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  “But he that dares not grasp the thorn


  Should never crave the rose.” – Anne Brontë


  ––––––––


  


  


  Before...


  1


  Bram


  God, she’s gorgeous.


  By the River Cherwell, a book forgotten by my feet, I watch a tattooed brunette boating downstream. She stands on a punt, fighting a pole twice as long as she is tall. If I leaned over the riverbank, I could touch her arm.


  Roses and ravens, ferns and thorns. Tangled in a garden of ink.


  I clear my throat. “Need any help?”


  The girl lowers the pole and wipes her sweaty forehead with her wrist. “Dude, I’ve got it.” She has an American accent. The boat wobbles underfoot, but she finds her balance and grabs a phone from her pocket.


  “Are you sure?” I say.


  “Yes.” She rolls her eyes. “Smile.”


  I blink before laughing. She snaps a shot of me and turns her phone sideways to photograph the bridge ahead.


  A breeze ruffles the pages of my book, opening it to deadly dull business statistics.


  Damn, I should study. It’s only the second week of Michaelmas term, and I’m already falling behind on my classes.


  “Shit!” She stares at the water. “I dropped my phone.”


  The perfect excuse for me to play the hero. I abandon my book, kick off my shoes, and pull my shirt over my head.


  “Back in a minute, miss.”


  I jump into the river. It isn’t deep enough for diving, which lessens the dramatic effect, but it’s murky enough that I’m forced to grope in the mud. Lungs burning, I pop up to the surface and gulp a mouthful of air.


  She leans over her boat and stares at me. “Are you crazy?”


  Grinning, I lift her phone. “You’re welcome.”


  As I climb from the river, she punts to the bank and steps onto the grass. We touch ground together. Water streams from my hair and patters at my feet. I’m still grinning despite shivering in the cold of October.


  I return her phone, our fingertips touching, and feeling her skin on mine jolts my nerves. She’s a head shorter than me. My gaze flicks to the ivy tattooed on her collarbones, but I’m too polite to stare at her cleavage.


  When she smiles, she’s infinitely more beautiful. “Thank you, insane Irishman.”


  I laugh. “My name’s Bram.”


  “Bram. I owe you a drink.”


  My mouth does feel dry. “I don’t know your name.”


  “Cassia.”


  “That’s unusual.”


  “And Bram isn’t?” Cassia smirks. “Like that dude who wrote Dracula.”


  “He was Irish, too.”


  “Were you named after him?”


  I shrug. “No, after my great-grandfather.”


  “Cassia is the species name for Chinese cinnamon. Cinnamomum cassia. And surprise, I’m studying botany.”


  “Here? At Oxford?”


  “Yes.” She flicks her eyebrows upward. “Magdalen College.”


  “Brilliant!” My cheeks start to hurt from smiling so much. “I studied Modern Languages and Linguistics at Magdalen.”


  “Past tense?”


  My smile falters. “I’m working on my MBA now.” At my family’s insistence, but I decide to omit that detail.


  Cassia whistles. “Fancy.” She glances at her phone. “It’s alive!”


  “Tough little blighter.”


  She sighs. “My boyfriend texted. He’s lost. Again.”


  Boyfriend? My stomach plummets to the region of my toes. But clearly a girl this amazing would be taken.


  I’m afraid my grin looks like I’m baring my teeth. “He’s a student here, too?”


  “No, he’s a musician.” Cassia smiles at her phone, not even looking at me. “God, he has such a shitty sense of direction.”


  Regrettably, her boyfriend isn’t lost forever. He swaggers over not two minutes later.


  She waves at him. “Spencer!”


  Of course he would be named Spencer. He’s a scruffy unshaven wanker with jeans so skinny he must have to peel them off. His bowtie and vest look utterly ridiculous with the tattoos scrawled over both his arms. Even I can tell he’s the kind of boy most girls find pretty, which makes him even more repulsive.


  Spencer looks me over and jerks his chin at me. “Hey.”


  I force a smile. “Afternoon.”


  “This is Bram,” Cassia says. “He rescued my phone from the river.”


  Spencer slings his arm around her waist and drags her closer. “Baby, I told you to wait. Did you leave without me?”


  She kisses his cheek. “I wanted to meet you halfway.”


  A sour taste rises in my throat. Spencer. His name, tattooed on her wrist.


  Bloody disgusting. I can’t stand here smiling at them while they grope in public. I grab my shirt from the grass.


  “I tried to text you first,” Cassia says, “but I dropped my phone.”


  Spencer snorts. “Wow.”


  “I’d better go.” I drag my shirt over my damp skin. “Nice meeting you both.”


  Which is of course a lie. I would give anything to have met her alone, before she ever found this bowtie-wearing idiot.


  As I walk away, she calls, “See you around!”


  I hope I don’t.


  2


  Cassia


  We drift down the Cherwell, silvery willows shimmering in the wind. Salix alba. I lean back as Spencer stands behind me, jabbing the pole into the river. He’s pretty terrible at punting, but I don’t want to start a fight.


  I take out my phone and stare at the photo I took.


  Bram has a wolfish grin, way too many teeth for one smile, and aquamarine eyes brighter than the sky. The hint of stubble on his cheeks looks copper. His hair is darker, more like bronze, with a bit of ginger sneaking in.


  “Who was that guy?” Spencer says.


  I swipe away the photo before he sees it. “Just a student at Oxford.”


  “You know him?”


  “No.”


  Spencer grunts. “He seemed like a total douche.”


  I laugh. “What? Why?”


  “Preppy clothes and a snobby accent.”


  “Since when was an Irish accent snobby?”


  “Since I met him.”


  Spencer lets the pole drift behind us like a rudder. The boat veers sideways, and I wonder if he knows what he’s doing.


  “He was hitting on you, wasn’t he?”


  I roll my eyes. “What, are you jealous?”


  Like he doesn’t flirt with everybody. Sometimes he’s too charming for his own good.


  Spencer kneels by me, straddling my legs, and smirks. “You’re way out of his league, baby. And you’re all mine.”


  When he kisses me, my words melt away. I arch beneath his body, the muscles in my thighs tightening, and stroke his cheek. His short beard rasps under my fingertips, and he tastes like cinnamon and cigarettes.


  Spencer leans back, his dark eyes sparkling. “I love you, Cassie.”


  “I love you, too. You have a mouth made for kissing.”


  He laughs. “Really?”


  “The lips of an angel and the smile of a devil.”


  “Can I steal that for lyrics?” He pretends to scribble it down on air.


  “Sure. You owe me.”


  He kisses my neck. “Let me pay you back.” One hand cradles my ass as the other traces the curve of my thigh.


  I grab his wrist. “What if somebody sees?”


  “Turn off your brain. Think with your pussy.”


  I don’t think he’s joking, but I laugh until he makes me moan.
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  Bram


  I unlock the door to my flat and step into the tiny foyer. My roommate stares at me the moment I’m within sight.


  “What?” I shrug. “I went for a swim.”


  Jebediah pushes his black-rimmed glasses up his nose. “In your clothes?”


  “A girl dropped her phone into the river.”


  “Bram.” Jeb shoves his homework away. “It’s not worth it. Not even for a pretty girl.”


  I know what he’s talking about, but I don’t want to think about it. I walk to my bedroom and grab a change of clothes.


  “She wasn’t even single,” I say, loud enough for Jeb to hear.


  “What?”


  I lean around the doorway as I dress. “She wasn’t single.”


  “I heard you the first time.” Jeb grabs a tin of soup from the cupboard. “Why did you dive into the river if she wasn’t single?”


  “Because I didn’t know. Her boyfriend arrived right afterward.”


  “Brilliant timing there, Bram.”


  I glare at him. “Bugger off.”


  “I would, but I haven’t had any luck with boyfriends, either.”


  “Hilarious.”


  I sit at the table and stare at Jeb’s papers. He’s studying graduate-level History of Art, and he’s on top of his coursework. I lean on my elbows and rake my fingers through my hair. Bloody hell, I’m so far behind.


  I don’t know how I’ll tell my parents they’re paying for me to fail.


  “Want any soup?” Jeb says.


  “What kind?”


  “Cream of tomato.”


  “I—”


  Copper fills my mouth, the taste of a dirty penny on my tongue. No, please, not again. I shove my chair from the table.


  “Bram?” Jeb’s voice sharpens. “Bram!”


  I would reply, but I’m falling sideways and I can’t fight the darkness.


  ***


  I’m lying with my cheek on the linoleum. Dust clumps under the refrigerator. Really should buy a broom and sweep that.


  “Bram.”


  My thoughts snap into focus. I shouldn’t be on the floor. What the hell happened? I struggle to sit, but Jeb holds my shoulder.


  “You had another fit,” he says.


  “What?”


  “A grand mal seizure.”


  My cheek aches from me biting it yet again. There’s blood on the floor, and on my sleeve when I wipe my mouth.


  Shame scorches my face. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s not your fault.” Jeb touches my arm. “Should I call 999?”


  “No.” I push myself upright, my muscles burning. “I’ll be fine.”


  I always have been. Epilepsy and I are old friends.


  “Bram, you almost banged your head on the table.” Jeb glances at his watch. “And this one lasted at least a minute.”


  I’m groggy, my bones heavy with fatigue. “Let me sleep it off.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.”


  He helps me stagger to my feet. “Thank God for the luck of the Irish.”


  “That was lucky?”


  “You could have drowned before.”


  I stare at my toes as we walk to the bedroom. There’s nothing to say, because it’s true. I’ve been a right fool.


  My laugh sounds rusty. “Would’ve saved me from exams.”


  “You’re an idiot. The smartest idiot I know.”


  “Thanks.” I sprawl on my bed and drape my arm over my eyes. “Jeb?”


  “Yes?”


  “Don’t tell anyone.”


  He sighs. “I know the drill.” The door clicks shut behind him.
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  Cassia


  I doubt I’m good enough to go to heaven, but I hope it looks like the University of Oxford Botanic Gardens. Halfway through Michaelmas term, maidenhair trees glimmer gold in the November sun. Sorbus sargentiana, a rowan native to China, outshines the other trees with blazing red leaves and orange berries.


  I’m on my knees and dirty when I see Bram again. Not in a sexy way, either, unless you have a fetish for compost.


  He strolls across the lawn, his eyes hidden behind aviator sunglasses, and stops at the edge of the grass. I brush my gloves together, knocking clods of dirt onto my shoes. A speck lands on his battered boots. My gaze travels along his faded jeans, over the black tee clinging to his lean chest, and up to his face.


  “Fancy seeing you here,” Bram says.


  God, his accent is dangerous. Listening to him read the phonebook would turn me on.


  “I still owe you a drink,” I say.


  “Don’t worry about it.” When he pushes back his sunglasses, he reveals dark shadows under his eyes. “But thank you.”


  I arch my eyebrows. “Not even a cup of coffee? Or are you a tea snob?”


  “Hardly.” His smile shows just a hint of teeth. “If it’s caffeinated, I’ll drink it.”


  “Decaf is the work of the devil.”


  That gets a laugh out of him.


  “Dude,” I say, “you look exhausted.”


  “Do I?”


  “You need coffee.”


  “Fine.” He holds up his hands. “I surrender.”


  I smirk. “Was that so hard?”


  I’m rewarded with a wolfish grin. Bram is nothing but trouble with an Irish accent, but I’m tired of being a good girl. Spencer has been too busy for me lately, though he’s never too busy to flirt with busty English blondes.


  Time to take off the gloves. Literally. I shove them in the back pocket of my jeans.


  “Where to?” Bram says.


  I glance at my dirty fingernails. “Hold on.”


  At the nearest faucet, I scrub my hands, splash water into my face, and gasp at the bracing cold. It trickles into my mouth with a sweet metallic taste, and I wipe it away with my hand. I yank out my ponytail and shake my hair back and forth like a shampoo model. Bram’s mouth quirks, not quite a smile.


  “Do I look decent?” I say.


  His smile widens into something real. “More than decent.”


  “How about the Gilded Lily?” It’s a trendy little café on High Street.


  He slides down his aviators to hide his eyes. “Sounds good.”


  We walk there together, since it’s not too far on a sunny day. The Gilded Lily’s golden walls shine through its windows. Bram holds the door for me. I thank him with a nod and step into a haze of coffee and conversation.


  “I haven’t been here in a millennium or two,” he says.


  “You don’t look a day over a thousand.”


  “I credit bathing in the tears of unicorns.” He grins before walking to the counter. “A medium macchiato, please.”


  The barista glances between us. “Together or separate?”


  “Together.” Bram doesn’t even hesitate.


  “Hold on.” I rummage in a pocket for my wallet. “I’m buying you a drink, remember?”


  “Spencer won’t mind?”


  I’m surprised he remembers his name. “It’s just coffee.” I slap a few pounds on the counter. “I’ll have a small mocha.”


  Bram tries to sneak his card across to the barista, but I swat his hand away. His mouth twists into a bemused smile.


  “Never had a girl buy you a drink?”


  He shrugs. “I try to be a gentleman.” I can’t tell if he’s sarcastic or sincere.


  “Where do you want to sit?”


  “Wherever you want.”


  I find a table by the windows while he fetches our drinks. He folds his long legs under his chair and sets his aviators by his saucer. His fingers are long, too, curled around his cup. Damn, he’s too hot for his own good.


  “What were you planting?” he says. “In the garden?”


  “Broken tulips.”


  He hesitates. “How does one break a tulip?”


  “The tulip breaking virus.” I sip my mocha. “Potyviridae is a family of plant viruses that infect tulip bulbs. When the tulip blooms, the virus breaks the flower’s colors into variegated patterns. The Dutch paid a premium for broken tulips, during Tulipmania, but the virus ended up killing off most of those varieties.”


  Bram meets my gaze. “Are they beautiful? Despite being broken?”


  “You can see for yourself this spring.” I’m not sure why he’s looking at me so intently, like the question matters. “I’m studying the Absalon tulip, which survived over the centuries with a more benign form of the virus.”


  “I would love to see it bloom.” He looks at his coffee. “If I survive until next spring.”


  “What do you mean?”


  His thumb traces circles around the lip of his cup. “This MBA might kill me first.”


  I smile, though he isn’t. “Hey, this is my first term at Oxford. You already got your undergraduate degree here.”


  “By the skin of my teeth.”


  “Isn’t Oxford supposed to kick your ass?”


  Bram’s mouth bends between a grimace and a smile. “My ass has been kicked enough, thank you very much.”


  I laugh. “What are you studying this week?”


  “Nothing worth talking about.”


  “How have you been suffering through school?”


  “You just said it. Suffering.” He manages a smile. “I would be a hermit in the library at the moment if you hadn’t rescued me.”


  “You don’t have much fun, do you?”


  He fidgets in his chair. “Define fun.”


  “You make that sound so proper.” I wiggle my eyebrows. “That wasn’t an innuendo.”


  “Sadly.” He says it with a straight face.


  “I’d ask you out if I were single.”


  Blushing, he looks away and laughs. “Would you?”


  “We could see a movie or something.”


  He flashes me a grin. “You don’t have a twin sister, by any chance?”


  “The world can’t handle another me. We would kill each other.”


  “You can’t be that hard to get along with.” He presses his lips together, his eyes glittering. “Where are you from?”


  “Los Angeles.”


  “I’ve never been.”


  “You aren’t missing much. It’s hot as hell and full of rich bitches.”


  He drinks the last of his coffee. “I’ve never even been to America before.”


  “You should come sometime. I can show you around.”


  “I’d like that.”


  I glance away from the earnest look in his eyes. “Where are you from?”


  “Ireland.”


  “I could tell.” That makes him smirk. “Which part?”


  “Donegal.”


  “They have very nice accents in Donegal.”


  “Do they?” He smiles sideways at me. “I think I sound rather country.”


  “You have an amazing accent. Go to America and girls will throw themselves at you.”


  Bram laughs. “I’ll have to take your word for it.” He tilts his cup to stare at the dregs. “Where are your parents from?”


  “Are you asking me about my ethnicity?”


  He shrugs.


  Time to make him squirm. “Guys like guessing. I wonder if they stick pushpins into a map. So I banged this Mongolian girl...”


  
    Laughing, Bram scoots lower in his chair. “I’m sorry for asking.”

  


  “My dad is from Brazil. My mom is second generation Thai.”


  He glances at my face. “You inherited the best of both worlds.”


  “Are you an expert on genetics? And are you hitting on me?”


  His ears redden. “No.”


  “Liar.”


  “I’m the next Charles Darwin.” His eyes sparkle when he smiles. “But I’d best not give your boyfriend reason to be jealous.”


  “He could use a taste of his own medicine.”


  Bram’s eyebrows shoot skyward. “Is that what this is? Revenge flirting?”


  My throat tightens. “Just coffee with a friend.”


  “Right.” He pushes his chair from the table. “It’s been lovely chatting, but I have to research a macroeconomics essay.”


  “See you around?”


  “Perhaps.” His smile comes and goes in a second. “Good luck with your work.” Like work is all that matters.


  “You, too,” I say, but he’s already on his way out the door.


  I sit alone in the café. Just coffee with a friend.


  Right.
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  Bram


  December. One week before Michaelmas examinations.


  Rain rushes through the cool blue evening. Water trickles down the windows of the library at Magdalen College. Leather and parchment scent the shadows, centuries of sleeping books. I could study in another library at Oxford, but I chose Magdalen out of nostalgia. And because I might see Cassia again.


  A sigh escapes my lips. I lean back in my chair and shove my book away.


  She’s consumed my thoughts since we met at the café weeks ago. Every time I walk through the Botanic Garden, my heartbeat races like I sprinted a kilometer. It’s so bloody stupid, but I can’t stop thinking about her.


  I rake my fingers through my hair and stare at my book until the text blurs. This isn’t making any sense. The book closes with a thud of finality. Standing, I stretch my arms over my head and wince at my aching ribs.


  Last night, I had a fit in the shower and bruised myself on the way down. Jeb looked terrified when I came to, and I had to convince him not to drag me to the hospital. Bad enough for him to find me naked and bleeding on the bathroom floor. I joked about how awkward it was until he stopped arguing with me.


  Sore and stiff, I return the book and wander through the library. Shelves stand in ranks like an army of literature. I could read for the rest of my life and not finish everything at Oxford. That idea thrills and terrifies me.


  “Bram!” My heart skips at the hushed sound of my name. Cassia lugs an enormous leather-bound book to a table and waves me over. “Look what I found.” She speaks in a whisper, mindful of the prowling librarians.


  Sitting so close to her, I have to remind myself to breathe. “You sound as if you discovered a map to the Holy Grail.”


  She smiles. “Better. This is botany porn.”


  “I’m afraid to ask.”


  Cassia opens the book to a page marked by a ribbon. The yellowed pages crackle like onion skin. A botanic print spreads across the page: the branch of a cherry tree, red-and-yellow fruits ripening among leaves.


  “Lovely,” I say, glancing at the curve of her lips.


  “It’s a 19th-century reproduction of the watercolors in Tradescant’s Orchard. The original manuscript dates to the 1600’s.”


  I lean over her shoulder and look closer at the intricate detail on the cherry leaves. A snail eats a fallen cherry by a grasshopper. When Cassia turns her head, the perfume of flowers wafts from her hair. My stomach tightens.


  “I’m thinking of getting another tattoo,” she says. “Cherries or plums.”


  “Where?”


  She turns her right arm to bare her wrist. Spencer’s name wraps around her skin. Her finger traces the length of her veins. How many tattoos are hidden beneath her clothes? Jesus Christ, don’t mentally undress her.


  “Bram?”


  I clear my throat and lean away. “Either would be beautiful.”


  “You’re too nice.” She pokes me on the arm. “What do you really think?”


  I can’t sit so close to her knowing she’s sleeping with Spencer. I don’t think I can be friends after falling for her already.


  But I swallow those words. “Let me see the plums.”


  She flips to another page, glancing at me. “What happened to you?”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “You have a bruise on your cheekbone.”


  Bloody hell. I rock back in my chair and balance it on two legs. “Had a bit too much to drink.” I grit my teeth in a grin.


  Cassia studies my face. “Do you drink alone?”


  “No, out at the pub.” As if I haven’t been studying until I fall asleep on a textbook. “Care for a pint with me?”


  Her quick intake of breath tells me she wasn’t expecting this. “Now?”


  “Carpe diem.” Heat rises in my face. “And don’t ask me to speak more Latin.”


  She laughs. “Okay.” She closes the book and rubs her fingers over its binding. “Where did you have in mind?”


  “The pub down the street.”


  “Cool.”


  We leave the library. Rain hits the sidewalk with tiny silver explosions. Cassia shivers and hugs herself, but she shakes her head when I offer her my coat. I should feel the cold myself, but my skin burns as if feverish.


  Light spills from the Hart and Diamond. Inside, it’s packed with students, laughing, shouting over the noise. I wade through the hubbub and claim two stools at the bar. Cassia smiles, her hair glittering with rain.


  The bartender is busy pouring shots, and I wait to catch her eye.


  “Cassia!” A voice cuts through the commotion.


  Before I turn around, I know who it is. Spencer. He elbows through the crowd, glaring at me like his girlfriend is invisible. He’s wearing a flannel shirt over his skinny jeans today, a parody of an underfed lumberjack.


  “Spencer.” Cassia sounds casual, her cheeks pink. “You’re back.”


  He grabs her wrist and yanks her into a kiss that’s slow and possessive. My blood pounds in my ears. She tenses in his arms.


  “I should go,” I say.


  Spencer’s eyes glint. “You should.”


  “Jesus.” She fakes a laugh. “Calm down.”


  “I’m calm.” His smile resembles a rabid dog baring its teeth. “Nothing going on, right?”


  “Nothing that concerns you.”


  I stare him down. He’s shorter than me, to my immense satisfaction. Wish I had the excuse of alcohol in my blood.


  “You’re pathetic,” Spencer says.


  I spread my arms. “What’s pathetic about having a pint with a friend?”


  Spencer curls his lip. “That’s totally what you want.”


  “What the fuck?” Cassia’s eyes narrow. “Don’t be such a douche.”


  I back away from them both. “You clearly have issues to discuss.”


  As much as I would enjoy rearranging Spencer’s face, I walk straight out of the pub because it’s the right thing to do.


  Even if my heart tells me it’s wrong.
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  Cassia


  Spencer takes Bram’s stool. He orders two IPAs and leans with his elbows on the bar, smiling grimly, his eyes focused somewhere faraway.


  “Spencer,” I say.


  His jaw clenches. “What?”


  “Bram is just a friend.”


  He glances sideways at me. “You seriously think he wants to be just a friend? He wasn’t looking at you like that.”


  I drink some beer to cool the burning in my cheeks. “Does it matter?”


  “Are you fucking kidding me?”


  “Are you?” I shove my half-empty beer away. “I’m tired of arguing.”


  “Baby, we aren’t arguing.” Spencer’s tone should be soothing, but it grates my nerves. “We’re adults. Talk to me.”


  “Later.”


  I walk into the night. It’s still raining, and I flip my hood over my head. Halfway back to our apartment, I hear footsteps.


  “Cassie, wait!” Spencer jogs alongside me.


  I narrow my eyes. “I’m going home.”


  “So am I.”


  Sometimes I wish we didn’t live together. Especially when he comes home late smelling like sweat and cigarettes.


  I fight with my key in the lock. Spencer nudges me aside and unlocks it himself.


  “Thanks,” I say, as sarcastically as I can.


  “Don’t be mad.” He tries to kiss me, but I dodge and his lips brush my cheek. “My friends are coming over tonight.”


  “So it’s okay if you have friends, but not me?”


  “Of course not.”


  I toss my coat and keys aside and walk into the kitchen. I pour myself a tall glass of water and drink instead of talking. My throat burns like I swallowed an ember. Spencer slouches on the couch and stares at me with dark eyes.


  “You don’t trust him, do you?” he says.


  I splutter when I laugh. “Bram?”


  He grunts.


  “Why shouldn’t I trust him? He wasn’t going to roofie me.”


  Spencer frowns. “You don’t know him.”


  “I can take care of myself.” I drop into the armchair. “Remember why we did this? You wanted to broaden your horizons.”


  He grimaces at his knuckles. “Fuck. You’re right.”


  “How many friends are you having over? I know the fridge is empty, and I sure as hell don’t feel like cooking.”


  “A few.” Spencer plays with his phone. “Don’t worry about dinner. I’ll order pizza.”


  With a sigh, I balance a book in my lap. I need to get some work done before his crazy friends descend on our apartment.


  There’s a knock on the door half an hour later.


  “Spencer!”


  I wince at the shrill shriek of a girl. She starts giggling as she tumbles into the apartment with four friends. All of them stink of alcohol. I recognize only the giggling girl. She’s a dirty blonde with dimples and a nose ring. Melody, I think. A guy in a leather jacket carries a sagging grocery bag that clinks with bottles.


  “Give me that,” I say.


  The guy lets me steal the bag. Vodka, rum, and soda. I grab the rum and swig from the bottle, fire scorching my throat.


  “Jesus, baby!” Spencer laughs. “Go easy or you’ll pass out before the pizza.”


  I roll my eyes. “Fuck off.”


  Melody giggles even louder. Spencer’s friends flop onto the couch and floor before passing around the bottle of rum. I claim the armchair and tuck my feet under myself. Alcohol loosens the tension in my muscles.


  By the time the pizza man arrives, we’re all laughing at some stupid shit.


  The guy in the leather jacket is pretty funny. I bite a slice of pizza and catch the cheese before it escapes. Melody sprawls on the floor and flips through one of my textbooks as she chews pizza with her mouth open.


  “What the fuck is homosporous?” she says.


  I take the textbook before she can spit on it. “It’s a plant with one kind of spore.”


  “It sounds gay.”


  Everybody but me laughs. I hide the textbook behind the couch.


  “Cassie, baby,” Spencer drawls. “Get my guitar.”


  “Sure.”


  When I stand, he slaps my ass. I pretend to glower at him, swinging my hips as I walk to the bedroom. When I return, Spencer’s sitting on the couch by Melody. He takes the guitar from me and strums a few chords.


  “This is a new song I wrote,” he says.


  Spencer closes his eyes as he sings, his voice soft and husky. I let out a sigh. He’s so fucking sexy like this.


  He sings late into the night, until we finish the pizza and the rum. Somebody turns on a movie so bad it’s good. I snuggle on the couch by Spencer, my head tucked under his arm, and laugh along with everyone else.


  When I wake up, the TV’s dark and Spencer’s gone.


  Legs wobbling, I stagger to the bathroom. The guy in the leather jacket hunches over the toilet, puking up his pizza.


  “Fuck,” I say. “I have to pee.”


  “Go for it.” He crawls out of my way.


  I twist the lock and flush the toilet. After I wash my hands, I walk toward our bedroom. The door stands ajar.


  “Oh, God.” She almost sounds like she’s in pain. “Oh, God, please.”


  I touch my fingertips to the door. When it swings open, I stare at the bed.


  Spencer.


  Balls deep in another girl. His naked ass flexes as he thrusts into Melody. She whimpers and clutches his shoulders.


  I stare at them like I walked onto a porn set. “Spencer!”


  He swings his head to look at me. “There’s room for one more.”


  “No.” My voice rasps in my throat.


  Melody glances at me, her eyes unfocused, and manages a breathless giggle. “Come on, Cassia, let me see your tits.”


  Spencer laughs. “Broaden your horizons, baby.”


  I slam the door in their faces.


  Numb, I grab my coat, keys, and phone. No fucking way I’m sleeping here tonight, or ever sleeping in our bed again.


  I step outside, shivering in the cold. Rain pings off the roof of Spencer’s car, a used maroon BMW his uncle gave him for his twenty-first birthday. He won’t let me drive it even though he treats it like shit. Burger wrappers and empty cans of energy drinks litter the floor, and the seats always stink like cigarettes.


  When I drag my key across the door, it peels paint with a satisfying screech. I lean over the BMW’s hood. FUCK YOU. The letters look angular, like Viking runes carved in stone. I sure hope they last that long. My shoe nudges a rock on the ground. I balance it in my hand before hurling it against the windshield.


  Glass shatters into spiderweb cracks; the car alarm whoops.


  “Shit!”


  I sprint down the street, my feet weightless. The alarm fades in the distance. Panting, I bend over with my hands on my knees.


  My fingers shake as I text a friend. Can I crash on your couch?


  Sure, she texts back. Why?


  Tell you then.


  Tanvi answers her door wearing pink pajamas with owls. “What happened?”


  “Spencer—” I force out the words. “Spencer cheated on me.”


  She hides her gasp behind her hand. “Oh my God!”


  “Can I come in?”


  She lets me step inside. I kick off my shoes and curl on her couch.


  Tanvi brings me a pillow and a blanket. “Who did you catch him with?” she whispers. Her roommates must be asleep.


  “Melody.”


  Tanvi’s brown eyes widen. “That slut? Cassia, I’m so sorry.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Let me know if you want to talk.”


  “Thanks,” I say again, like a robot. “I need to sleep.”


  “Of course.” She flicks off the light. “Good night.”


  Like this isn’t the worst night of my life.


  Huddled on the couch, I hug the pillow to myself. Sleeping alone feels wrong. Spencer and I met freshman year of college, and we have rarely spent a night apart for the past three years. My phone buzzes in my pocket.


  He texted. What happened to my car?


  My stomach clenches half with guilt, half with vicious triumph. I turn off my phone and toss it away. When I squeeze my eyes shut, tears creep down my cheeks. I hold my breath so I won’t wake Tanvi or her roommates.


  I cry myself to sleep.
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  Bram


  By the mirror, I tighten my white bowtie and straighten my black jacket. Oxford requires formalwear for examinations. The cap and gown look bloody absurd, but I’m not laughing. Worms of anxiety writhe in my stomach.


  “Bram!” Jeb shouts through the wall.


  “What?”


  “Where did you put the carnations?”


  I exhale through clenched teeth. “In the kitchen.”


  “Where?”


  I stride from my bedroom. Jeb leans inside the refrigerator like I would ever possibly put flowers in there. White carnations wilt on the windowsill. I tuck one into my buttonhole, traditional for the first examination.


  “Shit.” Jeb takes a flower. “We’re going to be late.”


  We rush from the flat and sprint toward the Examinations Schools. I’m sweating by the time I run inside. We sit in the great hall and wait for our examinations to be called. My heartbeat hammers in my throat.


  “Good luck,” Jeb whispers.


  “You, too.”


  I’m sitting for a Business Finance exam first, a core course for the MBA. Bank regulations, portfolio management, valuation of investment opportunities. I’ve studied it all ad nauseam, but none of it makes sense.


  I dodge into the bathroom and shut myself in a stall.


  My fingers shake as I fumble with a bottle of pills. I have a letter allowing me to bring it into my exams. Medication for my epilepsy. It hasn’t been helping, at least not stopping the fits. I slide my fingernail under the label and unroll the paper from the bottle. In miniscule text, I’ve written my notes for the course.


  God, this better save me. I wish I could say this is my first time cheating.


  I stick the label back onto the glue and return to the entrance hall. Jeb has gone already, and all too soon it’s my turn.


  I shuffle into a room with my fellow students and take my seat.


  The invigilator smiles at me, a cheater, when he hands me an examination paper. I smile back to maintain the illusion. I’ve heard I have an honest face. In deathly silence, everyone reads the first page of the examination.


  A question stares back at me.


  Calculate the variance and standard deviation for the following portfolio of stocks within a 95% confidence interval.


  Below this sentence, there’s a table of hypothetical stocks.


  Gripping my pen, I write so hard it digs grooves into the paper. My numbers look wobbly, and I cross them out before starting over. The invigilator paces along the windows. He pauses by a girl and glances over her shoulder. She’s scribbling so fast she must already be done with the first question and onto the second.


  I hate students who ace exams.


  When the invigilator turns his back, I sneak my pills from my pocket. My hands shake as I peek at my notes. Sweat drenches my armpits. My cap and gown feel suffocating. Quickly, I return the bottle to my pocket.


