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      For the skeptics who think doodling on money is a felony. Relax, it’s just love laundering.
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Fun fact: This book started life as Painted Hearts, a serialized story on Amazon’s now-defunct Kindle Vella platform. RIP Kindle Vella—you were strange, and no one ever really knew what to make of you.

      Because readers had to unlock chapters with tokens, I kept them super short so finishing the story wouldn’t cost a fortune. That’s why the chapters and pace here are breezier than my usual books.

      As for Ezra, he was originally named Liam, but once I realized “Liam” spells “mail” backward, I couldn’t unsee it. My brain short-circuited, and Liam became Ezra faster than you can say first-class postage. No shade to anyone named Liam—it’s a great name. Don’t mind my weirdness.

      This novella is meant to be a quick, fun read that’s all about the flirty, steamy vibes. I wasn’t aiming for a deep-dive into a realistic romance, so if you’re after a book with more depth to the story, check out my full-length novels or my Zarina Aston books if you want a true doorstop book.

      But if you’re in the mood for a quick read about two guys ready to fuck from “Hello” and experience insta-love on high-speed, then this is about to be your new favorite book!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          MAURICIO

        

      

    

    
      “Here’s your change. Have a nice day,” the barista said with a bright smile.

      I accepted it with a word of thanks before heading over to wait for my coffee by the pickup area.

      Diego laughed as I pulled out my wallet. “I can’t believe you still pay for stuff with cash. It’s so much easier to tap your phone on the reader.”

      “This feels like I’m spending real money and not just moving fake numbers around in the ether.” I had a thing about having all my bills face-up, so I flipped my backward ten-dollar bill. To my surprise, there was something unexpected on the front.

      Someone had transformed the portrait of Alexander Hamilton into Vincent van Gogh. In the empty space around him, there was a spectacular color pencil sketch of Starry Night in the background that was exquisite enough to make my jaw drop. The blue, purple, and yellow swirls of the evening sky were quite striking. As a fellow artist, their talent amazed me. Down in the bottom margin, there was a tiny message in neat handwriting:

      
        
        Love what you see?

        555-652-8745

      

      

      Diego made a surprised noise when he saw what I was holding. “Whoa, they gave you fake money?”

      Having worked in retail during college, I could tell the feel was all wrong for a counterfeit. “No, it’s real, but someone defaced it in the most artistic way possible. How incredible is that?” I was in complete awe of the impressive artwork. Who would do such a thing?

      “Isn’t that illegal?” He laughed before picking up his drink from the collection counter with a word of thanks to the staff.

      “Yeah, but who cares when it’s this good?” The longer I looked at it, the more I noticed the little details. It impressed me that the cypress tree wasn’t one shade of black but made of dark blues and greens like the original painting.

      He sipped his coffee as he continued studying it. “How did they get away with someone accepting that? If someone tried to pay me with that, I wouldn’t have accepted it.”

      I turned the bill over to show him that the back was untouched by the artist’s skill. “If they handed it over this way, she probably didn’t notice before she slid it into the register.”

      Another barista calling out my order interrupted us. I put the ten into my wallet and pocketed it so I could grab my coffee and two vanilla cake pops. As soon as we sat down at a table by the window, I pulled the bill out again to continue inspecting the artwork. “Seriously, this is incredible.” I held the money up for him to look at again. “Why are you not blown away by this?”

      “For the same reason that good sound editing doesn’t rock your socks off when it gives me life. Art doesn’t make my soul sing like it does for you. But I’ll admit, it’s pretty cool.”

      I had to swallow down my urge to fuss at him for insulting something so wonderful by calling it “pretty cool.” My eyes strayed back to the phone number at the bottom as I took out one of my cake pops to eat. “Do you think it’s weird if I tell the artist how impressed I am by their work? They put their contact info on here, so maybe that’s what they’re hoping for?”

      My friend laughed at me. “You can’t actually be considering doing that.”

      “Why not? They wouldn’t have written their number if they weren’t interested in hearing from whoever received this, right?”

      “Okay, so let’s say you reach out to tell them you think they’re an awesome artist. Then what? You become friends? Start sexting? What are you hoping happens?”

      I shrugged as I finished my delicious cake pop. “Anything could happen. That’s the fun of it.”

      “Feel free to do it later. I need your help on my project.” Diego pulled out his laptop so we could get to work.

      I tried not to sigh in disappointment as I slipped the magnificent ten-dollar bill back into my wallet again. I’d give my friend my attention now, but I would indulge my curiosity once I was alone. Who had created such an astounding piece of art?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EZRA

        

      

    

    
      I took a step back from my easel to assess my progress on my masterpiece. Painting a view of the Brooklyn Bridge in the style of Vincent van Gogh’s Starry Night was an ambitious undertaking, but I loved that kind of thing. I was still in the early stages of the work, but it was already coming together beautifully.

      My phone alerted with a text, so I set my brush and palette down to check it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        You’re amazing.

      

      

      

      

      

      I arched an eyebrow at the unexpected message from an unfamiliar number before responding.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ezra

      

      
        I am, but what makes you say that?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown

      

      
        Your $10 Van Gogh.

      

      

      

      

      

      Defacing a ten-dollar bill as part of my practice for my painting had been a silly thing to do. However, I loved the idea of letting fate take the wheel to see what happened with it. I had used it to pay for my coffee that morning, hoping that whoever saw it would reach out. Maybe they would be my new best friend. Perhaps they’d be the greatest love of my life. Or they might demand a refund exchange since I ruined their money by doodling on it. Luckily, it seemed like the latter wouldn’t happen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        It’s incredible! I had to know more about the artist who did something so masterful.

      

      

      

      

      

      Masterful? That word made my ego purr.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ezra

      

      
        You’ve certainly got my attention. What would you like to know?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown

      

      
        Who you are and why you did it would be a great place to start.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        My name is Ezra van Housteen. I’m an artist who lives in Brooklyn. That sketch was practice for my current work in progress.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snapped a shot of my canvas and sent it over to them, then watched the three blinking dots flash as they typed out a response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        Wow, Starry Brooklyn Night? How magnificent! Even unfinished, it’s stunning. I’m in awe of your talent, Ezra.

      

      

      

      

      

      I was quickly becoming fond of their effusive praise. Relocating to stretch out on my couch, I made myself comfortable for what I hoped would be a fun conversation.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ezra:

      

      
        And who do I have the pleasure of speaking to?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown

      

      
        My name is Mauricio Damiano. I’m a floral photography manipulation artist.

      

      

      

      

      

      He sent an example of his art, featuring a black-and-white portrait of a young man. His eyes and the top of his head were covered with pink-tinged purple roses against a fuchsia rose background. While simple, it was a striking image.

      A quick search showed an impressive portfolio that spoke of a fantastical imagination that drew me to him. His use of color was spectacular. I checked the bio on his website, where I discovered a profile picture of a gorgeous guy. He appeared to be in his early thirties, with dark hair and a kind smile. Instead of a portrait of a serious artist, he had a playful twinkle in his green eyes that invited me to get to know him better.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ezra

      

      
        It looks like I’m not the only immensely talented one. Even at a quick glance, your digital gallery is quite impressive, Mauricio. I’m glad my sketch found its way to a fellow artist who appreciates it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mauricio

      

      
        I more than appreciate it—I admire it. The more I look at your artwork online, the more amazed I am of you and your skills.

      

      

      

      

      

      His ego stroking was deeply satisfying. It put me in the mood for a different type of gratification, but first, I had to determine if he was interested in that.
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