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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            IVY

          

        

      

    

    
      I shouldn’t even be here.

      Dressed like a complete weirdo.

      Wearing my pink flamingo pajama pants, my favourite tattered Tragically Hip t‑shirt, a thick jacket, and winter boots, marching down the street with determination.

      The street was empty except for the golden glow spilling from Auberto’s windows, laughter and music muffled by glass. My boots crunched over salt and gravel. Each step felt like a dare. Daring myself to go through with it. Daring the world to try and stop me. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

      Tonight should’ve been a date with my boyfriend, celebrating my nineteenth birthday. Instead, he forgot and cancelled to work another shift.

      So I stayed home and waited, thinking it was fine. At least until twenty minutes ago. Erika, an old friend from high school, called, and what she told me changed everything.

      The silence in my apartment stretched and warped, pressing in on me until I couldn’t breathe. Tyler’s jacket hung by the door, his cologne still clinging to it. A scent I used to find comforting. Now it smelled like a lie. I shoved my feet into boots, still half-convinced I’d turn back. But the anger wouldn’t let me. It buzzed under my skin, louder than fear, louder than heartbreak.

      Erika had stopped by the restaurant I worked at to say happy birthday to me and hadn’t known I took the night off. I hated working on my birthdays; they always ended up turning into the worst day ever. So, I always took them off. And now, after what I planned to do in a couple minutes, I would likely be looking at several more nights off from my hostess job.

      Well, let’s see.

      According to Erika, Tyler was at the restaurant where I worked—with another woman. My fucking boyfriend. With another fucking woman. At my fucking job. The same boyfriend who’d forgotten my birthday and claimed to be on patrol. I didn’t question another shift. Why would I? Tyler takes all the hours he can get. Until I saw his car parked out front, exactly where Erika said it would be.

      I’d never known betrayal until I saw him through that window. Celebrating without me, the PRIVATE EVENT sign a warning I’d chose to ignore.

      Just in time to see Tyler shaking hands with a man who wasn’t my dad, his mom hugging a stranger, not mine.

      Next, Tyler placed his arm around a woman whose hand gently touched her pregnant belly. The child he had once vowed to give me.

      “Next year, it’ll be you,” he’d whispered once, breath warm against my neck, like forever was a promise he could keep.

      A lie.

      Watching him play family now, that memory bit down hard—sharp, cold, and merciless.

      Should’ve been me.

      Nurseries. The smell of baby lotion. His mom’s voice. “You’re both so young, Ivy.”

      Lies.

      All of it.

      I told myself we’d have forever. Gave up everything. For him.

      He has it all now. Family. Future. Not mine.

      Regret burned sharp and sudden, pooling in my chest. The ache was sharp and hollow, the cold metal of the crowbar biting into my palm.

      My grip went white-knuckled, and I took another step toward the Shelby—his precious, candy-apple red pride and joy, polished so you could see your heartbreak in the shine—heart pounding, rage almost sweet with its clarity.

      Tyler kept a spare set of keys at our apartment, just in case. Never let me drive his car, but he’d make me take several busses to get the spare to him if he couldn’t find his keys. Too bad for him, he had no idea they'd help me get revenge.

      I glanced around, made sure no one was watching, then popped the trunk. A crowbar. Better than a tire iron. Perfect for hurting his number one girl.

      And I wasn’t talking about the one inside with him.

      I gripped the crowbar. For a moment, the only sound was the harsh thump of my own heartbeat slamming into my eardrums. Then I swung, hard. The crowbar crashed against the hood, the metal buckling under the force.

      The screech of metal on metal echoed between the buildings.

      My breath came in ragged bursts, the cold biting my throat. The pink flamingos on my pajama pants felt ridiculous. Childish and out of place against the blood-red gleam of the Shelby’s ruined hood.

      Glass scattered at my feet, catching the streetlights, and for a moment I caught my reflection. A girl with wild hair, mascara smudged, murder in her eyes, wielding a crowbar with trembling hands.

      I imagined laughter dying inside the restaurant. Dozens of faces pressed to the glass: coworkers, strangers, Erika’s wide, worried eyes, mouth open in a perfect O. I briefly wondered what my father would say if he saw me now. Chief King’s daughter, vandal in the night. The thought made my stomach twist, but not enough to stop me.

      As I laid down another blow, metal on metal, I thought I heard my name somewhere, muffled, laced with disbelief. For a second I was twelve again, caught sneaking out after curfew, every adult in town ready to call my father.

      Shame and defiance tangled hot in my gut.

      “Hey!” a man’s voice, young and nervous, pierced the night. I turned, daring him to intervene, daring anyone to make this less than the vengeance I needed it to be.

      “Yeah, keep staring!” I called, daring anyone to try and stop me.

      I swung again, gripping the crowbar with both hands.

      “Happy engagement, asshole!” I shouted, picturing Tyler’s stupid grin.

      Glass exploded, shards bouncing across the pavement. The car’s alarm blared to life, shrill and insistent.

      “Sucks to be you, Tyler!” I spat, not caring who heard.

      What kind of asshole throws his engagement party at the restaurant where his girlfriend works? My coworkers probably thought I was the other woman. Now I’d need a new boyfriend, maybe even a new job, if anyone saw me tonight.

      “Bet you didn’t see this coming!” I yelled, my voice nearly lost in the chaos.

