiler: it hadn’t.

I almost threw up when one guy told me he'd do it if I paid him and slept with him first.
 Needless to say, I had run out of options.

I capped the marker, stepping back to assess my own insanity. The whiteboard mounted above my desk—the one usually reserved for case outlines and exam prep—now had a different purpose. Now, in neat handwriting, it read:





FAKE BOYFRIEND: PROS & CONS



PROS:

– Optics (appear confident, over it, thriving.)

— Physically attractive (annoyingly so)

– Confident enough to sell the fake relationship

– Avoid family pity

– Reclaim power

– Would definitely make Chase jealous





CONS:

– Potential emotional damage

– History of being an ass

– Untrustworthy

– Could publicly humiliate me again

– Jaxon Cage

– Jaxon Cage

– Jaxon Cage







Clearly, the cons outweighed the pros here. 

My eyes narrowed at the repetition of his name, as if that would erase him from my life.

Every rational part of my brain screamed no.

No to the tattoos.

No to the cocky smile. 

No to the history.

No to the man who once made me the joke of senior year.

And yet—there was that image of Chase and Lori flashing through my mind again, the smug tilt of his smile as he slid that ring onto her finger. Her need to rub it in my face that he chose her and wanted nothing to do with me.

That image blurring with one where I sat at that engagement party, drink in hand, sitting by myself, didn't help matters. Not to mention all the questions I'd probably get from friends and family of Chase’s who knew we'd been together. I'd look lonely, depressed, and desperate.

Going alone was not an option. 

I paced the small length of my bedroom, the sound of my heels clicking against hardwood merging with the ticking of the clock on the wall.

“You’re not calling him,” I muttered. “You don’t need him. You’re a strong, intelligent black woman who can absolutely handle a social event without a man-shaped prop. You don't need him.”

My phone chimed, the screen lighting up with a new notification: One hour until event.

“Perfect,” I muttered, rubbing my temples. “Maybe I can fake my own death instead.”

But when I looked back at the whiteboard, my gaze snagged on the last line of the Pros column. Would definitely make Chase jealous.

I exhaled sharply and snatched my phone off the table.

“You’re not doing this for him,” I told myself as I tapped on the number. “You’re doing it for you. Optics. Damage control. A well-executed plan.”

When the message bar came up, my fingers hovered there for a moment. The rational part of my brain begged me to stop, but it was fighting against my pride and losing.

Finally, I typed:



 SAVANNAH


Don’t make me regret this. 


Meet me at Ruxbury in an hour.





I hesitated. Then added,





SAVANNAH


Please wear something that's fitting for an engagement party.








There it was—the decision made. Irrevocable.

“Are you happy now?” I mumbled to the universe. “Message sent. Now, stop torturing me.”

I tossed the phone face-down on the bed like it was radioactive and prayed this would go off without a hitch.

It was only three weeks.

I could pretend to like Jaxon for three weeks, right? Then I'd go back as if he didn't exist. This was merely an agreement between two reasonably-minded people. Nothing more, nothing less. 

Except nothing could explain the fluttering in my stomach when my phone dinged.



JAXON

I'll be there.  













  
  3 | It Takes Time To Look This Good

Savannah


Should I have anticipated Jaxon showing up late? Yes. 
Was I hoping he'd prove me wrong? Also yes. 

I didn't know why I expected anything from him to begin with. It was just common decency to arrive on time—especially when the entire purpose of your presence was to make your fake girlfriend look composed and desirable. Yet here I was, twenty minutes into my cousin’s engagement party, alone, with a bright smile plastered on my face like a mark. 

A bubbly laugh left my lips as I nodded through another round of small talk with guests I recognized from Chase's side of the family. 

“Oh, Savannah!” a woman cooed, clutching my hand. “I just can’t believe Chase is getting married! You two were so serious for so long.”

“Yes, well,” I said smoothly, ignoring the burn in my throat, “life takes unexpected turns.”

“I guess the ring didn't fit for a reason,” another woman piped up, giggling behind her champagne glass. “No offense, hun. You have to admit, though—things were getting a little stale.” 

Laughter rippled through the small group. I smiled wider, my jaw tight enough to crack.

“Guess so,” I said lightly, taking a long sip of my drink to keep from choking on my pride.