  After I answer the question, the invigilator walks by me without even looking.


  I can do this.


  Adrenaline surges through my veins. Ink smudges under my fingers, but I don’t stop writing until I peek at my notes again.


  Two questions down, eight to go.


  When it hits me, I’m gripped with sudden fear. The taste of copper stains my tongue. I know exactly what happens next.


  “God.” The word escapes me as a choked whisper. “No.”


  The invigilator glances at me. I raise my hand, but it’s too late—
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  Cassia


  I wake when Tanvi walks into the kitchen. The coffeemaker gurgles in the silence. I grab my phone and turn it on. No new texts, no missed calls. What happened to my car? I delete the text and kick off my blanket.


  “Coffee?” Tanvi says.


  “Please.” I go the bathroom and return to find her sitting at the table. “I don’t know how I’m going to go home.”


  Tanvi peers over her mug. “Personally? I would toss his things in the rubbish.”


  I swallow some coffee with a grimace. “Including the bed.”


  “How awful. You can stay as long as you like.”


  “Thanks, but I left all my shit at home and I still need to study for examinations. Regardless of a cheating asshole.”


  She purses her lips. “Good luck.”


  “I have a feeling I’ll need it.”


  When I go home, Spencer’s BMW isn’t parked on the street. I unlock the door.


  The apartment is empty. Greasy pizza boxes clutter the floor. The sheets on our bed look rumpled. I stare at them, my face burning. Where the hell did Spencer go? Back to Melody’s place? Does that mean we’re done?


  A knock on the door thunders in the silence. I hurry to answer it.


  Two unsmiling policemen stare at me. “Cassia Santos?”


  “Yes, that’s me.” My pulse races in my throat. “Can I help you?”


  “Is it all right if we come inside?”


  “Sure.”


  They take the couch and motion for me to sit. None of this feels real.


  The older policeman speaks in a husky voice. “Miss Santos, I’m afraid there’s been a terrible accident. Spencer Knox crashed his car while driving under the influence last night. He’s at the hospital in critical condition.”


  I wait for their words to make sense. “What?”


  “I’m very sorry.”


  Heat rushes into my face, chased by cold. “Can I see him?”


  The policeman’s jaw hardens. “He may not be awake.”


  When I visit the hospital, Spencer drifts in and out of consciousness. He looks like shit, his face swollen purple with bruises, breathing tubes jammed up his nose, and I stare at him for a minute like I don’t know him.


  “Cassia,” he rasps.


  I sit in a chair and grip the arms, my fingernails biting the wood.


  I don’t know what I expect him to say.


  I’m sorry.


  I love you.


  He whispers something as I lean closer. “You bitch.”


  Those were Spencer’s last words to me.


  


  


  After...


  9


  Bram


  I don’t know if I can stay.


  I’m back in Oxford six months after I left. Jeb invited me to his graduation today, but I couldn’t promise him anything.


  My breath escapes my lungs. Maybe some tea will settle my stomach. I wander down the sidewalk, the cobblestones familiar under my feet, and linger outside the Gilded Lily. When I step into the café, I breathe in the bitterness of coffee. I shove my hands into my pockets as I stand in line, waiting for the barista.


  Cassia.


  She’s sitting at a corner table, bent over a book. Jesus Christ. Should I talk to her? Does she even remember me?


  When she glances at me, a smile brightens her face. “Bram!”


  Now I’m grinning like a fool. “Mind if I join you?”


  “Not at all.”


  When she beckons me, I stare at the tattoo on her wrist. Red roses crawl around her skin in a circle of thorns. A dewdrop clings to an inked leaf, so real it might roll away. The roses obscure Spencer’s name completely.


  Thank God that idiot is gone. Is she still single?


  I fetch my Earl Grey tea from the barista and sit opposite Cassia. “How are you?”


  “Good.” Her laugh sounds breathless. “Where the hell have you been?”


  “Working.”


  “You left Oxford?”


  “Obviously.”


  “Why?”


  I sip my tea for a long moment. “The MBA was a bit much.”


  She studies my face, and my cheeks burn under her stare. Her eyes are darker than I remember. “You look relaxed.”


  Not having a fit a week likely helps.


  “You look lovely,” I say.


  She blushes and glances at her fingers. “God, I forgot how charming your accent sounds. It should be criminal.”


  Laughing, I duck my head. Her compliment glows in my chest.


  “Where are you working?” she says.


  “For the family business. It’s nice earning money rather than spending it.”


  “Dude, don’t even talk to me about debt.”


  I toy with the saucer under my cup. “Are you done with Oxford?”


  “I am.”


  “What will you do now?”


  The light in her eyes dims. “I don’t have an excuse to stay.”


  My stomach somersaults. I lean my elbows on the table. “Are you interested in historic English gardens, by any chance?”


  “Seriously?” She inhales, holds her breath for a second, and exhales. “Where?”


  “Wolfenwold Hall.”


  “That sounds like something straight out of Masterpiece Theatre.”


  “Pardon?”


  “Never mind.” She swats away my comment. “How far away?”


  “East Sussex.”


  “Damn.” She swigs her coffee. “I don’t know if I can afford that, Bram. I wasn’t joking about the student debt.”


  I twist my mouth to hide my disappointment. “It’s not as if I wouldn’t pay you.”


  Her eyebrows shoot skyward. “You would be my boss?”


  “On paper.”


  Cassia tilts her head and squints at me. “What would I do?”


  “Renovate the gardens at Wolfenwold Hall, which are a wee bit overgrown.”


  She gnaws on her lip. “I would need a work visa.”


  “Not a problem.”


  “Really?”


  “Consider it a favor to an old friend.” We’re hardly friends, but I don’t know what else to say without sounding pathetic.


  Cassia stares at me for a heartbeat before smiling. “When can I start?”
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  Cassia


  My train stops at Berwick Station. I’m two hours early and two miles south of Upper Dicker. I can’t believe somebody named a town that, and I can’t wait to give Bram shit. He’s waiting for me at Wolfenwold Hall.


  Clouds like dollops of cream float over East Sussex. Robins chirp and hop in the grass.


  With a whistle, the train chugs down the railroad. I’m left standing at the tiny station, my suitcase at my feet. I pull out my phone and call a taxi. A shiny black car whips into the parking lot not fifteen minutes later.


  “Where to, love?” the cabbie says.


  “Wolfenwold Hall, please.”


  He tips an imaginary hat and hauls my suitcase into the back. As the cab zips onward, I reread an old email.


  Dear Cassia,


  I look forward to seeing you at Wolfenwold Hall this Saturday at noon. I hope your journey here will be pleasant.


  Yours,


  Bram Winterbourne


  He’s so polite, it’s ridiculous. And Winterbourne sounds like such a proper name. Smiling, I stare out the window. Lush green countryside unrolls alongside the road. I can’t believe I’m staying in England. I don’t have to go home. I don’t have to return to a life that died with Spencer. Hope flowers in my chest.


  This is my second chance. This is my shot at redemption.


  I blink away tears blurring my eyes. Fields yield to an oak forest. Sunlight flickers through the shattered stained glass of leaves. Beeches line a long drive. At the end, a manor house crumbles like a rotten wedding cake.


  “Here we are, love!” The cabbie hops out and fetches my suitcase. “Wolfenwold Hall.”


  “Jesus,” I whisper.


  A wee bit overgrown? That’s an understatement. Climbing roses clamber over the windows of the manor house. The Elizabethan knot garden looks unraveled, like the herbs haven’t been pruned for a season or two. Foxgloves sway over thyme creeping into the lawn. God, but it’s a gorgeous anarchy.


  The cabbie clears his throat. “Will that be all?”


  “Yes, thanks.”


  I pay him and drag my suitcase toward Wolfenwold Hall. As I walk beyond the beeches, my jaw drops. A greenhouse with Victorian flourishes gleams in the sun. I ditch my suitcase by the door and step into the muggy heat.


  Potted palms and lemon trees glisten with dew. An ancient woman bends over an orchid—a gorgeous Phalaenopsis species, its stunning magenta flowers at the height of bloom. She glances at me long enough to smile¸ her face wrinkled and rosy like an old apple. “Morning! You must be my new assistant.”


  I blink before returning her smile. “Cassia Santos.”


  “Mrs. Lennox.” She touches her straw hat. “Master gardener.”


  Bram didn’t mention one, but I guess that makes sense.


  Mrs. Lennox tosses a pair of gloves at me. “The violets are in a dreadful state. We have to water the poor darlings.”


  I tug on the gloves. Sweat rolls down my back, since it must be ninety billion degrees. Mrs. Lennox leads the way to the back of the greenhouse. Shelf upon shelf holds African violets in decorative porcelain pots.


  “Water them from the roots,” Mrs. Lennox says.


  I nod, even though I already know this, and fill a watering can. I lift a porcelain elephant with violets sprouting from its back.


  “Careful!” she says. “That elephant is early Edwardian.”


  I pour water into a tray and carefully set the elephant into the pool.


  “Edwardian?” I say. “Really?”


  “Yes, like the flower itself. They discovered Saintpaulia ionantha in 1892. Deep in the wilds of Tanzania.”


  “Africa?” I deadpan. “I had no idea.”


  Mrs. Lennox sniffs. I’m not sure she finds this amusing. Bram would have laughed at the joke, or at least given me a grin.


  “Damn,” I say, “it’s too hot in here.”


  Mrs. Lennox glances at me. “Quite right. Open the windows up top.”


  I do as she says, and a blissful breeze sails into the greenhouse.


  We work together in silence. Watering the violets, fertilizing the orchids, and pruning tiny citrus topiaries one twig at a time. Peace blankets me with every breath I take. I have attained gardening nirvana.


  Bram strides into the greenhouse. God damn, he looks dangerously sexy in a suit.


  I give him a slow smile. “Hello, Mr. Winterbourne.”


  “Cassia.” He folds his aviators and hooks them onto his shirt. “I’ve been looking for you.”


  I clutch pruning shears between my breasts and fake a deer-in-the-headlights look. “Is it almost noon? I lost track of time.”


  His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “Mrs. Lennox, could I have a word?”


  She concentrates on a diminutive lemon tree. “You may.”


  “Alone.”


  Mrs. Lennox sighs and pulls off her gloves. “Very well.”


  He glances at the lemon, then through the roof, then at his shoes. “Cassia, why don’t you enjoy the fresh air outside?”


  What’s going on? Bram’s jaw looks rigid with tension.


  Outside, I swig the cool air. My neck has a crick in it from hunching over plants for so long. I lace my fingers over my head and stretch. My shirt lifts above my stomach, and a breeze cools the sweat on my back.


  I can’t hear what Bram’s saying. He seems to be doing most of the talking.


  Mrs. Lennox bends over a workbench, her shoulders slumped. She shakes her head, her hat crooked, but she doesn’t straighten it. Bram holds his fists at his sides. He keeps rubbing his thumbs over his knuckles. With an empty stare, Mrs. Lennox trudges from the greenhouse and walks past me like I’m invisible.


  “Mrs. Lennox?” I say.


  “I have to go now,” she says, her words robotic.


  I march into the greenhouse and collide with Bram. That jolts some life into his eyes. He catches me by the shoulder and holds me back. “Cassia, I—”


  “What did you tell her?”


  His face stays calm, though he grips my shoulder tighter. “I’m afraid Mrs. Lennox has a tendency to forget things.”


  “Like?”


  “We let her go months ago.”


  I stare at him. “You fired Mrs. Lennox?”


  “She should have retired.”


  “You don’t have a master gardener?”


  He shrugs. “Not at the moment.”


  My shoulders stiffen. “What happened to Wolfenwold Hall?”


  He offers me his arm, straight out of Regency romance novel, but then again I’d need a chaperone and this would be forbidden.


  And I’m anything but a proper lady.


  “Walk with me?” he says.


  I hook my arm around his like I’m wearing white gloves. “Where to, Mr. Winterbourne?” I fake a British accent.


  He smirks. “You sound too American to pull that off.”


  “I forgot you studied linguistics at Oxford. I won’t torture you.”


  Bram’s laugh chases some of the shadows from his eyes. My heartbeat flutters like I’m sixteen and stupid again. I don’t like the way he makes me feel vulnerable. Fuck, I don’t know how to feel anything but numb.


  I’m going to get hurt, but I can’t walk away.
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  Bram


  When I hold open the door to Wolfenwold Hall, Cassia steps inside with a soft intake of breath. Cobwebs festoon the plasterwork angels and chipped gilding on the ceiling. The manor house hasn’t been occupied for years. Paint peels from the walls in curls of white; floorboards creak beneath threadbare carpets.


  Cassia traces dust on a table with lion’s paws. “This place must be ancient.”


  “Early 1700’s. Wolfenwold Hall belonged to a family who had the required riches, but over the years they lost their fortune between the world wars and gambling debts. We bought the property for a pittance.”


  She glances at me, her forehead furrowed. “Why buy a manor house?”


  “I meant to show you before the greenhouse lured you in like a Venus flycatcher.”


  Her smile lasts only a second. “You mean Venus flytrap.”


  I lead her to the library. Moldering, musty books crowd the shelves. Mozart plays through static on an old transistor radio. The blueprints for Wolfenwold Hall curl on the table, and I spread them flat under my hands.


  Cassia leans over the blueprints, her elbow brushing mine. “What is this?”


  “A business retreat.”


  Meeting rooms. A restaurant with a bar. A golf course overwriting the gardens.


  It’s all practical, for executives to drink and putt and network. No need for leisurely walks through yew hedges clipped into a labyrinth. No point in sitting by a pond. No use for a rose garden lush with perfume.


  Her mouth hardens. “You aren’t preserving the gardens?”


  “Modernizing. This isn’t the country retreat of the upper crust anymore.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “The gardens are a luxury. We need them to turn a profit.”


  Her eyes look dark with anger. Disappointment. Damn, I should have expected this.


  “Let me show you where you will be staying.” I put on a mask of politeness. “There’s a lovely little cottage by the kitchen garden.”


  She dips her head. “I left my suitcase by the greenhouse.”


  We leave the library together. I can’t think of anything to say.


  When I reach for her suitcase, she grabs it first. “I’ve got it.”


  “Are you sure?”


  She raises her eyebrows like I shouldn’t be asking.


  The afternoon sky arches over us in a sweep of blue. We follow the avenue of beeches, their trunks gnarled by centuries, and stop by the pond. Duckweed blankets the water. A dragonfly balances on a reed.


  “The pond stays?” she says.


  “No.” I pause. “The path will be widened and paved to be more accessible.”


  She drifts toward the yew labyrinth and runs her hand over the needles. “The yews?”


  “Half of the labyrinth stands in the way of the golf course.”


  “But Bram, these yews must be at least a hundred years old.”


  “Two hundred.”


  Her fingers curl into fists, but she doesn’t argue.


  It isn’t far to the cottage. She hurries to match my long strides, and I slow down for her sake. Moss muffles the path under our feet as a fox trots along a hedgerow. We walk through the overgrown pear orchard. Weeds rustle in the grass; blackberry brambles crawl over an unlucky tree and bristle around the pears.


  I twist a fruit from a branch and bring it to my mouth.


  Cassia frowns. “You might not want—”


  Damn, that’s bitter. I spit out the pear and wipe my mouth on the back of my hand. “Bloody repulsive.”


  She coughs, hiding a laugh. “They aren’t ripe.”


  “Thanks for warning me.”


  In the kitchen garden, a cobblestone cottage waits. Sweet peas clamber over the fence, and bees hum in clumps of thyme.


  Cassia smiles when I give her the key to the cottage. “It looks like a dollhouse.”


  “There will be a restaurant at Wolfenwold, and the chef can use the herbs and produce. It’s quite economical.”


  Her smile fades. “So what do you want me to do here?”


  “Garden?”


  “Be more specific.”


  I rub the back of my neck. “I trust your judgment. The plants could use some weeding and pruning, that much I know.”


  She crosses her arms, hiding herself, and stares at a rosemary bush like she finds it lacking. What did she expect?


  I fall to one knee and pluck a strawberry. “Cassia?”


  She glances at the berry, as red as a ruby, and into my eyes. She holds my gaze long enough to make my cheeks heat.


  “Are you bribing me?” Her voice sounds smoky. “And are you blushing?”
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  Cassia


  Bram grins. “Perhaps.” When I take the strawberry, his strong fingers curl around mine. “Or perhaps this is a trap.”


  He has very white teeth. The Big Bad Wolf.


  Will he devour me?


  I steal the strawberry and eat it in one bite. He watches me lick my thumb, his lips parted, before he bends over the strawberries. When he stands, he’s much closer than I expected. I sway back and he steadies me with his hand on my arm. He’s nice and tall, though the look in his eyes isn’t exactly what I’d call nice.


  I meet his gaze. Daring him to do more.


  He looks down at me with a strange hesitancy, his blue eyes deep and clear but somehow unreadable. “Cassia.”


  “You got me,” I murmur.


  He raises his hand between us. Two strawberries. One for him, one for me.


  “Thanks.” I bite mine with a shameless moan. “These taste awesome.”


  “Awesome?” His eyes narrow with silent laughter. “You must mean marvelous. These are proper British berries.”


  I fake a haughty face. “Don’t you want any marvelous berries, darling?”


  He ducks his head and laughs, as if he’s shy. How can a man this sexy lack any self-confidence? I’m not known for hesitating. Which isn’t always the best idea, but better to ask for forgiveness than permission.


  “Bram?”


  He looks like he’s holding his breath. “Yes?”


  “I know what you really want.”


  He can’t deny the chemistry between us. Some people are meant to fuck.


  “Kiss me.”


  Bram’s eyes smolder with blue fire. I step into his arms and stand on my toes. When our lips meet, he stands frozen. I kiss him harder. He unfreezes, finally, and knots his fingers in my hair as his lips move on mine. He tastes like strawberries. His fingernails graze my scalp, tracing shivers across my skin. He grabs my ass with his other hand. Our hips bump together; I rub against him and find he’s already hard.


  With a sharp intake of breath, Bram breaks away. “What the hell was that?”


  Too much. Not enough. “You kissed me back.” I’m still shaking from the touch of his lips and his body against mine.


  “A mistake.”


  My mouth twists into a bitter smile. “I’m the best mistake you could make.”


  “What happened to you?”


  “What happened to you? Why did you leave Oxford?”


  “I told you.”


  “You didn’t.”


  Bram manages to look hurt and bewildered at the same time. He backs away from me like I’m a crazy bitch. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve heard that. Far from it. And this must be the part where I ask for forgiveness.


  “Sorry.” I insult myself before he can. “Sometimes I can be a slut.”


  He just stares at his shoes.


  I turn my back on him. I’d rather not explain myself to him. I’d rather not hurt myself more than I already have.


  For a minute, I expect him to call after me, or run in my footsteps.


  But he lets me go.


  13


  Bram


  Cassia walks into the orchard while I stand there. Like a bloody idiot.


  I press the heel of my palm to my forehead. I wouldn’t be surprised if I have whiplash. And I don’t know what went wrong.


  Kiss me.


  I remember how soft her lips felt against mine and I have to adjust my boxers. My cock doesn’t seem to care she’s gone.


  “Jesus Christ,” I mutter.


  Only she can make me feel like this. I’m calm, confident, even coldblooded. That’s what I hear. Cassia’s certainly fiery enough for the two of us. I’m starting to wonder if I should have given her what she wanted.


  I walk toward Wolfenwold Hall, still too hard to think straight.


  I bound upstairs, taking the steps two at a time, running my hand along the carved wood of the banister. I march into the bedroom where I’ve been sleeping and shove the door shut behind me. Dust dances in the sunbeam that slants through the open curtains. I toss my aviators onto the threadbare bed I call my own.


  An old armchair waits by the fireplace. I unbuckle my belt and drop into the chair.


  My cock escapes from my fly the moment I yank down my trousers. I stroke the length of it in my fist and let out a groan of a sigh.


  Cassia wanted more than a kiss.


  I tighten my fist and stroke faster. The tension builds into nearly painful pleasure. I slow down, my breath coming in uneven gasps, and stand only long enough to peel my shirt over my head. I toss it onto the rug and sprawl in the chair again. My cock jumps before I even touch it. I close my eyes and thrust into my fist.


  God, what I would give to grab her ass again. Properly, in both hands.


  I rub my thumb over the tip of my cock. There’s a bit of cum there already. I arch my hips from the chair and cup myself with my other hand. Heat pools below my stomach. I fuck my fist until I can’t hold back.


  I tilt back my head, my cock jerking in my hand, and moan loudly.


  An instant of heaven later, I open my eyes. Cum glistens on my chest. I stand, my legs shaky, and lean against the chair. When I duck down to grab a handkerchief, my head spins. I drop to my knees, my cock still halfway hard, and wipe my chest dry. Christ almighty, I came so hard I’m still weak at the knees.


  I need to take a shower. Not that the bathroom is quite functional.


  Trusting my legs now, I climb to my feet. I toss the handkerchief away and yank my boxers and trousers over my hips. My cock protests against being captured again, and I’m sure I’d be hard in a minute if I only tried.


  I walk to the porcelain washbasin. The water’s lukewarm, but it’ll have to do. I splash it over my face before I wash my chest. I lean on the antique dresser and stare out the window. My brain’s still fogged by the orgasm.


  The back lawn of Wolfenwold Hall stretches out like green velvet.


  At least that’s been mowed religiously. I don’t want to think about all the work and expenses still remaining.


  I can see the pear orchard from here. Where Cassia went.


  “Fuck,” I sigh.


  It’s not very gentlemanly of me, but I’m not the gentleman she thinks I am. She seems to believe she’s not good enough for me. Maybe I should better educate her. I clench my jaw and stare at the overgrown orchard.


  A flash of movement catches my eye.


  I lower my gaze and look down at the Elizabethan knot garden below the windows. Cassia stands by a topiary, gripping a pair of pruning shears, staring back me. I lick my lips and retreat from the window.


  I drop into the chair. There’s a perfect line of sight between us.


  Was she watching me?


  Trouble is, I’m not sure I have the bollocks to find out.
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  Cassia


  I stare at Bram through his bedroom window. It must be his bedroom. Shirtless, his belt unbuckled, he stares back at me with half-closed eyes. Then he turns his head, climbs from the chair, and strides out of sight.


  What was he doing? Watching me?


  I grip the pruning shears in my slippery hand. Sweat trickles between my breasts and down the hollow of my back. A cold shower doesn’t sound like such a bad idea, considering how Bram makes me feel. There’s an ache between my legs that defies all logic, though I’m not sure my lady parts know what logic is.


  Winterbourne isn’t interested. And I can’t fuck this up.


  I attack the brambles in the pear orchard. Thorns tangle in my hair and nick my skin. The sun floats across the sky. Muscles aching, I drag the brambles into a wheelbarrow and trundle it across the lawn to the greenhouse. I dump the brambles into the compost heap, return the wheelbarrow, and yank off my gloves.


  My stomach grumbles, reminding me that I haven’t eaten since a crumpet this morning.


  Hell, I like crumpets, but they aren’t very filling. Maybe I’ll find a pub in Upper Dicker. Maybe I’ll have shepherd’s pie for dinner.


  A flock of wood doves claps across the evening sky, which has darkened to sapphire. Woodsmoke curls through the air over the forest. Sweat stings the bramble cuts across my skin, the pain a minor distraction.


  When I walk back to my cottage, I sigh. This doesn’t feel like a dream come true.


  After exploring the tiny house, I discover a gorgeous old clawfoot tub in the bathroom. I trace my fingertips over the porcelain before stripping naked and turning on the water. Old pipes rattle and creak as I climb into the tub.


  Warmth soaks my skin. I puff my cheeks in a sigh and tilt back my head.


  Some days you deserve to lounge in a clawfoot tub. I sink lower in the water and let my legs relax. My hand slides between my thighs. I wash myself, then slow down. My fingers work at the tension that’s been lingering all day. My breathing quickens, my breasts rising and falling in the water. I close my eyes.


  Bram Winterbourne. His bright eyes, his wolfish grin.


  I arch my hips. A moan escapes my lips. My fingers move faster. I would love to be in his bedroom. In his bed.


  A knock on the door thunders in the silence.


  I jolt upright, water sloshing in the tub, and grip the porcelain. Whoever’s out there knocks again. My legs shaky, I lunge out of the tub, towel myself off, and wrap a bathrobe around myself. I dart to the door.


  When I fling it open, heat blazes across my face.


  “I’m sorry,” Bram says. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


  Oh my God, can he tell what I’ve been doing? He’s wearing those damn aviators again, the reflective silver hiding his eyes. He’s also wearing a blue polo shirt that does wonderful things for his shoulders.


  “What do you want?” I say, and it sounds really rude.


  His mouth curves in a slow smile. “Since I cocked things up this afternoon, I wanted to ask you out to dinner.”


  He thinks he cocked things up? And can he say cock again?


  “That wasn’t your fault.”


  He lifts a shoulder in a lopsided shrug. “I’ll take the blame. And I’ll buy you dinner.”


  “That’s nice of you, but—”


  “I insist.” There’s steel beneath the polite tone of his words. I’m blushing and wet, and I’m not just talking about the bathwater.


  That’s what I get for answering the door half-naked.


  “Let me get dressed,” I say.


  “Of course.” He’s still lingering outside the door.


  “You can come in.”


  I clutch the bathrobe to my body and step aside to let Bram pass. He folds his sunglasses and glances around my cottage. One glance is all it takes, since it’s not big enough for another one. He looks too tall for this space.


  “Give me a minute,” I say.


  I saunter casually into my bedroom and slam the door behind myself. My heartbeat’s still trying to break speed records.


  Then I fling open my suitcase and rummage through my clothes like a madwoman. I don’t have anything sexy to wear. I didn’t pack anything that wasn’t practical, and that includes underwear. Not that I’ve ever owned fancy lingerie in my life. Bram Winterbourne seems like a fancy lingerie kind of man.


  Shit, I shouldn’t let lust take over my brain.


  This isn’t about sex. This isn’t anything but a nice dinner with a nice man who feels bad that you tried to jump his bones earlier.


  Bram probably pities me. Don’t act like a desperate girl with a dead boyfriend.


  My stomach sinks and I clench my underwear in my fist. Then I let out a breath. Time to be on my best behavior. I yank on my clothes—black skinny jeans, a satin blouse that’s almost dressy—and open the door.


  Bram sits on the squashy toad-green couch, his legs crossed. “You look good.”


  He’s lying, I’m sure, but I smile. “I’ll look great after I brush my hair.”


  That wins me another one of his wolfish grins. I feel like I won the lottery. I stride to the bathroom and grab my brush. It snags in my tangled hair, but I bite back a curse and smile sweetly in the mirror. I can see him though the door, reflected in the mirror. He’s watching me with an expression of quiet patience.


  I toss away my brush and lean against the doorway. “Ready?”


  “Are you?”


  I arch my eyebrows. “Don’t tell me this doesn’t meet the dress code.”


  He tilts his head, smiling. “You might not want to be barefoot.”


  Right.


  I slip on a pair of ballet flats patterned with roses. Surely I win some sort of fashion award for that, even if it’s third place. He’s sitting by my purse. I bend over, and he glances at my breasts for a fraction of a second.


  Maybe no straight man can resist cleavage.


  Bram holds open the front door, and I thank him with a nod. When he lingers on the threshold, I look into his eyes. He stops dead, the heat of his body warming mine, and peers down at me. Close enough to kiss.


  But I don’t dare, because I’m trying not to be bad. “Let me lock up.”


  I reach past him and fumble with the key in the rusty old lock. My fingers don’t seem to be cooperating. He doesn’t say a word as we start walking, just slows his long stride to match mine. I’m at least six inches shorter than him, though he is about six feet tall. I glance at his face, wondering why he’s so quiet.


  A silver Audi waits by the carriage house. Exactly the kind of car I expected him to drive. I walk to the door on the right.


  He clears his throat. “You’re driving?”


  “What?” My face catches fire. “Wait. No. Sorry, I spaced out.”


  “You can if you want.”


  “Seriously?”


  He shrugs. “It’s not far from here.”


  “It’s still illegal. I don’t have my driver’s license on me.” I break into a grin. “I do, however, have a license to kill.”


  Bram stares blankly at me.


  “James Bond? God, don’t you read your own books?”


  “I’m Irish.”


  “Obviously.” As if I haven’t been swooning over his accent since I met him. “Please tell me you have at least read Harry Potter.”


  Bram smirks. “No comment.”


  He opens the passenger door for me, so very polite, and I slide into the leather seat. “What do you like to read?”


  He ducks into the car and frowns through the windshield. “Not much, lately.”


  I raise my eyebrows. “Why?”


  “Been busy.”


  With that, he twists the key in the ignition. The Audi’s engine purrs to life. He slings his arm over the seat and puts the car into reverse. He smoothly backs down the driveway before pulling a U-turn across the grass.


  I tug at the knees of my jeans. “What do you like to do with yourself?”


  A spectacular blush colors his face scarlet. He clears his throat, tries to speak, and clears his throat again. Gravel crackles under the tires.


  I don’t know what I said, or why it was so embarrassing.


  “You know.” He attempts a smile, but there’s a glint of alarm in his eyes.


  “I’m into ice fishing,” I deadpan. “That, and spelunking.”


  He laughs. “Impressive.”


  “I used to be more into noodling, but that got old.”


  “Noodling?” He glances at me. “With pasta, or is that something dirty Americans say?”


  I’m really tempted to invent a filthy definition, but I tell him the truth. “I’m just joking. Noodling is how rednecks catch catfish.”


  He squints a little. “How?”


  “With their bare hands.”


  “Don’t catfish have teeth?”


  “I have no idea.”


  He laughs low in his throat. “I’d rather keep my hands for better purposes.”


  I cross my legs, my thighs pressed together. I’m not sure if he wanted to sound flirtatious or if my hormones are on overdrive.


  “Where are we headed for dinner?” I say.


  “The Cock and Bottle.”


  “What?” I stare at him. He’s not blushing this time.


  “The local pub,” he says mildly.


  “Are you fucking kidding me? There’s a pub called the Cock and Bottle in Upper Dicker? What is this, a porno?”


  The blush creeps back into his face. “A cock like the bird. Cock-a-doodle-doo?”


  “Keep saying cock.” I wiggle my eyebrows.


  Bram’s hands tighten on the steering wheel. He keeps his gaze on the road. He’s more than a little uptight, isn’t he?


  “It’s a very nice pub,” he says.


  I’m not interested in very nice, and I’m not sure why he can’t tell. Maybe he’s clueless. Maybe he can’t see trouble coming.


  We drive in silence for a few minutes. The Audi spits gravel and hits the paved road. Bram gives it more gas, cruising down the flats, speeding through the curves. He drives with fierce concentration. Cool leather cradles my back. My legs tremble with the engine’s purr, and I have to remind myself to breathe.


  I smile at him, but he doesn’t smile back.
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  Bram


  My knuckles whiten on the wheel. Cassia keeps looking sideways at me, and it’s more than a little distracting. It’s rather hard to drive with an erection. It’s not impossible, yet, but it will be if she keeps talking about cocks.


  “Cassia,” I say.


  “Yes?” She manages to sound innocent.


  “I have to apologize.”


  “For what?”


  Heat scorches my face. There must be a polite way to phrase this. “For doing what I did.”


  She stares out the window for a moment of excruciating silence. “I’ve done so much worse than that, Mr. Winterbourne.”


  “Have you?”


  “Bram.” She glances sideways at me. “One kiss won’t kill you.”


  Jesus Christ, she isn’t talking about me wanking off by the window. Lucky me. She still believes me to be a gentleman.


  “This doesn’t have to be complicated,” she says. “I’m not asking you to marry me and buy a house and make babies.”


  I twist my mouth. “God forbid.”


  “I’m not looking for commitment. This isn’t about love.”


  Her blunt honesty takes me off guard. “Lust, then?” I say, mildly enough.


  “Why else are you wining and dining me?”


  My cock would answer in the affirmative, but my brain takes control. “That’s what I like. A good meal with good company.”


