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      For Mandy

      You’re my OG author bestie. And you shall remain that way. Forever.

      (Also, notice how I gave you the book with all the critters)
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          KIKI

        

      

    

    
      The cell service drops exactly where I predicted it would. I did my research before driving out here. As a wild and exotic animal vet, I’ve seen my share of weird places, and a lost signal is part of the job description. I once did a stint in Namibia, where I had better luck finding a lion than a Wi-Fi signal. But I knew that going in. I always plan and prepare.

      West Virginia, though? Not part of the plan.

      Two weeks ago, my life got wildly, inexplicably… Isaaced.

      I haven’t seen him in three years, and I had really hoped never to see him again.

      It’s not the first time he’s ruined my plans.

      The forest rises up around me, all damp earth and humming insects. The air smells of moss, pine and the faint sweetness of wildflowers carried on the wind. Somewhere in the distance, a bird calls, sharp and high, and it hits me that this place feels too alive.

      I grew up in New York City, but my family moved to Ithaca the year I turned twelve. I prefer cities—the noise, the anonymity, the way no one expects you to stay. I’ve always known that when I build a big cat sanctuary, I’d have to find somewhere wilder. Somewhere with space.

      I’ve had the layout in my head since I was nineteen, I’ve sketched pieces of it on napkins during late-night study sessions and refined my ideas as I’ve worked and learned, but I’ve never put it together in one plan. Five acres minimum. Natural terrain—hills, trees, a water source. We’d need separate enclosures for the tigers, lions, and leopards. A quarantine building. A veterinary suite with real equipment, not the scraps and duct tape I’ve worked with at half the places I’ve been. And somewhere at the center, a modest house. Nothing fancy. Just mine.

      I want to take in the cats no one else will touch. The ones who’ve been abused, neglected, passed from owner to owner until they’re too traumatized to trust. I want to give them space to just be, without performing for tourists or posing for photos.

      It’s a big dream. Expensive. Unrealistic, probably.

      But I’ve been saving for years. After the Dubai contract, I’ll finally have enough to make it real.

      I’ve had four jobs in five years. Namibia, then the sanctuary in Costa Rica, then six months at that underfunded zoo outside of Orlando. Since then, I’ve been at a sanctuary in Texas. I’ve gotten good at fitting my life into a duffel bag.

      I just gave up my apartment because, in about three months, I’m supposed to be on a plane to Dubai for my next adventure. It’s a cushy job, but it pays extremely well. And after the six-month contract, I’ll have enough to start building my rescue and finally settle down. But until I leave, I’ll be spending the next few months at an Airbnb in New York, trying to find donors. It’s one thing to have seed money to build a big cat sanctuary. It’s another thing altogether to keep it running.

      Something falls onto the hood of my car, and I scream and slam on my brakes. The critter goes flying, and I take a second to catch my breath. There are no other cars out here, so I fling open my door and rush out to see what I hit. Or what hit me. Or whatever. The massive trees above me are trying to block out the June sun. The thing must’ve fallen out of one of them.

      Ahh, a tiny raccoon. Poor thing. He can’t be older than a couple of months, probably not even weaned yet. At least, he’s breathing, although unconscious. I have no idea if he broke any bones or anything, but luckily, I’m on my way to see the guy who’ll have the setup to treat him.

      I groan. Isaac will have a heyday with this. He never lets me get away with anything, and now he’ll give me hell about hitting a raccoon, even though technically it hit me.

      He’s the only person, aside from my father, who ever made me feel like I wasn’t the best at my job.

      That stings more than it should. Dad never raised his voice or told me I wasn’t enough. He didn’t have to. His corrections came wrapped in calm, clinical precision, each one a reminder that perfection wasn’t the top. It was the baseline. A standard I could meet, but never exceed.

      My mom tries, in her own way. She sends care packages to whatever address I’m at—granola bars, bamboo socks, and a card that says Thinking of you in her careful handwriting. But she’s never once told Dad to ease up on me. Never stepped between us when he started in on my “choices.” She loves me. She just doesn’t know how to show it when it might cost her something.

      Usually, when I call home and Mom hands him the phone, so I’ve learned to call during the hours I know he’s at school. I’m pretty sure he still talks to Isaac more than he does to me these days.

      It’s probably because I don’t give him much of a chance, but he’s always so judgmental. Especially of my career choices. He thought I sold out when I became an influencer, and no amount of arguing that I was raising awareness for the plight of abused and injured cats would convince him otherwise. Nor does he care that the money from being an influencer helps my cause.