Every comment was a test of restraint.
Every pitying glance a reminder that, to them, I wasn’t Savannah Bristow—top of my class, scholarship recipient, future attorney. I was just the ex-girlfriend who lost her man to her cousin.

I excused myself from the conversation with a polite murmur and stepped toward the open terrace, the hum of polite laughter and soft jazz muffling behind me. 

The Ruxbury Hotel event hall was decorated beautifully—Lori had Chase spare no expense. It was a room of white, with the ceiling partially decorated in waves of deep midnight blue and glowing firefly lights. String lights wrapped around every column and pastel drapes lined the walls. Circular tables splayed across the marble floors with oversized pastel florals hanging from the ceiling. Champagne flowed like water out of a ten-glass pyramid, and a mini garden glowed under the soft haze of powder blue.

It was like something plucked out of an enchanted forest fairytale. 

Under different circumstances, it would've been romantic—something picturesque that every woman would dream of. Instead, it felt like the scene of a crime. I was dying a little inside with every passing second.

I checked the time. 6:23 p.m.

He was officially twenty minutes late.

Perfect.

I took another sip of champagne, my fingers tightening around the glass. He’d probably forgotten. Or worse—decided to make me the fool once again and leave me here, stranded. It was exactly the kind of reckless arrogance I should have expected, given our history. 
I dug my phone from my clutch, thumb hovering over his number, ready to fire off a scathing text. But before I could type a single word, an all-too-familiar voice slid into my ear.

“Savvy!”

The nickname hit me like nails on a chalkboard.

I turned, schooling my expression into polite warmth. Lori stood a few feet away in a white midi dress that probably cost a month’s rent, the same smug glow of victory radiating off her like expensive perfume. Her hand sparkled under the lights—the ring flashing like a trophy.

“Lori,” I said evenly, forcing a smile. “You look… radiant.”

“Don’t I?”  she said, smoothing over an invisible wrinkle from her dress. “Oh my god, I’m so glad you came! I wasn’t sure you’d show after everything.”

After everything. The words lingered between us like smoke.

I laughed softly, because what else was there to do? “Why wouldn’t I? You invited me.”

She tilted her head, pretending innocence.
“Still, I thought it might be… awkward. You know, with Chase and all.”

My fingers tightened around the stem of my glass. “No awkwardness here.”

Lori’s smile widened—too bright, too sharp.
“Fantastic! Chase and I want this wedding to go off smoothly, so the less drama, the better.”

If you didn't want drama, then you shouldn't have slept with my boyfriend then proceeded to say yes to marrying him. 

That's what I wanted to say, but I took a sip of the champagne instead.

“So, tell me. Did you come alone?” And there it was. The question she’d been dying to ask since the second I walked in alone. “I told Grandmama that you were still recovering from the breakup and all, so—”

“Actually,” I said, my lips curving into a practiced smile, “my plus one isn't here yet. He's just running a little late.”

My tone was light and breezy, but on the inside, my pulse was hammering. Jaxon still wasn’t here.

Her perfectly shaped brows arched. “He?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding once. “My boyfriend.”

She blinked, clearly surprised, then recovered with a sugary laugh. “Oh, that’s so great! I didn't know you were dating someone. What’s his name?”

I took another sip of champagne, buying time as I glanced over her shoulder toward the entrance. Still no sign of him.

“Jaxon,” I said finally, the name feeling like a dare on my tongue.

Her smile faltered—just barely—but it was enough to make something darkly satisfying stir in my chest. In her eyes, I could see the spark of curiosity and interest.

“Well, I can't wait to meet this… mystery man. Until then, we simply have to catch up. I've been doing fabulous! And can you believe how beautiful this place is? My love, Chase, gave me everything I've ever wanted…”

I tuned her out as she went on and on about their loving relationship. She droned on about how difficult it was to get the floral arrangements together on such short notice.
There was no missing the underlying gloating in anything she said. She wanted to make sure I was fully aware of ‘her love’, Chase.

Then there was the hum of chatter around us. It started as a ripple—quiet murmurs, the tilt of heads toward the entryway.

“—and there was no way I was going to…” Lori’s words faltered, her attention drawn elsewhere. 

I followed her gaze and nearly forgot how to breathe.

Jaxon Cage.