  She leans with her knuckles on her chin. “And after?”


  “We see where things take us.”


  “Sex doesn’t have to be personal.”


  I clench my jaw. “There are always emotions involved.” And there always have been.


  “Maybe if you’re making love.” She curls her lip. “Not if you’re fucking.”


  I lift my foot from the gas, hit the brakes, and slow on the side of the road. We’re halfway to Upper Dicker, hawthorn hedges flanking the road. There isn’t another car in sight. I peel my sweaty hands from the wheel.


  “Is that what you want?” I say. “Fucking?”


  Cassia locks gazes with me, toying with her seatbelt, her wrist brushing her breast.


  I grit my teeth. “I don’t do that.”


  She reaches across and strokes my jaw with her fingernails. I realize I’m holding my breath and let it out in a rush of air. My hand closes around hers, holding her motionless. Her eyes harden around the edges.


  “Cassia,” I say.


  She doesn’t blink. “What do you want?”


  A future beyond the bedroom. But this—she’s offering me instant gratification.


  I flash her a smile to hide my anxiety. “I want to eat dinner.”


  “And then?” she says, unrelenting.


  My imagination plummets to the bottom of the gutter. I should be ashamed. I should do the right thing and turn her down. But we want the same thing, and I don’t see why we can’t come to a mutual understanding.


  I haven’t let go of her hand. I bring her fingers to my lips and kiss them.


  Cassia’s breath catches in her throat. Shivering, she looks into my eyes. Her middle finger rests against my lip. I lick her fingertip, and she lets out a sharp little gasp. My cock could rival granite. She unbuckles her seat belt with her left hand and slides closer. I run my tongue over her fingernail, then let her go.


  “I want to kiss you properly,” I say.


  Her sigh shudders with what might be relief. I bend down before her next breath. When our lips meet, she arches beneath me. Her breasts rub against my chest. I cup one of them in my hand, testing its weight, and heat scorches my skin. She crushes herself against me, her hands gripping the front of my shirt.


  On the road, a lorry driver blares his horn. We break apart.


  My heartbeat thunders in my ears. I hunch lower in my seat like a bank robber with the police driving past me.


  Cassia laughs. “Are you hiding?”


  It’s ridiculous, I know, and I smile somewhat sheepishly. All right, I smile sheepishly enough for a whole bloody flock.


  “Good luck hiding that.” She’s staring at the bulge in my trousers. When I blush, she gives me a wicked smile.


  “Down, boy,” I say to myself, like I’m training a dog.


  She laughs. I love the way she bends over and slaps her knee. “Can you drive with that?”


  “With it? I’m afraid not.” I can’t stop grinning. “Only good for one thing.”


  “Oh, I can think of a few other things. I love it when you blush.”


  “I’m not blushing.”


  “You can’t even try to pretend. You’re too pale, Irishman.”


  I glance heavenward. “Curses on my ancestors.” I pretend to shake my fist.


  She laughs again. “You have a ginger beard, don’t you?”


  “Gingerbread?” I stare at her with faint confusion.


  “Ginger beard.” She rubs my chin. “I like a little stubble.”


  I’m quite interested in knowing what she likes, but if we take the time to find out, we’ll never make it to dinner.


  “Buckle up,” I say.


  Cassia grins. “How commanding. Are you going to dominate me later?” She must be teasing me, but she does what I say.


  I stare out of the windshield, calming myself, before I shift to drive.


  By the time we reach the Cock and Bottle, my cock is behaving itself, though I could use a bottle or two of beer. I step out of the Audi and go to her door, but she’s already standing. She looks over the pub, which is what you might call quaint. Window boxes overflow with flowers that drip over the blue-painted walls.


  “Are we keeping the climbing roses?” she says. “On Wolfenwold Hall?”


  “I would rather forget business tonight.”


  She saunters toward the pub with a swing in her hips. “Tonight will be purely pleasure.”


  I press my hand to the small of her back to escort her inside. And to mark her as mine.
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  Cassia


  The Cock and Bottle isn’t nearly as raunchy as the name promised. But I’m giddy, champagne bubbles in my stomach, before I’ve drunk a drop of alcohol. As we follow the waiter to our booth, Bram’s hand cradles my back. How chivalrous of him. His fingertips scald through the satin of my blouse.


  “Something to drink, love?” says the handsome blond waiter.


  I tilt my head. “What do you have on tap?”


  “Anything you want.” The waiter winks.


  “In that case...”


  Bram leans back and drapes his arm along the booth. He sits with his legs wide, which he probably doesn’t even know is distracting. “I would recommend the Guinness Extra Stout.” His smile doesn’t touch his eyes.


  “How very Irish of you,” I say.


  “A pint of Guinness, then?” the waiter says, his gaze on my blouse.


  Bram lifts his fingers. “Two. Please.”


  The waiter chucks our menus onto the table. When he’s gone, I glance around the pub. It’s cozy in here, electric candles twinkling like fireflies in mason jars. Bram fidgets with a jar, his fingers tracing the rim. I remember how he licked my fingers and I’m instantly wet. I cross my legs and fidget with the buttons on my blouse, daring him to look at me. But he stares into the distance, his eyes shadowed.


  “Earth to Bram.” I wave my hand. “What are you thinking?”


  “Wondering what the hell I’m doing here,” he mutters.


  I straighten, my teeth gritted, and force a smile. “I’m not holding a gun under the table.”


  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.” At least the man has the good sense to apologize. “I’ve never done anything like this.”


  “Never had a one night stand?”


  He works his jaw. “I’m hoping for more than one night.”


  “How sweet,” I say flippantly. “I’m open to more sex later.”


  The waiter returns with two brimming pints of Guinness. Bram glowers and swigs his beer. I study his face as I swallow a mouthful. The black beer slides down my throat and leaves bitterness on my tongue.


  “Ready to order?” says the waiter.


  I haven’t even looked at the menu. “You have shepherd’s pie, right?”


  “Of course, love.” The waiter glances at Bram, who’s brooding over his menu. “You?”


  “Fish and chips.”


  Is it just me, or is his voice an octave lower? He gives the waiter a predatory grin. God, is he feeling territorial toward me?


  When the waiter leaves, Bram relaxes a little. “Bloody wanker,” he mutters.


  “Dude,” I say. “Do not tell me you’re jealous of the waiter.”


  “He was rude to you.”


  “He was flirting.”


  “Exactly.” Bram sips his Guinness. “With me sitting right beside you.”


  “Your manhood isn’t in jeopardy. Don’t start butting heads or beating your chest.”


  He still doesn’t smile, just glares at the back of the waiter’s head.


  “Wait.” I hesitate. “You think I might change my mind and fuck the waiter?”


  He stares into his beer, a bit of color in his cheeks.


  Shit, I hit the nail on the head. “Just because I want to fuck you doesn’t mean I want to fuck every man in the United Kingdom.”


  His mouth thins into a smile. “I’m flattered.”


  “And I sure as hell don’t do devil’s threeways.”


  “Are you speaking from experience?” he says, staring at me.


  I shrug casually, though I’m bluffing.


  Bram crosses and uncrosses his legs. “We need a few rules before we proceed.”


  Can’t say I’m surprised. He seems like a logical and meticulous sort of man. “Try me.”


  “Rule one.” He speaks in a murmur so low it’s subterranean. “No one else touches you. I don’t want to share you.”


  I shiver at the possessiveness in his voice. “Done.”


  “Rule two. No lies. Nothing less than the truth.”


  I spread my hands. “I’m brutally honest. Anything else?”


  He rubs his lip with his thumb, then shakes his head.


  “I have one to add,” I say, which makes him swallow hard. I can see his throat bobbing. “Rule three. No falling in love.”


  His hands curl into fists on the table. He looks startled, as if he hadn’t thought of this. “You expect me to fall in love with you?”


  “I’m just that good in bed,” I deadpan.


  “Are you serious?”


  “I’ve heard the adjective mind-blowing. Especially when talking about blowing.”


  His eyes darken to a stormy blue. “Christ, you’re shameless.”


  I flip my hair over my shoulder. “Why, thank you.”


  The waiter returns with the shepherd’s pie and fish and chips. “Enjoy!”


  Bram only has eyes for me. “No cheating. No lies. No falling in love.”


  “Three little rules.” I reach across the table. “Deal?”


  He shakes my hand with wary eyes. “This bloody well feels like business.”


  “Blame yourself. You asked for rules. I was willing to be wild and crazy in bed.”


  His grip tightens on my hand. He sucks in his cheeks until they look hollow. “Can we add an addendum? Wild craziness is mandatory in bed.”


  I laugh. “Our constitutional right to get freaky.”


  He releases my hand. “That’s one too many Americanisms for me.”


  He’s adorable when he’s confused. And he’s fucking sexy when he smiles. I’m tempted to strip him naked and ravish him, but this is a pub and my shepherd’s pie sits cooling in front of me. Deep breaths. Calming breaths.


  “I’ll explain everything later.” I force a poker face. “In bed.”
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  Bram


  I eat my fish and chips like a robot, hardly tasting them. The idiot of a waiter returns, but I glare at him until he backs away. Maybe he can see murder in my eyes. Cassia attacks her shepherd’s pie and swallows a forkful.


  “Good?” I say.


  She fans her mouth. “Hot. Burned my mouth.”


  “Drink more beer.” I can’t help smirking as she sips. “It’s the Irish answer to everything.”


  “Bram.” Spluttering, she laughs. “Don’t make me choke.”


  My glass is already empty. I flag down the waiter, who’s never there when you need him. “Another pint of Guinness.”


  We work on dinner together. Before long, I finish my second pint of Guinness and order a third. Cassia hasn’t even finished her first Guinness, but she has a rosy glow in her cheeks. Her eyes twinkle in the electric candlelight.


  I study the curve of her lips and the dark waterfall of her hair. “You’re gorgeous.”


  She folds her napkin. “You’re tipsy.”


  “After two and a half pints of Guinness? Hardly.”


  “Right.” She says it with immense sarcasm. “Irishman.”


  “Stereotypes.” Grinning, I flag down the waiter. “Another pint, if you please.”


  She groans. “None for me.”


  “Dessert?” I say.


  She flicks her eyebrows. “We already had strawberries.”


  The waiter delivers my fourth Guinness. I drink it in silence, while Cassia leans back and watches the other diners in the pub.


  I polish off the pint. “There. Vanquished.” I slur the word, just a little.


  She squints at me. “Should you even be driving?”


  “Probably not.”


  When I toss her my keys, she catches them in both hands. “Me?”


  “The lesser of two evils.”


  She punches the air in triumph. “Yes! The Audi is mine.”


  I laugh. My blood heats my skin. I ask for the check and hand the waiter my card before Cassia finishes rummaging in her purse.


  She frowns. “I don’t want to owe you.”


  “You owe me nothing.” I wave that away and climb to my feet. My legs hold steady, though I trip over the edge of the booth before I catch myself. “You didn’t see that. I’m the master of grace and stealth.”


  “I believe you,” she says blithely, “when you’re sober. Get your ass in the Audi.”


  She strides out of the pub and I follow in her footsteps. The Audi gleams silver in the moonlight. Cassia gives me a look as she unlocks the doors. I can’t translate what it means. “What are you smirking about?”


  I slide into the car. “I never bought the woman-to-man dictionary.”


  “You are drunk.”


  I pinch the air. “Maybe a wee bit.”


  “God, you sound so Irish. It’s sexy. Keep talking.”


  I wrinkle my nose in a bemused smile. “You want me for my accent.”


  “Among other things.”


  I buckle my seat belt. She starts the engine, finds the gearshift, and pulls onto the road. As we drive away from the Cock and Bottle, she gives the Audi more gas. The nighttime countryside whips past the windows.


  “We have a speed limit here,” I say.


  She eases her foot off the accelerator. “Don’t worry, darling, this isn’t the first time I’ve driven without a license.”


  “Should I even ask?”


  When she grins, the moonlight gleams on her teeth. “I’m not as good as you think.”


  I straighten in my seat. “Neither am I.”


  As she concentrates on rounding a curve, I slide my hand over her leg. The denim of her jeans isn’t thick enough to hide the tensing of her muscles.


  She swallows and glances sideways at me. “That’s distracting.”


  “I know.” I run my fingers along her thigh. “Next time,” I murmur, “wear a skirt.”


  She laughs, but it sounds breathless. “There won’t be a next time if you make me crash. There won’t be anything but fiery doom.”


  “I can handle a bit of fiery doom.”


  “Can you?”


  Wolfenwold Hall looms ahead. It looks like it belongs in an old book about swooning ladies and brooding gentlemen with too much money. Not that I’m an authority. Cassia cruises up the drive. I trace my fingernails closer to where her thighs meet. She stares at the road. I toy with the hem of her silky blouse.


  We lurch to a halt outside of Wolfenwold Hall.


  “You sleep here?” she says.


  “Though I doubt I’ll be sleeping much tonight.”


  Cassia kills the engine and lunges from the car. I’m after her in a heartbeat. My legs don’t betray me this time. She walks to the doors of Wolfenwold Hall like she owns the place. I’m breathing hard, like I’m running to catch her, and in a way, I am. She waits for me to unlock the door. It creaks open under my hand.


  “Welcome to my lair.” I can’t keep a straight face.


  She hugs herself. “Tell me you have electricity.”


  “I live like a caveman, waiting to ambush women.”


  She glances into my eyes with a cocky little smirk. “Going to drag me to your bedroom?”


  I sweep her into my arms. She shrieks and clutches my shoulders. “Don’t drop me!”


  “I won’t.”


  I carry her across the foyer and to the bottom of the stairs. It’s dark and moonlit in here, and I don’t actually want to die on the stairs. There’s a lantern sitting on the dusty table. “See that lantern? Grab it for me.”


  I lean toward the lantern. She strains to reach it, then fumbles to turn it on. It blinks to life with a yellow glow. I climb upstairs, Cassia clinging onto my neck, the lantern in her hand. The light flickers and I walk faster.


  “The battery is almost gone,” I say.


  “Better hurry.”


  The lantern dies outside my bedroom. I set her on her feet and she drops the lantern. We face each other in the dark.


  Can she hear my heartbeat? It’s thundering in my ears.


  “After you,” I say.


  I sweep open the door and step aside. Boldly, she walks into my bedroom. Moonlight bathes the room in silver.


  I follow her inside. “Should have nicked some of those electric candles.”


  She leans against the door, and it swings shut behind her. She stands there in the shadows. I can’t see where she’s looking. “Take off your clothes.”


  I fist my hands at my sides. “You first.”


  She steps forward. A moonbeam falls through the curtains and hits her in a spotlight of silver. Her fingers trembling, she unbuttons her blouse.


  Why is she shaking? Is she afraid?


  “Cassia,” I say.


  “Yes?”


  “We don’t have to do this.”


  She freezes, her blouse held by its last button. “It’s too late for cold feet.”


  “It’s never too late.”


  Her hands tighten on the satin of her blouse. “What’s wrong with me?”


  My throat clenches. “Nothing. Please don’t think like that.”


  “Then what is it?”


  “I don’t want to cock this up.”


  She’s silent for a moment. She licks her lips, then meets my gaze. “Whatever this is, it can only be improved by your cock.”


  I laugh, I can’t help myself.


  “You know what I want.” She tilts back her head. “Do you want me?”


  I nod.


  “Then don’t just stare at me.”


  She folds her arms over her chest. I’m struck by how small she looks standing there alone, halfway naked, her eyes defiant.


  With one last prayer that I won’t regret this, I close the distance between us.
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  Cassia


  Bram strides toward me without hesitation. It’s not cold in here, in his bedroom, but the tiny hairs on my arms prickle. I’m too sober for this, my stomach churning, my head sharp with the clarity of what I’m about to do.


  He slows and clasps my wrists. I’m holding my arms across my chest.


  Gently, he tugs my arms away. He ducks down and steals a kiss, his lips a soft caress. He’s too damn polite. It makes it harder for me to concentrate on why I’m here, harder for me to ignore the whispers of guilt.


  Turn off your brain. Think with your pussy.


  I close my eyes and block out Spencer’s voice.


  Bram deepens the kiss, his tongue sweeping past my lips, and the sensation shocks my nerves awake. I grip his broad shoulders. His body is all lean muscle against mine. Not an inch wasted. And speaking of inches—


  “God,” I say. “Can I see your cock?”


  “Go ahead,” he whispers against my lips.


  I fumble with the zipper on his jeans. It’s hard to do because, well, he’s so hard. When I yank down his jeans and boxers, he springs free. His cock is more than I imagined, in every way. I wrap my fingers around its girth.


  He hisses through clenched teeth and thrusts into my hand. “I thought of you when I touched myself.” His words sound gravelly.


  Shivers dart down my spine. “You did?”


  “This afternoon. In my bedroom.” He has a dark chuckle. “I thought you saw.”


  “Damn. I’m sure I missed quite a show.”


  He kisses me again, fiercely, grabbing my hips. My hand is pinned between his cock and his flat stomach. I tease the tip of him, rubbing him with my thumb, and he moans into my mouth. The sound makes me wet.


  I whisper in his ear. “Show me how you touch yourself.”


  Bram kicks off his boots, jeans, and boxers. He drops into an armchair and tilts back his head. His hand works his cock.


  “Take off your shirt,” I say.


  He strips it over his head. He’s completely naked now, and fuck, he’s beautiful. All lean angles, his hipbones arrowing toward the rough hair of his happy trail. His biceps tighten as he strokes himself in his hand.


  “I touched myself like this,” he says, quietly.


  “Where did you come?”


  “On myself.”


  I’m already wet and aching for him. I would die to see him glistening with his own cum, but I would live to feel him inside me.


  “Shit,” I say. “I forgot my purse.”


  He looks at me with heavy eyelids. “What’s the matter?”


  “Left the condoms in the car,” I say, as casually as I can manage.


  Bram straightens and strides across his bedroom. I watch his silhouette, the outline of his arousal. He yanks open a nightstand drawer and finds a box of condoms. It crinkles in an unopened plastic wrapper.


  “Stockpiling condoms?” I say.


  He laughs and rubs the back of his neck. “Something like that.”


  Either he goes through a lot, or he hasn’t needed one in a long time.


  “Christ,” he says. “These are glow-in-the-dark condoms.”


  I laugh. “What the hell? Why do you have those?”


  “My friend bought them on my last birthday. Thought it was funny.”


  I keep my voice light. “How long ago was your birthday?”


  Bram coughs, his cock at half mast, and doesn’t reply.


  I’m embarrassed for him. “You should be down to none. You’re fucking sexy.”


  He glances into my eyes. “There’s more to life than being fucking sexy.”


  “I beg to differ.”


  He laughs, and I kiss him before he’s done smiling. He hardens against me and rocks his hips. His hands clutch my ass.


  “Do it,” I say. “I want to see your cock glowing.”


  “Jesus, really?”


  I grin. “It will help me lick it in the dark.”


  His cock flexes, clearly on board. Bram tears into the box. He rips open the condom with his teeth. A wrapper hits the floor.


  “Is it on?” I say. “Your dick is dark.”


  “I think it’s broken.”


  “Your dick?”


  He snorts. “No, the condom.”


  “Wait, you need to expose it to the light.”


  “Really?”


  He walks to the window and stands in the moonlight. His ass looks chiseled. Seriously, like a motherfucking statue.


  I swallow a laugh. “I can go back to the car and—”


  “Wait.” He holds up his hand.


  When he turns around, his cock glows vaguely green.


  I start laughing. “Oh my God. It looks radioactive.”


  “Like a lightsaber.” He also starts laughing. “What rubbish.”


  Laughing even harder, I cover my mouth with my hand. My eyes water with tears.


  “Cassia, I love it when you laugh.”


  Bram kisses me on my mouth, my neck, my breast. My laughter turns into a gasp. He hooks his fingers into my jeans and yanks them over my hips. I let my blouse fall to the floor. He drags down my underwear.


  “God,” he says.


  I can’t think of a comeback. He tugs down one cup of my bra and licks my nipple. I thread my hands in his hair. He lavishes attention on my other nipple, and my hands tighten. His hair is just long enough to grab fistfuls.


  “That feels so good,” I say.


  “Does it?” he says, in a tone that says he knows damn well.


  I shiver at the vibration of his voice. I’m aching for more than soft caresses. I push back his head. “Lie down.”


  He straightens to his full height. “I don’t think so.”


  “You might appreciate the view if you let me ride you.”


  He lets out a strangled sigh. “Tempting.”


  But he backs me toward the bed. My legs hit the mattress as I fall onto the sheets. The bed creaks as he pounces on me. He pins me there, his hands on my wrists, just enough pressure to feel my pulse against his fingers.


  “We don’t have any rules for this,” I tease.


  He pauses like he’s seriously considering this. “We don’t need any.”


  “Yes, oh master of the glow-in-the-dark penis.”


  Laughing, he shakes his head. “That’s terrible.”


  “You love terrible.”


  He leans down and kisses me, his tongue stroking into my mouth. I arch against him, but his hips keep me pinned to the bed.


  “I’m so wet,” I say against his throat. “I want you to fuck me.”


  Bram lets out a shuddering moan. His incredibly hard cock glides against my clit.


  Lust burns through my body. “Oh, God, do that again.”


  He grinds against me, harder, his touch igniting sparks of pleasure. I hook my legs behind his for leverage. When he thrusts again, I arch against him. He slides into me, just the tip, and I clutch him closer to me.


  “Got you. Captured by my pussy.”


  He looks at me with a bemused smile. “Do you always joke during sex?”


  I try to shrug. “Can be amusing.”


  “Do I amuse you?” There’s a velvety challenge in his voice.


  “The glowing penis was pretty funny.”


  “I don’t want you to remember that.” He drives his hips and slides in even deeper. He strokes into me with excruciating slowness.


  I resist the urge to bite him. “I want all of you.”


  He thrusts into me in one sweep, the thickness of his cock dragging pleasure from me. He’s so big he barely fits. I’m not sure I can take him thrusting much harder. “Slowly,” I whisper, and my voice betrays me with a waver.


  “Have I hurt you?”


  “Not yet.”


  Bram slides back all the way, the hard length of him leaving me. My muscles clench as if trying to keep him there. He releases my wrists and braces himself with his elbows on the bed. He kisses me, tenderly, as he enters me.


  “Not that slowly,” I say.


  He raises his eyebrows. “Faster?”


  “Otherwise it’s cruelty to my pussy.”


  He smirks and draws back. When he thrusts into me, I groan and grip his ass. His skin already feels slick with sweat.


  I’m so turned on, I’m not worried about his size anymore.


  “More?” he says.


  “Yes. God. Please.”


  Bram fucks me faster, harder, then pauses before fucking me slow and sweet. “This is cruelty to my cock,” he mutters.


  “All these tortured cocks and pussies. Should we call the humane society?”


  He pulls out with a stern look. “Still joking?”


  “Sorry.” I fight a giggle. “I had to—”


  He thrusts all the way inside. I gasp at the shock of sensation. He grabs my hips and pumps into me, his balls hitting my ass.


  I let out a moan. “Fuck me.” It becomes a chant. “Fuck me, fuck me.”


  Bram doesn’t hold back. He gives me all he’s got with savage precision. The ache inside me flares. I’m so wet, I’m sure I’ve drenched the sheets. He thrusts at a steeper angle, his thick cock rubbing against my clit.


  “Fuck.” He halts and gasps against my neck. “I’m close.”


  “Come.”


  I’m on the brink myself. I crave the hard stroke of his cock, the tightening of his ass under my hands. He drives into me, grunting with every thrust. The sound pushes me over the edge. I cry out as a tidal wave of pleasure obliterates all thought. He holds me against him and shudders, his cock jerking inside me.


  Bram lowers himself, panting, the weight of him hot against my skin.


  “Sorry,” he whispers, and he rolls off. “Didn’t mean to fall on you.”


  I try to tell him I liked him on top, but my brain is still blank. He stands by the bed and takes care of the condom, then climbs back and lies alongside me. I snuggle against him and breathe in the scent of his skin.


  19


  Bram


  Cassia curls with her back against my stomach. “Bram,” she murmurs. “You smell good.”


  “Do I?”


  “Take the compliment. And consider fucking me when you’re hard again.”


  I lift myself on my elbow and brush her hair from her eyes. My gaze falls on the tattoos flowing over her skin like watercolors. My fingertips trace the ivy across her collarbones. “You’re more inked than I imagined.”


  She laughs. “I knew you imagined me naked.”


  “Was it that obvious?”


  “Your boner was.”


  “Touché.” She makes me grin. “Which was your first tattoo?”


  “The lilac. Syringa vulgaris. My favorite flower, beautiful with an ugly name.”


  I search her skin. A purple lilac blooms along the curve of her ribs, a tiny golden butterfly perching on a blossom.


  When I kiss the lilac, she laughs and squirms away. “That tickles.”


  “Which was your second?”


  “On my back. That one took awhile.”


  Roses crawl over her skin, blooming with pink petals, budding at the nape of her neck. I kiss the inked thorns. “Gorgeous.”


  She shivers under my touch before sliding away, the space between us cold.


  I rub my thumb over the roses on her wrist, remembering Spencer. “What do they mean?”


  “That’s too personal of a question.”


  Too personal. Says the woman lying naked in my bed. We just made love—no, we fucked. I grit my teeth at that word.


  Her tattoos are the illustrations to her past, but I can’t read her.


  “A girl needs her secrets,” she says flippantly, though her eyes look shadowed.


  “I’m a bit of a mystery, myself.”


  “You?” She has a crooked smile. “Bram Winterbourne?”


  “You don’t know me.”


  “I know you left Oxford. But I don’t know why.”


  “That’s too personal of a question.”


  She looks away. “Point taken.”


  I sit upright in bed. “I’m not who I should have been.”


  “You and me both.”


  I wonder why she sounds so bitter. I wonder if she will ever tell me.


  Cassia slides behind me and hooks her arms over my shoulders. She kisses me below my ear, her hand lingering over my heart. “I like who you are now,” she whispers. A smile tugs at my lips. “Especially your cock.”


  Laughing, I untangle myself from her arms and catch her in a kiss. She holds my face between her hands, leaning back as I lower her to the bed. When we break apart, warmth glows like a coal in my chest.


  “It’s late,” I say. “Must be after midnight.”


  She murmurs something wordless. I stroke my fingers over her skin, feeling the beauty of her body. My eyes close.


  When I wake, Cassia is gone.


  I blink in the sunlight, then swing my legs over the edge of the bed. The rumpled sheets still smell like her, but she left nothing else. I climb to my feet and walk to the curtains. Dew glitters like diamonds on the lawn.


  Guilt sits heavy in my gut. What the hell have I done?


  I didn’t even see her this morning. It’s like last night was no more than a dream. An extremely dirty dream.


  Focus. Today, I have to work.


  I wash in the bathroom, dress, and head downstairs. I’ve plugged my cell phone charger into a power strip by the wall. Until the electricians finish rewiring the upstairs, I have to make do. My phone has unread texts.


  “What do you want from me?” I say under my breath.


  It’s my sister, Grace. She sent me three texts, each a complete sentence with punctuation.


  Remember our appointment today at nine o’clock in Brighton.


  Mam will be joining us for brunch.


  Are you awake yet?


  I look at the time. “Shit.”


  Eight thirty. And I have a forty minute drive ahead of me.


  The keys to the Audi aren’t in my pockets. Cassia drove last night. I run back upstairs and tear apart my bedroom.


  I find the keys on the floor, by stepping on them, and hop on one foot. “Jesus Christ!”


  Dressed, decent, armed with keys, I sprint to the Audi and hit the road.


  My brain rattles with thoughts. Our mother wasn’t supposed to be at our meeting today. Grace and I are negotiating with English Heritage, who listed Wolfenwold Hall as an historical building. They have yet more hoops for us to jump through, and Mam wants to make sure we perform like perfect little show dogs.


  When I arrive in Brighton, it’s a quarter past nine.


  Sweating, I burst into the restaurant and hunt down their table. Grace and Mam sit side by side, their ankles crossed in exactly the same way. My mother looks flawless, her silver hair polished to a high shine, and Grace smoothes the scarf at her neck with an expression of calm disinterest. She glances into my eyes.


  “Bram,” Mam says. “How good of you to join us.”


  “Traffic was bloody terrible.”


  She narrows her eyes at me and glances at our guest. The bureaucrat. He reminds me of a heron, skinny with a big beak.


  “Bram Winterbourne.” I give the man my best polite smile and shake his bony hand. “Sorry I’m late.”


  “Newton Dibble,” he says.


  “Pleasure to meet you.”


  “Bram,” Mam says. “Have a seat.”


  I obey and sit by Grace. My sister looks sideways at me and wrinkles her nose. She slips her phone from her purse.


  Mam and Mr. Dibble start discussing Wolfenwold Hall.


  A minute later, my phone buzzes in my pocket. Grace texted me.


  You look disheveled.


  By the look on her face, I think she means I look like shit. My stomach tenses. I do my best to pay attention to Mr. Dibble.


  He drones on. “...culturally significant as well as a monetary boon to Upper Dicker.”


  My phone buzzes again. Another text from Grace. What’s your excuse?


  I text back under the table. Out late last night. Not awake yet.


  Drinking?


  Mam clears her throat. “Bram, what is your opinion on the potential revenue streams?”


  Damn. Should have been paying attention.


  I do what I did as a schoolboy and concoct some clever tripe. “The future projections are sure to have a positive derivative.”


  Mr. Dibble squints and nods. Better give him some time to digest that.


  “And the gardens?” Grace asks sweetly. She’s better at multitasking than me, which means she must have been listening.


  “Actually,” I say, “I’ve given the gardens more thought.”


  Mam sips from her teacup and looks at me over the rim. “Have you?”


  “Wouldn’t it be more efficient to keep the yew labyrinth?”


  Her cup doesn’t even clatter when she sets it in the saucer. “I would hardly call a winding maze of shrubbery efficient.”


  “The cost of installing the golf course isn’t insignificant.” The more I talk, the more it sounds right. “The labyrinth would pay for itself if we leased it for weddings and other events. That’s also true of the rose garden.”


  Mam sniffs. “Bram, I suggest you review the blueprints. We aren’t in the business of growing yews and roses.”


  Her crisp rebuttal stings. “Would you rather destroy the history of Wolfenwold Hall?”


  “Yes.” Mam checks the watch at her wrist. “Mr. Dibble, it’s been a pleasure, but I’m afraid I have another appointment.”


  When she stands, everyone does. I haven’t even ordered anything. We shake hands with Mr. Dibble and watch him leave.


  “Bram.” Mam fixes me with a cool stare. “Don’t faff about.”


  My ears blaze. “I beg your pardon?”


  “We wouldn’t want a repeat of Oxford.”


  Mam strides from the restaurant, her heels rapping a staccato beat.


  I stand silently, my jaw clenched. That’s not even what happened at Oxford, and she bloody well knows it.


  “That was harsh,” Grace says. “Even for Mam.”


  I run my hand through my hair. “I should have stayed in bed.”
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  Cassia


  Roses burst from their orderly ranks, rebellious soldiers, and drip petals on the lawn. Sunshine yellow roses bob in the breeze; cool lavender blue roses peek from the shadows. Perfume saturates the summer heat.


  Bram never told me about the rose garden. I found it hidden behind the yews of the labyrinth, like a formal gentleman escorting a flamboyant lady. I wander down the path, bees humming and bumbling among blossoms.


  A shrill whistle splits the air.


  I look over my shoulder. Workmen haul a ladder to Wolfenwold Hall. They prop it against the climbing roses and start hacking at the brambles with what can only be box cutters. Red petals rain onto the men.


  Anger flares inside me as I march to the manor house. “Excuse me!”


  A man glances at me, swearing when a rose pricks him through his leather gloves.


  “Can’t you hear me?” I stand with my hands on my hips. “You’re ruining the roses.”


  A sweaty bald man blocks me. “Miss, step back. Wouldn’t want you to scratch your pretty face.” He smiles like this is flattering.


