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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	My name is Maeve Daley. Before I married Cassian Wells, I was Westbridge University's most famously broke student.

	My mother died when I was young. My father was a gambler and a drunk. I got through high school on the small savings my mother had left.

	In college I lived off scholarships, financial aid, and three jobs at a time.

	After I married Cassian, I became the gossip of every wealthy-wife circle in the city — the textbook example of a snake who'd betrayed her best friend to grab a fortune.

	That's right. Juliet was my college roommate, and Cassian was my college roommate's ex-fiancé.

	Everyone called me a homewrecker. So what?

	I got rich. I was happy about it. Cinderella overnight.

	I went from the broke kid who could make a one-thousand-dollar scholarship stretch over six months to *Mrs. Wells*, with the house, the car, and zero financial worries.

	The luck of it was so absurd I almost didn't believe it.

	It happened just after Juliet left the country. Cassian had had some massive fight with his family and refused to go home. He was burning through his days at school, drinking himself into the ground.

	I found him on an early morning in deep winter.

	I was up before dawn for a shift. He was passed out in a flower bed by the road, his face pale, his lips blue.

	Out of basic human decency, I dragged him to the campus medical center, pried his finger onto his phone to unlock it, and called his family.

	His mother and sister showed up. The second he woke up, he started screaming at them.

	I had no business being there for the family drama, except I was waiting on him to reimburse me for the medical fee and pay for the work hours I'd missed.

	In the middle of the screaming match he leapt out of the bed and grabbed my hand.

	"Didn't you say you'd be okay with anyone but Juliet?"

	"Fine. *Her.* I'm going to marry her."

	There was the gleam of pure revenge in his face. His mother went rigid with shock and grief. His sister looked at me with naked contempt.

	The school doctor and I stared, mouths open.

	It was humiliating — but the Wells family fortune would shave twenty years off my life-grind, so I was ready to say yes right there.


Chapter 3

	Come on. I'd dreamed about this exact scenario.

	Who *doesn't* want to be the brooding CEO's stand-in?

	Married off, hundreds of thousands of dollars in monthly allowance, no job, no survival anxiety, three meals and a roof. And if the white moonlight ever did come back, I'd walk out with a multi-million payoff in my pocket.

	This was a romance novel coming to life.

	I gripped Cassian's hand back, fast and obvious. My boss at the boba shop was calling to chase me down for my shift. I declined the call.

	If this deal landed, I wasn't going to need a single hour of his wages.

	Cassian's mother was shaking, finger jabbing at us, looking ready to keel over.

	His sister, Lily Wells, was fluttering around her like an ant on a hot griddle, one hand on her mother's back, yelling at her brother. "Big brother! Apologize to Mom!"

	"That was just temper, right? You don't mean it."

	Sweetie, you're not making this better.

	Cassian went still for a beat, but he didn't let go of my hand. He set his teeth and squared up to his mother.

	The whole shouting match ended with Cassian's mother delivering one last line — *I don't have a son anymore* — and storming out.

	Once she was gone, Cassian let go of my hand at once, dropped his head, and said quietly:

	"I'm sorry."

	In the three seconds it took him to say that, my brain ran several different scenarios for apologizing to my boss for missing the shift.

	Then Cassian kept going: "But I said what I said. I'll see it through."

	"If you're willing — we can do this as a contract marriage."

	I froze. I emptied my brain of the apologies and tried to figure out whether this was a head-injury impulse or a real plan.

	This involved my entire glorious future.

	"Just to get back at your parents?"

	He looked out the window. His voice didn't waver.

	"No. I'm going to wait for Juliet to come back."

	He said it on pure faith in his love for Juliet. The catch was, I was the only one who knew Juliet really would come back.

	I was, after all, doing one job and collecting two paychecks.

	Including Juliet's.


Chapter 5

	After we got married, I didn't actually move into the Wells house.

	Cassian bought a separate place near Westbridge University. Three bedrooms, two baths.

	He didn't like going home. He stayed at the apartment almost every night.

	I had the master bedroom. He had the guest room.

	I was strictly a hired employee. Out of whatever remained of my conscience toward Juliet, plus a basic sense of contractual decency, I never had much contact with him.

	In four years of marriage, we were more like two roommates than anything else.

	He'd leave for work in the morning. I'd lounge at home, watch shows, read.

	He'd come back at night and eat and shower. I'd hide in my bedroom, polite stranger.

	I'd been planning to just keep on playing dead, but it had been over three months since Juliet had come home and Cassian hadn't said a word about ending the contract.