      He thinks I was exploiting my looks, which is silly. My followers stuck around because I knew what I was talking about, not because I’m easy on the eyes. Because I’m not. Also, most of my videos feature me in scrubs covered in who-knows-what.

      I find a sweatshirt in the back seat, gather up the baby raccoon, and set him on the passenger side. I really hope he’s okay. I slowly make my way back down the road and try not to think about how Isaac will react when I see him.

      I met Isaac during my first year of vet school. He was at my dad’s office, leaning in the doorway like he owned the place, the sun catching in his hazel eyes. My pulse had the nerve to skip, which I immediately blamed on caffeine. Then my father grinned and said, “Meet my star student.”

      My stomach sank. My dad used to call me his little star, and suddenly, Isaac was a usurper. It was the beginning of the end of the good relationship with my dad. I know Isaac’s not completely to blame. My dad and I disagree on fundamental vet practices, but it’s easier to blame Isaac since the things we disagree on are the same things Isaac and I do. They treat wild animals like pets. I don’t.

      From that moment on, Isaac became my rival. Maddeningly talented and always one step ahead. He beat me out for the Horace K. White Prize by half a percent. I still grind my teeth when I think about it.

      It wasn’t just losing. It was losing to him. The boy who never studied the rules but somehow mastered them anyway. “A natural,” as my father referred to him. Dad’s highest compliment and, for me, the cruelest kind of insult. Because I wasn’t born gifted. I worked for every fraction of every grade, every ounce of credibility. But not Isaac. Everything came easy to him.

      Maybe that’s why I’ve always gravitated toward creatures that don’t fit neatly into expectations. I’ve spent my whole life obsessed with big cats, especially tigers. They’re majestic, powerful, deeply misunderstood. Kind of like me on my worst days. But truthfully, it’s not just tigers. I love all the fierce, broken, and forgotten creatures that everyone else gives up on. There’s something sacred in earning the trust of an animal that could destroy you but chooses not to. In their eyes, I find the kind of quiet honesty that people rarely give.

      And Isaac, with his lazy grin and impossible confidence, has the nerve to act like he understands the animals better than me.

      Isaac Blackwood does not get it.

      The raccoon is stirring a bit. I really, really hope he doesn’t freak out when he wakes up. My car is spotless, fifteen years old and only seventy-five thousand miles. I’ve taken impeccable care of it, and I usually only transport small animals in carriers in the trunk. This little guy could scratch the leather or puke on the floor. I swallow and try hard not to think about what he could do.

      The road narrows as I climb higher. I pass a giant satellite dish, which means I’m almost there.

      The raccoon lets out a chitter and sits up, staring at me, but he’s not moving. That’s both a good thing and a bad thing.

      The next driveway belongs to the Blackwood family, and it’s marked by a weathered old sign that reads Blackwood Family Farm.

      Cute. But inaccurate.

      Because Isaac’s family doesn’t run a farm. They run a private, highly exclusive resort for screen-addicted influencers who want to “detox and rediscover the joy of summer camp.” The kind of place that charges more per night than I make in a week.

      I’m not here for the ambiance. I’m here to find Isaac, get him to sign the papers, and move on with my life.

      The gravel road narrows into a stretch of unkempt trees. An open gate appears around the bend, and I roll right through, just as my little friend skitters over the center console and into my lap. His nose twitches, and he runs up my chest and over my shoulder into the back seat.

      I have crackers and a granola bar back there in my bag. Pretty sure he’s going to ransack that.

      The resort opens like a surprise. Groomed grass, cozy mountain buildings, and people all smiling and relaxed like they’ve never doomscrolled a day in their lives, even though that’s why they’re here. The air smells clean and green, touched with campfire smoke. Dogs are barking in the distance.

      I pull into a small lot beside the building labeled office. For a second, I just sit there, staring through the windshield at the weathered wood siding and flower boxes spilling over with color.

      I glance into the back seat. The baby raccoon is all over my bag, trying to figure out how to get the food out, but he’s not succeeding. I open the back door and reach for the bag. He screeches but doesn’t try to bite me or anything. I chuckle, find the pack of crackers and the granola bar, and set both in front of him. He snatches up the granola bar, and I dump out my backpack, gather him up in my sweatshirt, and gently place him in the bag. Isaac will take care of him.