  I glare at him. “I’m the gardener around here. Who told you to mangle the roses?”


  “I did.” Bram startles me.


  I jump and try to pretend like I didn’t. “Tell them to stop.”


  A crease appears between his eyebrows. “The men need to repair the windows. That involves pruning overgrown roses.”


  “For fuck’s sake, at least prune them properly.”


  Bram grips my arm, glowering, and hauls me away. “Cassia.” He lowers his voice. “You aren’t helping the situation.”


  I yank my arm free. “You mean I’m not helping you.”


  “Are you quitting?” His eyes smolder. “Was one day at Wolfenwold Hall enough?”


  “No.” I suck in a slow breath. “But shit, I’m not standing here twiddling my thumbs while you destroy these gardens.”


  “That wasn’t my intent.” How can he be so maddeningly calm?


  “I should check with English Heritage, see if this is even legal—”


  “I spoke with them this morning. They approved the plans a year in advance.”


  “You’re an asshole.” Choked up, I retreat into the labyrinth.


  “Cassia.” He follows me through the maze. “Wait.”


  “Why did you even ask me here? This feels like bait and switch.”


  “I never lied to you.”


  Damn it, he’s right. The path twists and turns until it dead-ends at a stone bench. My teeth clenched, I sit and dig my shoes into the dirt. It’s hard to stay angry at Bram while he stares at me with quiet hurt in his blue eyes.


  He stands with his hands in his pockets. “We may be able to save the gardens.”


  “Why do you even care?”


  “I didn’t. Until I met you.”


  My anger ebbs. “Fuck you,” I say, in a bantering way.


  “Will you?”


  He stands close enough to touch, staring into my eyes. He’s in my space the way he’s been in my mind since we last met.


  My thoughts aren’t up to speed. “Will I what?”


  “Fuck me,” he rasps.


  It’s less of a question and more of a request. I plant my hand on his chest and push him back a step. “You wish.”


  His smile almost looks sad. “You said this was more than a one night stand.”


  “You promised me gardens, not your penis.”


  “Haven’t I given you a little of both?”


  “Unfortunately.”


  He winces. “Jesus.”


  Roses fall from Wolfenwold Hall and tumble to the ground. I know they will grow back, but it hurts to see them butchered.


  “You’re fucking this up,” I say.


  “The gardens?”


  “Everything.”


  He clutches my shoulders and tugs me to my feet. “Let me make things right.”


  “How?”


  “We can work together to monetize the gardens.”


  “How romantic.” When I pretend to swoon, he catches my hand and kisses my knuckles. “You’re not a prince, are you?”


  Bram smiles, his eyes alive with light. “Not even a drop of noble blood. The Winterbournes are nouveau riche.”


  I snort. “Good thing I’m not a gold digger.”


  He laughs before kissing me, his hand cradling my cheek. I breathe out into his mouth. His lips are soft, his stubble sharp. Tension rushes from my muscles. I melt against him and surrender myself to his strength.


  He draws back. “Are you still angry at me?”


  “Not as much.”


  He lowers his gaze, his eyelashes shadowing his cheeks. I kiss him again and grip the front of his shirt to drag him closer. He’s tense beneath me, his shoulders taut, his thighs hard. They aren’t the only thing that’s hard.


  “You wanted me to fuck you?” I whisper.


  “Yes,” he says, his eyes halfway closed. “Not here.”


  “Why not?” I look around the labyrinth. “We’re hidden by hedges.”


  He sucks in an unsteady breath and tugs me down the path. “My bedroom is better.”


  “I like it here.”


  He grabs my ass in both hands before backing away. His eyes darken with what can only be guilt. “We shouldn’t.”


  “You owe me an apology.”


  Dropping to my knees, I unbuckle his belt. Bram furrows his brow but makes no move to stop me as I stroke his hard cock through his boxers. He sucks in his breath with a hiss, his hands fisting, his ass flexing. “Cassia.” He’s clearly uncomfortable, staring at me like I’m an evil temptresses seducing him into sin.


  My stomach clenches. “What is it?”


  “You don’t have to do this.” He looks away from my face.


  I stare at him before choking out a laugh. “You think I’m giving you a blowjob because I want to manipulate you?”


  Flushed, he lifts one shoulder in a lopsided shrug. “I wasn’t sure why you would.”


  I stand and look straight into his eyes. “Because I want to make you come. Because you have an amazing cock.”


  “You’re flattering me.” His smile looks like a wince. “That’s what we call blarney.”


  “Bram.” I wait for him to meet my gaze. “I don’t want your money. I don’t give a shit about your connections.”


  “What do you want, then?”


  “You.”


  His face softens into a vulnerability I hadn’t seen before. He looks at me with questions in his beautiful blue eyes.


  My words escape as a whisper. “Do you want me?”


  He backs me toward the bench. I sink onto the stone. Kneeling, he yanks my shirt over my head. “Take off your clothes.”


  His intensity excites me. I’m already wet for him.


  I lift my hips to tug off my jeans. Bram struggles to unclasp my bra. I help him and toss it away. When my bra snags on the yews, I laugh. He bends to lick my nipple, and my laughter turns into a gasp. Bending lower, he drags down my underwear with his teeth. I start to stand, but his hands on my thighs hold me down.


  “God damn.” I struggle to breathe. “You took the initiative.”


  “Initiative?” He glances into my eyes with a smirk. “That’s a fancy word.”


  I roll my eyes. “I do have a vocabulary, thank—”


  Oh, God. He circles my clit with his fingertip. “I want you to be wordless.” I moan and arch against him. “Breathless.”


  I match his stare. “Challenge accepted.”


  His grin could beat the devil’s smile. “How’s this?” He slides a finger inside me.


  I keep teasing him. “If you have to ask...”


  He slides another finger into my wet heat and strokes deeper. His touch sparks little shudders in my thighs. My bare ass presses against the stone of the bench. He’s completely clothed in front of me, kneeling in the grass in a pair of khaki slacks. I lean away from him, aching from the loss of his fingers.


  “I want to see you shirtless, at the bare minimum. Pun intended.”


  He stands, his smile hard and unyielding. “We don’t always get what we want.”


  A breeze rustles the yews and tightens my nipples. Bram takes his wallet from his pocket and finds a condom. The wrapper drifts by my toes as the whir of his zipper cuts the air. He rolls the condom over his cock.


  I’m clenching my thighs like I have any hope of holding back the wetness in my pussy.


  He drops to his knees between my legs. My hands grip the bench. He grabs me by the hips and drags me to him.


  “Hold on,” he says, his voice rougher than the stone on my skin.


  I hook my legs around his hips. Slowly, I sink onto his cock.


  “God.” He cups my ass under his hands. “You feel so good.”


  I tighten my legs and take him even deeper. He thrusts into me, and again, and doesn’t stop. I cling to his shoulders, my breasts bouncing against his chest. I’m tight with tension, not any closer to my own release.


  “Slow down,” I say.


  He halts after one more thrust and looks into my eyes. He’s breathing through his mouth. A bead of sweat rolls down his brow.


  “Let me ride you,” I say. “I can’t come like this.”


  He raises his eyebrows. “Can’t?”


  “Just listen to me. Please.”


  He lowers me to the bench, giving my ass one last squeeze. When he slides out of me, I bite back a whimper of protest.


  He stands, his cock at eye level. I yank his slacks over his hips. “Lie down.”


  “On the grass?”


  “You like to be in control, don’t you?”


  “I’m not sure what you mean.”


  I hook my hands behind his neck and drag him down. He doesn’t resist, but his eyes smolder with rebellion. He lounges on the grass almost insolently. I straddle him, my hands on his chest, and sink onto his cock.


  He’s so hard I have to take him one inch at a time. God, he’s all mine.


  He groans, throbbing, and grabs my waist. I circle my hips, teasing him, and his fingernails bite into my skin. “Close your eyes.”


  He smirks. “But then I’ll miss the view.”


  I grind against him and reach down to touch myself. He lets out a tortured noise, like I’ve gone too far, and thrusts into me.


  I gasp at the size of him. “Gently.”


  He slows down. The friction of his thick cock feels fucking divine. My fingers quicken, tension building inside. “Harder.”


  He raises an eyebrow. “You said gently.”


  “There’s a sweet spot.”


  “I think I found the sweet spot.”


  I pinch his ass as punishment, but that just turns him on. He pumps into me with smooth savagery. My toes curl in the grass.


  “Fuck me,” I beg. “Bram—”


  He arches up to kiss me, his lips slanting against mine. He swallows my moan. Ecstasy shudders through me. I come so hard I black out. When I can see again, I’m gasping, my muscles weak. His hand braces my back.


  “Fuck me more,” I manage to pant.


  Bram flips me onto the grass and holds himself over me. He closes his eyes as he thrusts, his face blank with blissful abandon. He moans as he comes, throbbing hard, and feeling him orgasm makes me come again.


  Afterward, he falls down beside me. We stare at the sky together.


  “Bram?” I say. He grunts and ties a knot in the condom. “Apologize like that more often.”


  He rolls over and flashes a grin at me. Then something knocks the smile off his face.


  “What?”


  “Jesus Christ.” He scrambles to his feet and yanks on his slacks. I flip onto my stomach.


  A woman in a business suit stares down at the two of us. Her eyebrows rise until they vanish under her auburn bangs.


  “Grace,” Bram says. “Why the hell are you here?”


  The woman’s nostrils flare. “Why the hell are you screwing in the shrubbery?”
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  Bram


  My hands shake so violently I can’t manage the zipper on my fly. The used condom lies crumpled by my foot. I kick it under the yews while Grace watches me do it, her face so white her freckles have vanished.


  “It’s not what you think,” I say.


  Cassia crouches in the grass, struggling with her shirt. I untangle her bra from the hedge, but she glares at me in return.


  “Pardon me,” Grace says, “but who the hell are you?”


  “Nobody.” Cassia steps into her jeans and yanks them over her hips.


  Grace looks to me. “Does she work for you?” I look away to hide the guilt in my eyes. “This is what you have been doing?”


  My stomach writhes like a jar of worms. “Of course not.”


  Cassia laughs bitterly. “He’s been doing me, sweetheart. That’s pretty obvious. Why are your panties in such a twist?”


  “I can’t believe you, Bram.” Grace’s earrings quiver. “Rolling in the grass with a whore.”


  “Correction, bitch. Nobody around here has paid me a dime.”


  I step between them. Sadly, there’s nothing I can do to salvage first impressions. “Grace. This isn’t your business.”


  Her eyes narrow to slits. “Tell that to Mam.” She strides from the labyrinth.


  “That bitch was your sister?” Cassia says, loudly enough that Grace can hear.


  
    I glare at her. “Yes.”

  


  “Sorry.”


  I swallow, my mouth dry, my tongue sour. “We shouldn’t have done this.”


  “I’ll admit, that was shitty timing.” She answers with considerable sarcasm. “Though the sex was worth it, wasn’t it?”


  I look her in the eye. “I can’t do this again.”


  Before she can question me, I stride from the labyrinth and leave her lost in the yews.


  I stalk off the grounds of Wolfenwold Hall, across the property line, into the wild meadow. I wade through the weeds and tall grass. When my boot snags on a root, I yank myself free and kick the offending bush.


  “Mary, mother of God!”


  A startled robin bursts from the meadow and peeps away.


  I stand with my hands empty, feeling like a right fool. My face still burns with shame. My skin still smells like Cassia.


  What does she want from me? We can’t keep fucking indefinitely.


  I’m one mistake away from disgracing my family already, after what happened in Oxford.


  I drop into the grass and rub my face with my hands. My phone buzzes in my pocket. I flinch and check who’s calling.


  My father.


  I flip it open. “Dad.”


  “Bram! How are you? Have you applied to the culinary academy yet?”


  I sigh. He thinks I would make an excellent chef, just like him. “I haven’t.”


  “Why not? Time’s running out. Tick tock.”


  I’m silent for a moment. “I made a mistake, Dad.”


  “So you changed your mind?”


  “That’s not what I mean. This has nothing to do with culinary academy.”


  Dad exhales into the phone. “You didn’t fuck with the finances, did you?”


  “No!” I’ll never live down cheating. “The other kind of fucking. Outside in the garden. And Grace walked in on us.”


  He whistles. “Thank God, you aren’t gay.”


  I groan. “I’m not joking.”


  “You love linguistics so much, we worried you would never lose your virginity.”


  “Jesus Christ! Dad, I haven’t been a virgin for years.”


  He’s laughing now. “Was she worth the trouble?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  “She was ugly?”


  “No, she was gorgeous.”


  Dad makes an appreciative noise. “Not bad for a bookworm.”


  I yank a piece of grass up by its roots and toss it away restlessly. “Grace was furious.”


  “And?” He snorts. “She shouldn’t have been watching.”


  “You don’t think it was a bloody stupid idea?”


  “Banging a beautiful woman never is.”


  Dear God, he’s never serious. “She wants sex. Nothing more. Just—sex.”


  Dad doesn’t reply right away. “She asked you for that?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you aren’t on your knees thanking sweet baby Jesus?”


  “Why would I do that?”


  “She’s a gem among women! She wants you and she doesn’t want your money.”


  I don’t have anything to say to that. Nothing polite, anyway. My parents divorced when I was sixteen and it wasn’t pretty.


  “Don’t let her get away,” Dad says, with devotion usually reserved for religion.


  My stomach sours. “I may have left her in the yew labyrinth.”


  “After you fucked her?”


  I wince. “Yes.”


  “Christ, Bram, buy her something. That’s the best way to apologize.”


  I frown at the sky. “Is it?”


  “Trust me. And good luck keeping this girl.”
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  My hands stained red, I kneel by the strawberries. I eat one and drop another into a basket, but my stomach still feels hollow.


  Rolling in the grass with a whore.


  What a bitch. But I must have looked like an even bigger bitch. A girl she never met, fucking her brother in the garden.


  I concentrate on the strawberries. Tender baby weeds peek between their leaves. I tear them from the dirt, sweat rolling down my neck. The hollow ache in my stomach grows like a black hole, sucking in my thoughts.


  You bitch.


  Why can’t I stop hearing Spencer? I clench fistfuls of dirt and stare at the ground. It’s over. It’s all over. It can’t hurt me anymore.


  But I can’t escape the pain.


  “Cassia.”


  Standing, I dust off my knees so I don’t have to look at Bram a moment too soon.


  His smile doesn’t touch his eyes. He’s holding a little white box topped with a lavender ribbon. “This is for you.”


  When I take it from him, our fingertips touch. Adrenaline spikes my blood. “What is it?”


  “You haven’t opened it yet.” His smile warms into something more real.


  I loosen the knot in the lavender ribbon and pry the lid off. A tiny crystal bottle sparkles. I unscrew the silver stopper.


  Lilacs.


  The perfume invades my senses, my mind.


  I’m in my bedroom. Lilacs bloom outside my window, the shadows of leaves and blossoms patterning my skin. I’m naked on my bed. Smiling, I curl against a pillow. I can’t wait to show Spencer my newest tattoo.


  “Cassia?” Bram’s voice returns me to reality.


  I jam the stopper back in and twist it shut tight. My hands are trembling, and I clench them so he doesn’t see.


  “You said lilacs were your favorite flower,” he says.


  My skin feels too tight. Like I don’t fit who I am now. “I can’t take this.”


  He studies me for a moment. His eyes look hopeful and sad at the same time.


  “Don’t give me those puppy dog eyes.” It’s hard to be angry at Bram. But it’s harder to feel anything else for him.


  “Cassia,” he says. “Please—”


  “You don’t need to bribe me. I’m not your mistress.”


  “I meant to apologize.” His face tightens. “I don’t think of you like that.”


  I shove the lilac perfume back into his hands. “Keep your apologies.”


  He cradles the perfume as if the bottle holds something precious. Like all his hopes. “I shouldn’t have left you in the labyrinth.”


  I smirk, armoring my smile against him. “I found my own way out.”


  “I shouldn’t have let my sister talk to you like that.”


  I shrug like I don’t give a shit. “What a gentleman, Bram Winterbourne.”


  “But you wanted what we did.”


  Sourness rises in my throat. “Sure. I’m just like a hooker. Fuck me and walk away whenever you feel like it.”


  His eyebrows descend. “I didn’t mean—”


  “You were right.” I lock stares with him. “We shouldn’t do this.”


  His face softens, and he touches my arm. “Are you all right?”


  Shit, he can see how much I’m still trembling. “No more fucking. You’re my boss.”


  “I want to start over.”


  “Let me spell it out. I will never be your girlfriend.”


  The truth of the words chokes my throat. I wish I hadn’t said it. My eyes stinging, I inspect the dirt under my fingernails.


  He looks so intently at me. “If that’s what you want.”


  I abandon him before I can change my mind.
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  Nightfall quiets Wolfenwold Hall. Outside, a wood dove coos and its mate replies. I lie on my stomach in bed, reading a textbook on statistics. I bloody hate maths, but I need to refine my calculations for the gardens.


  A spray of gravel clatters on my window.


  I prop myself on my elbows and peer outside. I can’t see who did it, so I roll off the bed and walk to the window.


  Cassia stands outside, dressed in nothing but her pajamas. She scoops another handful of gravel from the path.


  I slide open the window. “Cassia!”


  She waves at me. “We need to talk.” It’s almost a shout.


  “I’ll be right down.”


  I tug a shirt over my head, yank on my shoes, and run downstairs. The front door groans open under my hand.


  She hugs herself, rubbing her elbows, and sways back and forth. “There you are.”


  This close, I catch a strong whiff of liquor. “Have you been drinking?”


  “Ding!” She makes it sound like I’ve won a prize. “I’m fucking trashed.”


  “Jesus. Really?”


  She tilts her head to look at the moon. Her eyes gleam in the light. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you today.”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  “I like you a lot, Bram, especially your naughty bits.”


  I laugh before frowning at myself. “Let me walk you home.”


  “You care too much about me.” She waves away my comment and takes an unsteady step forward. “It’s a bad idea.”


  “Drinking as much as you did is a bad idea.”


  “You drank four pints before you would sleep with me. Am I such a bitch?”


  I clench my jaw. “I’ve never called you a bitch.”


  “Spencer did.” She looks away and sucks in a shuddering breath. “I didn’t want to ruin your life, not even when you hurt me.”


  I don’t even want to think about hurting her. It’s painful enough to imagine.


  “Cassia.” I catch her by the wrist. “I’m taking you home.”


  She doesn’t resist me, but when I tug her forward, she stumbles and braces herself on me. Her breathing sounds shallow.


  “Are you too drunk to walk?” I say.


  She smiles. “I made it this far.” A tear rolls down her cheek.


  God, why is she crying? With a sigh, I sweep her off her feet and carry her in my arms. She shrieks and clings to my shirt.


  Deafened, I wince. “I’ve got you. I’m not going to drop you.”


  She nods against my chest.


  I start walking, gravel crunching under my footsteps. Her tears soak through my shirt. She snuffles loudly. “You have a tissue?”


  “No, and I’m not worried about a few bogeys.”


  “What the fuck are bogeys?” She pauses. “You mean boogers?”


  “If that’s what you call it.”


  The rising moon pours silver onto the path to her cottage. An owl hoots in the forest, and a slow wind rustles the trees.


  “Am I fired?” she says.


  “Not for bogeys.”


  She laughs through her tears. “For being a bitch?”


  “You aren’t a bitch.”


  “Spencer was right,” she whispers.


  “Spencer can go to hell.”


  She tenses against me. Her fingernails mark my arm with crescents.


  Her cottage appears round the bend. Light spills through the ajar front door. “Did you leave the door unlocked?”


  “I can’t remember.”


  “Let’s hope there are no bandits waiting for us.” I nudge open the door with my toes and carry her over the threshold. “No bandits.”


  Her laugh sounds a bit broken.


  I bring her to the bedroom and drop her on the bed. She scoots back against the headboard, hugging her knees to her chest. The lamp by her bed casts soft shadows on her face. Her eyes glimmer in the dark.


  “Good night,” I say. “Get some sleep.”


  “Bram?” she whispers. “Stay with me.”


  I sit on the edge of her bed. “I can’t do that.”


  “Not sex. I’m not that slutty, I promise. I just don’t want to be alone.”


  How can I say no? I look into her eyes and nod. She climbs under the blankets, and I tug the edges straight.


  “I’m not telling you a bedtime story,” I say.


  Her smile wobbles. She looks like she’s on the brink of passing out.


  I toy with the blanket. “What’s your favorite color?”


  “What?”


  “I’m curious.”


  “Blue. Like ocean.”


  I smile. “That’s a good color.”


  “Are some colors better than others?” She giggles. “Racist.”


  I roll my eyes. “I like yellow.”


  “Together we make green.” She wrinkles her nose. “Actually, that’s disgusting.”


  “People aren’t like paint.”


  She snuggles against the pillow and pats the mattress. I climb into bed and bend my legs so they don’t hang over the edge.


  “You’re too tall for my bed,” she says.


  I glance into her eyes. “You’re too much for my heart.”


  It’s a joke, and a bad one, but she meets my gaze. There’s something between us, something almost like understanding. She closes her eyes and leans against me. Her hand finds mine and holds it tight.


  We lie together in silence.


  I wait for her breathing to slow. When I’m sure she’s asleep, I slip out of bed, tuck her in, and kiss her forehead goodbye.


  I’m uneasy in the hush of the night. My throat aches with unanswered questions.


  Who is Cassia? Will I ever know?
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  It’s cloudy today, rain sprinkling from the sky, but the light still makes my eyeballs ache. I enter Wolfenwold Hall and hesitate outside the library door. Bram bends over an impossibly thick book, his hair rumpled.


  When I rap on the doorframe, he glances up. “Cassia.”


  “About last night.” My muscles won’t obey me. “I drank one too many shots of vodka.”


  He bends over the book and keeps reading.


  I’m tempted to bolt through the doors. “I swear I won’t do it again.” A nervous laugh escapes me. “Or throw rocks at your window.”


  Still he says nothing. He flips a page in the book.


  “Thank you,” I say, “for bringing me home.”


  He lifts his gaze. “What happened to Spencer?”


  The headache pounds against my skull. My tongue tastes sour. I don’t remember talking about this last night. “What did I say?”


  He speaks in an even voice. “Spencer called you a bitch.”


  I blow out my breath, trying to talk, but emotion throttles my throat. I don’t know how to tell him any of this sober.


  Bram pushes his chair from the table. Standing, he folds his arms over his chest. “I don’t know what happened between you and Spencer, but if I see him, I can’t promise I won’t punch that piece of shit in the face.”


  “Don’t worry.” My stomach churns. “He’s dead.”


  “Dead?”


  Some pain never dies. It sits in the bottom of your guts, rotting away, turning you to garbage whenever you touch it.


  Saliva rushes into my mouth. I hold my knuckles to my lips. “Where’s the bathroom?”


  He frowns. “Down the hall on the left.”


  I lunge from the library, run to the bathroom, and fall to my knees by the dingy toilet. After puking my guts out, I wrench the handle and watch my breakfast swirl down. I hunch over the sink and swish water in my mouth.


  “Are you all right?” Bram stands reflected in the mirror.


  I spit in the sink. “You really want to know?”


  “Yes.” To his credit, he doesn’t look as freaked out as I thought he would.


  “I found Spencer in our bed fucking another girl.”


  His face twists. “Christ.”


  “After I caught him cheating, I keyed his BMW. Smashed up the windshield, too. Spencer tried to drive after me while he was drunk. Blood alcohol over point one percent. He totaled the car. He didn’t walk away.”


  Every word feels like a shard of broken glass in my throat.


  Bram doesn’t say anything for an eternity. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


  “Don’t say that.” I wipe my mouth on a musty towel. “Wasn’t your fault.”


  He steps into the bathroom. The space isn’t big enough for the two of us. “Was it yours?”


  My blood burning, I shove him back a step. “You’re way over the fucking line.”


  He inhales through his nose. “You can’t blame yourself for Spencer. You can’t live with this much guilt and anger.”


  “I’ll survive.” I wring the towel. “My life might be a trainwreck, but I’m holding on.”


  He lowers his gaze, his eyelashes shadowing his cheeks. “I want to help you.”


  “With what? Your magic penis?”


  A corner of his mouth curves. “It does glow in the dark on occasion.”


  “This isn’t why I wanted to fuck you. There’s no quick fix.”


  His stare is too sharp for me to return it. “I don’t think you’re in need of fixing.”


  “You like me just the way I am?” I curl my lip. “Okay, Mr. Rogers.”


  He scratches his neck. “Who?”


  “Whatever.”


  “Can we start over?”


  “You aren’t running for the hills?” I fold my arms over my chest. “Jesus Christ, you don’t even know my darkest secrets.”


  His jaw tightens. “Will you tell me?”


  “I went off the fucking rails. Studying hard and partying harder. Between passing exams and passing out in a stranger’s bed, I just wanted to forget it all. I can’t—I don’t want to remember that shit right now.”


  He pauses. “I would appreciate that shit later.” He articulates it so carefully I smile.


  “What makes you think there’s a later?”


  Bram’s eyes look very blue. “We seem to be inevitable.”
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  Starting over. It seems to be a silent agreement.


  Rain trickles down the windows as we read in the hush of the library. Cassia sits across from me, reading with a pair of green cat’s eye glasses. She looks beautiful in a melancholy way, and I want to make her smile.


  I tap a page in a book. “Listen to this.”


  “What?”


  “There’s buried treasure in the gardens.”


  She glances into my eyes. “If you mean potatoes, that’s not going to help us.”


  “Not potatoes, silver.” I can’t help grinning. “Roman coins. The last owner of Wolfenwold Hall unearthed three of them.”


  She snorts. “And you think there’s more?”


  “The last owner swore to it. Spent a year digging around.”


  “Did he find anything?”


  “No.”


  Cassia sighs and polishes her glasses on her shirt. “Buy a metal detector if you want one, but that’s a long shot.” She reaches across the table and tugs the blueprints closer. “Isn’t Wolfenwold Hall a listed building?”


  “The building, yes, but the gardens aren’t protected.”


  “I still can’t believe English Heritage would let you bulldoze them.”


  “My mother can be quite persuasive.”


  She wrinkles her nose. “She sounds like a total hardass.”


  I clear my throat. Pointedly.


  “It’s a compliment,” she says, the picture of sweetness and innocence. “I respect a woman who knows what she wants.”


  “Do you?”


  “Doesn’t mean I don’t want to beat her.”


  I laugh and shake my head. “If we want to win, we have to play her game. We have to prove that the gardens are worth it.”


  She watches the rain fall. “There are the roses.”


  “What about them?”


  “Mrs. Lennox catalogued all of the cultivars. Wolfenwold Hall has dozens of rare roses. They must be valuable.”


  I search on my phone. “There’s a heritage rose society in Eastbourne that might help us.”


  “Could they save the gardens?”


  “We would have to talk with them.”


  She gnaws on her lip. “Who’s we?”


  I splay my fingers on the table. “You and I can drive out to Eastbourne.”


  “You could just email them.”


  “That would be a brilliant plan, if they had contact info online.”


  She smiles. “We have to do this the old-fashioned way?”


  “We do.”


  “So a courier pigeon or a dude on horseback with a scroll?”


  I laugh. “Wolfenwold Hall hasn’t had pigeons or horses for years.”


  “Damn.” She snaps her fingers. “Guess it’s just the Audi.”


  “What a hardship.” Stifling a yawn, I stretch my arms over my head.


  She watches me in silence. I can’t decipher the look in her eyes. “Should we go now?”


  “I don’t see why not.”


  We leave the library together and make our way to the drive. It’s still raining outside, silver drops clinging to Cassia’s hair. Barn swallows swoop in our path as we walk by the grass; buttercups gleam in the lawn.


  “They look like little fallen stars,” she says.


  “They do.” I’m too familiar with falling, not that I was ever a star.


  At the Audi, I open her door for her, and she thanks me with a nod. When I slide into the driver’s seat, she clutches her seatbelt and avoids my gaze. The Audi’s engine purrs to life. I flick on the windshield wipers.


  “How far is it?” she says.


  “Half an hour, give or take. It’s a scenic drive.”


  She relaxes back into her seat. “Going to be my tour guide?”


  I turn onto the road. “On your left, take note of the Black Herefords. Excellent specimens of the finest British cattle.”


  A herd of cows huddles in the field, chewing cud and blinking away the rain.


  She laughs. “And on my right?”


  “Wolfenwold Wood, once known for its packs of wolves. Before they were hunted into extinction. Tragically.”


  “Wow.” She slow claps. “You’re a great tour guide.”


  “Wait until we hit the beach.”


  “There’s a beach?”


  I grin. “Before Eastbourne. It’s not half bad.”


  “Can we go?” Cassia sounds so eager I’m tempted to pretend I’m taking her on a date.


  “If we have time.”


  She slouches in her seat and watches the fields go by. After several minutes, I turn on the radio and let music fill the silence.
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  While listening to the radio, Bram taps out a beat on the steering wheel. Windshield wipers thump in time with the music. It’s some super peppy British rock band. I listen to harder rock than that, but I let him groove.


  “Where have you been?” he says.


  I glance at him. “What?”


  He turns down the radio. “Have you explored much of England?”


  “Not far outside of Oxford. I haven’t had the time or the transportation.”


  “I’ll be your chauffeur. It’s the least I can do.” He flashes me a smile.


  “God, Bram, you’re way too nice.” I poke him to show him I’m joking.


  He gives me a stern look, a sparkle in his eyes. “Poking, tickling, and other forms of touching the driver are off limits.”


  “Other forms?” I breathe. “You filthy hypocrite. You almost made me crash.”


  Blushing, he coughs. “I’m innocent, I swear.”


  “You don’t look like an innocent man.” I flick my eyebrows. “I love that guilty blush on your face. Your boner betrays you.” He grips the wheel one-handed and adjusts himself in his jeans. “Are you always hard?”


  “Around you, yes.” His smirk looks more like a wince.


  I rub the bulge behind his fly. “I want revenge.”


  He sucks in a ragged breath. When I find his zipper, he swallows hard. “Don’t touch me like that while I’m driving.”


  “I’ll be good.” I pinch him and lean back. “Until you pull over.”


  He clears his throat. He seems to be having trouble concentrating. “If I pull over, we’ll never make it to Eastbourne.”


  “True.” I sigh. “But you’re in big trouble later.”


  His eyes narrow as he stares at the road. “Oh, am I?”


  Rolling fields slant toward the sea until the grass breaks away into white cliffs of chalk. The water below the cliffs glimmers pewter. It’s nothing like the golden beaches of Los Angeles, but home is an ocean away.


  “Let’s go swimming,” I say.


  He gives me a crooked smile. “You brought a swimsuit?”


  “Hell no. I want to go skinny dipping.”


  His eyes smolder. He has more of an imagination than I gave him credit for, which isn’t helping his boner in the slightest. “There’s nobody on the beach in the rain.” I love how logical he has to be about everything.


  “Do it. You know you want to see me naked and wet.”


  With a laugh, Bram turns onto a road and follows it to the sea. He pulls off in the grass. We’re at a crack in the chalk cliffs, a narrow footpath leading down to the gray sand below. It’s not too far of a climb down.


  Before the engine quiets, I unbuckle my seatbelt and jump into the rain. I’m getting wet anyway, so I wriggle out of my clothes and toss them into the Audi. I’m down to my bra and underwear when I see Bram staring at me.


  He licks his lips as I strip naked. “Damn, you have dangerous curves.”


  Still wearing my shoes, I take off running down to the beach. I hit the sand and kick off my shoes, then charge into the sea. Cold shocks my skin. A wave crashes over me and tugs at my legs. I shriek with laughter.


  “Cassia!” Bram shouts, barefoot in the sand. That’s as naked as he got?


  “Get your ass over here! You’re getting wet whether you like it or not.”


  He peels his shirt over his head, the muscles in his shoulders and chest flexing, and sits down to strip off his jeans. I wade deeper into the ocean. Water licks my breasts and my nipples tighten until they ache. He strides toward me, naked, his cock pointing the way. I duck down and float, my hair swirling in the waves.