      I barely heard them over the pounding in my temples.

      “Whoa! Hey! What the hell⁠—?”

      Shredding the pictures of us together at home wasn’t enough to placate the insurmountable anger I felt towards him. When I imagined his face, I felt the need to pound it into hamburger. Since I couldn’t do that, the only thing I could think of was to show him exactly how I felt by hurting his baby.

      I reared back and swung.

      This time, metal shrieked, the hood caving deeper, paint spiderwebbing around the growing dent. The shock vibrated up my arms, making my teeth knock together.

      My heart thudded, wild and sick, as I stared at the wreckage.

      My masterpiece.

      Impossible to undo.

      Laughter and music from inside the restaurant drifted out, distant and muffled, like I was underwater. I could smell the tang of gasoline and hear the clatter of broken glass at my feet.

      My heart hammered. Sweat prickled at the back of my neck, even as the night air bit at my exposed skin.

      Another hit—taillight now, plastic cracking. The crowbar slipped, almost flying from my grasp, but I caught it, chest heaving.

      I paused, fingers tingling from the impact. My knuckles were red, stinging. I looked down, seeing tiny cuts from flying glass, blood welling at the edge of my hand.

      Why hadn’t he come out yet? He deserved to see this.

      I laughed, picturing him trying to rebuild his baby. Let him.

      Not exactly the smartest move in front of a fancy restaurant in an upscale neighbourhood, but fuck it, I was pissed.

      I couldn’t help it—I screamed, “Who’s your baby now, asshole?”

      Glass exploded under my swing.

      A startled gasp snapped my head around—a new hostess, half out the door, stared at me in horror.

      “Oh my god!” she squeaked, then whirled and ran back inside.

      I didn’t stop. “He deserves it,” I hissed, voice shaking.

      The double shifts. The house. The ring.

      All for her.

      Not me.

      Gravel crunched behind me, but I didn’t stop.

      “Put the tire iron down and place your hands on the hood,” a deep voice called.

      The sound of his voice stopped me cold. It was steady, commanding. None of the panic or judgment from inside. I froze, crowbar dangling from my fingers, every nerve ending alive and screaming.

      I dropped my weapon of mass destruction, skin prickling at the sound of his voice, unexpected, electric. Wrong place, wrong time. If things were different, maybe I’d let myself feel it. But not now.

      My whole body buzzed with adrenaline, but underneath it, a cold tiredness was creeping in. My hands wouldn’t unclench, knuckles scraped raw.

      As I stared at the wreckage, adrenaline drained, leaving behind a bone deep exhaustion. Shards of glass glittered under the streetlights.

      I’d done this. No taking it back.

      For once, I didn’t know if I wanted to.

      I thought of the man I kept running into at the Burnett Arms, the way my brothers didn’t warn me off.

      Of course it would be River.

      Of course he’d be the one to see me like this.

      Like someone even I didn’t recognize.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            RIVER

          

        

      

    

    
      THIRTY MINUTES EARLIER…

      “This whole thing is a joke,” my brother Loch grumbled.

      He’d made the long trip from the other side of the country—his first visit home since high school graduation. His twin, Lake, had dodged the party with some excuse about work, leaving just us here to support our youngest sister, Bay.

      “Don’t let her hear you,” I warned.

      Loch just smirked. “Please. If Mom asks, I’ll tell her I flew in to witness true love in action. Maybe I’ll even catch the bouquet at their wedding.”

      “That’d be the day,” I responded.

      “How long has Bay been dating this pompous jackass, anyway?”

      “Since before Christmas,” I said.

      “And she’s already knocked up.” He shook his head. “Why the fuck did you introduce them?”

      “It wasn’t planned,” I shot back.

      He snorted, lowering his voice. “Swear, this family’s destined for reality TV. I call dibs on being the disappointment edit.” Loch rolled his eyes, but his posture softened as Bay’s laugh rang out across the room. “I still think this is all a circus, but… she’s happy, I guess. That’s what matters, right?”

      He didn’t say it, but I knew part of why he came was for me, too. Loch figured it was easier to show up for Bay than to ditch me here with all the expectations. Mom was always trying to set us up on dates with her friends’ daughters. Planning her youngest child’s wedding has put her on the hunt to pair off the rest of her children. He probably figured we could both use backup.

      I caught him glancing at our mom, his jaw tight. I knew he was thinking about Lake.

      How she’d skipped out on the party.

      How Mom never missed a chance to claim Lake’s sexuality was just a phase.

      Loch hated it, even if he’d never say as much out loud. Sometimes I wondered if that’s why he made the trip all the way back from Ontario; some stubborn loyalty, wanting to remind the rest of us that Lake wasn’t the only one who could run.

      As I glanced over at Bay, she was in her element, her vibrant energy palpable as she glided around the restaurant, greeting each guest. She looked genuinely happy—radiant, even. But every now and then, I caught a flicker of something in her eyes, a quick scan of the room, as if she needed reassurance. I couldn’t believe she was already getting married.

      Being at this party was the last thing I wanted to do tonight, but I needed to be here for my sister. It was crucial for me to be a pillar of strength for all my siblings. Even if I disagreed with her decision, I was still there to support her like family should. I couldn’t believe Tyler was marrying my baby sister. This was a day I wished would never happen. Not that I didn’t want my sister to ever get married; I just didn’t know if Tyler was the right guy for her.

