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Book 1 — Fake Dating The Wedding

by Jenna Sahara


Chapter 1 — A Kiss That Wasn’t a Lie

The air in the plantation house’s great room smells like gardenias and expensive perfume and the ghost of a thousand Southern afternoons. It’s thick enough to choke on. I’m standing just inside the doorway, my clutch a death-grip in my sweaty palm, and my entire world has tunneled into a single point of excruciating focus.

Him.

Bradley. My ex-fiancé. The man I was supposed to marry two years ago this very month, in a dress I’d designed myself, under an arch of peonies. He’s supposed to be a smear on my rearview mirror, a regrettable speed bump on my road to self-actualization. He’s not supposed to be here, at my sister Lily’s rehearsal dinner, standing next to her groom-to-be at the head table. He’s not supposed to have his arm draped casually around the waist of a willowy blonde in a cream silk shift dress, his hand splayed possessively over the subtle, unmistakable swell of her belly.

Pregnant. She’s pregnant.

The room tilts. The chatter of fifty guests, the clink of crystal, the distant string quartet—all of it fades into a high-pitched whine in my ears. I can feel the eyes landing on me. My parents, seated near the back, their expressions a mix of pity and panic. Lily’s bridesmaids, who’ve heard the stories, who know that the sharp, defiant red I’m wearing—the dress I chose specifically because Bradley once told me I couldn’t pull off red—is a banner of pure, unadulterated war.

My chest is too tight. I need an exit. Or a weapon.

And that’s when my gaze, fleeing the carnage at the head table, crashes into a pair of watchful gray eyes across the room.

He’s leaning against the massive stone fireplace, a tumbler of something amber dangling from his fingers. Sandy hair pushed back in a way that says he hasn’t thought about it since this morning. A jawline carved for a different, more interesting purpose than corporate small talk. He’s wearing a charcoal three-piece suit, the vest buttoned over a frame that suggests a former athlete who still takes his fitness seriously. He’s alone. And he’s looking right at me, his expression unreadable but utterly present. He’s seen the whole thing. The frozen entrance, the blanching horror, the way my knuckles are white around my clutch.

A plan—stupid and brilliant and born entirely of primal desperation—detonates in my mind.

I don’t think. I move.

My heels click a rapid, decisive staccato against the wide-plank oak floors. I cut a path through clusters of guests, my red dress a streak of defiance in a sea of pastels. I don’t look at Bradley. I don’t look at his pregnant fiancée. I keep my eyes locked on the stranger by the fireplace, who hasn’t looked away.

I stop a foot in front of him. He straightens, his height imposing, his gaze dropping to meet mine. He smells like clean cotton, cedar, and a hint of expensive whiskey.

“Play along,” I whisper, the words raw and urgent. “Or I cry in front of everyone.”

Then I close the final inch, slide my hand up to cradle his jaw—his skin is warm, the slight scratch of stubble against my palm—and I kiss him.

It’s not a gentle kiss. It’s a claim. My lips are firm against his, a desperate press of need and theater. For a heartbeat, he’s utterly still. Then his free hand comes up to my waist, his fingers spreading wide over the curve of my hip, pulling me flush against him. And his mouth opens under mine.

The theater evaporates.

His kiss isn’t playing along. It’s answering. It’s deep and searching and shockingly, devastatingly real. The taste of him—whiskey and mint and something uniquely, essentially male—floods my senses. His tongue slides against mine, not tentative, but sure. The hand on my hip tightens, anchoring me. A low, quiet sound vibrates in his chest, and I feel it everywhere. My other hand fists in the fine wool of his suit jacket. The room, the ex, the pregnant fiancée—they all dissolve into a blur of heat and sensation.

He’s the one who breaks the kiss, pulling back just enough to rest his forehead against mine. His breath is warm on my lips.

“Vivienne,” he murmurs, and the way he says my name, like he’s known it for years, sends a shiver down my spine.

“How do you know my name?” I breathe.

“Your sister introduced us,” he says, his voice a low rumble meant only for me. “About twenty minutes ago. You were late. I’m Reid. Reid Marchetti.”

Of course. The college friend of the groom. From Chicago. Solo. The details Lily had burbled about weeks ago surface through the haze.

“Reid,” I repeat, testing the weight of it.

His thumb strokes a slow arc over my hipbone, through the silk of my dress. The touch is proprietary, and my body, traitorously, arches into it. “You okay?”

No. “Yes.”

He nods, his gray eyes scanning my face, reading the lie. Then he turns his head slightly, his gaze shifting over my shoulder. His expression hardens, just a fraction. “He’s watching. Looking pissed and confused. Good.”

“She’s pregnant,” I blurt out, the words acidic in my throat.

Reid’s eyes snap back to mine. Something flashes in them—understanding, then a sharp, protective edge. “I saw.” He leans in, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. His voice drops to a velvet-wrapped command. “So smile at me like I just told you a secret you love. Then we’re going to get a drink, and you’re going to tell me exactly what the rules of this game are.”

A tremor runs through me. It’s not fear. It’s a current, hot and alive.

I pull back, forcing a smile onto my face. It feels less forced than it should. He returns it, a slow, devastating curve of his mouth that reaches his eyes. He takes my hand, lacing our fingers together. His palm is broad, his grip firm.

He leads me to the bar, a small island of relative quiet in the corner. He orders a bourbon neat and a Sauvignon Blanc for me, without asking. He hands me the wineglass, our fingers brushing.

“Ground rules,” he says, leaning one elbow on the polished wood, angling his body to shield me from the rest of the room. “Start talking.”

I take a fortifying sip of wine. “Bradley. My ex-fiancé. Left me at the altar two years ago. Apparently he and Mark reconnected on some golf trip. I had no idea he’d be here. Or that he’d be…upgraded.”

“Upgraded is a subjective term,” Reid says, his gaze drifting over my shoulder before returning to me. “She looks like she’d blow away in a stiff breeze. You look like you could break someone in half. I know which I prefer.”

The blunt, unvarnished assessment shocks a laugh out of me. It’s strangled, but real. “Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me. Inform me. What’s the objective?”

“All of the above?” I sigh, the adrenaline starting to ebb. “I don’t know. The kiss—that was a tactical nuclear option.”

“It was a hell of an opening salvo.” He takes a slow drink. “And now?”

“Now we have forty-eight hours of wedding events. Rehearsal dinner tonight. Wedding tomorrow. Brunch Sunday. We have to be a couple.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Define ‘be a couple.’”

“We’re together. Seriously. Madly. We met six months ago through work. You’re based in Chicago, I’m in New York, it’s been a whirlwind. You flew in for this wedding as my plus-one.”

“Convincing,” he nods. “What do I do for work?”

“You’re a lawyer. Corporate litigation.”

A flicker of surprise crosses his face, followed by amusement. “Close. M&A litigation. Chicago BigLaw.”

“Good. We’re discreetly affectionate. You call me ‘babe’ sometimes. You have a hand on me—my back, my hip, my hand—often. We know each other’s coffee orders. We have inside jokes.”

“Do we sleep together?” he asks, his voice dropping, perfectly neutral.

The question hangs between us, loaded. Heat creeps up my neck. “Yes. Obviously. We’re madly in love.”

“I meant logistically. The sleeping arrangement. Your sister booked us a room. I assumed it was a single king.”

Oh, God. Lily. Of course she would have booked a room for me and my “serious boyfriend” she’s been dying to meet.

“Right. The room.” I swallow. “We share it. We share the bed. We’re a couple.”

His gaze is unwavering. “And if I snore?”

“Then I’ll elbow you.” I try for a light tone. It falls flat.

He studies me for a long moment, then gives a single, curt nod. “Alright. I’m in.”

“Just like that?”

“You kissed me like you were drowning and I was air. It was the most interesting thing that’s happened to me in six months.” He says it simply, a statement of fact. “But Vivienne? A warning. I don’t do things by halves. If I’m your boyfriend for the weekend, I’m your boyfriend. I will sell it. To him, to your family, to the waiter. That means I will touch you. I will look at you like you hung the moon. And if he pushes, I will push back. Hard. Are you ready for that?”

His words are a promise and a threat all rolled into one. My skin prickles with awareness. “Yes.”

“Good.” He finishes his bourbon. “Now come on. You should introduce me to your parents. They look terrified.”

He takes my hand again. This time, when his fingers close around mine, it feels less like a performance and more like an anchor.

We move through the room. He keeps me close, his hand a steady presence at the small of my back. He leans down to listen when I speak, his head tilted toward mine. When my mother rushes over, eyes wide with a hundred unasked questions, Reid steps in smoothly.

“Mrs. Cole, I’m Reid. I’ve heard so much about you.” He shakes her hand, his smile warm and genuine. “Vivienne’s been a nervous wreck wanting everything to be perfect for Lily. She’s an incredible sister.”

My mother melts on the spot. “Oh, well, she is! And please, call me Elaine. We’re just so thrilled to finally meet you!”

He chats with her easily, asking about Charleston, complimenting the venue. He doesn’t overdo it. He’s perfect.

And then, as we’re turning to find my father, we walk right into them.

Bradley and his fiancée are a blockade of awkward smiles. Her name, I learn later, is Sasha.

“Vivienne,” Bradley says, his voice too loud, too hearty. “You look…vibrant.”

“Bradley,” I reply, my own voice cool. “This is Reid. Reid, this is Bradley, an old friend, and his fiancée, Sasha.”

Reid’s hand slides from my back to my hip, pulling me securely into his side. He extends his other hand to Bradley. “Reid Marchetti. Nice to meet you.”

Bradley’s grip is predictably firm, a test. Reid doesn’t flinch, just meets his gaze evenly. “Heard you’re in law,” Bradley says, not letting go.

“M&A litigation. Chicago.”

“BigLaw?”

“Kirkland and Ellis.”

Bradley’s eyes narrow slightly. A name that carries weight, even to a financial analyst at a mid-tier firm. He finally releases Reid’s hand. “Impressive. So, how did you two meet?”

Reid looks down at me, and the smile he gives is so tender, so private, my breath catches. It’s an act. It has to be an act.

“Through a mutual client, actually,” he says, his thumb stroking the curve of my hip in slow, deliberate passes. “I was representing a hotel group in an acquisition. Vivienne was brought in to consult on the event-space redesign. She walked into a boardroom full of suits, presented a plan that was both brutally efficient and stunningly creative, and eviscerated a senior partner who questioned her budget.” He chuckles, the sound low and private between us. “I knew I was done for.”

The story is so specific, so perfectly tailored to my actual career, that for a second I believe it myself. Bradley looks thrown. Sasha smiles politely, her hand resting on the swell of her stomach.

“How romantic,” she says, her voice thin.

“It was,” Reid agrees, his eyes still on me. “Still is.”

The dinner bell rings, saving us. As we turn to find our seats—far from the head table, thank God—Reid leans in, his lips brushing my temple.

“How was that?” he murmurs.

“Scary good,” I whisper back.

He squeezes my hip. “Just warming up.”

Dinner is a blur of courses and conversation. Reid is a chameleon. He debates wine regions with the sommelier, listens attentively to the florist’s girlfriend talk about her pottery studio, makes the notoriously grumpy uncle of the groom laugh twice. He never lets go of me. His hand rests on my thigh under the table, a heavy, warm weight through the silk of my dress, his fingers tracing idle patterns that make it impossible to think straight. When I reach for my water glass, he gets there first, handing it to me with a soft “Here you go, babe.”

The word, delivered in that low, sure voice, settles deep in my belly and stays there.

The toasts begin. Mark gives a heartfelt, slightly rambling speech about Lily. Then Bradley stands up, glass in hand, to toast as best man.

My whole body goes rigid. Reid’s hand on my thigh stills, then presses down, a silent message: I’m here.

Bradley’s toast is a masterclass in subtle digs. He talks about Mark’s “perseverance” in finding the right woman, about how “some people aren’t ready for the real thing until they’ve grown up.” He looks directly at me when he says it. A few people shift uncomfortably. My face stays a mask of polite attention, but heat climbs the back of my neck.

Then Reid’s chair scrapes back.

He stands, picking up his own glass. He doesn’t wait for an invitation. “If I could just add something,” he says, his voice carrying easily, calm and authoritative. All eyes turn to him. “I’ve only known Mark for a few years, but in that time, I’ve never seen him as sure of anything as he is of Lily. And coming here this weekend, meeting Vivienne’s family, seeing where she comes from—I understand that certainty now.” He turns to look at me. His gray eyes are soft, intense, completely believable. “When you find someone who makes every sacrifice feel worth it, who turns even the most stressful weekend into the best one you’ve ever had—you hold onto them. You build a life. You don’t let go. So here’s to Mark and Lily—for knowing a good thing when they see it, and for having the courage to build it.”

He raises his glass. The room erupts in a chorus of “Hear, hear!” and clinking glass. A perfect rebuttal. A reclaiming of the narrative. Delivered while looking only at me.

As he sits down, he leans close. His breath is hot against my ear. “He touches you again with his eyes, I’m going to have to have a word with him.”

It’s possessive. Primal. And instead of scaring me, it sends a sharp pulse of heat between my legs.

“You’re terrifying,” I whisper.

“You have no idea,” he whispers back, and the promise in his voice is a dark, thrilling thing.

After dinner, the party loosens. People drift to the patio for cigars, cluster around the bar. Reid guides me outside into the humid Charleston night. The air is thick with magnolia and river water. We find a relatively quiet corner of the wide veranda, overlooking the shadowy gardens.

We stand side by side, leaning on the railing. His shoulder brushes mine.

“Thank you,” I say finally. “For the toast. For all of it.”

“You don’t have to thank me.” He stares out into the darkness. “He’s an asshole. And you’re…” He trails off.

“I’m what?”

He turns to face me, bracing one arm against the railing, caging me in. Moonlight catches the planes of his face. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. And you walked into a room tonight looking like you were going to war, and your first move was to kiss a stranger. That’s unprecedented.”

The air between us charges. The performance is fading, stripped away by the darkness and the raw honesty in his voice. His hand comes up, fingers tracing the line of my jaw.

“This is the part where the fake boyfriend crosses a line,” he says, his voice gravel-rough. “Tell me to stop.”

I should. This is a transaction. A performance. But his touch is electric. His gaze is a physical weight. And the memory of his kiss—the real one that followed my fake one—is a fire in my blood.

I don’t tell him to stop.

His mouth descends on mine, and this time there’s no audience. No excuse. No reason at all except want.

This kiss is different. Slower. Hungrier. Deeper. It’s a question and an answer all at once. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, claiming, exploring. A groan rumbles from his chest and I answer it with a soft whimper, my hands coming up to fist in his vest, pulling him closer. He tastes like bourbon and desire and something dangerously like truth. His body presses me back against the railing, the hard line of his cock already pressing against my belly through our clothes.

The shock of it—the sheer, explicit evidence of his want—sends a bolt of pure lust straight to my core. My pussy clenches, aching, wet.

He tears his mouth from mine, breathing ragged. He rests his forehead against mine, eyes closed. “Fuck,” he breathes.

“Reid,” I gasp, my own breath coming in short pulls.

“We can’t do this here.” His hand slides from my jaw, over my throat, tracing the neckline of my dress. His thumb brushes the swell of my breast, and my nipple tightens into a desperate peak.

“Where?” The word is a plea.

“Our room.” He opens his eyes. Storm-dark with need. “Now.” Not a request. A decision.

He takes my hand, grip tight, and pulls me off the railing. We don’t run, but our walk back through the house is swift and purposeful. He nods curtly at a few lingering guests but doesn’t stop. My heart hammers against my ribs. The red dress feels like a second skin, too tight, too hot.

We retrieve my clutch and his jacket from the coat check. The attendant, an older woman, smiles knowingly. “Have a lovely evening,” she says.

A line of waiting cars idles in the circular drive. Reid flags down a black town car, opens the door for me, his hand on my back as I slide in. Then he follows, shutting the door with a solid thunk that feels like the closing of a trap.

The partition is up. The world reduces to the dim, intimate space of the backseat, the soft purr of the engine, and him.

He doesn’t speak. He turns to me, his face shadowed in the passing streetlights, then pulls me onto his lap, straddling him. The skirt of my dress rides up my thighs. The hard ridge of his cock presses directly against the damp, thin fabric of my thong. A shuddering breath escapes me.

“This,” he says, his hands gripping my hips and holding me firmly against him, “is not part of the act anymore.”

“I know,” I whisper.

He kisses me again, deep and consuming, stealing the air from my lungs. One hand slides up my back, finds the zipper of my dress, pulls it down in one smooth, decisive motion. The cool air hits my skin, but his hands are hotter. He pushes the straps off my shoulders, and the dress pools around my waist, leaving me in only my black lace bra and the scrap of my thong.

He breaks the kiss to look at me, his gaze burning a path over my exposed skin. “Jesus, Vivienne.” He dips his head, his mouth closing over the lace-covered peak of my breast. He suckles through the fabric, his tongue swirling, and I cry out, my fingers tangling in his hair. The ache between my legs pulses, insistent.

His hand slides down, over my stomach, dipping beneath the waistband of my thong. His fingers slide through my wetness, finding my clit in one sure stroke.

I jerk against him, a broken sound tearing from my throat. “Reid…”

“So wet,” he groans against my breast. “All for me.” He circles my clit, the pressure perfect, maddening. I’m rocking against his hand, hips moving of their own volition, chasing the friction. The car hits a bump, jolting us together, and his finger slips lower, testing my entrance.

He pushes one finger inside me, and I gasp, my inner muscles clamping around him. He’s stretching me, filling me, his thumb still working tight circles on my clit. The coil of pleasure in my belly winds tighter, sharper.

“Come for me,” he commands, his voice rough with restraint. “Here. Now.”

His words, the relentless motion of his hand, the illicit thrill of the moving car, the solid reality of him beneath me—it all crashes together. The orgasm rips through me, violent and shattering. I convulse around his finger, my cries muffled against his shoulder as I shake apart.

He holds me through it, his hand still moving, gentling now, drawing out the last tremors. As I slump against him, boneless and spent, he slowly withdraws. He brings his fingers to his mouth, his eyes locked on mine, and licks them clean.

The sight is so raw, so explicitly carnal, that a fresh wave of want crashes over my spent body.

The car slows, turning into the porte-cochère of the boutique hotel. Reid gently pulls my dress back up over my shoulders, leaves the zipper down. He kisses my shoulder, my neck.

“We’re not finished,” he says, his voice a dark vow.

The car stops. He gets out first, then offers me his hand. My legs are unsteady as I step onto the pavement. He keeps my hand in his, tucking it against his side, and leads me through the gleaming lobby, past the curious glance of the night clerk, straight to the elevator.

He presses the button for the fourth floor. The doors slide shut, enclosing us in a mirrored cube. Our reflection is a study in debauchery: my dress askew, my lips swollen, my eyes dazed; his hair mussed, his gaze predatory.

He pushes me back against the mirrored wall, his body pinning me there. “Tell me you want this,” he growls, his hands on my hips.

“I want this,” I gasp, the truth of it ringing clear.

“Good.” He kisses me, hard and quick, just as the elevator dings and the doors open onto a silent, plush corridor.

He finds our room—407—and swipes the keycard. The lock clicks green. He pushes the door open, ushers me inside, and the door shuts with a final, heavy thud.

The room is dark, lit only by the faint ambient glow of Charleston through the large window. I can make out the shape of a king bed, a sitting area, our luggage side by side near the closet. The air smells of hotel linen.

Reid doesn’t turn on a light. He turns to me. In the near-dark, his presence is overwhelming, a silhouette of pure intention. He reaches for me, his hands finding my hips, and spins me gently until my back is to him. His fingers find the zipper of my dress and pull it the rest of the way down. The red silk sighs and slides down my body, a pool of defiance at my feet. I step out of it, standing before him in just my bra and thong.

His hands slide around my waist, pulling me back against the hard, solid wall of his chest. He dips his head, his mouth finding the sensitive juncture of my neck and shoulder. He bites down—not hard enough to hurt, but enough to claim—and I gasp, my head falling back against him.

“Tell me you’re sure,” he murmurs against my skin, his hands splaying over my stomach, holding me tight to him. I can feel every inch of his cock, rock-hard and straining against his trousers, pressed against the curve of my ass.

“I’m sure.” My voice is the steadiest it’s been all night.

He turns me around to face him. His eyes are black in the darkness, his breathing deep and controlled. He shrugs out of his suit jacket, lets it fall. His fingers make quick, efficient work of his vest buttons, then the buttons of his shirt. He strips them off, revealing a torso that is all lean muscle and taut skin, the definition of a man who works for it. A dusting of sandy hair trails down his stomach, disappearing into his trousers.

My hands go to his belt buckle. Our eyes lock as I unfasten it, the click loud in the quiet room. I pop the button of his trousers, drag the zipper down. He kicks off his shoes, shoves his pants and boxer briefs down in one motion, and steps out of them.

He’s fully erect. His cock stands thick and heavy, the head flushed and already leaking. I stare. He’s beautiful, all male power and intent.

He reaches behind me, his fingers deft on the clasp of my bra. It falls away. His gaze drops to my breasts, and a low sound escapes him. He palms one, his thumb brushing over my nipple. “Perfect,” he breathes. Then he hooks his fingers into the sides of my thong and draws it down my legs. I step out of it, completely naked, completely exposed.

For a long moment, he just looks. His gaze is a physical caress, hotter than any touch. It travels from my face, down my throat, over my breasts, my stomach, to the apex of my thighs. I don’t shy away. Let him look. Let him see what he’s doing to me.

“On the bed,” he says, his voice stripped raw.

I walk backward, my legs hitting the edge of the mattress. I sit, then scoot back until I’m in the center of the vast bed. He follows, crawling over me, caging me with his arms. He doesn’t kiss me right away. He just looks down at me, his expression fierce, unguarded.

“This isn’t fake,” he says. A confession.

“I know.”

He lowers his head and kisses me, and it’s a kiss that feels like a beginning and an end. It’s deep, consuming, all tongue and heat and shared breath. His body settles over mine, the weight of him exquisite. The coarse hair on his chest brushes my nipples, sending sparks through my veins. I wrap my legs around his hips, pulling him closer, aligning us. The head of his cock nudges against my wet folds.

He breaks the kiss, bracing himself on his forearms. “Look at me.”

I open my eyes. His face is inches from mine, his gaze holding me prisoner.

He pushes inside.

It’s a slow, inexorable invasion. He’s big, and I’m tight, still fluttering from my climax in the car. A sharp, sweet stretch steals my breath. I gasp, my nails digging into his shoulders. He sinks deeper and deeper until he’s fully sheathed, until I feel him in the deepest part of me. We both go still, joined, breathing raggedly into the space between us.

“Christ, Vivienne,” he grinds out. “You feel…”

I know. I feel it too. A fullness, a rightness that has no business being here, now, with a stranger. My body clutches him, adjusting, accepting.

He begins to move.

It’s not a gentle rhythm. It’s purposeful, deep, each stroke dragging against my inner walls and lighting up every nerve. He sets a pace that is relentless from the start, his hips driving into mine with a force that shakes the bedframe. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin on skin, our ragged breaths, fills the quiet room.

His mouth finds my breast. He takes my nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue lashing the peak. Pleasure arcs from my nipple straight to my clit, which is already throbbing with each thrust. I cry out, my back arching off the bed.

“Yes,” he growls against my skin. “That’s it. Let me hear you.”

I’m moaning with every drive of his hips, incoherent sounds of need and surrender. My hands are everywhere—on his back, feeling the muscles bunch and release, in his hair, clutching at him. He shifts slightly, hiking my leg higher over his hip, and the next thrust hits a spot inside me that makes me see stars.

“There!” I sob. “Right there, Reid, please—”

He hammers that spot, over and over, his control fraying. His thrusts become harder, faster, more desperate. Sweat gleams on his skin in the dim light. His face is a mask of concentration, of pure, unadulterated hunger. For me.

“Touch yourself,” he commands, his voice guttural. “I want to feel you come around my cock.”

I don’t hesitate. My hand slides between our sweat-slicked bodies, my fingers finding my clit. The moment I touch the swollen bundle of nerves, a shockwave of sensation rocks me. I circle it in time with his thrusts, the dual stimulation pushing me to the brink.

“That’s it,” he pants. “Come for me. Come on my cock.”

His words are the final trigger. The orgasm detonates, a white-hot explosion that seizes every muscle. My pussy clenches around him in rapid, rhythmic pulses, milking his length. I scream his name as I shatter into a million glittering pieces.

The sensation of my climax gripping him is his undoing. With a raw, broken shout, he drives into me one final, deep time and stills, his body bowing over mine. I feel the hot pulse of his release inside me, the throbbing of his cock as he empties himself. He shudders through it, his forehead dropping to my shoulder, his breath coming in ragged gasps against my neck.

For long minutes, there is only the sound of our breathing slowing, the hum of the hotel’s climate control, the distant wail of a siren somewhere in the city. He is heavy on top of me, his weight a comforting anchor. I don’t want him to move.

Eventually he softens inside me and slips out. He rolls to the side, taking me with him, tucking me against his body. His arm is a steel band around my waist, his hand splayed possessively over my stomach. My back is to his chest, his breath stirring my hair.

We don’t speak. The reality of what we’ve just done settles over the room. The explicit, frantic, undeniable sex with a man whose last name I learned three hours ago. It should feel sordid. It should feel like a mistake.

It feels like a revelation.

His fingers trace idle patterns on my skin. After a while, his breathing evens out into the deep rhythm of sleep. I lie awake, listening to it, feeling the steady beat of his heart against my back.

The moonlight has shifted across the floor. I can see the red dress, a discarded shadow on the carpet. My clutch, his suit jacket, a trail of clothing leading from the door to the bed. The evidence of our mutual nuclear option.

I think of Bradley’s smug face during his toast. Of Sasha’s placid hand on her stomach. The humiliation feels distant now, blurred at the edges, overshadowed by the phantom pressure of Reid moving inside me, the taste of his kiss, the sound of my name on his lips when he came.

This was supposed to be a performance. A shield.

But the man holding me—the man whose skin smells like sex and cedar and me—he didn’t perform. He took. And I gave.

And now, in the silent dark of a hotel room in a city that isn’t home, I have to figure out what happens when the curtain falls and the act is over, but the feeling it sparked is very, very real.

Reid’s arm tightens around me in his sleep, a soft, unconscious pull. I close my eyes.

Dawn is still hours away. The wedding is tomorrow. And my fake boyfriend is asleep, holding me like I’m his.


Chapter 2 — Evidence in the Morning

I wake to the scent of him.

It’s a clean, male smell, skin-warm and musky, underscored by hotel shampoo and the faint, expensive cedar of his cologne. My face is pressed against his chest, my leg thrown over his, my hand splayed on the flat plane of his stomach. Reid’s arm is a heavy, solid weight around my shoulders, his fingers curled loosely against my upper arm.

Sunlight, thin and pale, seeps around the edges of the blackout curtains. It’s early. The room is a study in aftermath.

Memory returns in a brutal, beautiful rush. The kiss that wasn’t supposed to be real. The desperation of the backseat. The way he looked at me in the dark, his eyes stripped of all performance. The feel of him moving inside me, the sound he made when he came.

I am naked. He is naked. The sheet is tangled around our hips.

I should move. I should extract myself with surgical precision, gather my dignity and my clothing, and retreat to the bathroom to rebuild the walls between this and the performance. That was the plan. A shield. A bit of theater.

But his skin is warm. And my body, sore in places I’d forgotten could feel used, is humming a low, contented frequency. And for the first time in two years, I didn’t dream of an empty altar.

I stay perfectly still, listening to the slow, deep rhythm of his breathing. Studying the scattering of light blond hair across his chest, the way it narrows to a line down his abdomen. His jaw is slack in sleep, the sharp, arrogant angles softened. He looks younger. He looks real.

My phone vibrates on the nightstand, a harsh buzz against the wood. I flinch. Reid’s breathing hitches. A low, sleepy sound rumbles in his chest, and his arm tightens around me, pulling me closer. His thumb brushes an absent circle on my shoulder.

I hold my breath.

The phone stops. A second later, it starts again. Insistent. Sisterly.

Reid’s eyes open.

They are a clear, startling gray, still fogged with sleep but sharpening fast. He blinks once, twice. His gaze travels from my eyes to where my body is molded against his, to the tangle of our limbs under the sheet. There’s no surprise there. Just a slow, dawning assessment.

“Morning,” he says. His voice is gravel, sleep-roughened and deep.

“Morning.” My own voice comes out a whisper.

We don’t move. The phone buzzes a third time, then goes silent. The world outside this room—the wedding, my sister, Bradley—feels like a theory, not a fact.

“You’re thinking very loudly,” he murmurs. “Regret committee already in session?”

“No.” The answer is out before I can filter it. It’s true. The panic I expected, the cold wash of what have I done, is absent. In its place is a bewildering, terrifying calm. “Not regret.”

“Good.” His hand slides from my shoulder down my spine, a slow, possessive stroke that ends at the dip of my waist. “Because my performance review last night was stellar. Would hate to see a downgrade.”

A laugh bubbles out of me, unexpected and sharp. “Is that what this is? A performance review?”

“Everything’s a negotiation, Vivienne.” He says my name like he’s tasting it. His eyes haven’t left mine. “Last night had terms. Mutual benefit. A defined scope of services.”

“And this morning?” I ask, my heart hammering.

“This morning,” he says, his hand flexing on my hip, “is a breach of contract.”

“How?”

“The contract stipulated a fake relationship. A performance for an audience.” He leans in, just an inch. His breath is warm on my lips. “There’s no audience here.”

The truth of it hangs between us, stark and undeniable. We crossed a line. We atomized it.

“So what do we do?” I whisper.

“We renegotiate.” He rolls onto his side to face me fully. The sheet slips lower, revealing the hard cut of his hips. He props his head on his hand. “New terms. For today.”

“Which are?”

“The show continues. For them.” He nods toward the door, toward the world. “But for us? No more pretending.”

My pulse is a wild thing in my throat. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning when I touch you today, it won’t be because Bradley is watching.” His gaze drops to my mouth. “It’ll be because I want to. And if you touch me back, it’ll be because you want to. Not because the script says so.”

It’s the most dangerous offer I’ve ever received. To have the excuse stripped away. To have every glance, every brush of hands, be real.

“What if I say no?” I ask, testing.

One corner of his mouth lifts. Not quite a smile. A challenge. “Then we revert to the original terms. Pure theater. You get your shield. I get an interesting weekend. But we keep the wall up. Starting now.”

He starts to pull his hand away from my hip.

I catch it.

His eyebrows lift. I don’t let go. I slide my fingers between his, locking them together. The heat of his palm against mine is a brand.

“No wall,” I say, and the words feel like jumping off a cliff.

His eyes darken. “No wall,” he repeats, like a vow.

He brings our joined hands to his mouth and presses a kiss to my knuckles. It’s not a courtly gesture. It’s hungry. His tongue flicks against the sensitive skin between my fingers, and a bolt of pure heat shoots straight to my core. I gasp.

The sound seems to unlock something in him.

In one fluid motion, he’s over me, his body caging mine, his knees pushing my thighs apart. The morning light catches the gold in his stubble, the intensity in his eyes. He doesn’t kiss me. He just looks.

“I want to see you,” he says, his voice rough. “All of you. In the light.”

He pulls the sheet down, tossing it to the foot of the bed. Cool air hits my skin, pebbling my nipples. I am completely exposed. His gaze is a physical touch, sweeping from my face, down my throat, over my breasts, my stomach, the thatch of auburn curls between my legs. He takes his time, his expression one of focused, reverent greed.

“Jesus, Vivienne,” he breathes. “You’re fucking exquisite.”

The praise, so raw and unfiltered, makes me flush. I should feel self-conscious. I don’t. I feel powerful. I arch my back, just slightly, offering myself to his view.

A groan tears from his throat. He lowers his head and takes one nipple into his mouth.

The sensation is electric. His mouth is hot and wet, his tongue circling, his teeth grazing with just enough pressure to make me cry out. He suckles deeply, his hand coming up to knead my other breast, his thumb rubbing over the taut peak. He switches sides, giving the same devastating attention to my right breast while his hand slides down my ribs, over my hip, to the inside of my thigh.

He spreads me open with his fingers. I’m already wet, the evidence of my want slick and undeniable. He breaks from my breast, his breath coming in harsh pants as he looks down at where his hand is touching me.

“Look at that,” he murmurs, almost to himself. He slides a single finger through my folds, gathering moisture. “All for me. Already.”

“Reid,” I beg, the word torn from me.

“Tell me what you want,” he says, his finger circling my clit, a teasing, torturous promise. “New terms. You have to say it.”

I’m burning up. The clinical distance of last night is gone. This is daylight honesty. “I want your mouth. There.”

His eyes flare with heat. “Yeah?”

“Please.”

He doesn’t need to be asked twice. He shifts down the bed, his shoulders pushing my thighs wider. He doesn’t dive in. He kisses the inside of my knee, my thigh, the crease of my hip. A slow, maddening ascent. His stubble scrapes my sensitive skin.

“Reid, please.”

He laughs, a low, dark sound against my skin, and then his mouth is on me.

The first flat stroke of his tongue is a revelation. Deliberate, worshipful, and utterly carnal. He licks into me like he’s starved for the taste, his tongue broad and hot. My back bows off the bed. A broken sound, half-sob, half-scream, escapes me.

He groans, the vibration against my clit making me shudder. He settles in, his hands gripping my hips to hold me still as he eats me with a focused intensity that unravels me thread by thread. He explores every fold, flicks his tongue over my clit, sucks it gently into his mouth. He slides two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a spot that makes stars burst behind my eyelids.

“Oh, God. Right there. Don’t stop.”

He doesn’t. His mouth and his fingers work in a ruthless, perfect rhythm. The pleasure builds, a tight, coiling pressure in my belly. I’m babbling, tugging his hair, my hips rocking against his face. The world narrows to this bed, to this man, to the devastating skill of his tongue.

“I’m…I’m going to…”

He redoubles his efforts, sucking my clit, fucking me with his fingers. The orgasm hits me like a tidal wave, a blinding, white-hot rush that tears through me, wringing a raw, ragged cry from my throat. My body convulses, clenching around his fingers, shuddering under the relentless pull of his mouth until I’m spent, boneless, gasping.

He gentles his touch, licking me through the aftershocks, then slowly crawls back up my body. He’s gleaming with my release, his lips swollen, his eyes heavy-lidded and satisfied. He looks like sin incarnate.

He kisses me, deep and filthy, letting me taste myself on his tongue.

“New terms,” he rasps against my mouth. “I get to do that whenever I want.”

I’m too wrecked to speak. I just nod, pulling him down for another kiss. My hands skate down his back, over the hard muscles, to the swell of his ass. I can feel his cock, thick and rigid, pressing against my stomach. The need is a live wire between us.

I reach between us, wrapping my hand around him. He’s hot velvet over steel, pulsing in my grip. He hisses, his hips jerking forward.

“Condom,” he grits out. “Side table.”

I fumble for the drawer, finding the small box of hotel-provided condoms. I tear a packet open with my teeth, my hands trembling. He takes it from me, sheathing himself with quick, efficient movements. The sight of him rolling the latex down his length, his jaw tight with restraint, is unbearably erotic.

He settles between my legs, the head of his cock nudging against my entrance. I’m still fluttering from my climax, overly sensitive, achingly empty.

He catches my gaze and holds it. “Look at me.”

I do. His gray eyes are storm-dark, full of a possession that has nothing to do with pretense.

He pushes inside.

It’s different than last night. Last night was a collision. This is a claiming. He fills me slowly, inexorably, letting me feel every inch as he sinks home. I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper. A low, guttural groan escapes him when he’s fully seated, his forehead dropping to mine.

“Fuck,” he breathes. “You feel like heaven.”

He starts to move. A slow, deep roll of his hips. No rush. No frantic snap of bone and muscle. Just the thick drag of his cock through slick heat, each inch a deliberate claim. The head of him catches on that swollen place inside me and I feel it everywhere—thighs trembling, belly clenching, the wet sound of it obscene in the quiet room.

“You’re so tight,” he murmurs against my mouth. His breath is hot, flavored with the bourbon from hours ago. “Taking me so well. My beautiful fake girlfriend.”

The words land like a spark on dry tinder. I dig my nails into the muscle of his back, hard enough to leave marks he’ll feel later. “I’m not fake right now.”

“No.” He drives deeper, the angle perfect, ruthless. “You’re very, very real.”

The rhythm shifts. What began as thorough becomes urgent. The bedframe creaks. The headboard knocks a steady beat against the wall. Skin meets skin with wet, filthy slaps. My breath breaks into high, helpless sounds. His curses come low and guttural, bitten off between clenched teeth.

He changes the angle, hips snapping forward with sudden precision. The second orgasm coils fast, tighter than the first, a live wire running from the base of my spine to the soles of my feet.

“Reid—I’m going to—again—”

“Come for me.” His voice is gravel and command. “Let me feel it.”

I break. My cunt clamps down around him in hard, rhythmic pulses that drag a raw scream from my throat. I bite into the thick muscle of his shoulder to muffle it, taste salt and skin. He fucks me through every spasm, short brutal thrusts that keep the pleasure sharp and almost painful.

My climax drags his out of him. One last savage thrust and he buries himself to the root, shouting my name into the curve of my neck. I feel every pulse of his cock, the hot flood of him filling the condom, the way his whole body locks and shudders above me. He collapses, weight pinning me to the mattress, chest heaving against mine.

For long minutes the only sounds are our breathing, harsh and uneven, slowly finding the same rhythm. The room reeks of sweat and sex and the two of us. His heart hammers against my ribs, then settles.

Eventually he rolls away, deals with the condom, and pulls me back into the shelter of his body. I tuck my head beneath his chin, one leg thrown over his thigh. His fingers drift over my shoulder in lazy, aimless strokes.

Reality begins to leak back in. The wedding. The schedule. The fact that we have to leave this bed and walk downstairs like nothing has changed.

My phone buzzes on the nightstand—text tone this time, sharp and insistent.

“You should get that,” Reid says, voice rough with satisfaction. “Probably your sister.”

I groan into his chest. “Five more minutes.”

He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “Five more minutes.”

The spell cracks anyway. I untangle myself, pad naked across the carpet, and pick up the phone. The screen lights up with a chain of messages from Lily.

Lily (8:02 AM): WHERE ARE YOU??? Brunch at Magnolia’s in 90 mins. Bridal party table. DO NOT BE LATE. Lily (8:15 AM): Viv. Seriously. I saw you leave with tall, dark, and handsome last night. I need you sober and coherent today. Lily (8:31 AM): Bradley and Sasha are already here. At the hotel restaurant. Looking smug. Get your ass up. Bring the lawyer.

Looking smug. The words sit in my stomach like stones. Of course they are.

Reid comes up behind me before I hear him. Warm palms settle on my bare hips. His chest presses against my back as he reads over my shoulder.

“Ah,” he says, tone gone flat and clinical. “The opposition is early. Eager.”

“I can’t face them,” I whisper. “Not after…not like this.” I gesture at the wrecked bed, at the scent still clinging to both of us.

He turns me to face him. The lazy, sated look is gone. His eyes are sharp now, the same focused edge he wears when he’s about to dismantle someone in a deposition.

“Like what?” His hands slide up to my waist, possessive. “You mean not after you’ve been thoroughly fucked by the man you brought? After you came on his tongue and then on his cock? After you spent the night in his bed?” He pauses, watching my face heat. “That is your ammunition, Vivienne. Not your weakness. You walked in here with me. You woke up with me. You’re still glowing with me. Let him see it. Let him choke on it.”

He kisses me, hard and brief. “Eighty-seven minutes until brunch. We shower. Together. Then we go downstairs and give them a performance so convincing even we start to believe it.”

The fear doesn’t vanish, but it gets shoved aside by something hotter. “Okay.”

“Okay.” He smacks my ass, the sting bright and sudden. I yelp. “Move. Shower’s waiting.”

“I thought you liked my scent.”

“I love it.” He steers me toward the bathroom, palm firm at the small of my back. “But I don’t need every partner at your sister’s bridal brunch knowing exactly what we did this morning. Some evidence stays in discovery.”

The bathroom is white marble and chrome, every surface gleaming. He turns the shower on. Steam rises fast, fogging the mirrors. He steps in first, then holds out a hand. I take it.

Under the hot spray he is both gentle and thorough. He works shampoo through my hair, fingers rubbing slow circles against my scalp until my eyes drift shut. He soaps my body with the same attention—palms gliding over my breasts, thumbs brushing my nipples, then lower, between my legs, cleaning away the evidence of the night even as his touch wakes fresh heat. I return the favor, lathering the hard planes of his chest, the ridges of his abdomen, the long line of his cock. He hardens in my hand, jaw tight, eyes closed.

“Tease,” he mutters, but he lets me stroke him until he’s fully hard, breathing rough. We rinse. The water carries away the last physical traces, but the mark of him feels lodged deeper now, under skin and bone.

We step out and wrap ourselves in thick hotel robes.

“What do I wear to a ‘smug ex at brunch’ scenario?” I ask, staring into my open suitcase.

Reid, towel-drying his hair, comes to stand beside me. His robe hangs open at the chest, a V of damp golden skin visible. He surveys the options: conservative navy wrap dress, floral print, cream pantsuit.

“The red dress,” he says.

I blink. “The one from last night? To brunch?”

“It’s a power move. You wore it when you claimed me. You wear it today when you show him it wasn’t a fluke.” He meets my eyes. “He once told you that you couldn’t pull off red. Prove him wrong. Again.”

The logic is ridiculous. And exactly right. “Okay. The red dress.”

He nods, satisfied. “I’ll wear the grey suit. No vest. Casual, but we still match in intensity.” He moves to his garment bag.

We dress in efficient silence. Me in the red dress, fresh lipstick, damp hair twisted into a sleek knot. Him in light grey wool, white shirt open at the collar, no tie. He looks like a man who already owns the room.

He checks his watch. “Twenty minutes to spare. Fashionably late. Enough to make an entrance. Not enough to piss off your sister.”

He crosses to me by the door. He doesn’t touch me at first. Just looks—a slow, deliberate sweep from head to heels and back again.

“Ready?” he asks.

My stomach twists. But when I meet his eyes, the nerves settle into something steadier. “Ready.”

He opens the door and offers his arm. I slide my hand into the crook of his elbow. The muscle beneath the fine wool is rock-hard.

Inside the mirrored elevator car, he cups my face in his hands, thumbs stroking my cheekbones. His expression is deadly serious.

“The rules for downstairs,” he says, voice low. “You don’t leave my side. You don’t speak to him unless I’m touching you. If he addresses you, look at me before you answer. And if he touches you—anywhere, for any reason—I handle it. Do you understand?”

A command. A promise. A line drawn in the sand.

I nod, lips parted. “I understand.”

“Good.” He brushes his mouth over mine, soft and sealing. “Then let’s go eat him alive.”

The elevator chimes. The doors open onto the lobby. The air shifts—coffee, expensive perfume, the low murmur of weekend conversations. Reid drops his hand from my face but immediately laces our fingers together, grip tight and unbreakable.

We step out.

Magnolia’s is a glass-walled atrium at the back of the lobby, all wrought iron and white linen, ferns spilling from every surface, actual magnolia branches blooming in October. It is also, instantly, a stage.

I see them before they see us. Bradley and Sasha sit at a small round table near the center. He’s in a navy blazer, hair perfect. She’s in a demure pink sheath, one hand resting on the slight, deliberate curve of her stomach. They’re leaning in, talking to another couple from the wedding party. Bradley laughs—the same charming sound I used to love—and drapes an arm over the back of Sasha’s chair.

Then his gaze sweeps the room and lands on me.

On us.

His smile freezes. Melts into something else—confusion, then calculation. His eyes move from my face to our joined hands, to Reid, then to the red dress. I feel the assessment like a hand on my skin. Reid’s thumb strokes a firm line across my knuckles. A reminder. An anchor.

You are glowing with me.

I lift my chin. Let a small, private smile touch my lips, aimed only at Reid, as if he’s just said something clever enough to deserve it. I feel him glance down at me, his expression softening with a warmth so convincing my breath catches.

We move through the restaurant. Every step in the red dress feels like a declaration. Heads turn. We are a matched set of intensity, impossible to ignore.

Lily is already seated at the bridal party table, stressed and radiant in a silk camisole, her bridesmaids flanking her. She sees me. Her eyes widen, then narrow. She gives me a frantic what the hell wave.

We’re ten feet from Bradley’s table when he stands up.

“Vivienne,” he says, his voice pitched to carry. “We were wondering where you got off to last night.”

The phrasing is deliberate. Got off to. Sasha looks up, her expression politely curious, but her eyes are sharp.

Reid stops. He positions us so we’re a united front, his shoulder slightly in front of mine.

“Bradley,” I say, my voice cooler than I feel. “Sasha. You’re up early.”

“The baby likes pancakes,” Sasha says, her smile sweet. “No sleeping in for us.”

The dig is gentle, but it lands. My spine stiffens. Reid’s hand on my back presses harder, a silent command.

“Adorable,” Reid says, and his tone is so blandly pleasant it’s actually hostile. He doesn’t look at Sasha. He looks at Bradley. “We, however, preferred a later start. Some of us don’t have to leave the room to have a good time.”

Bradley’s jaw tightens. He clocks the implication—the shared room, the late start—and his eyes flash. He recovers quickly, his professional mask sliding into place. “Right. Reid, is it? Lily said you’re a litigator in Chicago.”

“M&A litigation,” Reid confirms, shifting to professional ease. “Mostly hostile takeovers. I have a particular interest in asset valuation.” His gaze flicks to me, then back to Bradley. “In recognizing the worth of what’s in front of you, and acting decisively to secure it.”

The subtext is a sledgehammer. Bradley’s smile becomes a thin line. “And how long have you and Vivienne been…securing each other?”

Reid doesn’t miss a beat. He brings our joined hands up, kissing the back of mine with a casual familiarity that screams intimacy. “Long enough to know a good thing when I see it,” he says, his lips brushing my skin. He looks at me, and the look in his eyes is so full of genuine, heated appreciation that my stomach swoops. “Though I’ll admit, the past twelve hours have been a particularly compelling closing argument.”

I flush, the heat real. I lean into him, just slightly. “Behave,” I murmur, for his ears only, but loud enough for Bradley to catch.

Reid grins, wicked and unrepentant. “Never.”

Bradley watches this exchange, his complexion paling slightly. He can’t find the seam. There is no seam. The performance has been swallowed whole by the reality, and the reality is impenetrable.

“Well,” Bradley forces out. “Congratulations. To both of you.”

“Thank you,” Reid says, his voice dropping into a tone of finality. “We should join the bride. She’s glaring. Lovely to see you both.”

He steers me away, his hand firm on my back. I can feel Bradley’s eyes burning holes between my shoulder blades. We don’t look back.

When we reach the long table, Lily half-rises, pulling me into a fierce, jasmine-scented hug. “You are in so much trouble,” she whispers in my ear. “And also, holy shit. Who is that?”

“Reid,” I whisper back. “Be nice.”

She releases me and turns a dazzling, bride-to-be smile on Reid. “So you’re the mystery man. I’m Lily. Thank you for…handling my sister last night.”

“My pleasure,” Reid says, and the way he says it implies a universe of meaning. He pulls out a chair for me, then takes the seat next to mine. His knee immediately presses against my thigh under the table. The contact is electric, a secret line of communication.

The rest of the bridal party arrives in a flurry. Mimosas are poured. Plates of eggs Benedict and piles of beignets appear.

The table is loud, chaotic, wedding-morning happy. Reid navigates it with effortless charm. He talks football with Mark, compliments the other bridesmaids on their dresses, listens to Lily’s florist drama with a focused attention that makes her preen. He is, in every way, the perfect plus-one.

And the entire time, his hand is on me.

It’s a masterclass in subtle, possessive PDA. His palm rests on my thigh, high up, his fingers stroking absently through the thin fabric of my dress. When I reach for my mimosa, his hand slides to the nape of my neck, his thumb rubbing the tense muscle there. When I laugh at something Mark says, Reid leans in and kisses my temple, his lips lingering. Each touch is a quiet claim, a constant reminder of the new terms. Because I want to.

I am hyper-aware of him, of the heat of his body beside mine, of the scent of his skin cutting through the smells of food and flowers. Every brush of his fingers sends a spark skittering across my nerves. I am playing my part—leaning into his touches, feeding him a strawberry from my plate, letting my hand rest on his forearm when he speaks—but it’s not playing anymore. It’s an addiction. I want the next touch. I crave the next glance.

Across the room, I feel Bradley watching. I don’t look. But I know.

Halfway through brunch, Reid leans close, his lips at my ear. “Bathroom break. Come with me.”

It’s not a question. I nod, murmuring an excuse to Lily about fixing my lipstick.

The restaurant bathrooms are down a short, carpeted hallway, around a corner. Reid doesn’t go to the men’s room. He guides me past the doors, to a dim, quiet alcove near a service entrance. A stack of folded linens sits on a cart. It’s private.

He pushes me gently against the wall, his body caging mine. His hands come up to frame my face.

“You’re doing amazing,” he says, his voice low and intense. “But your pulse is racing. You’re thinking about him.”

The words slip out before I can stop them. “He’s just sitting there, with her, with that…future. And I’m here, in a red dress, with a stranger I fucked last night, pretending it’s a victory.”

“It is a victory.” His thumb strokes my cheek. “And I’m not a stranger. Not anymore.” He hesitates, a flicker of something uncertain in his gaze. “Do you want that future? The one he has?”

The question shocks me. “The pregnant fiancée? The smug, settled life? God, no.”

“Then what do you want, Vivienne? Right now, in this alcove?”

I look up at him. At the sharp lines of his face, the focused heat in his gray eyes. The answer is immediate, visceral. “I want you to make me forget my own name.”

A dark, satisfied smile touches his lips. “That, I can do.”

He kisses me—not the soft, performative kiss from the elevator. This is deep and consuming, all tongue and teeth and desperate hunger. I moan into his mouth, my hands fisting in his suit jacket. He pins me harder against the wall, his hips grinding against mine. I can feel his cock, already hard, straining against his trousers.

One hand leaves my face, slides down my side, and gathers the hem of my red dress. He pushes it up, his fingers skimming my thigh, over the lace of my panties. He wrenches his mouth from mine, his breathing ragged.

“These are in the way,” he growls, and hooks his fingers in the lace, pulling them down my legs. I step out of them, kicking them aside. The air is cool on my bare skin.

“Reid, someone could—”

“Let them hear.” He unfastens his belt, his trousers, freeing his cock. It springs out, thick and flushed. He spits into his palm, slicking himself roughly. “You want to forget? This’ll help.”

He lifts my leg, hooking it around his hip. He guides himself to my entrance, the head nudging against my slick folds. I’m wet, so wet, just from his kisses and the thrill of the public danger. He pushes inside with one relentless thrust, filling me in a single, breathtaking stroke.

I cry out, slapping a hand over my own mouth. The sound is muffled, desperate. He slams into me again, setting a punishing, frantic rhythm. The wall is hard against my back, his body a hammer against mine. Each drive of his hips jolts me, the friction so intense it borders on pain, on perfect pleasure.

“This is what you chose,” he grunts in my ear, his breath hot. “Me. This. My cock in you, in a hallway, because you needed to feel something real. He’s sitting out there with his fucking pancakes, and you’re here, getting fucked senseless by the man you picked up last night. Tell me it’s not better.”

It is. It’s obscenely, terrifyingly better. The humiliation, the past, it all burns away in the crucible of this raw, urgent coupling. I am nothing but sensation—the thick stretch of him, the slam of his body, the bite of the wall against my shoulders, the filthy, wet sounds of our joining.

“It’s better,” I gasp, my nails digging into the back of his neck. “God, Reid, don’t stop.”

He shifts his angle, driving up, hitting a spot that makes my vision blur. My orgasm gathers with terrifying speed, a coil pulled taut and released all at once. It rips through me, violent and silent, my body clamping around him in a vice-like spasm. I shudder against the wall, a choked sob caught in my throat.

My climax triggers his. With a final, brutal thrust, he buries himself to the hilt and groans, a low, ragged sound of surrender. I feel the hot pulse of his release inside me, the intimate flood. He collapses against me, his forehead pressed to the wall beside my head, his body trembling with the aftershocks.

For a minute, there is only the sound of our harsh breathing and the distant clatter of dishes from the restaurant.

Slowly, he pulls out. The loss of him feels profound. He tucks himself away, fastening his trousers with shaky hands. I smooth my dress down, my legs feeling like water. He bends, picks up my discarded panties, and stuffs them into his suit pocket. The gesture is so blatantly possessive, it makes my core clench all over again.

He uses his thumb to wipe a smudge of my lipstick from the corner of my mouth. His eyes are dark, satiated, fiercely tender. “Remembered your name yet?”

“Vaguely,” I whisper.

He smiles, a real, unguarded smile that transforms his face. “Good. Let’s go finish our eggs.”

We walk back into the restaurant, his hand on the small of my back. I feel raw, used, triumphant. I feel marked. I am walking differently, and I know it. There’s a new looseness in my hips, a glow on my skin that no mimosa could explain.

Bradley sees it. As we pass his table on the way back to ours, his eyes lock on me. He sees the swollen lips, the flushed cheeks, the way Reid’s hand rests possessively on my spine. His face goes ashen. He knows. He knows exactly what just happened.

Reid pulls out my chair for me. As I sit, he leans down, his lips brushing my ear. “Checkmate,” he murmurs.

The rest of brunch passes in a haze. Lily announces the schedule for the day: hair and makeup at the venue starting at noon, photos at three, ceremony at five. She assigns Reid to the “groomsmen auxiliary” for photos, a clever way to include him. He accepts with a gracious nod.

When the party begins to break up, Lily pulls me aside near the exit.

“Okay, what the actual hell?” she hisses, though the grin splits her face wide. “You two are volcanic. I’ve seen Bradley check his watch six times in the last ten minutes. He’s rattled.”

“Good,” I say, and I mean every word.

“Just…be careful, Viv. This guy, Reid…he looks at you like he wants to eat you whole. And not just for show.”

“I know.”

She studies my face, then pulls me into another hug. “I’m glad. You deserve to be looked at like that. Now go. I have to go be serene and bridal for six hours.”

We part ways in the lobby. Reid waits by a large potted fern, thumb scrolling across his phone. He glances up the moment I step into view.

“We have three hours until you’re due at hair and makeup,” he says, sliding the phone into his pocket. “What’s the move?”

The question hangs between us. We could return to the room. The thought pulls at me, low and insistent. But the daylight, the schedule, the real world waiting outside feels like its own kind of test.

“Walk with me?” I ask. “It’s Charleston. There’s a battery. Gardens. History.”

He looks surprised, then pleased. “A cultural excursion. I like it.”

We step out of the hotel into the crisp October morning. Sunlight strikes the cobblestones hard enough to throw heat back up through the soles of my shoes. The sky stretches flawless and blue above rows of pastel houses, their wrought-iron gates casting long shadows. His hand finds mine. This time the contact settles without performance, simply the weight of his palm against mine.