      I take a moment to wipe my palms on my jeans. They’re damp, which is ridiculous. I run through my mental checklist. Find Isaac. Get a signature. Leave by lunch.

      Inside the office, a girl in a tank top and athletic shorts looks up from behind the counter and gives me a bright, easy smile. “Sorry, we’re closed this week for walk-ins.”

      “Oh, that’s fine,” I say, gripping the folder in my hands. “I’m not staying. I just need to speak with Isaac Blackwood.”

      She giggles and leans one elbow on the desk. “He’s one of the two single Blackwood brothers left. You have your heart set on becoming the next Mrs. Blackwood? Isaac’s the best.”

      I blink because this girl has no idea. I smile, tight and automatic. “Not exactly.” I adjust the folder. “I’m a colleague. Just here on business.”

      Her eyes widen with interest. “Oh, you’re a vet! What kind of animals do you treat? I’m hoping to get into vet school myself.”

      “Big cats, mostly.”

      Her face lights up. “Wait… oh my gosh. I know you! You’re Kiki the Cat Lady. I’ve seen your videos. You’re the one who taught that leopard to sit still for injections, right?”

      Correction. I was Kiki the Cat Lady, thanks to that bastard Christopher. I grit my teeth, trying to tamp down my anger. This poor girl doesn’t know the story. She and the other fans are unaware that I don’t own the rights to that name anymore. Christopher owns the name, and it’s just a matter of time before he introduces another “cat lady.” At least I managed to keep him from using Kiki.

      “I love your stuff,” she gushes. “You’re the reason I’m studying animal sciences. I’m Lucy, by the way.”

      “That’s really great to hear.” I try to manage a smile. “Maybe after I take care of Isaac, we can sit and have a chat.”

      Her expression brightens even more. “Seriously? That would be amazing. How do you know Isaac?”

      “We went to school together and cross paths at conferences now and then.”

      “Cool, cool. Let me go grab the boss lady, and she can take you out to find him.”

      Lucy disappears through a back door, and I take a long breath. Now I need to add one more thing to my list—chat with Lucy about her future.

      She returns moments later with another woman in tow, wearing a crisp polo tucked into khakis, posture like a military commander, and with the unmistakable air of someone who color-codes her inbox.

      The woman offers a warm, professional smile and extends her hand. “I’m Mae, Isaac’s sister-in-law.” Her handshake is firm. The kind that says I get things done. I like her immediately.

      “It’s so nice to meet you. I’m Kiki.” I release her hand and resist the urge to wipe my palm on my jeans. I shouldn’t be sweating this badly.

      “Lucy filled me in. Apparently, you’re the best big cat vet in the United States.”

      I give a polite smile. There’s no real ranking system, but I’m not about to argue.

      “So you and Isaac went to school together?” Mae asks.

      I shift my weight, adjusting my grip on the folder in my hand. “We did.”

      “Well, Isaac’s amazing at what he does. It makes sense you’d want to come and learn from him. Would you like a tour first?”

      Learn from Isaac Blackwood? The guy who made vet school hell for me. She’s got to be kidding. But I keep the expression on my face neutral. At least, I hope it is.

      This wasn’t in my plan, but I’m already here. And the articles online were vague at best.

      “Yes, please.” I adjust my backpack and then follow Mae.

      She gestures me toward a nearby golf cart and hops in like she does this twenty times a day. I slide into the seat beside her, putting my backpack on my lap. The vinyl seat is hot from the sun, and the faint scent of cut grass clings to the air. Small chitters emerge from the pack.

      Mae eyes it. “Did you bring Isaac a gift?”

      “A baby raccoon fell on my car. I figured he’d have the facilities to care for it.”

      She snorts. “You’re not wrong.”

      The place is almost too charming. Every detail feels handcrafted, photogenic. I should find it comforting, but it only makes me tense. Places that are this polished always have something to hide.

      A collie lounges near the front steps of a house, tail thumping lazily. Mae calls his name. Bisbee. What a cute name. I wonder where it came from.

      Mae presses the pedal, and we glide forward, and I brace myself, pretending I’m not already in over my head.

      “You’ll have to tell me what my brother-in-law’s like in the wild,” she says with a laugh. “I’ve known him most of my life but have never seen him outside of Whisper Springs.”

      I force a smile. Oh, I could tell her stories. A full dissertation, footnotes and all, none of it good.