      Who knew a chance meeting between them would escalate to this?

      Now, five months later, a lively engagement party was being thrown in anticipation of their December wedding. Planned for the same day they had first met. According to my mom, it was a whirlwind romance, and that you can feel it in your soul when it’s the right one. I just didn’t understand the whole concept. I’d been with a few people in the past that lasted more than six months, but I never had the urge to tie the knot with any of them.

      Sure, when I was in high school, I’d allowed myself to be led around by my dick. There was a moment when I felt that my first was the one I wanted to marry. My whole world turned upside down when I caught her behind the bleachers, her lips wrapped around the quarterback’s cock.

      We didn’t clue in that Bay was pregnant until Tyler casually mentioned his paternity leave. He talked about being off for the last three months of the year, including the wedding, like it was nothing. The first thing that crossed my mind was whether the baby was the only reason he was marrying her.

      At eighteen, it was hard to know what you wanted to do with the rest of your life, but everyone had their own opinion. What I could believe was that she had found the ideal husband that our mother had always dreamed of. He wasn’t a doctor or a lawyer, but he had a privileged upbringing, surrounded by luxury.

      Mom didn’t even bat an eye at the fact that he was a police officer, due to the respect she had for his father, who was a judge. She probably assumed his family had the influence to raise him up to the rank of Police Chief. The ultimate selling point was when Tyler’s parents offered to get my parents into the Silver Springs Golf and Country Club as guests. According to Mom, having a membership there was a sign of prestige.

      Keeping up with the Joneses.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t love my family or respect my parents. Gaining social standing through marriage seemed so antiquated, like something from centuries ago. In Mom’s ideal world, we would all have traditional family units, complete with two and a half kids, a house with a white picket fence, a double car garage, and a lake house for summer trips, all funded by a salary I could never hope to earn. In the eyes of our parents, Bay, the baby of the family, was their final chance to make it farther up the social ladder.

      There was no hope for the rest of us.

      My dad was never concerned with joining the upper crust, but he was always willing to go the extra mile for our mom. He made sure she had all her heart desired, even if it meant sacrificing the needs of those around her. Maternally she tried, but everything had to be just right when it came to her. I knew she loved us all in her own way, but I couldn’t help feeling like we were just props for the Christmas card she sent at the end of the year.

      The chatter around me faded into background noise. I was here—always here—because that’s what a good son and brother did, but I might as well have been on the other side of the glass. It was my job to keep the family together, to show up, to be the steady one. When everyone else was laughing or clinking glasses, I just felt tired. Apart, even in the thick of them.

      For a while, I’d thought there might be someone who saw me. Ivy, she had this way of cutting through the bullshit, the kind of quiet strength I kept searching for in the mirror. Over the past few months, we’d bumped into each other at the Burnett Arms more than once, sharing a few drinks and conversation. She was usually there with the King brothers, always orbiting the outer edges of their crowd.

      That night at the New Year’s party, when the clock struck midnight and our lips met, it felt like the rest of the room faded away. Chemistry off the charts—pure electricity. Even now, I could still feel the heat of it, the way her hand lingered on my arm just a second longer than necessary. But as soon as we broke apart, she laughed—nervous, apologetic—and said she had a boyfriend. After that, I knew I should have kept my distance. But somehow, I kept finding reasons to be near her, drawn in by something I couldn’t shake.

      I told myself to let it go—she was taken, and that should have been enough. But whenever I saw her, she never looked like someone in love. There was always a shadow there, something I couldn’t explain.

      I’d never actually seen her with her boyfriend, which struck me as odd, especially around New Year’s and Valentine’s Day.

      She always looked a little sad, even when she smiled, as if she were carrying something heavy. I told myself it was none of my business—she was taken—but I couldn’t help noticing how she seemed lonelier every time I saw her.

      Mom swept past me, her smile fixed and brittle.

      “Try to look a little happier, River. It’s your sister’s big night.”

      “I am happy,” I lied.

      Her gaze dragged over me—lingering longer than necessary this time. Not just the plain dress shirt or the fact I wasn’t in a full suit like the rest of the guests… but the badge clipped at my belt. The gun at my side.

      Her lips pressed into a thin line.

      “Really, River,” she murmured under her breath, stepping closer. “Did you have to wear your gun? People are staring.”

      “I’m on call,” I said evenly. “I carved out two hours to be here.”

      “Yes, well…” Her eyes flicked around the room, already cataloguing who might be watching. “This is a wedding, not a crime scene.”

      I didn’t respond to that.

      Because this? This felt a hell of a lot like one.

      Her attention shifted back to me, sharper now. Assessing.

      Taking inventory.

      No date. No ring. No polished suit. No promotion.

      Nothing she could show off.

      “You know,” she said lightly, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from my sleeve, “Tyler told us he’s on track to make Sergeant in the next couple of years.”

      There it was.

      “Maybe you should talk to him,” she continued, voice soft but edged. “See how he’s moving up so quickly.”

      I bit back a laugh.

      Or maybe a warning.

      Bay wasn’t marrying a saint.

      She was marrying a man who knew how to perform.

      Where the hell was Mom even getting that idea?

      Tyler wasn’t moving up. If anything, he was stalling out. Skating by on charm, connections, and just enough effort to keep people from looking too closely.