Late, unapologetic, and obscenely out of place in a room full of pastel perfection.

Every conversation in the room seemed to pause the moment he stepped through those wide double doors.  

Beside me, Lori murmured under her breath, “Who is that?”—her voice laced with open admiration.

I hated that I understood the sentiment.

Because, yes, he looked devastating. The kind of man mothers warned their daughters about—the bad boy. The man who would turn your life upside down and still have you begging for more. My pulse tripped in irritation. At him. At myself. At the simple fact that, if I wasn't careful, I'd be one of those women begging for chaos. 

Jaxon’s gaze swept across the crowd slowly, then something dangerous flickered in his eyes when he found mine. The faintest hint of a smirk ghosted across his lips as he made his way toward me, moving with that same careless confidence that used to drive me insane in high school.

Dressed in dark slacks and a crisp white shirt with two top buttons undone and his sleeves rolled up to his forearms, he was the definition of sin. I caught the faint glint of a chain at his throat and definitely didn't miss the tattoos that peeked from under his cuffs when he shoved his hands into his pockets. His dark hair was slightly wet and messy, almost like he’d just walked out of the shower. 

Dangerous, beautiful sin. 

He was late, infuriatingly smug, and somehow ridiculously goodlooking.

Lori straightened beside me, clearly mistaking that look for herself.

“Oh,” she said softly, adjusting a curl of her hair, “I think he’s coming over here.” 

Lori’s lips parted into a practiced smile just as Jaxon reached us, then promptly went rigid when he slid his arm around my waist.

Every muscle in my body locked.

His palm was warm against the small of my back, his body heat bleeding into mine as he leaned in and pressed a slow, deliberate kiss to my cheek. The scent of him—clean soap, faint leather, and something warm—threatened every sensibility I held. 

“Sorry I’m late, babe,” he said easily, voice low and smooth enough to sound dangerous. “Traffic was a nightmare.”

Babe. I could’ve strangled him for it.

“You're late, dear.” I forced a tight smile, aware of the eyes still watching us. “I was beginning to think you got lost.”

“I may have underestimated downtown traffic. Don't worry, I'll make it up to you later.” There was no missing the suggestive tone in that. He leaned in slightly, voice low enough for only me to hear. “A hundred nicknames in the world, and you call me dear?” 

“Would you prefer to be called an ass?”

His lips brushed against the nape of my neck, making me shudder. “If you wanted to see my ass, Savvy baby, all you had to do was ask.”

I was about to snap back when a throat cleared, reminding me that we were not alone. 

Pulling back, I saw Lori watching us with hawk eyes. 

I pulled myself together, stepping slightly forward. “Lori, this is Jaxon. My… boyfriend. Jaxon, this is Lori, cousin and bride-to-be.”

“Ah, so you're the infamous Lori.”

Lori’s smile tightened and she extended her hand. “Very nice to meet you, Jaxon. Savannah’s never mentioned you before.”

“Guess she likes keeping the best things to herself,” Jaxon replied smoothly, ignoring her hand completely and looking down at me with a grin.

“Oh, she always manages to,” she said with a laugh, a hint of bitterness burned into her words. 

“Yes, well.” I cleared my throat, shifting my gaze from Jaxon to Lori. “Everything worked out for everyone in the end.”

“Of course it did.” She smiled sweetly. “Did Savannah show you pictures of my ring? It's stunning!”

My teeth grinded as she flashed the diamond ring for Jaxon to see. He glanced down at it, then looked back at Lori. 

“It's a bit too tacky for my girl's taste, but it suits you just fine.  What do you think, babe? Is this your type?”

“I think it's too early for us to be talking about rings, sweetie,” I replied, my nails biting lightly into Jaxon’s side where she couldn’t see.

He chuckled. “Never too early to plan these things.” 

Lori’s eyes flicked between us, trying to read whatever energy hung in the air, but Jaxon made it impossible for her to find her footing. He looked utterly at ease—like this was his stage and we were all just extras in his scene.

“Well,” Lori said finally, recovering her composure, “you two seem… happy.”

“Ecstatic,” I said, voice tight.

My breathing caught when Jaxon's finger tugged my chin up to look at him. 

“Completely,” Jaxon echoed, grinning like the devil. He held my gaze as he said, “If you’ll excuse us, Lori, I need to steal my woman for a second.”