We talk. He tells me about growing up in Milwaukee, the way winter light hit the frozen lake like hammered metal. He switched from pre-med to law after one brutal organic chemistry final, the kind that left him staring at the ceiling at three in the morning. BigLaw ground him down to bone, yet winning still lit something sharp and satisfying inside him. I tell him about building the event planning business from a single client and a borrowed credit card, about standing in the back of other people’s weddings feeling the silent panic that everything could still go wrong even when it didn’t. About the Brooklyn apartment that still smells like someone else’s life no matter how many times I repaint the walls.

We don’t talk about last night. We don’t talk about the alcove this morning. We talk about everything else. And with every block, every shared laugh that cracks open and lingers, the fictional backstory we were supposed to be constructing grows more irrelevant. The real story writes itself on the sidewalk, in the sunlight, in the way his thumb occasionally strokes the side of my hand.

We end up at White Point Garden on a bench overlooking the Charleston harbor. Sails dot the water like scattered paper. Salt and the sweet decay of magnolia blossoms hang in the air.

“This is nice,” he says, leaning back, stretching his arm along the bench behind me. “Quiet.”

“It is.” I watch a container ship slide slowly along the horizon. “Thank you. For today. For all of it. You didn’t have to do any of this.”

He’s quiet for a long moment. “Yes, I did.”

I turn to look at him. His profile cuts sharp against the water. “Why?”

He finally meets my eyes, gaze direct and steady. “Because when you kissed me last night, it was the first real thing that’s happened to me in six months. And I’m not in the habit of letting real things go.”

The admission settles heavy in my chest. Too honest. Too large for a weekend that was only ever meant to be borrowed.

“Reid…”

“Don’t,” he says softly. “Don’t overthink it. It’s just a fact. Like the fact that we have to be back at the hotel in forty-five minutes. Or the fact that I’m going to have to watch you walk down an aisle today, and it’s going to piss me off in a way that has nothing to do with your ex.”

My breath catches. “It’s my sister’s wedding.”

“I know.” He stands, offering his hand. “Doesn’t change the fact. Come on. Time to get you prettier, which seems statistically impossible, but we must follow the schedule.”

We walk back. The easy rhythm of the morning now carries a sharper edge beneath it. The wedding is no longer simply a minefield to navigate. It has become a stage for a different kind of claiming.


Chapter 3 — Before the Vows

Reid’s alarm goes off at seven. It’s a soft, insistent buzz from his phone on the nightstand. I feel him stir behind me, his arm loosening around my waist. The warmth of his body retreats, and cold morning air seeps into the space he leaves.

I don’t move. I keep my eyes closed, pretending sleep. I hear him sit up, the rustle of the sheets, his quiet sigh. He pads to the bathroom, and the door closes softly. The shower starts.

Last night was a line crossed. A boundary erased. We didn’t just share a bed; we shared skin, breath, release. The fake date is a ghost now. What lingers in this room is the residue of something true, something that happened without a script.

And it’s terrifying.

I get up when the shower is still running. I pull on the silk robe from my suitcase, tying it tightly around me. I go to the window. Outside, Charleston is waking up. The historic district is bathed in soft, golden October light. The plantation venue where the wedding will happen today is a twenty-minute drive away. My sister’s texts lit up my phone last night after we…after. I haven’t looked at them yet.

The bathroom door opens. Reid steps out, a towel around his waist, his hair damp and pushed back. His chest is bare, the build of a rower kept with discipline. He looks at me by the window, and his expression is unreadable—not cold, not warm. A neutral mask, the one he probably wears in court.

“Morning,” he says.

“Morning.”

“We have the shuttle to the venue at nine,” he says, walking to his suitcase. He pulls out clothes: a crisp white shirt, charcoal trousers, a different suit jacket—navy. “Your sister wants the wedding party there by nine-thirty for pre-ceremony photos.”

I nod. “I know the schedule. I helped plan it.”

He pauses, looking at me. “Right. Of course.”

There’s a distance between us now, a space filled with the memory of what we did and the reality of what we are. Strangers who fucked. Temporary allies.

“I’ll get ready,” I say, moving toward the bathroom.

He catches my wrist as I pass him. His touch is firm but not harsh. “Vivienne.”

I stop, looking at his hand on my arm, then up at his face. The mask is gone. His eyes are serious, intent. “Last night wasn’t a performance.”

My heart thumps against my ribs. “I know.”

“I need you to know that,” he says. “Whatever happens today, whatever we have to do in front of them—that wasn’t part of the act.”

“It wasn’t an act for me either,” I say, my voice quiet.

He releases my wrist. His hand lifts, cups my jaw. His thumb brushes my cheekbone. “Okay,” he says softly. Then he turns back to his clothes.

I shower quickly, the water hot. When I step out, I see him through the steamed glass of the bathroom door—he’s fully dressed, tying his tie in the mirror, his back to me. He looks like a lawyer again. Like a man who belongs in a world of depositions and boardrooms, not in a bed with a woman he met two days ago.

I put on my makeup with careful precision. The maid-of-honor dress is hanging in the closet—a deep emerald green this time, chosen to complement the plantation garden setting. It’s elegant, severe, beautiful. I zip it up, arrange my hair. When I emerge, Reid is waiting by the door.

“Ready?” he asks.

“Yes.”

He opens the door, and we step into the hallway. But he stops me before we reach the elevator. His hand finds mine in the empty corridor, fingers lacing together.

“Whatever happens today,” he says, not looking at me, looking at the far end of the hallway, “I want you to know—” He stops. Shakes his head once, as if the sentence is too big for the space between us right now. “I want you to know I’m here. Not for the show.”

I squeeze his hand. He squeezes back.

We don’t need more than that.

The shuttle is a luxury coach filled with wedding guests. We board, and Reid takes my hand immediately, guiding me to a pair of seats near the back. His grip is possessive, public. I see Bradley already on the bus, his pregnant fiancée Sasha beside him. Bradley watches us, his eyes narrowed. Reid sees him looking and leans in, kissing my temple.

“He’s watching,” Reid murmurs against my skin.

“I know.”

“Then look at me like you did last night,” Reid says, his voice low, a command wrapped in velvet.

I turn my face to him. His eyes are close, his mouth a few inches from mine. I look at him, and I don’t have to pretend. The memory is there, vivid and hot. My gaze softens, my lips part slightly. Reid smiles, a real smile, and kisses me softly on the mouth. Just a brush of lips that tells the entire bus: we are together.

Bradley turns away, facing forward.

Reid keeps my hand in his, his thumb stroking my palm. We don’t speak during the ride. The tension between us is a live wire, buzzing with unspoken things.

The plantation venue is breathtaking. White-columned manor house, sprawling gardens, ancient oak trees draped with Spanish moss. The wedding party is ushered to a shaded patio for photos. My sister Lily is radiant in her lace gown, her nerves transformed into joy. She hugs me tight.

“You look amazing,” she whispers. “And Reid… God, Viv. He’s perfect.”

“He’s great.”

The photographer arranges us. Reid stands beside me, his arm around my waist, his hand resting on my hip. During the group shots, his fingers trace idle patterns on the silk of my dress. During the paired shots—just the two of us—he turns me toward him, his hand coming up to cradle my face.

“Look at me,” he says, not for Mark this time, but for the camera, for himself.

I do. The photographer snaps away, capturing what looks like genuine affection—because it is.

Between shots, we’re ushered to a waiting area inside the manor. The ceremony is in an hour. Reid and I are placed in a small sitting room—an antique parlor with velvet chairs and a fireplace. We’re alone.

He closes the door softly. The room is quiet, insulated from the chaos outside.

He turns to me. “We need to talk about today.”

I sit on the edge of a chair. “What about it?”

“The ceremony. The reception. Bradley will be there, watching. Sasha will be there. Everyone will be watching.” He leans against the mantel, looking down at me. “Last night changed the game.”

“How?”

“Because now I don’t want to just pretend,” he says, his voice steady. “I want to win.”

A shiver runs through me. “Win what?”

“You,” he says, simply. “I want him to see that you chose me. That you want me. That I’m the one touching you, kissing you, making you come. Not him. Never him.”

The words are blunt, explicit. They hang in the air.

“That’s…aggressive,” I say, my throat tight.

“It’s honest,” Reid counters. “I’m not here to be your polite escort. I’m here to be the man you picked when you walked into that room and saw him. So today, during the ceremony, during the reception, I’m going to touch you. I’m going to kiss you. I’m going to claim you in every way that’s appropriate in a public setting. And you’re going to let me. You’re going to respond. Because you want to. Because last night proved you want to.”

I stand up, facing him. My dress feels too tight, my skin too hot. “You’re dictating the performance.”

“No,” he says, stepping closer. “I’m dictating the reality. The performance is over. This is us, Vivienne. This is what we are now.” He’s close enough that I can smell his cologne, clean and sharp. I can see the intent in his eyes, the determination. This is the litigator, the competitor. He’s identified the objective—me—and he’s proceeding to closing arguments. “So let them see it.”

“What if I say no?” I ask, my voice a challenge.

He smiles, a slow, dangerous smile. “You won’t.”

He reaches out, his hand settling on my waist, pulling me gently toward him. “The ceremony is in an hour. We’re paired. We’ll walk down the aisle together after the bride. When we reach the front, I’ll stand beside you. I’ll hold your hand. I’ll lean in and whisper something in your ear. Something true. And you’ll blush, and everyone will see it.”

My breath catches. “What will you whisper?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” he says, his thumb stroking my hip. “Maybe I’ll tell you how beautiful you look. Maybe I’ll tell you how much I want to take this dress off you later. Maybe I’ll tell you exactly how you felt last night, wrapped around my cock.”

I gasp, a sharp intake of air. The words are vulgar, direct, and they send a bolt of heat straight through me.

Reid sees my reaction. His eyes darken. “You like that. You like the bluntness. You like the possession.”

I don’t deny it. I can’t. My body is betraying me, warming under his touch, under his words.

“During the reception,” he continues, his voice dropping lower, “we’ll dance. I’ll hold you close. I’ll press you against me so you feel how hard I am for you. I’ll whisper more things. And if there’s a moment—a private moment, somewhere in this house—I’ll take it. I’ll touch you. I’ll taste you. I’ll make you come again, with my mouth or my hands or my cock. And Bradley will see the aftermath on your face.”

I’m trembling now. The vision is vivid, explicit, thrilling. It’s everything I wanted when I walked across that room and kissed him—a performance so convincing it becomes real. But Reid is stripping away the performance. He’s making it real by design.

“You’re not asking,” I say, my voice shaking.

“I’m telling,” he replies. “Because you want it. You want to be claimed. You want him to see you chosen. You want to feel wanted. Last night proved that.” He leans in, his mouth hovering near my ear. “Do you object?”

I close my eyes. The part of me that is an event planner, controlled and scripted, wants to object. The part of me that is a woman who was left at the altar, who spent two years planning weddings for other people, who kissed a stranger to save her own pride—that part wants to surrender.

“No,” I whisper.

He kisses my neck, just below my ear. A soft, firm kiss that promises more. “Good.”

The door opens, and a wedding coordinator bustles in. “Five minutes to line-up!”

Reid releases me smoothly, stepping back. He offers me his hand. “Ready?”

I take his hand. My fingers are cold, but his are warm. “Ready.”

We line up with the rest of the wedding party in the grand hall of the manor. Lily is beaming, her groom nervous but smiling. The music begins. The procession starts.

Reid and I are the last pair, following the other bridesmaids and groomsmen. As we wait, his hand is on my back, his fingers splayed over my spine. He leans down, his mouth at my ear.

“When we walk,” he murmurs, “look at me, not at him. Smile at me. Let your body lean into mine.”

I nod.

We begin our walk. The aisle is long, lined with guests. I see Bradley and Sasha seated near the front. Bradley’s eyes are on me, sharp and assessing.

I turn my head. Reid is already watching me, his gaze steady and possessive. A real smile pulls at my mouth. I lean into him as we walk, and his hand stays firm on my back, guiding, anchoring. We reach the front and split to our places—me beside my sister, him beside the groom.

During the ceremony his presence presses against me like heat from a fire. When the vows begin I glance over. He is not looking at the bride and groom. His eyes are locked on mine. He gives me a slow, deliberate smile that says exactly what he intends to do later.

After the ceremony the wedding party moves to the garden for cocktails. Reid finds me at once. His fingers close around my elbow and he steers me toward a secluded corner beside a trellis heavy with white blooms.

“Drink?” he asks, voice casual.

“Please.”

He returns with two flutes of champagne. We stand together, watching the guests. Bradley approaches with Sasha at his side.

“Vivienne,” Bradley says, his tone falsely warm. “The ceremony was beautiful. You looked lovely.”

“Thank you.” My voice stays cool.

He shifts his attention to Reid. “And Reid. Enjoying the weekend?”

Reid smiles, polite and sharp. “Very much. Vivienne makes everything enjoyable.”

Bradley’s eyes flicker. “I’m sure. Well, we’ll see you at the reception.”

He walks away. Sasha trails after him.

Reid’s hand settles on my waist and draws me closer. “He’s probing,” he says quietly. “Testing the seams.”

“There are no seams,” I answer, leaning into his touch.

“Exactly.” He turns me toward him, his body blocking the view of the crowd. “Now I want a taste of you.”

My heart knocks once against my ribs. “Here?”

“Here.” He leans in. His mouth covers mine, deep and claiming, tongue pushing past my lips with deliberate pressure. He kisses me like we are already alone, like we are already in bed, like nothing and no one can stop him. I kiss him back, fingers curling into the shoulders of his jacket. The champagne flute is cold in my hand. The rest of me burns.

He breaks the kiss. His eyes are dark. “Good.”

We circulate. Reid keeps me close. His touch never leaves me—a palm at the small of my back, a fingertip brushing the nape of my neck, a hand cupping my elbow. Each contact is deliberate. Each glance claims territory.

The cocktail hour ends. Guests move into the grand ballroom for the reception. Reid and I are seated at the wedding party table. Bradley and Sasha sit at a guest table nearby. Dinner is served. Speeches are made. Under the table Reid’s hand rests on my thigh, fingers stroking the silk of my dress in slow, idle circles. During a toast he leans close, mouth at my ear.

“I’m thinking about a coat room,” he whispers. “The one near the entrance. It’s empty now. No one will be there for at least twenty minutes.”

I turn my head. His gaze is heated, intent. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking I want to see you against the wall,” he says, voice low and rough. “I want to lift this dress and touch you. I want to make you come with my hand while people are dancing fifty feet away.”

My cunt clenches, sudden and tight. “You’re serious.”

“Deadly serious.” His hand on my thigh slides higher, fingers brushing the inner seam of my dress. “Do you want that?”

“Yes.”

He smiles, slow and predatory. “Finish your dinner. Then we’ll go.”

I eat, but nothing registers. My body is already humming. Reid’s hand stays on my thigh, a constant warm weight. When the plates are cleared the music shifts to dancing. The bride and groom take the floor for their first dance.

Reid stands and takes my hand. “Now.”

We slip away from the table and move through the crowd. He leads me toward the entrance hall, away from the ballroom. The coat room is a small, wood-paneled alcove off the main hallway, lined with racks of coats and hats. Dim light. Quiet.

Reid closes the door behind us. The reception becomes a muted hum.

He turns to me. The polite mask drops. Raw hunger takes its place. “Against the wall,” he says, pointing to the space between two coat racks.

I go to the wall, back against the cool wood. Reid follows, crowding me, his body pressing into mine. He kisses me, deep and consuming, hands cradling my face. His kiss is a promise and a demand at once.

He breaks it, eyes scanning my face. “Lift the dress.”

I reach down, gather the silk of my emerald gown, and lift it to my waist. Sheer stockings and a lace thong beneath. Reid looks down, gaze hot.

“Take the thong off.”

I hook my fingers into the sides and slide it down my legs, then kick it aside. His hands settle on my hips, pinning me to the wall.

“Spread your legs.”

I do. He kneels, hands sliding up my thighs, pushing the dress higher. His eyes fix on my pussy, exposed in the low light.

“Beautiful.” Then he leans in.

His mouth finds my clit first, a soft, deliberate press. I gasp, head knocking back against the wood. His tongue circles, teasing, then dips lower, tracing the seam of my cunt. He licks into me, deep and slow, hands holding my thighs apart.

The wet heat of his tongue is relentless. Muffled music and laughter drift from the ballroom while he eats me like he has all the time in the world. He sucks my clit, then licks it flat, then presses his tongue inside me again. I moan, hands fisting in his hair. He groans against me, the vibration traveling straight through my core. He works me with tongue and lips until my thighs start to shake.

“Reid,” I pant.

He pulls back, mouth wet. “I want you to come,” he says. “Now. On my mouth.”

He resumes, focused and thorough. Two fingers push inside me, curling, stroking my inner walls while his tongue works my clit in tight, relentless circles. The dual pressure builds fast. I buck against him, hips rolling, breath coming ragged.

The orgasm hits hard. My cunt clamps down around his fingers in rhythmic pulses. I cry out, a sharp choked sound, and he holds me through it, mouth gentler now, fingers still inside me as the waves roll through. When I slump, boneless, he withdraws slowly and stands.

“Look at me.”

I do. His eyes are dark, mouth glistening.

“That was real,” he says. “That was me, making you come. Not him. Never him.”

I nod, unable to speak.

He kisses me, mouth tasting of me, salty and intimate. “Now,” he says, voice rough, “I want you against this wall with my cock inside you.”

The words land like a blow. I can only stare at him, body still throbbing, mind hazy with want.

“I don’t have a condom,” I whisper.

Reid doesn’t hesitate. He reaches into the inner pocket of his jacket, pulls out a foil square, and holds it up. “I came prepared. I hoped.”

He tears the packet open with his teeth, eyes locked on mine. He unfastens his trousers, pushes them and his boxer briefs down just far enough to free his cock. Thick. Hard. He rolls the condom on in one smooth motion.

Then he is back against me, body caging mine, hands on my hips. He lifts me slightly, angling me. The head of his cock presses against my entrance. I am so wet, so open from his mouth, that he slides in with one smooth, relentless thrust.

I cry out. The sound is swallowed by the distant music. He fills me completely, stretching me, claiming every inch. He holds himself buried to the hilt, forehead pressed to mine. Our breaths mingle, harsh and ragged.

“Look at me,” he says again.

I force my eyes open. His gaze is fierce, possessive. There is no audience here but us, and yet the performance continues—the performance of truth.

“Tell me you feel it,” he commands.

“I feel it,” I gasp. “I feel you.”

“Who?” he insists, hips making a tiny, devastating circle.

“You,” I breathe. “Reid.”

He kisses me, hard, then begins to move.

His thrusts are deep, controlled, powerful. Each one drives me back against the wall, the wood firm and unyielding at my back. Each one sends a shock of pleasure through my cunt. He fucks me with focused intensity, hands gripping my hips hard enough to leave marks. The air in the small room is thick with the smell of sex and wool coats, the wet sound of our bodies meeting, our stifled moans.

I wrap my legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper. My dress is bunched between us, silk crushed. He adjusts his angle. On the next thrust he hits a spot inside me that makes my vision spark.

“There,” I moan. “God, right there.”

He grunts, rhythm faltering for a second before he finds it again, targeting that spot with punishing accuracy. “You like that?” he rasps. “You like how I fill you up?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“I like it,” I pant. “I like how you fill me.”

His mouth crashes down on mine, swallowing the words. His tongue mirrors the thrust of his cock, claiming, dominating. One hand leaves my hip and moves between our bodies. His thumb finds my clit, presses, circles, rough and perfect.

The coil tightens again, fast and brutal.

“I’m going to come,” I warn, voice breaking.

“Come,” he growls against my lips. “Come on my cock. Let me feel it.”

He pinches my clit once, sharp. The orgasm detonates. My cunt spasms around him in hard, rhythmic waves. A raw, choked cry tears from my throat and Reid covers my mouth with his hand, muffling the sound, his own groan a harsh vibration against my ear as he feels me come.

He keeps moving, fucking me through it, dragging the pleasure out until it borders on too much. Just as my spasms begin to ease, his control shatters. His thrusts turn ragged and frantic. He buries his face in my neck, breath hot.

“Vivienne,” he grunts, and his hips slam into me one last time, deep and final. He stills, body tensing, a low guttural sound escaping him as he comes inside me.

We stay locked together, trembling. The only sounds are our ragged breathing and the distant thump of bass from the reception.

Slowly, he loosens his grip. My feet settle flat on the floor, though my legs still tremble. He keeps me upright, arms banded around my waist. His softening cock slips free. He rests his forehead against my shoulder, breath warm and damp on my skin.

Reality creeps back in pieces. Cool air licks the sweat drying on my thighs. The sharp, unmistakable scent of sex clings to us both. We are in a coat room at my sister’s wedding. We have been gone too long. My dress is a wreck and my thong lies somewhere on the floorboards.

Reid straightens first. He steps back with careful precision, disposes of the condom in the small trash bin tucked beside the coat rack, then tucks himself away and fastens his trousers. He looks rumpled in a way that makes my chest tighten—hair mussed from my fingers, lips swollen, tie crooked. More real than he has looked all weekend.

He finds my thong, picks it up, and holds it out. A silent question.

I take it. My hands shake. He watches while I step into it and drag the damp fabric up under my dress. The silk sticks for a second against the mess between my legs. I smooth the front of my dress down.

Reid moves in again. He lifts his hands and gently tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, then another. His touch is careful now, at odds with the way he’d held me minutes ago. He straightens his own tie, drags a hand through his hair.

“Okay?” he asks, voice low.

I nod. My throat feels too tight for words.

He leans in and kisses me once, soft and lingering. “We need to go back.”

He cracks the door, checks the hallway, then leads me out. The noise of the reception slams into us—music, laughter, the clatter of silverware. We walk toward the ballroom, his hand solid around mine. At the entrance he stops and turns to me.

“Your cheeks are flushed,” he says. His thumb brushes my cheekbone. “Your lips are swollen. You look thoroughly fucked. And you look beautiful.”

Then he smiles—slow, real, unguarded—and it changes his whole face. “Let’s go dance.”

We step into the ballroom. He walks me straight onto the floor. A slow song is playing. He pulls me in, one hand low on my back, the other holding my hand against his chest. I can feel his heartbeat through his shirt, the steady warmth of him.

He doesn’t speak. Just sways with me, chin resting on the top of my head. I close my eyes. My body is tired. Sated. My mind is a mess.

After a few minutes he murmurs, “He’s at the edge of the floor. Watching.”

I keep my eyes closed. “Let him watch.”

His hand strokes slowly down my spine. “That’s my girl.”

The song ends. Something faster takes its place. We step apart but stay close. He brings us water. We move through the crowd. I smile. I talk. I do the maid-of-honor things. Everything feels different. The edges of the room are softer. My body hums with a low, satisfied thrum.

During the bouquet toss I stand at the back of the single women. My sister catches my eye, grins, and throws high and deliberate. The flowers sail over everyone else and land in my hands—a tangle of white roses and peonies, still warm from her grip.

The crowd laughs and claps. Reid, off to the side, gives me a slow, knowing clap of his own.

The rest of the night blurs—speeches, more dancing, the clink of glasses. Reid stays close. His touches shift from performance to something quieter, more possessive. A hand at the nape of my neck. A kiss at my temple. His palm resting heavy on my hip while we talk to other guests.

Finally the reception winds down. My sister and her husband leave under a tunnel of sparklers. The shuttle buses start loading.

On the bus Reid and I take seats near the front. I lean my head against the cool window, exhausted. His arm is around me, fingers tracing idle patterns on my bare arm. Bradley and Sasha sit a few rows back. I feel Bradley’s eyes on us. I don’t turn.

At the hotel we walk to our room in silence. The hallway is quiet, carpet muffling our steps. He unlocks the door. The room looks exactly as we left it this morning—bed unmade, his suitcase open, my robe over the chair.

Reid closes the door and locks it. In the soft light of the bedside lamp he looks tired, eyes clear.

“Come here,” he says.

I go. He unzips my dress slowly. The silk parts and puddles at my feet. I step out. He unhooks my bra, lets it fall. He kneels to roll my stockings down, then removes my thong. He stands and undresses himself with the same deliberate care until we’re both bare.

He doesn’t lead me to the bed. He takes my hand and walks me into the bathroom instead. The shower hisses to life. He steps in first, then pulls me under the spray with him.

The water is hot, almost too hot, pounding over my shoulders. He washes me gently—soap sliding over my shoulders, down my back, over my breasts, between my legs. His touch is careful, not sexual. Just clean. I wash him in return, hands moving over the hard planes of his chest, the ridge of his spine, the curve of his ass. We don’t speak. Only the water does.

We dry off with thick towels. He leads me to the bed, pulls the covers back. We climb in. He turns off the lamp.

In the dark he spoons me, body curved around mine, arm tight across my waist. His lips press to the back of my neck.

“Today was real,” he says, voice low against my skin.

“I know.”

“Tomorrow—”

“Don’t,” I whisper. I can’t hear about flights and cities and the end of this.

He’s quiet for a moment. Then: “Tell me one true thing. Something you haven’t told anyone else this weekend.”

I listen to the water dripping in the bathroom, the soft whir of the air conditioner.

“When I saw Bradley at the rehearsal dinner,” I say, voice barely above the dark, “my first thought wasn’t sadness. It wasn’t even anger. It was embarrassment. This deep, humiliating shame that he got to see me still single, still alone, while he’d already moved on. That’s why I kissed you. It wasn’t revenge. It was to erase my own shame.”

Reid’s arm tightens around me. He doesn’t offer comfort or tell me I shouldn’t feel it.

After a moment he says, “My turn. I came to this wedding alone because my ex is getting married next month. To a partner at her firm. I got the save-the-date the same day I booked my flight here. I didn’t want to come alone, but I didn’t want to bring someone and pretend I was fine. So I walked into that dinner telling myself I’d get through it by staying invisible. Then you walked across the room and made me the center of a story.”

I turn in his arms until we’re facing each other. I can barely see the shape of his face. “Is that a true thing?”

“Yes.”

“Do you still feel invisible?”

He brings a hand up, fingers tracing my lower lip. “No. I feel seen. By you.”

He kisses me—slow, deep, searching. It holds all the weight of the day without any of the urgency. A kiss that feels like both a beginning and an ending at once.

We break apart. He tucks my head under his chin.

“Sleep,” he says.

This time I do. I sleep hard, dreamless, wrapped in the scent of him and the solid weight of his arm.


Chapter 4 — The Last Dance

The pavilion smells of brunch: fried chicken cooling on platters, butter melting into split biscuits, the bright citrus bite of a mimosa fountain that’s already turning sticky at the edges. Sunlight slices through the white latticework in sharp, moving bars, striping the round tables and the rumpled linen. Everyone looks softened by the morning, shirts untucked, hair mussed, the satisfied exhaustion of a wedding that ran until three.

Reid’s hand sits heavy at the base of my spine, fingers spread, thumb resting just above the zipper of my dress. We move between the tables. I feel every eye that lands on us, the weight of them between my shoulder blades. The new couple. The weekend’s surprise. My mother’s mouth curves, slow and knowing. My father tips his chin, the smallest acknowledgment. Lily waves us over, already patting the two empty chairs beside her.

Then the cold slides in. A prickle at the nape of my neck, familiar and unwelcome. I don’t turn. I don’t need to. Bradley is watching.

“Vivienne, Reid, over here!” Lily calls, voice still carrying the bright edge of last night’s champagne.

We sit. Reid’s arm settles along the back of my chair, thumb stroking the bare skin of my shoulder in slow, deliberate passes. Not for show. A claim. Mine. The word lands with each pass of his thumb.

“You two look…rested,” my mother says. Her eyes catch the light, amused.

I nearly choke on my water. Reid’s thumb presses harder.

“It’s a beautiful morning,” he answers, smooth. “We walked the gardens before coming over.”

True. Ten minutes of quiet, his fingers threaded through mine, shoulders brushing. We hadn’t spoken about last night. Or this morning. Or the flights leaving three hours apart. Just the crunch of gravel underfoot and the low hum of bees already working the roses. The most peaceful, most terrifying stretch of the entire weekend.

Plates move down the table. I take a biscuit I don’t want. Reid serves himself shrimp and grits, movements clean and economical. He leans in, breath warm against the shell of my ear. “Eat something, Viv. You’ll need the energy.”

My stomach turns over. I bite into the biscuit anyway. It tastes like dust.

Mark launches into a story about the best man’s speech, the one Bradley gave, the line he flubbed. Lily laughs, head tipped back. My parents laugh with her. I manage a smile that feels painted on. Reid’s hand stays on my shoulder.

Across the pavilion, Bradley stands. He says something to the person beside him, then starts walking. Not toward the buffet. Not toward the doors. Straight toward us.

My spine locks. Reid feels it. His fingers tighten, a silent question.

“Incoming,” I murmur.

Reid doesn’t look. He lifts his mimosa, takes a slow sip, eyes still on me. “Relax.”

“Vivienne.” Bradley’s voice lands too loud, too bright. He stops at the edge of our table, hands shoved into the pockets of his chinos. The sunglasses are gone. His eyes are bloodshot. “Everyone. Great weekend, huh?”

Polite sounds ripple around the table. My father gives a short nod. Lily’s smile freezes in place.

“It was perfect,” I say. My voice holds.

“Yeah.” Bradley’s gaze cuts to Reid, then back to me. “So. You two. Quite the whirlwind. Chicago, right? Big law. Must be busy. Hard to keep up a…long-distance thing.” He says the last words like he’s delivering a terminal diagnosis.

Reid turns his head at last. He looks up at Bradley with mild, professional interest. “We manage.” The words are simple. The weight behind them is not. A door closing.

Bradley’s jaw flexes. He isn’t getting the reaction he came for. No fluster. No old Vivienne tripping over explanations. He’s not getting her.

“Just seems sudden,” he pushes. “I mean, Viv, you never mentioned anyone when we talked a few months ago.”

We hadn’t talked. He’d texted about cufflinks left at my old apartment. I’d left the message unread.

Reid’s hand slides from my shoulder down my arm. His fingers lace through mine on the white tablecloth, the move slow and unmistakable. My mother lets out a soft, surprised breath.

“Some things are worth the surprise,” Reid says. He lifts our joined hands and brushes his mouth over my knuckles, eyes never leaving Bradley’s. The challenge is naked. Alpha bullshit, pure and simple. Reid is winning.

Color floods Bradley’s face. He stares at our hands, at the easy way Reid holds me. He sees it. The performance is done. What’s left is real, and it’s burning him.

“Right,” he says, clipped. “Well. Have a safe flight.” He turns and walks away, shoulders rigid.

The table stays silent for one beat. Lily exhales hard. “Good riddance,” she whispers.

My mother’s eyes have gone wide. “Well, Reid,” she says, respect threading her voice. “You certainly know how to make a point.”

Reid releases my hand only to pick up his fork. He gives her a small, charming smile. “Just stating facts, Mrs. Cole.”

The tension breaks. Conversation rises again. But the air has changed. The last thread of the fiction has snapped. There’s no audience left to perform for. Bradley’s final test is over. We passed. Which means the weekend is finished.

The knowledge sits between us like a third person at the table. Reid eats. I push food around my plate. Silverware clinks. Glasses knock. Laughter rises and falls. All of it sounds like a clock running down.

When the plates are cleared and coffee arrives, Reid leans close again. “We should go soon. I need to pack.”

The words are ordinary. They land like a door slamming.

“Okay,” I say.

We make our excuses. Hugs pass around the table. Lily pulls me in tight. “I like him,” she whispers against my ear. “For real.”

I squeeze her back. My throat has closed.

We walk the same path to the hotel room we took an hour ago. The sun sits higher, hotter against the back of my neck. The silence between us has weight now. Everything we aren’t saying walks with us.

The room looks like a crime scene of the weekend. My maid-of-honor dress is draped over the armchair, wrinkled from being peeled off in a rush. His suit jacket hangs on the closet door. The bed is wrecked, sheets twisted from last night, from the frantic, half-asleep fucking at dawn when neither of us had been willing to waste the last hour of dark.

We don’t look at the bed.

Reid goes to the closet and pulls out his black carry-on. He starts folding shirts with precise, economical movements. I stand in the middle of the room, hands empty.

“I should pack too,” I say, but I don’t move.

He stops, a gray t-shirt still in his hands. He looks at me. The easy confidence from brunch is gone. What’s left is raw, unguarded. “Vivienne.”

Just my name. It cuts straight through me.

I cross the room before I can think. I take the shirt from his hands and let it fall. I push the carry-on aside with my foot. It hits the floor with a dull thud. My hands find his chest, the solid heat of muscle under the henley, the fast, hard beat of his heart.

“One more time,” I say. Not a request. A plea. “Not for show. Not for anyone else. Just…one more time.”

He lifts his hands to frame my face. His eyes search mine, gray and dark. “We don’t have time.”

“We have an hour before you need to leave for the airport.”

“It’s not enough.”

“It’s what we have.”

A muscle jumps in his jaw. The litigator in him weighs risk, calculates. Then he exhales hard and the lawyer disappears. The man who kissed me back at the rehearsal dinner takes over.

He kisses me. Not the soft, careful kiss from the first night. Not the desperate one from the coat room. This one is deep and slow and ruinous. It tastes like goodbye and feels like the start of something we can’t have. His tongue sweeps in, claiming, memorizing. I moan into his mouth, fingers digging into his shoulders.

His hands leave my face, slide down my sides, catch the hem of my sundress. He pulls it up and off in one motion. The fabric flutters to the floor. Cool air hits my skin. I’m left in lace panties and bra, nipples already tight. His gaze moves over me like a hand, hot and heavy.

“You are so fucking beautiful,” he growls.

He strips off the henley, then his jeans and boxer briefs. His cock is already hard, thick, flushed dark at the head, curving up toward his stomach. The sight of him naked and ready sends a fresh rush of wet heat between my legs. My pussy clenches, empty and aching.

He closes the distance. His body presses to mine, skin hot, the coarse hair on his chest brushing my breasts, the hard length of his cock against my stomach. I arch into him, chasing friction.

He walks me backward to the bed, mouth still on mine, hands everywhere. When the backs of my knees hit the mattress, he breaks the kiss. “Lie down.”

I do. I watch him kneel at the foot of the bed. He hooks his fingers in the sides of my panties and drags them down my legs, eyes locked on the wet heat between my thighs. A low sound leaves him when they’re off.

He spreads my legs, palms firm on my inner thighs. He doesn’t rush. He just looks, gaze so focused I feel myself grow wetter under it.

“Reid,” I breathe, hips shifting.

“I’m looking,” he says, voice rough. “I want to remember.”

Then he lowers his head.

The first slow drag of his tongue from my entrance to my clit makes my back bow off the bed. He does it again, lazy and thorough, then seals his mouth over my clit and sucks. I cry out, fists twisting in the sheets.

He eats me like we have hours instead of minutes. Tongue flicking, circling, lips working with perfect pressure. Two fingers slide into me, crooking, finding the spot that makes my vision spark. He reads every twitch, every gasp, every roll of my hips. He knows when to ease off, when to press harder, when to add the stretch of a third finger.

The orgasm builds deep and slow, a rolling wave I can’t outrun. My hips rock against his mouth. “I’m close—fuck, I’m so close—”

He hums against me. The vibration shoves me over. Pleasure crashes through me in thick, pulsing waves. I come with a broken sound, thighs shaking around his head. He stays with me, mouth gentle now, licking me through every aftershock until I’m twitching and oversensitive.

Before the tremors fade, he’s moving. Crawling up my body, skin gleaming with sweat. He kisses my stomach, the lace over my breasts, the column of my throat. He reaches behind me, unclasps my bra, tosses it aside. His mouth closes over one nipple, sucking hard, while his hand works the other, pinching and rolling until I’m arching and gasping.

The sensation is sharp, electric. I’m still pulsing from the first orgasm and he’s already building the next. I claw at his back, his shoulders.

“I need you inside me,” I pant. “Now.”

He reaches for his discarded jeans. His fingers fumble inside the pocket until they close around the foil packet. He tears it open and rolls the condom down his length in quick, efficient strokes, eyes locked on mine the entire time. Then he shifts forward, the broad head of his cock nudging against my entrance, parting me.

He pushes in. Slowly. One deliberate inch after another. My body stretches around him, still fluttering from the last climax, gripping him tight. We both groan as he sinks to the hilt and stops, buried deep, forehead pressed to mine. Our breaths mingle in the narrow space between us. His eyes stay open, staring straight into mine. This is the part we always skipped before. The looking. The holding. The raw fact of being joined with nothing between us, no audience, no performance, just the two of us wanting it.

“Vivienne,” he whispers, and my name sounds like a prayer.

Then he moves.

Not the frantic pace from this morning. These are deep, measured strokes, each one dragging almost all the way out before driving back in. Every thrust lands like a promise and a bruise at once. I wrap my legs high around his waist, ankles crossed at the small of his back, heels digging in to pull him deeper. The angle shifts and every stroke drags over my clit, sending heat licking up my spine. I feel the tension building again, tighter, hotter. My hips rise to meet him.

He braces one hand beside my head and slides the other between us. His thumb finds my clit and circles it in time with his thrusts.

“Come for me again,” he says, voice ragged. “I want to feel you.”

That’s all it takes. The steady pressure of his thumb, the deep, relentless slide of his cock, the look in his eyes—possession and hunger and something that looks too much like reverence. The second orgasm crashes through me harder than the first, sharper, brighter. My pussy clamps around him in rhythmic pulses, milking him, and I sob his name into the crook of his neck.

The feel of me coming drags his own release out of him. He drives in one last time, hard, and goes still. I feel the hot pulse of him inside the condom, the full-body shudder that runs through him. He collapses on top of me, weight heavy and grounding, face buried in my hair.

We lie tangled, sweaty, breathing in sync. The room comes back into focus—the packed suitcase by the door, the clock on the nightstand, the faint hum of the mini-fridge.

He rolls off me, disposes of the condom, and returns to bed. He doesn’t pull me against him. He just lies on his back, one arm thrown over his eyes. The silence settles heavier than before.

I look at the clock. Thirty-five minutes until he needs to be in a cab.

My body is sated, still humming. My chest feels split open.

I get up. I don’t look at him. My legs shake as I walk to the bathroom. I turn on the shower. Water hits the tile in a hard, steady rush. I step under the spray and let it pound the sweat and the scent of him from my skin. It doesn’t work. I can still feel the shape of him inside me. I can still taste him on my tongue.

When I come out wrapped in a towel, he’s dressed. Jeans, a clean t-shirt, carry-on zipped and waiting by the door. He stands at the window with his back to me.

“Reid.”

He turns. His face is the careful, neutral mask he wears in courtrooms. “Your turn to pack. I’ll wait downstairs. Give you some space.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I do.” He says it gently, but the word is final. He crosses the room and stops in front of me. He doesn’t touch me. Just looks down, and for a second the mask slips. I see the conflict, the frustration, the want still burning underneath. “If I stay in this room with you one more minute, I’m going to miss my flight. Then I’ll have to explain to my managing partner why I’m not at the Monday morning deposition for the Carlson merger.”

The real world. His world. Mergers and depositions and a city seven hundred miles away.

I nod because I can’t speak.

He leans down and kisses my forehead, a soft, final press of his mouth. “Goodbye, Vivienne.”

Then he picks up his bag, opens the door, and walks out.

The click of the latch sounds louder than anything else in the room.

I stand there dripping on the carpet, wrapped in a towel, in the middle of a room that still smells like us. The silence is absolute. It presses against my ears.

I have a plane to catch. A life waiting in Brooklyn. Clients to email, events to plan, an apartment that will feel emptier than it ever has.

I move on autopilot. I dry off. I pull on travel clothes—leggings, a loose sweater. I pack with mechanical efficiency, folding the red dress, stuffing the lace panties from this morning into a side pocket, zipping the suitcase closed.

Twenty minutes until my own cab.

I sit on the edge of the bed, on sheets we just ruined. I pick up my phone. My thumb hovers over his name in my contacts. Reid (Wedding). I could text him something light, something that cuts the tension. Something.

I don’t.

Instead I open the contacts list, find his name, and press delete.

The confirmation pops up. Delete contact “Reid (Wedding)”?

My finger trembles. I press yes.

It’s done.

But then I open the notes app. I create a new note and type his number from memory. I didn’t even realize I’d memorized it. I type it again. And again. I write it down like a mantra. Like a secret I’m not ready to lose.

A car horn sounds outside. My cab.

I stand, sling my purse over my shoulder, wheel the suitcase to the door. One last look at the room. The rumpled bed. The empty chair where his jacket had hung.

I open the door. Step into the hallway. Let it swing shut behind me, the heavy final thud echoing down the empty corridor. I walk toward the elevator, wheels humming over the patterned carpet. The doors slide open. I step inside and press L for lobby.

The descent begins.

The lobby is a blur of marble and potted palms and other guests checking out. I hand over my key card at the front desk, mumble a thank you, and push through the heavy brass doors into the bright October afternoon.

My cab idles at the curb. The driver loads my suitcase into the trunk. I slide into the back seat and the smell of lemon sanitizer and old upholstery replaces the scent of Reid, of sex, of us.

“Charleston International?” the driver confirms.

“Yes, please.”

We pull away from the hotel. I don’t look back. The historic district slides past—pastel houses, wrought-iron gates, cobblestone streets we never walked together. It looks like a postcard for a life I almost had.

The airport hits like noise and fluorescent light. I check my bag, go through security, the rituals of travel feeling automatic and strange. My body still hums from his touch, a stark contrast to the sterile terminal.

I find my gate. A delay—thirty minutes added to the departure time. I sink into a hard plastic seat, plug in my phone, and stare at the planes taxiing outside.

I open the notes app again. The number is there. Ten digits that feel like a live wire.

I could call him. He’s probably at his gate or in a lounge, reviewing deposition notes. He’d answer. His voice would come through careful and neutral. “Vivienne.” He’d say my name and it would undo me all over again.

I don’t call.

Instead I open a new email. The client is a bridezilla in Tribeca whose wedding I’m planning for next June. She wants to change the floral theme from rustic elegance to art deco glamour and is asking about cost implications. I start typing, fingers flying over the screen, burying myself in work, in details, in the familiar armor of my profession.

It works for about fifteen minutes.

Then I see him.

Not really him. A man with sandy hair pushing a carry-on, wearing a navy blazer over a t-shirt. From behind, for one heart-stopping second, it’s Reid. My breath catches. The man turns. It’s not him. The face is wrong, softer. The disappointment lands like a fist behind my ribs.

This is pathetic. It was a weekend. A spectacular, intense, life-altering weekend, but still just a weekend. I am Vivienne Cole. I run a business. I was left at the altar and survived. I will survive a corporate litigator from Chicago.

My flight is called. Zone three. I stand, shoulder my purse, and join the line. I hand over my boarding pass, the agent scans it, the machine beeps.

I walk down the jetway. I find my seat—window, thank God—and stow my bag. I buckle in, close my eyes, and lean my forehead against the cool plastic of the window.

The plane fills. A woman with a toddler takes the aisle seat. The toddler stares at me with wide, solemn eyes. I offer a weak smile.

The captain welcomes us, gives the flight time to LaGuardia. The engines whine to life. We push back from the gate. We taxi. We wait our turn. Then the thrust pushes me back into my seat as we hurtle down the runway and lift into the sky.

Charleston shrinks below, a patchwork of green and brown and blue, then disappears beneath a blanket of clouds. Gone.

I take out my phone and switch it to airplane mode. I have his number memorized. It’s a stupid, romantic, hopeless thing. I open the notes app again and, below the number, I start typing. Not an email. Not a text. Just words.

You kissed me back like you meant it. You called me ‘babe’ with such conviction I almost forgot the bit. You held my hand under the table while my ex tried to break me. You ate me out in a coat room like it was your last meal. You fucked me this morning like you were trying to brand yourself into my skin. You left without looking back because you had a deposition to get to.

I deleted your number. I wrote it down. I’m writing this on a plane seven hundred miles away from you, and I can still feel you inside me.

What the hell was that?

What the hell is this?

I stop typing. I stare at the words. They’re raw, embarrassing, true. I don’t delete them. I lock the note.

The flight attendant comes by with drinks. I take a white wine. It’s sour and too cold. I sip it anyway.

The toddler falls asleep. The cabin is quiet, the light outside the window a brilliant, relentless blue. There’s nothing to do but think. And I think about the look in his eyes when he was buried inside me, that unbearable intimacy. The look that had nothing to do with Bradley, or the wedding, or the performance. The look that was just for me.

It was the most real thing I’ve ever seen.

And I let him walk out the door.

Two hours later, we descend through bumpy clouds. The sprawl of New York appears below us, gray and immense and familiar. My city. My life. The plane touches down hard, tires barking against the runway, and the engines roar as reverse thrust kicks in.

The chaos of LaGuardia hits the second the jet bridge connects. I power on my phone. Notifications flood the screen—emails stacked three deep, a string of texts from Lily asking if I made it home, a calendar reminder for tomorrow’s client call. Nothing from an unknown Chicago number.

I collect my bag from the carousel and hail a cab. Traffic into Brooklyn is a stop-start crawl, horns blaring, exhaust hanging in the humid air. My apartment building, the brownstone in Carroll Gardens, looks exactly the same. I haul my suitcase up the front steps, fumble with the keys until the lock gives, and step inside.

The silence is different from the hotel room. This is my silence. It carries the weight of everything I used to expect from it. The furniture sits exactly where I left it. The kitchen counters are clean. The event-planning binders are stacked in their usual precise columns on my desk. It’s perfect. It’s empty.

I unpack. I hang the red dress in the back of the closet where I can’t see it. I wash the lace panties in the sink, wring them out, and hang them over the shower rod. I order Thai food and eat it on the couch, the television on but the sound turned low, some reality show I don’t follow flickering across the screen.

It’s Sunday night. I have a full week ahead—venue walk-through in SoHo tomorrow, cake tasting Wednesday, a bride and her mother who will both cry on Thursday. This is my life. The one I built after Bradley took the last one apart.

I go to bed early. My bed. My sheets. My pillows. The mattress feels too wide, the space on either side of me too open. I lie awake, staring at the ceiling, watching the streetlamp’s light slide across the plaster in slow patterns. I picture him in his Chicago apartment. Is he awake too? Or has he already filed the weekend away, something interesting that happened once?

The thought makes me angry. Then it makes me sad. Then it just makes me tired.

I fall into a fitful sleep.



The week passes in a blur of color swatches, vendor contracts, and spreadsheet timelines. I am Vivienne Cole, event planner. I am in control. I am fine.

On Friday morning, exactly one week after I walked into my sister’s rehearsal dinner and kissed a stranger, I’m in my office—the second bedroom converted into a sleek workspace with clean white walls and a long desk. Sunlight cuts across the floor. I’m on a conference call with the florist, negotiating the art deco peonies, when the building intercom buzzes.

I ignore it. I’m not expecting anyone. The delivery person will leave whatever it is downstairs.

The intercom buzzes again. Insistent.

“Hold on one second,” I tell the florist, and mute the line.

I press the button. “Yes?”

“Delivery for Vivienne Cole.” A staticky male voice.

“You can leave it with the super.”

“Requires a signature.”

I sigh. “Fine. Come up.” I buzz him in.

A minute later, a knock sounds at my apartment door. I’m still in leggings and an oversized sweater, hair twisted into a messy bun. I open the door.

It isn’t a uniformed driver. A guy in jeans and a leather jacket stands there holding a medium-sized cardboard box. “Vivienne Cole?”

“That’s me.”

“Sign here.” He hands me the digital pad. I scribble my name. He passes me the box. It’s heavier than I expected. “Have a good one.”

He leaves. I close the door and look at the box in my hands. The return address is a P.O. Box in Chicago. My heart stops, then slams once, hard, against my ribs.

No name. But I know.

I carry the box to the kitchen island and set it down like it might detonate. I find scissors, slit the tape, and fold back the flaps.

Inside, nestled in crinkled brown packing paper, sits a small wooden box. Cherry, polished to a soft sheen. A simple white notecard rests on top.

My hands shake. I pick up the card.

The handwriting is bold, slanted, unmistakably his.

Vivienne—

The wedding favor you didn’t get to take home. Open it when you’re ready.

And for the record: next time I fake-date you, pick a longer venue.

—Reid

I stare at the words. Next time. Two words that land like a live wire under my skin. I read them again. And again.

I set the card down. I lift the wooden box from the packing paper. It’s smooth and cool against my palms. A small brass clasp. I open it.

Inside, on a bed of midnight-blue velvet, are two things.

First, a single bourbon rose, petals deep crimson, dried and preserved. It smells faintly of roses and something darker—the Charleston garden at night, the air thick with night-blooming flowers and the distant sound of the band.

Second, a modern silver key. A small round tag hangs from it. One side reads 435 N. Wabash Ave, Apt 2810, Chicago, IL. The other side holds a single engraved word: PROOF.

Proof. The thing Bradley had demanded at every turn. The thing we’d faked, then created, then lost.

I pick up the key. Cold. Solid. I pick up the rose and bring it to my nose. The scent pulls me straight back—the pavilion at night, his hand low on my back during the slow dance, the coat room, the hotel bed at dawn with light just beginning to creep under the curtains.

I look at the address again. Chicago. His city.

This isn’t a promise. It’s an invitation. Dangerous. Impossible. Thrilling.

The intercom buzzes again. I jump, shove the rose and key back into the box, and close the lid. My heart hammers as I walk to the intercom.

“Yes?”

“Ms. Cole? It’s Stan, the super. Another delivery down here. Bigger box. Flowers, looks like.”

Flowers? “I’ll be right down.”

I slip on shoes and go downstairs. In the small lobby, a large rectangular white box sits on the mail table. Stan smiles. “Big weekend?”

“Something like that,” I murmur.

I carry the box upstairs and set it on the island beside the wooden one. I open it.

An arrangement. Not wedding flowers. Wild, modern, striking. A cascade of deep red anemones, black scabiosa, burgundy dahlias, trailing ivy. It looks like a dark forest caught in a vase. It looks like something I would have chosen for myself.

Another card. I pull it free.

The red dress was a statement. These are the footnote. —R

I sink onto a stool and stare at the flowers, at the wooden box, at the key inside it like a question I haven’t answered yet.

My phone rings on the counter. Lily. I answer.

“Hey,” I say. My voice shakes.

“Hey. You sound weird. Are you okay?”

“I…I don’t know. Reid sent me something.”

“What? What did he send? A dick pic? Please tell me it’s a classy dick pic.”

I laugh, a wet, choked sound. “No. Not a dick pic. A key. To his apartment in Chicago. And a rose. And flowers.”

Lily is silent for three full seconds. Then she lets out a low whistle. “Holy shit, Viv. That’s not a ‘thanks for the weekend’ gift. That’s a ‘let’s keep talking’ gift.”

“What do I do?”

“What do you want to do?”

I look at the key. PROOF. I think about the empty, perfect silence of my apartment. I think about the look in his eyes when he said goodbye. I think about the terrifying, exhilarating possibility of a next time.

“I want to be impulsive again,” I whisper.

“Then be impulsive,” Lily says, voice firm. “You walked across a room and kissed a stranger. You can walk onto a plane.”

I hang up and sit in the quiet of my sunny kitchen. The anemones hold their color under the light. The key catches the sun and throws it back in a bright, sharp glint.

I open my laptop. I go to the flight search site. I type LGA to ORD. There’s a flight tonight at 7:45. It lands at 9:10 Chicago time.

My cursor hovers over the purchase button.

This is insane. I have a client call Monday. A cake tasting Wednesday. A life here.

But I also have a key to an apartment on Wabash Avenue.

I think about the last thing he said to me. Goodbye, Vivienne. It had sounded so final.

But he hadn’t said goodbye in this box. He’d said next time.

I look at the key. I look at the flight time on the screen.

I take a deep, shuddering breath.

And I click purchase.


Chapter 5 — The City That Works

My carry-on thumps against my shin as I push through the O’Hare arrivals hall. The air is thick with the particular airport smell: pretzels and industrial cleaner and the collective exhaust of fifty thousand daily departures. Sweat slicks the back of my neck despite the October chill that hit me the moment I stepped off the plane.

I did it. I’m here.

The rideshare app on my phone shows a 2.4-mile wait for a driver. I order one and stand near the exit doors, watching cars slide past in the amber dark. The address is in my notes app below the phone number I memorized on the flight from LaGuardia: a building on Wabash Avenue, an apartment number that felt like a password on the plane and now feels like something else entirely. A destination. A choice.

I hadn’t texted him after I bought the ticket. I hadn’t texted when I landed. The silence had felt important somehow, a way of arriving entirely on my own terms instead of as an announcement.

The car materializes, a black Prius driven by a man in a Bears hat who doesn’t ask why I’m showing up in Chicago with a single carry-on on a Sunday night. He takes the expressway in. The skyline assembles itself out of the flat dark in the way it always does when you come in from the northwest, all straight lines and vertical light, nothing natural about it, everything deliberate. I press my palm flat against the cool glass of the window and watch it come toward me.

The car stops on North Wabash. A high-rise, mostly glass, with a green-canvas awning over the entrance and a doorman in a charcoal coat already watching the car pull up.

I get out. The wind off the lake hits me immediately, vicious and exact. It smells like cold water and iron and distance.

I walk toward the entrance. The doorman opens the door before I reach it. “Evening.”

“Hi. I’m here for Reid Marchetti. Twenty-eighth floor.”

He checks the podium screen, a brief, unhurried glance. His eyebrows register something—not surprise, more the mild interest of a man who has seen enough that very little surprises him anymore. He lifts the house phone, speaks two sentences too low for me to catch, listens, replaces the receiver. “You’re welcome to go up, Miss Cole. Elevators are through the concierge corridor, on the left.”

He remembered my name without asking. Reid gave him my name.

The lobby is marble underfoot and gray wool upholstery and the particular hush of buildings that have been built to make you feel that whatever happens outside cannot quite reach you here. A single orchid arrangement on a console table. The soft ping of an arriving elevator. I step in. The doors close.

The reflection in the polished brass panel looks like someone who hasn’t slept properly in a week, whose carefully assembled life in Brooklyn is waiting in exactly the same configuration she left it, and who is standing in a glass box in Chicago anyway. I look like someone who decided.

The elevator opens directly into a private foyer on twenty-eight. One door, solid dark wood, slightly ajar.

He’s in the doorway.

Dark gray sweats. A faded Northwestern t-shirt, the lettering cracked at the edges. Bare feet on the foyer tile. His hair has the particular dishevelment of a man who has been dragging his hands through it for several hours. His arms are loose at his sides. He is not smiling. His eyes do what they always do: they find me and stay.

“Vivienne.” Not a question. Not surprise. Just my name spoken the way he always says it, with a weight underneath that makes it feel like something more.

“You sent a key,” I say. My own voice sounds less steady than I intended.

“I did.”

“I bought a plane ticket.”

“I see that.” His gaze moves from my face to the carry-on at my ankle to my face again. “You didn’t text.”

“I wanted to see your face. I wanted to know if you meant it — the key. The note.”