      He talked big at family dinners.

      But everyone at the station knew he hadn’t earned shit.

      Maybe Mom saw what she wanted to see.

      Or maybe Tyler was just that good at selling the story.

      I watched Bay laugh with our mom, her hand absently drifting to her stomach. She looked so young, so hopeful, it made my chest ache. Maybe this really was what she wanted. Or maybe, like the rest of us, she was just trying to make everyone else happy.

      She was always vocal about her disdain for me working in law enforcement. As the oldest of four, I felt the pressure to live up to my mom’s expectations and secure the job of her dreams. The eldest was required to make sure their parents were taken care of in their retirement, while the other siblings were not expected to do the same. God forbid my parents were forward thinking enough to make a plan for their old age, instead of hitching their wagon to my gravy train.

      My eyes swept the room until they landed on Tyler, a glass of whiskey in hand, seated at the bar. He hadn’t left his perch for most of the night, barely pretending to care. I couldn’t shake the twist in my gut—if I’d never introduced them, she’d probably be backpacking through Europe right now instead of planning a December wedding and painting a nursery, shackled for a lifetime to a guy like Tyler.

      From his slouched posture and lack of engagement, it was clear my partner was completely uninterested in the proceedings. I only hoped that when he was raising my niece or nephew, he’d be filled with more joy than he’d shown celebrating his marriage to the love of his life.

      If that’s what my sister was to him.

      None of my colleagues from the force had come to the event, which was peculiar. None of the guys from our district had bothered to show. I told myself it was just a scheduling fluke, but deep down, I wondered if they saw through Tyler sooner than I did.

      Given how tight-knit the police service usually is, it was surprising that no one from the district had forged enough of a bond with Tyler to be invited. I’d often catch up with my old partner, and every once in a while I’d head to the bar with some of the other officers from my district.

      It was just weird, if you were to ask me.

      Last week, on call, I’d watched him toss a report in the trash when it didn’t go his way. “No harm done,” he’d grinned. But the hairs on the back of my neck stood up now, remembering it.

      I wanted to believe Tyler would step up, that marrying Bay might force him to grow into the kind of man she deserved. But some part of me almost hoped he’d screw up badly enough for everyone to see it—just so I wouldn’t be the only one doubting him anymore.

      I couldn’t wreck my little sister’s happiness over gut feelings and half-memories, not without real proof. Still, every time I watched Tyler cut corners or act like the rules didn’t apply, it was harder to ignore how wrong he felt in her life—and in mine.

      The laughter and chatter around me barely registered. I’d perfected the art of tuning it all out—a survival skill after years of holding everyone else together. Nights like this, I almost expected something to go sideways. Trouble always seemed to find us, one way or another.

      So when I caught the hostess weaving through the crowd, her eyes wide and fixed on me, I felt a familiar weight settle in my gut. Whatever it was, I already knew it wouldn’t be good.

      “Bro, I think the hostess has a hard-on for you,” Loch teased.

      “She’s more your type,” I told him.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that she’s making a beeline straight for you.”

      “You’re a police officer, right?” asked the hostess as she bit her lip.

      I sure hope she didn’t have aspirations to be a badge bunny, because she was barely out of diapers. I didn’t make a habit of trolling for dates at family functions. My unwavering commitment to my own standards had saved me from many difficult predicaments. Now I only went to the Burnett Arms, a pub that had a homey feel and was frequented by the guys from my district.

      “Yes, I am,” I replied, hesitantly. “There a problem?”

      “Some lady dressed in pajamas is outside smashing up the sports car across the street with a crowbar.”

      I bit back a laugh. “Pajamas?”

      “Yes! You have to hurry!” She bounced up and down, drawing my attention to her breasts. “She’s broken all the lights, then dented the doors, and she’s only been out there a few minutes.”

      Even though I understood which car the hostess was talking about, I wasn’t ready to disrupt my sister’s evening just to make her fiancé go outside and recover his car.

      When the hostess described the smashed car, my first thought wasn’t for Tyler’s safety. It was wondering who he’d pissed off this time—and if they had a point.

      The damage had already been done, so there wasn’t much he could do at this point. Even the insurance company would have told him to wait until tomorrow to make a claim. Besides, he would have to include the police file number from the report if he wanted to have any chance of substantiating his claim.

      “Alright. Can you dial 9-1-1 for me? I’m off duty, so I’ll need a cruiser to come and pick her up and haul her off to jail.”

      I shook my head. I really didn’t feel like taking a tire iron to the skull tonight. It was bad enough watching my partner make out with my little sister.

      Fuck, I hope it isn’t someone deranged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            IVY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ivy?”

      "River?" I replied, disbelief thick in my tone.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he asked.

      "What does it look like I'm doing?" I shot back, my attitude as sharp as the glass I was trying to avoid. 

      "It looks like you're busy committing a crime."

      "I plead the fifth."

      "That only works in the States, genius."

      "Whatever," I muttered, the irritation clear enough in my voice.

      "If you're not going to talk to me, then follow my orders. Put your hands on the hood of the car," he commanded. 

      "You don’t know who you’re messing with," I warned, gingerly placing my hands on the car to avoid jagged edges of broken glass and metal.

      "Got any identification on you?" he asked, hauling my hands behind me and snapping his cold handcuffs into place, their metal matching the chill of the evening.