  “Shit! That’s brisk.” When he wades in knee deep, I surge up and fling water over him.


  He splutters and comes at me with vengeance in his eyes. “You’re going to regret that.”


  “Sorry!” I’m laughing too hard to breathe. “I thought you needed a cold shower.”


  He reaches for me, but I dive underwater and kick to the surface farther from the beach. My muscles crave the challenge.


  “Cassia!” He reaches for me like a sailor who lost his ship. “Come back.”


  I tread water and stick out my tongue. “Come get me.”


  Bram isn’t a bad swimmer, his body lean and long. The waves carry me closer to shore. When he catches me halfway, he circles his arm around my waist and crushes me in a kiss. His lips taste like saltwater; his hard cock throbs against my thigh. I groan at the intensity of him and wish he could fuck me bare.


  But I’m not adding that mistake to my track record.


  “You’re coming with me,” he says.


  “I hope that’s an innuendo,” I purr.


  Water trickles down his chest and darkens his hair. He drags me to shore like he’s going to ravage me right here and now. I’m on board for some ravaging. Bodice ripping, if I weren’t already skinny dipping.


  “I thought we were done with fucking outside,” I say.


  “This isn’t fucking. This is making love.”


  I want to tease him about how serious he sounds, but he kisses me breathless.


  “Wait.” He drapes his shirt across the beach for a blanket and takes his wallet from his jeans. I watch him roll on a condom. God, he’s so hard. I’m not sure I’m wet enough for him. Why does this feel like my first time?


  He nudges me down until I’m lying back on the beach, my hair tangled. He kisses me as if my lips taste like ambrosia. Rain falling on my upturned face, I close my eyes and melt beneath him. My heart aches so hard my throat tightens in response. Kissing my neck, he moves lower, his tongue licking my nipple.


  I shiver and grip his hair. “Bram.”


  He glances at me between my breasts. “Yes?” His voice is husky.


  “I like the cocktail, but I’m not sure about actual sex on the beach.”


  “Why?”


  “Sand,” I say, which is a quick excuse.


  Rain slicks his hair and trickles onto my stomach. I curl my toes, crunching the grit. “I won’t let it hurt you,” Bram says, jokingly, though there’s a serious look in his eyes. It’s the serious look that scares me.


  I haven’t felt this way since—


  No. Try to forget.


  He holds himself on his elbows and circles my clit with his thumb. I gasp and tense my thighs. “Your hands are cold.”


  “Is this better?” He bends and licks the length of me.


  I shudder, my pussy aching for more, and grip fistfuls of his hair. He licks he me again, sliding his tongue along me, lingering on my clit.


  It’s so good, it’s torture.


  I groan. “I appreciate you going down on me, but making love better include cock.”


  He smirks at me.


  I decide to take matters into my own hands and crawl away on my elbows to escape his evil smile. “Kiss me.”


  Bram sits back on his heels and I kiss him myself. He tastes like me. I hook my hand behind his neck, dragging him down, and we fall to the beach together. When I arch my hips and grind against him, he grunts and thrusts almost involuntarily. His cock strokes against my clit, triggering shockwaves of pleasure.


  “I want you inside me,” I whisper against his lips.


  He holds me by my hips and drives deep into me. I cry out at the sudden sensation. He’s so incredibly hard.


  “Oh, God,” he says, his voice strained, and he slides out again.


  I dig my fingernails into his ass, urging him on, but he insists on thrusting slowly, sweetly. “Fuck me harder.”


  “No.” He halts, his cock throbbing in me. “This time we do things properly.”


  I glare at his shoulders. “You’re fucking me one way or another. Hard and fast, or slow and sweet, it’s still fucking.”


  He glances into my eyes. “It means more to me.”


  What does it mean to him? I’m afraid to ask him with his cock inside me and his heartbeat so close to mine.


  “I’ll warn you,” I say. “Slow and sweet doesn’t really get me off.”


  His eyes narrow. They’re the color of the troubled sea. “This isn’t about getting off. I’m not some glorified dildo.”


  I laugh, then see how hurt he looks. “Sorry, I wasn’t laughing at you, I—”


  Bram kisses me like that answers everything. He slides deeper until I take the length of him. I clutch his ass in both hands. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, and the muscles in his ass clench as he thrusts harder.


  I can feel the tension building inside him. The emotion.


  My skin tingles with electricity. I’m shaking under him, but he kisses me and strokes into me until I finally let go of my fear.


  It won’t hurt me to feel this. To feel him.


  My skin tingles, hyperaware of his body against mine. I blink back inexplicable tears.


  “You’re so lovely.” He says it with such honest devotion I smile. He halts, breathing hard. “I can’t last much longer.”


  “How polite of you,” I whisper.


  When I slap his ass, his balls tighten up. His thighs shake with tension. I circle my hips, and he lets go, pumping into me, throbbing so hard it pushes me over the edge. The orgasm hits me in a tsunami of pleasure. I choke out a strangled cry, riding the slow waves, and bury my face in the crook of his neck.


  “Cassia,” he says softly. “Let me take care of the condom.”


  I suck in a breath. His sweat smells fantastic. I’m still gripping his ass, my legs snaked behind his to keep him close, and I untangle myself to let him pull out. My pussy hates to lose him. “That was... surprising.”


  “Oh?”


  “Less sand than I expected.”


  Bram laughs and shakes his head. It’s still raining, and water clings to his eyelashes.


  “You’re so hot,” I say dreamily.


  He smiles, though it’s skeptical. “It’s rather cold outside.”


  “You would be sexy in the Arctic. But sex on the snow would be a really bad idea.”


  “Someday we can try freezing our extremities.”


  I snort. “I like your extremities too much.”


  We both look at each other, then laugh.


  When he lies down, I rest my head on his chest. “There probably won’t be a someday.”


  He says nothing for a moment. “We should drive to Eastbourne.”


  “Workaholic.”


  “You lured me down to the beach.”


  “For your own good.” I poke him in the stomach. He laughs and protects himself with his hands. “Now we’re all wet.”


  “The Audi has heated seats.”


  “Does it?” I jump to my feet. “Sold.”


  He stands behind me and cups my breasts. “You should go without a bra more often.”


  I roll my eyes. “I’ve already been arrested once for public indecency.”


  “Have you?”


  “You don’t want to know.”


  “Yes, I do. And you can wear a blouse without a bra.”


  “Nice try.”


  I dust the sand from my hands. I’m not too dirty, if you don’t count the ways I want to fuck Bram again. I climb to the top of the cliffs, my thighs aching from the exercise. If I keep this up, I won’t be able to walk.


  Back at the Audi, I drag my clothes over my damp skin. Wind drives rain into my eyes.


  Shivering, I hop into the car. Bram starts the engine and presses a button under my seat. The leather warms beneath my butt.


  “Oh my God,” I say. “I love your car. Can I marry you and steal it?”


  He snorts. “Prenup.”


  I lean across and cling to his arm. “Baby, buy me a giant diamond and my own Audi.”


  He shakes me free with feigned disgust. “Back, woman!” He crosses himself.


  “Too late.” I laugh. “I seduced your sexy ass.”


  “My ass?” he says delicately.


  “Okay, so I seduced all of you.”


  He meets my gaze, half of a smirk on his face. “What are your evil plans?”


  “Besides the diamonds and cars? I haven’t decided.”


  “Since when did one diamond become plural?”


  I grin. “Bitches love diamonds. Buy me some of that shit to win my undying love.”


  He clears his throat, his cheeks red. “I’d rather not buy your love.”


  My heart soars heavenward, but I drag it back to earth. “That’s so romantic,” I say, as sarcastically as possible.


  He flashes me a smile. “Isn’t it?” He shifts to drive and hits the road.
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  Bram


  This trip to Eastbourne should be strictly business, but I can’t think of Cassia that way. How are we going to work together?


  Damn it, I’m in deep trouble.


  The fields around us yield to houses on the outskirts of Eastbourne. We can’t be far from the heritage rose society.


  I fish my phone from my pocket and hand it to Cassia. “Can you navigate?”


  “Aye, aye, captain.”


  “I already entered our destination.”


  “It says we’re ten minutes away.” She’s silent for a minute. “God, I’m a genius.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m giving you my number. For booty calls.”


  I laugh. “Booty calls?”


  “Random hot sex. The best kind.” She smirks; the phone buzzes. “You have a text from Grace. She’s your sister, right?”


  I grimace. “Yes.”


  “She sounds pretty pissed.”


  “You read the text?”


  “Sorry.”


  I sigh. “What does it say?”


  “I’m here at Wolfenwold,” she reads. “Taking the day off yet again?”


  “Sounds like Grace.” I grip the steering wheel. “She can’t resist competition. I’m sure she wants to take over my job.”


  “What exactly is your job?”


  “Local infrastructure specialist. Technically.”


  “That sounds extremely boring.”


  I laugh. “It can be.”


  “Why not quit?”


  “I do what’s best for the family business.”


  Cassia glances sideways at me. She doesn’t look like she believes me. “Turn left.” I round the corner and travel down a narrow lane. Townhouses crowd the street. “One more block. There. That has to be it.”


  I slow to a stop outside a townhouse. Roses clamber over the bricks and overflow from the tiny yard in the front.


  “Cross your fingers,” she says.


  A blonde woman in a pink sweater answers the door. “Hello?”


  “Good morning,” I say. “Are you Ann Stewart of the Sussex Heritage Rose Society?”


  She eyes me warily. “Yes, and you are?”


  “Bram Winterbourne.” I offer my hand. “I’m here about Wolfenwold Hall.”


  Ann thins her lips. “Oh, so you’re the one tearing that place apart.”


  And we’re off to a flying start.


  I try to stay polite. “The renovations include the gardens.”


  “We want to save the roses,” Cassia says. “Autumn Damask, Seven Sisters, Burgundian Rose, dozens more cultivars.”


  Ann’s eyes sharpen. “The Society may be interested in acquiring select cultivars.”


  “Do you have a moment to talk?” I say. “We would very much like to discuss the possibility of a working partnership.”


  “Working on what?”


  I raise my eyebrows. “Preserving the gardens at Wolfenwold Hall.”


  Smiling thinly, Ann steps back. “The Society doesn’t have the resources for a project of that magnitude. I suggest you solicit elsewhere.”


  I catch the doorknob. “The gardens are scheduled for removal.”


  “That’s your business, isn’t it? Good day.” She shuts the door in our faces.


  Cassia glares at the doormat. “Well, shit,” she mutters.


  I let my breath escape my lungs. “Come on.”


  I walk back to the Audi and duck into my seat. She sits by me and clenches her hands in her lap. We say nothing as we drive out of Eastbourne. Fields unfold alongside the road while rain patters on the windshield.


  “What a failure,” she says.


  I can’t think of a joke to lighten her words. “We aren’t out of options.”


  “Aren’t we?”


  I grit my teeth and stare out the windshield. She’s right. I’m a failure. I’m supposed to be overseeing Wolfenwold Hall, and I can’t even convince anyone to do what I want. Not without the numbers needed to prove myself.


  Shit. I need to sit down and do the work.


  The taste of a dirty penny stains my mouth. “Not again.”


  “Bram?”


  “Please, not again.” I slam on the brakes. The Audi skids to a halt.


  “Bram!” She stares at me. “What the fuck was that for?”


  Fear floods my blood with adrenaline. Acid rises in my throat. I swallow back the nausea, but I can’t shake the dread.


  Because there’s no way to fight what happens next.


  I stagger out of the car just as my knees buckle. Cassia keeps calling my name, but I’m tumbling down into oblivion.
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  Cassia


  Bram walks three steps from the car before he collapses. The moment he hits the ground, every muscle in his body stiffens.


  I run to him. He flings back his head and starts to convulse. “Oh, God, no.”


  The open car door dings like a metronome. I bend over him and roll him onto his side. He’s not breathing.


  What do I do? How long do seizures last?


  I scramble to my feet and grab my purse from the car. My hands shake so badly I can’t get the screen to wake. “Fuck!”


  He relaxes as the seizure ends and slumps on the road, his eyes closed, his mouth slack. He’s spit up some blood.


  I shake him by the shoulder. “Bram?”


  He blinks his eyes open and stares at the sky.


  “You had a seizure. Are you okay?”


  Blinking several more times, he swallows, coughs, and struggles to sit upright.


  I brace his shoulder to help him. “Can you understand me?”


  He mutters something wordless and wipes his mouth on the back of his hand. He spits more blood onto the gravel.


  “Bram, I’m going to drive you to the hospital.”


  “No.” He slurs the word. “No hospital.”


  I brace his elbow while he staggers to his feet. He still looks groggy, like he’s drunk on the verge of blackout. I help him walk to the car and sit shotgun. Closing his eyes, he tilts back his head. “Are you okay?”


  He nods but doesn’t open his eyes. I’m afraid to buckle him in. What if he has another seizure? I climb into the driver’s seat and shut the door. The Audi stops dinging, but my heart keeps hammering in my ears.


  “I’m taking you home,” I say.


  Bram says nothing. He looks like he’s sleeping.


  I start the engine and shift to drive. This could have been so much worse. When he was driving, when he was climbing down the cliffs, when he was swimming. Shivering, I blink back tears as the adrenaline fades.


  Out in the countryside, Bram coughs. “Where am I?” he says quietly.


  “Eastbourne.”


  He frowns. “I’m Winterbourne, not Eastbourne.”


  “I know.”


  Wincing, he touches his cheek. “I had a fit.”


  “Has this happened before?”


  “Yes.” His voice rasps and he clears his throat. “Since I was sixteen.”


  “I don’t know how old you are.”


  “Twenty-three.” He holds his head in his hands. “Christ, I thought it was over.”


  Thank God, he sounds lucid again. “It’s over now. You’re going to be okay.”


  He shakes his head. “The doctors told me the new medication was working. They said my epilepsy wouldn’t be a problem.”


  “When was your last seizure? Was it recent?”


  “Six months ago.” His eyes look distant. “It happened at Oxford.”


  “Oxford?”


  “The stress was immense. I was having a seizure a week.”


  “Oh my God, Bram, I had no idea.”


  “Nobody knew. My family thought everything was fine, though I was failing my classes. I saved my grades by cheating.”


  My eyebrows shoot skyward. “You cheated your way through Oxford?”


  A smile shadows his mouth. “And I was bloody brilliant at it. Smuggled answers to all my examinations. Got through most of Michaelmas term that way. Almost made it through finals before they caught me.”


  “How?”


  “A grand mal seizure. They found my notes.”


  “Holy shit.”


  “Naturally, they expelled me from Oxford.” He grimaces. “Shortly after I came to my senses, from what I remember.”


  The pit of my stomach aches. “You could have told me.”


  “I wouldn’t have.”


  I don’t know the right thing to say. I don’t know if I can comfort him.


  “Please don’t tell anyone,” he says.


  “Why?”


  “The government will take away my license for a year.”


  Blood rushes into my face as I grip the steering wheel. “Don’t ask me that. I already lost one boyfriend to a car accident.”


  He smiles miserably. “I’m your boyfriend now, am I?”


  “Hell no.” I glower at the road. “Definitely not if you get yourself killed.”


  He looks away and I feel like a bitch for saying it. We’re silent for a minute.


  “Did you bite your tongue?” I say.


  “The inside of my cheek. I’m sorry you had to see that.”


  It hurts to hear the shame in his voice. “You don’t have to apologize.”


  He stares out the window. “I’m bloody exhausted.”


  “We should be back soon.”


  Wolfenwold Hall echoes with the hammers of workmen. Bram climbs from the Audi, his head bowed, and trudges to the door.


  I catch his elbow. “Do you need anything?”


  “Sleep.”


  I wince when a workman starts drilling in the foyer.


  “Mr. Winterbourne!” A man in a hardhat runs over to us. “We found hardwood parquet under the carpet in the ballroom.”


  Bram pinches the bridge of his nose. “Wonderful.”


  “Should we salvage it?”


  “I suppose. I’m sorry, now isn’t the best time.”


  The man in the hardhat hesitates. “Are you all right, sir?”


  “Headache.” It might not be a lie. “Take the rest of the day off.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Bram climbs upstairs, one hand on the banister, and I follow at his heels. “I’m fine,” he mutters. “I won’t fall.”


  A blush scorches my face. “Sorry.”


  He says nothing, just walks into his bedroom, kicks off his boots, and sprawls on his bed. He stares at the ceiling.


  I linger by the door. “How do you feel?”


  “Odd.”


  I cross the room but stop short of touching him. “What do you mean?”


  “Always feel odd after a fit.”


  I clench my jaw. “You scared the shit out of me.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “I don’t want you to apologize, I just—I’m worried about you.”


  “Let me sleep.” Shadows darken the blue in his eyes. “I’ll be all right.”


  I remember how he carried me in his arms. How sweet he was. Gritting my teeth, I fight tears. “Get well soon. God damn it.”


  His laugh sounds broken. “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  I drape a blanket over him and tuck him in tight. He watches me through his eyelashes. I walk out of his bedroom before I start bawling or otherwise embarrassing myself, but I can’t swallow the knot in my throat.


  After I shut the door, I find myself face to face with Grace. “Hello,” she says frostily.


  I sidestep away from his bedroom. “Let him sleep.”


  “Good lord, it’s the middle of the workday.” She curls her lip.


  Her sneer pisses me off. But not as much as the thought of Bram getting himself hurt because of his own stubborn pride.


  I suck in some air. “He had another seizure.”
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  Bram


  I sleep for I don’t know how long. When I wake, it’s nighttime.


  An electric lantern by the window illuminates the silhouette of a woman, sitting and typing on a tablet computer. I prop myself on my elbows. “Cassia?” My voice comes out as a croak; my cheek aches from being bitten.


  “No, it’s me.”


  Grace.


  I slump back onto the bed. “What do you want?”


  She pours a glass of water from a pitcher and hands it to me. “How do you feel?”


  Christ, she knows about the seizure. Cassia told her. I swig the water, the taste of blood lingering on my tongue.


  “Grace, I swear to God, if you tell anyone—”


  “Is this the first time? Since Oxford?”


  “Yes.”


  She purses her lips. “Are you still thirsty?”


  “No, thank you.” I lean against the headboard. “I’ll go back to the doctor, I promise. I’ll get a better medication.”


  Grace sighs out a breath. “Bram, this is bloody awful.”


  I say nothing.


  “You should tell Mam.”


  “That’s not such a brilliant idea.” I swing my legs over the edge of the bed. “She barely trusts me already.”


  She tilts her head. “Are you alone during the day?”


  “No.” I hesitate. “Sometimes.”


  “Someone should stay with you until you get your meds worked out.”


  “Are you offering?”


  “You know I can’t.”


  I think about Cassia and I rake my fingers through my hair. I can’t ask her to do that. I’ve already done enough damage.


  Grace folds her hands in her lap. “If you can’t handle the stress, I can help you.”


  I manage a lopsided smile. “Help me save the gardens.”


  “Why?” She arches an eyebrow. “It’s that girl, isn’t it?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “You must have fallen for her hard.”


  My ears heat. “I hardly know her.”


  “Well, you certainly know each other in the biblical sense.”


  “Hilarious.”


  When I stand, the room wobbles. I clutch my head. Haven’t eaten anything since breakfast, which can’t help.


  Grace rises from her chair. “Bram. Be careful.”


  “I’m not a fucking invalid.”


  My sister eyes me. “You must really feel like rubbish.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to swear.”


  “You didn’t fucking deserve this.”


  I grin at Grace. She might look prim and proper, but we’re more alike than different. “Don’t worry. I’ll get it under control.”


  “I pray to God you do.”
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  Cassia


  I curl around my pillow. Moonlight steals into the cottage, rain pattering on the roof. I imagine Bram listening while lying in bed, one arm folded behind his head, his legs stretched out. Muscles aching and sore.


  I kick aside my sheets. He shouldn’t be alone.


  But how can I stay with him? I can’t pretend to be his girlfriend. I can’t give that much of myself to anyone again.


  Stay away from Bram Winterbourne. Stay away from pain.


  Morning dawns gray and cold. I walk to Wolfenwold Hall without eating breakfast, my stomach squirming too much.


  In the library, Bram bites a slice of bread and brushes crumbs from an old book.


  “Winterbourne,” I say.


  A smile touches his lips. “Good morning.”


  God, have his eyes always been this blue? This trusting?


  “We both know this isn’t working.”


  The smile fades from Bram’s face. He puts the bread on the table and stares at the bite. “What do you mean?”


  I can’t meet his gaze. “I’m leaving Wolfenwold Hall.”


  “Cassia.” He shoves his chair from the table and stands. “We can still save the gardens. You can still stay.”


  “I can’t risk my career.”


  I can’t risk falling for him.


  He strides to me, his eyes burning, and stares down at me. “How much do you want?”


  “What?”


  “I’ll give you a raise.”


  My jaw drops. “Are you fucking kidding me?”


  “I’ll pay you.” He holds out his arms. “This is my fault.”


  “It isn’t, Bram, and you can’t buy me.”


  His face twists into a grimace. “Why would you even say that?”


  “Because I’m not a hooker? And I need a real job?”


  “I gave you a real job.” His voice stays so damn calm.


  Shaking my head, I sidestep away, but he follows me. “This isn’t why I studied botany. I didn’t go to Oxford to fuck around.”


  He tilts his head. “Which is why I owe you.”


  “This isn’t about the money!” The words explode from me.


  He rakes his hands through his hair, his mouth thinning into a line, and backs away from me. “Then is it me?”


  I curl my fingers into fists. “You aren’t the reason I’m here.”


  His face tightens with intensity. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. I’m seeing a doctor soon.”


  “Shit, this isn’t about you.” I force a laugh. “Get your head out of your ass. Not everybody lives such a life of privilege.”


  “I don’t understand.” He genuinely looks like he doesn’t. It’s almost pitiful.


  “You never will.”


  “Cassia.”


  Bram reaches for me. I retreat, but I’m not quick enough to avoid the pain in his eyes. And that’s exactly why I walk away.
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  Bram


  She broke up with me. And we weren’t even bloody dating.


  I leave Wolfenwold Hall and keep walking to nowhere. Wind rushes through the trees and bends the grass sideways.


  Jesus, what have I done? There’s a hollowness in my stomach, the opposite of hunger.


  An old stone wall blocks my path. I vault over it and keep walking, my boots sinking into the boggy grass. Black cows huddle in the field, chewing cud and staring at me like I’m a right fool. They wouldn’t be wrong.


  She thinks I’m rubbish. Defective. Nothing better than a broken sex toy.


  I clench my fists and hit the stone wall. It doesn’t even hurt. I hit the stone again. Again. Until I finally feel anything at all. Knuckles stinging, I slump by the wall and stare at the blood. Why did I ever fuck her?


  The rain thickens to a silver haze. I shouldn’t have walked out this far.


  But I was too prideful to admit I was wrong. About everything. I’ve never been used before. Tossed aside before.


  With a sigh, I start walking across the field toward town. Today I’ll drink to forget.
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  Cassia


  I’m lost in London. I forgot how big it was, and my brain feels foggy.


  On a gray street corner like every other gray street corner, I wonder where the hell the train station went. I got turned around when I started wandering down the sidewalk. My phone won’t wake, the battery dead, since I didn’t charge it before leaving. I didn’t do a lot of things before leaving Wolfenwold Hall.


  Like saying goodbye to Bram.


  Fuck, don’t think about him. Find a taxi. I haul my suitcase to the curb and hail a cab.


  The cabbie hops out. “Where to, love?”


  “Heathrow. And hurry, please, my flight leaves in two hours.”


  “No worries.”


  The cabbie loads my suitcase into the back. I slump in the seat and lean my cheek against the window. Fatigue weights my bones.


  I’m leaving England. After less than a week at Wolfenwold Hall.


  Well, at least I have a knack for burning bridges quickly.


  When Heathrow appears on the horizon, I’m almost ready to cry. Los Angeles. I haven’t been home since I left for Oxford.


  Since Spencer died.


  I don’t even know if it’s home anymore.


  I make it through security in decent time and find a spot in the waiting area to guard my suitcase. An outlet on the wall beckons me. I unpack my charger, plug in my phone, and squint at the screen while I wait for it to wake.


  Bram texted me.


  My stomach somersaults. I’m afraid to read the text, but I can’t just delete it. I blow out my breath and open the text.


  Bram is in the hospital.


  I stare at my phone. After I wipe away smudges with my sleeve, the words are still there.


  Numbness creeps over my skin. Sitting on the bench, I stare at the gate where my flight will land. I can walk through and erase the text and turn off my phone. Leave Bram behind. Easy. My ribs tighten until it hurts.


  Shit, I can’t breathe.


  I bend over, my head between my elbows, and suck in air. Gasps turn into sobs. This can’t be happening. Not in a fucking airport in fucking London. I climb to my feet, snuffling back snot, and drag my suitcase toward the closest bathroom. Airport security stares at me. Threat level: Cassia’s lost her shit.


  I duck into the bathroom and bend over the faucet. The water is lukewarm, but I splash it over my face anyway. A lady in a sari gives me a weird look as I rip off a brown paper towel and blow my nose. Come on, they must have meltdowns in India. When I glance at my reflection, a laugh escapes me. I look disgusting.


  Who texted me? Grace? Does she blame me?


  I don’t even know what happened to Bram. Fear clenches my gut. I throw away the snotty paper towel and wash my hands again, so I’m not standing in the bathroom with nothing to do. The lady in the sari leaves.


  My flight boards in less than an hour. I can still walk away like a total bitch.


  Maybe I am a bitch. Maybe I always have been.


  My hand clamped on my suitcase, I stride out of the bathroom. I make it all the way to my gate before I swerve. My feet grow lighter and lighter as I break into a jog, burst into the London rain, and stop on the sidewalk.


  Hands trembling, I take my phone from my purse and text a reply.


  One word. Where?


  An eternity or two passes before my phone buzzes. The hospital in Eastbourne.


  Taxis idle in the loading and unloading zone. I wave my phone at the nearest cabbie. “Can you take me to the hospital in Eastbourne?”


  A cabbie squints. “Sure. It’s two hours.”


  “Fuck.” I apologize for my foul mouth with a smile. “Take me there. Please.”


  The cabbie loads my suitcase into his cab. At this rate, I’m going to waste most of the day in limbo, but I have to go back.


  The trip from London to Eastbourne passes in a blur of rain and fear. I hunch over my phone, doing searches on epilepsy until I lose reception out in the fields. The cabbie listens to the BBC on the radio and hardly says a word. I twist my hair around my finger, tighter and tighter, and watch the end turn purple.


  I recognize the outskirts of Eastbourne. And this road.


  That’s exactly where Bram fell in the gravel. My eyes burn, threatening tears, and I rub them with my knuckles.


  “We’re here,” the cabbie says.


  The hospital looks drab and gray, too small to hold many patients.


  I pay the cabbie the ridiculously large fare and lug my suitcase into the hospital. I run to the desk in the reception area.


  “I’m here to see Bram Winterbourne,” I say.


  The receptionist glances at me. “Name?”


  “Bram Winterbourne.”


  She arches a penciled eyebrow. “Your name?”


  “Sorry. Cassia Santos.”


  “Relationship to the patient?”


  Shit, they won’t let me see him unless we have some sort of real relationship.


  “I’m his girlfriend.” It’s the easiest lie.


  The receptionist clatters on her keyboard before nodding. “He’s in a medical ward. Down the hall on your right.”


  That’s a relief. For some insane reason, I expected the lady to say operating room or intensive care. I haul my suitcase down hallways until I’m lost under the sickly fluorescent. Finally, I find the medical ward.


  Disinfectant prickles my nose. The rumble of my suitcase wheels sounds too loud.


  Bram. He’s sleeping in bed with a hell of a black eye and bloody knuckles, but otherwise he looks like he’s in one piece.


  Words shrivel in my throat. I stand paralyzed on the linoleum. I’ve sacrificed so much to be here, and I’m still afraid to stay.


  “Cassia?” Grace stands behind me, her hair twisted in a sloppy bun. “You came.”


  “Thank you for texting me. What happened?”


  “Bram had another seizure. On the street. Thank God he wasn’t alone.”


  I shudder. “God, yes.”


  “The doctors want to watch him.” She lowers her gaze. “He hit his head pretty badly. He’s at high risk for another seizure.”


  I hug myself and nod. I don’t know what to say.


  “Hello.” Bram looks between us and smiles before wincing.


  Grace brushes past me and stands by her brother. “Did we wake you?”


  “Just resting my eyes.”


  My vision blurring, I blink fast. He’s so vulnerable right now, I want to hold him.


  Grace fusses with his pillow. “You look like you lost a pub brawl.”


  “I wish.” He manages to laugh. “They found me outside the pub. From the sound of it, I never made it inside.”


  “Gave yourself a black eye.”


  “It adds to my character.” Smiling, he glances at me. “Cassia? Why are you here?”


  Air rushes from my lungs. What the fuck. Is he joking? Grace purses her lips and nods like I should know what that means.


  “Bram.” I try to sound teasing. “I’m your girlfriend.”


  His smile fading, he holds himself on his elbows. “You’re my girlfriend?” he says, like he doesn’t believe we could ever be together. My stomach plummets like an elevator in freefall. His words echo in my head.


  Cassia, can we start over?


  I lost what little we had. I lost him.


  Bram stares at his bloodied hands on the hospital sheets. “I don’t remember us together.” Hearing him say it cuts me to the bone. “When I first woke, I didn’t even remember myself. Have I told you about my epilepsy?”


  “You did,” I whisper, my throat too choked to speak louder.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s not your fault.”


  Bram looks so heartbroken that I can’t take another second. I walk to him and grip his hand tight. He squeezes back. When I bend over him to kiss him, he startles like I’m a stranger, and I kiss his cheek instead.


  Here’s the pain I thought I had forgotten. The hurt so sharp it’s almost sweet.


  He tilts his head. Our mouths meet, clumsily, a second chance at a first kiss, a tender lack of understanding.


  Grace clears her throat. “When you’re done snogging, let me know.”


  Heat scorches my face. I back away from Bram, but he’s grinning, the first real grin I’ve seen since before I left.


  I can’t help but return his smile, even though mine is a lie.
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  Bram


  “How long are they keeping you here?” Cassia says.


  How long have we been dating? My memories drift in a sandstorm through my thoughts. I pick at the IV in my arm. “Overnight.”


  “That sucks.” She arches her eyebrows. “Are the nurses at least hot?”


  “No comment.” Her smile makes me blush.


  Why can’t I remember? I’ve never lost this much time to my epilepsy before. Have I? Uncertainty feeds the fear in my gut.


  “Grace, what day is it?”


  My sister crosses her arms. “Monday, the 7th.”


  “The 7th of what?”


  “July.”


  “Christ.” I grimace. “I remember it being June. Why am I in Eastbourne? We’re working on Wolfenwold Hall already?”


  “You left London to oversee the project.”


  I stare at my knuckles. Heaven knows how I bloodied them. “I won’t be much help.”


  Grace clucks her tongue. “The doctors say you have a shot at remembering. Then you can go back to being a workaholic.”


  A smile tugs at my mouth. “I do have a thick skull.”


  “Not thick enough to keep you from hurting your head.”


  Cassia bites her lip like she’s trying not to laugh. I look into her eyes, a bit shyly, and wish I could kiss her again. Maybe that would make me remember. She glances at the floor, tension in the way she holds her jaw.


  “I’m famished,” I say. “Where’s this bloody hospital food?”


  “Manners, Bram,” Grace scoffs. “Let me check with the nurse.”


  Her heels click on the linoleum as she strides off. Cassia stands ill at ease and toys with the handle of a suitcase.


  “Travelling?” I say.


  Her cheeks redden. “I was.”


  “Where?”


  She glances at me, glances away. “It doesn’t matter.” That’s a lie if I’ve ever heard one.


  I shove my pillow back. My muscles protest as I sit upright. “Jesus Christ. I feel like a herd of rhinoceri stampeded over me.”