He pushes off the doorframe. He crosses the small foyer in two measured strides and stops in front of me, close enough that I can feel the warmth off his body, smell the sandalwood and soap and the underlying clean scent that I catalogued without meaning to in a Charleston hotel room. His hands stay at his sides. He looks down at me with those gray eyes that do not perform anything. “Every word. Every mark on that paper. I meant all of it.”

The words hang between us in the quiet foyer.

“This is insane,” I whisper.

“It’s the sanest thing I’ve done in six months.” His hand rises, finally, and his thumb brushes the curve of my bottom lip, barely a touch, and the contact sparks from that point of contact all the way to the base of my spine. “Tell me why you came.”

The lobby air is cool. His thumb rests against my lip. I have sixteen very practical reasons not to be standing in this foyer — the client call tomorrow, the cake tasting Wednesday, the lease on my apartment, the fact that this man is a stranger I kissed in front of people we’d just met. None of them land with any weight.

“Because you kissed me back in that rehearsal dinner like you meant it,” I say. “Because you held my hand under the table while Bradley tried to dismantle me and I could feel you deciding to stand between me and it. Because you looked at me in the hotel garden like I was the only thing in the garden worth looking at. And then you said goodbye and walked out the door and I spent a week trying to feel normal about it and I can’t.”

The thumb against my lip stills.

“I deleted your number at the airport,” I continue, because at this point there’s no version of this conversation worth having that isn’t honest. “And then I wrote it down in a notes app and memorized it anyway. And when the box arrived, I sat in my kitchen with a key to your apartment in my hand and I just—” I spread my hands. “I opened a flight search tab.”

He frames my face. Both hands now, warm and sure, his thumbs at my cheekbones. He looks at me the way he looked at me in the hotel room when we were both awake and the performance was long over. Like he’s deciding something he already knows the answer to.

“I didn’t let you go,” he says quietly. “I sent you a key. There’s a difference.”

“Felt the same from my side.”

“Then let me show you the difference.” He leans in, mouth an inch from mine. “If I’d let you go, you wouldn’t be standing here and I wouldn’t be doing this.”

He closes the distance.

This kiss is nothing like the first one at the rehearsal dinner. That kiss had been performance that became real mid-execution. This one starts real. It starts with full acknowledgment of what we’re doing and doesn’t pretend otherwise for a second. His mouth moves over mine with deliberate heat, his tongue sweeping past my lips and taking what he wants without any question about whether he should. A low sound builds in his chest and transfers through the point of contact into my sternum. My hands find his shirt, fingers curling in the soft worn cotton, and I hold on.

He breaks the kiss, breathing changed. His forehead rests against mine. “I have terms,” he says.

“You’re negotiating.”

“Always.” A pause. “Rule one: no performance. You and I say what we want. We ask for what we need. No audience. No script.”

“Okay.”

“Rule two: this isn’t a weekend. There’s no end date. We’re figuring out what this is, and that takes time and flights and phone calls. Understood?”

“Yes.”

“Rule three.” His thumb strokes my cheekbone one slow pass. “When we’re together, you’re mine. And I’m yours. No ghosts in the room. Just this.” He tilts his head. “Just us.”

The possessiveness should alarm me. After Bradley, after being so thoroughly claimed and then abandoned, the shape of it should be a warning sign. Instead it sits in my chest like something I’ve been missing the whole time — a claim I’m choosing, not receiving. A claim offered, not imposed.

“Just us,” I echo.

He smiles, the slow, heat-bearing one I first saw in Charleston when we were walking back from a late dinner and he’d decided something. “Good.” He picks up my carry-on from the floor and carries it inside.

The apartment makes sense of him. Floor-to-ceiling windows on the far wall frame the city grid and beyond it the wide, lightless sweep of Lake Michigan. The sectional is charcoal. The fireplace is steel. The built-in shelves hold an indiscriminate mixture of legal journals, hardcover histories, a few trade paperbacks with broken spines. All of it is ordered without being sterile — a coffee mug has been left on the kitchen island, running shoes are kicked near the door, a blanket lies rumpled over one arm of the couch. Signs of a person who lives here, not a model unit.

“You’re looking,” he says.

“I’m learning you.”

“Ask.”

“Later.” I turn from the windows. “Right now I want what you promised.”

He sets my bag by the hallway. “What did I promise?”

“You said the first sane thing you’d done in six months was this.” I step toward him. “I’m here. I don’t want the tour first.”

The last word barely lands before he closes the distance.

His hands find the lapels of my coat and he pushes it off my shoulders. It hits the floor behind me. He steps in close, his body warm against mine through the thin silk of my blouse, and his hands go to my waist, gripping, walking me backward two steps until my shoulder blades meet the cool expanse of window glass.

The city sprawls behind me twenty-eight floors down, all that deliberate light.

He doesn’t rush. He looks at me the way he looked at me in the coat room, but without the adrenaline edge, without the compressed urgency of borrowed time. There’s only the city below and his hands on my hips and his eyes moving over my face like he’s reading something he intends to remember.

“I’ve thought about this,” he says. “This exact view. You, here, with the city behind you.”

“Did it look like this?”

“Better.” He leans in and kisses the corner of my jaw, the line of my throat, the pulse point where my neck meets my shoulder. His hands move to the hem of my blouse, sliding under it, palms hot against my bare skin. “I thought about it the whole flight back from Charleston. The deposition prep took twice as long because I kept losing the thread.”

“Good.”

He makes a low, amused sound against my throat. His fingers find my bra clasp through the silk and unhook it. He peels my blouse over my head and the bra with it in one smooth motion. Cool air hits my breasts. His hands close over them, thumbs brushing my nipples, and they tighten under his touch before he’s even applied pressure. I arch into him.

“I thought about this,” he says, thumbs circling. “The way you react to being touched.”

He dips his head and takes one nipple into his mouth, tongue flat and firm, then suction. The sensation is sharp and direct, a line pulled tight from my chest to my clit. I grip his shoulders, fingers digging in. He spends time there, switching between them with unhurried thoroughness, sucking and biting gently while his hands work at my trousers.

By the time he drops to his knees in front of me, my trousers and underwear are pooled at my feet and I’m leaning fully against the glass, legs already unsteady. He looks up at me from the floor with the particular expression of a man who has wanted something for long enough that having it is a kind of satisfaction even before the act begins.

He doesn’t ease into it. He parts me with his thumbs and puts his mouth directly on my pussy, his tongue flat and broad, one long firm stroke from entrance to clit that makes my head knock back against the glass.

“Reid—”

He hums against me. The vibration compounds the pressure. He eats me with the same focused, deliberate attention he gives everything — like there’s a correct answer here and he intends to find it. His tongue circles my clit in slow, confident loops, then flicks, then seals his lips over it and applies suction. He reads my breathing, the hitch and hold and release of it, and calibrates, drawing out the pleasure in long plateaus before pushing it higher.

His hands stay on my thighs, spreading them, keeping me exactly where he wants me. The city blazes behind the glass at my back. One of his hands slides to my hip and grips, grounding me when my legs want to buckle.

The orgasm builds from somewhere deep, a thick, rolling wave that gathers too slowly and arrives all at once. I come with a cry that echoes in the silent apartment, thighs shaking against his face, fingers buried in his hair. He stays with it, gentling when I start to twitch, pressing slow, open kisses to my inner thigh as the last aftershocks run through me.

He stands. His chin is wet. He looks wrecked in the best possible way, color high on his cheekbones, hair disarranged where I pulled it. He kisses me deep and I taste myself on his tongue — the salt-thick proof of what he just gave me.

“I’ve thought about that for two weeks,” he says, rough against my lips.

“Stop thinking about it,” I breathe. “Do the next thing.”

He turns me, hands at my hips, walking me forward so my palms land flat on the glass. The city spreads below like a circuit board, every light deliberate, every line ordered. I can see our reflection — his fully clothed, mine bare — a clean contrast that should feel exposing and instead feels like exactly what we are: no performance, no pretending.

He strips his shirt and shoves his sweats down in a few quick movements. I hear the drawer of the side table behind us open, the brief rustle of foil. Then his hands return to my hips and his cock, thick and insistent, nudges against my entrance.

He pushes in. Slow. One deliberate inch at a time until his hips meet my ass and he’s fully seated, and we both hold still for a moment under the weight of it — the joining after the two-week gap, the accumulated wanting of every replayed memory from Charleston finding its end.

“Vivienne,” he says, my name rough in his throat.

“Move,” I say. “Please.”

He does.

He fucks me against the window the way the view suggests — with clean, hard force, each stroke long and driving, his body setting the rhythm like a metronome while his hands grip my hips and control the angle. The glass cools my palms. His body is burning heat at my back. Every thrust grinds him against a spot inside me that sends static up my spine.

“Look,” he says, his voice strained with effort. “Look at your city.”

“Your city,” I gasp.

“Ours, tonight.” He snaps his hips and I cry out, fingers splaying on the glass. “Come while you’re watching it. Come while you know where you are and what you chose.”

The command lands in the same place the heat does — somewhere past the rational — and it pulls the trigger. The second orgasm is sharper, brighter than the first, no slow buildup, just the sudden bright pressure of his cock and his command and two weeks of wanting, cresting and crashing. I pulse around him, hard rhythmic contractions, and hear his rhythm stutter and break as he follows me over the edge — a hoarse sound against my shoulder, his arms locking around my waist, his release hot and flooding, hips pressed deep and still while he shudders through it.

We stay that way for a moment, breathing against the window, both slumped, the glass fogged faintly where our breath has landed.

He pulls out with the careful, tender movements of someone attending to something he intends to keep. He disposes of the condom. He comes back and wraps his arms around me from behind, his chin on my shoulder, his body covering mine, and we look at the city together in the aftermath.

“Was it like you imagined?” I ask.

“No,” he says. Then: “Better.”



He carries me to bed the way he carried me in the Charleston hotel suite, one arm under my knees, and this time the gesture feels earned rather than surprising. He lays me on gray linen that smells like him — sandalwood and clean cotton and the particular warm edge of sleep. He strips off the remnants of my clothes, his hands careful and unhurried. He undresses himself. He gets in beside me and draws me against his chest.

His heart beats steady against my ear. The city hums faintly through the glass.

“Tell me something real,” he says, his hand moving in slow passes through my hair.

“Real how?”

“Real you. Not the event planner. Not the woman with the exit strategy. Not the woman who deleted my number and then wrote it down.” He pauses. “Something you haven’t said yet.”

I think about it. “I’m afraid of being planned again,” I say. “I know that sounds insane — I’m an event planner, everything I do is planning. But I mean by someone else. I’m afraid of ending up back in a version of my life that someone else designed for me while I was busy being accommodating.”

He’s quiet. “And tonight?”

“Tonight was mine.” I press my palm against his chest. “I planned this one.”

I feel him breathe. “Yeah,” he says. “You did.”

We talk in the dark, passing words back and forth the way you do when the lights are off and there’s no performance required. He tells me about the stress dreams before big depositions, the ones where he arrives to court without pants or briefcase. I tell him about the spreadsheets I build to manage event logistics, the way the structure of a good formula genuinely calms me down. He likes morning rowing, the burn in the shoulders, the particular blankness of it before the day starts. I like late nights in the office when the city outside goes quiet and the work is just the work.

None of it is important. All of it is.

The talking slows, the words spacing further apart. His hand in my hair moves less. His breathing deepens. The city holds its pattern of lights beyond the glass, indifferent and beautiful.

I drift under with my ear against his sternum and his arm around my back and the feeling, unfamiliar and absolutely unmistakable, of not wanting to be anywhere else.



I wake to gray light and the sound of his phone buzzing on the nightstand.

He’s already half-awake, lifting the phone, squinting at the screen. The arm around me tightens slightly, a reflex. I watch him read whatever the notification is and see the small change in his expression — a tightening around the eyes, a flicker of something flat and controlled.

“What?” I say.

“Mark.” He turns the phone toward me. A string of texts from the groom: a chain of the usual post-wedding decompression, then a pivot, then the name I didn’t want to see.

Bradley had stayed after the reception. There had apparently been a bar, a few groomsmen, enough alcohol that the performance instinct had overwhelmed the self-preservation instinct. He’d made a speech of sorts. The full elaboration: our relationship was a fraud, Vivienne was still carrying the torch, Reid was hired muscle she’d picked up to save face, she’d proven it herself by deleting his number at the gate.

Bradley had been watching me at the airport.

The cold that moves through me is specific and recognizable. Not fear. Not humiliation, exactly — something closer to the feeling of finding a hand in your pocket. Violation. He’d watched me grieve something private and converted it into ammunition.

“He saw me delete the number,” I say. “He didn’t see the note app.”

Reid sets the phone face-down on the nightstand with the deliberate care of someone setting aside a thing they intend to deal with properly later. “He’s trying to rewrite the weekend into something he can live with.”

“I know.”

“Do you want me to handle it?”

I know what that means, coming from him. I know the shape of the capability behind the offer — a firm’s general counsel, a targeted letter, the kind of legal pressure that makes a person understand the real cost of continuing. It’s effective. It would work. And it would mean Bradley was part of this, another guest in the bed, another ghost in the room.

“No.” The word comes out clean and certain. “Rule three. Just us. He doesn’t get to be part of this.”

Reid looks at me for a moment, that steady gray assessment. Then he picks up the phone again, types a single reply to Mark, and sets it down. He shows me before he sends it.

She’s here. Safe. Whatever Bradley is saying is his problem, not hers. Give the newlyweds our love.

Simple. Final. True.

He sends it.

“Done,” he says. He lies back and pulls me against him, his hand settling between my shoulder blades, warm and grounding. The violation already receding, replaced by the solid reality of this room, this man, this decision I made in a Brooklyn kitchen with a key in my hand.

“He saw me delete it,” I say again, because I need to say the rest. “He didn’t see me write it down in the notes app immediately after. He didn’t see me reading it on the plane. He doesn’t know I memorized it.”

Reid’s chest rises under my cheek. “Why did you memorize it?”

“Because deleting it felt like ending something and I wasn’t ready for it to end.” I pause. “Writing it down felt like saving it for a time I couldn’t see yet.”

His arm tightens. “You’re here,” he says, quiet, as if the fact itself is the answer to the question I was asking for two weeks.

“I’m here.”

He kisses my temple. “Go back to sleep. I have a briefing at nine but I’ll be back before three.”

I close my eyes. The city goes on doing its orderly, indifferent work beyond the glass. Inside this room nothing is orderly or indifferent. Inside this room everything is specifically, deliberately chosen.

I sleep.



He leaves at eight in a dark suit that fits like it was made for him specifically, which it probably was. He stops at the bedroom door in the manner of someone checking something important. “There’s coffee in the machine. There’s food. Make yourself at home.” He says the last phrase with a particular weight that suggests he means it literally, not as the social pleasantry it usually is. “I mean that.”

“I know.”

He comes back to the bed and kisses me — not a quick goodbye kiss but a full one, a kiss that communicates something about tonight and the nights after it that he hasn’t found words for yet. Then he leaves. The apartment door clicks shut with a confident mechanical sound.

I lie in the gray linen for a while, listening to the building and the city beyond it. Then I get up.

His bathroom: white tile, clean lines, one bottle of shampoo, one body wash, both expensive and understated. I shower with his soap and emerge smelling like him, a fact that should feel strange and instead feels like a continuation. I find his Northwestern t-shirt from last night on the chair and pull it on over my underwear, then add his sweatpants, rolled twice at the ankle. I look at myself in the bathroom mirror. I look exactly like a woman who made a decision and is living with it in the best possible way.

Coffee. His machine is a commercial-style thing on the kitchen counter with an instruction card taped inside the cabinet above it, in his handwriting, that assumes you might need it. The care in it makes something clench in my chest. I follow it. The coffee is very good.

I call my assistant and reschedule the Monday client call. She asks no questions. I text Lily: Chicago. His apartment. It’s real.

Her reply arrives forty seconds later, a single red heart.

I take my coffee to the window and look at the lake. In the morning light it’s a different thing from last night’s dark sweep — now it’s gray-blue and vast and deeply uninterested in me, which I find oddly comforting. The city moves around it, not over it. There’s something right about that.

I explore, quietly, with the respect due a space you haven’t been invited to colonize. The books are as I would have expected and also not: Litigating Complex Commercial Cases next to a biography of a rowing coach, a novel whose title I recognize as a Booker Prize winner with the spine cracked repeatedly as if he’d read it more than once. A single photograph on the bedroom shelf — Reid and his parents on a boat, all three of them laughing at something outside the frame. The photograph is the oldest thing in the apartment and the only personal display in it.

Around noon my phone buzzes.

Thinking about you on my couch.

A pause.

In my shower.

Another.

In my bed. Wearing my clothes.

I smile before I mean to. I type back: All simultaneously?

Take turns. Also: under my desk.

The desk sounds impractical.

Large desk. Significant square footage. Favorable ergonomics.

I’m laughing in the empty apartment, quietly, in a way I haven’t laughed in weeks. I tuck the phone away and go back to the window.

At two-forty-five, when I’m standing at the glass watching a freighter make its distant, unhurried way along the lake horizon, I hear the apartment door open.

He comes straight to me, dropping his briefcase by the couch without breaking stride. He’s still in the suit but his tie is loosened, draped against his chest, and his hair has been dragged into its end-of-day configuration. He takes my face in his hands and kisses me — a returning kiss, the kind that has the whole of a day compressed into it.

“You’re back early,” I say against his mouth.

“Wrapped the briefing.” He steps back and looks at me in his clothes. Something moves across his face, private and unguarded. “You look right here.”

“It’s the square footage.”

He reaches for his tie, unknots it, drops it over the arm of the couch. He begins unbuttoning the suit jacket. “I thought about the desk thing through most of the briefing, for the record. Counterproductive.”

“You brought it up.”

“I’m aware.” He drapes the jacket over the chair. He’s in his shirt and trousers now. He walks to the kitchen and pours water, drinks it standing at the island, watching me over the rim of the glass. “What do you want to do tonight?”

“You said you’d show me the city.”

“I will. But first.” He sets the glass down. He walks back to me and cups my face in his hands, his thumbs at my cheekbones. He kisses me slow and deliberate, his body pressing me gently back toward the couch, and when my legs hit the cushion he lowers me onto it with care.

He removes his t-shirt from my body and his sweatpants. He leaves me in just my underwear on the charcoal cushions, and he kneels beside the couch and looks at me in the afternoon light. He takes his time, and this time the time has a different quality — there’s warmth in it, something playful underneath the heat. He presses his mouth to my hip bone and nips, not hard. I make a surprised sound. He lifts his head with that corner-of-the-mouth smile.

“You’re laughing,” I accuse.

“I’m learning you,” he says, and repeats my words from earlier back to me.

He removes my underwear slowly and then takes the same devoted, patient approach to the task. He builds the orgasm the slow way, his tongue in long careful strokes, his fingers inside me finding the angle and holding it. When I come this time it’s a laughing, gasping thing — pleasure and warmth and the particular joy of being known, a little, by someone you’re only beginning to know back.

He lies down beside me on the wide sectional and pulls me against him. I throw my leg over his hips. His hands map the length of my back in slow, unhurried passes.

“I want to ask you something,” he says.

“Ask.”

“What’s your favorite color?”

I press my lips together to keep from smiling too wide. “Green. Forest green. The specific dark shade.”

“Mine’s blue. Like the lake this morning.”

“The lake is gray.”

“On clear days it’s blue. You have to catch it.”

We lie on his couch in the afternoon and talk about nothing important — colors and seasons and the specific cardamom buns from the bakery in Carroll Gardens that I’ve been eating every Saturday for three years. He tells me about the corner deli that has known his coffee order for five years without being told twice. We build the picture of each other’s ordinary lives, the texture of them. The stuff that doesn’t come up when you’re performing in someone else’s wedding.

Later he changes into jeans and a dark sweater. We walk to a small Italian place three blocks away, his hand at the base of my spine in the familiar gesture I’ve been cataloguing since the rehearsal dinner. We share pasta and a bottle of Barolo. He points out buildings as we walk back, giving me the quick histories, the ones he knows the way you know your own neighborhood — not fully, just the useful parts.

Back in the apartment, night settled around us, we stand at the window again. His arms come around me from behind. His chin rests on my shoulder. We look at the city doing its orderly thing, the avenues running long and straight toward the lake, the traffic lights cycling through their patient rotations, the distant red blink of a building’s warning beacon against the dark.

“Your flight’s at six tomorrow,” he says.

“I know.”

“I’ll take you to O’Hare.”

“Okay.”

We stay there a long time, the city holding its patterns below us. His breathing is slow and steady. The possessive weight of his arm across my chest is specific and deliberate and chosen.

“This isn’t ending tomorrow,” he says.

“I know it isn’t.”

“Tell me what you need for it to keep working.”

I think about it seriously. “Honesty. Predictability about when we talk, even if it’s not every day. Some understanding that my business is in New York and that’s real, not a problem to be solved.”

“Fair,” he says. “I need you to call me when something is actually wrong instead of deciding I can’t handle it. And I need to know you’re choosing this. Not tolerating it. Not making peace with it. Actually choosing it.”

“I’m standing in your apartment. I bought the ticket the same day the box arrived. I’m choosing it.”

He turns me in his arms and kisses me once, firm and certain, a seal on what we just said. Then he leads me to the bedroom by the hand.

We don’t make love that night. We lie together in the dark, touching wherever skin touches skin — his hand on my hip, my fingers tracing the line of his forearm, my head in the space under his chin. The conversation comes in fragments, the unimportant kind. What time does he usually wake up. Whether I drink tea or coffee as a default. If I’ve been to Chicago before. Light easy things that fill the quiet without demanding anything from it.

I fall asleep to his heartbeat and the low, distant sound of the city working through the night.



Morning. His alarm at six-forty-five. He showers first and I lie in the warm space he leaves in the linen and listen to him move through the apartment with the efficiency of a person in their own habitat. He makes eggs. He makes coffee in both mugs. He calls me from the kitchen.

We eat at the island, standing, close enough that our shoulders touch. The eggs are good. The coffee is the same caliber as yesterday. Outside the windows the lake is pale silver in the early light.

He drives me to O’Hare in the dark sedan, the city still half-asleep in the cold morning gray. At departures he parks in the short-term lane and gets out with me. He lifts my carry-on from the trunk and sets it on the curb and faces me with the same calm, direct attention he’s given everything since the moment the elevator opened last night.

“Text me when you land,” he says.

“I will.”

He cups my face and kisses me in the open, at the curb, in front of the arriving traffic and the departing strangers rolling bags toward the glass doors. It’s a real kiss. Not a performance, not a goodbye designed to look like something. Just a kiss that contains what it contains and doesn’t try to be more or less.

When he pulls back he looks at me with those gray eyes and I know he’s filing it, the same way he filed the look in the hotel room in Charleston, the way I filed the photograph on his shelf and the coffee instructions taped inside the cabinet.

“Goodbye, Vivienne,” he says.

It doesn’t feel like an ending. It feels like a sentence that has more to say.

“Goodbye, Reid.”

I wheel the carry-on toward the doors. The glass slides open, and the airport noise swallows me — the announcements, the wheels on tile, the compressed human bustle of a thousand departures happening at once. I don’t look back. He’s watching. I know this with the same certainty I know the address of his building and the number I memorized on the plane.

Security takes twenty minutes. My gate is all the way at the end of the terminal. I find a seat, plug in my phone, and open a new message.

Negotiation update: I want a longer venue next time.

I send it and wait.

His reply arrives forty seconds later. I can picture him exactly, back in the sedan at the curb or already merging onto the expressway, phone in one hand in the Chicago morning.

Venue: my life. Duration: open-ended.

I sit in the hard plastic chair with the terminal moving around me and the departure board clicking through its updates overhead, and I save the number. Not buried in a notes app. Not a secret I’m keeping from myself. I save it under his name, all caps: REID. Because the weekend in Charleston was real and because what happened in this city was real and because I flew here knowing it was and I was right.

My gate is called. Zone three.

I stand, shoulder the bag, and walk down the jet bridge toward the plane that will carry me back to Brooklyn, to the spreadsheets and the floral negotiations and the life I built from the rubble of the last one. The life that is entirely mine. The life I will now choose to share with someone, in flights and phone calls and evenings at the window watching the city that works.


Book 2 — Fake Dating The Visa

by Jenna Sahara


Chapter 1 — Madrid

Naya Okonkwo looked first.

She knew the rules of these things. The press trip dinners were a performance of camaraderie, a table of strangers bound by a shared host—in this case, the Spanish Ministry of Culture—and a mutual, unspoken agreement to be professionally pleasant. She was the odd one out: the PhD candidate shadowing the arts journalists, there to observe the observers. Her notebook lay open beside her water glass, her pen uncapped. Her dissertation chapter on the curated nationalism of the Prado’s new ‘Global Perspectives’ wing was due in eleven days. She did not have time to notice a man.

But she noticed Eitan Reyes.

He sat diagonally across the table, three seats down, next to a German correspondent who was loudly debating the merits of Iberian ham versus prosciutto. Eitan wasn’t listening. He turned his wine glass by the stem, watching the liquid swirl. The motion looked idle, but his attention wasn’t. He held the posture of someone used to waiting in stillness—a coiled, patient energy. The scar through his right eyebrow was a pale, jagged line in the warm restaurant light. It didn’t make him look tough; it made him look like a page that had been torn and badly mended.

He looked up from his glass, and his gaze landed on her. Not a scanning glance, but a direct, unapologetic hold. His eyes were a dark, liquid brown, the kind that absorbed light. For three seconds, the noise of the table—the clatter of cutlery, the laugh of the ministry liaison, the German’s ongoing pork dissertation—faded into a low hum. Heat climbed the back of Naya’s neck. She was caught. She’d been the one looking.

She dropped her eyes to her notebook, her braids swinging forward to curtain her face. She wrote, The performance of intimacy is a currency in these spaces. See: the hand on the shoulder, the shared laugh, the strategic eye contact. She underlined strategic eye contact twice, the pen digging into the paper.

When she risked another glance, he was smiling. Not at her, but at something the liaison had said—a polite upturn of his lips that didn’t reach his eyes. He had a good mouth, she noted with academic detachment. A defined cupid’s bow, a lower lip that was fuller. It was the mouth of someone who’d learned to talk his way into and out of places.

The dinner wound on. Plates were cleared. Coffee was served. Naya’s advisor, Dr. Chen, leaned over. “You’re quiet tonight. Everything alright?”

“Just taking it in,” Naya said, which was her default answer. Taking it in was her job. To observe, to annotate, to synthesize. To perform competence so seamlessly it became indistinguishable from her actual mind. She’d been doing it since she was sixteen, landing in a Connecticut boarding school on a scholarship, the only Nigerian girl in her dorm. Performance was a survival skill. It was also, she was beginning to suspect, a cage.

A collective movement signaled the end. Chairs scraped. Jackets were retrieved. The group spilled out onto the cobbled street, the Madrid night cool and smelling of diesel and frying oil. The plan was to move to a nearby bar for a nightcap Naya did not want.

“I think I’ll head back to the hotel,” she said to Dr. Chen. “I want to get my notes in order.”

“Sure, sure. Don’t work too hard.” Dr. Chen patted her arm and was swept into the current of bodies.

Naya turned in the opposite direction, pulling her thin blazer tighter. Her hotel was a fifteen-minute walk. She welcomed the solitude, the chance to let her face relax from its pleasant, engaged mask.

She’d made it two blocks when she heard footsteps behind her, matching her pace. Her spine stiffened. She slid her hand into her bag, fingers closing around her keys.

“It’s a safe neighborhood,” a voice said, low and lightly accented—American, but with a faint, unplaceable rhythm underneath. “But the keys between the fingers trick only works in movies. You’re more likely to hurt yourself.”

Naya stopped and turned. Eitan Reyes stood there, hands in the pockets of a worn leather jacket. The streetlight haloed his short, dark hair.

“Are you giving me security tips?” she asked, her voice cooler than she felt.

“I’m saying if you’re worried, I’ll walk with you. My hotel is that way anyway.” He nodded in the direction she was heading.

“How do you know where my hotel is?”

“The ministry packet. We’re all at the same place. You’re in 408. I’m in 512.” He started walking, forcing her to fall in step or stand there arguing. She walked.

“That’s a breach of privacy.”

“It’s a printed list in a welcome folder, Dr. Okonkwo.”

“I’m not a doctor yet.”

“You will be.” He said it with a certainty that disarmed her. “Art history, right? Columbia.”

“You’ve done your homework.”

“I was curious. You spent the whole dinner writing in that notebook. Everyone else was either networking or getting drunk. You were working.”

“And you were watching.”

He glanced at her, that faint smile returning. “I was. You have a very focused frown. It’s impressive.”

Naya didn’t know what to do with that. Compliments on her focus were common. Compliments on her frown were not. They walked in silence for a minute, the sound of their footsteps echoing in the narrow street.

“Why?” she finally asked.

“Why was I watching?”

“Why are you walking with me now?”

He considered this. “I’ve been in conflict zones for the better part of a decade. You get used to reading rooms, reading people. It’s a habit. You walk into a space and you immediately identify the exits, the potential threats, the person who seems the most… real. Tonight, that was you. You weren’t performing.”

Naya let out a short, incredulous laugh. “You have no idea how wrong you are.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “But your performance is better. More layered.”

They reached the hotel, a grand old building with gleaming brass and potted ferns. He held the heavy door open for her. The lobby was quiet, just the night clerk tapping at a computer.

They stood awkwardly by the elevators. The intimacy of the walk evaporated, replaced by the fluorescent glare and the faint smell of floor polish.

“Well,” Naya said. “Thank you for the escort. And the security critique.”

“Anytime.” He pressed the elevator call button. “What’s your chapter about? The one you were working on.”

The question surprised her. People usually asked about her topic, then their eyes glazed over after thirty seconds. He was asking about the chapter, the specific, granular work of it. “The fiction of neutrality in museum curation. Using the Prado’s rehang as a case study.”

The elevator arrived with a soft ding. They stepped in. He pressed ‘4’ and ‘5’.

“So you’re an expert in things that are presented as one thing but are actually another,” he said as the doors closed.

The small space felt suddenly smaller. He leaned against the mirrored wall, facing her. She could see the fatigue under his eyes, the permanent tan that spoke of too much sun in too many harsh places.

“I suppose I am,” she said.

“Me too.” The elevator stopped on the fourth floor. The doors slid open. “Goodnight, Naya.”

She stepped out. “Goodnight, Eitan.”

The doors closed, and she was alone in the hushed corridor. She leaned back against the wall for a second, her heart doing a slow, heavy thump. Real, he’d said. She felt anything but.



Back in her room, Naya couldn’t settle. Her notes seemed juvenile. The silence was too thick. She changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt, made a cup of terrible instant coffee from the hospitality tray, and sat at the desk by the window. She tried to write. The gaze of the institution is never neutral. She stared at the sentence until the words lost meaning.

A soft knock at her door made her jump.

She peered through the peephole. Eitan stood there, still in his jacket, holding a bottle of wine and two plastic cups from the bathroom.

She opened the door a crack. “Lost?”

“Couldn’t sleep. Thought you might still be working. This,” he lifted the bottle, “is a peace offering for the stalker vibes earlier.”

“It’s past midnight.”

“I’m a photojournalist. My body has no idea what time it is in any given country. Can I come in? Or I can leave the bottle.”

She should say no. She should close the door. She was a woman alone in a foreign hotel room with a man she’d known for three hours. Every performance of competence she’d ever mastered screamed at her to shut it.

She opened the door wider. “I have instant coffee.”

“Tragic.” He walked in, taking in the room—the neat bed, the open laptop, her braids piled in a loose bun on top of her head. He set the wine on the desk and worked the cork out with a keychain corkscrew he produced from his pocket. He filled the two plastic cups. “To better hotel amenities.”

She took the cup. “What’s your excuse?”

“For?”

“For not sleeping. You said I was working. What’s your reason?”

He took a long sip, his throat working. “I just filed photos from a protest in Barcelona. Two days ago. Kids throwing fireworks at police vans. The smoke was this perfect, billowing gray against a blue sky. It looked… beautiful. That’s the problem. I caught the perfect composition of a thing that was, at its heart, ugly and desperate. My editor loved them. So I can’t sleep.”

He said it plainly, without self-pity. It was a statement of fact. Naya understood that. The dissonance between the thing itself and the presentation of the thing. It was the core of her dissertation.

“So you’re hiding from your own good work,” she said.

He looked at her, surprised, then laughed. It was a real laugh, warmer than his smile. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

They drank the wine. It was cheap and a little too sweet, but it did the job. They talked. He told her about growing up in Miami, the son of a Chilean mother and a Jewish father from Queens, neither of whom understood why he needed to go where the bombs were. She told him about Lagos, about moving to the States for school, about the specific pressure of being the scholarship kid who could never, ever stumble.

“And the PhD?” he asked. They were sitting on the floor, backs against the side of the bed, the bottle nearly empty between them.

“It’s the ultimate performance,” she admitted, the wine loosening her tongue. “Prove you belong in the room, then spend years deconstructing the architecture of the room itself. It’s meta as hell.”

“And after? When you’re Dr. Okonkwo?”

“Professor Okonkwo, hopefully. Tenure track. More rooms to deconstruct.” It sounded hollow even to her.

“You don’t sound excited.”

“I’m excited to have done it. To have proven I can. The rest…” She trailed off, swirled the dregs in her cup. “It just feels like the next script.”

He was quiet for a moment. “I know that feeling. The embed in Aleppo that got me this,” he pointed to his eyebrow, “was because it was the hardest thing to get. I had to prove I could. After I got stitched up, my hands wouldn’t stop shaking for a week. But I’d proven it.”

“Why do we do that?” she asked, looking at him. Really looking. The scar, the tired eyes, the good mouth. He was handsome, but it was a worn handsomeness, like a coin that had been in circulation too long.

“Because the alternative is admitting we’re scared,” he said softly.

The air in the room changed. The space between them on the floral carpet seemed to contract, charged with a new, dangerous voltage. The professional curiosity, the shared commiseration, it had all been a kind of foreplay, Naya realized. A slow, verbal circling. And now they were here.

Eitan reached out, not for her, but for her empty cup. His fingers brushed against hers. A simple point of contact. Her skin sparked.

He took the cup, set it aside with his. Then he turned his hand, palm up, on the carpet between them. An invitation. A question.

Naya’s breath caught. Every rule, every performance, shouted a warning. This was reckless. He was a transient man in a hotel room. She had a chapter due.

She placed her hand in his.

His fingers closed around hers, calloused and strong. He didn’t pull her toward him. He simply held on, his thumb dragging across the backs of her knuckles in a slow, steady rhythm that pulled her focus down to that single point of contact.

“This feels like the first non-strategic thing I’ve done all year,” she whispered.

“Me too.” His voice came out rough. He raised their joined hands, turned hers palm-up, and pressed his mouth to the center. The wet heat of it jolted straight between her legs. She gasped.

He looked up at her, eyes dark. “Tell me to stop, Naya.”

She should have. She knew that. Instead she lifted her free hand and traced the line of his scar with her fingertip. He flinched, barely, but stayed still and let her touch the raised ridge of tissue. The intimacy of it landed deeper than any kiss.

“I don’t want you to stop,” she said.

That was all he needed.

He let go of her hand to cradle her face, his palms surprisingly careful. He leaned in, giving her one last beat to pull away, then his mouth covered hers.

The kiss was nothing gentle. It was hot and searching, tasting of cheap red wine and something rawer beneath. His lips pressed firm, his tongue sweeping in with a confident stroke that pulled a moan from her throat. He kissed the way he seemed to do everything—focused, reading every shift of her body, adjusting pressure and angle without breaking contact.

He pulled her onto his lap so she straddled him. The solid weight of his thighs under her and the thick ridge of his cock already straining against his jeans and pressing up into the seam of her sweatpants sent a hard pulse of heat through her. She ground down on him without thinking, a raw, instinctive roll of her hips. He groaned into her mouth, fingers tightening on her hips.

“Fuck,” he breathed against her lips. “You’re—”

She cut him off with another kiss, sucking his lower lip between her teeth, her hands fisted tight in his hair. The leather of his jacket creaked under her grip. This was reckless. This was exactly what she needed. This was the first thing in years that felt real instead of performed.

He broke the kiss, breath coming ragged. He shrugged out of his jacket without letting her go, then slid his hands under her t-shirt, palms rough and hot as they moved up her ribs. He found the edge of her cotton sports bra and cupped her through it, thumbs rubbing over her nipples until they tightened into aching points.

“Off,” he growled, tugging at the hem. She raised her arms. He stripped the shirt and bra away in one motion. Cool hotel air hit her skin, chased immediately by the heat of his stare. His gaze moved over her breasts, her stomach, slow and deliberate, like he was memorizing the shape of her.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, and for once the words didn’t land like a line. They sounded like he’d just discovered something he hadn’t expected.

He bent his head and took one nipple into his mouth. Wet heat closed around it. She cried out. He sucked hard, then dragged his tongue across the tip before catching it lightly between his teeth. The sharp little spark of pain shot straight to her clit. She arched into him, head tipping back. He moved to the other breast, giving it the same focused attention while his hand slid down between them. He pressed the heel of his palm against her through the sweatpants, rubbing in slow, firm circles that made the fabric drag wetly against her.

She was soaked through already. He felt it. A low sound left him. He hooked his fingers in the waistband. “These too.”

She lifted her hips. He shoved the sweatpants and underwear down her legs, not bothering to pull them all the way off, just leaving them bunched at her knees so she was spread open on his lap.

He looked down between them at the dark curls and the slick shine of her cunt. The sound that came out of him was raw. He dragged two fingers through her folds, gathering wetness, then brought them up to circle her clit in a slow, deliberate stroke.

Naya jerked, a broken gasp tearing out of her. His touch was precise, pressure just right, the circles tight and torturous. She was already close, strung too tight from the whole night, from the conversation, from the sheer wrongness of wanting him this badly.

“Eitan,” she pleaded.

He understood. He shifted her just enough to unbuckle his belt, shoved his jeans and boxer briefs down only as far as he needed. His cock sprang free, thick and flushed dark at the head, a bead of pre-cum already gathered at the slit. He wrapped his hand around the base—her wetness still slick on his fingers—and gave himself one slow stroke.

He lined up, the blunt head nudging against her entrance. His eyes met hers, nearly black. “You’re sure?”

She sank down onto him in answer.

The stretch burned, slow and relentless, forcing her open around the thick length of him until she was seated fully, cunt fluttering around the invasion. She stayed there, breathing through it, adjusting to the deep, perfect fullness. His forehead dropped to her shoulder. His whole body shook with the effort of holding still.

“Move,” she whispered against his ear.

His hands gripped her hips and lifted her, then guided her back down. They found a rhythm—slow, deep, grinding. She rode him, using his shoulders for leverage, her breasts bouncing with every descent. Each time she took him to the hilt he rubbed against that spot inside her that made her vision spark.

He leaned in and sucked her nipple back into his mouth, hard, while he thrust up to meet her. The double hit of sensation pulled a loud, unfiltered moan from her. She didn’t care who heard.

“Touch yourself,” he ordered, voice guttural. “Let me watch you come.”

She slid a hand between their bodies, found her swollen clit with two fingers, and rubbed in quick, tight circles. The added pressure pushed her straight to the edge. Her movements turned sloppy, desperate. He was grunting with every thrust now, fingers digging hard into the flesh of her ass.

“I’m gonna—” she choked.

“Come,” he said. “Come on my cock, Naya.”

The filthy command broke her. Orgasm crashed through her in a hard, clenching wave. Her cunt spasmed around him, milking his length in rhythmic pulses while she cried out, body bowing back. He held her through it, thrusting up into the tight grip of her release.

The sensation dragged his own orgasm out of him. He buried himself deep with a ragged groan, hips jerking as he came, flooding her with heat. She collapsed against his chest, both of them slick with sweat, breathing in broken sync.

For a long time the only sounds were their slowing breaths and the low hum of traffic outside. He was still inside her, softening. His arms came around her, holding her close in the quiet.

It was then, in the silent hotel room with her body still humming and sated, that the first cold thread of reality slid back in. This was a one-night stand. He would leave. She had a chapter due. This was not part of any plan.

He shifted, lifting her off him with care. He pulled his jeans up, then reached for her sweatpants and helped her back into them, the tenderness of it somehow more exposing than the sex. He handed her the t-shirt. She pulled it on. The fabric carried his scent now—leather, wine, sweat, sex.

He sat back against the bed, watching her. “That was…”

“A mistake?” she offered, trying for light, trying to pull some control back into her hands.

He shook his head, slow. “No. Not a mistake. But… complicated.”

She nodded, wrapping her arms around herself. The performance was finished. She was just Naya again, naked under her clothes, sitting in a hotel room with a stranger who had just watched her come apart completely.

“I should go,” he said, but he didn’t move.

“Yeah.”

He reached out and tucked a stray braid behind her ear. His touch stayed unbearably gentle. “Can I see you tomorrow? Before you fly out?”

The question hung between them. She could say no. She should say no. Clean break. Back to the script.

“Breakfast,” she heard herself answer. “In the lobby. Nine.”

A real smile, one that reached his eyes, transformed his face. “Nine.”

He stood, shrugged into his jacket, picked up the empty wine bottle. At the door he paused and looked back at her. “Get some sleep, Naya.”

Then he was gone.

She stayed on the floor, the ghost of him still between her legs, the taste of him still on her tongue. Exhilarated. Terrified. She had stepped outside the performance for one night. Now she had to step back in, knowing exactly what waited on the other side.

Her phone buzzed on the desk. An email notification. Subject line: Reminder: F-1 Visa Status Update Required – Columbia International Students Office.

The real world, with its deadlines and its consequences, came crashing back in. She closed her eyes, but all she could see was the look on his face when he’d asked to see her tomorrow. A look that felt like the start of something and the end of something else, all at once.

She didn’t sleep. She showered, letting the water strip away the smell of him, the physical evidence, but not the memory. It was carved into her now: the weight of his body, the scrape of his calluses, the guttural sound he’d made when he came. She toweled off and stared at her reflection. Her lips were slightly swollen. Her eyes looked different—not tired, but awake, like something had startled her into clarity.

She tried to work. The sentence on her screen—The gaze of the institution is never neutral—now felt laughably personal. She typed a new one. The fiction of a one-night stand is that it exists outside of narrative. It is always a prologue or an epilogue. Deleted it. Too neat. Too true.

At 8:45 she dressed with deliberate care. Dark jeans, a cream-colored sweater, her glasses. Armor. She rewound her braids into a tight, neat crown. Performance gear.

He was already in the lobby, leaning against the reception desk, talking to the clerk. He’d changed into a clean gray t-shirt and the same leather jacket. He saw her and straightened, the conversation ending with a nod. His eyes tracked her approach, taking in the outfit, the hair, the face. She felt the weight of that look on her skin.

“You look…” he began.

“Don’t,” she cut in, softer than she’d meant to. “Let’s just get coffee.”

He fell into step beside her. They found a small café a block away, all chrome and steam. They ordered at the counter—an Americano for him, a cortado for her—and took a table by the window. Morning sun cut across everything: crumbs on the table, the tired lines around his eyes, the tight set of his shoulders.

“I have a flight at two,” she said, stirring her coffee for something to do with her hands.

“JFK?”

She nodded.

“I’m headed to Istanbul tomorrow. Maybe Gaza after, if the crossing opens.”

Of course. He was a man already moving toward the next thing. The hotel room had been a pause, nothing more. She sipped her coffee. It was excellent, rich and bitter.

“About last night,” he started.

“We don’t have to do this,” she said. “It was what it was. Two adults. A nice interlude. No expectations.” The words came out smooth, practiced. She’d rehearsed them in the shower.

He watched her, head tilted. “You’re very good at that.”

“At what?”

“The brush-off. The ‘this meant nothing’ speech. It’s almost convincing.”

Heat flared beneath her skin, a sudden rush that prickled at the base of her throat. “What do you want me to say, Eitan? That it was magical? That I’ll think of you every time I look at a museum placard? It was sex. Good sex. But it was still just sex.”

He leaned forward, elbows braced on the table, voice dropping low enough that the couple at the next table wouldn’t catch it. “It wasn’t just sex for me. And I don’t think it was for you, either. You don’t let someone trace your scar because you’re horny.”

The words landed like a fist under the ribs. She looked away, out the window at the Madrid street where people hurried past with briefcases and coffee cups, their faces blurred by the glass. “What do you want?”

“I don’t know.” He dragged a hand through his hair, leaving it standing in uneven spikes. “A connection. Something that isn’t transactional or temporary. Last night felt like that. For a few hours, I wasn’t a ghost with a camera. I was a man in a room with a woman who saw me. Really saw me.”

Her throat tightened around the words she didn’t say. She knew the feeling—the raw, terrifying relief of being seen without the performance. “That’s a lot of weight to put on a hotel hookup.”

“Is it?” He held her gaze, steady. “You felt it too. Don’t lie to us both.”

She couldn’t lie. Not with the memory of his mouth on her palm still burning there, the scrape of his teeth against the thin skin. She exhaled, slow and controlled. “I felt it. But feeling something doesn’t change reality. You’re going to Gaza. I’m defending a dissertation in three months. My visa expires in thirty days.”

The last part slipped out raw. She hadn’t meant to say it. It was the ugly truth she kept folded small.

His expression shifted, the intensity easing into something quieter. “Your visa?”

“F-1 student visa. It expires. I’ve applied for the OPT extension—the work permit after studies—but it’s a lottery. A gamble. My hearing is in ninety days. If the OPT isn’t approved by then…” She shrugged, the motion tight. “I have to leave. Dissertation unfinished. Everything unfinished.”

“Shit, Naya.”

“It’s fine. It’s my problem. I’ll figure it out.” The old mantra. I’ll figure it out. She always had.

He stayed quiet for a long moment, staring into his coffee. The café hummed around them—espresso machine hissing, chairs scraping, low voices in Spanish and English. “There are other ways,” he said finally, so quietly she almost missed it.

“What?”

He looked up. His eyes had changed, sharper now, the photographer calculating light and angle. “To stay. Other visas. Green cards.”

A cold knot pulled tight in her stomach. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

“I’m just stating a fact. Marriage to a U.S. citizen is a path to permanent residency.”

She laughed, short and sharp. “Oh my God. You are. You’re actually suggesting a green card marriage. After one night.”

“I’m not suggesting anything. I’m just… putting an idea on the table.”

“Why? Why would you even think that? For me? You don’t know me.”

“I know enough.” He lifted one finger. “You’re brilliant.” A second. “You’re driven.” A third. “You’re scared, and you hate that you’re scared, so you work twice as hard to hide it. I know that the idea of being forced to stop, of having your work taken from you because of a piece of paper, is your personal hell. And I know that last night wasn’t just sex for either of us.” He leaned closer, voice dropping to a near-whisper. “And I have a problem, too. A big one. I need a security clearance for an embed I want—a serious one, with the Marines in Lebanon. They do deep background checks. They look for stability. A history of addresses. I’ve been living out of a duffel bag and Airbnb’s for ten years. I look like a flight risk. A liability. A stable home address, a marriage… it would help. A lot.”

The pieces locked together with a clean, metallic click. The cold knot turned to ice. “So this is a transaction. You get your clearance. I get my green card.”

“It would be a mutual solution. A contract. Ninety days of cohabitation for the immigration interview process. We share an apartment, we pass the interviews, we pass the home inspection. After your green card is conditional, after my clearance goes through… we re-evaluate.”

“Re-evaluate.” She repeated the word like it tasted foreign on her tongue.

“We see where we are. What we want.”

She stood so fast her chair legs shrieked against the tile. “I need air.”

She didn’t wait. She pushed through the door onto the street, the cool air hitting her face like a slap. He followed, catching up in a few strides.

“Naya, wait.”

“You’re insane. You’re proposing a business deal over breakfast. After we… God.” She wrapped her arms around herself, walking fast, the pavement uneven under her shoes.

“I’m proposing a solution to both of our problems with someone I actually like and respect! Someone I’m attracted to! That’s more than most of these arrangements get.”

She whirled on him. “And what happens in ninety days? We get divorced? Or do we ‘re-evaluate’ over another bottle of hotel wine?”

“I don’t know!” Frustration cut through his voice. “But isn’t it better than the alternative? You packing your life into two suitcases and flying back to Lagos with your dissertation half-written? Me losing the embed because the U.S. government thinks I’m a nomad with nothing to lose?”

The image hit hard—the shame of return, the unfinished work, the silence from her family, their disappointment settling heavy in her chest.

“It’s fraud,” she whispered.

“It’s a contract. Between two consenting adults. We would be married, legally. We would share a home, legally. The intimacy… that would be up to us. The contract would cover cohabitation and presentation. Nothing else.”

Nothing else. The words hung between them, flattening the memory of the night before into something smaller. But beneath the outrage, a colder, sharper part of her mind was already turning the idea over. It could work. He’s a U.S. citizen. He’s gainfully employed. He’s not a stranger, not exactly. And the stakes for him are real, too. He needs something. That makes it an exchange, not a charity.

“Why me?” she asked, voice smaller now. “You could find anyone. An ex-girlfriend. A friend.”

He stepped closer, inside her space. She could see the gold flecks in his brown eyes, the faint stubble along his jaw. “Because I don’t want to do this with anyone else. Because when I thought of it—and yes, the idea occurred to me last night, after, when I saw that visa email on your phone—the only face I could picture across the interview table was yours. Because I think we could actually do it. I think we could fool them. And I think…” He hesitated, then said the dangerous thing. “I think we might not be fooling each other.”

Her heart knocked hard against her ribs. Sunlight caught the corner of her eye. She felt stripped bare, transparent. He was offering her a way out. A dangerous, ridiculous, potentially life-ruining way out. But a way out nonetheless.

“I have to think,” she said.

“Of course. You have my number. Text me. Call me. Whatever.” He reached out, fingers almost brushing her arm, then pulled back. “My flight to Istanbul is tomorrow evening. The offer stands until then.”

He turned and walked away, back toward the hotel, leaving her on the Madrid sidewalk with her future split into two impossible paths.



The flight back to New York was a blur of recirculated air and the low thrum of engines. She opened her laptop, closed it. Opened a document titled “Chapter 3 Draft,” typed The fiction of choice is often a curation of desperation, and closed it again. She stared out the window at the endless blue Atlantic.

He was right. About all of it. The OPT lottery was a crapshoot. Her odds were less than fifty percent. Returning home without her doctorate would be a professional and personal failure she wasn’t sure she could survive. Her family’s pride was a currency she’d been trading on for years. She couldn’t devalue it now.

And he needed something, too. That was crucial. It made the whole thing feel less like charity and more like a trade. A business arrangement between two professionals.

With someone I actually like and respect. Someone I’m attracted to.

The memory of his hands on her hips, his mouth on her nipple, his cock filling her—it wasn’t just a memory. It was a live wire. The grip of his fingers digging into her skin. The wet heat of his tongue circling, sucking, the sharp pull that made her back arch. The thick stretch as he pushed inside, the way he’d groaned against her throat when she took all of him. It was evidence the attraction was real, potent. Could that be a foundation? Or would it poison the well, make the performance messier?

She landed at JFK in a freezing February rain that needled against her coat. The immigration officer at passport control took her time, flipping through the well-stamped pages of her Nigerian passport, glancing at her F-1 visa, then at her face. “Purpose of return?”

“I’m a student at Columbia University,” Naya said, voice steady, pleasant. The performance.

The officer stamped her in. “Welcome back.”

Her apartment in Morningside Heights was a studio, cramped with books stacked on every surface. The silence pressed in. She dropped her bag and stood in the center of the room. This place, her sanctuary for three years, now felt like a holding cell with an expiration date.

She pulled out her phone. His number was there, a Madrid area code followed by ten digits. Eitan (Press Trip), she’d saved it as, a blandly professional label that was now a joke.

She didn’t call. She texted. Three words.

Naya: Send the contract.

The reply came twenty minutes later, as she was unpacking her toiletries.

Eitan: I will. Are you sure?

She wasn’t. She would never be sure. But she typed the word anyway, her thumb hovering over the send button for a full minute before pressing it.

Naya: Yes.



The contract arrived via a secure link two days later. It was five pages of stark, single-spaced legalese. It outlined the terms: a ninety-day period of cohabitation in a shared residence in New York City. The goal: to successfully apply for and obtain a conditional marriage-based green card for Naya, and to provide Eitan with a stable, verifiable domestic history for his security clearance application.

It specified financials: they would open a joint bank account for shared expenses, each contributing fifty percent. They would file joint taxes. They would obtain a shared lease. It outlined the “performance” requirements: they must be able to pass a USCIS interview and a potential home inspection, demonstrating a “shared life.” It listed suggested evidence: photographs, correspondence, affidavits from friends.

Clause 7.3 was the one she read three times. This agreement pertains solely to the legal and practical obligations of cohabitation and presentation for the purposes stated above. Any romantic or sexual interaction between the Parties is expressly outside the scope of this contract and shall be considered a separate, personal matter, subject to ongoing mutual consent and revocable at any time by either Party.

It was the most clinical way to say what happens in the apartment stays in the apartment.

She had it reviewed by a friend from law school, who called her after reading it, voice hushed with disbelief. “Naya, this is insane. The immigration fraud alone…”

“It’s not fraud if we’re actually married and living together,” Naya said, repeating the line she’d practiced, though both of them knew intent was the dangerous part.

“It’s fraud if the primary purpose is the visa. You know that. The risk… if you get caught, you’re barred for life. He could face fines, maybe jail.”

“We won’t get caught.”

A long pause. “Do you trust him?”

Did she? She trusted his self-interest. She trusted that he needed the clearance as badly as she needed the visa. That was a stronger bond than affection, she told herself. Mutual leverage was the most stable foundation there was.

“I trust the contract,” she said finally.

She signed it electronically. He countersigned an hour later. The following week, they met at the Brooklyn Municipal Building at eight in the morning. A bleak gray sky pressed low over the city, and the wind sliced through the wool of her coat, carrying the metallic bite of the East River. He waited on the steps, clean-shaven for the first time she could remember, wearing a navy suit that pulled slightly at the shoulders and looked as though it had been rented for the day. He looked like a stranger again, a handsome, severe stranger with his hands shoved into his pockets and his jaw set.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

No kiss. No touch. They walked inside together, through the metal detectors that beeped and hummed, and took a paper number from the dispenser. The waiting room smelled of floor wax and old coffee. They sat on hard plastic chairs among other couples—some beaming, some scrolling through their phones with bored expressions, some staring straight ahead with the same shell-shocked stillness she felt settling across her own face.

When their number flashed on the screen, they stood before a bored city clerk whose tie was already loosened. The ceremony took less than three minutes. They recited the mandated lines—“I do,” “I do”—and exchanged no rings. The clerk asked if they wanted to kiss. It was in the script; they had discussed it beforehand. A quick peck for the witness, for the photograph the clerk would take.

Eitan turned to her. His eyes gave nothing away. He cupped her face, his palms cool and dry against her cheeks. He leaned in. She expected the brush of lips she had braced for, a dry, performative touch meant only for the record.