      The cold bite of the cuffs wasn’t new—the humiliation, the sense of losing control. But it was different with River. Tyler had always made restraint feel like punishment, a reminder of his power, a game I never agreed to play. River’s touch was efficient, careful, almost gentle—too gentle, maybe, because it only sharpened the shame.

      Did he see me as just another screw-up, or could he feel how close I was to breaking? Part of me wanted to twist away, spit out a joke to take back the power, but the rest of me just…sagged. I was used to Tyler making me feel small. I never expected to feel seen while being locked up.

      "Nope—I left my purse at home," I admitted, already picturing it lounging on the kitchen counter next to my dwindling common sense.

      My dad is definitely gonna kill me…

      "How’d you get down here?" he pressed. 

      "I walked." 

      "You walked?" 

      "Yes, I walked." I wished I could throw my hands on my hips. "I would have driven if my asshole of a boyfriend hadn’t hijacked our only ride for his so-called engagement party—a party that, by the way, was all his." 

      For a second, the words caught in my throat. There it was—his engagement, thrown in my face like a punch. I’d given up college plans to stay in this dead-end town with him, traded late-night talks about our future for nights waiting up alone, believing that if I loved him hard enough, he’d finally choose me. All those promises—wedding, home, forever—turned out to be for someone else.

      His eyes widened in mild surprise, but he pressed on, as if nothing unusual had happened. Then, with a tone that mixed familiarity and genuine curiosity, River leaned forward and said, "Ivy—though we've bumped into each other more times than I can count—I've never heard you give your full name. I mean, is 'Ivy' really all you go by?" 

      I arched an eyebrow and chuckled. "Ivy is the name on my license. What, were you expecting a secret alias?" 

      I glanced at his badge, which was hanging around his neck. I took one look at the name Devlyn, and I knew exactly who River was to Tyler.

      He grinned, undeterred. "Then why not enlighten me? What’s your last name?"

      I hesitated, the moment heavy with the possibility of revealing something I’d kept hidden. "I’d rather not say."

      He paused, his eyes narrowing just a fraction. For a second, it felt like he was weighing something—a question, or maybe a memory. Did he already know? The silence stretched, and I caught the ghost of a frown before he masked it with his usual dry humour.

      “Alright, Ivy Idrathernotsay, do you have anything sharp in your pockets that I have to worry about poking me?” he continued, clearly ignoring the personal insight he’d just gained.

      His voice was lighter than before, but there was something gentler in his eyes, like he was checking for more than just weapons.

      River’s teasing almost makes me laugh, but tonight I’d trade anything to be someone—anyone—other than Ivy King.

      At this very moment, I finally grasped what my friends meant when they said the best way to get over someone was to get under someone new. All I could think about was whether he had something to poke me with.

      I wriggled, trying to meet his eyes. "These pants aren’t hiding any surprises—plus, do I look like a junkie to you?"

      "I’m not sure. What does a junkie look like these days?"

      A rush of painful memory hit me—Rowan. How he could barely hold it together towards the end. Hallow. Fraying at the edges. My voice came out quieted than I meant. "All wired and falling apart."

      River’s gaze flickered, just for a second, but he covered it with his usual dry wit. "You do look pretty strung out."

      "Well, you’d be too if your live-in boyfriend was getting married to someone else," I shot back, sharper than I intended.

      He hesitated, a crease forming between his brows, but didn’t push. "Wait—your boyfriend?"

      I saw the question land, but he pressed on, professional mask slipping back into place. "What about guns, knives, or hand grenades?" His tone was lighter, but I could tell he was watching me closely, maybe checking for more than just weapons.

      I twisted, trying to meet his eyes while he finished his absurd checklist. Was it my dad’s idea for officers to ask questions this ridiculous, just to throw people off balance?

      "Turn around and face the car, please," he said, his voice gentler this time.

      I rolled my eyes. "Do I look like someone who would have a gun or a hand grenade?"

      “Is that a trick question?”

      “Look at me. Do you honestly think these fluffy pink flamingo pajama pants are an appropriate choice for criminal behaviour? Wouldn’t it be a dead giveaway during a witness statement?”

      I wouldn’t be caught dead out of the house wearing these clothes. No one in their right mind goes out in flamingo pajamas, let alone to commit a crime. I hadn’t planned any of this—I was just supposed to wait for Tyler to finish work, not stomp through town making a spectacle of myself. But there I was, caught between humiliation and fury, standing over the mess I’d made of his precious car. At least the damage was satisfying. For once, I got to break something of his, instead of the other way around.

      “I’ve already seen what you’re wearing.” His hungry eyes roamed over my outfit that left nothing to the imagination. “What’s your point?”

      “Don’t you think if I had a hand grenade, I would have used it on that asshole’s car?”

      He coughed, obviously trying to hold back a laugh. I was glad someone could find the hilarity of this situation, because I definitely couldn’t. I just watched my whole life go down the toilet drain like the last five years meant nothing. Tyler and I met when I was fourteen. He was my first, but not my only, although he was supposed to be my last and my everything. His parents even knew that I was living with him, which made me wonder what he told his parents about me.

      “Are you admitting to vandalizing his car?”

      “Sorry, Officer, but I’m not waiving my rights—even if you didn’t read them to me.”