      “He’s… memorable,” I say instead.

      Mae gives a single nod, like she’s filing that away. Her expression stays pleasant, but I don’t miss the flicker of something sharper in her eyes. She knows there’s more to this story.

      As we cruise along the winding path, Mae gestures at buildings and trails with ease. “That’s the yoga deck. The sunrise sessions are a guest favorite. And over there is our river tubing station. We shuttle people upstream every morning.”

      This place is lush, serene, and practically begging for a travel blogger to stage a “just woke up like this” photo shoot. Isaac doesn’t deserve a place like this.

      Mae gestures toward a sun-dappled clearing where a series of canvas structures sit beneath the trees. “We get a lot of influencers during hideaway weeks,” she says. “And a lot of them prefer tents to the cabins.”

      A family of deer grazes calmly near one of the tents, unfazed by the people wandering around with coffee cups in hand. A couple walks past holding hands, wearing matching robes and sipping something from artisan mugs that probably say Be Here Now or Live, Laugh, Detox.

      “How long have you worked here?” I ask.

      “Since Seth turned the place around,” she says. “He’s Isaac’s oldest brother and my husband. I married him the weekend we pitched this place in Vegas.” She gets a faraway look in her eyes. Vegas. That damn city. The reason I’m here. Obviously, her wedding memories from Vegas are better than mine.

      There’s an ease in her voice. A confidence that comes from building something and watching it thrive. It makes me acutely aware of how little in my own life feels settled.

      Another dog trots across the grass, herding a pair of toddlers who squeal with delight, and he suddenly flops onto his back for belly scratches. We also pass a girl riding a pony led by a teen in a Whisper Springs polo.

      It’s too much.

      The sunlight. The joy. The weirdly competent children. It’s all loud. And bright. And a little too perfect. My hand tightens around the edge of the golf cart seat as if gripping something solid might keep me from floating off into this sugarcoated dreamscape.

      Isaac wasn’t supposed to have all this. Not the success. Not the reputation. Not the amazing family. Part of me always hoped karma would catch up with him, like a bad breakup or a failed business. Something to take the shine off. But no. He’s thriving.

      Mae pulls to a stop near a leafy screened-in structure covered in vines. “Isaac added the aviary last year. Terry, Isaac’s mom, handles all the plants. She’s amazing.”

      Of course she does. Of course Isaac’s mother is effortlessly nurturing and brilliant and beloved. I press my palm to my thigh to keep from fidgeting. My own mother barely manages to keep succulents alive, and my father’s version of care came in the form of performance reviews.

      I shouldn’t care. I have my own career. My own accolades. My own backbone. My own success.

      And yet, watching Mae beam when she talks about Isaac’s family, about a place that feels too good to be true, I feel that old sting in my chest. That sharp-edged reminder that I am always the backup plan. Never the first choice.

      Not to my father.

      The sweet smell of a lemon tree drifts toward the cart, and a faint rustle comes from the aviary as small wings beat against the mesh. Yeah, I’ll be staying out of there. Birds are not really my thing.

      “We’ll loop around past the animal barn,” Mae says cheerfully, turning the cart again. “That’s probably where he is this time of day.”

      I square my shoulders and sit up straighter. I did not come here to envy his picture-perfect life. I came here to fix a legal disaster. I imagine him seeing the papers, the way his expression will slide from amused to alarmed.

      All I need is a signature.

      I will have control.

      Then I will walk away with the upper hand.

      Finally.
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          ISAAC

        

      

    

    
      I hear the noise before the chaos comes into view. The moment I step into the animal barn, a chorus of screeches erupts. Lemurs leap from branch to branch. The smell of fruit and straw fills the air.

      Sissy climbs down and lands on my shoulder, her fingers weaving through my hair as she begins to groom me, her rough tongue scraping my forehead. Then she chatters in my ear as if giving me the morning report.

      They’re not as excited to see me as they used to be. I have my assistant, Reed, who feeds them now, cleans out their enclosures, and does most of the daily rounds. When it was just the animal barn, I could handle it, but after we added the wildlife center and the aviary last year, it got too big for me to handle alone.

      We’re actually getting ready to hire another intern to help with vet duties. Lucy from the office has been pestering me about the job. I just need to find the time to train her. I suppose Reed could do it, but I’d feel better if I did it myself.