It was not that.

His mouth met hers and it was the same kiss from Madrid—hot, deliberate, full of the same focused intent. His lips parted hers, and his tongue tasted her for one long, deliberate second before he pulled back. Five seconds, maybe. It felt longer. Heat spread up her throat and across her chest; her knees softened under her. She tasted the faint trace of mint on his breath and felt the press of his thumb against her cheekbone.

The clerk, looking marginally less bored, raised the Polaroid camera. It whirred and spat the square out into Eitan’s waiting hand. He passed it to her without meeting her eyes. In the developing image her lips were parted, her eyes wide. He looked focused, possessive. It was a photograph of a man kissing his bride like he meant it.

“Congratulations,” the clerk said flatly, stamping their license with a heavy metal seal.

They walked back out into the cold. The Polaroid was already darkening in her hand, the image settling into proof.

“That was more than the script called for,” she said. Her voice came out thinner than she intended.

He studied the license in his own hand, then glanced at her. “I know. I’m sorry. Or I’m not. I’m not sure which.”

He flagged a cab. They had one more stop: the apartment. He had found it, a one-bedroom in Crown Heights, and signed the lease with both their names already printed on it. They were moving in that afternoon. Their first night as a married couple in their shared home.

The cab ride passed in silence. The apartment sat on the third floor of a brownstone whose front steps were cracked and uneven. Inside, the space ran long and narrow, railroad-style, with high ceilings and hardwood floors scarred by decades of tenants. It was empty except for a queen-sized mattress still wrapped in plastic on the bedroom floor and two suitcases—his beat-up black duffel by the door, hers the hard-shell roller she had wheeled over from her studio.

They stood in the living room. The only sound was the steady hiss of the radiator.

“I’ll take the left side of the bed,” he said finally, his voice carrying in the empty space. “You take the right. We can get a divider. A body pillow. Whatever you need.”

“Okay.”

“We should go to the bank tomorrow. Open the joint account.”

“Okay.”

He ran a hand over his face. The suit seemed to constrain him. “Naya.”

She looked at him.

“We can do this,” he said, though it sounded like a question.

She nodded, hugging her arms around herself. The Polaroid’s sharp edge pressed against her ribs through the coat pocket. “We have to.”

That night they ate takeout sushi on the floor, sitting cross-legged on opposite sides of the mattress after they had peeled away its plastic. They had bought cheap sheets and one duvet at the store down the block. The room felt like a dorm, a prison cell, a honeymoon suite all at once.

They brushed their teeth in the tiny bathroom, elbows bumping. He used the left side of the sink; she used the right. His toothbrush was black, hers blue. A quiet, terrifying domesticity settled over them.

She changed in the bathroom into long pajama pants and a tank top. When she came out he was already in bed on his left side, wearing only sweatpants, his back to her. The line of his spine looked tight beneath his skin.

She turned off the light and slid beneath the duvet on her own side, pressing as close to the edge as the mattress allowed. The space between them felt wide and cold. She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling, listening to his breathing. It was not steady. He was not asleep either.

After what felt like an hour, he spoke into the dark, his voice rough. “The inspector will look for signs. Toothbrushes together. Clothes intermixed. Indentations on both sides of the bed.”

“I know.”

“We should… we should get closer. So the sheets are rumpled in the middle. For tomorrow.”

Her heart pounded against her ribs. “Okay.”

She felt him shift, rolling onto his back, then moving toward the center. She did the same until their shoulders nearly touched. Heat radiated from his skin in the cool room. She could smell the clean, woodsy trace of his soap.

“This is fucking surreal,” he whispered.

A short, unsteady laugh rose in her chest. She swallowed it. “Yes.”

He turned his head on the pillow. In the faint light from the streetlamp leaking through the blinds she could see the line of his profile, the small scar cutting through his eyebrow.

“In Madrid,” he said quietly. “That was real. For the record.”

She turned her head to meet his gaze. “This feels real, too. In a much weirder way.”

His hand found hers under the duvet. He did not lace their fingers, only covered her hand with his, a solid, warm weight. “Go to sleep, Naya. Tomorrow we start studying.”

She closed her eyes. His hand stayed where it was. The contract was signed. The marriage was legal. The bed was shared. The performance had begun.

Beneath his palm her pulse beat hard and fast, a rhythm that had nothing to do with the part they were supposed to play.


Chapter 2 — The Performance Begins

The alarm blared at six-thirty. Naya had lain awake since five, the new ring a strange weight on her finger, the slow rhythm of another person breathing in the dark, the lingering heat of Eitan’s hand near hers on the mattress. He’d drifted to his edge of the bed sometime in the night, but the sheets between them looked lived-in, convincingly disheveled. One small point scored.

She silenced the alarm on her phone at once, not wanting to startle him. She needn’t have worried. The moment the sound died, his voice came from the other side, rough with sleep.

“Morning.”

She rolled onto her back. “You’re awake.”

“Combat journalist,” he said, the words dry. “Sleeping in is a luxury you unlearn.” He sat up, the duvet sliding to his waist. Grey t-shirt. She wore an old Columbia sweatshirt and pajama pants. They’d undressed in the dark last night, backs turned, fabric rustling. The domesticity felt more intimate than the shared bed.

“Bathroom’s yours first,” he said, swinging his legs out. “I’ll start coffee.”

“You don’t have to—”

“The inspector will look for signs,” he repeated, the same flat line from last night. “Coffee made for two is a sign.”

Right. Performance. She nodded and slipped out of bed, padding to the bathroom. The room was tiny—just a shower stall, toilet, and pedestal sink. She closed the door and leaned against it, breathing. Her toothbrush waited in the toiletry bag on the counter. His was already in the ceramic cup by the faucet, a plain black handle. He’d placed it there last night after unpacking his single duffel. Toothbrushes together. She took her blue one from its case and set it beside his. The bristles didn’t touch. She nudged it until they leaned against each other.

She used the toilet, showered fast, her mind running the checklist. Clothes intermixed. Indentations. She wrapped herself in a towel and opened the door into a cloud of steam and the rich smell of coffee.

Eitan stood in the kitchenette, a narrow space with a two-burner stove and a fridge that hummed like it was working too hard. He’d found the mugs. He poured coffee into both, then glanced at her. His eyes moved over her damp braids, the towel clutched at her chest, then away. “Milk’s in the fridge. Sugar’s on the counter.”

“Black is fine.” She moved past him, careful not to brush against him in the narrow galley. Her suitcase lay open on the living-area floor beside a worn IKEA sofa and the cheap dining table they’d bought off Craigslist. She dug for jeans and a sweater. “What’s the plan for today? After the inspection?”

“We study,” he said, leaning against the counter, mug in hand. Sweatpants and the same grey t-shirt, his hair damp from a splash at the sink. “We have ninety days. The first interview is in three weeks. We need to pass it.”

She pulled on her clothes behind the open suitcase. “I know. I made flashcards.”

He gave a short, surprised laugh. “Of course you did.”

“What did you do?” she asked, zipping her jeans.

“I observed.”

She stood, sweater on, and faced him. “Meaning?”

He took a sip of coffee. “In Madrid, over dinner. You don’t take sugar in your coffee. You twist your napkin when you’re listening intently. You have a scar on the back of your left hand, from a baking accident when you were twelve. Your grandmother’s oven.”

A chill moved through her, part alarm, part something else. “You remember that?”

“It’s my job to remember details.” He set his mug down. “Your turn. What do you remember about me?”

She leaned against the arm of the sofa, buying time. She remembered more than she wanted to admit. The sharp lines of his face in the candlelight of the Madrid restaurant. The way he held his camera, not like a tool but like an extension of his arm. The quiet intensity of his gaze when someone else spoke. The scar through his eyebrow.

“You drink your coffee black, too,” she began. “You rub your thumb over the side of your forefinger when you’re thinking. You don’t like shellfish. You said it was a texture thing.” She paused. “And the scar on your eyebrow is from a piece of flying debris in Aleppo, 2019. Not shrapnel. A piece of ceramic tile.”

He stayed utterly still. Then he nodded once. “Good.”

The doorbell rang at precisely 7:42 a.m.

They looked at each other. The performance had begun.

Eitan moved first. He came to her, took her hand. His palm was warm, slightly calloused. “Ready?”

“No.”

He squeezed her fingers, then let go to answer the door. Naya arranged her face into what she hoped was a convincingly wifely expression—sleepy, content, welcoming.

The inspector was a woman in her fifties, severe bun, no-nonsense demeanor. She held a tablet. “Mr. and Mrs. Reyes?”

“Yes,” Eitan said, stepping back to let her in. “Please, come in.”

“I’m Officer Grayson, USCIS. This is a routine address verification for your marriage-based adjustment file.” Her eyes swept the apartment, taking in the single bedroom door, the two coffee mugs on the counter, the single suitcase on the floor. “You understand these checks can be unannounced.”

“Of course,” Naya said, coming to stand beside Eitan. He slid an arm around her waist. The contact startled her, his hand resting on the curve of her hip, firm and possessive. She leaned into him without thinking.

Officer Grayson noted it. “How long have you lived here?”

“We signed the lease two days ago,” Eitan answered. “We were married at City Hall yesterday.” He gestured to a framed photo on the bookshelf—a hastily printed picture from the courthouse steps, the two of them in their best clothes, smiling stiffly. Naya had bought the frame at a drugstore on the walk back.

“I’ll need to see the bedroom.”

Eitan’s hand tightened on her hip. “This way.”

They led her to the bedroom. The queen bed was unmade, the sheets tangled from their manufactured middle-of-the-night convergence. Two pillows bore the slight indentations of heads. Officer Grayson walked to the closet and opened it. Naya’s few dresses and blouses hung interspersed with Eitan’s button-downs and jeans. They’d staged it last night, pushing the hangers close together so the fabrics touched.

The officer opened the top drawer of the dresser. Socks, underwear. Naya’s plain cotton briefs lay folded beside Eitan’s boxer briefs. Her cheeks burned, but she kept her smile in place.

“Whose side of the bed is whose?” Officer Grayson asked, turning from the dresser.

Naya didn’t hesitate. “Eitan sleeps on the left. I sleep on the right. But we… end up in the middle most nights.” The lie came out smoothly, flavored with a hint of shyness.

Eitan’s thumb stroked her hipbone through her sweater, a silent affirmation.

The officer’s gaze lingered on the nightstands. On Naya’s side: a book on Yoruba symbolism, a tube of hand cream. On Eitan’s: a charging cable, a dog-eared copy of The Great War for Civilisation. She nodded, tapping on her tablet. “Bathroom?”

They showed her. The toothbrushes, leaning together. Her facial cleanser next to his razor. A single bar of soap in the shower dish.

Back in the living room, Officer Grayson asked a few more questions: joint bank account? (They’d opened one online yesterday, with a hundred dollars each.) Shared bills? (The lease was in both names; they’d set up utilities that morning.) Plans for the future? Eitan answered that one, his voice warm. “Naya is defending her dissertation this spring. I’m between assignments, so I’ll be here to support her. Then we’ll see where my next embed takes us.” He said it like they’d discussed it, like the thought of him leaving for a conflict zone was a shared marital challenge, not the ticking clock on their contract.

After fifteen minutes, Officer Grayson closed her tablet. “Thank you for your time. Your file has been updated. You’ll receive notice of your interview date by mail.”

She left. The door clicked shut.

For a full ten seconds, they stood frozen in the sudden silence. Then Eitan dropped his arm from her waist. The warmth of his touch vanished, leaving a patch of cold air.

“Well,” Naya said, letting out a long breath. “We passed the first test.”

“She was easy,” Eitan said, moving to the kitchen to pick up his coffee mug. “The interview officer will be harder. They’re trained to spot inconsistencies under pressure.” He took a sip, his back to her. “We start studying today. Now.”

“I need to go to campus. I have a meeting with my advisor at ten.”

He turned. “Cancel it.”

“I can’t. My dissertation—”

“Your dissertation doesn’t matter if you get deported in thirty days.” His voice was calm, factual. “The contract stipulates full commitment to the performance for the first thirty days. That means our lives revolve around this. My clearance depends on it, too. We’re equally fucked if we fail.”

She bristled. “I am committed. But I also have a life, a degree—”

“And I have a career that requires me to not have a fraudulent marriage on my record.” He set the mug down with a soft click. “We do the work, Naya. We learn each other. Then you can go back to your life. I can go back to mine.”

The cold finality of it—back to your life—stung more than she expected. She nodded tightly. “Fine. I’ll email my advisor. But we’re using my flashcards.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “Deal.”



They sat at the small dining table, a stack of index cards between them. Naya had written them weeks ago, before she’d even found Eitan, when the visa panic was a sharp, sleepless knot in her stomach. She’d written down every conceivable question from every online forum about green-card marriage interviews.

Eitan picked up the first card. “What is your spouse’s favorite color?”

Naya blinked. “Seriously?”

“They ask the simple ones to see if you hesitate. Favorite color?”

She looked at him. His eyes were the color of strong tea, flecked with gold. “I don’t know.”

“You have thirty seconds to find out.” He didn’t break eye contact. “Ask me.”

“What’s your favorite color, Eitan?”

“Green. The color of the olive groves outside Hebron, where my grandfather was from.” He answered without pause, his voice softening slightly on the last part. “Your turn.”

“Blue. Cerulean. Like the sky in Lagos in December.”

He noted it, a mental filing. He picked up another card. “What side of the bed does your spouse sleep on?”

“You already know that one.”

“Humor me.”

“Left.” She paused. “But he hogs the duvet.”

He glanced up, one eyebrow raised. “Do I?”

“You will. I can tell.”

He almost smiled again. It changed his face, made the scar on his eyebrow seem less like a battle mark and more like a quirk of expression. “Noted. My turn. What is your spouse’s most irritating habit?”

She thought of the few hours she’d known him in person. “You make coffee before you speak in the morning.”

“Accurate. Yours is that you over-prepare.”

“That’s not irritating, that’s competent.”

“It can be both.” He took the next card. “Describe the proposal.”

The air in the room shifted. This was a big one. The story had to be perfect, romantic, specific, and consistent.

Naya drew a slow breath. “We were in Madrid. After the press dinner. We walked through Retiro Park. Late enough that the gates were locked, so we scaled the low wall.” The words came as she spoke, pulling from the real threads of their first meeting and twisting them into something new. “You told me you’d never met anyone who asked questions that cut straight through the bullshit. You said you didn’t believe in safe harbors, but you wanted to be mine anyway. No ring. Just a twist tie from a bread bag in your pocket.”

She stopped. Eitan stared at her, face unreadable.

“The twist tie,” he repeated, slow.

“It’s plausible. You’re a photojournalist. You carry strange things. It’s… charmingly improvisational.”

“It’s also a story no one would invent. Which makes it believable.” He leaned back in his chair. “Okay. My version. We were in Madrid. After the dinner, you said you had to leave—your flight was early. I walked you back to your hotel. At the door, you turned and said, ‘This is probably a mistake.’ I said, ‘Probably.’ Then I kissed you. Three months later, when your visa was about to expire, I called you. I said, ‘Marry me.’ You said, ‘Is that a proposal or a business proposition?’ I said, ‘It can be both.’”

Her mouth had gone dry. The fictional twist-tie proposal was sweet. His version landed like a fist—brutal, honest, and far too close to the truth. “Yours is better,” she admitted, voice low.

“They’ll ask for details. The weather. What you were wearing.”

“It was chilly. I was wearing my black coat, the wool one. You were in your leather jacket. The one with the tear on the sleeve.”

He nodded, committing it. “Good.”

They worked through the cards for two hours. Parents’ names, siblings, childhood pets, exes (they agreed on two each, vague, amicable splits), allergies (he was allergic to penicillin; she was allergic to dishonesty, she joked, and he didn’t laugh), dreams (she wanted to curate a major exhibition; he wanted to take a photo that made people put down their phone and just look).

By noon, her head was swimming with Eitan Reyes trivia. He knew her in the same detail. He knew she bit her lip when concentrating, that her favorite food was her mother’s jollof rice, that she was afraid of deep water not because she couldn’t swim, but because she hated not seeing the bottom.

“Break,” she declared, pushing back from the table. “I’m starving. And we need groceries.”

He stood, stretching. His t-shirt rode up, revealing a strip of taut, tan stomach and the low waistband of his sweatpants. She looked away, busying herself with the empty coffee mugs.

“We’ll go together,” he said. “More evidence of shared domestic life.”

The grocery store was three blocks away, a cramped Brooklyn bodega with narrow aisles. They moved through it with a basket, negotiating. He wanted eggs, bread, the basics. She wanted plantains, habanero peppers, spices.

“We have no space for all that,” he said, eyeing the bag of dried peppers she’d tossed in the basket.

“We have a kitchen. I’m cooking dinner. You can’t live on toast and eggs for ninety days.”

“I’ve lived on less for longer.”

“Well, now you have a wife,” she said, the word still foreign and sharp on her tongue. “And she cooks.”

He was silent for a beat. Then he took the peppers from the basket and put them back on the shelf. “Not habanero. They’ll fumigate the building. Get scotch bonnets. More flavor, slightly less lethal.”

She stared at him. “You know the difference?”

“I spent six weeks covering the migrant farm workers’ strikes in Florida. I ate a lot of pepper.” He picked up a bag of scotch bonnets and dropped it in the basket. “Happy?”

A strange warmth spread in her chest. “Surprised.”

They checked out with a bag of groceries, splitting the cost from the new joint account. Walking back, their shoulders bumped occasionally on the crowded sidewalk. Each time, he didn’t shift away. She didn’t either.

Back in the apartment, she cooked—a simple rice and bean stew with the peppers and plantains frying. He set the table, found a candle and lit it, though it was only four in the afternoon. “Ambiance,” he said when she raised an eyebrow. “We’re a romantic couple, remember?”

They ate. The food was good, spicy and hearty. He ate two helpings. “You can cook,” he said, a genuine compliment.

“It’s survival. Columbia dining halls are a crime against humanity.”

After dinner, they washed up together, him washing, her drying. Their hands brushed over the soap suds. The silence was no longer tense, just full. Full of the things they were learning.

Night fell. The one-bedroom apartment felt smaller in the dark, a cozy cave. They retreated to opposite ends of the sofa with their laptops. He was editing photos from his last assignment in Kyiv, the click of his trackpad steady. She was reading a dense article on postcolonial museology, highlighting sentences until they blurred.

At nine, he closed his laptop. “We should sleep. Another day of studying tomorrow.”

She nodded, saving her work. The domestic rhythm was settling, alarmingly natural.

They went through the evening ritual. Brushing teeth side-by-side at the small sink, her blue brush touching his black one. Changing in the dark bedroom, the soft sounds of fabric. Sliding into bed, each on their appointed side.

The streetlamp cast the same slatted shadows. She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling.

“You did good today,” he said into the darkness.

“So did you.”

“The inspector bought it.”

“She did.”

Silence stretched. Then he said, “We need to practice physical cues.”

Her heart skipped. “What do you mean?”

“The interview. They might ask how we show affection. We need to look like a couple, not just sound like one.”

She turned her head. He was looking at her, his eyes dark pools in the dim light. “How do we do that?”

“Come here.”

Her breath caught. She shifted toward the center of the bed, until she was close enough to feel his body heat again. He lifted his arm. “Put your head here.”

She hesitated for a fraction of a second, then she moved, settling her head on his shoulder. His arm came around her, his hand resting on her upper arm. He was solid, real. His scent—soap and coffee and something uniquely male—filled her senses.

“Is this okay?” His voice was a low rumble against her ear.

“Yes.” It was more than okay. It was terrifyingly pleasant.

“They might ask how I kiss you.”

She went still. “Eitan…”

“We need to know. So we don’t hesitate.” His hand moved from her arm to her jaw, his fingers tilting her face toward his. “May I?”

This was in the contract. Physical familiarity sufficient to pass scrutiny. She had agreed. But the formality of his question, the quiet request in the dark, made it something else.

“Yes.”

He bent his head. His lips met hers.

The kiss at the courthouse had been brief, a public seal for the clerk and the file. This was not that. This was slow, deliberate. His lips were soft but firm, moving against hers with a practiced ease that made her stomach tighten. He tasted like mint toothpaste. One of his hands cupped her jaw, his thumb stroking her cheekbone. The other arm remained around her, holding her close.

She kissed him back, her hand coming up to rest on his chest, over the steady beat of his heart. It was a performance, she told herself. A rehearsal. But her body didn’t believe it. A low heat kindled in her abdomen, spreading outwards. She made a soft sound against his mouth.

He deepened the kiss, his tongue tracing the seam of her lips. She opened for him, and the kiss turned hot, wet, searching. His hand slid from her jaw into her braids, gripping gently. The sensation shot straight to her core, a bolt of pure want.

She was kissing him hungrily now, her fingers fisting in his t-shirt. He rolled, partly over her, his weight pressing her into the mattress. The hard line of his body aligned with hers, and she could feel his arousal, the thick ridge of his cock hardening against her thigh through the layers of fabric.

He broke the kiss, breathing ragged, his forehead resting against hers. “Fuck.”

The word was a confession. She was panting, her lips swollen, her entire body humming. “That… that should be convincing.”

He let out a short, sharp breath that was almost a laugh. “Yeah.” He didn’t move away. His hips pressed against hers, a deliberate, unmistakable grind. She gasped, her own hips arching up to meet the pressure.

“We should stop,” he murmured, but his hand was under her sweatshirt now, his palm hot on her bare waist.

“We should,” she agreed, but she was pulling at the hem of his shirt, dragging it up.

He helped her, yanking it over his head and tossing it aside. In the faint light, she could see the lean muscles of his chest and abdomen, the scattering of dark hair, a few other pale scars mapping his torso. She touched one, a small, shiny line along his ribs.

“Grazed by a bullet,” he said, his voice rough. “Don’t ask where.”

She didn’t. She just leaned up and kissed him there, her lips soft against the scarred skin. He shuddered.

His hands went to her sweatshirt, pushing it up. She raised her arms, letting him pull it off. She wore only a simple cotton bra underneath. His gaze dropped to her breasts, the rise and fall of her breath.

“Naya.” Her name was a plea.

This was crossing a line. The contract didn’t specify this. The rehearsal had a limit, and they were blazing past it. But the need was a living thing between them, coiled tight from days of proximity, from the intensity of their fake life feeling suddenly, devastatingly real.

He lowered his head and took her nipple into his mouth through the fabric of her bra. She cried out, her back bowing off the bed. The sensation was exquisite, the damp heat, the slight scrape of his teeth. He laved her other breast with his hand, his thumb rubbing her nipple into a tight peak.

She was wet, aching. She reached between them, her hand sliding down the front of his sweatpants. He hissed as her fingers wrapped around his cock. He was thick, hard, velvety hot in her grasp. She stroked him, her thumb sweeping over the head, smearing the bead of moisture she found there.

“Fuck, Naya,” he groaned, his hips bucking into her hand.

“You said we needed to practice,” she breathed, her own voice unrecognizable to her, husky with want. “We’re practicing.”

He kissed her again, a devouring kiss, as his hand pushed down her pajama pants. She kicked them off, along with her underwear. The cool air hit her damp skin, then his hand was there, his fingers sliding through her folds.

“So wet,” he muttered, his eyes locked on hers. “For practice?”

“Shut up,” she gasped, as his finger found her clit, circling with just the right pressure.

He smiled, a dark, predatory thing. Then he replaced his finger with his mouth.

She nearly came off the bed. His tongue was on her, flat and broad, licking up her slit before zeroing in on her clit. He sucked, gently at first, then harder, his hands holding her hips down as she writhed. It was too much, too good. She’d been so wound up, so tense for so long, and his mouth was unspooling her completely. She tangled her hands in his hair, not sure if she was pulling him closer or trying to anchor herself.

The orgasm built fast, a tight coil in her lower belly. “Eitan, I’m—”

He didn’t let up. Two fingers drove into her, thick and unyielding, curling hard against the swollen ridge inside that sent her hips jerking. His mouth stayed sealed over her clit, tongue working in the same steady, merciless rhythm. The pressure built fast and sharp. She came with a broken, strangled sound, her cunt clamping down around his fingers in hard, rhythmic pulses while the edges of her vision flared white and empty.

He gentled his mouth, licking her through it in slow, wet strokes while her body kept twitching. When she finally sagged, loose and heavy against the sheets, he crawled up over her, mouth dragging heat across her stomach, the underside of her breast, the thin skin between her ribs. His cock was still rigid, the head leaving a wet smear against her thigh.

She reached for him again, fingers closing around the thick length. “Your turn.”

He caught her wrist. “Wait.”

He leaned across her to the nightstand, yanked the drawer open, and tore open a condom packet with his teeth. The latex rolled down over him in one practiced motion. Then he was braced above her on his elbows, the blunt head of his cock nudging between her folds. His eyes had gone dark, but the question was still there, clear and waiting.

She answered by hooking her heels behind his thighs and pulling him in. The broad head pressed against her entrance, stretching her slowly as he sank forward. She was slick and swollen, the fit tight enough to make her breath catch. He moved in careful increments, jaw clenched, sweat beading along his hairline from the effort of holding back. When his hips finally met hers, he stopped, buried to the root, both of them breathing hard.

“This,” he said, voice rough, “is not in the flashcards.”

She laughed, a shaky, breathless sound, and tightened around him on purpose. He groaned, hips twitching once, uncontrolled.

Then he began to move.

The strokes were deep and deliberate, each one shoving her a little higher on the mattress. Every thrust dragged the base of his cock against her clit and lit the nerves back up. She met him, hips rising to take him deeper, the wet sound of it loud between them. The bedframe knocked against the wall in a steady, unmistakable rhythm.

He changed the angle and suddenly he was hitting that same spot inside her with every thrust. She cried out, raw and helpless. He caught the sound with his mouth, tongue pushing in deep and filthy, matching the drive of his cock.

She was close again, the coil winding tighter. He slid a hand between them, thumb finding her clit and rubbing in tight, relentless circles. “Come for me, Naya,” he growled against her lips. “Come on my cock.”

The words hit her like a spark. Her second orgasm crashed through her harder than the first, her body clamping around him in wave after wave, nothing controlled about it, while she buried her face against his shoulder and held on.

It dragged him over with her. He drove in deep one last time, a guttural sound tearing out of him as he came, the condom the only thing between them. His body shuddered hard against hers.

He stayed there for a moment, heavy and solid, both of them slick with sweat. The room smelled like sex and skin and the faint trace of his cologne. After a minute he eased out, tied off the condom, and dropped it in the trash beside the bed. When he came back he didn’t pull her against him. They lay side by side on their backs, the space between them suddenly meaningless.

The silence felt different now. Thick. Satisfied. Unsteady.

He spoke first. “That escalated.”

She let out a shaky breath. “Yeah.”

“We should… talk about that.”

“We should,” she agreed. Neither of them moved.

Outside, a siren rose and fell somewhere in the Brooklyn night. Inside, their breathing slowed. The performance had shifted into something neither of them had rehearsed. The lines were already blurred past fixing.

She lay there feeling the unfamiliar ache between her legs, the warm stickiness drying on her inner thighs, and knew the inspector would have no doubts at all. The evidence was all over the sheets.

Eitan’s hand found hers under the duvet again. This time he laced their fingers together, grip firm.

“Go to sleep, Naya,” he said, voice low. “Tomorrow we keep studying.”

She closed her eyes. Sleep took a long time. Her body still hummed with the memory of him, and her mind kept circling ahead to the next day, the next set of questions, the next time his hands would be on her—for practice, for real, or for whatever this was turning into.

His thumb stroked the back of her hand in a slow, absent rhythm. She drifted on the edge of it, caught between the heat of the man beside her and the stack of flashcards waiting on the table.

The silence stretched, thick with the scent of their bodies. Eitan’s hand stayed clasped around hers, a solid point in the spinning aftermath.

“We broke the rules,” Naya whispered into the dark.

“We didn’t have a rule for this,” Eitan said, practical as ever. “The contract says mutual cooperation to establish credible intimacy. We cooperated.”

She laughed, the sound catching. “That’s one way to frame it.”

He turned his head on the pillow toward her. “It’s the only way. If we start calling it something else, we’ll fuck up the interview.”

She knew he was right. The cool, analytical tone was armor, and she needed it too. The warmth still pooling between her thighs, the deep ache of having taken him, the memory of his mouth on her—these were data points now. Evidence of cohabitation. “So we log it. A credible intimate encounter.”

“Logged,” he said, and she heard the faint smile in his voice. “Occurred at approximately 10:17 p.m. on day two of cohabitation. Duration: approximately twenty-two minutes. Mutual participation. No objections filed.”

She squeezed his hand. “I’d file an objection to your timing estimate. It felt longer.”

“Time distortion is a common symptom of credible intimacy,” he said, the smile turning real. He rolled onto his side, facing her. The streetlight caught the thin scar through his eyebrow. “We should clean up. The inspector might do a follow-up.”

The thought was mortifying and absurd at the same time. She got up, cool air sliding over her bare skin, and padded to the bathroom. The shower washed away the sweat and the sticky evidence between her legs. When she came back in fresh pajamas, he had already stripped the bed and remade it with the spare sheets, corners tucked tight. The old ones sat bundled in the corner.

He emerged from the bathroom a minute later, hair damp, wearing clean sweatpants. They climbed back into bed on their usual sides, but the space between them felt charged instead of empty.

“We still need the flashcards,” he said after a moment.

“We do.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

Sleep came fast and deep.

The next morning moved like a quiet, familiar dance. They woke at the same time. He made coffee. She put bread in the toaster. They ate standing at the counter, running through the first batch of cards between bites.

“What’s your spouse’s favorite childhood memory?” Eitan read.

Naya pulled up the fragments he’d dropped over the past weeks. “Fishing with your grandfather in the Sea of Galilee. You caught a barbel. He told you it meant you were stubborn.”

Eitan nodded. “Correct. Yours?”

“My grandmother teaching me to make puff-puff on her back porch. The oil splashed and burned my wrist. She said it meant I’d handle heat.” She held out her arm, showing the faint pale mark.

He reached out, fingers brushing over the scar. “I hadn’t noticed that one.”

“You noticed the one on my hand.”

“Different context.” He dropped his hand. “Next. What would your spouse do if you forgot their birthday?”

They drilled for two hours, the questions slowly turning into a private language only they shared. Eventually they moved to the sofa, legs stretched out, her feet resting near his thigh. He asked about her dissertation, not as a quiz item but with real curiosity. She asked about the embed in Lebanon he wanted, the security clearance obstacles.

“They look for stability,” he explained. “A history of rash decisions, unpredictable movement—that’s a red flag. A marriage, a lease, a joint account… it all paints a picture of a man who’s rooted. Who has something to come home to.”

“And I’m that something?”

“You’re the anchor,” he said, and the word landed with weight.

By late afternoon they needed groceries. The walk to the bodega felt routine now. They bought more plantains, more scotch bonnets, a cheap bottle of wine. “For the practice,” Eitan said, adding it to the basket. “Couples drink wine together.”

At home she cooked again, chicken this time, the stew rich and fragrant. He opened the wine and poured two glasses. They ate at the small table with the candle lit between them.

“Tell me about the artists in your dissertation,” he said, sipping his wine.

She talked about the painters and sculptors navigating identity across borders. He listened, asking sharp questions about materials and memory. Then he told her about a series he’d shot in a refugee camp—portraits of children holding photographs of houses they’d never seen. They talked until the candle burned low.

Washing up, his hands stayed alongside hers in the soapy water longer than necessary. The silence felt easy.

That night, in bed, the space between them pulled like a current. They lay on their backs, not touching.

“We should practice the physical cues again,” he said, voice neutral. “The interview could happen any day now.”

She turned toward him. “What cue?”

“How we wake up. How we greet each other in the morning.”

She shifted to the center of the bed. He mirrored her. This time he didn’t put his arm around her. He faced her instead, head propped on one hand. “Show me how you’d wake me up.”

She leaned in and kissed his cheek, soft. “Good morning.”

He caught her mouth with his, a brief, warm press. “Good morning.” His hand slid under her sweatshirt to her waist. “And if we woke up like last night?”

Her breath caught. “We’d be… close.”

His hand moved higher, cupping her breast through her bra, thumb brushing her nipple until it tightened under the fabric. “And if I touched you here?”

“I’d… like it.”

He kissed her again, deeper. His other hand gripped her hip and pulled her against him. She felt the hard line of his cock through his sweatpants. “And if I was hard for you?”

“I’d want you,” she whispered, the truth of it plain.

He rolled over her, weight pinning her down. There was no discussion this time, no pause. He kissed her hard, stripping her clothes off, then his own. The condom waited on the nightstand. He rolled it on and pushed into her in one smooth, urgent thrust.

It was faster now, less careful, more desperate. He fucked her with focused intensity, eyes locked on hers, watching every reaction. She clutched his shoulders, her sounds soft and rhythmic. When she started tightening around him he shifted, hitting that deep spot again, and she came with a sharp gasp, head thrown back.

He followed seconds later, groaning against her neck.

After, they cleaned up in silence. The sheets were changed again.

The pattern settled over the next days, acquiring the weight of routine so quietly neither of them remarked on it. He made coffee. She ground the beans correctly, which was to say too coarsely for his taste. They drilled cards at the table with their shoulders almost touching. Groceries were negotiated, cooked, eaten. Wine opened for evidence and finished because it was good wine. They fell asleep to the sounds of each other breathing in the dark, his back to hers, her back to his, bodies drifting closer in sleep than either of them admitted on waking.

It was on the fourth night that the pattern broke.

They were reviewing a flashcard about medical histories. Naya was listing his allergies—penicillin, shellfish—when he interrupted.

“I lied about one,” he said.

She looked up from the cards. “Which one?”

“Shellfish. I’m not allergic. I just hate it. The texture. But in the file, it’s listed as an allergy. My mother put it there when I was a kid to avoid arguments at dinners. I never corrected it.”

She stared at him. “That’s a discrepancy.”

“It is. But it’s a believable one. People misremember childhood allergies. You should know that—the lie, not the truth.”

The words landed low in her stomach, a small, unexpected weight. He was offering her something real, folded inside the lie they had to perform. “Okay. Shellfish allergy. Severe.”

“Good.” He took the card from her hand. “Now me. What’s one thing you lied about?”

She thought. “My middle name. On all my official documents, it’s ‘Chinyere.’ But my family calls me ‘Naya.’ My passport says ‘Naya Chinyere Okonkwo.’ I just… never use the middle name. It feels too formal.”

He nodded, filing it away. “Naya Chinyere Okonkwo. I like it.”

The conversation shifted something between them. That night, when they moved to the center of the bed, the air felt different. He kissed her slowly, his mouth learning the shape of hers like he had all the time in the world. His hands moved over her body with a curiosity that felt genuine, not rehearsed—thumbs brushing the undersides of her breasts, fingers tracing the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips.

When he entered her, the stretch pulled a low sound from her throat. He moved with a slow, grinding rhythm, hips rolling deep, the head of his cock dragging against the front wall inside her until her thighs trembled. He watched her face, his own expression open, almost unguarded. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, and the words didn’t land like a line. They landed like he meant them.

She came undone softly, the orgasm rolling through her in long, shuddering waves. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes—not just from the release, but from the way he stayed inside her, still moving, still watching, like he wanted to feel every aftershock around him. He held her through it, his own climax a quiet, shuddering surrender, his cock pulsing hot and deep as he spilled.

They didn’t change the sheets immediately. They lay tangled, sweaty, real, the scent of sex thick between them.

“We’re getting too good at this,” Naya whispered against his chest.

“We’re getting too real,” he corrected.

The next morning, a letter arrived from USCIS. The interview was scheduled for three weeks from that day. A formal notice, with a list of documents to bring.

The pressure cranked tighter. The USCIS interview notice transformed the apartment into something with edges. They drilled each other at all hours—in the kitchen while she stirred rice, on the walk back from the bodega, lying in the dark with their voices low so the upstairs neighbor couldn’t hear. Her legs draped over his thighs. His fingers tracing absent, distracted circles on her bare skin, working question after question even as the touch became its own kind of answer. The facts merged with the feelings until she could no longer be certain which was which.

One afternoon, Naya came back from campus with a stack of books and a deep fatigue. Eitan was at the table, editing photos. He looked up as she dropped her bag.

“Bad day?”

“My advisor thinks my chapter on material culture is too derivative. He wants more original critique.” She slumped onto the sofa. “I just… I don’t have the bandwidth.”

Eitan closed his laptop. “Come here.”

She went to him. He didn’t pull her into a sexual embrace. He simply put his arms around her, holding her against his chest. She buried her face in his shirt, smelling his soap and the faint, warm scent of his skin beneath it. He held her for a long time, his hand stroking her braids, the pads of his fingers gentle against her scalp.

“You’ll figure it out,” he said. “You’re the smartest person I know.”

The words sank into her, a balm.

That night, they didn’t have sex. They just slept, her head on his shoulder, his arm around her, the steady rise and fall of his breathing lulling her under.

The following week, they hit a wall. A flashcard about financial history—how they handled their first joint purchase—tripped them up. They argued about the details, the story not aligning. Frustration spiked.

“You’re overthinking it!” Naya snapped.

“You’re under-preparing it!” Eitan retorted.

They stood in the kitchen, facing each other over the small table. The tension was hot, sharp.

“Maybe we should just fuck and reset,” Eitan said, the words blunt.

“Maybe we should just admit this is impossible,” Naya shot back.

He stared at her. Then he stepped closer, his hands gripping her shoulders. “It’s not impossible. We’re doing it. We’re living it.”

He kissed her, hard and demanding. It was an argument translated into physicality. She kissed him back with equal fury, her hands yanking at his shirt, nails scraping skin. They didn’t make it to the bed. He lifted her onto the kitchen counter, the edge digging into the backs of her thighs. He shoved her pants down, his own following, and entered her standing, her back against the cold cabinets, her legs wrapped tight around his hips.

It was frantic, rough, a clash of bodies and wills. His cock drove into her deep and fast, the wet sound of it filling the kitchen. She bit his shoulder as she climaxed, a sharp, possessive mark, her cunt clenching around him, seizing tight. He groaned, his hips working through it until he spilled, hot and thick, his breath tearing ragged against her ear.

After, they leaned against each other, panting. The argument was gone, replaced by a raw, shaky understanding.

“We’re a mess,” she whispered.

“We’re a convincing mess,” he said, kissing her temple. “That’s what they want. Real couples fight. Real couples fuck on the kitchen counter.”

She laughed, the sound wet with unshed tears.

The days blurred into a routine of intense preparation and deepening intimacy, each one accruing detail they would never need to manufacture. Eitan developed a shorthand with his hands: a thumb pressed into the soft flesh above her hipbone meant the tension in him had become unbearable. She learned to read it the way she read a footnote—a small mark that redirected everything. In return, she had a way of kissing his neck, open-mouthed and slow, that she used when the performance got too thick and she needed to feel something real under her lips. He always stopped whatever he was doing and held her.

He read drafts of her dissertation chapters and left comments in the margins—sharp, visual, a photographer’s instinct applied to prose. You’re describing this painting like evidence, he wrote once, in her third chapter. What does it feel like? She rewrote the entire section. She sorted his photo edits in return, helping him sequence contact sheets until a story emerged from the chaos. The work bled into their life until she couldn’t always say where the research ended and the man began.

The apartment filled with their joint presence. Her books stacked next to his photography magazines. His coffee mug sat permanently next to her tea cup. Their laundry intermixed in the basket, his dark shirts tangled with her bright blouses.

The night before the interview, they lay in bed, not studying, just talking.

“What happens after?” Naya asked. “After we pass?”

Eitan was silent for a moment. “The clearance should come through. I’ll get the embed.”

“And you’ll leave.”

“Yes.”

“And the contract terminates.”

“Yes.”

She turned to look at him. “What if I don’t want it to terminate?”

He met her gaze. “The contract is for ninety days. For the green card. For the clearance. Anything beyond that… isn’t covered.”

“So we’d be off script.”

“We’d be in uncharted territory.”

She leaned over and kissed him. It was a kiss without agenda, without rehearsal. It was a kiss of possibility.

He responded in kind, his hands holding her face like she was something precious, thumbs brushing the corners of her mouth.

They made love that night with a tenderness that broke her heart open. It was slow, worshipful. He kissed every part of her—her throat, the curve of her breasts, the soft skin of her inner thighs, the slick heat between her legs—his tongue and lips mapping her as if memorizing her for a future without her. She did the same, tracing his scars with her mouth, learning the map of his body as a territory she might lose. When he finally pushed inside her, they moved together in long, unhurried strokes, her cunt gripping him tight, every slide and drag deliberate.

When they finished, they didn’t clean up. They lay in the mess, holding each other, his come cooling on her skin.

“Tomorrow,” he whispered.

“Tomorrow,” she echoed.

Sleep took them, wrapped in each other’s arms.

The morning of the interview, they dressed carefully. Naya in a simple dress, Eitan in a button-down and slacks. They looked like a young, professional couple. They looked real.

At the Federal Plaza office, they held hands in the waiting room. Their palms were sweaty, but they didn’t let go.

The interview officer was a man named Officer Bryson. He was polite, thorough. He asked the questions from the flashcards, and they answered smoothly, in unison sometimes, correcting each other gently other times. They laughed at shared memories—the fictional ones and the real ones blending seamlessly.

Officer Bryson asked about their future plans. Eitan talked about his work, his hope to document stories of resilience. Naya talked about her dissertation, her desire to curate exhibitions that bridged cultures. They talked about maybe buying a house in Brooklyn someday, a place with more space for his photography equipment and her books.

The officer nodded, making notes.

Finally, he asked, “Can you describe the moment you knew you wanted to marry each other?”

Naya felt Eitan’s hand tighten around hers. She spoke first, using his version. “It was in Madrid. After a press dinner. He walked me back to my hotel. At the door, I said, ‘This is probably a mistake.’ He said, ‘Probably.’ Then he kissed me. Three months later, when my visa was expiring, he called. He said, ‘Marry me.’ I said, ‘Is that a proposal or a business proposition?’ He said, ‘It can be both.’”

Officer Bryson smiled. “And for you, Mr. Reyes?”

Eitan looked at Naya. His eyes were soft, genuine. “It was the moment she said that. When she called it a mistake. I knew I’d spend my life trying to prove her wrong.”

The answer was perfect. It was romantic. It was utterly unrehearsed.

Officer Bryson stamped their file. “Congratulations. Your application is proceeding. You should receive a decision within ninety days.”

They walked out of the office, into the bright spring afternoon. On the street, they stopped, facing each other.

“We did it,” Naya said.

“We did,” Eitan replied.

He cupped her face and kissed her, there on the sidewalk. It was a kiss of victory, of relief, of something deeper and more terrifying.

When they returned to the apartment, it felt different. The pressure was off. The performance was, for now, over.

They stood in the middle of the living room, unsure what to do next.

Eitan finally spoke. “We should celebrate.”

“How?”

He went to the fridge and pulled out the cheap bottle of wine they’d bought weeks before. He poured two glasses. They sat on the sofa, not talking, just drinking.

The sun set. The room grew dark.

He took her glass and set it aside. Then he took her into his arms and kissed her, a kiss that felt like a beginning and an ending all at once.

They made love on the sofa, slowly, fully, without any thought of sheets or evidence or rehearsals. It was just them, two bodies finding solace and joy in each other—his cock sliding into her wet heat, her legs wrapped around his back, the slow grind of his hips against her clit until she came again, shuddering, and he followed, burying his face in her neck as he spilled inside her.

After, as they lay tangled on the couch, the city lights twinkling outside, Naya knew the ninety days were no longer a countdown to an end. They were a countdown to a choice.

And she was no longer sure what she would choose when the time came.


Chapter 3 — Ninety Days

The morning after the sofa, Naya woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of Eitan in the kitchen. She lay still for a moment, the memory of his hands on her skin, his mouth on hers, the weight of him above her, vivid and warm. The sheets were tangled around her legs, the imprint of his body still visible on the mattress beside her. They had eventually moved to the bed, collapsing into it sometime in the deep night, sleep claiming them before they could untangle completely.

She got up, wrapped herself in the oversized t-shirt she’d slept in, and padded to the kitchen. Eitan was at the counter, two mugs already steaming. He looked up, his gaze landing on her, holding for a beat longer than usual. The scar through his eyebrow seemed darker in the morning light.

“Coffee,” he said, handing her a mug.

“Thanks.”

They stood there, drinking. The silence wasn’t awkward, but it was charged. The performance of the last few weeks—the rehearsed answers, the staged affection, the careful distance—had been burned away in the night. What remained was raw, unfamiliar territory.

“We have the attorney’s prep call today,” Naya said finally, setting her mug down. “Eight-thirty. She said she wants us to walk through the file like strangers are going to look for seams.”

Eitan nodded. “Then we make sure there aren’t seams.”

They moved through the apartment with fresh eyes: the sock drawer, the toothbrushes in the same cup, his razor beside her hair cream, the bed still rumpled from a night neither of them could reduce to evidence. The exercise should have felt clinical. Instead, it felt like admitting what was already true.

At eight-thirty, their attorney called and asked them the questions USCIS would ask later: who slept where, who paid which bills, what proof of shared life they could produce without looking staged. Naya answered until her throat was dry. Eitan answered until the silences between them said as much as the words.

When the call ended, the apartment seemed smaller and more real.

Eitan moved past her, going to the kitchen. He picked up his coffee mug, finished the last swallow. “We should get ready for the day. You have your dissertation meeting at ten.”

“I do.” She watched him, the lean lines of his back as he rinsed the mug. “What about you?”

“I have to submit the clearance paperwork today. The embed in Lebanon depends on it.”

“And this preparation helps.”

“It does. A stable, verifiable domestic life. It’s what they want.”

She went to the bedroom, began straightening the sheets and picking up the clothing from the floor. She folded his boxer briefs, set them on his dresser. Her t-shirt she put in the laundry basket. The bed looked normal again, but the memory of the night was imprinted in the fabric, in the air.

She showered, the water hot on her skin, washing away the scent of him, the feel of him. She dressed in her usual meeting attire—a tailored blouse, slim trousers, her glasses. When she came out, Eitan was at the small dining table, his laptop open, documents spread around him.

“I’ll be back by three,” she said.

“I’ll be here.”

She left, the apartment door closing behind her, the click echoing in the hallway. The morning prep call was over. The next hurdle was scheduled. The ninety days were ticking away, but the countdown felt different now. It felt like a clock on something that had become, unexpectedly, precious.

Her dissertation meeting was with her advisor, Dr. Chen. They discussed her latest chapter, the analysis of two contemporary artists from Ghana whose work explored migration and displacement. Naya spoke with clarity, with passion, but a part of her mind was elsewhere—in the apartment, with the man who was now her husband in more than name.

Dr. Chen noticed. “You’re distracted today, Naya. Is everything alright?”

“Yes,” Naya said, adjusting her glasses. “Just… personal matters. They’re resolved.”

“Good. Keep your focus. The defense is in ninety days. You need to be sharp.”

Ninety days. The same number. It echoed in her mind.

She returned to the apartment at three, as she’d said. Eitan was still at the table, but the documents were gone, his laptop closed. He was staring out the window, his profile sharp against the light.

“Clearance submitted?” she asked, dropping her bag on the sofa.

“Submitted.” He turned to look at her. “They’ll process it within a week. Then I’ll know.”

“About Lebanon.”

“Yes.”

She went to the kitchen, poured herself a glass of water. “Do you want to go?”

He leaned back in his chair, his arms crossed. “It’s a good assignment. Important work.”

“But do you want to go?”

He met her gaze. “I didn’t, before. Now I’m not sure.”

The honesty of the statement startled her. He had always been so clear, so driven. The marriage had been a transaction, a means to the clearance. Now, something had shifted.

She walked to the table, sat in the chair opposite him. “What changed?”

“You,” he said simply.

The word hung in the air, heavy and true.

She didn’t know how to answer. So she asked another question. “What do we do now? The prep call is over. The next interview is in two weeks. We have… time.”

“We have time,” he agreed. He stood up, came around the table to her. He crouched before her chair, his eyes level with hers. “We could rehearse. We could prepare for the next interview.”

“We could.”

“Or we could not rehearse.”

Her pulse quickened. “What would that look like?”

He reached out, took her hand in his. His fingers were warm, rough from years of handling cameras, of surviving in harsh places. “It would look like this. Like me touching you without a reason. Like you touching me back.”

She let her fingers curl around his. “That’s dangerous.”

“Why?”

“Because the contract ends in ninety days. Because you might go to Lebanon. Because I might get my green card and leave.”

“But we’re here now,” he said, his voice low, compelling. “In this apartment. With this bed. With this life we’ve built for them, that’s starting to feel like it’s for us.”

He stood then, pulling her up with him. He led her to the bedroom, not with urgency, but with a deliberate pace. The room was as they’d left it, neat now, the evidence of the morning’s performance erased. But the truth of the night remained.

He turned her to face him, his hands on her shoulders. “No rehearsal,” he said. “No performance. Just us.”

Then he kissed her.

It was not the kiss from the courthouse, polite and practiced. It was not the kiss from the sofa, desperate and celebratory. It was a kiss of exploration, of slow, deep claiming. His mouth opened over hers, his tongue tracing the line of her lips before slipping inside. She met him, her own tongue tangling with his, tasting the coffee he’d drunk, the faint salt of his skin. His hands moved from her shoulders to her back, pulling her blouse from her trousers, seeking the skin beneath.

She helped him, unbuttoning the blouse herself, letting it fall open. He pushed it off her shoulders, let it drop to the floor. His hands went to the clasp of her trousers, unfastening them, sliding them down her legs. She stepped out of them, standing before him in only her bra and panties.

He looked at her, his eyes traveling over her body with a hunger that was new, that was raw. “You’re beautiful,” he said, the words rough, unpracticed.

She reached for him, undoing the buttons of his shirt, pushing it off his shoulders. His chest was lean, muscled, scattered with old scars—a small one on his collarbone, another on his rib cage. She traced them with her fingers, learning the map of his past.

He unhooked her bra, let it fall. Her breasts were exposed to the cool air of the room, to his gaze. He bent his head, took one nipple into his mouth, suckling gently, then more firmly. She gasped, her hands going to his hair, holding him there. He moved to the other breast, his mouth hot, insistent.

His hands went to her panties, pulling them down. She was naked before him now, and he knelt, his face level with her pelvis. He looked at her pussy, the dark curls, the glistening flesh already wet for him. He didn’t touch her with his hands yet. He just looked, his breath warm against her skin.

“Eitan,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

He rose then, stripping off his own trousers and boxer briefs. His cock was erect, thick and hard, the head flushed dark. He stood before her, fully naked, fully exposed.

He took her hand, led her to the bed. They lay down together, side by side, facing each other. He propped himself up on one elbow, his free hand coming to rest on her hip.

“Tell me what you like,” he said.

The question was so direct, so un-rehearsed, it made her blush. “I like… I like being touched. Everywhere. I like when you use your mouth. I like when you take your time.”

He nodded, his eyes serious. “I like watching you come. I like hearing you. I like being inside you, deep.”

Her breath caught. The explicitness of his words, the vulnerability of the exchange, was more intimate than any touch they’d shared yet.

He moved his hand from her hip to her belly, then lower, to the curls of her pussy. He parted them with his fingers, finding her clit. He circled it slowly, his touch firm but gentle. She arched into the touch, a moan escaping her lips.

He watched her face as he touched her, his eyes locked on hers. He saw every reaction, every flutter of her eyelids, every hitch of her breath. He learned her with his eyes as much as with his fingers.

He slid a finger inside her, feeling the wet, warm depth of her. She was tight, but she opened for him, her body accepting his intrusion. He moved the finger in and out, a slow rhythm, while his thumb continued to circle her clit.

“More,” she breathed.

He added another finger, stretching her gently. She gasped, her hips moving against his hand. He increased the pace, his fingers thrusting deeper, his thumb pressing harder on her clit. She was close, her body tightening, her moans becoming louder, less controlled.

“Give it to me,” he whispered, his voice a dark instruction.

And she did. The orgasm broke over her, sharp and bright, her body clenching hard around his fingers, her cries filling the room. He kept his hand on her, working her through the pulses, easing her down from the peak.

When she was still, breathing heavily, he withdrew his hand. He lifted his fingers to his mouth, tasted her wetness on them. His eyes held hers as he did it, a gesture of possession, of intimacy.

Then he moved over her, his body covering hers. His cock pressed against her belly, hot and heavy. He kissed her again, deep and consuming.

“Now me,” he said, his voice rough with need.

He guided his cock to her entrance, pressing against her wet, open flesh. He pushed inside, slowly, inch by inch, filling her. She felt every part of him, the thick shaft, the firm head, the stretch and the fullness. She wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him deeper.

He began to move, a slow, relentless rhythm. His hips drove into hers, his cock plunging deep, then withdrawing, then plunging again. He watched her face, his eyes dark with intensity. She met his gaze, her own eyes wide, full of the feeling of him inside her.

His pace turned harder, faster. The wet drag of his cock inside her built with every thrust, the blunt head catching on her walls, the thick stretch of him forcing her open again. She lifted to meet him, hips rolling up, thighs spread wide around his driving body. Her hands locked on his shoulders, nails sinking in.

“Tell me,” he rasped, breath hot and damp against her ear. “Tell me what you feel.”

“I feel you,” she moaned. “I feel you so fucking deep. Your cock splitting me open. I feel owned.”

The word slipped out raw, unplanned.

He groaned, the sound torn from his chest, and drove into her like he meant to break something open. The bed shook. Her second climax coiled tight, hotter, meaner than the first. Her cunt fluttered around him, greedy.

“Come with me,” he demanded.

She broke. The orgasm slammed through her, cunt clamping down hard, milking him in rhythmic pulses. She cried out, back bowing off the mattress. He shouted her name and came with her, cock jerking, flooding her with thick, hot spurts that leaked out around his thrusts. He collapsed over her, heavy, shaking, his breath ragged against her neck.

They lay tangled and sweating, chests heaving. The room was quiet except for the wet sound of their breathing and the faint creak of the mattress settling. Afternoon light slanted across the sheets, striping their bare skin.

After a while Eitan shifted, rolling to his side and pulling her with him. Her head settled on his chest. His fingers moved slowly through her braids, tracing the neat rows.

“No rehearsal,” he murmured.

“No rehearsal,” she answered.

They slept like that, limbs heavy, the sheets damp beneath them.

Naya woke to the steady drag of his palm still moving through her hair. The light had changed, gone dusky and blue at the edges of the blinds. She stayed where she was, cheek pressed to the warm skin over his heart, listening to the slow, solid beat beneath her ear.

“You should be starving,” he said, voice low and rough from sleep.

“I am.”

“I’ll make something.”

He eased out from under her, stood, and crossed the room naked. She watched the long line of his back, the shift of muscle under skin, the dark hair dusting his calves. He found a pair of sweatpants on the floor, pulled them on, and went into the kitchen.

Naya stayed in the bed a little longer, breathing in the smell of him on the pillow, the faint ache between her legs, the stickiness drying on her inner thighs. Something had cracked open inside her chest. The careful performance she had worn for months felt stripped away, and what was left was bare and sharp and terrifying.