      When he placed his hands on me for a pat down, irritation flared—mostly because it ended too soon.

      What the hell was wrong with me?

      The thought hit hard enough to sober me. Had I ever made Tyler think I wasn’t faithful? Was that why he was marrying someone else?

      “Why were you vandalizing my partner’s car?”

      “Did you say partner?”

      “Yup.”

      My stomach dropped.

      This was Tyler’s partner?

      “Aren’t you supposed to read me my rights?”

      There was no way I was telling him I’d been dating his partner off and on for five years. Admitting that would mean admitting I’d been stupid enough to believe I was the only one.

      I’d lived with Tyler for six months and had never been officially introduced to his partner. Hell, Tyler never introduced me to any of his coworkers. In five years, I’d only met his parents and siblings.

      The only thing I knew about his partner was his name—River.

      Which, honestly, made me wonder if his parents were like mine. Maybe he had sisters named Sea and Ocean.

      “Technically, since I was planning on arresting you for vandalism, yes,” he said. “However, from what you’ve shown me, I think it’s pretty obvious you already know your rights and have chosen not to answer any of my questions, so I’m not going to waste my breath.”

      As if on cue, the cuffs clicked into place with finality, silencing my next retort. Moments later, he guided me away from the remains of Tyler’s car, toward a parked patrol car that I’d somehow overlooked on my mission to seek and destroy.

      The street was too quiet. I could hear my own breathing. Every sound—the crunch of glass beneath my sneakers, the distant thump of music from the party—felt magnified. Like the whole town was watching me fall apart.

      After Rowan died, Dad used to pile us into the back of his cruiser whenever we stepped out of line, warning us this was where bad choices led. We all knew it wasn’t really about scaring us straight. He was terrified of losing another kid.

      But standing here now, I wondered if he ever realized how much it scared us anyway.

      Tonight, I was desperate enough to do something I rarely did.

      I was going to pull the daddy get me out of jail card.

      Desperation brewing, I tried my rare charm.

      “How about we just forget this ever happened and you let me go?” I cooed sweetly. “We’re all alone out here. Just remove the cuffs and no one would ever know.”

      “Don’t even try to use your womanly wiles on me.”

      “Womanly wiles?” I giggled. “Maybe a different tactic, then. Do you know who my father is?”

      “Considering you refused to give me your name, I definitely don’t know who your daddy is.”

      “I don’t have my wallet on me, but my dad is the Chief of Police.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, and I’m the King of England. Believe me, I’ve heard that one a dozen times this week.”

      “Considering one of my sisters isn’t in town and the other one has never gotten in trouble with the law, I highly doubt it was them you pulled over.”

      That made him pause.

      His gaze sharpened.

      “Funny thing about tonight,” he said slowly, stepping closer to the open door. “This doesn’t feel random.”

      My stomach tightened.

      “You didn’t just pick a car,” he continued. “You went straight for my partner’s.”

      I lifted my chin. “Maybe I don’t like his parking job.”

      “Yeah?” His voice dropped, skeptical. “Because most people key a door. Maybe slash a tire if they’re pissed.”

      His eyes flicked over the damage, then back to me.

      “You went for all of them.”

      Silence stretched.

      “People don’t do that unless it’s personal.”

      My pulse thudded.

      “I already told you—I’m the Chief’s daughter. My wallet’s just left at home on the counter.”

      He ignored that entirely.

      “What’d he do?” River asked.

      I blinked. “What?”

      “My partner,” he said, like it was obvious. “What did he do to you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Right.” His jaw ticked. “Because this screams nothing.”

      “I don’t want to go to the one jackass works out of.”

      That got his attention.

      “There it is,” he muttered. “So you do know him.”

      I said nothing.

      His eyes narrowed, studying me now instead of just processing the situation.

      “Since he’s my partner, that’s exactly where you’re headed.”

      “Just great,” I groaned.

      Another cruiser pulled up before I could hatch any more persuasive tactics. Once he greeted the officers, one stepped out to swap his cuffs with theirs. Then he shoved me into the back of the police car, slammed the door shut, and joined his colleagues to explain the situation. After a brief conversation, an officer climbed back in, and River gave a gentle tap on the hood—a silent goodbye.

      Like the heartbroken idiot I felt, I watched him walk back into that engagement party through a side window, leaving me to stew in a night that promised nothing but trouble.

      For a moment, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his silhouette disappearing into the crowd. Did he slip right back into laughter with Tyler, or maybe find comfort in the woman wearing the ring I used to dream about? The sting of jealousy was sharp, but it was the ache of being left behind—of always being the outsider looking in—that settled heavy in my chest.

      As the cruiser jerked into motion, I pressed my forehead to the glass, the world outside warping with each streetlamp. Guilt gnawed at my insides—was this how it ended? After all those nights lying awake next to Tyler, pretending not to hear the late calls, ignoring the scent of her perfume on his jacket, I’d believed I was the exception.

      His only.

      But that was a fantasy, wasn’t it?

      The real Ivy King—Chief’s daughter, Tyler’s secret, the girl in flamingo pajamas riding to jail—was just a side character in his story. I wished I could go back to the first time he smiled at me across the school parking lot, before I knew how much it would cost to love him. Before I gave up pieces of myself I never got back.