He didn’t wait for her response—just tightened his arm around my waist and guided me across the room, toward the champagne fountain glittering under fairy lights.

The moment we were out of her view, I exhaled slowly, stepping out of Jaxon’s hold.
“You’re enjoying this way too much.”

“Only a little.” He stopped beside the fountain, turning to face me, that infuriating smirk still in place. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

“For what, exactly?”

“For saving you from your cousin’s interrogation. You’re supposed to look grateful, not homicidal.”

I took a steadying breath, my expression locked into something between polite fury and forced charm. “You’re twenty minutes late, Jaxon.”

“It takes time to look this good,” he murmured, gesturing to himself. 

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “You could’ve been half as goodlooking and twice as punctual.”

“Come on, Bookie,” he teased, his grin infuriatingly familiar. “You’ve got to admit, I’m good under pressure.”

“Don’t call me that,” I hissed. “And while we're on the subject of things not to call me, add babe to the list.”

His eyes twinkled as he brought the champagne glass to his lips. “Noted.”

My gaze floated around the room, taking note of who was here and who wasn't. Majority of the attendees so far were from Chase's side of the family, but there were also business partners, board members from the Sinclair Group, and politicians—which explained the reporters from The Westfort Globe. The room was swimming in billionaires.

I was surprised to see Adrian Maddox, though. The billionaire was known for avoiding parties like this—I knew that much from Chase constantly complaining about connecting with the man. 

Fingers brushed a strand of hair from my shoulder, grazing the bare skin of my neck. I jumped out of surprise, despite the delicious shiver that crawled through me. 

“Where did your mind wander off to?” His tone was teasing, but when he spoke again, it dropped lower. “You need to stop tensing every time I touch you. People are watching. If we’re going to sell this, you’ve got to loosen up a little.”

He was right behind me now, his lips dangerously close to the crook of my neck. My fingers tightened around my champagne glass and my pulse quickened.

“Relax,” he whispered, a half-smile curling at the corner of his mouth. 

“I'm perfectly relaxed.”

His chuckle brought goosebumps to my skin. “You know that in order for this to work, we have to look like an actual couple, right? With me, that involves touching… a lot.”

“That doesn't need to mean you breathing down my neck. Or PDA of any kind. Rules we would have gone over if you were on time.”

He wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me into his chest like he'd done this a thousand times before. Why was this so effortless for him? The heat of his touch burned through the thin fabric of my dress, and I had to resist the urge to elbow him in the ribs.

“I'm almost sure I'll hate those rules of yours, but by all means, let's discuss over drinks later.”

“Uh, no. We will discuss them tomorrow, at breakfast, where you will be early.”

“Beautiful, the only way I'm getting up early enough for breakfast would be if you're already in my—” 

“Do not finish that thought,” I snapped, spinning around in his arms. My eyes narrowed at the mischief in his eyes and the smirk on his lips.

“I was only going to say house. Honestly, what kind of man do you take me for?”

I glowered.

“Back to that you-have-to-look-like-you-like-me thought. Right now, you're stuck between wanting to shove me away and cut my balls off. Tone down the glaring and give me a nice smile. That's it, there we go. Beautiful.”

My smile was wide, but I made sure he saw the fire in my eyes. Fire promised retribution later. His gaze flickered behind me before his hands tightened around my waist. He leaned closer, his lips brushing against my shoulder again, the scent of smoke and clean soap brushing against me.

“And I suspect the man staring daggers at me is the ex?”

My pulse quickened. “What?”

He pulled back, looking smugly at me. “Looks like our little performance is paying off.”

I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

He nodded subtly toward the bar. “There’s an idiot over there who hasn’t stopped glaring at me since I put my hands on you.”

I followed his gaze, and my heart stuttered. Chase.

Standing by the bar, jaw tight, drink forgotten in his hand.

Jaxon leaned back, the corner of his mouth lifting in satisfaction. “Told you,” he murmured. “Working like a charm.”

















  
  4 | You Seriously Drew Up A Contract

Jaxon


The buzzing wouldn’t stop. 
At first, I thought it was part of the dream—don't ask me why my subconscious thought it was a good idea to conjure a bank robbery and make me the getaway driver.