      Last year, an anonymous benefactor, who was some kind of lemur nut, donated an unreal sum of money to my practice. The grant allowed me to expand my facilities with updated enclosures in the animal barn and a more secure space that connects to the outside enclosure. The donation was large enough to also build a brand-new facility to house the medical bays and recovery spaces for animals that are only here temporarily. It’s mostly deer, squirrels, possums, and raccoons. I chose not to include recovery spaces for large predators.

      My contacts at the Division of Natural Resources would like me to take on mountain lions and bears, but I’m not ready for that. I don’t even do coyotes. They’re meaner than they look. I’ll take foxes, though. I’ve got two of them recovering in the wildlife center right now. One was hit by a car, and the other was shot in the side. Both are nearly ready for release, which is good because they hate each other. They screech across the fence line like rival siblings.

      My permanent residents are primates. My biggest enclosure has the lemurs, where guests can feed them, take photos, and forget for a while that the rest of the world exists. It has both an inside and outside space, and the lemurs love to roam between them.

      The other big draw is my macaques. They have a huge space out back of the animal barn with a couple of hot tubs that steam through winter. Most days, I swear they look happier than I do. Maybe they are.

      A knock sounds on the door.

      “Isaac, you in here?” Mae calls.

      “With the lemurs,” I answer.

      Baby Girl starts chittering and hops toward the entrance, clinging to the mesh. She loves Mae, always has. Donut lifts his head from his spot near the door, tail wagging once before settling again.

      “I brought a guest,” Mae says.

      I turn toward the door, expecting a tourist tagging along for lemur selfies.

      But it’s her.

      Kiki Johnson.

      The only woman on Earth who can make my blood boil and my knees weak in the same breath. My pulse jumps before my brain catches up. Her chestnut hair is pulled back like she means business. She has full lips that I always pretended not to notice, and she’s wearing a sleeveless top that hugs her in ways that make my mouth go dry.

      Her legs are a sin and a half, and I force myself to look at her face instead. But that only makes it worse. Her cool blue eyes assess me, and she’s taller than I remember. Or maybe it’s the confidence.

      She still walks like she owns the room, and carries herself with that quiet, deliberate calm that used to drive me crazy. My memory never did her justice. I thought time would dull it, but all it’s done is sharpen the edges.

      I haven’t seen her in years, but my body remembers everything. Every spar, every late-night argument in the lab, every time she smiled without meaning to.

      Seeing her brings it all back—not just the rivalry but everything that came with it. Her father’s office. The way Dr. Johnson’s face would light up whenever I walked in. The way Kiki’s jaw would tighten every single time.

      I never set out to steal her dad’s attention. I just showed up, did my work, and somehow became the son he seemed to wish he’d had. It wasn’t fair to her. I knew it then, and I know it now. But I was young and hungry and too focused on my own ambitions to care about collateral damage.

      Dr. Johnson still calls me sometimes to discuss research papers, conference announcements, and the occasional question about primate behavior.

      I wonder if she knows we still talk.

      Mae moves to the side and gives Baby Girl some treats. I square my shoulders, masking the shock with a smirk that’s kept me alive more times than I care to admit.

      “Kitty Cat?” I say, voice smooth and just a touch too casual. “What brings you to my humble neck of the woods?”

      Her eyes snap to mine, and that familiar sneer lifts one corner of her mouth. It’s my favorite expression, and she only ever makes it for me.

      “Stop calling me that,” she bites. “I came because we have a problem.”

      Oh, this is going to be good.

      Mae stands frozen between us, holding a bag of dried mango slices like she just walked into a war zone and forgot her armor. Her eyes flick from me to Kiki.

      “Should I call for backup?” Mae asks.

      “Relax,” I say without taking my eyes off Kiki. “We’re just pals who go way back.”

      That earns me another dagger glare. The look ignites something low in my chest, and I tip my head toward my office. “Shall we?”

      “In a moment. First, we need to take care of this.” She raises her bag, brings it to a counter, and cautiously opens it. A little gray face with black-masked eyes pokes its head out.

      “Who is this?” I ask, delighted.

      “He fell onto my car when I was driving and was knocked unconscious.”

      I pull a bag of Chex Mix out of a cabinet, and the little raccoon climbs out of the bag, drops onto the counter, and scurries over to me.

      The poor thing doesn’t appear to be hurting. His movements are normal. “He’s just a baby.”

      “I know,” she snaps, tugging her backpack off the counter. I resist the urge to roll my eyes. She’s always short with me.