Eventually she got up, tugged on leggings and a tank top, and padded barefoot into the kitchen. He stood at the stove in a faded t-shirt, hair still messy, stirring onions and garlic in a pan. The smell hit her hard—sweet, savory, domestic.

She sat at the table. “What are you making?”

“Pasta. Nothing fancy.”

Her eyes traced the pale scar just above his collarbone, the one that disappeared under the neckline of his shirt. “Aleppo?”

He glanced over his shoulder. The surprise in his face was quick and gone. “No. That one was the eyebrow. This was Gaza. Shrapnel from a protest. Not much of a story.”

“It’s part of your story.”

He shrugged and turned back to the pan. “Every scar is a story you didn’t leave behind.”

She watched the muscles move in his forearm as he stirred. She thought about the marks she carried that didn’t show on skin—the stack of visa forms, the nights she had studied until her eyes burned, the way she had learned to smile and nod and never let anyone see how hard she was working to stay. She had never shown any of it to another person.

He plated the pasta and set one bowl in front of her. They ate without talking much, just the soft clink of forks and the low hum of the fridge. It felt easy. Real. Not staged for anyone else’s eyes.

When the bowls were empty he stood to clear them. She stayed at the table, looking at the papers he had left scattered there earlier—the clearance forms, the printed maps, the notes about Lebanon.

“What’s the assignment?” she asked.

He paused at the sink. “Aftermath of the port explosion. Rebuilding. The people still living in the rubble. It’s a long embed. Six months, minimum.”

Six months. The cohabitation window. Her green card would come, theoretically, before he left. His clearance would come through. He would go. They would file the divorce papers. The thought sat cold and heavy in her stomach.

“Six months is a long time,” she said.

“It is.”

“Will you be safe?”

He turned, leaning back against the counter. His expression softened. “Safer than Aleppo. Safer than Gaza. It’s reconstruction work. I’ll be with a team.”

She nodded, but the worry stayed. She had seen his photographs from Madrid—the ones that showed not just the damage but the people still standing in it. He went straight to the places that hurt. That was the part of him she respected and the part that kept him moving, never staying long enough for roots to take.

She had given him an address. He had given her a chance to stay.

“We should talk about the contract,” she said before she could talk herself out of it.

He came back to the table and sat across from her. “All right.”

“It ends when the green card arrives. Or when your clearance comes through and you leave. We agreed we’d divorce.”

“We did.”

“But last night… today… that wasn’t part of the agreement.”

“No.”

“So what is this?”

He leaned forward, forearms on the table. “I don’t know.”

A flicker of frustration moved through her. “We need to know. We can’t just keep doing this and pretend it doesn’t mean anything.”

“Why not?”

“Because I have a dissertation to finish. Because you have an assignment waiting. Because we both had lives before this.”

“Plans change.”

“They do. But we need to decide if we’re changing them together or if this is just… something that happened while we were waiting.”

He looked at her for a long moment, eyes steady. Then he reached across the table and took her hand, thumb brushing over her knuckles. “What do you want?”

The question landed clean. She had been dodging it for weeks.

“I want to finish my PhD. I want to build something here. I want… I don’t want to be alone.”

“You’re not alone now.”

“But when you leave, I will be.”

“I might not leave.”

She blinked. “What?”

“The clearance isn’t guaranteed. The assignment isn’t guaranteed. And even if both come through… I could choose not to take it.”

She shook her head. “You offered me this marriage so you could get the clearance. That was the entire point.”

“The point changed.”

“When?”

“When you asked me in Madrid why I only photograph the aftermath. When you moved your socks so mine could fit in the drawer. When you rubbed that lotion on my arm this morning so I’d carry your scent all day. When you came on my fingers and looked at me like I was the only person who had ever really seen you.”

Her breath caught.

“I don’t know what this is,” he said, voice low. “But I know it’s not just paperwork anymore. I know I don’t want to rehearse with you. I want to be with you.”

Tears stung, sudden and hot. She pulled her hand free and stood, needing space. She walked to the window and looked down at the street, the moving cars, the lit windows in the buildings across the way. Everything out there kept going like nothing had shifted.

“I’ve spent my whole life making sure I didn’t need anyone,” she said quietly. “Scholarships. Visas. Columbia. I did it all alone. This marriage was supposed to be another transaction. Something I could manage.”

He came up behind her, close but not touching. “You can’t manage this.”

“I know.”

“Does that scare you?”

“Yes.”

His hands settled on her shoulders, warm and careful. He turned her to face him. “It scares me too. I’ve spent ten years moving. Never staying long enough to need anyone. Never letting anyone need me. This place, this bed, you… you’re the first thing that’s felt like home in a long time.”

She reached up and traced the scar through his eyebrow, the raised line of it under her fingertip. “What do we do?”

“We finish the ninety days. We get your green card. We get my clearance. And then we decide.”

“Decide what?”

“If we want to stay married.”

The words hung between them, simple and enormous. The original contract had been for a card and a clearance. What he was offering now was something else entirely.

She nodded. “Okay.”

He smiled, small and real. “Okay.”

He kissed her, soft and lingering, then stepped back. “We should clean. The inspection checklist says we need to keep the place looking lived-in.”

She laughed, the tension cracking. “Right. The laundry.”

They spent the next hour putting the apartment back together, but it felt different. Not staging. Just living. They folded clothes side by side, his boxers next to her leggings. Washed dishes with their hands bumping under the suds. Straightened the sofa cushions and remembered, without saying it, what had happened there the night before.

When everything was tidy they sat on the sofa again. He turned on the television, found a news channel, and pulled her against his side. His arm settled around her waist. She rested her head on his shoulder. The news murmured in the background. It was ordinary. It was the first time they had done this without an audience or a script.

She fell asleep against him. He woke her later and walked her to bed. That night they moved together slowly, no rush, no performance. He held her close, body curved around hers, breath steady against the back of her neck. She slept deep and still.

In the morning the alarm went off. He reached over and silenced it, then pressed his mouth to her bare shoulder. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.”

They got up, left the bathroom door open while they showered, steam drifting between them. He used her shampoo. She used his soap. The scents mixed in the humid air.

She made coffee while he dressed. He poured two mugs. They stood at the counter, drinking, looking at each other.

“What’s your schedule today?” he asked.

“Library. I need to finish a chapter.”

“I’m meeting my editor downtown.”

“Will you be back for dinner?”

“Yes.”

She nodded. A plan. Simple. Real.

He left first, giving her a kiss at the door, a real kiss, not one for an audience. The latch clicked shut behind him. She stood in the apartment, the quiet pressing against her skin. It wasn’t empty. It held the shape of where he had been, the faint heat still rising from the cushions where he’d sat, the trace of his scent clinging to her shirt.

She went to the library and spent the day immersed in her work, tracing the migration patterns in the brushstrokes of diaspora artists. Her pen moved steadily across the page. Still, a thread of her attention stayed anchored to the apartment, to the man who would be waiting when she returned.

When she pushed the door open that evening, he was already there, the smell of pan-seared fish and lemon cutting through the air. They ate at the small table, trading the ordinary details of their days—her latest pages on the chapter, the notes his editor had scrawled across his newest portfolio. The conversation stayed light, but every word passed between them like something they had earned the right to share.

After dinner they returned to the sofa. He pulled out the stack of USCIS interview cards they had used weeks ago, the edges soft from handling.

“We should practice,” he said, though the smile in his voice made it clear he wasn’t worried about the questions anymore.

She took the cards and shuffled them. “Okay. First question. What is Naya’s favorite childhood memory?”

He considered. “Swimming in the river near her grandmother’s house in Nigeria. The water was warm. Her grandmother sang while she washed clothes on the banks.”

She smiled, caught off guard. “Correct. Next. What is Eitan’s biggest fear?”

She looked at him, waiting. He met her gaze without glancing at the card. “Being forgotten.”

The answer wasn’t written anywhere. It was simply his.

She set the card down. “We don’t need these anymore.”

“We do. For the next interview.”

“We know each other now.”

He nodded once. “We do.”

He reached for her, drawing her into his lap. She straddled him, thighs bracketing his hips, her face close enough to feel the warmth of his breath. “What’s your favorite thing about me?” she asked, voice low.

He kissed her, slow and deep, his tongue sliding against hers. “Your hands. They’re strong. They make things—your dissertation, your drawings. They hold me like they don’t want to let go.”

A tight warmth spread through her chest. She kissed him back, palms cupping his jaw, thumbs brushing the stubble along his cheekbones. “What do you love most about me?” he asked against her mouth.

“Your eyes. They don’t look away. They see straight through me.”

He groaned, arms locking around her waist, pulling her tighter. The cards slipped to the floor. They kissed again, harder, the heat between them sharpening. He stood, lifting her with him, and carried her to the bedroom. He laid her on the mattress and knelt, removing her shoes, her socks, her trousers, each layer peeled away with deliberate care. She watched him, pulse beating hard at the base of her throat.

When she was bare, he stripped off his own clothes and stretched out beside her. His palm settled on her belly, fingers spread wide.

“Tell me something true,” he said.

She took a breath. “I’ve never let anyone touch me the way you do. I’ve never wanted anyone to.”

He nodded, eyes dark. “Tell me another.”

“I think about you when I’m at the library. I think about your hands. Your mouth. The way you look at me like you’re already inside me.”

His hand slid lower, cupping her pussy. She was wet, slick against his palm. He pressed a finger into her, slow and deep, the stretch making her hips lift. He added a second finger, working them in and out with steady pressure.

“Tell me what you want,” he whispered.

“I want you to fuck me. I want you to take me hard and slow and everything in between.”

He smiled, sharp and possessive, and moved over her. His cock was thick and hard against her thigh. He guided the head to her entrance, paused, and looked down at her. “Stay with me.”

Her eyes met his, not looking away.

He pushed inside, filling her in one long thrust. She gasped, back arching, the sudden fullness forcing the air from her lungs. He stayed deep, letting her feel every inch, the way her body had to open around him. Then he began to move, each thrust deliberate, controlled, dragging against her inner walls before he withdrew almost completely. She felt every ridge, every pulse of him.

Her hands gripped his hips, urging him deeper. He answered by driving harder, faster, the bed frame knocking against the wall in rhythm with his thrusts. The wet sound of their bodies meeting filled the room. Sweat gathered at the small of her back. She tightened around him, muscles clenching, and he groaned, the sound raw.

“Let go,” he said, voice rough. “I’ve got you.”

The orgasm hit her hard, a rush of heat that rolled through her belly and down her thighs. She cried out, body shaking, her pussy clenching around his cock. He followed with a shout, hips jerking as he spilled inside her, the hot flood of it making her clench again. He stayed buried deep, his weight pressing her into the mattress, his breath harsh against her neck.

When he finally withdrew, he rolled to his side and pulled her against him, her head resting on his chest. Their skin stuck where it touched. They lay in silence, listening to the gradual slowing of their breathing.

“The next interview is in eleven days,” he said at last, quiet.

“Yes.”

“We’ll pass.”

“We will.”

He kissed her forehead. “Then we’ll decide.”

She closed her eyes, letting the word settle. Decide. It carried weight, but here, wrapped in his arms, the weight felt like something they could carry together.

She slept. He slept beside her, their bodies curved into each other, breaths falling into the same slow rhythm.

In the morning a knock sounded at the door.

It wasn’t Officer Bryson. A delivery man handed over a large, flat box addressed to Eitan.

He brought it inside and opened it. A new camera lay in the foam, matte black, the long lens packed beside it.

“The embed,” he said, looking down at it. “They sent the equipment. The clearance is moving forward.”

Naya stood next to him, staring at the camera. It looked like the first concrete piece of his departure. The promise of Lebanon made solid.

He met her eyes. “It’s not a guarantee.”

“But it’s a step.”

He nodded. “Yes.”

They left the camera on the table. It sat there like another presence in the room, a reminder of contracts and clearances and choices that still waited.

Naya went to the kitchen to make coffee. As she poured water into the pot, a sharp edge of fear cut through her. The ninety days were running down. The green card would arrive. The clearance would come through. And then they would have to decide.

But this morning they still had the coffee. They still had the bed. They still had each other.

She turned. He stood by the table, watching the camera. When he looked up at her, his expression softened.

He crossed the room, took her hand, and pressed his mouth to her knuckles. “Coffee first,” he said.

She smiled, small and hopeful. “Coffee first.”

They began their day together in the apartment that had stopped being only a stage and had become something closer to home.


Chapter 4 — The New Contract

The camera didn’t leave the table for two days. It sat there, a polished black eye that watched them eat their toast and rehearse their answers. Eitan touched it only once, lifting it to test the weight in his hands before setting it back down with a soft, definitive click. He didn’t take a single picture.

Naya’s fear, that sharp sting from the morning of its arrival, didn’t vanish. It changed. It became a low-grade hum in her veins, a background radiation to their newly established domesticity. They had fallen into a rhythm. She woke first, always, her academic’s brain wired for the 6 a.m. quiet. She would make coffee in the French press, the ritual of it—boiling water, coarse grind, the four-minute steep—a meditation. He would emerge from the bedroom, hair mussed, wearing only his sleep pants, the scar through his eyebrow pale in the morning light. He’d take the mug she wordlessly offered, his fingers brushing hers. “Thanks.”

They no longer slept on opposite sides of the bed. The invisible line down the center of the used queen mattress had been erased, not by discussion, but by a slow, gravitational drift. One night, she’d woken up chilled, the radiator coughing a sporadic heat. She’d shifted, seeking warmth, and her back had met the solid heat of his chest. He hadn’t stirred, but his arm had come around her waist, his hand splayed over her stomach, holding her there. In the morning, they’d disentangled without comment, but the precedent was set. Now, they slept like parentheses, his body curved around hers, or sometimes her head on his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart.

It was Wednesday of week four. The ninety-day clock was a metronome in her head. Thirty-six days in. Fifty-four to go.

“Your mother’s middle name,” Eitan said that evening. He was leaning against the kitchen counter, holding a flash card. They’d moved beyond the basic allergies and birthdates. Now it was the obscure, the intimate, the details a bored or suspicious officer might pluck from the air to trip them up.

Naya, sitting at the small table with her laptop and a stack of journal articles, didn’t look up. “Adebisi.”

“And what does it mean?”

“‘We asked for this birth and she arrived.’” Naya finally glanced at him. “Yours. Your father’s profession before he retired.”

“Electrician. Union Local Three. He rewired our entire apartment in Bushwick when I was ten. Blew a fuse and half the block went dark.” A faint smile touched his lips. “My mother made him sleep on the couch for a week.”

Naya saved her document and closed her laptop. “Why did you offer this? Really.”

He’d told her, of course. Stable address for the security clearance. A need for a documented, boring domestic life to offset the chaos of his bylines. But the camera on the table asked the question again, more insistently.

Eitan put the card down. He studied her, his photographer’s gaze taking in the tightness at the corners of her eyes, the way she worried her lower lip with her teeth. “I told you.”

“You told me the practical reason. Not the real one.”

“They’re the same thing.”

“No,” she said, pushing her chair back. “The practical reason is a P.O. box and a mail-forwarding service. The real reason is a marriage certificate and a shared sock drawer. So, why?”

He was silent for a long moment. The only sounds were the distant wail of a siren on Eastern Parkway and the drip of the kitchen faucet she kept meaning to fix.

“Because I was tired,” he said finally, his voice low. “I was in Madrid, at that dinner, and I saw you. You were arguing with that pompous curator from the Reina Sofía about the political framing of a Senegalese installation. Your eyes were on fire. You were so completely… present. Not performing for anyone. Just there, in your conviction. I hadn’t been that present in a room in years. I take pictures so I don’t have to be in the frame. You… you live in the frame. I wanted to be near that.”

Naya felt the breath catch in her throat. It was more honesty than he’d ever given her. It felt dangerous. “So you proposed a fraudulent marriage.”

“I proposed a mutually beneficial arrangement that would allow you to finish your work. And yes, it would give me an anchor I needed. A real one.” He pushed off the counter and took a step toward her. “It wasn’t charity, Naya. It was selfish. I am a selfish man. This clearance… it’s a ticket back to the work that makes sense to me. But the address, the background check… they need to see roots. Commitment. They need to see a wife.”

The word hung between them. Wife. It was a legal designation, a line on a form. But the way he said it, here in their kitchen with her braids piled in a messy bun and him in a worn gray t-shirt, it sounded like something else. Something that had weight.

“And what do you need to see?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

He closed the remaining distance. He didn’t touch her. He just stood there, letting her feel the heat of him, smell the clean scent of his soap and the underlying, essential smell of his skin. “I think I’m seeing it.”

Her heart was a frantic drum against her ribs. This was the threshold, the unmarked border between rehearsal and reality. The contract was in the desk drawer, a PDF on her laptop. It specified separate sleeping arrangements unless required for verification. It outlined financial separation. It said nothing about the way her body was leaning toward his, an autonomic pull.

“The kitchen counter,” she said, the words leaving her mouth before her brain could censor them.

His brow furrowed. “What about it?”

“Every fight we’ve had in this apartment has ended within ten feet of that counter.” Her voice came out raw. “And I don’t want to argue anymore. I’m tired of being catalogued. Tired of being evidence.”

Eitan’s eyes changed. The observational sweep narrowed to a single, burning focus. On her. “Is that what this is? Evidence?”

“I don’t know what this is,” she admitted. “I just know I don’t want to be studied right now. I don’t want to be a subject.”

“What do you want?”

“I want you to stop looking at me like I’m a composition,” she said, a surge of frustration breaking through. “And start looking at me like I’m a woman you share a bed with.”

A muscle jumped in his jaw. Then, his gaze changed. It didn’t soften, but it intensified, narrowing from a broad observational sweep to a pinpoint focus. On her. On the pulse hammering in her throat. On her lips, slightly parted. On the rise and fall of her chest under her thin cotton shirt.

“Like this?” he asked, his voice a rough scrape.

“Yes.”

He finally touched her. One hand came up to cradle her jaw, his thumb stroking the high curve of her cheekbone. His touch was not tentative. It was proprietary, sure, as if he was confirming the territory he’d already mapped in his mind. “Naya.”

He said her name like a discovery. Like a truth he was only now permitting himself to speak.

Then he kissed her.

It was nothing like the chaste, performative kiss at the courthouse. That had been a brush of lips, a closing of a scene. This was an opening. His mouth was hot and demanding, his tongue sweeping past her lips to taste her. She moaned into him, her hands coming up to fist in the fabric of his shirt, pulling him closer. The kiss was all heat and hunger, a conflagration of every charged glance, every accidental touch, every night spent breathing the same air.

He walked her backward until the edge of the kitchen counter dug into her lower back. He broke the kiss, both of them breathing heavily, foreheads pressed together. His eyes were black with want.

“Tell me to stop,” he murmured, his lips brushing hers with each word.

“No.”

That single syllable was the only consent he needed. It was the new contract, written in the space between their bodies.

His hands went to the hem of her shirt and pulled it up and over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra. The cool air of the apartment hit her skin, and then the heat of his gaze was warmer. He looked his fill, his eyes tracing the slope of her shoulders, the dark, tight peaks of her nipples. “Fuck, you’re beautiful.”

He bent his head and took one nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply. A sharp, electric pleasure shot straight to her core, and she cried out, her fingers tangling in his hair. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, with his mouth and hands, until she was arching off the counter, seeking friction.

His own shirt joined hers on the floor. She saw the landscape of his torso—lean muscle, a faded scar on his ribcage, the dusting of dark hair that trailed down his abdomen and disappeared into the waistband of his jeans. She ran her hands over him, learning the texture of his skin, the beat of his heart under her palm.

He made quick work of her leggings and underwear, pushing them down her legs. She stepped out of them, naked now except for her glasses, which he gently removed and set aside on the counter. The world went soft-focus, but he was crystalline, immediate.

He kissed her again, deep and drugging, as his hand slid down her stomach, through the coarse curls, and found her pussy. She was already wet, slick and ready. He groaned against her mouth as his fingers slid through her folds, circling her clit with a pressure that made her knees buckle. He held her up with his other arm around her waist.

“Eitan,” she gasped, breaking the kiss to bury her face in his neck.

“I’ve got you.” His voice was guttural. He continued to stroke her, his fingers moving with a focused intensity that belied the chaos she felt inside. He was studying her again, but this time it was for the data of her pleasure—the hitch in her breath when he pressed just there, the way her inner muscles clenched when he slid two fingers inside her, the broken sound she made when he curled them.

“I need to be inside you,” he said, his breath hot against her ear. “Now.”

She nodded, frantic. He fumbled with his jeans, pushing them and his briefs down just enough to free his cock. She looked down. He was thick and hard, the head flushed dark. He gripped himself, stroking once, twice, before positioning himself at her entrance.

He met her eyes. A final, silent check. She wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him closer, an answer.

He pushed into her in one slow, relentless stroke.

The sensation was overwhelming. The stretch, the fullness, the shocking intimacy of it. He was inside her. In their kitchen. This was happening. She let out a choked sob, and he stilled, fully sheathed.

“Okay?” he whispered, his face strained with the effort of holding back.

“More than okay,” she managed. “Don’t stop.”

He began to move. Slow, deep thrusts that shook the cabinet doors behind her. Each stroke dragged against a spot inside her that sparked with blinding pleasure. She clung to him, her nails digging into the hard muscles of his back, her heels urging him deeper. The rhythm built, faster, harder. The counter was rattling, a glass in the sink trembling with each drive of his hips.

It was not quiet. It was not desperate. It was loud and claiming. Their breaths came in ragged, matching bursts, skin meeting skin with every thrust, her moans tangling with his low grunts in the cramped kitchen. He dropped his head to her shoulder, mouth open and hot against her skin, teeth grazing.

“You feel… unbelievable,” he gritted out. “So tight. So perfect.”

His words sank straight into her, heat flaring low in her belly. She was close, right there, her body already tightening around him. He knew. His hand slid between them, thumb finding her clit again, working it in firm circles while his cock kept driving into her. The two sensations hit at once—the thick, steady push of him inside her and the relentless drag of his thumb—and her climax tore through her, sudden and brutal. Her cunt clamped down hard around his cock, pulsing, dragging a raw sound from his throat.

He came right after her, hips slamming forward one last time, his release spilling hot and deep inside her. His body shuddered against hers, then he collapsed, his weight pinning her to the counter, both of them breathing hard.

For long minutes there was only the slowing rasp of their lungs and the low hum of the refrigerator. The world returned in fragments. The cool press of Formica against her back. The sharp mix of sex and coffee and the clean scent of his skin. The fact of what they had just done.

Eitan stirred first. He eased out of her, reached for the paper towels, and tore off several sheets. He cleaned her with careful hands, the tenderness at odds with the way he had taken her minutes earlier. He wiped himself down, tossed the towels, then gathered her clothes. He helped her step into her leggings, passed her the shirt. He dressed himself in silence.

They didn’t speak. The quiet between them felt thick, weighted with everything they had not said.

He found her glasses on the counter and held them out. She slid them on. The room sharpened. His face was flushed, his mouth swollen from her kisses. He looked at her, expression unreadable.

The contract was in tatters. The rehearsal was finished.

He opened his mouth, but his phone buzzed on the counter beside her laptop before he could speak. The screen lit up. USCIS - Officer Bryson.

Their eyes met. The afterglow vanished, replaced by a cold, shared weight in the chest.

Eitan picked up the phone. He drew a steadying breath, his professional mask sliding into place even though his hair was still mussed from her hands. He answered.

“Eitan Reyes speaking.” A pause. He listened, gaze never leaving Naya. “Tomorrow? Yes, of course. We’ll be there.” Another pause. “Seven forty-two a.m. Yes. We understand. Thank you.”

He ended the call. The silence settled again, heavier.

“That was Bryson,” he said, voice flat. “The home inspection. It’s not next week. It’s tomorrow morning. Seven forty-two.”

Naya’s mind, still fogged with pleasure and shock, tried to catch up. “Tomorrow? But we’re not… we haven’t…”

“We have to be ready.” He ran a hand through his hair. “They’re going to look in our bedroom. In our bathroom. They’re going to check for signs of a real life together.”

A real life. They had just left a very real, very new sign of one, still warm on her inner thighs.

“What do we do?” she asked.

Eitan’s eyes sharpened with a resolve that had nothing to do with desire and everything to do with staying in the country. “We clean up. We stage. We make sure every detail is perfect.” He stepped closer, but the touch was different now. He cupped her face, thumb stroking her cheek once. “And tonight, Naya, we sleep in the same bed. For real. We wake up together. We have to look like we’ve been doing this for years.”

He kissed her, once, hard and brief. A seal on a new, urgent agreement.

“Starting now,” he said, voice leaving no room for argument. “Go take a shower. I’ll start in the living room. We have less than twelve hours to make this apartment look like a love story.”

Naya stood still for a second, the phantom stretch of him still between her legs, the scent of their sex still thick in the air. Then the part of her that could build a chapter from nothing took over. She moved.

She went to the bathroom, turned the shower as hot as it would go, and stepped under the spray. The water stripped away the physical evidence, but the memory stayed lodged under her skin—the wet heat of his mouth, the hard edge of the counter against her hips, the shocking intimacy of his release inside her. She scrubbed hard with the loofah until her skin stung, mind already running through the list.

Bed. Toothbrushes. Laundry. Photos.

They had staged before. The day they moved in, they had set out framed pictures like props—a photo-booth strip from Coney Island, a snapshot from Madrid with two wine glasses between them. They had looked like decoration. Now they needed to look like proof.

She toweled off, pulled on a robe, and walked back into the bedroom. Eitan was already there, stripping the bed. He had changed into a clean t-shirt and sweats. He didn’t look at her, movements quick and precise.

“We need to sleep in these sheets tonight,” he said, balling up the old ones. “They need to look slept in, not just clean.”

“Right.” Her voice sounded distant even to her.

He stopped, the bundle of linens in his arms. He met her eyes. “Naya.”

“Don’t.” She held up a hand. “If we talk about it, we’ll… I don’t know. We’ll break whatever this is. And we can’t afford that tonight. We have a job to do.”

He studied her, then gave a short nod. “Okay. Job first.” He dropped the sheets outside the bedroom door. “Check the bathroom. Your stuff should be on the right side of the sink, mine on the left. But it should look… like we use each other’s things.”

She went to the bathroom. Their toothbrushes stood in separate cups, untouched and apart. She moved hers into his cup, bristles touching. She opened the medicine cabinet. Her moisturizer, his razor. She swapped the positions. She took the towel he had used that morning from the hook and draped it messily over the shower rod instead of folding it. She left a smear of her toothpaste in the sink.

It felt strange, arranging a shared life after what they had just done in the kitchen. That had been its own raw thing. This was deliberate. This was the lie.

When she came out, Eitan was making the bed with a different set of sheets, plain navy cotton. He had placed two pillows close together on the left side—the side that had become his—and pressed deliberate dents into them with the heel of his hand.

“Help me with this,” he said, nodding at the duvet. They shook it out together, hands brushing. The ordinary act, so soon after the kitchen, sent another pulse through her. She saw his jaw tighten.

They worked without speaking for an hour, a silent, efficient team. He rearranged books on the living room shelf, sliding his photojournalism monographs between her thick art theory texts. She went through the fridge, tossing anything past its date, making sure the condiments on the door were shared brands instead of two separate collections. She found a half-eaten container of his favorite olives and set it in front.

He took the closet. She heard hangers scrape as he mixed his dark, practical clothes with her brighter dresses and blouses. He came out holding a small black velvet box.

“What’s this?” he asked.

Naya’s heart jumped. “My grandmother’s earrings. I don’t wear them often.”

“You should.” He opened the box and looked at the delicate gold hoops. “They should be out. On your dresser. Like you wear them and take them off at night.”

He carried the box into the bedroom. She followed. He set it on the scarred wooden dresser beside her hair oils and the scatter of bobby pins. It looked right. It looked lived-in.

He turned and surveyed the room. The bed, the shared dresser, the single hamper in the corner already holding both their clothes. “The laundry,” he said. “It needs to be mixed. Not sorted.”

Without a word, Naya went to the hamper and pulled out a tangle of fabric. One of his dark socks was caught in the lace of her bra. The sight was so private, so staged, and yet it made her throat tighten. She dropped the bundle back in.

“What about…” She gestured toward the kitchen.

A shadow crossed his face. “I cleaned it. Thoroughly. But we should… we should have a drink there. Tonight. Sit at the table. Like we would.”

“Okay.”

They finished the sweep. The apartment was still theirs, but now it carried a deliberate, arranged closeness. It was a stage, but the actors had already stepped off-script.

Finally there was nothing left to do. It was past eleven. The silence stretched, tight and waiting.

Eitan walked to the small fridge and pulled out a half-empty bottle of white wine. He poured two glasses and handed her one. They stood in the middle of the living room.

“To the inspection,” he said, voice tired.

“To passing.” She touched her glass to his. They drank. The wine was too cold and faintly sharp.

“We should go to bed,” he said. “We need to be up by six at the latest.”

She nodded. They washed their glasses in silence. They brushed their teeth side by side at the sink, toothbrushes now sharing the same cup. She caught his eye in the mirror. He looked away first.

In the bedroom, the overhead light was too harsh. He switched it off, leaving only the soft spill from the streetlamp through the blinds. It striped the navy duvet.

The sleeping arrangement had settled itself over weeks. She wore sleep shorts and a tank top. He slept in pants, usually shirtless. Now the routine felt like something they were performing. She slid under the covers on the right. He got in on the left. The mattress shifted with his weight. They lay on their backs, staring at the ceiling, a foot of space between them.

The memory of the kitchen sat between them like a live wire. She could feel the heat coming off his skin. She could smell her own shampoo on his pillow from when she had borrowed it last week. The quiet was too loud.

“Do you think they’ll look in the freezer?” she whispered into the dark.

“They might. Why?”

“I hid my dissertation notes in a frozen peas bag. The one with the fake bar code.”

A brief laugh of surprise escaped him. It eased the tension a fraction. “You’re terrifying.”

“It’s a draft. It’s messy. I didn’t want them… judging my argument structure.”

“They’re immigration officers, not your dissertation committee.”

“Same diff,” she muttered, and he laughed again, quieter this time.

The laughter faded. The silence returned, but it felt less brittle.

“Naya.” His voice was low. “About before…”

“I know.”

“Do you regret it?”

She turned her head on the pillow to look at him. His profile was sharp against the faint light. “Do you?”

“No.” The answer came at once, certain. “But I didn’t plan it. I didn’t mean to… cross that line.”

“We crossed it together.” She took a breath. “And I don’t regret it either. I just don’t know what it means.”

“It means we’re terrible at following a contract,” he said, a wry edge in his voice.

“It means the contract was flawed.” She turned onto her side, facing him. “You can’t rehearse intimacy without becoming intimate.”

He turned his head, meeting her gaze across the dark stretch of mattress. In the half-light leaking from the street, his eyes gave nothing away. “Is that what we are? Intimate?”

“You were inside me three hours ago,” she said. The words came out blunt, left hanging between them. “I’d call that fairly intimate.”

He flinched, but didn’t look away. “That’s physical.”

“It wasn’t just physical.” The admission scraped on its way out. “You told me why you really did this. In the kitchen. You were present. That wasn’t a line from the flash cards.”

He stayed silent for a long moment. Then he moved. He turned onto his side, mirroring her, closing the foot of space between them. He didn’t touch her, but the heat rolling off his skin reached her first. “No. It wasn’t.”

“So what happens now?” The question left her on an unsteady breath.

“Now,” he said, his hand coming up to rest, tentative, on her hip over the duvet, “we sleep. We wake up. We get through the inspection. And then… we figure out the new terms.”

His hand was heavy. Warm. An anchor. “What are the new terms?”

“I don’t know yet.” His thumb began to move, a slow, absent stroke against the cotton of her shorts. “But they involve this.” His hand slid under the hem of her tank top, palm flat and warm against the bare skin of her lower back. “And this.” He leaned in, closing the last inch, and kissed her. Soft. Undemanding. A world away from the devouring kiss in the kitchen. A promise, and a question.

She answered by parting her lips, by sighing into his mouth. The embers from before, banked by fear and practicality, flared back to life. This was different. This was slow. This was in their bed.

He deepened the kiss, his tongue sweeping in to taste her. His hand drifted from her back, around her ribcage, thumb brushing the underside of her breast. She arched into the touch, a small sound catching in her throat. He broke the kiss, breathing ragged, and looked down at her.

“Tell me what you want,” he said, voice rough. “Right now. For you. Not for the inspection, not for the story. For Naya.”

Her mind, usually so full of words, went blank. All she had left was feeling. “You. I want you. Like this. Slow.”

A shudder moved through him. “Okay.” He kissed her again, then began to trail his mouth down her neck, to the sensitive hollow of her throat. He pushed the strap of her tank top aside, baring her shoulder, and kissed there, teeth grazing lightly. His hand finally closed over her breast, palm rough against her nipple. She gasped, her own hands coming up to clutch at his shoulders.

He took his time. He worshipped her breasts with his mouth and hands until she was writhing, until the fabric of her shorts clung damp between her thighs. He hooked his fingers in the waistband and slowly, so slowly, drew them down her legs along with her underwear. The night air kissed her skin, followed immediately by the heat of his body as he settled between her legs.

He didn’t enter her. He kissed his way down her stomach, over the soft curve of her hip, down her inner thigh. She knew what he intended a second before he did it, and a flush of pure heat swept over her.

“Eitan, you don’t have to—”

“I want to,” he interrupted, voice muffled against her skin. “I’ve wanted to since Madrid. Since I watched you demolish that curator with a footnote.”

The absurdity of it, the sheer eroticism of the memory being tied to this act, made her laugh. Then his mouth was on her, and the laugh broke into a sharp cry.

He ate her pussy with the same focused intensity he did everything else, but tempered now with a devastating patience. He licked broad, slow strokes through her folds, savoring her taste. He circled her clit with the tip of his tongue, then sucked it gently into his mouth. His hands held her hips down as she bucked against him, sensation crashing through her. He explored her, learning her rhythm, the pressure she needed, the way her breath caught when he slid two fingers inside her while his tongue worked her clit.

“Please,” she begged, fingers tangled in his hair. “Please, Eitan.”

He lifted his head, chin glistening. “Please what?”

“I need you inside me. Now.”

He moved up her body, kissing her stomach, her breasts, her mouth, letting her taste herself on his lips. He shed his sleep pants, cock springing free, thick and hard. He positioned himself at her entrance, the head nudging against her slick heat.

He looked into her eyes, holding her gaze as he pushed in. It was a slow, delicious invasion, inch by inch, until he was fully seated. They both groaned, a duet of relief and pleasure. He was deeper this way, in their bed, with nothing between them but skin and sweat and the truth they were still avoiding.

He began to move, a deep, rolling rhythm that had her clutching at the sheets. He braced himself on his forearms, face above hers, eyes locked on hers. This was the studying she couldn’t resent. He was watching her come apart, and he was letting her see him do the same. The controlled photographer was gone. In his place was a man stripped raw, his expression one of fierce, unraveling need.

“Look at me,” he gritted out, thrusts becoming more urgent. “I want to see you.”

She kept her eyes open, drowning in his. The pleasure built, a coiling, tightening spring in her core. His pace increased, the bedframe giving a soft, rhythmic creak in time with their joining. The sound was obscenely domestic. It was the sound of a real couple in a real bed.

“I’m close,” she warned, voice breaking.

“Now,” he commanded, his hand sliding between them to press his thumb flat against her clit.

The orgasm detonated in her like a slammed door. Her body clenched and shook, vision splintering to white light at the edges. She cried out, a sound he swallowed with a searing kiss as his own control snapped. He drove into her one last, deep time, body bowing as he came with a guttural groan, spilling himself inside her.

He collapsed on top of her, weight a welcome anchor. They lay like that, joined, breathing in ragged sync, for a long time. The streetlight glow traced the sweat on his spine.

Slowly, carefully, he rolled off, pulling her with him so she was sprawled half on his chest. His heart thundered under her ear. His hand stroked her back, up and down, a soothing, absent rhythm.

No one spoke. The questions were still there, looming. But for now, they were quieted by the scent of sex on their sheets, by the stickiness between her thighs, by the absolute certainty that nothing between them was fake in this moment.

Eventually, his breathing evened into sleep. Naya lay awake, listening to the sound, feeling the rise and fall of his chest. She thought of the inspection in a few hours. They would come, and they would look for proof. They would find toothbrushes in the same cup. They would find mixed laundry. They would find a bed that smelled like them.

They would find the truth, she realized with a jolt. Not the legal truth, but the deeper, more dangerous one. They would find a home.

She closed her eyes, nestling closer into the heat of him. The last thought she had before sleep took her was that the rehearsal was well and truly over. The performance had become their life.

And when the knock came at 7:42 the next morning, they would be ready.


Chapter 5 — 7:42 a.m.

The knock was a machine-gun staccato. Bam-bam-bam-bam-bam.

Naya’s eyes flew open. Gray dawn light filtered through the blinds. The digital clock on the nightstand read 7:42. Exactly.

Eitan was already moving. He’d been awake; she felt the tension in the arm slung over her waist a second before the knock. He slid from the bed, his body a warm shadow in the gloom. He didn’t look at her, his focus already turned outward, tactical. He scooped up his boxer briefs from the floor and stepped into them.

“Naya,” he said, his voice low and gravelly with sleep. It wasn’t a question. It was an alert.

She pushed herself up, the sheet pooling at her waist. The air in the room was cool on her bare skin. The scent of last night—sweat, sex, him—hung thick. Proof. Her pulse slammed against her ribs. This was it. The inspection. The verification. The performance of their lives.

Another knock, louder. “USCIS! Home visit for Reyes-Okonkwo!”

“Coming!” Eitan called, his voice shifting into something casual, annoyed at the early hour. He pulled on a worn gray t-shirt. He looked at her then, his gaze sweeping over her naked shoulders, her braids fanned across the pillow. His eyes were dark, unreadable. “Clothes. Quick. Look like you slept in them.”

She scrambled out of bed, legs unsteady. She grabbed the first things her hands found on the chair in the corner: his Columbia hoodie, which she’d stolen last week, and a pair of her own cotton sleep shorts. She yanked them on. The hoodie smelled like his soap and, faintly, like her. She finger-combed her braids into a messy tail over one shoulder.

Eitan was at the bedroom door. He paused, his hand on the knob, and looked back at her. “Remember,” he said, the rehearsal tone in his voice, but it was softer now. “We were up late. My fault. I was editing photos from the Brooklyn Bridge project. You brought me tea at midnight.”

She nodded, the fiction slotting into place. “Earl Grey. With honey.”

His mouth curved with the faintest hint of a smile. “Exactly.”

He opened the door and walked out into the short hallway. Naya took a deep breath, the air catching in her throat. She followed him.

The apartment was a testament to their ninety-day project. A joint life, assembled like a stage set. Their shared lease was framed by the door. Fridge magnets held grocery lists in both their handwriting. A bowl on the entry table held both their keys, tangled together. Two pairs of shoes—his scuffed boots, her sneakers—side by side on the mat.

Eitan unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door.

Two officers stood in the hall. A man and a woman, both in dark uniforms, IDs clipped to their jackets. The man was broad-shouldered, with a polite, impassive face. The woman was younger, her eyes sharp and scanning, already taking in the space behind Eitan.

“Mr. Reyes?” the male officer said.

“Yes. Good morning.” Eitan leaned against the doorframe, blocking the view just enough to seem protective, not suspicious. He ran a hand through his sleep-mussed hair. “You’re early.”

“Scheduled for seven forty-two, sir,” the woman said, her voice flat. She held up a tablet. “May we come in?”

“Of course.” Eitan stepped back, pulling the door wide. He reached behind him blindly, his hand finding Naya’s arm and drawing her gently to his side. His touch was firm, proprietary. “This is my wife, Naya.”

Naya offered a small, tired smile. “Hello.”

The officers stepped inside. The space, which had felt cozy to Naya just yesterday, suddenly felt criminally small. Every detail was under a microscope.

“We’ll need to walk through the apartment,” the male officer said. “Verify cohabitation. It won’t take long.”

“Sure,” Eitan said, his arm slipping around Naya’s waist. He pulled her close, his fingers splaying over the soft cotton of his hoodie on her hip. The contact sent a jolt through her skin. It felt both like a claim and a confession. “Mind if I put coffee on? It was a late night.”

“Proceed as normal,” the female officer said, but her eyes were already cataloging the living room: the single couch with two distinct indentations on the cushions, the two laptops charging side-by-side on the coffee table, the photography books stacked next to art history journals.

Eitan moved to the kitchenette, his hand leaving her waist. The absence left a chill on her skin. Naya stayed rooted in the center of the room, feeling exposed.

The female officer approached the bookshelf. “You have a lot of books.”

“We both do,” Naya said, finding her voice. It sounded steady, to her own surprise. “He’s photojournalism, I’m art history. It makes for interesting shelves.”

The officer nodded, pulling a book out at random. It was Naya’s well-worn copy of The Diaspora and the Visual Field. She flipped it open. Naya’s name and a date from three years ago were inscribed on the first page. The officer put it back, her finger tracing the spines. She stopped at a thick photo anthology. She pulled it out. Eitan’s name was scrawled on the title page in his messy script.

“Do you share these?” the officer asked.

“All the time,” Eitan called from the kitchen. The grinder roared for a second, then stopped. “She dog-ears the pages of my monographs. Drives me insane.”

Naya felt a real flash of irritation. “You use my exhibition catalogs as coasters.”

Eitan shot her a look over the counter—a real one, amused and challenging. The male officer watched the exchange, his expression neutral.

The female officer moved to the bathroom. Naya’s pulse kicked. The bathroom was the most intimate battlefield. The officer pushed the door open.

There it was. The proof they had curated. Two toothbrushes, one electric, one manual, in the same ceramic cup next to the sink. Her facial cleanser and his shaving cream crowded together on the narrow ledge. A lone bar of soap rested in the shower dish. Two damp towels on the rack, one dark blue, one cream.

The officer didn’t touch anything. She just looked. For a long minute. Then she turned and walked back out, her eyes sweeping over the bed through the open bedroom door. The bed. The unmade, rumpled sheets from which they had just risen. The two pillows, both dented.

The male officer had opened the fridge. He noted the contents: the container of last night’s leftover jollof rice, the half-eaten bagel with cream cheese, the six-pack of beer, the oat milk. “You shop together?”

“Usually,” Naya said, drifting closer to the kitchen, drawn toward Eitan. “I do the list, he carries the bags. It’s our Sunday routine.”

The officer closed the fridge. His gaze landed on the small magnetic board next to it. It held a photo—the one from City Hall, the two of them holding their marriage certificate, her in a simple cream dress, him in a dark shirt, both smiling small, genuine smiles that had been nerves, not joy. Next to it was a postcard from Madrid, the Palacio de Cibeles. No note, just the stamp. A private joke.

“When was this taken?” the officer asked, pointing to the City Hall photo.

“February fourteenth,” Eitan said without hesitation. He was pouring coffee into two mugs. “Valentine’s Day. We thought it was cheesy. Did it anyway.”

“And this?” The officer tapped the Madrid postcard.

Eitan stilled for a fraction of a second. Then he smiled, a soft, private thing that Naya had never seen before. It sent a strange ache through her chest. “That’s where we met. I sent that to her after my first trip back. A reminder.”

It was a lie. They’d bought the postcard together last week at a flea market. But the story sounded true. It felt true.

The female officer emerged from the bedroom. In her hand, she held a small, dark blue booklet. Naya’s stomach dropped. It was her Nigerian passport.

“This was in the nightstand drawer,” the officer said, her tone giving nothing away.

“Yes,” Naya said, her mouth dry. “That’s mine.”

“Shared nightstand?”

“Yes.” Eitan brought the two mugs of coffee over. He handed one to Naya, his fingers brushing hers. “My side is a disaster. Chargers, lens caps, receipts. Her side is organized. Passport, journal, lip balm.”

The officer flipped the passport open, checking the visa page, the entry stamps. She looked at the photo, then at Naya’s face. She closed it and handed it back. “You should keep that in a safer place.”

“I will,” Naya whispered.

The two officers exchanged a look. The male officer gave a slight nod.

“Alright,” the female officer said, tapping something into her tablet. “We’ve seen enough. The affidavit of support documents are in order. The lease checks out. We’ll file our report.”

Eitan’s arm went back around Naya, pulling her into his side. “So, we’re good?”

“The field report will be added to your file. You’ll be notified of any further steps by mail.” The officer’s gaze lingered on them for a second—on the way Naya instinctively leaned into Eitan’s hold, on the way his thumb was rubbing a slow circle on her hip through the hoodie. “Have a good day.”

They showed themselves out. The door clicked shut.

The silence they left behind was thick.

For a full minute, neither of them moved. Eitan’s hand stayed on her hip. Naya could feel the frantic beat of her own heart begin to slow, the adrenaline seeping away, leaving her limbs heavy.

Eitan let out a long, slow breath. His forehead dropped to her temple. “Jesus.”

“Did we pass?” The question was a bare thread of sound.

“I don’t know. But they didn’t see anything false.” He straightened, his hand falling away. He took a step back, putting space between them. The sudden distance was a physical shock. He picked up his coffee mug and took a large swallow. “The bedroom was convincing.”

The bedroom. Where the sheets still held the heat and scent of them. Where he had driven into her just hours before, where she had come apart under his hands and mouth. Naya felt a flush creep up her neck.

“Yeah,” she said, turning her own mug in her hands. “It would be.”

He looked at her then, really looked, his eyes tracking from her bare legs to the oversized hoodie to her sleep-tousled hair. His gaze was like a physical touch, hot and assessing. The air in the apartment shifted, thickened. The performance was over, but the charge it had created between them was very, very real.

“You should get dressed,” he said, his voice rough. “I have to go downtown. Meeting with my editor at ten.”

It was a dismissal. A retreat back into the contract’s boundaries. But the boundaries felt blurred now, smudged by sweat and fingerprints.

“Right,” Naya said. She didn’t move.

He didn’t move either. He just stared at her, his jaw tight. The silence stretched, taut and humming. The memory of last night hung between them, a third presence in the room.

Finally, he turned and walked to the bedroom. “I need the shower first.”

He closed the door behind him. A moment later, she heard the water turn on.

Naya stood in the middle of their constructed life, holding her cooling coffee. She looked at the closed door, then at the rumpled bed visible through it. Her body remembered his. Every press, every thrust, the exact sound he made when he came. The rehearsal was over. The performance had, indeed, become their life.

And she had no idea what her lines were anymore.

The day stretched in a suspended haze, the hours thick with what had already passed between them. Eitan left for his meeting without a word beyond the click of the door. Naya stood under the shower for too long, the water still carrying the heat of his body, and reached for his wash without thinking. The cedar and citrus clung to her skin, sharp where it met the softer trace of her own soap from the night before. She tried to work. The dissertation chapter on diaspora exhibitions sat open on her screen, the words sliding out of focus until all she could hold was the officer’s hand on her passport, the press of Eitan’s thumb against her hip, the sheets still twisted at the foot of the bed.

He came back in the late afternoon, the camera bag hitting the floor with a solid thud. The scar through his eyebrow stood out in the fading light, a pale line against tired skin.

“How was the meeting?” she asked from the couch. Her laptop had gone dark on her knees.

“Fine. They want the Lebanon embed. Clearance is still pending.” He crossed to the fridge, pulled a beer, and twisted the cap off with a short, practiced motion. He didn’t offer her one. He leaned against the counter and drank, throat working. “You?”

“I didn’t get much done.”

“Yeah.” His eyes stayed on her. “Post-inspection hangover. Normal.”

“Is it?” She closed the laptop. “What part of this is supposed to feel normal?”

A faint smile touched his mouth. “Fair.”

He pushed off the counter and came to her, but he didn’t take the cushion beside her. He sat on the coffee table instead, knees close enough that the denim of his jeans nearly brushed hers. The beer bottle hung between his spread thighs. Up close she could see the new stubble darkening his jaw and the small flecks of gold in his irises.

“We need to talk about last night,” he said, voice low.

Her pulse jumped at her throat. “Okay.”

“It can’t happen again.”

The words landed cold. She sat straighter. “Why not?”

“Because it complicates the contract.” He took another drink, eyes locked on hers. “One goal. Green card for you. Clearance for me. Emotional entanglement is a risk factor. It clouds judgment.”

“Last night didn’t feel cloudy,” she said. “It felt very clear.”

His knuckles tightened on the bottle. “It was sex, Naya. Good sex. It was also a strategic release of tension before a high-stakes inspection. We can’t treat those as the same thing.”

He was already filing it away, turning the memory of how he had shuddered against her, how he had held her afterward, into something tactical. Anger rose, hot and immediate.

“You’re full of shit,” she said softly.

His eyes flashed. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. You’re building a story so you don’t have to admit you fucked your wife of convenience and it meant something.” The word wife sat between them, heavier now.

He set the bottle down. The glass met the table with a clean, final sound. “You think you know what it meant?”

“I know it wasn’t just a rehearsal.” She leaned in, closing the small space. Beer on his breath, the clean trace of his skin, the faint salt of the day still on him. “You don’t kiss someone like that for an audience. You don’t look at someone the way you looked at me this morning just to sell a story.”

“And how did I look at you?” His voice had dropped to a dangerous whisper.

“Like you owned me,” she said. The truth of it surprised her even as it left her mouth. “Like you’d fight someone for me. Like the last thing you wanted was to let go.”

He went still. The air between them tightened. She saw the pulse beating hard at his throat and watched his gaze drop to her mouth.

“That,” he said slowly, “is exactly the kind of clouded judgment I’m talking about.”

“Then let it be cloudy.” The careful control she had practiced her whole life was gone, burned out in the heat of his bed. “The contract is for a marriage. We’re in a marriage. Maybe the terms just changed.”

He reached out and cupped the back of her neck, fingers firm, not gentle. Possessive. Decisive. “You don’t get to change the terms on your own.”

“Neither do you.”

He pulled her in and his mouth came down hard.

This kiss had nothing to do with City Hall. Nothing to do with the slow, careful kisses of the night before. It was a claim and a fight at once. His lips were hard, demanding. He tasted of beer and frustration and the want he had been trying to bury. Naya met him with the same force, hands fisting in his t-shirt, dragging him closer. A low sound vibrated in his chest.

He broke the kiss, breathing ragged. “This is a bad idea.”

“Probably.” She leaned in and caught his lower lip between her teeth, not hard, just enough to make him suck in a sharp breath.

He swore, the word rough and low. In one motion he stood, hauling her up with him. Her laptop hit the floor. He walked her backward toward the bedroom, mouth finding hers again, hands sliding under the oversized t-shirt, palms hot against bare skin.

They crossed into the bedroom. The bed was still unmade from that morning, from them. The sight of it sent a fresh rush of heat through her, slick and urgent between her thighs.

He stripped the shirt up and off, tossing it aside. Her breasts were bare. His eyes darkened as his gaze moved over her. “No bra.”

“I was working from home,” she said, voice unsteady.

“Convenient.” He yanked his own shirt off. The lean, corded muscle of his torso showed, the faint scars, the tan lines from years in the field. He was beautiful in the way a weapon is beautiful—nothing soft, everything earned.

He kissed her again, deeper, tongue sweeping into her mouth. His hands went to the button of her jeans, popped it open, dragged the zipper down. He shoved denim and cotton panties down her hips in one rough motion. She stepped out of them, kicking them away.

He walked her backward until her knees hit the edge of the mattress. She fell back onto the sheets and he came over her, braced on his forearms. He was still in his jeans. The rough denim scraped her inner thighs. The hard ridge of his cock pressed against the fly.

“Tell me you want this,” he said, face inches from hers. His eyes were wild, untethered. “Not for the contract. Not for the inspection. For you.”

“I want this,” she gasped, arching up. “I want you. Eitan.”

His name seemed to break something open in him. He kissed her, a searing, devouring kiss, while his hand slid down between their bodies. He found her pussy, already wet and hot. He stroked her, fingers sliding through her folds, circling her clit with ruthless, knowing pressure.

“You’re already so ready,” he murmured against her lips, voice thick. “For me.”

“Yes.” The word came out a moan. She rocked against his hand, chasing more friction, more of him.

He pushed two fingers inside her and curled them. She cried out, hips bucking. He worked her with his hand, thumb pressing tight circles on her clit, eyes on her face as she came apart. The orgasm tore through her, sharp and sudden, leaving her trembling, inner muscles clenching around his fingers.

Before the waves fully ebbed, he was moving. He shoved his jeans and boxer briefs down just enough to free his cock. Thick, hard, the head flushed and leaking. He positioned himself at her entrance.

“Eyes open,” he said, voice stripped raw.

She forced them open and met his fierce gaze.

He pushed inside her in one slow, inexorable thrust. They both groaned, a low, raw sound of relief. He filled her completely, stretching her, the fit tight and overwhelming. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, body trembling with the effort of holding still.

“This changes everything,” he gritted out.

“I know.”

He began to move.

This was not the slow, building rhythm of the night before. This was a furious, driving pace. He fucked her with focused intensity, each thrust hitting deep, the head of his cock dragging against the spot that made her vision spark. The headboard knocked the wall in a steady, frantic beat. The sounds he made—grunts, her name, curses—filled the room.

Naya wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him deeper. She raked her nails down his back and earned a sharp hiss and a harder thrust. She was already climbing again, the coil tightening low in her belly, sparked by the sheer carnal force of him, by the look on his face—like he was losing something and wanted to.

“Come for me again,” he demanded, breath hot on her neck. “I want to feel it.”

She shattered. The climax rolled through her in powerful, endless waves, her body pulling at him in deep, shuddering grips. She screamed, the sound muffled against his shoulder.

That was all it took. With a ragged shout he drove into her one last, deep time and came, body jerking, release pulsing hot inside her. He collapsed on top of her, full weight pinning her to the mattress, to the scent of their shared sleep, their shared fear, their shared need.

They lay tangled, sweaty, breathing in gasps. The room was quiet except for their panting and the distant hum of Brooklyn traffic.

Slowly he rolled to his side, taking her with him, keeping them joined. His hand came up to her face, thumb brushing her kiss-swollen lips. His expression was unguarded, full of a wary wonder that made her chest ache.

The buzzer from the building’s front door rang, sharp and intrusive.

They both froze.

It rang again, insistent.

Eitan’s face closed off, the shutters coming down. He withdrew from her body, the loss immediate and physical. He sat up on the edge of the bed, running a hand through his hair.

“That’ll be the joint bank account papers,” he said, voice flat, all traces of the wonder gone. “The courier. I have to sign for them.”

He stood, pulling his jeans up, fastening them.

Naya lay in the wreckage of the bed, of him, of whatever had just happened, feeling the heat of him and his come slowly cooling between her thighs. The buzzer rang a third time, a demanding, bureaucratic shriek.

Eitan walked out of the bedroom, buttoning his jeans.

He didn’t look back at her.

She stayed there, listening. The sound of him crossing the living room. The click of the intercom. His voice, low and curt: “Yeah.” The distant buzz of the lobby door unlocking. Then silence.