  “Rhinoceri? Is that the plural?”


  “I believe so.”


  “Well, I’m not the one who studied linguistics at Oxford.”


  “How did we meet again?”


  Cassia sits and crosses her legs beneath her. “You really don’t remember.”


  “Not a single second.” Her mouth falters, and I instantly regret the joke. “That was wrong of me. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  “Fuck.” She lets out the word in a puff of air. “You’re still way too nice.”


  “Is there such a thing?”


  She looks away. “Maybe there isn’t.” I’m not sure why she looks so troubled.


  Grace marches back into the ward, her heels clicking, and carries a plastic tray of food. At least, it must be food. My sister sets it on a table and wheels it over to my bed. I stare at the plate: a mass of soggy peas, anemic meat vaguely resembling chicken, and a boiled potato that looks naked without its peel.


  “Lunch,” Grace says. “Bon appétit.”


  I make a face. “This is all they had?”


  She smiles sweetly. “Unless you want the vegetarian option.”


  “Which is?”


  “As far as I could tell, cat vomit.”


  Cassia laughs before tugging down the corners of her mouth.


  “Bloody unbelievable.” I poke at the meat with a plastic fork. “I hate hospitals.”


  “You’re almost free,” Cassia says.


  I blow out my breath. “I hope so.”


  Grace checks her phone. “Bram, I have to head back to work. Eat your slop and give me a ring if you need anything.”


  “Or the hospital will.” I smile tightly. “You’re my emergency contact.”


  “Don’t be so bleak.” My sister pats my shoulder. “See you soon.”


  Grace breezes through the doors, though I don’t blame her for leaving. I would if I could, since I never get any sleep here.


  I scoop a forkful of peas into my mouth. They taste like tin.


  “That does look gross,” Cassia says.


  “It really is,” I say around a mouthful of peas. “And this potato depresses me. I’m Irish, and even I don’t want to eat it.”


  She laughs. “Want me to raid the vending machine?”


  I stab the potato. “God, yes.”


  “All right.” She hops to her feet. “I’ll raid it like a motherfucking Viking.”


  I grin. “Bring back crisps!”


  She gives me a thumbs up. I finish off the canned peas, and I’m poking at the meat when she comes back balancing an armful of snacks. “I believe it is chicken, but it looks like it survived an atomic bomb.”


  “Post-apocalyptic chicken?” she says.


  I stick out my tongue. “Now I can’t eat it.”


  “Then feast upon the spoils of my raid!”


  She dumps her armful of snacks onto my knees. Crisps and biscuits tumble over the bed in a waterfall of cellophane.


  “Sweet Jesus,” I say. “I think I’m in love.”


  Blushing, she rolls her eyes. “You totally owe me.”


  I tear a bag of crisps with my teeth. It rips down the middle and crisps scatter all over.


  “Oh, shit.” She laughs. “Eat the evidence!”


  “Help me. Quick. Before the nurses come back.”


  We scramble to rescue the crisps from the sheets. I’m laughing, and trying not to laugh, my ribs aching from my bruises. Cassia crams a handful of crisps into her mouth and struggles to chew them without breathing.


  “Try not to choke,” I say.


  She shrugs. “We are in a hospital.”


  I snort and eat another crisp. “You aren’t supposed to be here.”


  “Neither are you.”


  The crisp sticks in my throat. “That wasn’t my fault.”


  She freezes and stares at the crumbs. “Bram, I didn’t mean it like that.” She glances into my eyes. “You scared me.”


  I swallow with some difficulty. “Don’t worry about me. Please.”


  “But I care about you.”


  Her eyes glimmering, she won’t look away from me. I stroke her cheek with my knuckles. She catches my hand and holds it with simple tenderness, my heartbeat stuttering. Did we love each other? Do I still love her?


  I break our gaze and grab a candy bar. “Chocolate?”


  “Is this bribery?”


  I look innocent. “Maybe.”


  Her fingers slip from mine, but I can still feel her touch on my skin. She smiles at the chocolate. “Bribery accepted.”
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  Cassia


  Visiting hours are over. I leave Bram alone in the hospital and take a bus back to Upper Dicker. It’s a long ride. I rest my cheek against the window, rain trickling sideways down the cold glass, and close my eyes.


  The bus lumbers to a halt. My suitcase scoots between my knees and I grip the handle.


  Please let Bram make it through the night without another seizure. Then the doctors will let him go home. Somebody will have to watch him for the next forty-eight hours, for the concussion, but I owe him that much.


  Evening stains the sky purple as Wolfenwold Hall stands with dark windows.


  I walk back to my cottage, dragging my suitcase behind me. The wheels jostle and bump over pebbles. By the time I haul it over the threshold, I’m sweating. I take a quick bath, pull on my pajamas, and dive into bed.


  Sleep falls over me like a black blanket. I don’t dream.


  When I wake, the sky is still gray and quiet. My phone buzzes on my nightstand, and my heart lurches with panic.


  Bram’s number.


  “Hello?” I say.


  “Morning.” He hesitates. “Were you sleeping?”


  “No.” My voice cracks and I clear my throat.


  “Sorry for waking you.”


  I drag myself out from under the sheets. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing’s wrong.” He sounds apologetic. “I’m taking a taxi back to Wolfenwold Hall. I’ll be there in an hour.”


  My heart soars. “Have you had breakfast yet? What time is it, anyway?”


  “Seven, and no, I haven’t.”


  I grin even though he can’t see me. “I’ll cook you breakfast.”


  “That sounds lovely, but you really don’t have to go to so much trouble.”


  I scoff. “I’m a good girlfriend. It’s what good girlfriends do.”


  He laughs before grunting. “My ribs are still bloody sore.”


  “Don’t laugh so much.”


  “I’ll try.”


  “I’ll see you at Wolfenwold. You better get your fine Irish ass over here.”


  He laughs again. “That was your fault.”


  “Sorry. See you soon.”


  “Goodbye.” He hangs up.


  I may have been a shitty anti-girlfriend, but I can be a good girlfriend.


  Bram will have no choice but to fall to his knees and worship me once he’s eaten my omelets. I bounce into the kitchen, my bare feet slapping the tiles, and yank open the fridge. Ten eggs left. I still need avocados, green onions, and cream, though, so I get dressed and walk down to the shops in Upper Dicker.


  Sunshine pours from the blue sky. The scent of mowed grass sweetens the air. God, it’s a gorgeous day. I get my shopping done fast. After the lady rings up my groceries, I shoulder the bags and haul them to my cottage.


  By the time I run to Wolfenwold Hall, I just beat a taxi there.


  Bram climbs out of the taxi and smiles at me. His black eye looks even darker in the daylight. “Perfect timing.”


  I’m still panting from my run. “Are you hungry?”


  His smile widens into a grin. “You honestly think I ate at the hospital?”


  “Good point.”


  Gravel spits behind the taxi as it speeds away. When he starts walking, he limps slightly. He catches me staring. “I’m stiff.”


  “And not in a good way.” I smile sweetly at his blush. “Can you walk to my cottage?”


  “I’m sure I’ve done it before.” He struggles not to grin. He’s doing a bad job of it, but I can hardly blame him.


  We walk down the path side by side.


  He keeps looking at his boots. “How well do we know each other?”


  “You hitting your head kind of pressed the reset button.”


  Bram glances sideways at me, the sun shining through his bright blue eyes. “Before?”


  “Are you asking if we slept together?”


  He glances away. “I’m curious.”


  “What do you think?”


  “Yes?”


  I smirk. “More than once.”


  “And I can’t remember any of it.” He laughs. “We should make up for lost time.”


  My heartbeat kicks into a higher gear, and I’m aware of how close he walks. Is it impossible to deny the lust between us?


  He slips his fingers between mine. “This must be strange for you.”


  “Strange is an understatement. But I’m glad you’re back.” If only he knew I left him. “And I’m all for making up lost time.”


  He speaks in a husky murmur. “When do we start?”


  “After breakfast.” I bat my eyelashes at him.


  We step into the cottage and fill the small space with laughter.


  “Sit down,” I say. “Stop limping for a little while.”


  Narrowing his eyes, he drops onto the couch. “I’m hardly a cripple.”


  I almost joke about a fetish, but I decide not to push my luck. This is Nice Cassia. I’m not Nasty n’ Kinky Cassia, complete with emotional baggage. That model should have been discontinued a long time ago.


  Bram deserves Nice Cassia. So I’ll do my best to be her. “Coffee?”


  “Please.”


  He sprawls back on the couch, his legs hanging over the armrest, and props a pillow under his head. Coffee perfumes the cottage as my trusty little coffeemaker percolates. I pretend I know how he likes his coffee, since I’m pretending we knew each other better than we did. I serve him a cup with a spoonful of sugar.


  He sips the coffee and smiles. “Thank you.”


  I can’t decipher the look in his eyes. “I’m making California omelets for breakfast.”


  “Were you returning to California?”


  I turn away from him so he doesn’t see me frown. “I thought about it.”


  “Why did you stay in England?”


  Bending inside the fridge, I grab eggs, cheese, green onions, and cream. “I’m working at Wolfenwold Hall with you.”


  “That must mean I’m your boss.”


  “Technically.” I snort. “Though that doesn’t mean I do what you say.”


  He laughs. “As I suspected.”


  I crack the eggs into a bowl and put a pan on the stove. After I light the burner, I start rinsing green onions in the sink.


  “Need any help?” Bram hesitates at the edge of the kitchen.


  “You’re supposed to rest for forty-eight hours.”


  “I am.” He tries to look innocent.


  “And aren’t you supposed to stay away from pointy objects?”


  “Guess that means my penis is off limits.”


  I laugh. “Do not tell me you’re hard.”


  “I didn’t say that.” His eyes twinkle. “Though it’s a distinct possibility.”


  I roll my eyes and keep washing the green onions. He steps into the kitchen and stands behind me, the length of his body heating my back, but he hasn’t touched me yet. He bends and kisses the nape of my neck.


  I shiver. “My hands are wet.”


  “I know.”


  I put the green onions on the counter and turn around in his arms. He looks into my eyes like he wants to see into my soul.


  “Bram, the stove is on.”


  “I know,” he says again.


  He tilts his head and kisses me, sweetly, as I hold my wet hands out, not touching him. He sighs against my lips before leaning back and kissing the top of my head. When he backs away, I’m left empty-handed.


  “Butter?” he says.


  “What?”


  “Are you cooking with butter?”


  “Yes, it’s on the counter.”


  He grabs a butter knife and stares at it. Or maybe he’s staring at the scabs on his knuckles. “Is this knife blunt enough?”


  “I won’t rat you out to the nurses.”


  He cuts an inch of butter and slides it into the pan. It starts to melt.


  I hand him the cheese. “You’re manly and strong. Grate the Emmental for me.” I start chopping the onions.


  He salutes. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “It’s not good old-fashioned American cheddar, but it will have to do.”


  He grabs the grater. “Cheddar is English.”


  “Really?”


  “From Cheddar, the town in Somerset.” He begins grating the cheese. “How much Emmental do you want?”


  “A shitload.”


  He smirks. “That isn’t an Imperial unit, is it?”


  “A shitload is an American unit,” I deadpan, “roughly equivalent to a ton.”


  He glances at the cheese. “Not sure we have a ton.”


  “That’s good enough. And, check this out. I found avocados!” I heft a lumpy green fruit in each hand. He eyes me with obvious skepticism. “Dude, you can’t make a California omelet without avocados. It’s blasphemy.”


  He laughs. “I’ll take your word for it.” He peeks in the fridge. “No sausage?”


  “Afraid not.”


  “Bacon?”


  “Nope.”


  Sighing, he shuts the fridge. “Have I cooked you a full Irish breakfast yet?”


  “You haven’t.”


  He places his hand over his heart. “I promise I will. You have my word.”


  I smile. “What, my omelets aren’t good enough?”


  “I didn’t say that. But wait until you have my breakfast.”


  “You’re on.”


  I scoot past Bram to reach the drawer with the whisk in it. When I bend over, my ass brushes against him. He catches me by the hips and holds me there, just for a second, but it’s enough to be seriously distracting.


  I fan myself. “It’s too hot in the kitchen with you in here.”


  He strolls out with a bit of a swagger, not limping anymore, at least.


  I whisk the eggs with cream and pour them into the melted butter. I scramble the eggs and scrape in the diced onions. Savory aromas sizzle from the frying pan. While the omelet cooks, I peel and cut the avocados.


  He leans against the counter and cradles his cup of coffee. “God, I’m hungry.”


  I melt cheese on the omelet before cutting it in half. He watches me arrange slices of avocado on our plates.


  “Wish I had some parsley for garnish. Then this shit would look fancy.”


  He laughs. “How do you take your coffee?”


  “Black.”


  Bram pours another cup and brings it to the little table in the dining nook. We both sit down and share a glance. I wait for him to take the first bite. He closes his eyes, chews, and lets out a little moan. “Delicious.”


  I smile at him. At least I can do something right.
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  Bram


  Déjà vu lingers in the pit of my stomach, but I still don’t remember any of this. Cassia must have cooked for me before. We must have eaten so many breakfasts together. I really have forgotten our entire relationship.


  Thank God she’s giving me another chance.


  “What’s the matter?” she says.


  “Nothing’s the matter.” Which isn’t exactly the truth.


  She eats her omelet with quiet deliberation. I focus on finishing my own breakfast. We’re left with silence and empty plates between us.


  I sip my cooling coffee. “Forty-eight hours.”


  “I know,” she murmurs. “I’m staying with you.”


  I take a bottle of medication from my pocket. “This better bloody well work. I didn’t have much luck the first time around.”


  Her eyebrows descend. “What do you mean?”


  I pop two pills with the dregs of my coffee. “When I was at Oxford...”


  My voice rasps. I don’t want to talk about this. Not now. Not with her. She’s looking at me with such pity in her eyes.


  She twists her mouth. “You still look like the victim of a rhinoceri stampede.”


  I laugh. “True.”


  I take our dishes to the kitchen. There’s no dishwasher, so I turn on the tap and start washing them by hand.


  She stands behind me and hooks her arms around my waist. “Revenge.”


  I dry the dishes with a towel. Her breasts rub against my back. I try not to think about it, but my cock stands at attention.


  “This revenge really isn’t too bad,” I say. “Please, do go on.”


  Her chuckle can only be described as evil. Her hand slides under my shirt and rests on the flat of my stomach. If she reaches much lower, there won’t be anywhere else for my cock to go. I suck in my breath. “Careful.”


  “Are you sore?”


  “Yes,” I say, though that’s not the problem.


  She lifts the hem of my shirt. Her fingers skim the bruises on my back, not hard enough to hurt, but I flinch nonetheless.


  “God, Bram, you’re black and blue.”


  “Gravity can do that to you.” I turn around in her arms. “It’s after breakfast.”


  “And?”


  “Let’s make up for lost time.”


  Her mouth softens. “Where do we start?”


  I kiss Cassia. She sways against me, her hands twisting my shirt, and I catch her by her hips. Her curves fit against my body like the last piece of a puzzle. She grabs my ass in both hands, groaning into my mouth.


  This feels better than good. This feels right. We belong together.


  “It’s a shame,” she says, “you don’t remember my boobs.”


  I cup her breasts, testing the weight of them, and she stands on her toes.


  “Or my pussy,” she whispers in my ear.


  God, yes, I’m sure it’s unforgettable. My cock strains behind my fly and I reach into my boxers to adjust myself.


  “Uncomfortable?” she says.


  “A bit.”


  “Let me help.”


  She drops to her knees, her dark hair spills spilling her face. Her fingers stroke the length of my cock through my jeans.


  I groan. “You’re making me harder.”


  “Good.”


  She unzips my fly. I let out my breath in a hiss. My hands clench and unclench the air. When she tugs down my boxers, my cock springs free. She kisses the tip of me and I shudder before she climbs to her feet.


  “This floor hurts my knees,” she says.


  “Bed?”


  She saunters to her bedroom. I strip away my jeans and boxers before following. She stops and turns toward me.


  “Take off your clothes,” I say.


  She walks backward, never looking away. Her heel catches on the rug. She stumbles, catches herself on the dresser, and laughs. I can see down the front of her shirt. Her breasts peek out from a pink cotton bra.


  She grins. “Let me give you something to stare at.”


  She peels her shirt over her head. The movement makes her breasts rise and fall back with a jiggle. Blood scalds my veins, most of it headed due south. She flicks her eyebrows upward and shimmies out of the leggings she’s wearing. Her ass sways in a mesmerizing way. Her underwear matches her bra.


  “Christ,” I say.


  “I’m not sure what Jesus has to do with it.”


  Smirking, I kick the door shut. “I can’t stop seeing you soaking wet.”


  Cotton clinging to her nipples and the dark hair between her legs.


  Her eyes widen, her cheeks flushed. I hook my fingers in the cup of her bra and tug it below her nipple. Her hands knot in my hair. I lick her nipple before baring her other breast and circling it with my tongue.


  “I’m already soaking wet,” she says, a bit breathless.


  “Oh?” I lick her other nipple. “I imagined you climbing from a pool, but this is better.”


  She gasps as I suck harder on her nipple and nip it with the edge of my teeth. Her fists clench my hair. “My mind’s deeper in the gutter.” She unbuttons my shirt with a saucy glint in her eyes and a challenge in her smile.


  I straighten to my full height. “I’m thinking all manner of filthy things.”


  “Like what?”


  I slide my hand up the curve of her ass. Her bra yields to my fingers. I yank her underwear to her thighs and walk her backward. She falls against the bed, her legs trapped. I drop to my knees and bend to breathe in the scent of her pussy. She holds herself on her elbows, her breasts heaving as she breathes.


  “This is where your imagination takes you?” she says.


  “Always.” I grin. “Well, then I would always be hard.”


  She laughs. I love the way her breasts move. “Too bad this bed is a twin. Guess you’ll just have to climb on top of me.”


  I take the hint. My cock throbs as I kneel over her on the bed.


  She shimmies her underwear over her ankles and trails her hand down my stomach. “You’re so fucking gorgeous.”


  When she grabs my cock, I clench my thighs. “You stole my line.”


  She laughs, her hair swirling like ink over the sheets. Her hand strokes with relentless pleasure. The muscles in my stomach tighten. Pre-cum slips from my cock and glides over her fingers. She cradles my bollocks.


  I flinch. “Gently.”


  “Sorry. I’ll slow down.”


  Cassia crawls onto her hands and knees. She bends over, her hair tickling my skin, and takes my cock into the wet heat of her mouth. Her tongue spirals around the girth and lingers on the sensitive skin below the crown.


  “Wait.” Shaking, I rest my hand on her head. “I want to come inside you.”


  Leaning back, she licks her lips. “Let me get the condom.”


  She hops from the bed and bends over. God, her ass. It sways by my cock as she hunts insider her purse. I can’t resist slapping her just hard enough to smack. She yelps and clutches herself, then glares at me. “Bram!”


  I smile innocently. “May I slap you again, please?”


  She snorts. “After I find this condom.”


  I flex my fingers. I’m tempted to leave her ass as pink as her cheeks. I don’t want to hurt her, just mark her as mine.


  Cassia is mine.


  The realization hits my throat like a fiery shot of whiskey and pools in my stomach with a warm afterglow. God, what did I do to deserve such a beautiful woman? She finds a condom, finally, and tears open the foil. Her lips part as she rolls the latex over my cock. I wonder if she’s thinking about sucking me until I come.


  I look into her eyes. “Let me make up for lost time.”


  Cassia falls back onto the bed. I hold myself over her on one hand. With my other hand, I angle my cock against her pussy. I grind on her clitoris, while she gasps and squirms, and enter her in a single deep stroke.


  “Oh my God,” she moans, almost a whimper.


  She’s so incredibly wet. My cock throbs, even harder than before, which I thought was impossible. I can’t think past the molten heat of her pussy. I pull out before plunging in even deeper. She gasps with every thrust, urging me on, her fingernails biting into my ass. Tension builds until it threatens to explode.


  I halt, panting, trying to calm down. “I don’t want to go slow.”


  She doesn’t let me pull out, her legs snaked behind mine. Her eyes smolder as she meets my stare. “Then fuck me.”


  I bare my teeth in a grin. “My pleasure.”


  My cock throbs with my heartbeat. Breathing raggedly, I grip her ass under my hand and clutch the sheets to brace myself, a lock of her hair tangled in my fist. I thrust into her gently at first, then harder. Her face looks tight with restrained pleasure. I want her to come. I want her to moan and lose herself to ecstasy.


  The fantasy of her orgasm pushes me closer to the edge.


  I slow until the urge to come subsides. She watches me gasping and wriggles beneath me. Her pussy clenches my cock.


  “I know what you’re doing,” I say. “Temptress.”


  “Temptress?” She laughs. “That’s a big word, don’t you think? How are you so coherent when you’re so close?”


  I shrug. “I’m smart?”


  She laughs again and circles her hips. Knowing exactly how good it feels.


  I stroke back into her pussy and I’m rewarded with a gasp. She’s trembling and must be closer than she’s confessing. My cock glides into her wet heat. Deeper. Harder. Sweat rolls down my back and slicks my chest.


  “I’m close,” I say. “So close—”


  She digs her fingernails into my ass and drags me down. It knocks me over the edge.


  I fuck her hard. It’s the only way to describe thrusting and slapping against skin and coming deep inside her. I shout something wordless and arch my hips, muscles tight, my cock throbbing out every ounce of cum.


  “Oh my God,” she says. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”


  I keep thrusting, still rock hard, until she clings to me and calls out what might be my name. Her pussy clenches and unclenches around my cock, milking the last of my cum. Panting, she lies limp and damp with sweat.


  “Condom,” I say.


  “Right.” I pull out and take care of it, hoping it was enough.


  “What?”


  “I didn’t say anything.”


  “You’re frowning at the condom.”


  “It’s fine. It’s just—”


  “What?” She sits upright. “We should be good. Right?”


  I shrug. “We might need bigger condoms.”


  “Those are the big ones. “ She snorts. “Though all of them are labeled that. Vanity sizing.”


  “I came so much, I’m amazed it held.”


  Her lips part, her cheeks rosy. “That’s strangely hot. But don’t accidentally knock me up. We’re not that serious.”


  “Of course.”


  I head to the bathroom and wash up. When I return, she’s curled beneath the sheets. She’s smiling like a kitten with cream.


  “Are you on the pill?” I say.


  “Yes.” She fiddles with the sheet. “Like any smart slut.”


  Why does she think I would call her a slut?


  I’m silent for a moment. “We didn’t talk about this before, did we?”


  “We didn’t.” Her eyes look distant while she plays with a thread by her cheek.


  I crawl under the sheets. “As much as I have a primal urge to fill you with cum and make babies, that would hardly be a brilliant move.”


  “Wow.” She lets out a sigh. “That was actually really hot.”


  I stiffen. “What?”


  “Not the babies part. The part where you fill me with cum.”


  “I see.”


  “I’ve never done that before.”


  “Neither have I.” Her hair feels silky under my hand. “Maybe someday?”


  “If there is a someday.”
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  Cassia


  How the hell did we start talking about sex without protection? And babies? God, I blame my traitorous ovaries. And how amazing Bram smells. I scoot closer against his chest and breathe in his sweat. So good.


  His cock stirs against my ass, not quite soft anymore, but he behaves himself. “How did we meet after Oxford?”


  “Remember that café? The Gilded Lily? We ran into each other there.”


  The sheets rustle. “Literally?” There’s laughter in his voice.


  I fake an uppercrust accent. “We were rather more proper than that.”


  “Was it raining?”


  “What?”


  “I’m trying to remember.”


  “No, it was sunny.”


  He holds me against himself like he never wants to let me go. “How long will you stay?” He sounds halfway asleep.


  “I don’t know.”


  He grunts.


  Who knows what that means. “Are you okay with that?”


  A long pause. I roll over to look at Bram. He fell asleep, his lips parted. Sunlight slips through the curtains and lands on his face, his stubble glinting red-gold. I love his ginger beard. I kiss his cheek, an ache in my chest.


  Forty-eight hours. I can do this. I can pretend to be his girlfriend.


  Right.


  Think of a good exit strategy. Quick. Clean. A breakup where we can be just friends and pretend we never fucked.


  I stare at the ceiling until sleep conquers my mind.


  When I wake, I’m alone in bed. “Bram?” There’s a clatter beyond the closed door. My heartbeat goes from zero to sixty. I kick off the sheets and tug on a bathrobe. He’s naked in the kitchen, rummaging through cabinets.


  Shamelessly, I stare at his ass. “You shouldn’t be alone.”


  He looks over his shoulder long enough to roll his eyes. “I’m hungry.”


  “How late is it?” I swallow a yawn.


  He glances at his wrist, which has nothing on it. “Time for afternoon tea.” He holds out a box of cereal. “Christ, what is this?”


  “Manatee Munchies.”


  He stares at a fat manatee floating by a bowl of corn puffs. “This isn’t a joke?”


  “I had that shipped from America.”


  He pours a few puffs into his hand and chews them with a frown. “Not bad. If you prefer the taste of sawdust.”


  I shake my head. “Clearly you aren’t interested in saving the manatees. And hey! Stop eating them if you hate them.” After he pops another handful into his mouth, I steal the box. “We’re not having cereal for lunch.”


  He smirks and backs me against the counter. “We’re having sex?”


  “You said you were hungry.”


  “I did.”


  He bends down and steals a kiss. I drop the cereal on the counter. His hand slides into my bathrobe and cups my breast. God, his cock’s glad to see me. I press my thighs together against the ache between my legs.


  “We can’t have sex forever,” I say.


  His eyes burn like blue flame. “Why not?”


  “Eating, and sleeping, and—” I gasp as he grabs the curve of my ass.


  His head dips as he inhales the scent of my hair. “Seize the day.” He seems intent on seizing something else. “You have a condom?”


  “In my purse.”


  He ducks into the bedroom and returns in record time. He pushes me against the counter and parts my legs with his knee.


  “This is an afternoon tea quickie?” I tease.


  “This is whatever you want it to be.”


  He holds my hips and thrusts into me with a groan. I grip his waist, my nails marking his skin, the robe slipping from my shoulders.


  His gaze drops to my breasts. “You want it quick?”


  “Yes.”


  “You want it hard?”


  “God, yes.”


  He fucks me without restraint, tilting back his head, his eyes closed, his face tight. God, he’s almost too much to take all at once


  “You like that?” He growls out the words. “You like my cock?”


  “You can keep talking dirty while you’re at it.”


  He gives me a savage grin.


  I’m losing my grip on the counter, the muscles in my thighs trembling with the strain. “I’m falling.”


  He yanks me closer and tilts my hips upward. When he thrusts at a steeper angle, he grinds against my clit. I groan and rock against him as he moves. An orgasm washes over me in slow waves of lazy ecstasy.


  Clinging to him, I sigh against his skin.


  “God,” he says. “I want to fuck you so hard.”


  I laugh between pants. “You are.”


  He bites my shoulder, just hard enough to sting, and pounds into me. He crushes me close and shudders, his cock pulsing. I kiss him on the mouth as he moans. He sags against me before bracing himself on the counter.


  The box of cereal topples and scatters puffs onto the floor.


  “Fuck.” He grunts against my neck. “Sorry, I killed your manatees.”


  I laugh. “Eat them.”


  He snorts and shakes his head. I admire his ass while he walks to the bathroom. I hop from the counter, my legs wobbling, and sweep up the puffs. I don’t give a shit about the cereal. It’s not too big of disaster.


  The biggest disaster has to be the skip in my heartbeat when he walks back in. Or the way I can’t stop smiling at him.


  What the hell is wrong with me? I’m so high on sex. Drunk with fucking.


  That has to be it. Right?


  Bram’s wearing boxers again, and they hang low on his skinny hips. He grabs the broom from me and keeps sweeping. I lean back on the counter to check out the view. Damn, he’s sexy with or without clothes on.


  Smirking, he looks sideways at me. “See something you like?”


  I wiggle my eyebrows. “Do you cook and clean?”


  “If you have any ingredients that aren’t rubbish.”


  “Still hating on manatees?”


  “No, just Munchies.”


  I grin. “We used to eat Munchies for the munchies.”


  He dumps the puffs into the trash. “The munchies?”


  “God, you’re adorable when you’re confused.”


  He rubs the bridge of his nose. “I can only take so many Americanisms.”


  “You ever smoked weed?”


  “Marijuana? No. Have you?”


  I shrug. “When you smoke a lot of weed, you can get the munchies. Like you crave some favorite kind of junk food.”


  He furrows his brow before breaking into a grin. “I must have the munchies for you.”


  “Dude, that’s not how it works.”


  Jesus Christ, he’s been craving me? And wants to admit it? We barely know each other. Especially this time around.


  I tug my bathrobe closer, knotting the tie. “Let’s have soup for lunch.”


  His eyebrows descend, and for some reason he looks disappointed. Like he wanted a romantic confession from me.


  Nope. Not going to happen.


  “Which cupboard?” he says.


  I point it out. He fetches the soup while I slice some bread for toast. We cook together in silence. It’s not an uncomfortable silence, but it still feels like something is missing. Something I don’t want to understand.


  He brings our bowls to the table. “Don’t burn yourself. It’s hot.”


  I nod, sip the soup, and burn myself anyway.


  I’m bound to get hurt with Bram. At the bare minimum, I might break his heart. Damn, why am I such a bitch?


  He crumbles his toast over his soup. “What’s wrong?”


  I get up for a glass of water. “I’m fine.”


  “That means you aren’t fine.”


  I fake a smile. “You do remember something about me.”


  “Women never mean it when they say it.”


  “Been in trouble with a girl before?”


  He frowns at his soup. “Inevitably.”


  I’m curious who he dated before we met. I’m betting girls about twenty times more proper and British than me.


  He arches his eyebrows. “What isn’t fine with you?”


  I poke at my soup. “Finding you in the hospital wasn’t fantastic.”


  He looks away. That was a low blow.


  “Shit,” I say. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t your fault. You don’t deserve any of this. You’re too good for me, Bram.”


  He raises his head, his mouth tight, his eyes questioning. “What’s wrong with you?”


  My stomach tightens. “A lot you don’t remember.”


  “I meant it as a rhetorical question.” He leans back in his chair and crosses his legs. “Please, enlighten me.”


  The temperature drops by ten degrees. I’ve never seen his eyes so icy.


  I grit my teeth. “What do you think I did?”


  He doesn’t blink. “You’ve been hiding something since the hospital.”


  “Was it that obvious?”


  His fingers curl into fists on the table. “What happened?”


  “I...”


  “Was there another man?”


  “What?” I fake a laugh. “I didn’t cheat on you, Bram, for fuck’s sake.”


  Some tension eases from his shoulders, but I can’t stop thinking of Spencer. Naked in bed. Balls deep in another girl.


  “Fuck.” Sour acid rises in my throat. “I don’t want to do this.”


  I shove my bowl away. Bram reaches across the table and touches my wrist with his fingertips. His forehead tightens, the ice in his eyes melting. “Was it my fault? Jesus, tell me. Tell me so I can apologize.”


  I can’t torture him. And the stress could trigger another seizure.


  “I walked out.” The words escape me in a rush. “I almost caught a flight home before I got the call about the hospital.”


  He slumps in his chair and rubs his forehead with his knuckles. “Why?”


  “It had nothing to do with your epilepsy.”


  “I bloody well hope not.” He looks more hurt than angry. “But was this my fault? Is that what you’re saying?”


  “No.” I blink back tears. “I left you because I was afraid.”


  It sounds so fucking stupid when I say it. I shove my chair from the table and back away. I can’t bring myself to look at him.


  “Cassia.” He stands and touches my arm.


  I shake my head and take my bowl to the kitchen. “You want to eat this? I’m not hungry.”


  He takes the bowl, sets it aside, and tugs me to face him. He waits for me to look him in the eye. “Why were you afraid?”


  I stare at him. My vision blurs. “I can’t tell you.”


  “Can’t or won’t?”