      I wave Mae over, and she coos at the baby raccoon.

      “Can you ask Reed to take care of this little guy? He’s at the wildlife center.”

      Mae takes the little guy but doesn’t leave yet. She coos at the little guy and scratches him under the chin.

      Kiki’s watching me. I can see the calculation in her eyes, the way her fingers tighten on a folder like it’s a weapon. Donut nudges her hand, and she pets him.

      “Who’s this?” she asks.

      “My dog, Donut.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Donut. Clever.” He nudges her backpack and whines.

      Kiki straightens up and squares her shoulders, then stomps over to the office in fancy sandals, furious and stunning.

      Her perfume drifts after her—spicy and something warm I can’t place—and it hits harder than any memory. My pulse kicks. The corner of my mouth lifts without permission.

      Mae watches us with curious eyes, the baby raccoon nuzzling her cheek.

      “It’s okay, Mae,” I say while Kiki is watching me through the doorway. “You head to the wildlife center. Tell Reed I’ll be down in a bit. Kitty Cat and I can discuss whatever problem we have. I haven’t started a YouTube channel, so I’m not competing with her anymore.” I give her my snarky grin. “But if I did, I’d have more followers.”

      Kiki waves the envelope at me. “This has nothing to do with YouTube.”

      That dangerous tone sets something uneasy stirring in my chest.

      I follow Kiki in, shut the door behind us, and gesture to the chair across from my desk. She doesn’t sit right away, just studies me like she’s measuring whether I deserve the air I’m breathing.

      Then she hands me the envelope.

      “What’s this?” I ask.

      “Just read it.”

      Her nails tap against the desk while I slide the papers free. I pull out a thick stack and try to make sense of the first page.

      It’s a marriage license from Nevada.

      Isaac Todd Blackwood and Kira Brooklyn Johnson.

      The date is the same weekend as that conference a few years back. The last time I saw her.

      I blink at the paper, my brain refusing to compute. “Who’s Kira?”

      “Don’t be a smart ass, Isaac.” She snatches the paper from my hand.

      This has to be some sort of stupid joke. But why would Kiki come out here after all these years to prank me?

      “I see. So, we’re married?”

      The words hang there, absurd and heavy at the same time. My mouth goes dry. Married. To her. Of all people. The woman who once swore she’d rather eat raw chicken than spend another hour in my company.

      A laugh catches in my throat, half shock, half disbelief. I scan her face, waiting for the punch line, but she’s standing there with her arms folded, her gaze drilling into me.

      This can’t be real. But if it is, if we really did this, then I’ve already broken the one promise I swore I never would.

      Her brows raise. “Shocker, right?”

      I try to drag up that weekend, but it comes in fragments. The exotic animal medicine conference. Three days of panels, lectures, and networking events that I mostly slept through. A group of us went out the last night. Dr. Patel, that guy from the San Diego Zoo, and a couple of researchers I’d met at the primate session. Kiki had been at the bar too, sitting at the far end, pretending I didn’t exist.

      We’d barely spoken the whole conference. A nod in the hallway. A terse exchange over coffee when we both reached for the last Danish. Nothing that should have ended in this.

      Somewhere between the second round of drinks and whatever came after, the night turns to static. I do remember her actually laughing at something I said. The two of us, alone, at a smaller table. Her hand on my arm. And then… nothing. Just waking up the next morning in my hotel room, head pounding, convinced I’d made a fool of myself but not sure how.

      Did she know?

      The question slams into me. Has she been sitting on this for years? Waiting for the right moment to drop this bomb? Why show up now, out of nowhere, with divorce papers already drawn up?

      I study her face, looking for a tell. But Kiki’s always been impossible to read when she wants to be.

      My mouth opens, closes, then opens again. “When? How? Do you have any memory of this?”

      “Nope.” Her jaw tightens, and she looks away for a half second before meeting my eyes again. “Two weeks ago, it showed up on a background check for a job I applied for.” Her voice is calm, but her fingers curl around the edge of her sleeve. “You don’t remember either?”

      I shake my head, still trying to process the words on the page. Somewhere outside, a lemur shrieks, and Donut barks twice. At least, Kiki didn’t know. For some reason, that makes me feel better.

      “When I went down to the Nevada licensing office,” she continues, “they showed me copies of our driver’s licenses. Then I went to the chapel listed as the venue, and they sold me a DVD of our wedding.”