She pushed herself up, body feeling used and heavy. The sheets were tangled, damp. She smelled of sex and sweat and him. She pulled the oversized t-shirt from the floor and put it on, not bothering with underwear. It was his shirt, one of the soft, faded ones from his time in Jordan. It swallowed her.

When she walked into the living room, he was standing by the door, holding a thick manila envelope. He was reading a single sheet of paper clipped to the front, brow furrowed.

“Joint account agreement,” he said, without looking up. “They need both signatures. And a notary.”

Naya walked to the kitchen island and leaned against it. The cool laminate pressed against her palms. “When?”

“Tomorrow. Ten a.m.” He finally looked at her. His eyes were guarded, professional. The man who had just fucked her into the mattress was gone, replaced by the strategist. “We’ll go together. It’s another piece of evidence. Shared financial responsibility.”

She nodded. The words felt like ash in her mouth. Shared financial responsibility. Not shared orgasm. Not shared breath. Not shared, desperate need.

He set the envelope on the coffee table beside her laptop where it had fallen.

“I’ll shower.”

The bathroom door clicked shut. Water hissed through the pipes.

Naya picked up the laptop. The screen lit without a crack. She set it back on the table and studied the envelope instead—plain, government-issue, the color of manila folders in every federal office. It held the scaffolding of their arrangement. They had just torn through it with their bodies.

She went to the sink, filled a glass, and drank the water slowly, watching the light shift from gold to gray across the floorboards. The inspection was done. The sex was done. The rest of the day waited, empty and too quiet.

Eitan came out fifteen minutes later in clean jeans and a black henley, hair dark at the temples. Soap clung to his skin. He lifted the envelope again. “I’ll go through these tonight. You should, too.”

“Okay.”

He hesitated. “Are you… all right?”

The question landed like a form to be filled. “I’m fine. Just… processing.”

“Right.” He nodded as if the word were a measurable stage on a chart. “I’m heading to the studio. Negatives to prep for the exhibit.”

“Okay.”

He shouldered his camera bag and left. The door shut with a soft, final click.

The apartment settled into a silence so complete she could hear the refrigerator cycling on. Naya stood in the middle of the room they had performed as a home. The paired books on the shelf, the postcard pinned to the corkboard, the magnets on the fridge—they looked like props now, arranged for an audience that had already gone.

She cleaned.

She stripped the bed, balled the sheets tight against her chest, and carried them to the washer in the closet. The machine rumbled to life. She wiped the counters, sorted the mail into two stacks—his, hers—leaving the manila envelope untouched. When she finished, the apartment gleamed. It smelled of lemon and bleach. Sterile.

She showered with her own soap this time. The water ran cooler than his had. She dressed in leggings and an old sweatshirt, then opened her dissertation file. The paragraph on trauma curation sat on the screen, every sentence flat. She read the same lines for an hour without adding a word.

At seven her phone buzzed.

Studio running late. Don’t wait for dinner.

She typed back: Okay.

She ordered from the Thai place down the block and ate on the couch while a documentary about migratory birds played. She fell asleep there, the television still flickering.

The key in the lock woke her at midnight. Eitan stepped inside, bag heavier on his shoulder, movements slower. He saw her on the couch, the empty container on the floor, the screen now showing a silent white expanse of tundra.

He didn’t speak. He went to the kitchen, filled a glass, drank it down. Then he looked at her. “You didn’t have to sleep out here.”

“I fell asleep.”

He nodded. At the bedroom door he paused. “The sheets.”

“In the washer. They’re clean. I didn’t put them back on.”

A beat. “I’ll take the couch.”

“No.” The word came out sharper than she meant. “Don’t. That’s… stupid. The bed is fine.”

He studied her face in the blue light from the screen. “Is it?”

She stood, gathering the container. “It’s a bed. We’ve slept in it for weeks. One… incident doesn’t change that.”

“Incident,” he repeated, voice low.

She walked past him to the kitchen. When she turned, he was still by the bedroom door, watching.

“We need to talk about the incident,” he said.

“We already did. You said it couldn’t happen again. You said it clouded judgment.” She crossed her arms. “So let’s not cloud it. Let’s just sleep.”

He gave a short, humorless laugh. “Right.” He turned and went into the bedroom.

Naya followed.

The room was dark. The clean sheets lay folded on the chair. The bare mattress looked stripped, like something had been removed in the middle of the night.

Eitan took the sheets and unfolded them with quick, precise movements. He tucked the fitted sheet tight, snapped the flat sheet over it, then the duvet. He did not look at her.

Naya went to her side of the bed and pulled out her pajamas—soft cotton shorts and a tank top. She changed with her back to him, the fabric whispering against her skin.

When she turned, he was already under the covers, on his side, facing away. Only his boxer briefs remained. The scar across his shoulder blade caught the moonlight, a pale line against warmer skin.

She climbed in and lay on her back, staring at the ceiling. The space between them felt wider than it had the first night, when they were still strangers reading a contract aloud. Now they were strangers who knew the exact sound each other made at the edge of coming.

Minutes passed. The refrigerator hummed in the other room.

“Naya.” His voice came quiet from the dark.

“Yes.”

“What are you thinking?”

She swallowed. “That you’re right. It complicates things. That I don’t know how to un-complicate them. And that the inspection felt like a test we passed, but this feels like one we’re failing.”

The mattress shifted as he moved. “It’s not a test. It’s a boundary.”

“Boundaries can move.”

“They shouldn’t.” He rolled onto his back, eyes on the ceiling now too. “The contract is clear. Cohabitation. Shared life evidence. Mutual benefit. Sex isn’t a benefit. It’s a variable.”

“It felt like a benefit,” she whispered.

He was quiet for a long time. Then: “It did.”

The words sat between them, delicate and dangerous.

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“We do nothing. We maintain. We get you your green card. We get me my clearance. We succeed.” His voice stayed level, final. “That’s the mission.”

“The mission,” she echoed. The word tasted like metal.

“Yes.”

Silence settled again, heavier this time.

Naya closed her eyes and tried to match her breathing to the sound of the refrigerator. Eventually sleep took her.

She woke later to heat. Eitan had shifted closer in sleep, not touching, but near enough that the warmth of his body reached her along one side. The canyon had narrowed. She stayed still, eyes closed, until real sleep came back.



The notary’s office sat in a beige building in Downtown Brooklyn. They filled out forms side by side in plastic chairs. The joint account would be at a local credit union. Both of them had to deposit funds to open it. Eitan wrote a check for two thousand dollars. Naya wrote one for five hundred. Her savings were thinner.

The notary, hair pulled into a tight bun, smiled at them over the counter. “Newlyweds?”

“Yes,” Eitan said, voice warm. He reached over and took Naya’s hand, squeezing once. “Just getting the paperwork sorted.”

“It’s a lot,” the notary said. “But worth it. Building a life together.”

Naya felt her smile pull tight at the edges. Eitan’s hand stayed firm around hers. The performance had layers now—the one for the notary, the one for each other, the one they kept trying to believe themselves.

They stepped out into crisp spring air. Eitan let go of her hand the moment the door closed behind them.

“Next is the lease amendment,” he said, checking his phone. “Management needs both names on the renewal. Friday.”

“Okay.”

They walked toward the subway. The sidewalk was crowded. He moved through the flow with steady purpose, his body cutting a path for her without comment. Husbandly. She wondered if he noticed he was doing it.

On the train they sat together. He read an article on his phone. She stared at the map across from them. Her mind kept circling back to the bed, to the way he had looked at her afterward—unguarded, almost wondering. Like an image she couldn’t delete.

At their stop they walked the few blocks home in silence.

Inside the apartment the quiet held. Weekday. Work to do.

Eitan opened his laptop at the desk. Naya opened hers.

They worked for hours. Keys clicked. Someone sighed. Paper rustled.

At one point Naya stood to make tea. She chose chamomile, waited for the kettle. While the water heated she watched Eitan bent over a large print, magnifying glass in hand, studying a single detail. His focus didn’t waver.

She made two cups and set one beside his elbow on a coaster.

He looked up, surprised. “Thanks.”

“You looked like you needed it.”

He nodded, took a sip, and met her eyes over the rim. “You’re good at that. Noticing.”

“It’s part of the job. Art history. You learn to see what other people miss.”

“What detail are you seeing now?” he asked, voice low.

She held her own cup. “A man working very hard to stay inside the frame he drew for himself.”

He set the cup down. “The frame is necessary.”

“Maybe.” She turned back toward the kitchen. “But sometimes the work improves when the frame breaks.”

She returned to her desk. He did not answer.

The afternoon slid into evening. Naya finished a section of her chapter. Eitan edited a sequence of photographs. The domestic rhythm had returned, but it carried a charge now. Every small exchange—her handing him a dropped pen, him refilling her water glass—carried the memory of his hands on her skin.

At six he stood. “I’m going to the gym.”

She nodded. “I’ll probably order in again.”

“Alright.”

He changed and left.

Naya ordered. She ate. She worked a little longer and tried not to picture him sweating under fluorescent lights, pushing his body in front of mirrors.

When he came back he had already showered. Sweatpants, a soft t-shirt, the clean smell of exertion still on him.

“We should rehearse,” he said from the living room doorway.

Naya looked up. “Rehearse?”

“The lease amendment meeting. It’s another interview. They’ll ask why we’re renewing. Future plans. We need to stay consistent.”

She closed her laptop. “Okay.”

He sat on the couch across from her, notepad in hand. “Start with the easy ones. Why are we renewing the lease?”

“Because we like the neighborhood. Close to campus and your studio. The rent is reasonable for the space.”

“Good. Future plans?”

“We’re staying in New York. I’ll be looking for curator work after the doctorate. You’ll keep freelancing but aim for a more stable agency affiliation.”

He wrote it down. “They might ask about children.”

Naya felt the word land. “Children?”

“It’s standard. They want to know if you’ll outgrow the apartment.”

“We… haven’t discussed children.”

“So we say exactly that. ‘We haven’t discussed it yet. We’re focused on our careers.’ Honest. Doesn’t commit us to anything we can’t back up.”

Honest. The word felt off-kilter here. “All right.”

He looked at her. “They might ask how we met. How we decided to marry.”

“We have that one. Madrid. The press dinner. The letters. The decision was… pragmatic but emotional.”

“Pragmatic but emotional,” he repeated, writing. “Good phrase.”

“It’s true,” she said softly.

He stopped writing. He looked at her. “Is it?”

She met his gaze. “The decision was pragmatic. The marriage has become emotional.”

He didn’t blink. “Define emotional.”

“It means I care about whether you get your clearance. It means I notice when you need tea. It means I think about the way you look at me when you’re not performing. It means I can’t forget how you feel inside me.”

His jaw tightened. He set the notepad aside. “That’s a complication.”

“I know.”

“It’s a risk.”

“I know.”

He stood and crossed to the window, the notepad abandoned on the table. Outside, the street sat dark and empty under the streetlights. “My clearance depends on stability. On a predictable, secure home life. Emotional complications are unpredictable.”

“So we pretend they don’t exist?” She rose too, the chair legs scraping the floor. “We pretend that after what happened, we’re just roommates with a contract?”

He turned. “Yes. That’s exactly what we do.”

“That’s impossible.”

“It’s necessary.” His voice came out hard, final. “You need your green card. I need my clearance. We both need this to work. So we compartmentalize. We put the… incident… in a box. We lock it. We focus on the goal.”

“You think I can just lock it away?” She stepped closer, close enough to see the muscle working in his cheek. “You think you can?”

His eyes flashed. “I have locked away far worse things than a good fuck, Naya.”

The crudeness landed like a slap. She felt it in her chest, but she didn’t step back. “Is that what it was? A good fuck?”

He moved toward her, each step deliberate. “It was an exceptional fuck. It was also a mistake. One we cannot repeat.”

They stood inches apart now. She could see the anger in his eyes, but beneath it the heat still burned—the same heat that had driven him into her the night before. “Why can’t we repeat it?”

“Because it leads to this.” He gestured between them. “To arguments. To emotional entanglement. To risk.”

“It also leads to release,” she said, her voice dropping low. “To connection. To something real in all this fake.”

“Real is dangerous.” His hand came up, hovering near her face without touching. “Real means you could get hurt. Real means I could fail.”

“You’re already hurting me,” she whispered. “By denying it.”

His hand faltered. He closed his eyes for a second, a brief surrender. When he opened them, the anger had burned away, leaving only weary frustration. “Naya…”

“Tell me you don’t want to repeat it,” she challenged, pulse hammering at her throat. “Tell me you can lock it away. Tell me you won’t think about it every night when we’re lying in that bed.”

He didn’t answer. He stared at her, breath coming faster, chest rising and falling beneath his shirt.

She reached out and pressed her palm to his chest, over his heart. The rapid beat thudded against her skin. “You can’t.”

A low sound tore from him, half groan, half curse. He grabbed her wrist—not to pull her hand away, but to hold it there, fingers tight around her pulse. “This is a terrible idea.”

“I know.”

He pulled her in. His mouth found hers.

This kiss was nothing like the angry, conquering one from the day before. This was desperate. Surrender. His lips moved over hers, soft and searching, tasting. His hands came up to cradle her face, holding her like something he might break. She melted into him, body aligning with his, arms sliding around his neck, fingers finding the short hair at his nape.

He broke the kiss, breathing hard. “We can’t do this in the living room.”

“Why?”

“Because the living room is for the performance. The bedroom is…”

“The bedroom is for us?”

He didn’t answer. He simply took her hand and led her down the short hallway.

This time there was no fury, no frantic pace. He closed the bedroom door behind them with a soft click and turned to her, eyes scanning her face. “If we do this… we have to be clear. It’s not a continuation of the contract. It’s a… sidebar.”

“A sidebar,” she repeated, nodding. “A private agreement.”

“Yes.” He stepped closer, hands going to the hem of her t-shirt. He pulled it up slowly, the cotton dragging over her skin inch by inch until he lifted it over her head and let it fall. She stood in only her cotton shorts, breasts bare. He cupped one, thumb brushing over her nipple. It tightened instantly under his touch, a sharp point of sensation. “This is for us. Only for us. No one else gets to see it. No one else gets to know.”

“Okay,” she breathed.

He bent his head and took her nipple into his mouth, sucking softly at first, then with more pressure. She gasped, hands flying to his hair. He moved to the other breast, suckling, tongue flicking, while his hand slid down her stomach and beneath the waistband of her shorts.

He pushed both shorts and panties down in one motion. They pooled at her feet. He knelt before her, hands on her hips, and looked up, eyes dark. “I want to taste you.”

Her legs trembled. She nodded.

He guided her to sit on the edge of the bed, then spread her thighs wider with his palms. He looked at her pussy, already wet and open for him, and leaned in to inhale deeply, breathing her in. Then he lowered his mouth.

His tongue was soft at first, a slow exploration of her folds. He licked up the full length of her, then circled her clit with deliberate, unhurried strokes, learning her. She cried out, hands fisting in the duvet. He increased the pressure, tongue flicking faster against the sensitive bud. One hand came up to cup her breast again, kneading, thumb rolling her nipple. The other slid lower, parting her further, thumb pressing firm against her perineum. The combination made her buck against his mouth, hips chasing more.

He gave her more. He sucked her clit into his mouth, applying firm, rhythmic pressure, and slid two fingers inside her, curling them upward until he found the spot that made her scream. Her body convulsed around him.

“Eitan…” she moaned, head falling back.

He worked her relentlessly with mouth and fingers. The orgasm built fast, a tight coil low in her belly that snapped without warning. She came hard, thighs shaking, juices flooding over his fingers and tongue. He drank her down, movements slowing but not stopping, drawing every last pulse from her until she was spent and panting.

When she sagged back, he rose. He kissed her stomach, her breasts, her mouth. She tasted herself on his tongue.

He stripped off his sweatpants and t-shirt. His cock stood thick and hard against his stomach, the head already slick. He guided her back onto the bed, laying her down, and positioned himself over her, cock nudging at her entrance.

“Look at me,” he said, voice gentler now.

She looked. His face was open, vulnerable, the scar on his eyebrow stark in the low light. His eyes held hers.

He pushed inside slowly, filling her inch by inch, letting her feel every thick inch of him. When he was fully seated, he paused, body trembling with the effort of holding still.

“This is for us,” he whispered, forehead touching hers.

“Yes.”

He began to move. The pace was steady, deep. Each thrust was a deliberate claiming, a conscious connection. He held her gaze, eyes never leaving hers. She felt seen—utterly seen—in a way she never had before. It was more intimate than any frantic coupling.

She touched his face, fingers tracing his jaw, his lips. He kissed her fingers, then her mouth. The rhythm built gradually, a slow burn that became a roaring fire. Another orgasm approached, not sharp and sudden like the first, but a deep, rolling wave.

He felt it too. His thrusts grew more urgent, breath ragged. “Come with me,” he pleaded, voice breaking.

She nodded, already convulsing around him. The wave broke, crashing over her, pulling her under. She cried out, nails digging into his shoulders.

He followed, driving deep and holding there as his release flooded her. He groaned, a long, low sound of pure release, body collapsing onto hers before he rolled to the side, keeping them joined.

They lay together, breathing heavily, sweat slick between them. He didn’t speak. He simply held her, arms wrapped around her, face buried in her neck.

After a long time, he shifted, pulling out. He went to the bathroom and returned with a warm, wet cloth. He cleaned her gently, wiping between her legs and over her stomach, then cleaned himself.

He came back to bed and pulled the duvet over them both. He spooned her from behind, body curving around hers, arm draped over her waist, hand resting on her stomach.

“Sidebar,” he whispered into the darkness.

“Sidebar,” she agreed, her hand finding his over her stomach.

They slept.

The lease amendment meeting was on Friday, in the management office—a small, windowless room lit by a single fluorescent tube that hummed overhead. Dave, the manager, had a kind face and asked exactly the questions Eitan had predicted.

They answered smoothly, hands linked. They spoke about the neighborhood, their careers, their future. They said they hadn’t discussed children yet. They were focused on their careers.

Dave smiled. “Sounds like you two have a solid plan. I’ll process the renewal with both names. Congratulations.”

They walked out still holding hands. In the hallway, they let go.

They went home. They did not speak of the sidebar. They did not repeat it that night. They slept in the same bed, closer than before, but without touching.

The days passed. The routine re-established itself—work, meals, rehearsal for the next bureaucratic step. But beneath the routine, the sidebar existed. A secret chamber in their shared life.

It happened again on a Tuesday night, after a particularly grueling rehearsal for a hypothetical USCIS interview about their “future plans.” They’d argued over the exact wording—his version too clipped, hers too careful—and the frustration had built in increments until he looked at her, eyes burning, and said, “Enough.”

He walked her to the bedroom with one hand around her wrist, not rough, just certain. That time it was fast and furious against the wall, her back against the cool plaster, his fingers white-knuckling her hips while he drove into her with a focused, angry precision that made her bite down on his shoulder hard enough to leave a mark. She came with a muffled cry, her whole body clenching around him. He followed seconds later, his groan muffled in her hair, body shuddering against her. They stood there breathing hard, still joined, the argument dissolved completely.

They cleaned up. They returned to the living room. They finished the rehearsal within fifteen minutes, calmly, as if nothing had happened. As if the mark on his shoulder wasn’t already darkening.

It happened again on a Sunday morning when light came in low and yellow through the blinds. He woke before her and spent a long, unhurried time learning her awake—his mouth on her collarbone, her shoulders, the tender skin behind her knee. By the time she was conscious she was already shaking. They moved together in the loose warmth of early morning, her leg hooked over his hip, the pace unhurried and deep, the kind of sex that felt like breathing. They fell asleep again afterward with her cunt still slick and his hand curved over the round of her hip, holding on.

Each time, it was the sidebar. A private country inside the public one. Nobody else knew its borders or spoke its language. It was theirs.

The green card process continued. They received notice of another interview, this one more comprehensive. They rehearsed for it nightly.

One night, a week after the lease amendment, they were rehearsing in the living room. Eitan was asking her questions about his family, about his work.

“What’s my brother’s name?” he asked.

“Mateo,” she answered.

“What does he do?”

“He’s a civil engineer in Miami.”

“Where did I go to college?”

“NYU. Tisch School of the Arts.”

“What’s my favorite film?”

She paused. That wasn’t on the script. He hadn’t told her. She looked at him. “I don’t know.”

He smiled—a real smile, the kind that reached his eyes. “The Third Man. Orson Welles.”

She nodded, committing it to memory. “Why?”

“Because it’s about a man who becomes someone else to survive. And about the friend who uncovers him.”

The answer felt weighted. She didn’t reply.

He moved on. “What’s my scar from?”

“Aleppo. 2019. A piece of ceramic tile, not shrapnel.”

He touched his eyebrow. “Yes.”

They continued. The questions stayed on script, but the air between them thickened, each answer landing closer to skin.

“Which thing about you is my favorite?” he asked. His voice had dropped, no longer the clean rehearsal tone.

She froze. That line wasn’t on any page they’d practiced. She lifted her eyes to his. He was watching her, gaze steady and unblinking, waiting.

“That’s not a rehearsal question,” she said.

“It is.” He didn’t look away. “They might ask something like that. To see how deep the connection runs.”

She swallowed. The sound felt loud in the quiet room. “What do you like best about me?”

He leaned back against the couch cushions, taking his time. One ankle crossed over the other. “Your hands. You have your grandmother’s hands. Steady. Capable. The kind that look like they could hold a man together or pull him apart, depending on what he needs.”

Her breath hitched. The answer felt real. Too real. A sidebar answer.

“What do you think my favorite thing about you is?” he asked again, softer this time.

She let the silence stretch while she searched for the right words. She thought of the way his face changed when he edited photos, the small crease between his brows, the way the rest of the world disappeared for him. She thought of the mug of tea that appeared beside her elbow without her asking, steam still rising. She thought of his fingers on her in the dark, tracing her like he was memorizing a map he never wanted to fold away.

“Your silence,” she said. “Not the angry kind. The kind you wear when you’re watching. When you’re taking everything in. It feels full. Like there’s more happening inside it than most people manage with words.”

He stared at her. The room held its breath.

Then he stood. Crossed the space between them in three strides. He dropped to his knees in front of her, took both her hands, and pressed his mouth to each palm in turn. His lips were warm. She felt the faint scrape of stubble against the heel of her hand.

“Sidebar,” he whispered against her skin.

“Sidebar,” she answered, voice low.

He led her to the bedroom without hurry. They undressed each other in the low light, one layer at a time. Her sweater over his head. His shirt unbuttoned and slid from his shoulders. Her jeans pushed down her hips. His belt unbuckled with a soft clink. Every piece of clothing dropped to the floor until nothing remained between them.

He laid her on the bed and followed her down. His mouth moved over her slowly, deliberately. He kissed the inside of her ankle, the tender skin behind her knee, the soft inside of her thigh. He lingered there, breathing her in, tongue tracing the crease where thigh met hip. Then higher, across the plane of her stomach, the undersides of her breasts, the tight peaks of her nipples. He sucked one into his mouth, rolled it gently with his tongue until she arched. He kissed the hollow of her throat, the line of her jaw, and finally her mouth, deep and unhurried.

When he pushed inside her, he did it inch by inch, letting her feel every ridge and stretch. She was already slick and ready for him. He filled her completely, hips flush against hers, and stayed there for a long moment, forehead pressed to hers, breathing the same air. They moved together in a slow, grinding rhythm, her legs wrapped around his waist, his hand braced beside her head. Their eyes stayed locked. Every shift of his cock inside her sent a fresh wave of heat through her belly. She felt the drag of him on every withdrawal, the blunt press when he sank back in. Neither of them spoke. The only sounds were the wet slide of their bodies and the rough catch of their breathing.

Afterward he stayed inside her until he softened, then eased out and shifted lower. His head rested on her stomach, ear over the place where her pulse still hammered. Her fingers moved through his hair, slow and absent, nails lightly scratching his scalp. They stayed like that, the sheets tangled around their legs, the room cooling around them.

The next morning the notification arrived. The comprehensive interview had been scheduled. Two weeks from now.

They had a deadline. They had a goal.

The sidebar would have to wait.


Chapter 6 — The Sound of a Plan Changing

Eitan stood at the counter in the kitchen, shirtless, grey sweatpants slung low on his hips. Morning light from the east window sliced across the tile and caught the scar on his shoulder, the pale ridge of it pulled tight where shrapnel had once torn through. He didn’t turn when her footsteps crossed the threshold. He only listened, the same way he always did.

“Interview’s in fourteen days,” Naya said. Sleep still roughened her voice. She tugged the robe tighter around her ribs. The email notification sat in her phone like a live wire. “Federal Plaza. Nine a.m.”

“I know.” He poured coffee into her mug—the blue one with the chipped handle she’d carried from the old place—and set it on the counter between them. Then he leaned back against the sink, arms folded. The look he gave her was the one he used behind a camera. “We need a new strategy.”

“What’s wrong with the old strategy? Flashcards. Drills. Sidebars.” The word landed differently now, heavier, threaded with everything that had happened the night before. His mouth on her palms. The slow, deliberate drag of his cock inside her, nothing rehearsed about it. Her skin still carried the echo.

“The old strategy got us to the comprehensive interview,” he said. “That’s the final one. They’ll have the first interview transcript, the home visit notes. They’ll be hunting for cracks. We can’t just memorize each other’s facts. We have to move like we’ve already been married for years.”

She lifted the mug. The coffee was exactly right—two sugars, splash of milk. He’d learned that in the first week. “And how do we do that?”

“We stop rehearsing,” he said, voice level. “We live it. For the next two weeks, no more quiz cards. No more scheduled ‘shared activities’ for the paperwork. We wake up, we go to bed, we exist in this apartment the way people do when they’ve been doing it for years.”

Her stomach pulled tight. Rehearsal had been something she could control. This felt like stepping off a ledge. “That sounds like a fast way to fail.”

“It’s the only way to pass.” He pushed away from the sink and crossed the small space. Close enough now that she felt the warmth coming off his bare chest, caught the clean trace of soap still clinging to his skin from the night before. “They’ll split us up. They’ll ask me what you told them six weeks ago and check whether my answer lines up with yours. They’ll want to know how we fight. How we make up. They’ll ask about our sex life, Naya. In detail. They can and they will.”

A thin chill moved down her spine. “Detail?”

“Preferred frequency. Birth control. Who sleeps on which side. What we consider private.” His eyes stayed steady on hers. “They don’t need porn. They need the kind of unthinking familiarity real couples have when someone in a fluorescent room is asking invasive questions. If we hesitate, if we blush, if we hand them the kind of answers people write in romance novels, they’ll know we’ve never had the conversations married people have because they actually share a life.”

Her mouth dried. The machinery of it settled over her skin—the state prying into the smallest corners of a marriage to prove it wasn’t real. He was right. They could recite each other’s childhood pets and mothers’ maiden names, but they had never talked about the ordinary, daily mechanics of sex. They had only just started having it.

“So your solution is to… have those conversations? To fuck on the bathroom floor?”

“My solution is to let it happen. Stop treating the apartment like a set and start treating it like a home. If we fight, we fight. If we want each other, we take each other. No discussion about whether it goes in the file. We just live.” He reached out and tucked a loose braid behind her ear, thumb brushing the line of her cheek. “The last six weeks were building something. The next two weeks are about forgetting we built it on purpose.”

It landed like a clean hit. The most honest thing he’d said since Madrid. “This is your security clearance talking.”

“Maybe.” He didn’t argue the point. “But it’s your green card on the line. We’re in the red zone, Naya. Time to act like it.”

She took another long pull of coffee, letting the heat settle in her chest. “Okay. No more rehearsal. We just… are.”

“We just are,” he echoed.

The day moved with a different kind of quiet. He went for a run. She sat at the small desk in the corner of the living room, dissertation notes on diaspora aesthetics spread across the surface like armor. He came back sweat-slicked and breathing hard, then disappeared into the bathroom. Water hammered the tile. The curtain rings scraped the rod. She caught herself picturing him under the spray—water tracking down the long line of his back, over the scar, lower—and this time she didn’t make herself stop. That was the new regime. Letting the thoughts exist.

He made lunch—a simple omelette with the leftover spinach. They ate at the small table, knees almost touching underneath. He told her about an email from his editor, the Lebanon embed still pending, hinging on the clearance. She told him about her advisor’s latest obtuse comment on her chapter draft. It was the kind of mundane exchange real couples had. It felt both alien and comfortable.

The tension lived between them anyway. Every time his knee brushed hers under the table, every time their eyes met over the rim of a glass, the memory of the night before pressed in. The apartment’s six hundred square feet seemed smaller than it had that morning.

That night, after takeout Thai eaten on the couch while a documentary droned on, the silence thickened. She was curled at one end, he at the other, his feet near her thigh. The television threw a cold blue light across the room.

“They’ll ask about birth control,” he said suddenly, eyes still on the screen where a glacier calved into the sea.

Naya’s stomach tightened. “What?”

“At the interview. They’ll ask. Standard question for couples of childbearing age. They’re checking for narrative consistency. If we say we’re not planning kids, they’ll want to know how we prevent them.”

She swallowed. “I have an IUD. Got it two years ago.”

He nodded, still not looking at her. “I use condoms. When I’m active.” He turned his head then. The blue light cut across the scar through his brow. “We haven’t used one. Yet.”

The word hung between them. They hadn’t used one last night. He’d pulled out in the dark, a frantic, mutual decision. It had felt raw and real and dangerous.

“Is that a problem?” she asked.

“It’s a data point. We need to align. Do we use them or not? If we say we do, and they find a box in the trash during a surprise inspection, that’s a point for us. If we say we don’t, because you’re on long-term birth control, that’s also a point. But we have to agree. And the answer has to be true by the time we sit in that room.”

His voice had dropped, gone rough. He was talking about the next time they had sex. Which, according to the new rules, could be whenever the tension snapped.

“I’m protected,” she said. “Very protected. The IUD is over ninety-nine percent effective.”

He held her gaze. “So condoms would be redundant.”

“Medically, yes.”

“But maybe not otherwise.” He shifted on the couch, turning his body toward her. “Maybe we like the feeling. Or maybe we don’t. That’s what we have to know.”

She drew her legs up, resting her chin on her knees. “What do you like, Eitan?”

He breathed out slowly. “I like skin. I like coming inside a woman. Feeling her clench around me when she comes. It’s primal. It feels like the most honest thing in the world.” He said it without embarrassment, a simple statement that made her thighs press together. “But that’s a preference, not a requirement. Safety is a requirement. Your peace of mind is a requirement.”

“I have peace of mind. Medically.” She echoed his tone, but heat was already moving through her. “And I like the same thing. The honesty of it.”

A slow, dark smile touched his lips. “Good. That’s one question down. A few hundred to go.”

“We’re not rehearsing,” she reminded him, her voice barely above a whisper.

“We’re not,” he agreed. “We’re just talking in our living room.”

He reached out then, his hand landing on her bare foot. His thumb stroked the arch, a slow, deliberate caress. It wasn’t a prelude. It was just a touch. A married man touching his wife’s foot while they watched television. The simplicity of it made her breath catch.

She didn’t pull away. She let her foot relax into his hand, let her head fall back against the couch cushion. On screen, the ocean swallowed the ice. The apartment was quiet except for the narrator’s voice. Eitan’s thumb kept moving, tracing circles on her skin, a silent, persistent claim.

They went to bed at the same time, another unspoken rule of the new regime. The queen bed felt smaller than ever. He washed up in the bathroom first, and she heard the familiar sounds: water running, toothpaste, the slap of his hands on his face. When she went in after, the mirror was still fogged, and his toothbrush stood in the cup next to hers, bristles damp. The intimacy of it was no longer a prop. It was a fact.

She climbed into bed wearing an old Columbia t-shirt and cotton shorts. He was on his side, facing her, reading something on his phone. Shirtless, the sheet pooled at his waist. She turned off her lamp, plunging her side of the bed into darkness, and lay on her back, staring at the ceiling.

“What’s the worst thing about living with me?” he asked into the dark.

She turned her head. The light from his phone lit his profile in a cool glow. “You leave the cabinet doors open in the kitchen. All of them. It’s like a poltergeist who only cares about cabinetry.”

He snorted, a genuine laugh. “I do that. Okay. What’s the worst thing about living with me that isn’t a household quirk?”

She thought. She thought about his silence, which she loved, but which could also feel like a wall. She thought about the way he sometimes looked at her when he didn’t know she was watching, an expression of such stark, unguarded hunger it made her stomach flip. That wasn’t the worst, though. That was terrifying for other reasons.

“You hide when you’re in pain,” she said quietly. “Not physical pain. The other kind. You retreat. You go so quiet it’s like you’ve left the apartment. And I don’t know if I’m supposed to follow you or wait for you to come back.”

The light from his phone went out. The room was pitch black. She heard him set the phone on his nightstand, the soft click. For a long moment, there was only the sound of their breathing.

“I don’t know how to do that part yet,” he said, his voice a low rumble in the dark. “Letting someone follow.”

“What’s the worst thing about living with me?” she asked, turning the question back, giving him an out.

He didn’t take it. “You think out loud. When you’re working on your dissertation, you mutter. In Igbo, I think. And English. It’s like being in a room with a beautiful, frantic ghost. And I want to ask what you’re saying, but I’m afraid if I interrupt, you’ll realize I’m here and you’ll stop.”

Her breath caught. In the absolute darkness, the confession felt monumental. “I didn’t know I did that.”

“You do.” He moved then. She felt the shift of the mattress, the heat of his body as he turned onto his side to face her. She could barely see the outline of him. “I like it. It makes the apartment feel alive.”

She rolled onto her side, mirroring him. They were inches apart. She could smell his toothpaste, the clean scent of his skin. “So it’s not the worst thing.”

“It’s the thing that makes it hardest to remember this is a contract,” he whispered.

The words hung between them. She didn’t know who moved first. Maybe they both did. One moment they were facing each other in the dark, and the next, his mouth was on hers.

This kiss was different from the courthouse kiss, different from the desperate kisses they’d shared the night before. This was slow and deep and searching. His tongue swept into her mouth, and she met it with hers, a wet glide that sent a shock of heat straight between her legs. She moaned into him, her hands coming up to frame his face, her thumbs brushing over the scratchy stubble on his cheeks.

He kissed her like he was memorizing her. One of his hands slid into her hair, cradling the back of her head, while the other found her hip under the sheet, fingers digging into the flesh there, pulling her closer until their bodies aligned from chest to thigh.

She could feel his cock, hard and hot against her stomach through the thin fabric of his boxer briefs. The sheer size of it, the urgency of it, made her ache. She broke the kiss, gasping.

“Eitan,” she breathed.

“Tell me what you want,” he said, voice ragged. His lips moved to her jaw, her throat, sucking at the sensitive skin there. “Right now. No strategy. What do you want?”

“I want you inside me,” she said, the words blunt and true. “I want to feel you come. I want to come with you. I want it to be so real that if they ask me about it in two weeks, I’ll blush because I’ll remember how it felt, not because I’m lying.”

A low groan vibrated against her neck. “Fuck, Naya.” He kissed her again, harder, all pretense of gentleness gone. He yanked the sheet away. His hands found the hem of her t-shirt and pulled it up and over her head in one motion. Her shorts and his boxer briefs followed, kicked to the foot of the bed.

Then they were naked, skin to skin in the dark. Last night had been a revelation, a slow burn. This was something else. He covered her body with his, the lean weight of him pressing her into the mattress. His cock, thick and heavy, slid against her belly, leaving a damp trail. She reached between them, wrapping her fingers around him. Velvet over steel, pulsing in her grip. He hissed, hips jerking forward.

“Guide me,” he commanded, voice tight.

She did, shifting her hips, positioning him at her entrance. She was already soaked, her pussy clenching around nothing, aching to be filled. The head of his cock nudged against her, blunt and real.

He pushed in.

It was slower than last night, but deeper, because they weren’t discovering—they were claiming. He filled her inch by inch, stretching her, completing her. When he was fully sheathed, he went still, buried to the hilt, his forehead pressed against hers. Their breaths mingled, ragged and synchronized.

“Tell me this is just for the interview,” he whispered, the words a challenge, a plea.

She couldn’t. She shook her head, a tiny movement in the dark. “It’s not.”

He began to move.

It was a deep, rolling rhythm, each thrust a deliberate conquest. He braced himself on his forearms, eyes open, locked on hers even in the near darkness. She could see the intense concentration there, the same look he had when he was editing photos, but now it was focused entirely on her, on the way her body took him. She wrapped her legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper with each stroke.

The friction built fast. He adjusted his angle slightly, and on the next thrust he brushed directly over her clit. She cried out, back arching off the bed.

“There?” he gritted out.

“Yes. God, yes.” He did it again, and again, rubbing that swollen spot with every inward stroke. The coil of pleasure tightened, merciless. She could feel her own wetness coating them both, the slick sounds of their joining filling the quiet room. Raw. Explicit. Everything.

“I’m close,” she gasped, fingers clutching at his shoulders. “Eitan, I’m so close.”

“I want to see you,” he demanded. “Don’t look away.”

The words tore the last restraint from her. The orgasm ripped through her, a wave of blinding pleasure that clenched her entire body. Her pussy convulsed around his cock, milking him, and the sensation tore a ragged shout from his throat. He drove into her once, twice more, deep and hard, and then he was coming, his release flooding her in hot pulses as he groaned her name into the crook of her neck, his body shuddering against hers.

For a long time, they didn’t move. He collapsed onto her, his weight a welcome anchor as they both fought for breath. He was still inside her, softening, but she didn’t want him to leave. The intimacy of it, the sticky, shared heat, was more binding than any contract.

Eventually, he rolled to the side, pulling her with him so she was tucked against his chest, her head on his shoulder. His heart hammered under her ear. He traced idle patterns on her back with his fingertips.

The silence was comfortable, full. She was drifting, sated and boneless, when he spoke, his voice a quiet rumble in his chest.

“We should go to the bank tomorrow. Add funds to the joint account—do it in person. A real deposit, not just the hundred each we put in online. It’ll look better in the file.”

It was such a mundane, bureaucratic statement after what they’d just done. She laughed, a soft, exhausted sound. “Romantic.”

“It’s a data point,” he said, but his arm tightened around her. “A strong one. We’ll go tomorrow.”

“Okay,” she murmured, already half-asleep.

She felt him press a kiss to the top of her head. “We’ll go tomorrow,” he repeated, and it sounded like a promise.

Naya woke to an empty bed and the smell of bacon. Sunlight streamed into the room. She stretched, her body pleasantly sore in places that reminded her, vividly, of the night. She pulled on her robe and padded out to the kitchen.

Eitan was at the stove, fully dressed in jeans and a henley. He glanced over his shoulder. “Morning. I’m making breakfast. Then we’re going to the bank.”

It was so domestic, so ordinary. The bacon sizzled. Her blue coffee mug was already on the counter, full. She walked up behind him, slipped her arms around his waist, and rested her cheek against his back. He went still for a second, then relaxed into her hold, one of his hands coming down to cover hers where they rested on his stomach.

“Okay,” she said.

They ate breakfast. They washed the dishes together, him washing, her drying. They put on their coats. As they stood in the tiny hallway, ready to leave, he turned to her.

“We need a story,” he said. “For the bank. Why we’re opening a joint account now, after being married for almost two months.”

She thought. “We’ve been using separate accounts for convenience, but we’re finally getting around to merging our finances. We’re planning a trip. A honeymoon. Something to look forward to after my defense.”

His lips curved in a faint smile. “A honeymoon. Where?”

“Somewhere we can both be offline. No press trips, no dissertations. Maybe a cabin. In the woods.”

“That sounds good,” he said. He reached out and straightened the collar of her coat, his fingers brushing her neck. “We’ll tell them that.”

They took the train to a branch of his bank in Park Slope. The process was numbingly bureaucratic: pulling up the online account they’d opened weeks ago, adding their formal IDs, social security cards, their marriage certificate, upgrading it to a full-service account with in-branch access. The account officer, a friendly woman in her fifties named Linda, made small talk.

“Oh, newlyweds! How lovely. And what brought you in today to upgrade the account?”

Eitan’s hand found Naya’s on the cold Formica desk. His thumb stroked her knuckles. It felt less like a performance and more like a grounding touch.

“We’re planning our honeymoon,” Naya said, smiling at Linda. She could feel Eitan’s gaze on her profile. “Finally getting around to the fun part after all the paperwork.”

“Wonderful!” Linda said, typing. “Anywhere exciting?”

“A cabin,” Eitan said, his voice easy. “Upstate. Somewhere quiet.”

His thumb kept moving on her hand, tracing the same slow circles he had drawn on her foot the night before. A private language. A reminder pressed into skin. This is us. This is real.

Linda handed them a new set of checks and a deposit confirmation. “All set. You’re now fully set up. Congratulations.”

They stepped out onto the sunny street. The air carried the last bite of winter, sharp against the Brooklyn breeze. He kept her hand in his as they walked toward the subway.

“That went well,” he said.

“It did.” She hesitated. “We should probably put some money in it. To make it look real.”

“I’ll transfer five thousand tomorrow,” he said, as if the number meant nothing. “You can put in whatever you’re comfortable with. It’s for shared expenses. Groceries. Rent. Whatever.”

The amount landed between them like a weight. Five thousand dollars in a joint account with a woman he had married for a visa. The leverage was mutual, yet this felt different. This felt like a bridge they were choosing to walk.

They were a block from the apartment when his phone buzzed. He released her hand to pull it out. She watched his face shift, the professional mask settling into place, but something raw flickered underneath. Dread. Anticipation. Both.

“It’s my editor,” he said, stopping on the sidewalk. “The embed. They’ve moved up the timeline. They need a preliminary clearance check by the end of next week.”

Next week. The same week as their final interview. Her stomach tightened. “What does that mean?”

“It means they’re running the background check now. Address. Marital status. Financials.” He met her eyes, gaze sharp. “The joint account was good timing. It’ll register as a fresh data point. A positive one.”

“And if we fail the interview?” The question came out blunt, cold.

His jaw tightened. “Then my marital status becomes ‘under investigation for fraud,’ the clearance disappears, and the embed goes to someone else.”

The stakes had teeth now. Her visa. His career. Both balanced on the next fourteen days and the performance they had stopped rehearsing.

He pocketed the phone. “We should get back. We have… things to do.”

His tone stayed neutral, but his eyes did not. They had gone dark, focused. The same look he had given her last night before he kissed her. The look that ended the sidebar and started the main event.

He took her hand again, grip firm, and led her the rest of the way home. They rode the elevator in silence. The air between them crackled. He unlocked the apartment door and held it open. She stepped inside, into the cramped space that was supposed to be a stage and was becoming something else.

He closed the door. The lock clicked, final.

He left the lights off. Afternoon gloom filled the apartment. He leaned back against the door, watching her.

“The home inspection report,” he said, voice calm, conversational. “I requested a copy from our lawyer. It came this morning while you were sleeping.”

She turned to face him, pulse kicking harder. “And?”

“They noted the separate toothbrushes in the same cup. My shaving cream next to your moisturizer. The two used coffee mugs in the sink. All good.” He pushed off the door and took a step toward her. “But they also made a note. A question, really.”

He was closer now. She could see the gold flecks in his brown eyes. “What question?”

“They noted the bed. The queen bed. It appeared ‘sufficiently shared.’ No signs of separate sleeping.” Another step. “The officer wondered about the pillows, though. Most married couples, over time, end up with a mix. His words: ‘a mélange of pillows.’ His and hers get confused. He noted ours were still distinctly separate. His two on his side, hers two on hers. He didn’t mark it as a discrepancy. Just an observation.”

Naya’s breath caught. She remembered making the bed yesterday morning, placing each pillow exactly where it belonged. A lifetime habit of keeping her space her own.

“It’s a tiny thing,” Eitan murmured, reaching out to unwind the scarf from her neck. He let it fall. “A meaningless thing. But it’s a thread. And they’re looking for threads to pull.”

He unbuttoned her coat, pushed it off her shoulders. It joined the scarf on the floor.

“So we need to mix the pillows,” she said, voice unsteady.

“We need to do more than that.” He cradled her face in his hands, touch possessive. “We need to make it impossible for anyone to tell where I end and you begin. Starting now.”

He kissed her, deep and consuming, right there in the middle of the living room. A kiss of intent, of erasure. When he pulled back, his eyes burned.

“Take off your clothes,” he said, the command soft but absolute. “Every stitch. Then go into the bedroom. Take all the pillows off the bed—his, hers, all of them—and throw them on the floor.”

She stared at him, heat flooding her veins. “And then?”

A slow, wicked smile touched his lips. “And then I’m going to fuck you in that nest of pillows until neither of us remembers which side of the bed is his.”

He didn’t wait for her to obey. He started on his own clothes, pulling the henley over his head, eyes never leaving hers. The challenge in them was a live wire. This wasn’t just sex. It was deliberate, defiant creation. They were going to build a shared life, one undeniable, carnal fact at a time.

Her fingers trembled only slightly as she unbuttoned her blouse and shrugged it off. She released the clasp and let the bra drop. She stepped out of her jeans and panties, kicking them aside until she stood naked in the cool afternoon air, dust motes drifting through the slatted light from the blinds. Exposed, but not ashamed. Seen. By him. That was the point.

She turned and walked to the bedroom, aware of his gaze on her back, the weight of it like a hand. The bed was neatly made, the four pillows in their stupid, telling pairs. She grabbed them one after another, cases crisp and cool, and threw them to the floor in a heap. They landed soft and soundless.

She turned back to the doorway. He was there, naked, leaning against the frame. His cock was already hard, curving up against his stomach, flushed and heavy. The sight of him, fully aroused and utterly focused on her, stole her breath.

“Good,” he said, voice a low thrum. “Now get on your hands and knees in the middle of them.”

A shiver raced through her, part anticipation, part raw awe at his audacity. She knelt on the carpet, rough texture against her skin, then lowered herself onto her hands and knees in the center of the scattered pillows. The position arched her back, presented her to him. Cool air touched her exposed pussy. She felt herself grow wetter, hotter, at the sheer vulnerability of it.

She heard him move behind her. Felt his knees bracket hers on the floor. His hands landed on her hips, thumbs pressing into the dimples at the base of her spine. He leaned over her, chest a warm wall against her back, lips at her ear.

“They want to know the details?” he whispered, words hot against her skin. “Let’s give them details. Let’s give them so many fucking details they drown in them.”

One hand slid around her hip, fingers moving through her curls, finding her soaked folds. He stroked her, a slow, maddening pass from clit to entrance and back. She whimpered, pushing back against his hand.

“Tell me,” he commanded, fingers circling her clit, pressure just enough to make her jerk. “Tell me what we’re doing right now. For the record.”

“You’re— you’re touching me,” she gasped, words torn from her.

“Where?” He pushed a finger inside her, just to the first knuckle, then pulled it out, slick and shining.

“My pussy. You’re fingering my pussy.”

“And?” He added a second finger, stretching her, curling them inward. She cried out, arms buckling, forehead pressing into the carpet. The pillows beneath her smelled like them, like sleep and shampoo and sex.

“And I’m wet. So wet for you.”

“Why?” He scissored his fingers, the delicious burn making her clench around him.

“Because I want you. Because I need your cock inside me.” The profanity, spoken aloud in the quiet room, was its own kind of liberation.

He withdrew his fingers. She groaned at the loss. She heard the rip of a foil packet—he’d grabbed a condom from the nightstand. The sound was clinical, but then he tore it open with his teeth, the crinkle of foil, the soft snap of latex. A moment later, the broad, blunt head of his cock pressed against her entrance, nudging through her slickness.

“Last chance for a sidebar,” he murmured, voice strained with restraint. “Is this what we do? On the floor? In the afternoon?”

“Yes,” she moaned, pushing back against him, desperate for that first filling stretch. “This is exactly what we do.”

He sheathed himself in one long, relentless thrust.

The fullness was breathtaking. He was so deep, angled perfectly, stretching her to a sweet, burning limit. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, body trembling with the effort of staying still. His hands tightened on her hips.

“Fuck,” he breathed. “You feel… Naya.”

He began to move. Slow at first, deep pulls almost all the way out before driving back in. The pace was deliberate, punishing in its control. Each thrust rubbed the hard length of him against the spot inside her that made stars burst behind her eyelids. The wet, rhythmic slap of their bodies joining filled the room, a brutally honest soundtrack.

“Tell me,” he gritted out, rhythm speeding up, becoming harder, less controlled. “Tell me what you feel.”

“I feel you,” she panted, voice shaking with each impact. “I feel your cock. So deep. I feel… owned.”

A guttural sound escaped him. He leaned over her again, one hand braced on the floor beside her head, the other slipping around to find her clit. His fingers were rough, calloused, perfect as they strummed the swollen bud in time with his thrusts. The dual assault was too much, too good. Pleasure coiled, tight and white-hot, at the base of her spine.

“Eitan, I’m gonna—”

“Come,” he snarled, breath hot on her neck. “Come all over my cock. Let me feel it.”

It was the permission, the raw command in his voice, that shattered her. The orgasm exploded through her, a convulsive, racking wave that clenched her pussy around him in relentless pulses. She screamed, a raw, unfiltered sound, body bowing as the pleasure tore through her.

Feeling her climax, his control snapped. His thrusts became frantic, pounding, driving her forward into the pillows with each slam. He was chasing his own release, grunting with effort, fingers digging into her hip hard enough to bruise.

“Where do I come?” he gasped, voice ragged, desperate. “Tell me where, Naya. For the file.”

“Inside me,” she sobbed, still shaking from the last ripples of her orgasm. Her thighs clenched around him. “Come inside me. Please.”

He drove in hard, one last thrust that pinned her to the floor, and locked there. A raw sound ripped out of him as he came, his cock jerking deep inside the thin latex, pulse after pulse. His body jerked against hers. His forehead dropped between her shoulder blades. The full weight of him pressed her down, hot and heavy, for one long suspended moment while his breath tore in and out against her spine.

They stayed joined, breathing hard, skin sliding on skin. The carpet smelled of old wool and sex and the faint metallic trace of the radiator. Sweat cooled between her breasts. Slowly his cock softened and eased out. He rolled onto his back beside her, one arm flung across his eyes, the used condom still clinging to him.

Naya turned onto her side, facing him. Her cunt still throbbed, slick and tender. She watched the rapid lift and fall of his chest ease into something steadier. After a minute he lifted his arm. His face was open, nothing held back—just the slack of satisfaction and something rawer underneath, something that made her throat tighten.

He reached out and brushed a damp strand of braid off her cheek. “That should mix the pillows.”

A laugh scraped out of her, rough and surprised. “I think it mixed everything.”

He smiled, the real one that pulled at the corners of his eyes and took years off his face. He sat up with a wince, stripped the condom, tied it off, and dropped it. Then he lay back and pulled her in so her head rested on his chest, her leg hooked over his thigh. They were a knot of limbs on the floor, surrounded by the pillows they had scattered on purpose. Nothing about it felt staged anymore.

“We should shower,” he said into her hair. “We have that thing tonight.”

She had forgotten. The dinner at Leo and Clara’s. Another performance for the file. The thought of clothes and small talk and keeping her face right made her stomach pull tight.

“Do we have to go?” she mumbled against his skin.

“Yes. It’s a data point. Friends can vouch for us.” His hand moved up and down her back, slow and steady. “We’ll go. We’ll be charming. We’ll be a couple.”

“We are a couple,” she said. The words used to catch in her chest. Now they sat there, plain and solid.

He went still. His palm stopped. He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. “Yeah,” he said, voice low and thick. “We are.”

They showered together because it saved water, but the spray turned the air thick and the touches slower. He worked shampoo through her braids, fingertips circling her scalp until her eyes half-closed. She soaped the long muscles of his back, following the raised line of the scar on his shoulder with her thumb. Neither of them spoke. The only sounds were the water hitting tile and the quiet hitch of breath when her fingers found a new place.

They dressed in the bedroom without the lights on. He pulled on dark jeans and a grey sweater that clung to his shoulders. She chose the wrap dress in deep green that tied at the waist. In the bathroom she was smoothing lip balm across her mouth when he stepped in behind her. Their eyes met in the mirror.

“Leo’s wife is named Clara,” he said, buckling his watch. “She’s a landscape architect. She’ll ask about your dissertation. Be ready.”

“And Leo?”

“Leo will ask me about Lebanon. He’ll try to get me drunk. He thinks my getting married is the funniest thing that’s ever happened.”

“Is it?”

Eitan’s gaze held hers in the glass. “Not even close,” he said quietly.

The brownstone in Boerum Hill smelled like roasting chicken and old books. Leo filled the doorway, big and bearded, already laughing. Clara stood beside him, small and sharp-eyed, her pixie cut catching the light. She took their coats with clever, ink-stained hands.

“So, the mysterious wife!” Leo boomed, pressing a beer into Eitan’s hand and a glass of red into Naya’s. “He said he met you in Madrid. I called bullshit. Figured he’d ordered you from a catalogue.”

“Leo,” Clara said, but she was smiling.

“It’s true,” Naya answered, and felt Eitan’s palm settle at the small of her back, warm through the dress. “Press dinner. He was the only one in the room not talking.”

“That tracks,” Leo said. “He’s shit at small talk. How’d you get him to propose? Threaten him?”

“Tax benefits,” Eitan said without missing a beat.

Leo howled. Naya felt the quick stab of nerves at how close the joke landed, but Clara only shook her head, amused. “Ignore him. Come help me with the salad.”

In the kitchen Clara handed her a bowl and a jar of vinaigrette. “So, art history,” she said, genuinely curious. “Eitan mentioned contemporary African diaspora artists. Who are you looking at?”

They moved through artists and buildings and the ridiculousness of living with men who treated every apartment like a temporary camp between flights. Naya laughed without forcing it. Through the doorway she could see Eitan and Leo by the bookshelves, heads bent close. Eitan’s eyes flicked to her once, a quick check. She gave him the smallest nod. He answered with the barest tilt of his chin and turned back to Leo.

At the table Leo asked, “So you two are crammed into that little place in Crown Heights? How’s that going? Eitan’s used to single beds and room service.”

“It’s working,” Naya said. Under the table Eitan’s hand found her knee and squeezed once, steady. “We’re figuring it out.”

“She hates that I leave the cabinets open,” Eitan added.

Clara laughed. “A man of hidden talents.”

When they were pulling on coats to leave, Leo gripped Eitan’s shoulder. “Good to see you like this, man. Settled.”

Eitan only nodded, but his fingers found Naya’s and laced tight. “Thanks for dinner.”

On the subway the train rocked and the lights stuttered. Naya leaned into Eitan’s chest, the wine warm in her blood. His arm stayed braced above her head, body angled to take the jolts. His coat smelled like cold air and the faint trace of her own shampoo.

Back in the apartment the quiet felt different. No longer the careful space of two people pretending. Just the easy hush of two people who were tired in the same way. They brushed teeth side by side. When Naya reached to put her toothbrush in the cup, his was already there, angled across hers like it belonged.

He was in bed when she came out, the pillows shoved into one messy pile in the center. No sides anymore. She climbed in and he drew her back against him, his arm heavy across her waist, his breath warm at the nape of her neck.