  “I don’t even know how to say it.” I swipe my hand across my eyes. “Let me go.”


  “Cassia, sit down.”


  It’s close enough to calm down that my hackles bristle.


  “I can’t do this. I’m not into commitment. That’s why I walked out on you, okay?”


  His jaw clenched, he looks at me for a long moment, scrutinizing me. “Is that all?”


  I glare at him. “You think this is something trivial? I left you, Bram, and I came back because I thought you might die.” My throat chokes. “You don’t remember, but our relationship was a fucking trainwreck.”


  His mouth twitches. “I can’t complain about the fucking.”


  “Don’t be such an asshole.”


  He folds his arms across his chest. “I don’t understand why you’re so angry.”


  “Why aren’t you?”


  “Because I don’t remember any of the bad times between us. Because I barely know you but we’re still so good together.”


  “Well, isn’t that convenient.” I spit the words at him. “Wish I had amnesia.”


  His face twists. “No, you don’t.”


  I take a breath and let out a sigh. “I’m sorry I said that. I’m trying to be honest with you. But seriously, I’m a bitch.”


  “If I’m an asshole, aren’t we a match made in heaven?”


  I don’t know how he can stand there smirking. Like this doesn’t bother him at all.


  “Make this easy,” I say. “Pretend you never met me.”


  “Why did you pretend to be my girlfriend?” He stares at me, his eyes brilliant blue in the sunlight. “We promised no lies.”


  My nerves go numb. “What?”


  “No cheating. No lies. No falling in love.” He frowns at the floor. “Three rules.”


  “You remember.”


  A fat tear sneaks over my cheek. I turn away, but not before Bram catches me and clutches me in an embrace.


  “Hey,” he murmurs. “Please don’t cry.”


  I squeeze my eyes shut and crush my face against his shirt. Pain grips my throat like a fist. I suck in a shuddering gasp.


  “Cassia.” He kisses my forehead. “Cassia, it’s all right.”


  His voice vibrates though his chest. I cling to him until I can breathe, then turn my face away and dry my cheeks on my sleeve.


  “Here.” He presses a paper towel into my hand. “I don’t have a proper handkerchief.”


  I laugh and blow my nose. He’s still so concerned with being proper.


  “You can talk to me,” he says. “I’m listening.”


  I twist the towel into a rope. “You don’t have to be so sweet.”


  “You cared about me enough to come back.”


  “Caring can hurt so much.”


  Bram frees the towel from my hands, walks me to the bedroom, and pulls me down to lie beside him on the bed. I rest my head on his chest and listen to his heartbeat, a steady metronome to my wild emotions.


  “God,” I say. “I wish I didn’t feel like this.”


  He grunts in a manly way and strokes my hair. “How do you feel?”


  “Tired. Anxious. Guilty.”


  “I don’t think you deserve to feel any of those things.”


  I keep my eyes closed. “What else do you remember?”


  “Sex.” His laugh startles me. “On the beach.”


  I smile. “That was a good memory.”


  “We should make more good memories together.”


  “Maybe later. I’m impressed by your stamina.”


  He laughs again. “Not sex.” A pause. “Not only sex.”


  “We’re pretty good at fucking. And professionals at fucking up.”


  He shrugs beneath me. “We haven’t fucked up too spectacularly.”


  I run my finger over my thumbnail. Back and forth. “I fucked up with Spencer.”


  “Your ex?”


  “The one who killed himself drinking and driving? After I caught him cheating on me?”


  Bram whistles low. “That is professionally fucked up.”


  I wish I could laugh. “You don’t remember the details. I beat the shit out of his BMW, and I wanted to beat the shit of him.”


  He’s silent for a small eternity. “And you blame yourself?”


  “Nobody held a gun to my head and made me do it. I was so angry at him. Do you know he invited me to join them? A threesome. He never promised not to screw around, and after he died, I wasn’t better than a slut myself.”


  “Jesus Christ.”


  I bite my thumbnail. “I wish I could forget. I don’t think I can forgive him.”


  “Have you forgiven yourself?”


  Hunched on the bed, I stare at the wall. “No.”


  Bram strokes the small of my back, his hand warming my skin. He doesn’t need to tell me that I should forgive myself.


  “I don’t know how.” My voice sounds broken. “I wish I had an ordinary life.”


  “We can live an extraordinary life together. It has its perks.”


  “Like?”


  “Bizarre American breakfast cereals.”


  I laugh through the ache in my throat. “So you did like the Manatee Munchies?”


  “Not really.”


  “I knew it.”


  He hesitates. “Will you stay with me? For forty-eight hours?”


  “I said I would.”
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  We finish our lukewarm soup at the table. I try to joke, though Cassia’s smiles never last long. I wish I understood her.


  But I remember being with her. Recognition jolts me every time I look at her face.


  And I remember the beach. My cheeks heat at the thought of making love in the middle of the day, plain for anyone to see.


  “Why are you blushing?” she says.


  I wash my bowl in the sink. “Nothing in particular.” I give her a hopeful smile. “Would you like to go out for a walk?”


  She tugs down the corners of her mouth. “You’re giving me puppy dog eyes again.”


  “Am I?”


  “Dude. Don’t try to deny it.”


  I break into a grin. “It’s not raining.” I peek out the window. “In fact, I see a bit of sun.”


  She heaves a sigh. “Let me get my shoes.” I catch her smiling.


  We walk through the gardens of Wolfenwold Hall. A skylark zips overhead and perches in the beeches. Dew glitters like diamonds on the lawn, clinging to every leaf, enchanting flowers into enamel jewelry.


  “Christ,” I say. “I remember everything.”


  She glances at me. “Everything?”


  “The blueprints.” I stare at the labyrinth of yew hedges. “Why do we even need another bloody golf course in Sussex?”


  “You tell me.”


  I frown at my boots. “The conference center will be elegantly modern. A tranquil setting for future business retreats.”


  “You sound like a fucking brochure.”


  My laugh sounds empty. “That’s what my mother told investors. Nobody cared about the gardens. Not even me.”


  She’s silent, her lips pressed in a tight line.


  “Cassia, Wolfenwold Hall can’t be a manor house anymore.”


  “Why not?”


  “Renovating the house and the grounds will cost at least a million pounds. Sometimes we can’t afford to preserve the past.”


  She brushes her fingers over the yews. “You would destroy this history?”


  “It’s out of my hands.”


  “Bullshit.” She stares at me with bright eyes. “Bram, you were supposed to be in charge. You were supposed to make the call.”


  “That’s not true. I don’t have absolute control.”


  “Are you saying you’re helpless?”


  “I’m not—”


  Copper. That dirty penny taste invades my mouth.


  No. God, no.


  “Cassia.”


  My stomach churning, I reach for her hand, but I can’t stop myself. I can’t catch myself from falling into the dark—


  ***


  Breathe. I can’t breathe. Like I’ve been holding my breath for too long.


  I gasp and gulp in a lungful of air. My ribs ache from the effort. Gravel biting into my cheek, I roll onto my back.


  Sky blinds me with bright clouds.


  “Bram.” A girl leans over me. “I’m here, Bram, calm down.”


  Who is she? Who is Bram?


  I can’t remember anything. I can’t piece together the puzzle in my head.


  Blood stains my tongue with iron. I spit, and spit again, but the taste doesn’t go away. I try to sit, my muscles screaming at me.


  God, it’s really starting to hurt. This has happened before. Hasn’t it?


  “Bram,” says the girl. “Talk to me.”


  I’m Bram.


  I’ve had a fit.


  Two thoughts click into place. The realization makes me sag with relief. I can sleep now. I’m so bloody exhausted.


  She shakes my shoulder. “Stay awake. Stay with me.”


  “It’s fine,” I mumble. “I have epilepsy.”


  “It’s not fucking fine. You had a concussion, and it hasn’t been forty-eight hours.”


  Cassia.


  I remember her. She’s everything but my girlfriend.


  “I called an ambulance,” she says.


  I shove myself onto my hands and knees. My skull aches in time with my heartbeat. “Fuck. How long was I out?”


  “I don’t know. Three minutes?”


  “Fuck.” I say it with more emphasis. “That’s not good.”


  Her voice trembles. “I couldn’t stop you from falling.”


  Fatigue drags my head down, my skull heavy. She kneels by me and touches my cheek with her fingertips. I’m too bloody exhausted to feel humiliated. Never before has the gravel path looked like such an inviting pillow.


  “Bram?”


  “Let me lie down for a moment.”


  When I do, she shakes my shoulder. “Stay awake.”


  My eyelids fight gravity. Her fingers gripping mine, she doesn’t let go until the ambulance arrives.


  Staggering to my feet, I wave away the helping hands of the paramedics and climb into the ambulance. They offer me oxygen, but I shake my head and lie on the gurney. I can breathe now that my mind isn’t telegraphing nonsense to my muscles. Cassia stands outside the ambulance, her face frozen in a white mask.


  “Can she come?” I say.


  A paramedic glances back. “She can ride in the front.”


  The ambulance doors slam before it lurches into motion, the rumbling of the engine pressing on my ears, closing my eyes.


  I don’t wake until I’m in the hospital. Again.


  I’m lying sideways on a bed, which might even be the same bed as before. Cassia isn’t anywhere in the hospital ward.


  What if she left me again? What if she’s had enough of the epileptic?


  My stomach churns, my mouth sour. I look pathetic in this paper hospital gown. A clock on the wall ticks down the seconds. Over the sheets, my fingers clench into fists. I need to stop being so bloody useless.


  What is Wolfenwold Hall worth? Who would find it valuable?


  When a nurse walks through the ward, I catch her eye. “Excuse me. Ma’am?”


  “Yes?”


  “Could I have my phone, please?”


  “Of course.”


  She brings it to me and I thank her with a smile before browsing my contacts. Most of them are friends I left behind in Oxford or London. Most of them wouldn’t blink if Wolfenwold Hall were bulldozed to the ground.


  But then there’s Jebediah.


  Jeb was absolutely obsessed with crumbling ruins, castles, and old houses with pedigrees. When we were roommates, he once took me on a tour of Oxford while reading from a textbook on architecture. Jeb works as a location scout now, finding places for films, though I’m not sure where he lives at the moment.


  I type out a text.


  Are you still working in London? I’m down in East Sussex and I need a favor. We’re planning to renovate Wolfenwold Hall into a business retreat, but it’s a beautiful old house. Would you be willing to take a look?


  “Mr. Winterbourne.”


  I glance up from my phone. “Doctor Kapur.”


  “I’d hoped not to see you so soon.” She frowns at her clipboard. “But here we are.”


  “What is it this time?”


  “Another MRI. Are you ready?”


  I pick at the needle in my vein. They pumped me full of meds to stop me from having another fit. “As I’ll ever be.”


  “Great.” Doctor Kapur speaks in a monotone. “Let’s get started.”


  A nurse pushes a wheelchair to my bed and I stagger to my feet. My legs feel leaden, but I’m strong enough to walk.


  Lying in the MRI, I stare at the white curve of the machine.


  It whirs, chirps, and starts its deafening drone and clank. It’s the magnets. Just the magnets. I close my eyes.


  Thirty minutes. That’s how long this will take.


  Maybe then I’ll see Cassia again.


  38


  Cassia


  Is it surprising I hate hospitals? The stink of piss and disinfectant, the buzz of fluorescent lights, the doctors and nurses trying reason with you like you’re an idiot that can be calmed down with facts and statistics.


  Bram hasn’t woken up yet.


  I don’t know when he will, but I’ll stay outside until then. It’s raining, the sky as gray as dirty laundry. I lean against the wall of the hospital. A white-haired man with a cane hunches on a bench, squinting as he smokes.


  “Fag?” he says.


  I stare at him before realizing he means a cigarette. “Thanks.”


  The old man gives me a light. I take a drag and swallow a cough. I was never a smoker while Spencer was still alive.


  But sometimes you need to take a break from yourself.


  “Cassia.” Grace walks to me, her heels clicking, and waves away the smoke.


  I blow another lungful away from her. “You got my text.”


  “I did.” She folds her arms across her navy blazer. “How bad is it?”


  “I don’t know yet. Bram was sleeping when I left.” I grind the cigarette on the pavement. “He might be awake now.”


  “Let’s find out.”


  We’re halfway to the ward when a woman in a tailored dress advances on us. She has pewter hair and striking blue eyes.


  “You’re early,” Grace says.


  The woman arches an eyebrow. “This isn’t the kind of thing one wastes time on.”


  I clear my throat and catch her eye.


  “Lavinia Chancellor.” She shakes my hand in an iron grip. “You must be Cassia. I appreciate you monitoring my son.”


  This is Bram’s mother? Damn. She makes this sound like a business transaction, and like I couldn’t possibly have feelings for him. Without waiting for me to reply, Lavinia marches down the corridor to the ward.


  Bram’s bed is empty. My stomach somersaults.


  “Where is he?” Lavinia flags down a nurse. “Take me to Bram Winterbourne.”


  “Ma’am, please check with the front desk—”


  “Find me someone who knows.”


  The nurse lets out little defeated puff of air. Shaking her head, she walks away.


  Lavinia’s phone rings in her purse and she answers it. “Hello? Speaking.” A pause. “Then try harder next time.”


  Grace purses her lips. She looks a lot like her mother, but softer around the edges.


  “Bloody hell!” Bram stops at the edge of the ward. “Grace, you told Mam?”


  Lavinia’s nostrils flare. “I’ll call you later.” She chucks her phone into her purse and looks her son over. “How have you been?”


  A muscle in his jaw twitches. “On holiday. In Aruba.”


  “Don’t be facetious, darling.” His mother straightens the collar of his paper gown. “You look absolutely terrible.”


  “Thank you.” Bram looks over her shoulder. “Cassia, where were you?”


  I shrug. “Out for a smoke.”


  He raises his eyebrows. Lavinia’s mouth tightens like I’m a filthy hussy.


  “Where were you?” I say.


  “MRI.” He says it like he has one every month. Maybe he does. I’m afraid to ask.


  “How did it go?”


  He slouches on the bed and kneads his forehead. “I won’t know until tomorrow.”


  Lavinia perches by him and pats his hand. “There’s no need to worry. Grace will handle everything at Wolfenwold Hall.”


  “What?” He looks up. “I’ll be out of hospital in a day or two.”


  Lavinia pats his hand again. “You shouldn’t trouble yourself with the stress.”


  He pulls away. “This is absurd.”


  “Bram, we all know how bad it was,” Grace says.


  “What’s a little amnesia?” He forces a smile. “I’m all better. I remember everything.”


  When he looks at me, I wonder if he means me, too.


  Lavinia shakes her head. “You aren’t yourself. We can hardly burden you with the same responsibilities as before.”


  “I have this well under control.”


  “And what do the doctors say?”


  His shoulders stiffen. “The typical tripe. Unexplained epilepsy.” On the table by his bed, his phone buzzes. “Excuse me.”


  “What is it?” I say.


  He frowns at his phone. “Nothing.”


  That wasn’t nothing, but I doubt he’ll tell me the truth with his mother and sister hovering like hawks.


  A bark breaks the silence. A black-and-white collie bursts into the ward, claws scrabbling, before jumping on me and licking my face.


  Grimacing, I push his paws off my shoulders. “Down, boy!”


  The dog barks and wags his tail so hard his butt wiggles.


  “Ma’am!” A nurse zeros in on me. “No animals are allowed in—”


  “He’s a service dog.” A man walks into the ward and gives her a million-dollar smile. “Bram, he’s yours.”


  Bram’s jaw drops. “Dad. No.”


  The dog sniffs my hand like I’m hiding a treat. It doesn’t seem trained to be a service dog, or trained to be anything else.


  Bram’s dad shakes my hand. “You must be his girl.” He winks. “I’m his father, Fitzgerald Winterbourne. Call me Fitz.”


  I force a smile. “Cassia.”


  This has to be one of the worst ways to meet the parents. Ever. I’m wearing a black T-shirt that says, “The Devil Made Me Do It,” my hair still stinks like smoke, and Bram keeps staring at me like I’m a timebomb.


  “A service animal?” The nurse stares at the dog. “Do you have proof?”


  Fitz digs in his wallet. “Sorry, sweetheart, I meant to buy him the little jacket, but I was in a hurry.” He hands her a card.


  Bram stands and crosses his arms. “Dad, Jesus Christ, I don’t need a service dog.”


  Fitz scoffs. “Sure you do.”


  “Does he really?” Grace says.


  “Sherlock can detect a seizure before it even happens.” Fitz scratches behind the dog’s ears, and Sherlock’s tongue lolls out.


  “Take it back,” Bram growls. “And what is this? A fucking family reunion?”


  “Language,” Lavinia says.


  “I’m sorry.” Bram speaks through gritted teeth. “Thank you all for coming.”


  Lavinia arches one eyebrow. “We didn’t drive all this way to abandon you.”


  “I’m rather boring company right now.” He works his jaw. “Seeing as how I’m trapped in this hospital for another night.”


  Fitz slaps his son on the shoulder. “You look well enough to leave. What’s keeping you?”


  Bram grimaces. “I had a breakthrough seizure. They upped my medication, but it’s still too early to tell if it will work.”


  With a grunt, Fitz jams his hands into his pockets. “How’s life otherwise?”


  “Busy.”


  His dad looks sideways at me and winks, which makes Bram blush.


  Lavinia glances heavenward. “God.”


  Sherlock barks and itches behind his ear.


  “Are we done?” Bram winces. “Can I sleep? The MRI was more peaceful than this.”


  Lavinia stands, her purse tucked under her arm. “Get some rest, Bram. Ring if you need me.” She touches his shoulder before leaving.


  “Good luck.” Grace follows at her heels.


  Fitz ruffles Sherlock’s fur. “Is there a bar around here?”


  “Dad.” Bram stares at him. “This is a hospital.”


  Fitz laughs in a fake hearty way. “I’m staying in Hastings. You owe me a beer when you’re out of this place.”


  “Sure.” Bram smiles. “See you then. And Dad? Keep the dog.”


  Fitz grabs Sherlock’s collar. “Just until you have no nagging nurses about.” He drags the dog away and leaves us alone.


  “Is this my cue to exit stage left?” I say.


  “Stay.” Bram grabs his phone. “And listen to this.”
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  I read Jeb’s latest message out loud.


  Good to hear from you, Bram. I fly out of London tomorrow, but I can pop down this evening. Five o’clock works?


  “Works for what?” Cassia says.


  “That’s from my old roommate, Jebediah, from Oxford. He’s a location scout now.”


  She stares at me. “What does that mean?”


  I rub my sweaty fingerprints from my phone. “Jeb finds places for films. Wolfenwold Hall would be perfect for an historical.”


  “Five o’clock?” Her mouth hardens. “Today?”


  “It’s only four thirty. We can make it if we leave the hospital now.”


  “But Bram, you shouldn’t leave. You could have another—”


  “This might be our last chance to save the gardens.” I look her in the eye. “Would you be my getaway driver?”


  “Fine.” She laughs with a desperate loudness, like she’s almost out of hope. “Fuck this hospital and fuck their food.”


  I grin. “Amen.”


  I trade my paper gown for clothes and check out of the hospital. We’re through the sliding doors when I remember.


  “Right.” I jingle my keys. “I left the Audi at Wolfenwold Hall.”


  “Shit.” She hangs her head. “And I always wanted to be a getaway driver.”


  After I call a cab, we wait outside under the awning.


  “You smoke?” I say.


  She shrugs. “Once in a blue moon.”


  “Between the cigarettes and the tattoos, I’m surprised my mother didn’t faint.”


  She twists her mouth. “She doesn’t seem like the fainting type.”


  “You’re hardly the type of girl I bring home.”


  “Is that a bad thing?”


  I meet her gaze. “I don’t think so.”


  She looks away as a taxi pulls up to the curb. When we climb in, the cabbie twists around and stares at my black eye.


  “Upper Dicker,” I say.


  The cabbie fakes a smile. “Sure.” He gives the cab some gas.


  Cassia scoots closer to me. “Sherlock was cute.”


  “Who?”


  “The dog. You should keep him.”


  I lace her fingers with mine. “I don’t need a dog.”


  “What if Sherlock can help?”


  “Sadly, I think he’s too stupid to help.”


  “Poor puppy! You don’t mean that.”


  I snort.


  It’s fifteen minutes to Wolfenwold Hall, and I’m not sure how to fill the silence. “While I was in the MRI, I had time to think.”


  She inhales, a soft intake of breath. “Oh?”


  “I remembered more.”


  Her fingers tighten. “Everything?”


  “Cassia, I don’t know what I’ve lost.” I slide my thumb over her knuckles. “But I remember our first kiss.”


  “God, really?” She hunches, her hair shadowing her eyes. “The whole thing?”


  I laugh. “It wasn’t what I expected, but I’m not complaining.”


  “What else do you remember?”


  I bend by her ear and drop my voice to a whisper. “Our first night together.”


  “And?”


  “I’d like to remember more.”


  She shivers. “Maybe I can help you jog your memory.”


  The cabbie coughs and rubs under his nose.


  “Maybe.” I force a smile and check the time.


  “Are we going to make it?”


  “I think we will.”


  We arrive at Wolfenwold Hall. The sun breaks through the clouds like a cracked egg spilling its yolk over cream. The outside of the manor house looks almost imposing, if you ignore the cracks in the façade.


  “I need a change of clothes.” I hold the front door. “These stink of the hospital.”


  She glances at her phone. “Four forty-five.”


  “We have time.”


  I bound upstairs to my bedroom, Cassia following. I rummage through my wardrobe and toss some clothes onto my bed.


  “You might want to brush your hair,” she says.


  “Right.”


  “And...”


  “What?” I peek at myself in the mirror. My black eye has halfway faded from purple to yellow. “God, I look like rubbish.”


  She leans behind me. “I have some concealer in my purse.”


  “I’m not wearing make-up.”


  “It might help.”


  “No, thank you.” I strip off my shirt.


  Her sharp intake of breath startles me. “Bram.”


  I avoid my reflection and lean over the bed for a clean shirt. She stands behind me and touches my back with her fingertips, lingering on my bruises, as if I don’t know they exist. As if I don’t feel the constant ache.


  “Jesus,” she says, and her voice shakes. “You can’t keep doing this to yourself.”


  I grit my teeth. “You think I penciled in another seizure on my daily planner? You think I decided to have epilepsy?”


  “No, that’s not what I meant.” She retreats from me. “But Bram—”


  “I’ll be fine.”


  She folds her arms and stares at the floor, her hair hiding her eyes. I button my shirt, my heartbeat pounding, my hands unsteady.


  “I’m sorry,” she says.


  “Please don’t pity me.”


  “I don’t pity you.” She flings her hair back, her eyes blazing. “But promise me you will go back to the hospital.”


  “Cassia.”


  “Promise?”


  I sigh. “I promise I will do my best to get my medication worked out.”


  “That’s not what I said.”


  “Damn it, I’m not going to live in the hospital.”


  She glares at me, her jaw clenched. “Don’t be so stubborn.”


  I can’t help laughing. “You’re a fine one to talk.”


  “I won’t leave you until I know you’re safe.”


  My stomach plummets. “Cassia.” I reach out to touch her face. She blinks but doesn’t back away. “I can’t promise that.”


  Tears glimmer in her eyes, fracturing my reflection. I hate to see her hurting. I catch her in my arms and kiss her cheek, her forehead, her lips. She clings to me, her shoulders shaking, her hands clenching my shirt.


  “I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m sorry.”


  She releases a shuddering sigh. “I can’t even think of you—” Her voice breaks. Having another fit? Dying?


  I don’t know what to tell her.


  My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I back away from her to answer it. “Hello?”


  “Bram! How are you?” Jeb sounds jittery, though he always was something of a caffeine addict. “I’m almost to the location.”


  “Brilliant.” I force myself to inhale. “You’ll love this place.”


  “Great! See you then.”


  Cassia tugs my shirt straight and combs my hair with her fingers. “There.”


  “How do I look?”


  “Handsome.” Her smile falters. “You always look handsome.”


  I flick my eyebrows upward. “At least I have that.”
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  Cassia


  We meet Jebediah at the drive. He hops out from a little blue hybrid. His black-rimmed hipster glasses and blond goatee wouldn’t be out of place in a Starbucks. When Bram and Jeb hug, they slap each other on the back.


  “Bram!” Jeb looks him over. “Why do you look like you’ve been mugged?” His accent sounds uppercrust English.


  Bram winces. “You know why.”


  “Still haven’t sorted that out?”


  “Not yet.”


  “I see.” Jeb glances over at Wolfenwold Hall. “That’s really falling apart, isn’t it?”


  I fake a smile. “It adds atmosphere.”


  “Jebediah,” Bram says, “this is Cassia, my...”


  “Colleague.”


  Jeb tilts his head. “Pleasure to meet you.” He shifts his weight from foot to foot. “Let’s see this house then, shall we?”


  Bram holds the door. “Watch your step, don’t trip over any of the electrical wires.”


  Jeb stops in the foyer and stares at its grand sweeping staircase, battered oak floorboards, and mildewed ceilings with chipped gilding. He paces around the perimeter and twists his mouth. “What century was this built?”


  “Early 18th,” Bram says. “Most recently renovated just before the first world war.”


  Jeb grunts. I can’t tell what he’s thinking. “What’s next?”


  “Upstairs or downstairs?”


  “This floor works just fine, thank you.”


  “Right.” Bram waves us onward. “This way to the dining room.”


  Our footsteps echo in the nearly empty room. Sunlight stripes a walnut table with little luster in its finish. Cobwebs shroud the golden chandelier, and white rectangles on the walls mark where pictures once hung.


  Jeb pauses at a window, running his finger over the ornately carved frame. “What’s next?”


  Bram rubs behind his neck. “The drawing room.”


  We cross the foyer to the drawing room. Furniture draped in dustcloths huddles like a herd of white elephants.


  Jeb peeks under a cloth. “Are these the original furnishings?”


  “I believe so,” Bram says.


  I hug myself by the window. “You can see the Elizabethan knot garden from here.”


  Jeb stands by me. “18th century as well?” He scratches under his nose, like he’s not even slightly interested in this all.


  “It is.” I glance at him. “The yew labyrinth is two hundred years old.”


  “I’d like to take a look at the exterior, after we’re finished with the interior.”


  “Definitely.” Hope hops inside me like a cricket. Or maybe a cockroach, since nothing seems to be able to kill it yet.


  “This isn’t the best view.” Bram beckons us onward with a pantomime gentleman’s bow.


  We follow him upstairs, past his bedroom, to a much grander bedroom at the end of the hall. He whips open the curtains, sunlight glimmering on dancing dust. Tatters of pink silk cling to the walls like faded rose petals.


  I stare at the angels painted high above. “The ceiling must be ten feet high.”


  “Look,” Bram says.


  Jeb leans against the window. His breath fogs the glass. “Beautiful.”


  I stand beside him, my chest tight with excitement and anxiety. Rosebushes curl in ornate arabesques of pink and white and red.


  All of it gone if we can’t save the gardens.


  “This would have been the bedroom for the lady of the house,” Bram says.


  Jeb takes his phone from his pocket. “Mind if I take a few photos?”


  “Not at all.”


  When Bram and I share a glance, he gives me a hopeful smile I can’t bring myself to return. Jeb meanders into the hall, glued to his phone, snapping more shots. He peeks into a few more rooms before heading downstairs.


  “Where’s this labyrinth?” Jeb says.


  Bram looks to me. “Cassia?”


  “Right this way.” I try to smile like a tour guide, but my mouth falters.


  The hedges glitter with dew, every needle bejeweled, the grass silver underfoot. I lead them into the maze. Jeb’s camera phone clicks. In the center, a statue of Aphrodite clings to a scarf slipping from her naked breasts.


  “Well.” Jeb takes a photo of the statue.


  Bram clenches his jaw, his eyebrows bunching. “Well?”


  “Wolfenwold Hall might be just the thing for my client.”


  My stomach soars like an elevator going from the lobby to floor twenty.


  Jeb flashes a smile. “They’re rebooting an Edwardian drama, a television series about a baron who loses his fortune and his manor house in the Great War, and his heir who wins it back by gambling in the twenties. Of course, their ancestral home has fallen in disrepair, since they haven’t paid for servants or upkeep.”


  “Brilliant!” Bram says. “That’s perfect.”


  It sounds too good to be true, but I don’t say it out loud.


  Jeb tilts his head. “Now I still need to pitch the property to the producers, and they’ll definitely want to take a tour before committing to anything definitive. But you were right, Bram. Wolfenwold Hall has potential.”


  Bram’s grin almost erases the fatigue from his eyes. “I told you so.”


  When Jeb laughs, Bram shakes his hand with vigorous enthusiasm. The two of them hug in that manly way of theirs.


  “Cassia.” Jeb meets my gaze. “I’ll forward any inquiries regarding the gardens to you.”


  I smile and nod, afraid I’ll say something that will fuck this up spectacularly.


  Jeb glances at his watch. “I’m afraid I have to leave. What’s the best way out? I don’t want to get lost in the labyrinth.”


  We walk him out and watch him drive away.


  “He seemed nice,” I say.


  Bram swoops down and kisses me, fast enough that he startles a gasp from me. I catch myself by grabbing his shoulders.


  “We did it.” He leans back and grins. “We have a real shot at saving the gardens.”


  It’s not a done deal, but I don’t want to knock the smile from his face. I step out from his arms. “Where did you park?”


  He stares at me.


  “I’m driving you back to the hospital, remember?”


  Groaning, he rakes his fingers through his hair. “I forgot.”


  “No, you didn’t.” I poke his ribs. “You promised.”


  He gives me a pained look. “The Audi should be around back.”


  After we climb into the car, we sit in silence. A dragonfly perches on a side mirror as a breeze tosses the beeches.


  “Aren’t you happy?” he says.


  I start the engine and shift to drive. “Let’s take this one step at a time.”


  He frowns out the windshield. “We shouldn’t worry about what hasn’t happened yet.”


  “We shouldn’t hope, either.”


  “That’s bloody bleak.”


  “It’s better than getting hurt.”


  “Is it?”


  I grip the steering wheel and concentrate on navigating the narrow country lanes. We return to the hospital far too soon.


  Bram’s head drops back. “I hate this place.”


  “You promised.”


  “I know.”


  He unbuckles his seatbelt and kisses me. Not gently this time, his mouth hard, his stubble rasping my skin. His hand slides into my lap, his fingers resting on the inseam of my jeans. I clench my thighs together.


  When he breaks the kiss, his eyes smolder. “I can’t wait to be back in my bed.”


  “Before or after they start filming?”


  He wrinkles his nose. “This isn’t porn.”


  “You don’t know that,” I tease.


  He rolls his eyes and hops out. “Walk with me?”


  “Sure.” I jingle the keys in my hands. “So you don’t try to escape.”


  Bram laughs, but his eyes look haunted. He would run away if he could. I wonder if I’m the only thing keeping him here.


  “What’s wrong?” he says.


  “Nothing.”


  “You were frowning.”


  “For someone who had amnesia, you know me too well.”


  “Cassia, I’ll be fine.”


  I give him my best imitation of a smile before I kiss him goodbye.
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  A hospital never sleeps, and I’m not sure I can manage it. Unblinking, I stare at the fluorescent lights above my bed. My head buzzes with static. I’m too tired to think, but too afraid of returning to an unconscious state.


  Before I can help myself, my eyelids close for good.


  I dream of Cassia. We’re together in a woodland glade of forget-me-nots, the blue flowers trembling in the wind. I remember this place—the countryside of Ireland, outside of Donegal, where I spent half my childhood. Before we moved to Dublin for business. Before everything became the family business.


  Cassia smiles and takes my hand. “Come with me.”


  “Where are we going?”


  She tugs on my hand as I follow her through the flowers. Clouds blow across the sun and dim my sight. I taste copper on my tongue.


  Raw fear clenches my stomach. “Cassia!”


  “Bram.” She pulls me forward. “Bram, come with me.”