      I’m… married. Have been for three years. Mom is going to kill me.

      “Well, let’s see it.” I glance around the office. I don’t even own a DVD player. Not here or at home either. My parents probably do. Mom keeps everything. “I don’t think I’ll believe it otherwise.”

      “It’s pretty bad,” she says. “We’re so drunk. I have no idea how the licensing office or the guy who married us did so in good conscience.”

      Another thought slams into me, cold and unwelcome.

      We’ve been married for years. Which means every hookup, every casual fling, every woman I’ve kissed since that conference, I was married to another woman. I didn’t know, but I was. The technicality doesn’t make it sit any easier.

      Bree. Sandra. That bartender in Staunton whose name I can’t even remember.

      I’ve been unfaithful to a woman I didn’t even know was my wife.

      The irony could cut glass. Me—the guy who preaches about vows being sacred, who lectures his brothers about commitment, who swore he’d never be the kind of man who breaks a promise. And here I am, an accidental adulterer.

      My stomach turns. I shove the thought down, but it doesn’t go far. It just sits there, waiting.

      “I still need to see it.” I shove the papers back into the envelope. My voice sounds steadier than I feel.

      Underneath, I’m unraveling. Part of me wants to sink through the floor. The other part can’t stop wondering what I said to her that night. What she said back. What we did together. I’ve spent years trying not to want her, and now I’m standing here, legally bound to her by some drunken cosmic joke.

      This isn’t just a mistake. It’s a complication that carries my name on the dotted line. And I have no idea how to fix it.
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      The golf cart I came in is gone, which means Mae didn’t come back for me. We climb into another cart with bigger wheels, and I barely have time to settle before Isaac slams his foot on the gas like he’s auditioning for NASCAR.

      The tires screech against the gravel, and the entire cart jerks forward, lurching me sideways. I reach for something to grab onto, and my hand catches nothing but air.

      He takes the first corner. The wheels lift, and I brace to be launched into the woods.

      A hand shoots out and catches my wrist. “Careful there,” he says, like he’s saving me from tripping over a shoelace instead of being ejected at thirty miles an hour.

      “Would you slow down?” I yank my arm back and glare at him.

      “What’s the point in modifying your golf cart if you don’t ever use it?”

      Of course. Isaac Blackwood is the King of Unnecessary Attention.

      I fumble for the seatbelt and snap it into place with a click that feels far too flimsy for what is essentially a plastic death sled. “’Til death do you part,” I mutter under my breath.

      He doesn’t hear me. Or maybe he does and thinks it’s funny. His hands are loose on the wheel, hair wind-tossed and golden in the sunlight. He looks disgustingly good for a man who smells like lemurs and ego.

      The wind whips my hair into my mouth, stinging my cheeks. The road ahead curves hard, sunlight flashing through leaves like a strobe, and for one dizzying second, I think he might actually crash us. He doesn’t. Of course he doesn’t. He’s infuriatingly competent, even when showing off.

      Some deep, traitorous part of me actually likes the thrill of the ride.

      But I shove that feeling down so hard it leaves a dent. I remind myself that he’s the enemy wrapped in charm, that I came here to end a mistake, not start another one. The cart hits a bump, and I grip the edge of my seat, silently counting down the seconds until we stop.

      If this cart flips, I hope I land on him.

      My mind goes back to where he mentioned YouTube. I wonder if he knows about Christopher. No. There’s no way he’d bring that up; plus, I’m pretty sure none of that is public yet. Isaac is an ass, but he’s never been mean.

      We come around the corner to a pretty farmhouse, and the noise hits me before we even stop the cart. It’s a dull roar that pulses out the open windows. It’s a mix of laughter, clattering dishes, and the high-pitched shrieks of multiple children. We enter through a side door, and the smell hits next: yeast rolls, fried chicken, something buttery and rich that clings to the air.

      “Oh no,” Isaac mutters. “With your wedding bomb, I forgot. On hideaway weeks, Mom does a big family lunch the day everything starts.” He throws me a sideways glance, and I already hate it. That twinkle in his eye? That’s the look of a man who lives to be the problem in my day. “You ready to meet the family… wifey?”

      Wait. We haven’t even talked about anything. Is he really planning on telling everyone?

      My whole body locks up. “Don’t you call me that,” I snap. “And no. Isaac, I really don’t want to. We can watch the video later. Just sign the papers so I can leave before the sun sets.”