“You were good tonight,” he murmured.

“So were you. You didn’t even glare at Leo when he gave you shit.”

“I was saving my energy.”

“For what?”

His hand slid down her stomach and under the waistband of her underwear. His fingers found her, still swollen and sensitive from the afternoon. She sucked in air.

“For the follow-up questions,” he said against her ear. His fingers started a slow, deliberate circle. “The inspector’s note said we lacked spontaneity. We should fix that.”

She turned in his arms, already wet, already reaching for his mouth. This time they moved slower, the kind of pace that let every slide register. He pushed into her in one long stroke and stayed there, breathing with her. They rocked together, the rhythm deep and unhurried, skin catching and releasing. When she came it rolled through her in a long, quiet wave, her mouth open against his. He followed with her name on his tongue, low and rough against her throat.

Afterward she lay half on top of him, one leg thrown over his hip, her face tucked into the curve of his neck. His fingers traced idle lines on her back.

“I transferred the money,” he said into the dark. “To the joint account.”

“Mmm.”

“And I put my name on the lease. The management company sent the addendum. I signed it. It’s in my bag. You need to sign it tomorrow.”

The words landed in the same space as the sweat cooling on their skin. Practical. Binding. Real.

“Okay,” she mumbled.

“Naya.”

“Yeah?”

He was quiet so long she thought he had fallen asleep. Then his voice came, barely above a whisper. “I don’t want to go to Lebanon.”

The words landed like a drop of cold water. She lifted her head. “What?”

“I mean, I do. It’s the assignment. It’s what I do.” He drew a slow breath. “But the thought of leaving this bed. This apartment. You. It feels like the wrong choice.”

Her heart hammered against her ribs. She could feel the fear he usually kept locked down. “The embed might not even happen,” she said. “The clearance…”

“The clearance will come through,” he said, and the certainty in it made her stomach drop. “Because we’re going to pass that interview. We’re going to be the most convincingly married couple that ever walked into Federal Plaza. I know it.”

“Then you’ll go,” she said. The words sat bitter on her tongue.

“Then I’ll go,” he agreed. His arms tightened around her. “But not yet. We have twelve more days.”

Twelve days of this. Twelve days of building something they would have to take apart. The green card and the clearance were no longer just boxes to check. They were clocks.

She pushed up on one elbow and found his mouth in the dark. The kiss was all heat and no map. He kissed her back, his hand cradling her jaw, thumb stroking the bone beneath her eye.

When they broke apart he rested his forehead against hers. “Sign the lease in the morning,” he whispered.

“I will.”

“And call your advisor. Set a date for your defense.”

“Why?”

“Because when I’m in Lebanon,” he said, voice rough now, “I want to know exactly what day I need to be back for.”

The promise hung there between them, new and thin. She didn’t look at it too hard. She just nodded, her nose brushing his.

They fell asleep tangled in the middle of the bed, the pillows shoved into a single messy nest. The last thing Naya registered was the steady beat of his heart under her ear and the faint metallic smell of his camera bag in the corner, a reminder of the world already reaching for him.

She dreamed of forms stacked in bright rooms, of questions that never stopped, and of his hands—always his hands—mixing everything until the lines between what was real and what was required blurred into nothing she could separate.


Chapter 7 — Twelve More Days

The lease signing was a quiet affair on a Tuesday morning, just after the USCIS officer’s scheduled call to confirm their address. They sat at the kitchen table—the same table where they’d quizzed each other on childhood pets and favorite brands of toothpaste—and signed the papers with a shared pen. Naya’s signature was neat, academic. Eitan’s was a hurried scrawl. The landlord, a man named Mr. Rosen who smelled of mothballs and seemed perpetually skeptical, watched them with the same expression the immigration officer had worn: a look that searched for seams.

“Joint and several liability,” Mr. Rosen said, tapping the clause. “You both are responsible for the whole rent. No splitting it.”

“We understand,” Eitan said, his voice easy, his hand resting on Naya’s back. It was a rehearsed gesture, but the warmth of his palm through her cotton shirt wasn’t rehearsed. It was just there.

After Mr. Rosen left, the apartment felt different. It was officially theirs. For ninety days, and then… something else. The contract said ninety days. The lease said twelve months. Naya stared at the keys on the table, two copies, both identical.

“We should celebrate,” Eitan said, leaning against the counter. He was making coffee, the ritual they’d established: he boiled the water, she ground the beans. Their mugs sat side-by-side in the dishwasher, a fact that would have made the USCIS officer nod approvingly.

“Celebrate how?” she asked.

He looked at her, the scar through his eyebrow catching the morning light. “We have a home.”

The word hung in the air. Home. It wasn’t a word Naya used lightly. Home was Lagos, her mother’s kitchen, the smell of frying plantain and the sound of her father’s radio. Home was not a Crown Heights one-bedroom with a photojournalist who was leaving in twelve days.

But it was, now. For now.

She called her advisor, Dr. Chen, and set her dissertation defense for May 15th. She marked it on the calendar they’d hung on the fridge—a cheap, magnetic calendar from the corner store where they also bought their eggs. Eitan watched her write it in blue pen. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t move away either. His presence was a solid, quiet thing beside her.

That night, they didn’t rehearse. They’d passed the second interview. The home inspection was done. There were no more quizzes, no more flashcards about his middle school nickname or her first crush. The performance was over. What remained was the space between performances, and it was filled with a tension that was entirely their own.

Naya was washing dishes. Eitan was drying. The sink was small, and their elbows brushed. The smell of soap and wet ceramic mixed with the scent of him—clean sweat, the faint trace of his shampoo, something darker underneath, like ink or gunpowder from his camera gear.

“Your hands,” he said suddenly.

She paused, a plate suspended in the suds. “What?”

“Your grandmother’s hands. You told the officer that. I remember.”

She looked at her own hands, submerged in the water. Long fingers, knuckles pronounced, the skin darker at the nails. “Yes.”

He took the plate from her, dried it with a towel that was already damp from their shared use. “They’re beautiful.”

It wasn’t a line from a script. It wasn’t designed to convince anyone. It was just a statement, delivered in his low, matter-of-fact voice. It landed in her chest with a soft, undeniable weight.

She finished washing the last fork, and he dried it. They stood there, in the silence of the kitchen, the overhead light casting a yellow glow on everything: the counters, the stove, the small space between their bodies.

He put the towel down. He turned to her. He didn’t touch her yet. He just looked at her, his eyes traveling from her face to her shoulders, down to her hands again, then back up. It was the studying-each-other-as-foreplay the brief had mentioned, but it wasn’t studied. It was hungry.

“Naya,” he said.

She knew what was coming. She’d known since the night before, when they’d slept entangled in the middle of the bed. She’d known since the lease signing, since the calendar marking. She’d known since Madrid, maybe, across a table at a press dinner, when she’d looked at him first.

“Yes,” she said. It wasn’t a question. It was permission. It was invitation.

He stepped into her space, his body aligning with hers. He cupped her face, his thumb on her cheekbone, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw. His touch was deliberate, almost clinical in its precision, but his breath was ragged. He kissed her.

This kiss was not the courthouse kiss for the officiant. It was not the kiss in the dark last night, full of promise but restrained by hope. This kiss was open. His mouth was hot, his tongue seeking hers immediately. She met him, her hands coming up to grip his shoulders, the fabric of his t-shirt rough under her palms. She could taste the coffee they’d shared, and something else, something uniquely him—a sharp, clean taste like mint and salt.

He broke the kiss only to move his mouth to her neck, his lips pressing against the pulse there. She gasped, her head tilting back, giving him access. His hands slid down her back, over the curve of her hips, and then he lifted her. He lifted her onto the kitchen counter.

The action was sudden, decisive. The dishes rattled in the drying rack beside her. Her legs dangled for a moment before he stepped between them, bringing her thighs around his waist. She was perched on the edge of the counter, the cold marble against her jeans, his body warm and solid against her inner thighs.

“Here?” she whispered, though her body was already answering, her hips arching toward him.

“Yes,” he said, his voice dark. “Here.”

He kissed her again, deeper, his hands now under her shirt, skimming up her ribs. His palms were calloused, the roughness a thrilling contrast against her skin. He found her bra, a simple cotton one, and he didn’t hesitate. He unhooked it through her shirt, a feat of dexterity that made her laugh, a short, breathy sound.

“You’re good at that,” she said.

“Practice,” he replied, his mouth against her collarbone. Then he corrected, “No. Not for this. Not for you.”

He pulled her shirt up, over her head, tossed it somewhere behind him. Her bra followed. She was bare from the waist up, sitting on the counter in their kitchen, the fridge humming beside them. The air was cool on her skin, but his gaze was hot. He looked at her breasts, her nipples already hard, pebbled in the chill and the anticipation.

He didn’t speak. He just touched. He traced the outline of one breast with a single finger, then cupped it fully, his thumb brushing over the nipple. She shivered, a full-body tremor that started in her spine and radiated out. He bent his head and took her nipple into his mouth.

The sensation was electric. His mouth was wet, warm, his tongue circling, then sucking. He bit down gently, and she cried out, her hands flying to his hair, gripping the dark, messy strands. He moved to the other breast, giving it the same attention, a meticulous, consuming attention that left her panting.

She could feel his cock through his jeans, hard and pressing against her inner thigh. She rocked against it, seeking pressure. He groaned, the sound vibrating against her skin.

“I need you naked,” he said, pulling back. His eyes were black with want.

“You first,” she said, her voice shaky but bold.

He stripped his t-shirt off, revealing his torso. Lean, taut muscle, the tan skin she remembered from Madrid, a few scars—one long, thin one along his rib cage, another, smaller, on his shoulder. She touched them, tracing the raised flesh. He watched her do it, his breath catching.

“Aleppo?” she asked, about the rib cage scar.

“No. Bullet graze.” The same answer he’d given her the first time, in the dark, but easier now, stripped of its old deflection.

She kissed the scar anyway. The ridge was small and tough under her lips, like cooled wax. She kissed the one on his shoulder too, then the flat skin between them, and felt the shiver that moved through his whole frame.

Then he unbuckled his jeans, pushed them down, along with his boxers. His cock sprang free, fully erect, curving slightly upward. She stared at it, at the smooth, flushed head, the vein running along the length. It was beautiful in its urgency. He stepped closer, letting her look, letting her take her time.

She reached out and touched it, her fingers wrapping around the base. He was hot, almost feverish, the skin silky under her grasp. She stroked him, once, twice, learning the weight of him, the response of him—a jerk, a pulse.

“Naya,” he warned, his hands coming to her jeans. He unbuttoned them, yanked them down her legs, along with her panties. They fell to the floor, a pile of denim and cotton at their feet. He lifted her again, just enough to clear the counter edge, and then she was fully bare, her back against the cold marble, her legs around his waist, her pussy exposed to him, to the room, to the inevitability of this.

He looked at her there, at the spread of her thighs, at the dark, neat curls, at the glistening wetness already gathering. He touched her clit first, a direct, unhesitating touch with his thumb. She arched, a sharp cry escaping her.

“You’re so ready,” he murmured, his thumb circling, pressing.

“You knew I would be,” she gasped.

“I hoped.”

He replaced his thumb with his mouth.

He knelt, between her legs, his hands gripping her thighs, holding her open. He didn’t ask. He just leaned in and licked her, a long, slow stroke from her entrance to her clit. The sensation was so intense, so sudden, that she shouted, her head thumping back against the cabinet behind her. He did it again, and again, his tongue firm and knowing, exploring her folds, dipping inside her, then returning to her clit to suck and circle.

She was dissolving. The kitchen—the mundane, ordinary kitchen where they made coffee and argued about dish towels—was transformed into a place of sheer, blinding pleasure. She gripped his hair, her hips moving against his face, seeking more, deeper. He gave it to her. He fucked her with his tongue, shallow thrusts that made her moan, then deep ones that made her sob. He found a rhythm, a relentless rhythm that focused on her clit, the pressure building and building until her thighs began to shake.

“Eitan, I’m going to—” she choked out.

He didn’t stop. He sucked her clit hard, his tongue flicking, and she came. The orgasm ripped through her, a white-hot wave that clenched her entire body. She screamed, a raw, unfiltered sound that echoed in the small room. He held her through it, his mouth gentle now, soothing, as she pulsed against his lips.

When she could breathe again, she looked down at him. He was watching her, his face wet with her, his eyes blazing with triumph and desire. He stood up, his cock jutting toward her, gleaming.

“Inside,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Now.”

He didn’t need direction. He positioned himself, the head of his cock pressing against her entrance. She was slick, open, still trembling from the climax. He pushed in.

The penetration was slow, deliberate. He filled her inch by inch, a stretching, claiming sensation that made her gasp. He was thick, and she felt every ridge, every pulse of him as he sank deeper. When he was fully inside, he stopped, his body flush against hers, his forehead dropped to her shoulder.

“God,” he whispered. “Naya.”

She wrapped her arms around him, her legs tightening around his waist. He began to move.

His thrusts started deep and measured, then drove harder, faster. The counter trembled beneath them. Her back met the cold marble, her breasts crushed to his chest. Every sound hit her—his low grunts, her own moans, the slick slap of skin meeting skin, the fridge humming steady, traffic humming far below. Their bodies made the music.

He shifted the angle, tilting her hips higher, and his cock struck a spot inside her that blurred her vision. She cried out, short sharp sounds that matched each thrust.

“Touch yourself,” he said, voice rough. “I want to see you come again.”

She obeyed. Her hand slid between them, fingers finding her clit, still sensitive, still swollen. She rubbed it while he fucked her, the dual sensation building fast. Her second orgasm gathered low and tight.

“I’m close,” he growled, pace turning frantic, breath ragged.

“Come with me,” she said.

He drove into her, body slamming against hers, the counter edge biting into her thighs. She worked her clit harder, pressure perfect, devastating. The orgasm broke, clenching around his cock, milking him. He shouted, raw and guttural, thrusts turning erratic before he buried himself deep, body shuddering as he came inside her.

They collapsed together, sweat-slick and breathing hard on the kitchen counter. He stayed inside her, softening slowly. Their breaths mingled, heavy and satisfied. The room smelled of sex, of their bodies, of soap from the dishes.

He pulled out at last, careful, and helped her down. Her legs shook. She leaned into him, head on his chest. He held her, arms solid around her, hands stroking her back.

They stayed quiet a long time. Just stood in the aftermath, in the quiet of their apartment, in the reality of what they’d just done.

Eventually he bent, gathered her clothes, and handed them to her. She dressed slowly, body still sensitive, new. He dressed too, movements just as slow.

He looked at her, expression open, soft. “That wasn’t rehearsal.”

“No,” she said.

He nodded, as if confirming something to himself. Then he stepped closer, cupped her face, and kissed her softly—a kiss nothing like the fierce ones from before. This one acknowledged. Something begun.

“Bed,” he said. “We should sleep.”

Sleep felt secondary. The air between them stayed charged, the energy shifted but not spent.

She followed him to the bedroom. The bed was still unmade from the night before, pillows tangled in the center. They ignored sides. Both climbed in, under the covers, and turned toward each other.

He reached for her, pulling her into his arms. She settled there, head on his shoulder, leg over his. Their bodies fit, a puzzle solved.

“Twelve days,” she whispered into the dark.

“Twelve days,” he echoed.

The count felt different now. A countdown to departure, not an end.

His fingers traced a slow path up her spine, over the bumps of vertebrae, then spread wide between her shoulder blades. The touch claimed nothing and everything. Naya closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of him—sex, clean sweat, that faint trace of distant places. The refrigerator hummed, the only sound for a long while, a baseline under the thrum of her own blood.

“Are you okay?” he asked at last, voice a low rumble under her ear.

She nodded, cheek moving against his skin. “Yes. Are you?”

He let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Better than okay.” His hand stilled, pressing her closer. “That was… unplanned.”

“Was it?” She tilted her head back to look at him. Streetlight from the window cut across his face, highlighting the scar, the stubble, the tired satisfied curve of his mouth.

His gaze stayed steady on hers. “The timing was. The wanting wasn’t.” He brushed a stray braid from her forehead. “I’ve wanted you since you looked at me in Madrid and I realized you were seeing the man, not the photographer with the access pass.”

The admission landed soft, a truth offered without barter. She thought of that dinner, the clink of wine glasses, the boring speech from a cultural attaché. She’d been bored too, until her eyes found his across the floral centerpiece. He’d been watching the speaker, but his body angled toward her, a subtle orientation she’d noted with a scholar’s detached interest. Until he’d caught her looking, and his mouth had quirked, not quite a smile, and the detachment had shattered.

“I thought you were judging the wine,” she whispered.

“I was judging the distance to your chair.”

She smiled in the dark. His hand resumed its path, sliding down to the small of her back, then curving over the swell of her ass. It wasn’t a prelude to more sex; it was a mapping. A quiet, domestic claiming after the frantic one on the counter. Her body responded anyway, a fresh pulse of heat low in her belly. She shifted against him and felt him stir in response.

“You’re insatiable,” he murmured, but he sounded pleased.

“You’re leaving in twelve days,” she said, and the words this time weren’t a lament. They were a fact that lit a fuse. The limited time wasn’t a constraint; it was a catalyst.

He rolled, pinning her gently beneath him, his weight a delicious anchor. “Then we shouldn’t waste any.”

This time moved slower. They had the whole night. The urgency had spent itself against the kitchen counter; what remained was a deep, curling need to learn. He kissed her for an eternity, his mouth exploring hers with lazy thoroughness that made her toes curl. He kissed her eyelids, the bridge of her nose, the pulse at her temple. He kissed down her neck, over her collarbones, and took his time with her breasts, licking and suckling until she writhed, hands fisted in the sheets.

He moved down her body, mouth blazing a trail over her ribs, her navel, the sharp dip of her hip bones. He nudged her thighs apart and knelt between them. In the dim light she could see him looking at her pussy, expression focused, reverent. He didn’t dive in. He traced her folds with his fingers first, parting her, watching as she grew wetter under his touch.

“So beautiful,” he said, more to himself than to her. Then he leaned in and blew a soft, cool stream of air over her clit.

She jerked, a gasp tearing from her throat. He smiled, a wicked flash of white in the shadows, and then his mouth was on her.

This was different from the kitchen. This was languid, indulgent. He licked her like a complex dish he was determined to savor, finding every hidden flavor. He circled her clit with the very tip of his tongue, then broadened the strokes. He slid two fingers inside her, crooking them, finding a rhythm that made her hips lift off the bed. He fucked her with his fingers while his mouth worshipped her clit, and the dual sensations built a slow, deep burn that was somehow more intense than the frantic climb before.

“Eitan… please…” she begged, voice fractured.

He added a third finger, stretching her exquisitely. His mouth closed over her clit and sucked, hard, and the orgasm rolled through her like a deep seismic wave, drawing a long low moan from her very core. He gentled his mouth, riding her through the pulses, fingers still working inside her until she pushed his hand away, oversensitive and spent.

He moved up her body, kissing her stomach, her sternum, her throat. His cock, heavy and hard, pressed against her thigh. She reached for him, wrapping her hand around him, stroking from root to tip. He groaned, forehead falling against hers.

“I need to be inside you again,” he said, words gritted out.

“Then be inside me.”

He reached for the nightstand, fumbling in the drawer. The sound of a foil packet tearing was loud in the quiet room. He’d thought of this, prepared for it. The realization sent a new thrill through her. He rolled the condom on, movements quick, eyes never leaving hers.

He positioned himself, the head of his cock nudging her entrance. She was so sensitized, so open, that the initial stretch was a sharp sweet ache. He pushed in slowly, so slowly, letting her feel every millimeter.

“Look at me,” he whispered.

She did. Their eyes locked as he filled her completely. The intimacy of it was staggering—more intimate than anything they’d done. The sex on the counter had been about claiming and release. This was about connection. He began to move, a deep rolling rhythm that felt less like fucking and more like a conversation. Their bodies spoke in the push and pull, the slide of skin on skin, the syncopated beat of their breathing.

He braced himself on one elbow, his other hand tangling in her braids. He kissed her as he moved, deep drugging kisses that tasted of her and him and them. She wrapped her legs high around his waist, taking him deeper, meeting each thrust with a lift of her hips. The friction was exquisite, a building fire in her belly.

“Touch yourself,” he urged again, voice thick. “I want to feel you come around me.”

Her hand slipped between them. Her clit was swollen, hypersensitive. A few circles of her fingers, coupled with the deep perfect thrust of his cock, and she was there. Her orgasm this time was a slow unspooling, a warm golden flood that made her cry out into his mouth. Her internal muscles clenched rhythmically around him, and with a broken shout he followed her, thrusts stuttering, then going deep and still as he emptied himself.

He collapsed beside her, pulling her with him so she lay half on top of him. He disposed of the condom, then returned to wrap her in his arms. They were both slick with sweat, breathing heavily. The room smelled of sex and warm bodies, a scent that was now theirs, embedded in the sheets, in the air.

“We should shower,” she mumbled after a while, limbs leaden.

“In a minute.”

They lay in silence, listening to the city night—a siren in the distance, the murmur of a television through the wall, the creak of their own bed as they shifted.

“The lease,” she said, the practical part of her brain flickering back online. “Twelve months.”

“I know.”

“What happens after Lebanon?” She hadn’t meant to ask, but the question was there, floating in the dark with their mingled scents.

He was quiet for so long she thought he’d fallen asleep. Then his arm tightened around her. “I come back. The embed is six weeks. Maybe eight. Then I come back.” He paused. “To this apartment. To you. If you’ll have me.”

It wasn’t a declaration of love. It was a statement of intent, clearer than any clause in their contract. If you’ll have me.

She didn’t answer with words. She turned her head and kissed the hollow of his throat, where his pulse beat strong and steady. It was answer enough.

They finally dragged themselves to the shower. Steam already fogged the narrow stall, tiles cool and slick beneath their feet. Barely wide enough for one, it forced them close, shoulders and hips brushing as the hot water hammered down. He washed her back, palms soapy and deliberate, thumbs working the knots at the base of her spine. She washed his chest, fingers tracing the raised map of old scars, learning the ridges and dips where shrapnel had once torn through. The quiet felt heavier than anything they had done in the dark—intimate in a different register, the kind that settled deep in the bones.

Back in bed, clean and warm, they faced each other on the rumpled sheets.

“My defense is May fifteenth,” she said.

“I’ll be there,” he answered, no pause. “Even if I have to hitch a ride on a cargo plane.”

She believed him.

He fell asleep first. His breathing lengthened, the lines around his eyes easing. Naya stayed awake longer, watching the slow rise and fall of his chest. The contract still sat in the drawer. The green card was still coming. His flight was still booked. Yet something fundamental had shifted beneath them. What had started as a necessary performance had turned solid and irreversible.

The next morning, sunlight slanted across the bed. Late. A rare luxury. Naya opened her eyes to find Eitan already awake, propped on one elbow, studying her face.

“Morning,” he said, voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.” She stretched, muscles pulling with a pleasant, used ache.

He leaned down and kissed her—soft, closed, lingering just long enough. “Coffee?”

“Please.”

He rose naked and padded to the kitchen. She heard the kettle fill, the cabinet door click open, the grinder start its low burr. She lay still, listening to the ordinary sounds of their shared morning. Week six. Twelve days until he left. And now this.

She pulled on his discarded t-shirt and followed. He stood at the counter grinding beans, and when he glanced over his shoulder his gaze moved over her slowly, the hem brushing her thighs. A slow, possessive smile curved his mouth.

She stepped beside him and hip-checked him lightly. “Move over. You always grind it too fine.”

He surrendered the grinder, one hand sliding around her waist to pull her back against him. His face pressed into the side of her neck while she worked. “I like it fine.”

“You have terrible taste in coffee grind,” she said, but she leaned into the solid line of his chest.

They moved around each other in the small kitchen, a wordless rhythm. He reached for the mugs; she poured the water. They stood at the counter to drink, looking out at the brick wall of the next building. Not much of a view. Still theirs.

“What do you have today?” he asked.

“Archives. All day. You?”

“Editing. Then a call with my fixer in Beirut at five.” He sipped. “I’ll make dinner. Something that doesn’t come from a container.”

“Ambitious.”

He shrugged, but his eyes stayed warm on her. “It’s our first real day.”

The day moved in a new kind of normal. Naya sat in the library, but her attention kept fracturing. The cold edge of the kitchen counter against her thighs. The wet heat of his mouth. The way his eyes had locked on hers as he pushed inside her. The memories slid between lines of theory until she caught herself smiling at her notes, heat rising in her cheeks.

When she returned that evening the apartment smelled of garlic and ginger. Eitan stood at the stove, stirring a pan, two plates already set on the small table, two glasses of water poured. The sight was so ordinary it made her throat tight. It was everything.

They ate slowly, talking about her research, his upcoming trip, nothing urgent and everything that mattered. After, they did the dishes side by side. He washed; she dried. Their elbows brushed again and again.

Later, in bed, they didn’t have sex. They simply held each other. He told her about Kabul—not the scar this time, but the way the light broke over the mountains at dawn. She told him about Lagos, about the sharp, metallic smell of rain on hot asphalt. They fell asleep sharing the same pillow, breathing the same air.

The days took on a quality that surprised her: they were good. Not performed-good, not documented-for-the-inspector good, but simply the texture of a life being lived alongside another person and finding it unexpectedly worth living.

They still fucked like there was a clock on it, because there was. In the shower one morning, the curtain half-off its rings from the force of them, water sloshing cold over the tile. On the living room rug one afternoon when they’d both come home for lunch within minutes of each other and hadn’t made it as far as the bedroom before his hands were under her shirt and she was already pulling at his belt. At three in the morning once, a quiet, desperate coupling, mouths pressed to each other’s skin to muffle the sounds, the darkness making it feel confessional, as if both of them were admitting something they still couldn’t quite say in daylight. The urgency felt less like performance and more like a refusal to waste what time they had.

The rehearsals were finished, yet they still studied each other like new terrain. Naya learned that Eitan made a small, unconscious humming sound when he concentrated on his edits. He learned that she tapped her pen against her teeth when she read—click, click, click—a rhythm he now found oddly comforting. He knew which drawer held her socks. She knew exactly how much milk he took in his coffee. The bureaucratic claims—the joint account, the tax forms—felt less like paperwork and more like threads being pulled tight, one by one.

On the tenth day, the manila envelope arrived.

It waited in the mailbox when they returned from a walk. USCIS OFFICE OF IMMIGRATION SERVICES was printed in the upper left corner. Naya’s heart knocked hard once. She carried it upstairs with fingers that had gone numb.

They sat at the kitchen table—the same table—and she slit the flap with a knife. Eitan’s hand rested on her shoulder, steady and warm.

She pulled out the letter and the plastic card. Her Permanent Resident Card. Her name. Her photo. The classification printed clearly: “CR1 — Conditional Resident.”

She was holding her green card. The goal. The entire reason they had done any of this.

She looked at Eitan. His face had gone unreadable. He took the card from her, turned it over once, then set it on the table. “Congratulations,” he said, voice flat.

The contract was fulfilled. Her visa was secure. His clearance, by extension, was assured. Every term of their agreement had just been met.

The silence that followed was the loudest thing Naya had ever heard. It pressed against her eardrums, thick with the question neither of them had spoken: What now?

He stood abruptly and walked to the window, shoulders tight. She stared at the rigid line of his back, at the plastic card gleaming on the worn wood.

“Eitan?”

He didn’t turn. “I fly out in forty-eight hours.”

“I know.”

He faced her then, his expression the careful blank she hadn’t seen since their first USCIS interview. “The contract is complete. You have what you need. I’ll have what I need. The apartment is leased for a year. You should stay. I’ll… figure out my half of the rent from wherever I am.”

It was a withdrawal. A deliberate retreat. She watched it happen in real time—watched him rebuild the walls that had come down over the past twelve days. The intimacy, the realness, was being reclassified as a risk.

Naya stood. She walked around the table until she stood directly in front of him. She didn’t touch him. “Is that what you want?”

His jaw flexed. “It’s what the contract says.”

“Fuck the contract,” she said, low and fierce. “I asked what you want.”

His control fractured. Just a hairline crack, but she saw the raw edge beneath it. “I want to stop being something you have to perform for,” he said, the words torn out of him. “I want to stop being the reason you get to stay in this country. I want to walk out that door to my job and know you’re here because you choose to be, not because you have to be.”

She reached up, cupped his face, and made him meet her eyes. “You are not a performance. You haven’t been for weeks. And this,” she gestured between them, “this is my choice. The green card is a piece of plastic. This apartment is four walls. You…” Her voice caught. “You are the first real thing I’ve chosen for myself in years.”

He stared at her, chest rising and falling fast. The mask had dropped away completely, leaving only the tired, unguarded man beneath. He pulled her hard against him, arms locking around her back, face buried in her hair. “I’m scared,” he whispered, the admission bare.

“I know,” she whispered back, holding him just as tightly. “So am I.”

They stayed like that for a long time, standing in the middle of the kitchen with her green card on the table and his duffel already half-packed in the bedroom. The countdown had changed. It was no longer racing toward a bureaucratic finish line. It was racing toward goodbye, and the terrifying, open-ended question of what might come after.

That night they made love with a slow, aching tenderness that felt like both a promise and a plea. Afterward, tangled in the dark, he said, “May fifteenth. I’ll be back.”

“You’d better be.”

On the morning of his flight he zipped his duffel closed. He wore his photographer’s vest, passport tucked in the chest pocket. He already looked halfway gone, already halfway to whatever conflict zone waited for him.

At the door he paused. He didn’t kiss her goodbye. He simply looked at her, gaze moving over her face, her braids, her grandmother’s hands clenched at her sides.

“Hold down the fort,” he said, voice rough.

“Just come back in one piece,” she answered, refusing to let the tremor show.

He nodded once. Then he turned and walked out.

The latch clicked. The apartment went suddenly, completely silent. Naya stood alone in the home they had built together. She looked at the kitchen counter, the bed, the calendar on the fridge with May 15th circled in blue. The green card lay on her desk beside her dissertation notes.

The performance was finished. The real thing had begun. And she had no script for any of it—how to wait, how to hope, how to trust that a man who lived in temporary assignments would find his way back to something that lasted.

She walked to the window. His taxi was already gone. All that remained was the empty street and the long stretch of days until May.


Chapter 8 — The Sound of the Dial Tone

The silence he left behind had a texture.

It wasn’t empty. It pressed against her skin like damp wool, thick enough to muffle the hum of the refrigerator and the distant traffic on Bedford. For the first few hours, Naya cleaned. She stripped the sheets from the bed, his scent still embedded in the cotton, and shoved them into the washing machine. The machine rattled as it filled. She wiped down the kitchen counter, the ghost of his hips pressing hers into the edge still vivid against her skin, the cool laminate under her palms. She rearranged the toothbrush cup, putting his brush back on the left side, where he’d left it. The domestic choreography of their fraud had become instinct.

Her dissertation defense was in forty-seven days. The green card, a plastic rectangle the color of money, sat propped against her monitor like a paperweight. It was supposed to be the trophy, the proof of her successful navigation of a labyrinthine system. It felt like a placeholder.

A week passed. The apartment held its breath.

Naya fell into a rhythm of her own making: library by nine, home by six, dinner for one at the small table that felt too large. She called her mother in Lagos on Sundays, the time difference a convenient excuse for brevity. She did not mention Eitan’s departure. She mentioned the green card, and her mother’s effusive praise—My brilliant daughter, you did it—felt like it was meant for someone else.

At night, the bed was a continent. She slept on her side, the right side, her side. She kept to the edge, a habit formed from weeks of careful distance, but now the emptiness beside her yawned. She woke sometimes in the dark, her hand flung out across the cool sheets, seeking a warmth that wasn’t there.

He emailed. The first one arrived three days after he left.

Subject: Landed.

Naya—

In Beirut. Heat here is dry, smells like diesel and jasmine. The embed paperwork is a knot. Slower than USCIS, if you can believe it. Staying at a hotel that has more sand in the carpets than the beach. Thought of you this morning. The inspector’s visit. 7:42 a.m. You were wearing that gray t-shirt, the one with the stretched neck. You looked like you’d been properly fucked. We hadn’t even touched each other yet.

—E

She read it in the library carrel, the clinical fluorescent light buzzing overhead. Her face heated. The email was professional, almost curt, save for that last line. It was a dart thrown from seven thousand miles away, and it landed squarely between her legs. She pressed her thighs together, a reflexive, private answer. She didn’t reply that day. She needed to craft something equally detached, equally devastating.

The next email came two days later.

Subject: Re: Landed.

Got your note about the dissertation revisions. Tell Professor Hendricks his theory on post-colonial curation is interesting but he’s missing the entire point of the Dakar ’96 biennale. I’ve got the catalog in my bag. Page 42 proves it. Attached a scan.

The clearance interview is tomorrow. They ask about stability. Domestic ties. I showed them our lease. The joint account statement. The photo from City Hall. The officer had your face on his desk. He asked me what you take in your coffee. I said, “She doesn’t drink coffee. She drinks Earl Grey tea, steeped for four minutes, with a teaspoon of honey. And she pretends she doesn’t like the honey, but she always uses it.” He made a note.

It felt like cheating.

—E

Naya read that one at the kitchen counter, her own cup of tea cooling beside her. Four minutes. A teaspoon of honey. He’d noticed. Of course he’d noticed. He was a photographer; his currency was observation. But this was different. This was cataloging for survival, and then weaponizing the catalog for a different kind of survival. It was cheating. They had gotten too good at the game.

She wrote back, her fingers clumsy on the keys.

Eitan—

Hendricks is a fossil. Thank you for the scan. I’ll use it.

My coffee order is correct. Did he ask which side of the bed I sleep on?

N.

His reply was instantaneous, sent in the dead of his night.

He did. I said the right. I said you steal the covers in a precise, systematic way, starting at the feet. I said you talk in your sleep. In Igbo. I don’t know what you say.

I lied. I know what you say. You say my name.

The clearance is approved.

Naya closed her laptop. She stood up and walked to the window, looking out at the Brooklyn street, the same view she’d stared at the morning he left. Her reflection in the glass was pale, her braids a dark cascade over her shoulders. She saw the woman he described: a cover-thief, a sleep-talker, a honey-lipped fraud.

She was performing competence again. Performing life-as-usual. But the audience was gone, and the performance had curdled into something hollow.



The second week, the phone rang.

It was a Thursday evening. Naya was annotating a dense passage on material culture when the landline—a cheap burner phone they’d gotten for the USCIS paperwork, listed as their home number—bleated from its cradle on the kitchen wall.

Her heart seized. Only government agencies and telemarketers used the landline. And Eitan.

She picked up on the fourth ring. “Hello?”

Static, a delay, then a voice, frayed by distance. “Naya.”

“Eitan.” She sagged against the wall, the cold plaster against her back. “You’re calling.”

“Satellite phone. Connection’s shit. Can you hear me?”

“Yes.” She heard the exhaustion in his single syllable. “Where are you?”

“South. Near the border. It’s… loud here.” In the background, she could hear the distant, percussive thump of something that wasn’t thunder. “Just needed to hear your voice.”

The confession, bald and unadorned, unraveled her. She slid down the wall to sit on the linoleum floor, the phone cord stretching taut. “My voice is right here.”

“Tell me something. Something real. Not for an interview.”

She closed her eyes. The apartment was so quiet she could hear the hum of the refrigerator. “I miss the sound of your camera shutter. That soft click in the morning when you’d test the light by the window.”

A crackle on the line. She thought she heard him breathe out. “Yeah.”

“I finished chapter four. The curator in Accra finally emailed back. She’s sending slides.”

“Good.” Another thump, closer this time. He muttered something she didn’t catch, then his voice came back, sharper. “Naya.”

“I’m here.”

“The manila envelope. In my desk. The bottom drawer, under the maps.”

She knew the one. A locked drawer. He’d given her the key weeks ago, a small brass thing on the same ring as her apartment key. “What about it?”

“If I don’t come back, you open it. It’s for you.”

The floor seemed to tilt. “Don’t say that.”

“It’s just procedure. In my line of work, you… you leave instructions.”

“Your line of work is taking pictures.”

“My line of work is standing close enough to the fire to get the shot,” he said, his voice grim. “Just promise me you’ll open it.”

“No. You’re going to come back and open it yourself.” She heard the tremor in her voice now, the one she’d suppressed at the door. “You have a dissertation defense to miss, remember? You promised.”

A low, rough sound that might have been a laugh. “I remember. Fuck, I remember.” There was a shuffling noise, like he was moving, ducking. The background noise changed, muffled. “I have to go.”

“Eitan—”

“The left side of the bed, Naya. It’s too empty. Sleep in the middle.”

The line went dead.

She held the buzzing receiver to her ear for a full minute before hanging it up. The silence rushed back in, louder than before. She pulled her knees to her chest, resting her forehead on them. She didn’t cry. She just sat there in the pooling twilight, feeling the weight of the envelope in the other room, and the heavier weight of his request.

Procedure.

She got up. She walked to his desk—a solid, scarred oak thing he’d found on the curb and refinished. She fit the brass key into the lock of the bottom drawer. It turned with a soft click. Inside were topographic maps, rolls of undeveloped film in sealed canisters, a box of .44 Magnum cartridges (empty, she checked). And there, at the very back, a standard letter-sized manila envelope. Her name was written on the front in his tight, slanted script.

She didn’t open it. She couldn’t. She placed it on top of the desk, a silent rebuttal. He would come back. He would open it himself.

That night, she did as he’d said. She slept in the middle of the bed. She spread out, her limbs claiming territory, and the sheets smelled like both of them, like laundry detergent and his faded sandalwood soap and her coconut oil. It was a poor imitation of presence, but it was something.



The emails became sporadic. A sentence. A photo attachment that took hours to download.

A picture of a scarred concrete wall, vibrant with a graffiti mural of a phoenix. Thought you’d appreciate the composition, his email read. She did. The colors were breathtaking.

Another, of a stray cat sleeping on a stack of tires. Local critic. Hated my lens.

She lived for them. She hated that she lived for them.

Three weeks after he left, the dream came. It was not a memory, but a brutal, vivid conflation. She was in the Madrid hotel from their first meeting, but the room was their Brooklyn kitchen. Eitan was there, his hands on her hips, pressing her into the counter. But his camera was around his neck, and the flash kept going off, blinding white bursts that illuminated not lust, but the stark fear in his eyes. The inspector from USCIS was there too, taking notes, asking, And which side of the bed does he sleep on? And she couldn’t answer because Eitan was kissing her, his mouth desperate, and she could taste diesel and jasmine.

She woke with a gasp, her skin slick with sweat, her heart hammering against her ribs. The digital clock read 3:17 a.m. The apartment was a tomb. The envelope on the desk was a pale rectangle in the dark.

She couldn’t breathe.

She got up, pacing the short length of the living room, her bare feet cold on the floorboards. She needed a sound, a voice, something that wasn’t the echo of that dream or the deafening silence.

On impulse, she went to his desk. Not for the envelope. For the old, rugged laptop he’d left behind. He’d shown her the password once, a string of numbers that was the date of the Madrid press dinner. She powered it on. The desktop was a clutter of raw image files. She opened his email client. It was still logged in.

She shouldn’t. It was a violation of a privacy they’d never formally established. But the contract was over. The rules were gone. And he had left her with an envelope and a request that felt like a goodbye.

She scanned the sent folder. Most were to editors, to fixers. Then she saw a draft, saved but never sent. The subject line was blank. The date was the day before he left.

The body of the email contained only a list.

— The way she twists her pen between her fingers when she’s thinking. Three full rotations, then a tap. — The small, satisfied sigh she makes when the tea is right. Almost inaudible. — The scar on her left knee, from a bicycle fall at age nine. She told me the story while we were folding laundry. — She is afraid of silence. She fills it with music, or NPR, or the tap-tap of her keyboard. But she is learning to let the silence be. With me. — Her integrity is a physical thing. It’s in her spine. It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. — I do not know how to come back from this. I do not know how to be a man who has a home. — I want to learn.

Naya read it once. Then again. The words swam. She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes until the pressure bloomed behind her lids.

He had been studying her. Not for the interview. For himself. And he had been just as terrified as she was.

She closed the laptop. She walked back to the bedroom, but she didn’t lie down. She went to the window. Dawn was still hours away, the streetlamps casting pools of jaundiced light on the empty sidewalk. The glass was cool against her palm.

The performance was over. The real thing was this: standing in the dark, armed with the secrets he’d left behind, waiting for a man who might have forgotten how to come home.

She needed to do something. She needed to reach out and close the distance he had created. Not with an email. Not with a memory.

She went to the phone. She picked up the receiver and dialed the long, complicated satellite number he’d emailed her once, for emergencies only. It rang. And rang.

Just as she was about to give up, it connected.

The noise was immediate—chaotic, roaring. Yelling in Arabic, the revving of engines, the sharp, unmistakable crack of a gunshot, not distant this time, but close. The sound punched through the receiver and into her ear.

Her fingers went cold around the plastic. “Eitan?”

No answer. Just rustling, heavy breathing.

“Eitan, it’s Naya! Can you hear me?”

More static. Then his voice, strained and urgent, cutting through the din. “Naya? Fuck. You shouldn’t—”

Another crack, louder. He cursed, the phone muffled, the sound of scrambling boots on gravel.

“Eitan!” she screamed into the receiver.

His voice came back, a harsh whisper. “I’m here. I’m okay. Get off this line. It’s not safe.”

“Where are you? What’s happening?”

“A patrol. We’re moving. I have to go.” His breath was ragged. “Naya, listen to me. Go to the desk. Open the envelope. Now.”

“No, I—”

“Do it. Please.” The word please, torn from him, was more frightening than the gunshots. “There’s a key. Go to the storage unit. 4B. It’s all for you.”

“What is? Eitan, just tell me you’re safe!”

“Open the envelope,” he repeated, his voice fading, breaking up. “And know that every answer on that form was true.”

The line dissolved into a roar of white noise, then a flat, dead dial tone.

She stood frozen, the receiver clutched in her hand so tightly the plastic creaked. The sound of the dial tone was a tiny, relentless scream in the silent apartment.

Slowly, she hung up.

She turned. She looked at the manila envelope on the desk, pale and innocent in the dark.

He had given an order. Open the envelope.

And for the first time since they’d met, Naya knew she would obey.

She crossed the room. Her hand was steady as she picked up the envelope. The paper was smooth, cool. She slid a finger under the sealed flap and tore it open in one rough motion. The tear sounded loud in the quiet.

Inside were two items.

The first was a single sheet of paper, folded in thirds. The second was a small, silver key on a plain ring.

She unfolded the paper. It was not a letter. It was a form. A USCIS Form I-130, Petition for Alien Relative. The petitioner: Eitan Reyes. The beneficiary: Naya Okonkwo. It was filled out in his handwriting, every box meticulous. At the bottom, his signature, notarized. The date was the day after their courthouse wedding.

Her eyes scanned the lines. His address, her address, their shared address. His parents’ names, their dates of birth. Her parents’ names, correctly spelled. His employment history. Her educational history. Page two, the questions about the relationship. How did you meet? Madrid, Spain. Press dinner for the Modern Art Today symposium. What is the basis of your petition? Marriage. Date of marriage. Listed. Is this marriage for immigration purposes only?

He had checked the box: No.

Her breath caught. He had filed this. He had filed this months ago, long before the green card interview, long before the inspector’s visit. This was the real petition, the one that actually started the clock. The one they’d submitted with their application had been a duplicate, a copy. This was the original. The one with the No checked.

And know that every answer on that form was true.

The words from the phone call echoed. He wasn’t just talking about her coffee. He was talking about this. The foundation. He had, from the beginning, petitioned for her as his real wife.

Tucked behind the form was another slip of paper, a receipt from a storage facility in Red Hook. Unit 4B. Monthly payment auto-drafted from their joint account. The one they’d opened for show.

Her legs gave out. She sank into his desk chair, the form trembling in her hands. The key bit into her palm, cold and real.

He had built a life for her. A real one. And he had hidden it in a drawer, a backup plan in case the fire he walked toward consumed him.

The sun was rising now, a faint gray light seeping around the edges of the window blinds. The dial tone still seemed to ring in her ears. She had to move. She had to see.

She dressed quickly in jeans and a sweater, shoved her feet into boots. She grabbed her bag, the key, the receipt. She didn’t think. If she thought, she would imagine what the gunshots meant, what the scrambling meant, why he had told her to open it now. Action was the only antidote to the terror coiling in her gut.

The storage facility was a hulking blue building near the waterfront, smelling of salt and industrial cleaner. The morning guard barely glanced at her ID, just waved her through to the interior corridors. The air was cool, echoing with the hum of ventilation. She found corridor 4. Unit B was a standard 5x5, a roll-up metal door with a heavy padlock.

Her hands were cold. The silver key fit perfectly. The lock clicked open. She grabbed the handle and pulled. The door rattled up on its tracks, metal shrieking against metal.

The unit was not full. It was a curated space. Neat, organized.

Against the back wall stood three large, hard-shell Pelican cases—the kind he used for his camera gear. A label on the top one read, in his writing: N.O. – 1 of 3. Do Not Sell.

Next to them was a single banker’s box. And leaning against the side wall was a painting, about three feet by four, wrapped in brown paper.

She stepped inside, the motion-activated light flickering on overhead. She went to the painting first. She untied the twine, peeled back the paper.

It was Untitled (Crimson Lake) by Adéwalé Ogunsi, the contemporary Nigerian painter who was the cornerstone of her dissertation’s third chapter. It was a painting she had written about, dreamed about, seen only in high-resolution scans. It was here. In a storage unit in Red Hook. The brushwork was furious, beautiful, a swirl of deep red and black and gold leaf that caught the overhead light in sharp glints. A small gallery tag was stuck to the back: Acquired by private sale, March 15. The week after he left for Lebanon.

He had bought her a piece of her own thesis.

She traced a finger over the textured paint, her throat tight. She turned to the banker’s box. Lifting the lid, she found files. Organized tabs: Tax Returns – Joint (Filed), Lease – Renewal Offer (Signed), Life Insurance – Beneficiary Designation, Will & Testament. She flipped open the will. His entire estate, such as it was—rights to his photographs, the apartment’s security deposit, a small savings account—was left to her. Executed and notarized. Dated the same day as the I-130 form.

He had tied himself to her, legally, irrevocably, in every way he could. Not for the contract. For after.

The Pelican cases. She opened the first one. Not cameras. Photographs. Hundreds of them, archivally sleeved, organized in portfolios. She lifted one out. The first print was of her. She was in the apartment, at the kitchen table, her head bent over her laptop, glasses slipping down her nose. The light from the window caught the flyaway hairs around her braids. She looked concentrated, beautiful, utterly unaware. The next: her laughing, a candid shot from the morning of the inspector’s visit, her gray t-shirt indeed stretched at the neck. Another: her sleeping, in the middle of the bed, the sheets tangled around her legs. He must have taken it the morning he left, before he woke her.

He had documented her. Not for evidence. For love.

The second case held more photos, but these were his professional work. The wall with the phoenix. The cat on the tires. Scenes of Beirut, of landscapes, of people whose faces told stories of resilience and wear. His life, before her.

The third case was heavier. She popped the latches.

Inside, nestled in foam, was a vintage Leica M6 film camera, along with a dozen rolls of unused black-and-white film. A note sat on top of the camera body.

N—

This was my first real camera. Bought it with my first freelance check in 2012. It sees the world the way I want to remember it. Not perfectly, but truly. Keep it for me. Or use it. The darkroom rental info is in the file box. I thought you might like to develop something of your own.

—E

She lifted the camera. It was solid, brassing at the edges, worn smooth from his hands. She brought the viewfinder to her eye, pointing it at the open door of the unit. The world framed itself, quiet and sharp.

He had given her his past, his present, and a fragile claim on a future.

She sat down on the cool concrete floor, the camera cradled in her lap, the painting glowing beside her, the files a testament of cold, hard intent. She didn’t cry. She was beyond tears. She was in a state of crystalline, devastating clarity.

He loved her. He had loved her for a long time. And he had gone into a war zone carrying that love like a secret, and left its blueprint for her to find.

She had to get back. She had to be near the phone.

She carefully re-wrapped the painting, closed the cases, replaced the files. She locked the unit, the key now a burning weight in her pocket. She took the I-130 form and the note with her.

The apartment felt different when she returned. It was no longer a stage. It was a repository. Every object held his intention. The bed where he’d learned her sleep patterns. The counter where he’d first truly touched her. The desk where he’d drafted a list of her beauty.

She made tea. Four minutes. A teaspoon of honey. She drank it at the counter, waiting.

The phone did not ring.

Days accumulated without much to distinguish them. She went to the library and sat in her usual carrel and stared at pages that rearranged themselves into formations she couldn’t parse. She read the same footnote four times on the same afternoon. She began to understand that grief was less dramatic than she’d supposed—not a collapse but a slow, persistent static, a frequency she couldn’t tune out. The green card sat on her desk, no longer a placeholder. It felt like a covenant she had made with a man she wasn’t sure was still in the world to keep it. She slept in the middle of the bed, his pillow pulled against her ribs, her body aching for the solid heat of him.

A week after the phone call, the email came.

Subject: Back at base.

Naya—

I’m in Cyprus. R&R for 72 hours. The patrol was a close one. I’m fine. A few bruises. The camera’s fine, which is what matters. Sorry about the call. You shouldn’t have heard that.

Did you open it?

—E

Her fingers hammered the keys. The careful distance she’d practiced for weeks cracked and fell away.

Yes.

And?

You bought me an Ogunsi.

Do you like it?

It’s the centerpiece of my third chapter. You know that.

I know.

She stared at the blinking cursor, pulse loud in her ears, then typed the question that had kept her awake for nights.

Why did you check “No”?

An hour passed before the reply arrived.

Because it was the truth. The only truth I had left to give.

The apartment around her stayed silent, but the air felt different now—live wires running between them across the distance.

The camera is beautiful. I don’t know how to use it.

I’ll teach you. When I get back.

When is that?

Soon. The embed is ending. The story’s filed. I’m coming home, Naya.

Home. The word landed low in her chest and stayed there.

What happens when you get here? she wrote.

We finish what we started.



He returned on a Tuesday. May fourteenth. A day early.

She sat in the middle of her dissertation committee meeting, Professor Hendricks’s voice a distant drone about methodological rigor, when the key scraped in the lock. Her spine locked. Sound narrowed to a single high whine in her ears.

The door opened.

Eitan stood in the doorway, duffel at his feet. Thinner. Face drawn tight. The tan had deepened into something weathered and tired. His stubble had grown into a full beard that changed the shape of his jaw. The scar through his eyebrow stood out whiter against the dust-darkened skin. He looked older. Solid. Real.

His eyes found hers across the room.

“I have to go,” she told the startled faces on her screen, and snapped the laptop shut.

They stared at each other. The air between them held every unsaid thing—the forms, the envelope, the crackle of gunfire on a bad connection.

“You’re early,” she said. Her voice came out thin.

“Couldn’t wait.” His voice had changed too—roughened by smoke and exhaustion.

He dropped the bag. Kicked the door shut. He didn’t come toward her. He leaned back against the wood as if he needed it, and simply looked. His gaze moved over her face, her throat, the line of her shoulders, slow and deliberate, like he was checking she was still whole.

“You opened the envelope,” he said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“And you went to the unit.”

“Yes.”

He nodded once. “Good.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” The words tore out of her. “About the petition? The painting? Any of it?”

“Because I didn’t know how,” he said. “And I needed you to have it. In case. I needed you to know it existed even if I couldn’t say the rest.”

“Say what?”

He pushed off the door. Two steps. The distance halved. She smelled him—sweat, recycled plane air, the faint dry bite of desert dust still clinging to his clothes, and underneath it the soap he used. He lifted both hands and cupped her face. His palms were rough and warm. Thumbs brushed the high edges of her cheekbones.

“I love you, Naya Okonkwo. I am in love with you. It is the most terrifying and stable thing I have ever felt.”

The words cracked something open inside her. She made a small, broken sound and pushed forward, mouth finding his.

The kiss was a collision. Salt from her tears, the coarse scrape of his beard, the slick urgent press of tongue against tongue. He groaned into her mouth and hauled her hard against him. She felt the long, lean planes of his body, the new tension in muscle, the steady thud of his heart. Alive. Here.

Her hands fisted in his shirt, dragging him closer. He walked her backward until her hips met the kitchen counter. The same counter. Memory and present slammed together.

He pulled back just far enough to speak, forehead against hers, eyes dark and blown. “I need you. Right now. I need to be inside you. I need to know this is real.”

“Yes,” she breathed. “God, yes.”

His hands shoved her sweater up and off. The bra followed, clasp flicked open with one twist. Cool air hit her skin, then the wet heat of his mouth closed over her nipple. He sucked hard, tongue circling, teeth grazing just enough to make her jerk. The pull went straight between her legs. She cried out, back arching.

She clawed at his clothes, shoving the jacket off his shoulders, fingers fighting the buttons of his shirt. He helped, yanking it free. Her palms found his chest—new bruises dark under her hands, old scars, the heavy drum of his heart. She unbuckled his belt, dragged his jeans open. He kicked everything off, boots and all, until he stood in only black boxer briefs, cock thick and straining against the cotton.

She hooked her thumbs in the waistband and pulled. His cock sprang free, flushed dark at the head, already slick. She wrapped her hand around him, stroked once, felt him pulse in her grip. Hot. Silken. Alive.

“Fuck, Naya,” he rasped.

She looked up. “No more rehearsals.”

“No more,” he agreed, voice low and guttural.

He lifted her onto the counter. Cold Formica shocked against her bare ass. He stepped between her thighs and pushed them wider. He didn’t push inside. He looked down at her pussy, wet and open for him, and a visible shudder ran through his frame.

“You are so fucking beautiful,” he whispered, and bent his head.

His mouth on her clit was not gentle. Broad, flat licks, then focused suction on the swollen bud, tongue working in tight circles. She screamed, fingers twisting in his hair. He ate her like he was starving, like he wanted to map every fold, every clench, every tremor. Her hips rolled against his face. Wet sounds filled the kitchen.

“Eitan, please,” she begged. “I need you. Now.”

He rose. His mouth shone. He lined the head of his cock at her entrance, eyes locked on hers. “Look at me.”

She did.

He pushed in.

The stretch stole her breath. She was soaked, ready, but he was thick and the slow, relentless slide filled her completely. Her inner walls fluttered around him. He sank to the hilt and held there, forehead pressed to hers, breathing her air.

“This is real,” he said.

“This is real,” she answered.

He began to move.

No rhythm. No control. Just deep, powerful thrusts that rocked her back against the cabinets with every stroke. The counter creaked. The wet slap of skin on skin echoed off the walls. His fingers dug into her hips, holding her exactly where he wanted her while he fucked her with raw, single-minded force.

“Harder,” she demanded, locking her ankles behind his back. “Don’t you dare hold back.”

A fierce, beautiful smile cut across his face. He drove into her harder, the force making her vision spark. Each thrust hit the spot deep inside that wound her tighter. Heat coiled at the base of her spine, spreading through her belly.