	His silence was starting to look like he was trying to dodge the payout.

	We were a fake marriage, but a divorce still reads as a divorce on paper. Cassian, a blue-chip eligible bachelor, didn't care. I, a perfectly clean and unmarried young woman, did.

	So we'd agreed that after the divorce, he'd hand me a substantial settlement.

	Now he wasn't bringing it up, and I was getting twitchy.

	I camped on the couch most of the night and waited for him. He finally came home.

	He pushed the door open, saw me, and froze — and then something lit up in his eyes.

	"You're up late tonight."

	His tone had a kind of soft I couldn't place, and the look he gave me had an undercurrent of *delight.*

	For four years I'd been pure ice with him. Had I broken him?

	I didn't answer. He closed the door and came over.

	For a second I felt like he was about to sit down next to me. He saw me watching him, and went to the seat across instead.

	"It's late. Anything wrong?"

	He'd snapped back to the businesslike tone. I pushed my unease down and tried to sound breezy.

	"Your first love is back. Time for me to step aside."

	The instant the words were out, a thick reluctance rose in my chest, with a stab of real pain.

	The reluctance was because I'd never get to live rent-free in a luxury apartment again.

	The pain was because I'd never find another job that paid ten thousand a month for doing essentially nothing.

	I mourned internally. My face stayed unreadable.

	Cassian, still pretending he didn't know what I meant: "First love?"

	"Juliet."

	"I know she's back."

	"You don't need to feel awkward. We're a transaction. Each of us got what we wanted."

	"The contract can end now."

	After I said that, his eyes shifted in a way I couldn't read.

	Confusion, sadness, hesitation, struggle — layer after layer of complicated feeling.

	I tensed.

	This bastard was going to try to weasel out of paying me.

	After a long pause, he

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Chapter 13

	Cassian gave me every reassurance he could.

	He proposed again. Said he'd give me a real wedding. Said he'd make me an unambiguous Mrs. Wells.

	We toured the church. We picked rings. I tried on gowns. We planned to go to Paris afterward.

	But that night, asleep, I had a nightmare.

	I dreamed I was in a hospital. Juliet was sobbing.

	I didn't dare go closer; I could only just make out two operating tables, two white sheets, two shapes underneath.

	I tried to run. Juliet looked up at me.

	"You've forgotten, haven't you?"

	I woke up hard.

	The room was pitch dark. My chest hurt.

	I picked up my phone and pulled up Juliet's last text and started to reply.

	*I'm sorry. I can't give Cassian back to you.*

	Sent. No reply.

	But outside the room, voices.

	The only people in the apartment were me and Cassian. I was in here. Who was Cassian talking to?

	I got up and went out. The voices were coming from the study.

	Closer in, I heard a sharp female voice:

	"Cassian, *she needs therapy.*"

	"If she stays like this, are you going to act with her for the rest of her life?"

	Cassian's voice was hard and final: "Yes."

	"If the truth would only hurt her, then I can live in a dream for the rest of my life."

	"Even if she doesn't remember who she is —"


Chapter 14

	That last line landed on me like a strike of lightning.

	Who am I?

	I'm Maeve. Aren't I?

	I turned and ran out of the apartment.

	The four-year home behind me looked, suddenly, like a thing that ate people.

	If I slowed down, it would swallow me whole.

	I ran out of the apartment. I ran out of the complex. I made it to the street.

	I looked around at the unfamiliar city and realized, with a slow horror, that in the last four years I had almost never gone outside.

	Why?

	Why did the world feel warped the second I left the apartment?

	I walked, dazed, down the street, and walked straight into someone.

	Lily Wells, of all people. She saw me. Her face creased.

	"Oh? If it isn't *Miss Aldridge.*"

	"You're out? You're not hiding anymore?"

	I had to be hearing things. I couldn't understand what she was saying.

	"I don't know what you —"

	I turned to leave. She blocked me, fast.

	"What's wrong with you? You look terrible."

	I tried to go around her. She wouldn't let me.

	The panic at the bottom of me was rising fast. I told myself, over and over:

	"Let go of me —"

	"I'm Maeve."

	"I'm Maeve, I'm married to Cassian —"

	Lily's expression slid from confusion into something close to dread.

	"Juliet. Have you lost your mind?"

	I'm not Juliet!

	I am *not* Juliet!

	Memory came back like a spike driven into my skull. I clutched at my head and screamed.

	She tried to grab me. I broke free, lurched into the middle of the street.

	A car was coming fast. I heard the screech of brakes, and Cassian's voice tearing the air.

	"*Juliet!*"
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