  My legs freeze, my eyes locked, my muscles defying me until I’m falling—


  I jerk awake with a gasp. Sweat glues my paper gown to my skin. I’m in the hospital. Darkness presses against the windows. Heartbeat hammering, I touch my tongue. I haven’t bitten it again. I haven’t had a fit. Have I?


  Sour nausea rising in my throat, I shove myself upright.


  I can’t remember. I can’t keep living in the shadow of fear.


  A nurse detours to me. “Sir, do you need anything?”


  I raise my hand to halt her and swallow hard, my mouth dry. “Did I have another fit?”


  “No. Why?”


  I stare at my clenched fists on the sheets. “I had a nightmare.”


  She checks the clipboard on my bed. “We would have noticed a seizure. And you seem to be responding well to medication.”


  “Thank you.” I let out my breath. “Sorry to trouble you.”


  “Try to relax.”


  She smiles at me with more than a little pity in her eyes. Or maybe it’s sympathy, and I’m feeling sorry for myself.


  Jesus Christ. There’s no point in being melancholy. I’m almost out. I’m almost better. And then I can work with Cassia on Wolfenwold Hall. I fall back onto my pillow and stare at the lights until my eyesight swims.


  When I sleep this time, I’m thankful I don’t dream.


  Morning brings the slop they call breakfast, followed by Dr. Kapur with my MRI results. “Mr. Winterbourne.” She stands by the edge of my bed, her hands clasped behind her back. “Good news and bad news.”


  I poke at the rubbery scrambled eggs with my fork. “Tell me.”


  “The swelling from the concussion has gone down significantly. But we’re seeing scarring in your temporal lobe.”


  The tines of my fork screech across the plate. “Scarring?”


  “Likely from the earlier seizure activity, before you relapsed.”


  Seizures interrupted my life weekly at Oxford, but I didn’t think there would be lasting damage to my brain...


  “We need to control your epilepsy,” Dr. Kapur continues, “before there’s more scarring we can’t manage with medication.”


  I push away my plate. “Understood. I’ll take my pills like clockwork.”


  “And try to minimize stress.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” I force a smile. “Can I go?”


  “For now. I want you to return for an evaluation in a week.”


  I’m already halfway out of bed. “Deal.”


  The moment I’m free from the hospital, I phone Cassia. “Morning! I need a ride home.”


  She yawns. “You sure are bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.”


  “I sound like a squirrel?”


  “As chipper as one. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”


  I pace around the parking lot, startling a flock of pigeons. My phone buzzes.


  “Bram!” Jeb doesn’t wait for my reply. “They want to see Wolfenwold Hall this week.”


  I stop in the middle of the lot. “They do?”


  “Yes, but I’m at the airport. Have to catch this flight to New York. Can you handle them and tour the property for me?”


  “Of course.”


  “Excellent, I’ll email you the details. Good luck!”


  Jittery, I call my mother, since I can’t do this behind her back.


  She answers on the second ring. “Bram? What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing’s wrong.” I clench my jaw. “God, do I call you with bad news so often?”


  “Often enough.” She sniffs as though offended. “Why are you calling?”


  Not for a pleasant chat, apparently. “I found an opportunity for Wolfenwold Hall.”


  Silence.


  “You remember Jebediah Bowden, from Oxford? He works as a location scout now.”


  “And?” She makes that one word sound as dry as dust.


  “His client wants to tour Wolfenwold Hall for the set of a television series. It’s a perfect fit, an Edwardian drama. And it’s easy money, from the sound of it. We wouldn’t even have to renovate the manor house.”


  A long pause. “Bram, those contracts were drawn up over a year in advance.”


  “But this would save us those considerable expenses. If the filming falls through, we continue with the renovations.”


  Mam clears her throat. “When would they start?”


  “They want to tour it this week.”


  Her fingers rattle on a keyboard. “Can they do this afternoon at one? I have an opening then, but I won’t for long.”


  “I’ll ask them and let you know. And Mam? Thank you.”


  “Don’t thank me yet. Goodbye, Bram.”


  The silver Audi pulls into the parking lot. Cassia waves at me through the windshield, and I return her wave.


  I struggle to keep a straight face. “That wasn’t hard at all.”


  “What wasn’t?” She glances sideways at me, her eyes a bit bloodshot.


  I lean back in my seat. “They want to tour Wolfenwold Hall.” I read the email Jeb sent me. “Today, if we can manage it.”


  “That’s fast.”


  I ignore the skepticism in her voice and type an email to the producers. “We’ll see if they can make it at one o’clock.”


  “Hopefully.”


  We drive toward Wolfenwold Hall through a morning bright with possibility. She still doesn’t smile, her eyes narrowed.


  “Cassia.”


  “What?” She take a corner too fast, skidding in gravel. “Shit, sorry, I’m distracted.”


  She pulls over on the side of the road. A bus rumbles past and leaves us in silence. Hedgerows border rolling green fields dotted with sheep. It would be peaceful, if it weren’t for the tension thick in the air.


  “What’s distracting you?” I say.


  She grips the steering wheel in both hands, her stare resolute, and kills the engine. When she exhales, it’s shaky.


  I lick my lips. “Are you still afraid?”


  She closes her eyes, telling me what I need to know.


  I climb from the car and open her door. “Let’s take a walk.”


  We follow the road until we reach a low stone fence, which I help her climb over. Her hand grips mine tightly enough that I give her a squeeze back. We follow a footpath across the field as the sheep gawk at us.


  She stops in the path and stares at the ground. “Bram, I don’t belong here.”


  “Even if they film the television drama?”


  “Especially if.” She speaks in a monotone. “It won’t last forever.”


  “But it gives us more time to save the gardens.”


  “We’re living on borrowed time.”


  I can’t ignore the invisible fist clenching my heart. The sickness that I’ll lose her one day, and there’s nothing I can do to keep her. There has to be something I can say, something that will save the fraying bond between us.


  I run my tongue over the edge of my teeth. “What will you do?”


  She steps close and leans her head against my chest. I bend down and breathe in the lavender scent of her hair.


  “Stay until I know you’re safe,” she whispers.


  I pretend to stagger and clutch my chest. “I’m dying of a broken heart. Nurse me back to health? With sweet tender love?”


  Her laugh doesn’t chase away the shadows in her eyes. “You’re shameless, Bram.”


  “Damn.” I stand straighter. “It was worth a try.”


  She stands on her toes and kisses me, then twists her fingers with mine. “Let’s go.”
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  They want to film at Wolfenwold Hall.


  After they leave, Bram tells it to me three times, but I still don’t believe him. I huddle in a cracked leather armchair in the library and watch him pace as he talks on the phone. His eyes look as bright as a cloudless sky.


  God, I can’t do this. I can’t hope for him. Not when I know we’re going to get hurt.


  “Yes, Dad!” he says. “It’s all but a done deal.”


  Is it?


  “They fell in love with the place. Bring some beer if you want, but leave the dog.” He laughs. “All right. I’ll see you soon!”


  I dig at a hangnail. “He’s coming over?”


  “To celebrate.” He grins. “Mam and Grace might stop by for a bit later tonight.”


  Faking a smile, I push myself out of the chair. “Better get ready for a party!”


  He flicks his eyebrows upward. “Perhaps we can celebrate in private tonight?”


  “If you manage to seduce me.”


  “Haven’t I already?”


  Bram catches me and backs me into the chair. He drops to his knees and kisses me, his hands cradling my face. I arch against him, my body as tight as a bowstring about to be loosed. Heat rushes through my skin.


  I suck in a breath. “I’d better get dressed.”


  “I can help you undress.” His voice sounds gravelly.


  I plant my finger on his chest and poke him back. “Bad Bram.”


  Smirking, he swaggers from the library. “Meet me in my bedroom, when you’re ready.”


  He’s so cocky. Not that it’s a turnoff.


  Back at my cottage, I find a red halter dress and a pair of flats. It’s not flashy, and I hope his family doesn’t expect a cocktail dress with heirloom jewelry. They probably won’t approve of me, no matter what I wear.


  Well, I won’t be around for long.


  “Relax,” I whisper to myself in the mirror. It’s just one party. It’s nothing serious.


  Walking to Wolfenwold Hall, I think not to think. Robins peep in the shrubbery and cotton candy clouds puff in the sky. Without knocking, I let myself inside and climb the stairs to Bram’s bedroom. I rap on the door.


  “Yes?”


  “I’m dressed. And don’t try to undress me.”


  Bram sweeps open the door, startling me. His blue button-down shirt makes his eyes even bluer. No tuxedo, thankfully.


  He tries to kiss me, but I dodge. “Won’t your family be here soon?”


  “Yes, but—”


  A bark echoes in the foyer. “See?” I say. “Sherlock.”


  “Christ.” He rubs his forehead. “I can’t get rid of that dog, can I?”


  I kiss his cheek as I pass. “You know you want to keep him.”


  Downstairs, I meet Fitz, who’s holding a six-pack of beer and a leash with Sherlock tugging on the end. The dog’s butt wiggles when he sees me. When I pat his head, I’m rewarded with a slurp of drool across my arm.


  “You look absolutely gorgeous!” Fitz whistles low. “I love your hair.” Blushing, I touch my ponytail. I didn’t do much, just shampooed it and twisted it back. “And your tattoos are exquisite. What do they mean?”


  I fold my arms, my cheeks burning even hotter. “Long story.”


  “I have plenty of time.”


  “Dad!” Bram bounds downstairs. “Are you flirting with Cassia?”


  Fitz widens his eyes with pretend innocence. “Not at all.”


  “He’ll flatter you to death if you let him.”


  Fitz hefts the beer. “You a fridge in this dilapidated mansion of yours?”


  “Sadly, no.” Bram takes the beer. “Which means we have to drink this faster.”


  “A man after my own heart.”


  When Fitz grins, I’m struck by how much father and son look alike. We bring the beer to the patio outside the dining room. Bram sets up a few camping chairs before sprawling in one and stretching out his long legs.


  “Perfect.” He sips his beer. “Just perfect.”


  Late afternoon sun pours honey light over the trees, and I almost agree with him.


  “Like the lager?” Fitz says.


  “I do,” I say. The more beer I drink, the less jittery I feel.


  Free from his leash, Sherlock sniffs around the lawn and rolls in the grass. His tongue lolls from his mouth. He looks blissful just getting dirty in the gardens. Sometimes I wish I could be that dumb and happy.


  My beer runs out and I set down the empty bottle. “Another?”


  Bram arches an eyebrow, but hands me a beer. “Should we get a bite to eat?”


  “Sure.”


  Fitz types on his phone, hunt and peck. “There’s pizza here.”


  I laugh. “There’s pizza everywhere.”


  “Are we all in agreement?” Bram says.


  I twist my mouth. “You can’t resist the cheesy goodness.”


  He snorts. “Toppings?”


  “Olives, artichokes, pepperoni.” I raise my finger. “No mushrooms.”


  Fitz shrugs. “I’m fine with whatever.”


  “I’ll order two,” Bram says. “One pepperoni, one with all those healthy vegetables.” He makes a face as he dials.


  Sunshine soaks my skin. I close my eyes and bask in the heat.


  Don’t think.


  Just be.


  By the time I swig my second beer, I’m almost calm. Fitz goes to his car to get another six-pack, and Sherlock trots after him with a silly dog grin. Bram looks sideways at me, smiles slowly, and breaks into a laugh.


  “What?” I say.


  “We have a minute alone.”


  “Oh, don’t even—”


  He leans across his chair and kisses me. His hand cups my breast, his thumb rubbing my nipple until it perks under my dress.


  I push him away. “We’re going to get caught.”


  “Is wanting you a crime?” His eyes dance with laughter. “I’d rather be guilty.”


  “Bram.” I giggle. “You’re tipsy.”


  “I’ve had one beer. You, on the other hand...”


  I glance heavenward. “So sue me.” I hold out my hand without even looking. “One more?”


  He laughs.


  Fitz brings more beer. Sherlock bounds toward me and sniffs my hand, then jumps back and dives into a playful bow.


  “You want to play?” I say.


  Sherlock woofs like he’s trying not to bark.


  “Are you being good, boy?” When I stand, my head feels light. “Let’s find a stick!”


  The dog follows me onto the lawn. I grab a branch under a beech tree and toss it for him. Sherlock races after it and runs back, but he flops in the grass and chews on it. Obviously nobody ever trained him how to fetch.


  I stand with my hands on my hips. “Drop it.”


  Sherlock growls playfully.


  I point at the ground. “Drop the stick.” He ignores me, so I grab a pinecone and chuck it over his head. “Get it!”


  Sherlock drops the stick and wheels after the pinecone. Laughing, I snatch the stick. Drool clings to the shredded bark. We play together, switching between the pinecone and the stick, until it’s time to eat.


  “Pizza!” Bram calls.


  I jog back to the patio. “Let me wash the drool off my hands.”


  He nods and continues his conversation with his dad.


  When I leave the bathroom, I run into Grace and Lavinia. Both of them dressed down, thank God, so I don’t feel like a complete slob. Lavinia gives me the politest of smiles, while Grace’s looks more genuine.


  “Where are the boys?” Lavinia says.


  “On the patio.” I return her smile. “There’s pizza.”


  Her mouth twitches. “And beer.” It’s not a question. “I could use a drink.”


  I’m not sure how I feel about her, but I follow her out to the patio. Bram hugs his mother and his sister before presenting the boxes of pizza on a rickety table. Everyone takes a slice or two; we sit together as the sun fades.


  Lavinia steals a beer from her son. “Ladies first.” She takes a swig.


  Grace laughs. “That’s hardly ladylike, Mam.”


  Her eyes bright, Lavinia waves her hand. “Oh, who gives a damn.” She kicks off her shoes and perches in a seat.


  “Amen,” I say.


  When Bram grins at me, my heart aches so hard my eyes sting. I can’t tell him how I feel. Not here. Not now.


  So I smile back.
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  After the beer and the pizza, after the laughter and the sunset, Mam and Dad and Grace say their goodbyes. Sherlock won’t go with Dad, whimpering pitifully, until Cassia convinces me to keep him in the kitchen. She stands by the windows in the dining room, staring out at the garden. Evening hushes Wolfenwold Hall.


  When I kiss the back of her neck, she turns in my arms and smiles. “We’re alone.”


  “Finally.”


  I kiss her softly, holding her by the window, my hand curved around her ass. She leans against me and tilts back her head.


  “Bram,” she whispers.


  “You’re coming with me.”


  She laughs, breathless. “Which way?”


  “Both.”


  I drag her upstairs and walk her to my bedroom. She’s breathing fast now, her cheeks flushed, her lips parted. Her nipples tighten beneath her dress. I untie the halter behind her neck and let the fabric fall to her waist.


  “I love seeing you naked.” I kiss between her breasts.


  She lets out a little gasp. “Bram, please.” With a twinge of worry, I glance into her eyes. “Please just fuck me.”


  All uncertainty flees my mind. I sweep her onto my bed and lay her down. My hard cock strains behind my fly. She grabs my ass, her fingernails digging in, and I grunt with a halfway involuntary thrust of my hips. I unbuckle my belt, my cock throbbing, and strip off my trousers. I can’t get naked quick enough.


  “Bram.” She lifts herself on her elbows. “You have—?”


  “Yes.” I twist my mouth. “The glow-in-the-dark ones.”


  She flings back her head and laughs, her hair swirling on my sheets. I find the condom and tear the foil with my teeth.


  “You probably shouldn’t bite them.” She giggles. “Is it glowing?”


  I grunt and roll it on. “I don’t bloody well care.”


  I slide my hands under her dress and yank her underwear down. She arches her hips upward to help me. My hands on her waist, I drag her to the edge of the bed and thrust into her. A groan escapes my throat.


  She’s so wet. So hot. I pull out and stroke in again, my bollocks tightening.


  “I don’t want to be polite,” I say.


  “Oh?” Breathing hard, she stares into my eyes. “I couldn’t tell.”


  I growl and pound into her until she’s gasping, clinging to me, all but begging. A whimper escapes her throat. It’s too much. My self-control breaking, I crush her against me as my cock throbs deep inside her.


  “Christ.” Panting, I brace myself on the bed. “I’m sorry.”


  Cassia drags me down to the crumpled sheets. “It’s not your fault.” She smiles at me. “I’m just too fucking hot.”


  I shake my head. “I owe you.”


  “You do.” She hides a yawn behind her hand. “Definitely.”


  I point at her. “Don’t fall asleep.”


  She laughs.


  When I return from the bathroom, she’s curled under the sheets, her eyes closed. Pretending to be asleep, I’m sure. I lie behind her and hold her against the length of my body. Sweat cools her flushed skin.


  “Bram?” she murmurs.


  “Yes?”


  “I wish I could sleep with you every night.”


  My breath catches in my throat. “You could.”


  She sighs, like this isn’t even a possibility, and drags the sheet over her cheek. I stroke the curve of her waist. “You haven’t seen my flat in London.”


  “Is it nice?”


  “Very.”


  “Posh?” She mumbles the word.


  “Slightly.”


  “How can something be slightly posh?”


  “If you have slightly enough money to decorate.”


  She rolls over and touches the tip of my nose. “How did you decorate your bachelor pad? Manly movie posters?”


  “Obviously.” I keep a straight face. “And I have a fridge dedicated to beer.”


  “That’s actually a brilliant idea.” She mimics my accent.


  I laugh. “You’re terrible at that.”


  “At what?”


  “Sounding Irish.”


  She squints. “I’ve never been to Ireland.”


  “Never?” I stroke her hair from her face. “You would love Dublin.”


  “I don’t have an excuse to go to Dublin.”


  “I just gave you one.”


  She meets my gaze, her eyes glimmering in the evening, her lips parted like she wants to speak, but doesn’t know what to say.


  Like she’s considering my offer.


  “There’s also Donegal.” I sound so calm, which is an utter lie. “Where I was born.”


  A smile shadows her mouth. “I’m trying to imagine you as a little boy. Were you even more of a redhead then?”


  I grin. “How did you guess?”


  She rubs the stubble on my jaw. “You’re still ginger.” Her hand ruffles my hair. “Even though your hair is darker.”


  I kiss her on the lips until she melts beneath me.


  “I love your eyes,” she whispers.


  The air catches in my throat. I have to remind myself to breathe. For a second, I thought she said I love you.


  I look away, afraid my face will betray me, afraid there’s no way to hide the way I feel.


  “Bram?”


  I swallow hard and twist my mouth into a smile. “I’m fond of your ass, myself.”


  She rolls her eyes, but she’s smirking. I hold her tighter against me, to press her skin to mine, to imagine I will never let her go.
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  Cassia


  I wake in the darkness. A sliver of moonlight creeps through the curtains. Bram lies behind me, his arm draped over my waist, his breathing slow against my neck. Downstairs, a bark echoes in the empty house.


  Sherlock.


  With a sigh, I lift Bram’s arm. He stirs and mumbles something, but doesn’t wake. He looks peaceful, the silver moonlight erasing the bruises from his skin. When Sherlock barks again, Bram frowns in his sleep.


  “Damn dog,” I whisper under my breath.


  I’m halfway to the door when I smell it. Just a trickle on the air.


  Smoke.


  My hand freezes on the doorknob, the brass cold under my skin. “Bram?” He grunts. “Bram? Wake up!”


  “What?” He sits upright in bed. “What is it?”


  “Do you smell smoke?”


  He kicks off the sheets, jumps out of bed, and throws open the door. A tendril of smoke drifts into the bedroom.


  Coughing, I cover my mouth. “Where is that coming from?”


  “Get dressed.” His voice invites no discussion. “Now.”


  Reality finally snaps into focus.


  Fire.


  Adrenaline spikes my blood. Hands shaking, I drag on my clothes. “Where are my shoes? I can’t find my shoes.”


  “I don’t know.” He grabs his phone, his wallet, his keys.


  Sherlock keeps barking. The smoke thickens and tickles my throat.


  Bram grabs my hand. “Don’t let go.”


  “I won’t.” My stomach churns with fear. “You shut the door to the kitchen, didn’t you? Sherlock’s trapped down there.”


  We hurry to the staircase. He grips my hand so hard my bones ache. Barefoot, I feel out the edges of the steps, afraid of falling. Bram breaks into a run, catching me before I stumble. We fly over the last few steps.


  Smoke billows from the hallway. Barking, Sherlock scrabbles against the kitchen door.


  I hold my sleeve to my mouth. “We can’t leave him.”


  Sherlock’s bark turns into a whine. He has to hear my voice. I run toward the kitchen, dragging Bram behind me.


  When I fling open the door, Sherlock bolts out and knocks me down. My hands and knees hit the floorboards. Bram hauls me upright, his fingers like iron, and stares down the hall. Orange light flickers behind a door.


  “The library,” he says.


  I spot a fire extinguisher in the kitchen and run to grab it. “Bram.”


  He shakes his head. “It’s too dangerous.”


  “But—”


  “Cassia, go outside and call 999.”


  “I don’t have my phone.”


  He tosses me his and points toward the windows. “Go. Now!”


  Coughing, I run for the doors and burst into the cool summer night. Smoke follows me outside and clouds the air. Sherlock bounds after me and leans sideways against my legs, the poor dog shivering and whimpering.


  My clumsy fingers punch the numbers. When I glance back, Bram’s still inside. “Shit.”


  I clutch the phone to my ear and run back into the house. Sherlock barks where I left him. Shadows fight the harsh inconstant light of fire.


  “999, what’s the emergency?”


  “There’s a fire—” I cough “—at Wolfenwold Hall.”


  “Where, ma’am?”


  “The manor house, in Upper Dicker.”


  “Is anyone still inside?”


  “I’m trying to find him.”


  I stumble through the smoke until I find Bram silhouetted. Flames climb over the bookshelves and crawl along the curtains. The fire extinguisher looks pathetic in his hands, too insignificant to snuff the blaze.


  “Bram!”


  I grab his arm and drag him backward, but he’s stronger than me. He coughs when he tries to speak, blind desperation glazing his eyes.


  “Bram.” I clench the bones in his wrist. “It’s gone.”


  Shaking his head, he drops the fire extinguisher. He stares at the burning, for a second, his shoulders rigid as if still has a hope of fighting. As we flee into the night, fire engines speed to meet us, the pandemonium of their sirens whirling in the darkness. Sherlock howls from somewhere in the yew labyrinth.


  The inferno leaps from room to room, sparks spiraling high. A paramedic guides us to an ambulance. Shivering under a blanket, I don’t feel anything but cold. Not even as Wolfenwold Hall burns to its bones.


  “It’s gone,” I say again.


  Flames flicker in Bram’s eyes. “It can’t fucking be gone.”


  A paramedic reaches for him as he strides toward Wolfenwold Hall. I run after him, the blanket slipping from my shoulders, but he stops below the doors and tilts back his head and stares. Just stares, his hands empty.


  It’s over.


  What was never real, what was never anything we could name, is gone forever. The truth bypasses my head and hits me low in the gut.


  I turn my back on Bram and walk away into the darkness of the gardens. When the wind blows, rustling leaves mask crackling fire. I inhale the sweet damp smell of moss. My hand drifts over the rosebushes, fingertips touching petals and thorns that prick blood. Sinking onto the grass, I sit with my knees against my chest.


  This was never mine. This was never a paradise meant to last.


  “Cassia.” Smoke roughens Bram’s voice into a rasp. He kneels and touches my shoulder. “Please don’t go.”


  What did I expect him to say?


  I stare at the dirt. “I can’t stay.”


  “Why?”


  “I never meant to hurt you.” My throat chokes up. “But I broke one of our rules.”


  He frowns skyward. “Which rule?”


  The butterflies in my stomach fly on razor wings. I can’t say this out loud. I can’t admit why I’m so afraid to stay.


  But I have to.


  Tears spill from my eyes. “No falling in love.”


  Bram keeps staring at the sky, hurting me without even touching me. Ice seeps into my blood and numbs my skin.


  Why the fuck did I say anything?


  I stand and wipe my hands on my shaking knees. “I’m sorry.”


  “Cassia.” When he looks at me, shadows hide his face. “Don’t.” His voice rasps.


  “Let me go.”


  “Cassia, I—” He clears his throat. “They found scarring in my brain.”


  Why is he telling me this now?


  “I’m sorry.” I say it again, walking away from him, walking away from the emotions I can’t feel for him. “I’m so sorry.”


  He follows me. “Christ, I don’t want you to pity me.”


  “Then why the fuck did you tell me that?”


  “Because I don’t want to be alone.”


  “God, you know that sounds pitiful.”


  “Is it?” He catches my arm to stop me. “You should know the truth. I don’t want to hide my epilepsy from you. I don’t—”


  “It’s too late.”


  His fingers tighten on my arm. “No!”


  “Just let me go.”


  “No.” It’s quieter this time.


  “Please.”


  Bram releases me and retreats a step. He speaks barely above a whisper. “Cassia.”


  “Goodbye.” Saying it to him feels less than final.


  I know that’s a lie.
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  Bram


  I don’t know what time her flight leaves, when she abandons England for America.


  I stare at my phone and look at the flights from Heathrow to Los Angeles. There are three. One of them has left already, in the early hours of the morning. It’s 4:14 AM, the red numerals stark on the alarm clock by my bed.


  Below my window, London traffic rumbles. The sound once lulled me to sleep, but my ears still ring from the quiet of the countryside. The sheets lie undisturbed on my bed. I pace on the carpet, my skin raw with awareness.


  I drop onto my bed, clenching fistfuls of my hair, and force myself to inhale.


  This doesn’t feel real. Like I can blink myself awake and Wolfenwold Hall will still be there. Cassia will still be there.


  Pain claws at my throat. I bend double and try to breathe through it, but it won’t go away. My hands shake against my head. I stare at the clock, a second away from breaking it, but I’m already broken. Christ. I bloody hate crying.


  I dry my cheeks on my sleeve, though there’s no one here to see my humiliation.


  Later, I wake on the carpet. My muscles jolt with alarm. I suck in a breath and pray I didn’t have another fit. A knock bangs on my door. How long have they been knocking? I scramble upright and yank open the door.


  Mam stands with her knuckles ready to knock again. “There you are.”


  “I was sleeping.”


  She brushes past me and perches on my couch, her purse clutched in her lap. “Sit.”


  I sprawl in the armchair. “Why have you come here?”


  “What happened at Wolfenwold Hall?” She speaks with deadly calm, and it’s worse than shouting. “What do you know?”


  My hands curl into fists. “The firefighters think it must have been an electrical failure.”


  “Will you conduct a proper investigation?” She says it like I couldn’t possibly be trusted. “Or will that be another disaster?”


  “You think this was my fault?”


  “This was your responsibility.”


  “I know.”


  There’s no use meeting her eyes. She has the same look she always does. Anger. Shame. The weight of failure bends my shoulders, though there’s nothing left to lose. This emptiness feels light, almost like freedom.


  Mam crosses and uncrosses her ankles. “After Oxford, I hoped you—”


  “Don’t.” I stare her down. “I know what you think of me already.”


  “Then why didn’t you try harder?”


  A moment of silence. “I love you, but you’re wrong. I don’t have to prove myself to you.”


  She takes this in stride, as if she expected me to argue. As if I’m a disobedient child. “Is that all you have to say?”


  “No.” I rise to my full height. “I quit.”
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  Cassia


  I don’t cry in the airport, on the flight home, or during the shuttle ride to my apartment. The Los Angeles sun bakes the pavement and shimmers in my eyes. My feet remember the streets. I drag my suitcase along the cracked sidewalk. My apartment waits beyond a faded door. Stale air breezes out to meet me.


  I stand in the doorway, my back to the sun. This is home. Three more months. That’s how long I have left on my lease. And after that—I don’t know. Spencer and I didn’t have plans beyond studying abroad in Oxford.


  I swallow hard and shut the door behind me.


  In a daze, I walk to the shower and peel off my clothes. Pipes rattle when I turn on the water and I flinch at the noise. This place is shit. Bram would laugh if he saw it. No, I’m sure he would think of a polite description.


  Bram.


  In the shower, I close my eyes, but I can’t hold back the tears. When water hits my hair, it frees the scent of smoke. He’s gone. He’s gone and it’s all my fault. I couldn’t fight the fear and the guilt before they ate me alive.


  Big, ugly sobs twist my body. Why did I do this to him? To myself?


  I cry until the water runs cold, towel myself dry, and crawl into bed. My damp hair straggles over my pillow. I wish he were here with me. I wish it so hard my heart aches. But I know I can’t be with him. He’ll find another girl, a good girl, and he’ll love her and live with her and learn to forget he ever met me.


  I wish I knew how to forget him.


  ***


  The heat of Los Angeles feels normal in a few days, like the cool countryside of England was a story I read a long time ago.


  Spencer never did like the rain in Oxford.


  I wander the eternally green lawn of the cemetery, looking for his name carved into stone. A bouquet of white tulips wilts in my clenched hand. In the Victorian language of flowers, white tulips symbolize forgiveness.


  When I find him, I have to remind myself to breathe.


  Spencer Knox


  I kneel by his gravestone, the polished granite smooth under my fingertips, until the heat of the sun scorches the top of my head. My eyes swimming with tears, I place the tulips by his name. A knot inside my chest loosens.


  “I loved you,” I whisper.


  But I have a future without him. Standing, I walk away from Spencer.


  I’m alone.


  I’m free.


  Griffith Park isn’t far from the cemetery. I park beneath a eucalyptus tree, its bark peeling onto the dry dirt, and peer at its silvery leaves. Eucalyptus globulus, the Tasmanian blue gum. Maybe I should go to Tasmania. With my luck, I’ll probably fall in love with an Australian guy and break his heart in the Outback.


  My laugh almost sounds real.


  I wander deeper into Griffith Park. Trails wander between yuccas and dusty boulders. Kids laugh and shriek on a nearby playground. I inhale the heat and close my eyes for a moment. I’m not all right, but I’m getting there.


  A bark echoes off the rocks.


  I open my eyes right as a black-and-white collie bounds toward me. “Sherlock?”


  He licks my hand and wiggles his butt with a goofy dog grin on his face. But that’s absolutely insane, it can’t be—


  “Cassia.”


  When I turn around, I’m shaking.


  Bram strides down the trail, his aviators reflecting the sky. “I found you.” His smile almost stops my heart.


  “What the hell are you doing here?”
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  Bram


  My mouth dry, I swallow hard. “Your work visa application had your address.”


  Cassia stares at me, her hair tumbling past her shoulders, her lips parted in disbelief. “I don’t live in Griffith Park.”


  “Thank the luck of the Irish. Sherlock discovered you, like any good detective.”


  “Did you fly here?”


  “Yes, with pixie dust.” I shove my aviators over my head, the sunlight dazzling.


  “Why?”


  “I shouldn’t have let you leave.”


  “You couldn’t have kept me.” She lowers her gaze. “I had to go.”


  “I had to follow you.” When I step closer, we’re a breath away from kissing. “Cassia, I can’t stop dreaming about you.”


  Her laugh sounds choked. “Dirty dreams, I hope?”


  I grin. “Very.”


  “You know I’m still terrified of being in love with you?”


  “I know.” I kiss her, quickly, before the glimmering in her eyes spills over. “So am I.”


  “Bram...”


  “I’ve loved you since I first laid eyes on you.”


  “Which is why you jumped into the river to rescue my phone?”


  “Yes.” I laugh. “Like a right fool.”


  With a shuddering sigh, she rests her face against my chest. “I don’t deserve you.”


  “Neither do I. We can both be too good for each other together.”


  She looks up at me, smiling through her tears. “But you aren’t staying, are you?”


  “I quit my job.”


  “Bram!”


  Sherlock woofs as if he agrees. I pat the dog’s head. “I’m looking for another one.”


  “Where?”


  “Here.” I touch my fingertips to her cheek. “With you.”


  “Are you sure?” She glances into my eyes. “You know I’m on shaky ground. A real relationship will be hard for me.”


  “You’re preaching to the choir.”


  “Point taken.” Her mouth twists in a wry smile.


  “Will you stay with me?”


  She kisses me with such conviction, it’s all the answer I needed.
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