I groaned when the buzzing stopped, then was back again. When I cracked an eye open and saw my phone lighting up across the nightstand, I realized it wasn’t my imagination.

Cursing, I reached for the phone, half-burying my face in the pillow. “Yeah?”

There was a pause, then a silky voice followed, too sharp and composed for a Sunday morning.

“Why do you sound like you’re still in bed?”

Savannah.

“Because I am still in bed. Pretending to be your boyfriend is exhausting work, you know.”

“Oh, I'm sure it is,” she drawled in a monotonous tone. “Attending fancy parties, smiling, drinking thousand-dollar champagne. The pain you must be feeling.”

I smiled, laying back lazily on the arm behind my head. “See, you know how I feel.”

She scoffed, and I could almost picture her rolling her eyes.

“Anyway, if you're finished being… you, the reason I called is because we need to discuss the rules of this little arrangement. If we’re going to keep up this act for the next three weeks, we're going to need some boundaries.”

I yawned. “I'd say we were pretty well last night without rules.”

“Barely,” she muttered. “I'm thinking of last night as a test run—one that you barely passed.”

“Barely passed?” I chuckled. “Babe, all eyes were on us last night. Prince Charming looked just about ready to slice my arm off, and the so-called bride-to-be couldn't stop drooling every time I moved. I'd say it was mission accomplished.”

There was a beat of silence before she said, “We’ll talk about that, too. But we discuss the dos and don’ts for this—just so that both parties are aware of the stakes.”

I grinned into the pillow. “Relax, Jessica Pearson, this is just a simple situationship. Boy meets girl. Boy helps girl with revenge plot. No need to get—”

“Are you free this afternoon?”

I glanced at the clock on my wall—10:13 a.m. I had a consult with Wolfe at noon, something about touch-ups on a sleeve piece Nerissa started three weeks ago. “I’ve got to be at the shop soon, but we can meet there if you want.”

“The shop?”

“Yeah,” I said, sitting up and running a hand through my hair. “Cage Ink Studios. It’s my tattoo parlor.”

A pause. Then, with what sounded dangerously close to curiosity, she said, “You own a tattoo parlor?”

“Mm-hmm. Well, co-own it, technically. Jesse and I manage day-to-day, and Benji handles most of the numbers when he's free.”

“Right.” She hesitated, and I could almost hear her recalibrating whatever image she had of me. “I suppose that’s… impressive.”

I smirked. “You suppose?”

“Don’t push it, Cage.”

There she was.

“Sure, we can meet there.”

I swung my legs out of bed, already reaching for the jeans I’d tossed over a chair. “Send me your address. I’ll pick you up in twenty.”

“You’ll what?”

“Pick you up. Unless you can suddenly teleport yourself to the studio.”

“You don't have to do that.”

“Yes, I do. It's in the fine print of any relationship—fake or not. If we're going to the same place, and you're my girl, then you better believe I'm picking you up.”

“I—” There was a pause. “Fine. Twenty minutes.”

Then the phone clicked and seconds later, she texted me her address. It didn't come as a surprise that she lived practically five minutes from the university. I tossed the phone onto the bed and laughed under my breath. Savannah Bristow was still the same straight-and-narrow bookworm that she was in high school.

I snickered as I dragged myself to the bathroom. Even I don't really believe that.  The woman I met last night was not the same girl from high school. That girl was shy, mute, and made the library her second home. She had unkempt braids, braces, and thick brown glasses, and couldn't care less about what she wore. 

That was the girl I was used to. 

This woman was dangerous. 

Even as I dragged myself into the shower, the memory of her from last night stuck in my head—the way she’d looked when I walked into that room. Confidence and composure balanced on a knife’s edge—a woman who would make flames cower in her wake. 

And that fucking dress.

It had to have been carved by the devil himself. Sure, the lavender color screamed innocence, but it clung in all the right places—sharp neckline and stopping just shy of her knees. I was playing the part well because I couldn't stop staring at her, touching her, wanting to be close to her. 

That was a problem. 

Three weeks—this thing would go on for three weeks, and we'd never see each other again. 

I had to remember that. 

And the last thing I needed was a reminder of the person who I used to be. Darkness would follow those thoughts, and I was done with fighting the demons of my past. It was time to move on.