      For a split second, I remembered New Year’s Eve. That stupid, perfect kiss—I’d felt something real for the first time in years. If I’d had the guts to admit what I wanted, maybe I wouldn’t be here, sitting in the back of a patrol car, about to have my life torn up in front of everyone.

      Maybe I would’ve realized sooner that Tyler was always elsewhere, always with someone else—probably even with her, the woman inside, on all those nights River caught me nursing a drink alone at the Burnett Arms.
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      The cruiser taillights disappeared around the corner, leaving me standing in the cold spill of streetlight, my insides knotted tight. My hands were shoved deep in my pockets, but they wouldn’t stop fidgeting. I flexed my fingers, trying to work out the nervous energy that kept buzzing through me.

      I watched her go.

      She really was the Chief’s kid—those hazel eyes, that stubborn chin. I should’ve felt relief. Instead, it was just the weight of what I’d done, tightening around my throat. One more secret stuck in my teeth, gritty and impossible to swallow.

      Didn’t matter that half the engagement party saw her with the tire iron. Letting her walk would’ve meant covering my own ass forever. But what stuck with me was the way she looked at me before the door shut—a flicker of something that made me wonder if sending her off was justice or just the easy way out. I found myself rubbing the inside of my wrist, a nervous habit I thought I’d broken years ago.

      This could sink me before my career even started. But with all those witnesses, looking the other way wasn’t an option. Either way, I was screwed.

      I let out a slow breath, feeling the cold air burn all the way down. I turned from the empty street and headed back inside, rolling my shoulders and stretching my neck to shake off the tension. Music, laughter, glass on glass—like nothing happened. Tyler sulking at the bar, Bay’s smile looking like it hurt.

      Tyler’s obsession with his Shelby was a running joke—double-parking it just to keep it pristine. He doted on that car more than on his own fiancée. That thought made my skin crawl, a prickle running up the back of my neck as I remembered the way he’d once talked about it, voice soft with pride, as if it were a living thing.

      As I stood there, a fresh spike of anxiety crawled up my spine. Tyler’s betrayal was right in front of me—glass on the pavement, my sister’s eyes stinging from pretending. My jaw clenched so hard my molars ached, and I forced myself to exhale slowly. I straightened my jacket, adjusted my collar, trying to look composed. No matter how much shit was falling apart around us, I had to be the brother Bay needed.

      Almost made it to the door of the restaurant when Tyler came flying out, nearly barrelling into me. He was breathing hard, his face flushed with anger and confusion. I felt my mouth go dry.

      “The hostess said someone was out here messing with cars.”

      I tried to keep my voice even. “Yeah. Sorry, man.”

      “What, something happened to my car?”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty messed up.”

      My hands wouldn’t stay still. I tucked them behind my back, out of his line of sight.

      “You’re kidding me,” he snapped, then sprinted across the street.

      I watched him see the damage—windows gone, glass everywhere, the Shelby’s lines wrecked. For a second, he just stared, the streetlight catching on the shattered windshield, making his shadow look jagged. Then he started pacing, hands in his hair, swearing loud enough for the whole block to hear. I pressed my lips together, keeping my expression as neutral as I could manage.

      He dropped to his knees next to the car, inspecting every busted light, every dent. “Who did this?” he shouted at the people by the restaurant windows.

      People shrugged. One server said, “We saw a girl out here, but…honestly, couldn’t say who it was. She had a hoodie up, kept her head down.”

      Another man standing on the street, said, “the whole thing happened quick. Whoever it was, she didn’t hesitate.”

      Tyler stormed back, face twisted. “You’re a fucking cop, Devlyn. You know who did this?”

      I could feel a bead of sweat start at my hairline, even in the cold. I shrugged, forcing myself to meet his gaze, though my chest felt tight. “Some girl on a mission, that’s all I got. No one caught a clear look.”

      He glared, like he wanted me to say more, but I just held his gaze and let the silence do the rest. I almost bit the inside of my cheek to stop myself from blurting something out. My heart hammered in my chest, each beat as loud as a drum.

      The truth itched under my skin. I could feel eyes on me—maybe they suspected, but with Ivy’s hoodie and all the chaos, nobody had proof. I shifted on my feet, glancing away, jaw tight. Just more questions, and another secret for me to carry.

      “Tyler?” Bay called from behind me. I turned as she came up, worry written all over her face. Her hands twisted the strap of her purse in a nervous rhythm, knuckles pale against the leather.

      “Hey, Bay.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Tyler’s car. Someone trashed it.”

      She blinked, brows knitting together. “Are you serious? Why?”

      I shrugged, wiping a cold palm on my pants. “No clue. Looked personal.”

      She let out a frustrated sigh, twisting her hands tighter. “Perfect. Because tonight wasn’t stressful enough.”

      She swiped at the corner of her eye, and I noticed the faint shimmer of tears she was trying to blink away. “Hey,” I said, keeping my voice low. I touched her elbow gently, grounding her. “Try not to let it get to you, okay? It’s your night.”

      She nodded, blinking fast. “Yeah. I know.” Her voice barely made it out.

      I watched her drift to Tyler and try to start something resembling a conversation. He barely looked up from his phone, gave her a nod, maybe a word or two I couldn’t hear. Her shoulders sagged, and she moved away, smile fixed, eyes dim.