      “Yeah, that’s not happening.”

      And then he just struts ahead like this is a romantic weekend getaway and not the worst legal disaster of my life.

      I hesitate at the threshold, gripping my folder of divorce papers like a shield. I don’t do big families. I don’t do impromptu introductions. And I definitely don’t do rooms full of people who think Isaac Blackwood is charming.

      But I don’t have a choice. Not if I want this done.

      I follow him into the kitchen and instantly regret every decision that led me here.

      It’s packed.

      Kids run underfoot, weaving through a maze of chairs. Someone shouts for napkins, and someone else laughs so hard they nearly drop a pie. The smell of roasted vegetables, garlic, and fresh bread floods the space. Pots clatter. Music drifts faintly from a speaker I can’t see.

      There’s a pot of something steaming on the stove and a stack of chairs shoved around a giant farmhouse table that looks like it was built to withstand a hurricane.

      It’s like being dropped into a Hallmark Thanksgiving special, if the cast were all genetically blessed and blissfully unaware that their presence makes other people feel vaguely inferior.

      My chest tightens. I don’t belong here. I never have. Not in rooms like this or with families like this. Not with people like him. My family holiday dinners are dead quiet. Just me, my mom, and my dad discussing boring highbrow intellectual topics.

      “Uncle Isaac!” A blur of motion launches itself at Isaac from across the room.

      He catches the kid effortlessly, laughter spilling from his mouth. And I stand there, heart hammering, folder clutched to my chest, trying not to notice the way that sound hits me right where I’m weakest.

      “Is it okay if I come over tomorrow and help?” the boy asks, breathless. “We don’t have school, and Mom said I could.”

      “You’ve got it, little man. Be there bright and early.”

      The kid beams, and my stomach flutters. Great. Of course he’s good with kids. Add that to the list of things Isaac’s allegedly perfect at. Vet school, lemurs, family devotion, and now, charming nephews.

      I’m about to remind him—again—that I’m not staying, when a woman with warm eyes and silvering hair glances up from the stove. She assesses me with one quick sweep of her gaze, as if she’s trying to solve a puzzle.

      “Do we need another chair?” she asks, already moving toward the dining table.

      Isaac leans in and presses a kiss to her cheek. “That would be great.”

      “Isaac,” I hiss through clenched teeth, stepping close enough to burn him with my glare. “I said no.”

      But it’s like arguing with a brick wall. He doesn’t even flinch. Just slides his hands into his pockets and rocks back on his heels, that infuriating half smile tugging at his mouth.

      Two men at the far end of the table jerk their heads up at the word no. One of them winks at me. The other whistles low under his breath.

      “I’ll grab another chair and scoot down,” the winker says, vanishing into another room.

      And I’m left there, trapped. Surrounded. Outsized by noise and motion and testosterone.

      The man returns with a wobbly, mismatched chair that looks like it’s seen better centuries. None of the chairs match, actually, but somehow it works.

      Isaac and I squeeze in between the two men who look like they could model flannel and power tools. There are so many of them. Brothers, I think. I don’t know. I lost count at five. How did I not know that Isaac had so many brothers?

      Everyone is slowly taking their seats at the table. Someone else laughs too loudly. The warmth in the room presses close, thick and unfamiliar. I haven’t sat at a table this full of relatives, well, ever, really.

      How does one man come from this much family?

      I fold my napkin into a neat square just to have something to do with my hands. I do not make eye contact. I do not smile.

      A little girl tugs on Isaac’s sleeve and whispers something into his ear. He listens with complete seriousness, then whispers something back that makes her giggle and run off.

      I watch him watch her go, and something twists in my gut.

      It’s not jealousy. It’s something worse. It’s the quiet, treacherous thought: He’d be a good dad.

      I shove it down immediately. That’s not why I’m here. That’s not what this is. But the thought lingers. I’ve spent years telling myself I don’t need the fairy tale. The husband, the kids, the house with a yard. I have my career. My goals. My plans.

      But watching Isaac ruffle a toddler’s hair like it’s the most natural thing in the world, I wonder if I’ve been protecting myself from wanting something—or just hiding from how much I already do.

      Gradually, the laughter dies down. Conversation slows. One by one, heads turn.

      I can feel them sizing me up. Their eyes are warm but curious, and that somehow makes it worse. I spot Mae sitting at the table, and
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