Throwing on a white tee, ripped jeans, and my leather jacket, I grabbed my keys and my phone.

Glancing briefly at it, I shook my head as I clicked on the group chat. 



ARIYO

Benji, you ass




You took my Zeno with you 




BENJI

No I didn't



Ask Jax





JAXON


Now why would you say that?



He's never gonna let that go





ARIYO

So you do have my freaking game



Where is it?





JAXON


I don't know what you're talking about





ARIYO

Don't make me come over there





I chuckled. 




JAXON


Good luck with that



I'm already out the door






The assholes they all were, they all sent eye emojis.







ARIYO 

You left the house before 12 on a Sunday?





JAXON


Don't make a big deal out of it




ARIYO 

I just looked outside and no, there are no pieces of the sky falling





JESSE

You really need to stop watching Chicken Little





ARIYO

It was a good fucking movie!





BENJI

Jax, is this about Savannah?





ARIYO

Who the fuck is Savannah?





JAXON


Benji.

Why would you even?






I stepped into my boots and hustled downstairs. By the time I got to my bike, my phone buzzed five times. 





ARIYO

So this is what we're doing now?



Keeping secrets from the chat?



GIRL SECRETS?



Is she hot?



Did you fuck?





JESSE

It's too early for all that energy Ari





ARIYO

So you're not even a little bit curious?



How come Benji gets to know?



I wanna know





JAXON


It's not a big deal



Just helping her out with ex drama





ARIYO

So… rebound sex?





Rolling my eyes, I swung my leg over the bike  parked outside the complex and started the engine. The familiar growl filled the air, and the vibration hummed through my bones. It felt good. Steady. Real.

The roads were mostly clear, sunlight cutting across the quiet Sunday morning. A few couples walking dogs. A jogger or two. The world still waking up. 

Twenty minutes later, I pulled up outside Savannah’s townhouse and texted her I was there. I parked the bike, eyeing the door patiently. She’d said twenty minutes, which probably meant she’d be ready in exactly twenty. Not a second early. Not a second late.

Sure enough, right on cue, the front door opened.

Savannah stepped out, her dark hair loose today, sunlight catching the soft copper strands. She wore fitted jeans, a Kingsview crew neck that skimmed across her waistband, and gold jewelry on her wrist and around her neck. There was a black cross bag slung around her shoulders. 

And God help me—she looked good.

The “not trying to impress” good. The effortless, confident, infuriatingly composed good.

And she was eyeing my bike like it was a snake ready to eat her alive. 

I climbed off and took off the helmet.
“Morning, sunshine.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” she started with, her eyes not leaving the bike behind me.

“What?”

“I'm not getting on that thing.” 

“Relax,” I told her, chuckling as I moved to the rear of the bike and pulled out a helmet. Waving it at her, I added, “I came prepared.”

“The fact that you think that changes my answer is wild, actually.”

My head tilted. “Don’t tell me you’re scared, Bristow.”

Her eyes narrowed at my taunting. “I’m not scared.”

“Good,” I said, smirking. I walked toward her, standing close enough to get a whiff of her perfume. “But if it makes you feel any better, I'll go slow.”

“It doesn't.”

Shaking my head, I lifted the helmet, and my smirk widened. “You'll be fine. Trust me.”

“I don't trust you. Herein lies the problem.”

“You're just all for the compliments today, sweetheart. Really touching my heart there.”

She gave me a flat look. “You think this is funny, don’t you?”

“I’m going to be smart and keep my comments to myself.”

Glowering, she eyed the helmet, then the bike, then the helmet again.

“And just how many women have you given that to?”

“Jealous? Are we at that point in our relationship already?” 

She exhaled through her nose, then muttered something under her breath before snatching the helmet from me. The sight of her trying to put it on was exactly what my morning needed. So worth getting out of bed this early. I had to bite my bottom lip to stop the chuckle from escaping.

“Come here, let me help you.” Pulling on the half-stuck helmet, I affixed it properly on her head, not missing the way her breathing hitched. Our eyes locked for a moment, the air around us suddenly getting too thick. My eyes never left hers as I pulled on the straps, tugging on them to be sure they were all good. She pulled her gaze away, though, looking anywhere but at me while I finished up.

“Done,” I murmured once the last strap was in place. 

What the hell was that?