      As Bay walked off, I caught a flash of Ivy’s eyes in my mind—how she used to look at me, trusting, back when we traded secrets at the Burnett Arms. Now everything felt like a lie. How long had they been secretly involved?

      My head was spinning. I took a few steps away from the door, pressing my thumb hard into my palm to focus. The party rolled on, laughter too loud, everyone acting like nothing was wrong. But I knew—sooner or later, this was going to blow up. For now, all I could do was stick close to Bay, try not to let everything I was feeling show on my face.

      Once Tyler went back to the party, something in the air changed. He was all dark clouds, brooding at the bar, confidence gone. He spent the rest of the night hunched over a drink, muttering to the insurance company on his phone.

      Bay circled the room with a glass of sparkling water, her smile flickering every time someone said congratulations. I watched her fingers tremble around the stem, white-knuckled. She stopped by the cake, fingering the napkin, eyes finding Tyler again and again. The music was too loud, the laughter too brittle.

      I watched her try with Tyler—lean in, hand on his arm. He barely glanced up, and she retreated, smile glued on, eyes wet. An aunt offered a hug, and Bay’s “thanks” barely made it past the music. She wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand, pressing her lips together until they went bloodless.

      Bay’s laughter trailed off in the middle of words. People talked in tight clusters, voices dropping when Tyler’s name came up. My jaw ached from clenching it. Every time Bay laughed, it sounded thin, like she was trying on happiness to see if it fit. I kept seeing Ivy’s hoodie, Tyler’s glare, the secrets knotting up behind my teeth.

      This was supposed to be the happiest night of Bay’s life. Now it was just another mess I’d have to help her survive.

      Amidst the chaos, I caught my parents weaving through the crowd, Dad’s steady gaze finding me first. The lines around his eyes deepened as he studied me, worry flickering beneath his calm.

      “River, what was all that commotion outside?” he asked, voice low but gentle. He squeezed my shoulder, his touch heavy and familiar—a small anchor.

      I swallowed, shifting my weight from foot to foot. “Tyler’s car got trashed,” I said. “It’s a mess out there.”

      Mom’s lips pressed into a line. She adjusted her necklace, glancing at me, then at the door as if expecting chaos to seep inside at any moment. “This is exactly the sort of thing I worry about. You shouldn’t have to deal with this, not after everything you’ve worked for.”

      Dad shot her a look, shaking his head slightly. “He can handle it, Marlene.”

      I managed a tired half-smile for Dad, felt some of the tension ease just seeing him. “It’s handled. I’ll keep an eye out for Bay, too.”

      Mom’s eyes flicked to Bay and Tyler across the room, her tone shifting from anxious to bright in a heartbeat. “Well, if nothing else, at least Bay’s finally settling down—with someone respectable.”

      She lingered on that word, the corners of her mouth curling up as if she could will the world into something she approved. Tyler’s “respectability” always seemed to mean more in her eyes than anything I actually did on the job. The words landed wrong. Bay was eighteen, barely out of high school, and Mom was already congratulating her for locking down a cop.

      I clenched my jaw, biting back the urge to remind her that Bay had her whole life ahead of her—she didn’t need to be “settled” with anyone, especially not Tyler. But Mom was already looking past me, chasing some idea of respectability I’d never deliver.

      Dad squeezed my shoulder a little tighter, grounding me. “You need anything, you come to me. You hear?” His eyes locked on mine, steady and warm, inviting me to share the weight if it got too heavy.

      I nodded, grateful for the routine—his way of saying I wasn’t alone. For a moment, I let my guard down and felt my breath come easier.

      As Dad squeezed my shoulder, Loch appeared at my side, hands shoved in his pockets, eyes flicking between me and the chaos by the door. He bumped my arm with his elbow, a quiet show of solidarity.

      “You good?” Loch asked quietly, then smirked. “Tyler’s out there acting like someone set fire to his firstborn instead of his car. Whole party heard him wailing.”

      I forced a laugh, tension stubbornly coiled between my shoulder blades. “Yeah. He’s treating it like a murder scene.” I flexed my fingers, nails digging into my palms. I could still feel the weight of Tyler’s stare from earlier, searching me for answers I couldn’t give.

      Dad shook his head, a tired smile on his lips. “Lake would’ve had something to say about all this,” he murmured, soft enough that only we could hear. For a second, his eyes went distant, voice tinged with the ache of old memories.

      Loch’s mouth twisted; he looked away for a second, then squared his shoulders. “You want me to keep an eye on Bay? I don’t trust that guy not to make this night about him.” His voice was low, but there was a steel edge beneath it.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Thanks, Loch.” I caught his eye, held it for a moment. “Let me know if he pulls anything.”

      Loch nodded, jaw set. He patted my back, then melted away into the crowd, taller than most and easy to spot near Bay.

      Mom reappeared, fussing with her purse, already looking beyond us. “Just… stay safe, River. You could’ve done so much more with your degree.” Her voice was soft, but the barb wasn’t lost on me.

      She moved on, drifting toward a group of women clustered near the dessert table, leaving a faint scent of perfume and expectation in her wake. Dad lingered, his steady presence grounding me in the moment.

      I closed my eyes for a second, letting the noise of the party wash over me—glasses clinking, laughter ringing false, the thump of bass against the walls. Secrets sat heavy in my chest, but for now, I held them close, determined not to let anything slip.

      My family deserved at least that much from me tonight.
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