I took three steps back to the bike and grabbed my helmet, then hopped on. 

“Get on,” I told her. 

She jumped a little. “Why can I hear you so clearly?”

“The helmets are connected.” I double tapped the side. “It'll make it easier to talk. Step up to the bike, it's not going to bite you. Good girl. Now straddle it—you can grab my shoulder here if you want.”

From the corner of my eye, I could see her hand hesitantly grab my shoulder before she slid on. 

“Wrap your arms around my waist.”

“I…” Savannah paused, placing both hands on top of my shoulders. “I think my hands are fine right here.”

I tried to be the nice guy here. You all know it. 

Shaking my head, I turned on the engine and gave her a little jump scare—only a little one, don't look at me like that. Needless to say, it was enough to have her squealing in my ear and wrapping her arms tight around my waist. And just like that, I felt it—the tension, the heat of her pressed against me.

A grin spread across my face as I revved the throttle and took off.

This was going to be fun.






      [image: ]Savannah practically jumped off the bike the second we stopped. Her feet ungracefully hit the pavement, and she took five steps away from the bike like she was trying to escape its devious clutches.

“I am never,” she said, breathing unsteady, “getting on that thing again.”

She tried her best to tug on the helmet, but it wouldn't give. I did my best not to laugh, but come on, she looked ridiculous. Shaking my head, I walked over to her and pulled the helmet off her head with ease. Her hair spilled out in soft waves, slightly mussed from the ride—honestly, the best look on her so far. If I let my mind wander, it would’ve been exactly how it would look after we—

“Never again,” she repeated, glaring daggers at me.

“Come on,” I teased, lifting my own helmet. “You know you loved it.”

“I hated every second.”

“Sure you did,” I said, smirking as I set both helmets on the handlebar.

Savannah turned toward the building, and I followed her gaze as it lifted to the sign above the door—Cage Ink Studios—painted in matte black with sharp silver lettering. 

She tried not to look impressed.

She failed.

“Ready?” I asked.

She smoothed her blouse, resumed her stiff posture, and nodded once. “Let’s get this over with.”

The second we stepped inside, the bass hit us—old-school dancehall drifting from the speakers, low and rhythmic. The studio opened into a wide, industrial-chic space: exposed brick, blue-gray walls, hanging Edison bulbs, brown leather chairs, and a polished concrete floor that still smelled slightly like eucalyptus disinfectant.

Savannah’s eyes swept the room—quick, assessing. She tried to hide it, but I saw the tiny tick at the corner of her mouth.

She liked it.

Good.

Nerissa was posted at her station, shoulder-length honey brown locs piled on top of her head, digital pen tapping on her tablet as she sketched. She spotted me first and paused the music. 

“About time you got here,” she called out. Then she pointed the pen at me. “You forgot about the consult, didn't you? Just because you've got a pretty face doesn't mean you can just show up whenever you want.”

I grinned and walked over. “Morning to you, too, Rissa.”

“Don’t ‘morning’ me. You should be…” Her attention shifted and then she froze, eyes widening as she realized we weren't alone. “Holy shit. You are gorgeous.”

Savannah blinked. “Oh. Uh—thank you?”

I laughed. “Savannah, Nerissa. Nerissa, Savannah.”

Nerissa stood, looking her up and down with the enthusiasm of someone inspecting a rare diamond. “Skin’s flawless. Hair’s perfect. Doesn't dress like a slut. Jax, where did you find her?”

I laughed and slid an arm around Savannah’s waist before she combusted from discomfort. “Easy, Riss. You’re scaring her.”

She ignored me completely. “I'm Nerissa, hun, and I'm the real talent around here.”

“Real pain in my ass is more like it,” I muttered. 

“What was that?” 

“Huh? Nothing.” I lifted my hands in surrender, a gesture which Savannah seemed all too pleased about. It didn't matter. Nerissa may have been only 5’1, but what she lacked in height, she made up for in that take-no-shit nature of hers. 

Tiny devil. 

“Thought so.” Nerissa grinned. 

I shook my head, then nodded at her tablet. “You good for the noon appointment?”

“Yeah. He texted that he's gonna be late, but he’ll be here.”

“All good. I’m gonna take Savannah into the office. Buzz me when he gets here.”

“You got
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