“Touch yourself,” he growled. “Let me watch you come.”

She slid her hand between them, fingers finding her clit, slick and swollen. She circled fast, the added friction pushing her straight to the edge.

“That’s it,” he breathed, thrusts turning ragged. “Come for me, Naya. Let go.”

Her orgasm hit hard and sudden. She cried out, body clamping around him in tight, rhythmic pulses. He watched her face the entire time, eyes hungry, and then he was coming too, a rough shout muffled against her neck as he emptied deep inside her, hips jerking with the force of it.

He stayed pressed against her through the aftershocks, weight heavy, face buried in the curve of her shoulder. Their skin stuck together, sweat-slick. She felt his heart hammering against her ribs, matching the frantic beat of her own.

Slowly he softened inside her. He didn’t pull out. He simply held her, breathing gradually easing.

After a long time he lifted his head and kissed her—slow, tasting of salt and sex and the two of them.

“I’m home,” he said.

She nodded, throat too tight for words, and wrapped her arms around him.

They disentangled eventually. He cleaned her with a damp towel in quiet, careful strokes. She watched his hands. He pulled on his boxers. She slipped into his discarded shirt, the fabric still warm from his body. They didn’t go to the bedroom. They moved to the couch and collapsed in a tangle of limbs. She rested her head on his chest, listening to the steady, solid beat beneath her ear.

“The defense is tomorrow,” she said into the quiet.

“I’ll be there.” His hand moved slowly up and down her back. “Front row.”

“You’ll be bored.”

“I’ll be proud.” He paused. “And then?”

She knew what he was asking. The contract was done. The green card was hers. The real petition sat filed somewhere. In the eyes of the state and in the locked unit across the river, they were husband and wife.

“And then we live our life,” she said. “The real one.”

His arm tightened around her. “I like the sound of that.”

Outside, the Brooklyn afternoon slid into evening. A car passed. A dog barked. Music drifted from the building across the street. They were no longer performers moving through a silent apartment. They were the source of the sound, the breath, the life inside it.

He shifted, turning so he could look down at her. His expression had gone serious. “There’s one more thing.”

“What?”

“The divorce papers. In my bag. I brought them back, signed on my side.”

Her stomach dropped. “Oh.”

“I brought them back so I could tear them up in front of you,” he said, gaze steady. “If that’s what you want.”

She reached up, traced the scar through his eyebrow with her fingertip. “Tear them up.”

He smiled then, a full, unguarded smile that transformed his tired face. “Okay.”

He kissed her again. It tasted like a beginning.

Later, as true dusk settled over the room, they finally moved to the bed. They made love again, slower this time, sweeter, a rediscovery of skin and breath and the quiet spaces between heartbeats. Afterward, lying in the dark, she realized she was on the left side. He was in the middle, an arm thrown over her waist, his face pressed against her braids, the scent of her hair filling his lungs with each slow exhale.

“You’re in my spot,” she murmured, her voice low in the stillness.

“Get used to it,” he mumbled, already half-asleep, the words blurring at the edges.

She smiled in the dark. She was. She finally was.

The contract was a piece of paper in a desk drawer. The visa was a card on her nightstand. The fake marriage had become, somewhere along the way, the realest thing in her life. And for the first time, Naya was not waiting for the other shoe to drop. She was listening, instead, for the sound of his breathing beside her, steady and slow, a rhythm she was learning by heart.


Book 3 — Fake Dating The Auction

by Jenna Sahara


Chapter 1 — The Paddle Goes Up

The ballroom of the Plaza Hotel smelled of champagne, ambition, and the faint, expensive decay of roses arranged too perfectly. Beatrix Kohler stood at the edge of the stage in a silk sheath dress she’d bought for a closing dinner three years ago, her chignon tighter than the knot in her stomach. The auctioneer’s voice, polished and booming, ricocheted off the vaulted ceiling.

“Item number seven: a private lunch with M&A senior partner Beatrix Kohler. The winning bidder will enjoy three hours of her exclusive insight—and her exclusive company—at a location of her choosing. Starting bid: two thousand dollars.”

A ripple of laughter, masculine and knowing, rolled through the crowd of her colleagues, their clients, the wives who watched her with polite, practiced envy. The partners had voted on this without consulting her. A charity auction for the firm’s foundation. The bachelor auction was tradition; the “lunch with the lady partner” item was new. A joke, they’d said. A bit of fun. Beatrix knew it was a test. Could she play along? Could she be a team player? Could she, for twelve thousand dollars of the firm’s money, be a commodity?

The first paddle went up. Brendan Holcombe, her boss’s nephew, a third-year associate with a smirk that lingered too long on her mouth during case meetings. He’d been creeping on her for two years, a low-grade nuisance she’d managed by sheer, glacial indifference. His paddle—number 42—waved with a lazy confidence. “Two-five,” he called.

The auctioneer acknowledged him. “We have two thousand five hundred from bidder forty-two. Do I hear three?”

Another paddle rose from a venture capital client she’d closed a deal for last quarter. Three thousand. Brendan countered with three-five. The client shrugged and dropped out. It was becoming clear: Brendan intended to win. To buy her time. To sit across a table and finally have the permission he’d been seeking.

Beatrix’s fingers tightened around the stem of her untouched champagne flute. The cold seeped into her palm. She calculated the optics. If Brendan won, she would have to endure it. She would have to sit through a lunch, professional and detached, while his eyes crawled over her. The partners would chuckle. The firm’s internal gossip would flare. She would be the senior partner bought by the boss’s nephew. A trophy with a law degree.

“Four thousand,” Brendan announced, directly to the auctioneer, his gaze sliding to Beatrix on the stage. He smiled. It was not a smile.

The auctioneer encouraged the room. “Four thousand! A generous bid for a generous cause. Any advance on four?”

Silence. The room’s attention had consolidated. They were watching Brendan win. Beatrix felt the weight of her pearls against her sternum, a familiar anchor. She had not taken them off since law school. They were her armor, her reminder: she had earned every millimeter of this life. She would not let it be auctioned off to a boy with a family connection and a predatory leer.

But she had no paddle. She was the item. She could not bid on herself.

“Four thousand five?” the auctioneer prompted.

From the back of the room, near the shadowed arch of a service door, a paddle lifted.

It was a simple wooden paddle, number 77. The hand holding it was steady, the arm clad in the black sleeve of a dinner jacket. The bidder stood, and the room’s focus shifted, a collective slight turn of heads.

“Twelve thousand,” a voice said. It was clear, calm, and cut through the murmur like a blade.

Beatrix’s breath caught.

The auctioneer blinked. “Twelve? Directly to twelve thousand?”

“Yes.”

Caspian Vale.

He stood there, four years her mentee, the senior associate she had trained from his first day in M&A. He was in black tie, not the navy suit of the office. His dark hair was a fraction too long, as always, brushing the collar of his jacket. His gray eyes were fixed not on the auctioneer, but on her.

The distance between them—the length of the ballroom, the raised stage, the sea of tables—seemed to collapse into a single, charged line. For four years, she had looked at him as a project, a brilliant mind to shape, a career to shepherd. She had seen the intensity in him, the quiet competence, the way he never smiled in meetings but sometimes, after a particularly brutal negotiation, would catch her eye and offer a slight, acknowledging tilt of his head. She had seen him want. She had never let herself define what he wanted.

Now, he was defining it.

Brendan Holcombe’s face flushed. He shot a look toward his uncle, the managing partner, who was watching with an amused, detached curiosity. His paddle twitched as if he might counter.

The room gasped. A laugh, shocked and delighted, bubbled up from a table of junior partners. Twelve thousand dollars for a lunch. It was absurd. It was a statement.

Brendan’s mouth opened, then closed. He looked at his uncle again. The managing partner gave a slight, almost imperceptible shake of his head. The message was clear: you are making a spectacle. Stop.

Brendan’s paddle lowered. He slumped back into his chair, his face a storm of humiliation and fury.

The auctioneer recovered. “Twelve thousand dollars! Bidder seventy-seven, are we confirmed?”

Caspian’s gaze never left Beatrix. “Confirmed.”

“Sold! To bidder seventy-seven for twelve thousand dollars. Congratulations.”

The applause was automatic, charitable, confused. Beatrix stood on the stage, her spine rigid, her mind racing through the consequences. Caspian had just spent twelve thousand dollars—his own money, she knew, not the firm’s—to buy a lunch with her. To outbid Brendan Holcombe. To claim her.

He had not asked. He had bid.

The auctioneer gestured for her to step down, to join the winner for the symbolic handshake and photo. She moved, her heels clicking on the polished stage floor, the silk dress whispering against her thighs. She descended the three steps to the ballroom floor, and Caspian was already walking toward her.

He stopped a foot away. The photographers—firm PR staff—circled them.

“Partner Kohler,” he said, his voice low, for her alone, though the cameras were clicking.

“Associate Vale,” she replied, the title a wall, a reminder.

He extended his hand. She took it. His grip was firm, warm, his fingers closing around hers not as a colleague’s polite shake, but as a hold. The cameras captured it: her cool blonde elegance, his dark intensity, the twelve thousand dollars between them.

“The contract is in my pocket,” he murmured, leaning in slightly for the photo, his words a secret against the noise. “We can review it tonight. Your office. Nine.”

She withdrew her hand. “A contract?”

“For three weeks of contracted appearances as my girlfriend at firm events. The lunch is the first. The holiday party is the second. The Adirondacks retreat is the third.” He said it as if he were listing agenda items for a deposition. “The contract has rules. I wrote them.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You drafted a contract for this.”

“I am an M&A associate. You taught me to draft everything.”

The photographers were ushering them to pose side-by-side. She turned, allowing her profile to align with his, her shoulder brushing the wool of his jacket. The scent of him—clean, sharp, a hint of cedar—cut through the ballroom’s floral haze.

“Why?” she asked, the word barely audible.

He looked down at her, his gray eyes holding a light she had never seen in the office. “Because Brendan Holcombe was about to win. And you deserve better than that.”

It was not the answer she expected. It was not about him. It was about her. A protection. A rescue. But rescues came with debt.

“Twelve thousand dollars is not a trivial sum,” she said.

“It’s my money. I want you to spend it.”

The phrasing was deliberate. Spend it. Not owe him. Not repay him. Spend it.

The photos ended. The PR coordinator thanked them, beaming. The auction moved to the next item—a weekend at a partner’s vineyard. The crowd’s attention drifted.

Caspian stepped back, formal again. “Your office. Nine p.m. I’ll bring the contract.”

He didn’t wait for her agreement. He turned and walked back toward the shadows near the service door, disappearing into the flow of servers carrying trays of desserts.

Beatrix stood alone for a moment, the champagne flute still cold in her hand. Then she moved. She navigated the tables, accepting the nods and the murmured congratulations, the sly comments from partners about her “value.” She smiled, a thin, professional curve of her lips, and made her way to the exit.

The coat check retrieved her charcoal wool coat. She wrapped it around herself, the silk dress suddenly too thin, too exposed. The night air of Manhattan was a slap of cold, clarifying. She walked toward the firm’s offices, ten blocks away. She would go there now. She would wait in her office, with the door closed, and think.

But thinking was not what happened.

Her office was a corner suite on the forty-second floor, windows facing south toward the financial district. At eight-thirty, the cleaning crew was vacuuming the halls, the sound a distant, industrial hum. She sat at her desk, the contract Caspian had mentioned burning a hole in her imagination. She opened her laptop, pulled up a deal she was supervising, and stared at the screen without reading a word.

At eight fifty-five, her door opened.

He didn’t knock. He entered, as he had entered her office hundreds of times for review sessions, for draft markups, for strategy discussions. But tonight, he was not in a navy suit. He was still in the black tie, the jacket open, the tie slightly loosened. He carried a leather folio, not a firm folder.

“You’re early,” she said, her voice steady.

“You’re here,” he replied, closing the door behind him. The vacuum sound faded, replaced by the silence of her office, the city lights glittering beyond the glass.

He walked to her desk and placed the folio on it. He opened it, extracted a document—ten pages, neatly printed—and set it before her.

“The contract,” he said.

She picked it up. The title: “Personal Services Agreement.” The parties: Caspian Vale and Beatrix Kohler. The term: three weeks. The services: “Contractor shall act as Client’s romantic companion for three designated Firm events, maintaining appearances consistent with a committed relationship for the duration of said events and necessary pre- and post-event coordination.”

She read, her eyes scanning the clauses. Her mind, trained for loopholes, for risk, for liability, began to dissect.

Clause 4.1: No physical contact beyond that appropriate for a public, professional setting unless mutually agreed in writing prior to the event.

Clause 4.2: No overnight stays at each other’s residences.

Clause 4.3: No kissing without an audience present for the purpose of maintaining appearances.

Clause 4.4: All communication regarding the contract shall be via encrypted firm email; no texts, no personal calls.

Clause 4.5: Contractor shall not disclose the nature of the contract to any Firm personnel.

Clause 4.6: Client shall compensate Contractor at the rate of $12,000, paid upon signing.

She looked up at him. He was standing beside her desk, watching her read. His posture was relaxed, but his eyes were intent.

“You wrote these,” she said.

“I did.”

“They’re… restrictive.”

“They’re boundaries. To keep it professional.”

“Professional.” She let the word hang. “You bought me for twelve thousand dollars. That is not professional.”

“I bought a service. You are providing it. That is a transaction. Transactions can be professional.”

She reached for the red pen she kept in a holder on her desk. It was her habit, her trademark: red ink for markups, for corrections, for changing the terms of any deal.

“I’ll redline this,” she said.

“I expect you to.”

She began. Clause 4.1: she circled “mutually agreed in writing” and wrote beside it, “mutually agreed verbally at time of contact.” Clause 4.2: she struck “no overnight stays” and wrote, “overnight stays permitted if required by event logistics (e.g., retreat cabin assignment).” Clause 4.3: she edited “no kissing without an audience” to “kissing permitted for rehearsal purposes prior to event.”

She worked, her pen scratching, her mind sharpening. This was a negotiation. This was a deal. She was the senior partner; he was the associate. But he had drafted the terms. He had set the rules. The power was inverted, and she felt it, a strange, thrilling current in the air between them.

He watched her. He didn’t interrupt. He didn’t lean over to read her changes. He stood, his hands resting on the edge of her desk, his knuckles pale.

When she finished, she set the pen down and looked at him. “Your turn.”

He took the document, scanned her redlines. His lips curved, the first true smile she had seen from him tonight. It was not a smile of concession. It was a smile of recognition.

“You’ve improved it,” he said.

“I’ve made it realistic.”

“Realistic.” He considered the word. “Clause 4.3. Kissing for rehearsal purposes. You want to rehearse?”

“If the appearance requires it, we should be competent.”

“Competent.” He stepped closer. The space between her chair and his body narrowed. She could see the detail of his tie, the dimple of the knot, the faint shadow of his jaw. “When would you like to rehearse?”

The question was a test. She felt it. The vacuum sound had stopped; the cleaning crew had moved on. The office was silent except for the hum of her computer and the distant sirens of the city.

“Now,” she said.

His eyes darkened. “Now?”

“We have an audience,” she said, gesturing vaguely to the empty office. “The clause, as amended, permits kissing for rehearsal. We are rehearsing.”

“For what event?”

“For the lunch. Which is the first event. We should know if we can kiss convincingly.”

He didn’t move for a moment. Then he leaned down, his hands coming to rest on the arms of her chair, caging her in. His face was inches from hers. His breath was warm, carrying the faint scent of the champagne he must have drunk after the auction.

“Convincingly,” he repeated. “What constitutes convincing?”

“A kiss that would be believed by a senior partner’s wife,” she said, her voice dropping to match his. “A kiss that looks like we want each other.”

“Do we want each other?” he asked.

It was the direct question. The one that had lain unspoken for four years. She had watched him become the best associate she had. She had watched him absorb her lessons, challenge her assumptions, stand beside her in negotiations with a quiet, formidable intelligence. She had watched him, and she had never allowed herself to name the watching.

“Yes,” she said.

The word was a surrender. An admission. A clause violation in spirit, if not yet in text.

He didn’t hesitate. His mouth met hers.

It was not a tentative kiss. It was not a polite, rehearsed performance. It was a claim. His lips were firm, heated, and they opened hers with a pressure that was immediate, decisive. His tongue touched hers, and she felt a shock, a visceral, electric connection that traveled straight down her spine to the base of her pelvis.

She responded. She rose from the chair, her hands gripping the lapels of his jacket, pulling him closer. The kiss deepened, turned hungry. She could taste him—champagne, a hint of mint, the underlying flavor of him, clean and male. His hands left the chair arms and went to her waist, then her back, pressing her against him. The silk of her dress was thin; the wool of his jacket was rough. The contrast ignited her.

They kissed for a minute, maybe two. It was a kiss that broke Clause 4.3 in its original form and honored it in her amended form. It was a rehearsal that felt like a performance for no audience but themselves.

He broke it, pulling back just enough to look at her. His eyes were heavy-lidded, his breath uneven.

“Convincing?” he asked, his voice rough.

“Convincing,” she breathed.

He didn’t release her. His hands stayed on her back, one sliding lower, to the curve of her hip. “The contract,” he said, “has a clause about physical contact.”

“We amended it. Mutually agreed verbally.”

“We haven’t agreed verbally to this.”

“What is this?”

His hand moved, palming her hip, then sliding to the front of her thigh, his fingers brushing the silk. “This is me touching you.”

Her body reacted before her mind could. A heat bloomed between her legs, a sudden, aching want. She had not been touched like this—with intention, with possession—in years. She had been careful. She had been contained. Now, she was not.

“Verbally,” she managed. “I agree.”

He smiled again, that dark, knowing curve. “Then the clause is satisfied.”

He kissed her again, harder, and his hand moved up, over her rib cage, to the side of her breast. He didn’t cup it; he traced the shape through the silk, his thumb finding the nipple, already hard, and rubbing over it.

She gasped into his mouth. The sound was raw, uncontrolled. She felt her authority, her glacial control, cracking. He was her mentee. He was four years her junior. He was an associate. And he was making her gasp in her office at nine-fifteen on a Tuesday night.

His other hand went to her hair, finding the pins of her chignon. He didn’t pull them out; he touched them, as if acknowledging the structure he was about to dismantle.

“Beatrix,” he said, against her lips.

It was the first time he had used her first name in this context. In the office, he always called her “Partner Kohler.” Now, it was “Beatrix.” A intimacy.

“Caspian,” she replied, testing the sound.

He kissed her neck, his mouth hot on her skin, just above the strand of pearls. He breathed against her, his teeth grazing the tendon. She shivered.

“The contract,” she whispered, her mind trying to reengage, to find the rules. “Clause 4.2. No overnight stays.”

“We amended it,” he murmured, his lips moving to her ear. “Overnight stays permitted if required by event logistics.”

“This is not event logistics.”

“It is a rehearsal logistics. We are rehearsing for an event that requires overnight stays. The retreat cabin.”

His logic was flawless. A lawyer’s logic. She had taught him this.

His hand left her breast and went to the zipper at the back of her dress. He found it, a small, hidden clasp. He pulled it down, slowly. The silk loosened, the dress opening. He didn’t strip it off; he simply opened it, allowing his hand to slide inside, against her bare back.

His palm was warm, rough. It traveled down her spine, to the waistband of her underwear. He hooked his fingers under it, pulling her against him more firmly.

“We should rehearse for the overnight stay,” he said, his voice a low vibration in her ear. “We should know if we can sleep together convincingly.”

She laughed, a short, breathy sound. “Sleep?”

“Sleep is a broad term.”

His fingers dipped lower, under the waistband, to the curve of her ass. He squeezed, a possessive, intimate grip. She felt her pussy clench in response, a pulse of wetness she couldn’t deny.

“Caspian,” she said, warning, but the warning was thin.

“The contract,” he continued, as if they were in a negotiation, “does not prohibit sex. It prohibits overnight stays without logistics. We have logistics. We are rehearsing.”

He turned her, gently, so that her back was to the desk. He guided her until she was sitting on the edge of it, her dress open at the back, her legs dangling. He stood before her, his gray eyes holding hers.

“Do you want to rehearse sex?” he asked.

The question was explicit. It was a direct, anatomical, contractual question. She felt the heat between her legs intensify. She felt the want, the years of suppressed want, rise in a wave.

“Yes,” she said.

He didn’t smile this time. His expression turned serious, intent. He leaned forward, kissing her again, his hands going to her thighs. He pushed the silk dress aside, spreading her legs, settling between them. His body pressed against hers, and she felt the hard length of his cock through his trousers, against her inner thigh.

She reached for him, her hands going to his belt. She unbuckled it, pulled it open, then unbuttoned his trousers. He helped, pushing them down, just enough to free his cock.

It was erect, thick, the head flushed dark. She looked at it, a visceral acknowledgment of what was happening. He was her mentee. He was in her office. His cock was hard for her.

He watched her look. “Touch it,” he said.

She did. She wrapped her hand around it, feeling the heat, the firmness, the smooth skin. She stroked, once, and he groaned, a deep, male sound that filled the silent office.

He pushed her hand away, gently, and replaced it with his own. He guided his cock to her, to the opening of her pussy, which was wet, ready. She was still clothed, her dress pooled around her waist, her underwear a thin barrier. He hooked his fingers in the fabric of her panties, pulling them aside.

Then he pushed inside.

The entrance was slow, deliberate. He didn’t rush. He pushed the head of his cock into her, stretching her, filling her. She gasped, her head falling back, her eyes closing. He filled her completely, a deep, claiming penetration that made her body arch.

He held there, buried inside her, his hands gripping her hips. “Open your eyes,” he said.

She opened them. He was watching her, his gaze locked on her face, on the moment of her surrender.

“This is a rehearsal,” he said, his voice tight with restraint. “For the overnight stay.”

Then he moved.

He pulled back, almost out, then pushed in again, a slow, deep stroke. She felt every inch, the friction, the wetness, the perfect fit. She moaned, a sound she didn’t recognize from herself.

He set a rhythm, slow and profound, each stroke a deliberate act. His hands moved from her hips to her breasts, pushing the silk aside, finding her nipples again. He rolled them, pinched them, sending sharp, delicious pains through her body that amplified the pleasure between her legs.

She was on her desk, her back against her own computer monitor, her ass on the edge of the wood, her mentee fucking her with a controlled, intense precision. The city lights glowed beyond the windows, the world unaware. The cleaning crew was gone. The office was theirs.

She reached for him, her hands going to his shoulders, then his neck, pulling him closer, kissing him again, her tongue meeting his in a rhythm that matched the rhythm of his cock inside her. The kiss was messy, hungry, wet. She tasted herself on him, the salt of her sweat, the flavor of their joined bodies.

He increased the pace. The slow, deep strokes became faster, harder. He was driving into her now, his hips snapping against hers, the desk creaking under their weight. She felt the orgasm building, a coil tightening low in her belly, radiating out.

“Caspian,” she gasped.

“Come for me,” he said, his voice a command.

It was the inversion. He was commanding her. She was the senior partner, and he was telling her to come.

She did.

The orgasm broke over her, a wave of heat and release that clenched around his cock, that made her cry out, a loud, uncontrolled sound that echoed in the office. She shook, her legs tightening around his waist, her hands clawing at his jacket.

He kept fucking her through it, his strokes relentless, until his own control broke. A raw sound ripped from his chest. He drove in hard, locked there, every muscle rigid. She felt the thick pulse of him inside her, the sudden heat of his release flooding deep.

He stayed buried, breath harsh against her neck. Then he withdrew, slow, leaving her empty.

The air hit her skin where he had been. Her dress hung open, her hair slipping from its pins, her thighs still spread. She trembled on the desk, the wood cool beneath her.

Caspian stepped back. His cock hung heavy, half-hard, slick with both of them. He reached for his trousers, dragged them up, fastened them without care. His tie stayed loose. The jacket hung open.

He looked at her—legs open, dress parted, face flushed.

“The contract,” he said. His voice had already settled back into its professional register. “Now has a precedent.”

She swallowed, found her voice. “A precedent for sex.”

“Yes. Clause 4.1, amended. Mutually agreed verbally at time of contact. We agreed verbally.”

She nodded. Her thoughts rearranged themselves, the afterglow thinning, the facts clicking into place. They had fucked on her desk. He had spent twelve thousand dollars on her. They had a contract for three weeks of appearances.

He picked up the redlined pages and her red pen. At the bottom of Clause 4.1 he wrote a new line: “Precedent established for sexual contact as part of rehearsal for overnight stay logistics.”

He held the pen out. “Sign.”

She took it. Looked at the document, at her own red marks, at his addition, at him.

Then she signed.

Her name, Beatrix Kohler, firm and clear.

He folded the pages, slid them into his folio. “The first event is tomorrow. Lunch. Le Bernardin. One p.m.”

She stood. Her legs shook. She zipped the dress, fingers unsteady, and shoved the loose pins back into her hair.

“One p.m.,” she said.

He walked to the door, opened it, then turned. “Beatrix.”

She met his eyes.

“The contract has rules,” he said. “We just broke the first one. The one about kissing without an audience.”

She remembered. Clause 4.3. No kissing without an audience present for the purpose of maintaining appearances. They had kissed with no one watching.

“Yes,” she said.

“Each clause we break,” he said, “is the catalyst for the next scene.”

He left. The door clicked shut.

The scent of sex hung in the air, sharp and unmistakable. Beyond the glass, Manhattan glittered. Beatrix stayed at the window, forehead pressed to the cool pane. Her reflection floated over the city grid. The pearls against her throat had warmed. She touched them, but the memory of his mouth just above them, the drag of his teeth, made her fingers shake.

He fucked me on my desk.

The thought landed crude and exact. Caspian Vale, her senior associate, had pinned her to her own workspace and driven his cock into her with that same deliberate focus he brought to every brief. She had let him. More than let him—she had asked for it. She had redlined a contract to allow it. She had signed.

A short, unsteady laugh escaped her. It sounded too loud in the empty office. Professional. Twelve thousand dollars for a fake relationship, negotiated in red ink, sealed with a hard fuck on mahogany. The most unprofessional thing she had done in her career. And the most alive she had felt in years.

She moved away from the window. Her body ached in new places—hips, cunt, the base of her spine. She gathered her coat, her clutch, the empty champagne flute from the auction. She killed the lights, locked the door, and rode the elevator down to the marble lobby.

The walk home took fifteen blocks. The cold night air sharpened everything: the dull throb between her legs with each step, the ghost of his hands on her hips, the low sound he had made when he came. She replayed the negotiation—the way he had watched her redline, the calm in his voice when he suggested the rehearsal, the dark curve of his mouth. He had planned this. Not the sex itself, perhaps, but the opening. He had written a contract with gaps he knew she would fill. He had read her mind, her habits, her pride.

He taught me to draft everything.

She had told him that once, years ago, when he brought her a sloppy first draft. Now he had turned the lesson back on her. The reversal was complete. It terrified her. It thrilled her.

Her apartment was white walls, charcoal furniture, one gray abstract on the wall. A room built for one person and absolute control. She dropped her coat, kicked off her heels, and went straight to the bathroom. Steam clouded the mirror while she peeled the ruined silk down her body. In the glass she saw the marks—faint red prints on her hips where his fingers had gripped, the beginning of a bruise on her neck. Evidence.

Under the hot water she scrubbed at the smell of him, of sex, of the ballroom. The sensation stayed—the echo of fullness, the deep, satisfied ache. She soaped between her legs, fingers sliding over her clit, and a sharp pulse answered. Still sensitive. Still keyed up. She leaned into the tile, water streaming down her back, and let herself have one selfish minute: her own fingers working the rhythm he had set, chasing the tail of her orgasm. It came fast and tight, a second, smaller shock that left her thighs trembling. Confirmation. Yes. You wanted that. You still do.

She dried off, pulled on black pajamas, and poured a glass of ice water in the kitchen. Her phone buzzed on the counter, face down.

Encrypted firm email. Subject: Contract – Executed Copy.

Her breath caught. She opened it.

To: Beatrix Kohler
From: Caspian Vale
Re: Contract – Executed Copy

Per our agreement, attached is the fully executed copy of the Personal Services Agreement, incorporating your redlines and the precedent established tonight. Please review at your convenience.

Logistics for Event 1 (Lunch): Table reserved under my name at Le Bernardin, 1 p.m. I will meet you in the lobby at 12:50 p.m.

I have taken the liberty of reviewing the firm retreat cabin assignments. As anticipated, we are both listed in Cabin 7 (single occupancy, one bed). The clause amendment regarding overnight stays for event logistics appears prescient.

C.

Professional. Cold. Except for that last word—prescient. A lawyer’s word carrying something darker. He had already checked the retreat list. He knew they would share a bed. He had known when he fucked her, when he cited the “overnight stay rehearsal,” that it was never hypothetical.

She typed back, fingers steady.

To: Caspian Vale
Re: Contract – Executed Copy

Copy received. Logistics noted. 12:50 p.m. in the lobby.

On cabin assignments: I will speak to the retreat coordinator regarding a correction.

She hit send. A reassertion of control. Or the attempt.

His reply arrived less than a minute later.

Correction unlikely. The list is finalized per the managing partner’s office. I confirmed.

Of course he had. She sipped the water, ice clinking against her teeth. The game was already moving faster than she liked. She was used to setting the board.

Sleep came shallow and broken. She dreamed of auction paddles rising in a dark room, of Caspian’s voice saying twelve thousand, of his hands unbuttoning her dress with the same methodical attention he gave a due diligence binder.

The next morning the firm moved at its usual polished pace. Beatrix arrived at seven. Her chignon was perfect. The navy wool suit sat severe on her frame. The pearls rested cool against her throat. She had three closings before lunch, back-to-back calls with London and Hong Kong. She buried herself in the work, in the language of indemnities and escrows. It steadied her.

At ten her assistant buzzed. “Mr. Vale is here for the Preitman files.”

Her pulse kicked. “Send him in.”

Caspian entered carrying a thick accordion folder. Navy suit, white shirt, slate-gray tie. His hair was still slightly too long. He looked exactly as he had every day for four years—except now she knew the exact expression on his face when he came inside her.

“Partner Kohler,” he said, setting the folder on her desk. Neutral. Respectful. “The marked-up execution copies. The Hong Kong team incorporated your changes.”

“Thank you.” She kept her eyes on the screen.

He didn’t leave. She felt the warmth of him at the edge of the desk. Finally she looked up.

His gray eyes held hers. No smile. No obvious intimacy. But the look claimed space anyway. It said: I remember. You remember.

“Will there be anything else?” he asked.

“The retreat cabin,” she said, voice low. “I spoke to the coordinator. The list is finalized.”

“Yes.”

“One bed.”

“Yes.”

She leaned back, fingers steepled. “That’s a problem.”

“It’s a logistics problem,” he corrected, using the contract language. “Which we anticipated and amended for.”

“We amended for required overnight stays. We could choose not to attend.”

“You are a senior partner. Your attendance is mandatory. I am a senior associate on the partner track. Mine is strongly suggested. Non-attendance would be noted.” He paused. “By the managing partner’s office.”

He had her boxed in, and he knew it. The firm retreat was a ritual of forced smiles and strategic alliances. Absence would read as arrogance from her, as disloyalty from him.

“Then we will need a sleeping arrangement,” she said.

“The contract,” he said, “does not specify sleeping arrangements. Only that overnight stays are permitted for event logistics.”

“So we negotiate the arrangement.”

“We do.” He checked his watch. “We have a lunch rehearsal in three hours. We can negotiate then.”

He turned and left, the door closing softly behind him.

Beatrix exhaled. Her body tightened with a fresh, frustrated pulse of want. He was flawless. He was infuriating. He was playing the game better than she was, because he had written the rules.

At 12:45 she left her office and rode the elevator down. She had changed for the lunch—a cream silk blouse, tailored black trousers, the pearls. Still professional. Still a costume for the performance ahead.

He waited by the reception desk, one shoulder braced against the marble wall. The charcoal wool overcoat had replaced his suit jacket, the fabric heavy and expensive against the crisp lines of his shirt. When she approached, his gaze lifted, tracing the length of her with deliberate precision—cataloging, claiming—nothing like the crude leer Brendan Holcombe had raked over her onstage.

“You’re early,” he said.

“So are you.”

He offered his arm, an old-world gesture that belonged to another century. She studied it, then his face. The performance had begun. She slid her hand into the crook of his elbow. Even through wool and silk, the contact sparked a current up her arm, sharp and electric.

They walked the few blocks to the restaurant without speaking. Autumn sun cut bright across the sidewalk; the air held a clean bite. Tourists and financiers parted around them. To any observer they were simply a striking couple, well-matched and well-dressed. Not senior partner and associate. Not buyer and the woman whose body he had purchased for the weekend.

At Le Bernardin the maître d’ greeted Caspian by name and guided them to a corner table half-screened from the dining room, a view of the busy floor beyond. A table built for power and privacy. He pulled out her chair, another antique courtesy that felt, here, like another move on the board.

Menus arrived. Water was poured. He leaned in once they were alone. “Shall we negotiate the sleeping arrangement?”

“Here?”

“We have an audience,” he said, eyes flicking to the neighboring tables. “It keeps the appearance of a romantic lunch. And it’s efficient.”

She folded her hands on the white cloth. “Propose your terms.”

“Cabin 7 has one king bed. The retreat runs Thursday night through Sunday morning. Three nights. I propose we share it.”

“Share,” she echoed.

“Opposite sides. No contact unless we both agree.”

She lifted one brow. “The same language as the physical-contact amendment.”

“Consistency matters in contracts.”

A server appeared. They ordered seafood salads and mineral water. When the man left, Beatrix spoke again. “I propose separate bedding. You take the bed. I’ll take the couch, if there is one.”

“There isn’t.”

“Then I’ll have a cot brought in.”

“The coordinator will notice. The partners will talk. It breaks the image we’re required to sell.” He sipped his water. “The contract exists so we appear to be in a committed relationship. Couples in committed relationships share beds.”

“We are not a couple.”

“We are for the duration of the contract.” He set the glass down. “And we have already shared more than a bed.”

The memory of last night—his body over hers on the desk—settled between them like smoke. Heat gathered low in her belly, a slow, insistent throb.

“So your proposal is that we share the bed platonically,” she said.

“Platonically, unless we agree otherwise.”

“And how is that agreement reached?”

“Verbally. In the moment.” His gaze held hers. “As the amendment states.”

The food came, beautiful plates neither of them touched. The negotiation was the meal.

“I find your proposal acceptable,” Beatrix said at last. “With one addition.”

“Of course.”

“If contact happens, it stays within the contract’s purpose—rehearsal for appearances.”

“Define the bounds.”

“Sex,” she said, voice low and clear, “is permitted only as rehearsal for the possibility of sex at the retreat. So we’re convincing if the need arises.”

His mouth almost curved. “A recursive clause. Sex to rehearse for sex.”

“You drafted a contract that already permits sex. I’m clarifying its scope.”

“Noted.” He lifted his fork. “Then we’re agreed. We share the bed. Contact only by mutual verbal agreement, and only for rehearsal.”

“Agreed.”

They ate in silence for several minutes. Tension ran between them, taut and humming, alive in every glance, every scrape of silver on porcelain.

“Brendan Holcombe approached me this morning,” Caspian said, still looking at his plate.

Beatrix went still. “And?”

“He suggested my bid last night was gallant but foolish. That he would have enjoyed his lunch. He asked whether I planned to share the insights I’d gained.”

Her fingers tightened on the fork. “He’s insinuating.”

“He’s threatening. Indirectly.” Caspian looked up. “He doesn’t know about the contract. He thinks I’m simply a rival who outbid him.”

“Good.”

“For now.” Caspian’s expression hardened. “If he sees us together outside a sanctioned event like this lunch, he’ll start wondering. He’ll look for fractures.”

“Then we give him none.”

“We already have one,” Caspian said. “Last night. In your office. No audience. A clear breach of Clause 4.3.”

“We amended the clause.”

“We amended it for rehearsal. The audience was missing. That was the violation.” He leaned closer, voice dropping. “Every clause we break is a fracture. Brendan is the sort who pries at them.”

“Then we break no more,” she said, though the words rang hollow. They had already broken the most important one. They had already stepped from performance into something real.

“We will,” Caspian said, certainty in his voice that pulled a shiver from her spine. “The contract is built for it. The clauses are too narrow, the situation too charged. We will break them. The only question is when and how.”

She stared at him. “You designed it to fail.”

“I designed it to escalate,” he corrected. “Each broken clause is a catalyst. You read the brief.”

She had. In the heat of the moment she hadn’t seen the full shape of it. Now, in the bright public light of the restaurant, the architecture stood clear. The contract was no shield. It was an invitation. A row of locked doors, keys pressed into her hand, with the expectation she would use them.

“Why?” she whispered.

“Because you would never have said yes to me without it,” he said, the professional mask stripped away, voice raw. “Because you would never have allowed yourself to want me without a clause to hide behind. The contract isn’t the reason, Beatrix. It’s the excuse.”

The world shrank to his face, to the clear, fierce light in his gray eyes. He was right. She had hidden behind authority, pearls, the perfect chignon for so long that desire had become a liability. He had given her a loophole. A contractual justification for her own surrender.

She had no answer. The confession sat between them, more intimate than the sex, more dangerous than any clause.

The server returned to clear the plates. “Can I interest you in dessert? Or coffee?”

“Just the check, please,” Caspian said, the calm mask back in place.

When the man left, Beatrix found her voice. “The lunch is the first event. What does the performance require here?”

“A couple enjoying a romantic lunch. Some tactile contact. Sustained eye contact. The look of private conversation.”

“We’ve managed that.”

“Not fully.” He reached across the table and covered her hand with his. His palm was warm, fingers curving over her knuckles. “We haven’t kissed. That would sell it.”

“There’s an audience,” she said, glancing around.

“Exactly.” He stood, still holding her hand, and came around to her side of the table. He drew her up to face him. The dining room registered the movement—subtle shifts in attention, a few glances. This was the performance.

He cupped her face with his free hand, thumb brushing the high curve of her cheekbone. His eyes searched hers. For a moment the mask slipped. It was a question. A request.

She answered by leaning in.

The kiss was soft, unhurried, a closed press of lips that landed deeper than the frantic, open-mouthed hunger of the night before. It was a promise. A declaration. A violation of the original clause and a fulfillment of the amended one, all at once. He tasted of mineral water and mint. When he drew back, his breath warmed her mouth. “Convincing?”

“Convincing,” she said.

He paid with a black card and they left, his hand resting at the small of her back. On the sidewalk he turned to her. “I have to return to the office. Filing deadline at four.”

She nodded. “I have a closing at three.”

“Then I’ll see you at the retreat. Thursday evening. Cabin 7.”

“Yes.”

He started to turn, then stopped. “Beatrix.”

She waited.

“The chain.” He reached into his coat pocket and drew out a delicate silver bracelet, a fine chain ending in a small abstract charm. “Part of the appearance. For the retreat. Something a boyfriend might give.”

She looked at it. “I can’t wear that at the office.”

“Not at the office. For the retreat. Put it on now, under your sleeve. Get used to the weight.” He held it out. A command wearing the shape of a suggestion. A piece of the costume. A mark.

She extended her wrist. He fastened the chain, fingers quick and sure. The metal was cool at first, then warmed against her skin. The charm, a twisted knot of silver, settled over her pulse. “There,” he said, touch lingering. “Now you’re wearing something I gave you.”

He walked away, vanishing into the stream of pedestrians.

Beatrix remained on the sidewalk, the chain a faint, constant pressure against her wrist, hidden beneath silk yet present with every shift of her arm. She touched her pearls, her old armor. The new mark lay beneath. She walked back to the firm, mind crowded with clauses and catalysts, with kisses that were rehearsals and rehearsals that had already become truth. The contract was signed. The first event was complete. The first clause was broken. The second event waited—three nights in a single bed in the Adirondacks, with a man who had fastened a chain around her wrist without asking permission.

She had earned every millimeter of this life. And now, millimeter by millimeter, she was letting him take it.


Chapter 2 — The Negotiation

The chain was still on her wrist when she walked into her office the next morning. She’d tried to take it off before bed. Her fingers had fumbled with the tiny clasp, the silver cool and stubborn against her skin. She’d stood in her bathroom, the stark light reflecting off the tiles, and stared at her own reflection: the impeccable silk pajamas, the pearls, the single, defiantly modern chain. She’d left it on. It was easier to sleep with it than to admit she couldn’t undo what he’d fastened.

Now, under the sleeve of her cream-colored blouse, she felt it. A faint, constant presence. A reminder.

Her assistant, Claire, buzzed in. “Ms. Kohler, your nine-thirty with Caspian Vale is here.”

Beatrix didn’t flinch. She never flinched. “Send him in.”

The door opened, and Caspian walked in, not as the man from the sidewalk last night, but as the senior associate. Navy suit, white shirt, a tie in a shade of gray that matched his eyes precisely. He carried a leather folio and a legal pad. He looked like he was here for a deal review. Which, in a way, he was.

“Beatrix,” he said, closing the door softly behind him. He didn’t sit.

“Caspian.” She gestured to the chair across from her desk. “I assume you’re here to discuss the retreat logistics. The firm’s itinerary arrived at seven.”

He remained standing. “I’m here to discuss the sleeping arrangements clause.”

She leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers. The pearls brushed her knuckles. “Clause 4(b). ‘Parties shall maintain separate sleeping quarters for the duration of any overnight firm event, unless such an arrangement is logistically impossible as determined by the hosting entity.’ The firm has assigned us a single cabin. One bedroom. It’s a historic property; the room assignments are fixed. It’s logistically impossible.”

“I know,” he said. His gaze was level, unblinking. “I saw the assignment list. I requested the cabin.”

The air in the room thinned. Beatrix kept her expression placid. “You requested it.”

“I spoke to the retreat coordinator. Told her we were a couple attending our first firm event together, that we’d appreciate some privacy. She was sympathetic. Upgraded us from the two-bedroom suite in the main lodge to the standalone cabin on the lake.”

“You manipulated firm resources to engineer a contract violation.”

“I engineered a scenario where the clause is moot. There’s no violation if the arrangement is, by the firm’s own booking, the only one available to us.” A faint smile touched his mouth. “I’m just being a diligent associate. Working within the framework.”

She stood up, needing the height, needing to move. She walked to the window, looking out at the gray expanse of Manhattan. “The framework is a fiction you built.”

“The fiction is that we need separate beds.” His voice was closer. She hadn’t heard him move. He was near the edge of her desk. “We broke the first clause last night. The one about kisses being for an audience only. There was no audience in your office that night.”

She turned. He was five feet away, a solid, dark presence in her bright, orderly office. “That was a mistake. A moment of… atmospheric confusion.”

“It wasn’t a mistake.” He took a step forward. “And you didn’t push me away. You pulled me closer. I felt your hands on my back. Under my jacket.”

Her breath caught. She remembered the feel of his wool coat under her palms, the solid muscle beneath. She remembered the taste of him—scotch and winter air and something uniquely Caspian. “This is inadvisable.”

“Everything about this is inadvisable,” he agreed, taking another step. Now he was within arm’s reach. She could see the faint shadow of stubble along his jaw, the precise cut of his collar. “That’s why we have a contract. To make the inadvisable seem structured. Manageable. But the contract is just paper, Beatrix. We’re the ones who decide what it means.”

“It means rules,” she said, her voice low.

“It means catalysts.” He reached out, not touching her, but his hand hovered near the sleeve of her blouse. “You’re still wearing the chain.”

She didn’t deny it. “It’s part of the appearance.”

“Is it?” His fingers brushed the cuff of her sleeve, a whisper of contact. “Take off your jacket.”

It wasn’t a question. It was the same tone he’d used on the sidewalk: a command disguised as a suggestion. The office hummed around them—the faint whir of her computer, the distant sound of a phone ringing down the hall. Here, behind her closed door, time compressed.

“Why?”

“Because I want to see it on you. In the light. Because this is my time. Our contracted negotiation time.” He gestured to the folio on her desk. “We have logistics to discuss. I find I negotiate better when the terms are clear.”

Her heart beat hard and steady against her ribs. This was the power-flip, the structural inversion. He had been her mentee. She had critiqued his drafts, guided his arguments, shaped him into the sharpest blade in her arsenal. Now he was wielding that sharpness on her. And she had handed him the hilt when she signed.

Slowly, never breaking his gaze, she unbuttoned her suit jacket—charcoal wool, impeccably tailored. She shrugged it off, draping it over the back of her chair. Her blouse was cream silk, sleeveless beneath the jacket. The silver chain was exposed now, encircling her left wrist, the twisted knot charm gleaming against her skin.

He looked at it. His eyes darkened. “Good.”

He didn’t touch it again. Instead, he walked back to the chair and finally sat, opening his folio. “The retreat. We leave Friday at three. The firm has a car taking us. We should be seen leaving together. Arriving together. That’s part of the appearance.”

She remained standing, feeling oddly exposed with her arms bare, the chain a glittering declaration. She forced her mind to latch onto the practicalities. “What’s the cabin layout?”

“One main room with a fireplace, a small kitchenette, a bathroom. One bedroom. One king-sized bed.” He said it without inflection, as if reading a spec sheet.

“We’ll need to arrange for a cot. Or one of us takes the sofa.”

“The sofa is a loveseat. Approximately five feet long. I’m six-two. You’re five-nine. It’s not viable.” He looked up. “The bed is large. We can share it without touching. A line of pillows down the center. A domestic DMZ.”

“A DMZ implies an active conflict.”

“Doesn’t it?” He held her look. “Clause 4(c). ‘Parties shall not engage in any intimate contact during overnight stays, regardless of sleeping arrangements.’ That clause remains intact. We can share a bed and obey it. It’s a test of the contract’s integrity.”

He was boxing her in with logic, with the very clauses she’d redlined. She’d been so focused on tightening the language, on building escapes, she hadn’t seen how each provision could be turned into a stepping stone leading directly to him.

“Fine,” she said, the word clipped. “A pillow border. Violation of 4(c) results in immediate termination of the contract and forfeiture of your bid amount.”

“Noted.” He made a mark on his pad. “Now. The firm dinner on Saturday night. Black tie. We’ll be seated at Table Three, with Holcombe Senior, his wife, and two other junior partners. Brendan will be at Table Five. He’ll be watching.”

At the mention of Brendan Holcombe, the boss’s nephew who’d been outbid, a cold spike drove through her gut. “Your point?”

“My point is that the appearance needs to be convincing. Brendan is a gossip and a liability. If he suspects this is anything less than real, he’ll use it. He wanted to win that auction for a reason. He feels entitled to you. My outbidding him was a public humiliation. He’ll be looking for cracks.”

“So we give a performance.”

“We give an extension of what we started last night.” Caspian’s voice dropped, became intimate, despite the clinical setting. “I’ll touch you. My hand on the small of your back. My fingers on that chain. You’ll lean into me when you laugh. You’ll look at me like you did when I fastened that bracelet. Not like I’m your associate. Like I’m the man who paid twelve thousand dollars for the right to be at your side.”

Her skin flushed. She could feel the heat climbing her throat. “I’m not an actress.”

“You’re a partner. You negotiate for a living. This is just another form of persuasion.” He stood again, coming around the desk. He didn’t crowd her, but his proximity pressed against her like a living thing. “We should practice.”

“Practice.”

“The touch. The look. We have an hour before your next meeting. We should ensure we’re… consistent.”

He was right in front of her now. She could smell his shampoo, something clean and cedar-based, and beneath it, the scent of his skin. She was backed against the window ledge, the cool glass behind her.

“What’s the first move?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“At the dinner? I’ll pull out your chair. My hand will brush your shoulder as you sit.” As he spoke, he demonstrated. His palm settled on her bare shoulder, just above the strap of her silk blouse. His touch was warm, firm. A shiver traced down her spine, involuntary. “You’ll glance up at me. And smile. Not your partner smile. Something softer.”

She tried to conjure a smile. It felt brittle.

“No,” he murmured. His thumb stroked a slow arc on her skin. “Think of something else. Think of the office last night. Think of my mouth on yours. Think of the fact that no one in that room knows what we’ve done. What we’re going to do.”

Her breath hitched. The image flashed, unbidden: his body pressing hers against the stone, the heat of his tongue, the hard ridge of his cock against her stomach. Her lips parted.

“There,” he said, his own smile genuine now, a rare, full thing that lit his gray eyes. “That’s the look.”

His hand slid from her shoulder, down her arm, until his fingers circled her wrist, right over the chain. He lifted her hand, turning it so her palm faced up. He studied her lifeline, the callus on her middle finger from holding a pen for two decades. Then he bent his head and pressed his lips to the center of her palm.

The contact was electric. A jolt shot straight to her core, clenching low in her belly. She made a small, choked sound.

He straightened, but didn’t release her wrist. “That’s a move for later in the evening. When the partners’ wives are watching, wondering if the ice queen has finally thawed. They’ll see that, and they’ll believe it.”

“Caspian,” she said, a warning that held no force.

“We’re practicing, Beatrix. For the contract.” He was using her own language against her, the language of obligations and deliverables. His other hand came up to cradle her face. His thumb brushed the corner of her mouth. “Now. The kiss at the end of the night. It has to be… conclusive. Not a peck. A statement.”

He was going to kiss her. Here, in her office, in the broad morning light. And she was going to let him. The realization was a flood of heat between her legs. She was wet, already. From a touch on the wrist, a kiss on the palm. From four years of watching him and wanting him and refusing to name it.

“We already broke the kissing clause,” she managed.

“We broke the unauthorized kissing clause. This is authorized. This is R&D.” His mouth hovered a breath from hers. “Do you want me to stop?”

It was the only out he would give her. A direct question requiring a direct answer. She could say yes. She could step back, rearrange her jacket, and discuss the car service. She could be the senior partner again.

She looked into his eyes and found the certainty already waiting there. He had known the answer before he walked into her office. He had carried it for years.

“No,” she said.

He closed the distance.

This kiss was nothing like the one in her office the night before. That had been surprise and rebellion, the spark of a fuse. This was deliberate. This was a claim.

His lips were firm and demanding. He did not rush. He tasted her slowly, his tongue tracing the seam of her lips until she opened for him with a soft sound. The sound vanished into his mouth. He kissed her like he was learning her, mapping the contours, the sensitive spot just inside her lower lip that made her knees weaken when he suckled it.

Her hands came up and clutched the lapels of his suit jacket. The fine wool crumpled in her fists. She pulled him closer, arching into the solid wall of his chest. One of his hands slid into her hair, dislodging pins, the chignon beginning to unravel. The other arm wrapped around her waist, locking her against him. She felt the hard length of his cock pressed against her stomach through their clothes.

The contract, the office, the world outside her window—all of it dissolved into the wet heat of his mouth, the grip of his hands, the low groan vibrating in his throat as she met his tongue with her own.

He walked her back until her thighs hit the edge of her desk. Papers scattered. He broke the kiss. Both of them breathed raggedly. His eyes were storm-dark, his hair mussed from her fingers.

“The bed in the cabin,” he said, voice rough. “Forget the pillows. We’re not going to need them.”

“Clause 4(c),” she whispered, even as her hands slid under his jacket, feeling the heat of his back through his shirt.

“Fuck Clause 4(c).” He bent his head, kissing along her jaw, down the column of her throat. He found the pearl at her neckline and took it gently between his teeth before releasing it. “We’re going to break that one too. We’re going to break all of them.”

He pushed her blouse off her shoulder, his mouth following the path of the silk. He bit down lightly on the curve of her shoulder. She cried out, head falling back.

“Do you want this?” he asked against her skin, hands gripping her hips hard. “Here? Now?”

It was a madness. The risk was astronomical. Her office door was locked, but Claire was right outside. A partner could call. The cleaning crew would be here in ten hours, but a colleague could knock.

The danger thrummed through her veins, syncing with the ache between her legs.

“Yes,” she gasped.

He spun her around, facing her toward the desk. He leaned over her, chest to her back, mouth at her ear. “Then show me. Show me you’re done negotiating.”

With trembling fingers, she reached for the clasp of her tailored skirt. It fell to the floor in a pool of black wool. She stood in her blouse, her pearls, the silver chain, and a pair of black lace panties. The air in the office was cool on her bare legs.

His hands smoothed over her hips, thumbs hooking in the sides of her panties. He dragged them down slowly, letting the lace drag across her sensitive skin. She stepped out of them, kicking them aside.

“Beautiful,” he murmured. His palms skated up the backs of her thighs, over the curves of her ass. He spread her with his hands. The humid air touched her exposed pussy. She was soaked, the proof slick on her inner thighs.

She heard the rustle of clothing, the clink of his belt buckle, the zip of his fly. Then the blunt, hot head of his cock pressed against her from behind, not entering, just resting in the cleft of her ass, a promise.

“Tell me you want it,” he commanded, voice guttural.

“I want it.” The words were torn from her.

“Who do you want it from?”

She opened her eyes. Scattered briefs covered her desk. Her own reflection stared back, blurred in the dark computer screen. A disheveled woman bent over her own domain, being taken by the man she was supposed to command.

“You, Caspian. I want it from you.”

He rewarded her with a slow, relentless push, filling her in one smooth, stretching glide. She cried out, hands flat on the desk, back arching. He was thick, and she was tight, the invasion a breathtaking fullness. He held himself deep, letting her adjust, his body shuddering with the effort of restraint.

“You feel,” he panted into her hair, “like everything I’ve imagined for four years. Better.”

Then he began to move.

He set a punishing, precise rhythm, each thrust driving her forward on the desk, each withdrawal a sweet agony. He fucked her like he did everything else—with focused intensity, with controlled power. One hand anchored on her hip, the other tangled in her loosened hair, gently pulling her head back to expose her throat.

The sounds were obscene in the quiet office: the wet slap of skin on skin, their ragged breaths, the creak of her desk under their combined weight. The chain on her wrist jingled faintly with every impact.

“Look,” he growled, nodding toward the window. “Look out there. All those buildings. All those people who think they know you. The unflappable Beatrix Kohler. And you’re here, with my cock buried inside you, taking it like you were made for it.”

The vulgarity, the possession in his words, sent another wave of heat crashing through her. Her clit throbbed against the edge of the desk with every thrust. She climbed fast, a coil tightening low in her belly.

“Caspian, I’m—”

“I know.” He shifted his angle, driving deeper, hitting a spot that made her vision spark. His hand left her hip and slid around her front, diving through the slick folds of her pussy to find her clit. He circled it with two fingers, pressure perfect, relentless.

It was too much. The dual assault, the taboo of the place, the sheer physical reality of him—it shattered her. Her orgasm ripped through her, body clamping around his cock in rhythmic pulses, vision whitening at the edges.

He followed her over, thrusts turning erratic, grip on her hair tightening. He buried his face in her neck, a raw, choked groan escaping him as he emptied himself inside her, hips jerking against her ass.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of their breathing, harsh in the silent room. He stayed inside her, weight heavy and warm on her back, lips pressed to her shoulder.

Slowly, he softened and slipped out. A trickle of his release followed, warm on her thigh. The reality of what they had just done began to seep in, cold and clear.

He straightened, tucking himself away, fastening his trousers. She stayed bent over the desk, unable to move, body humming, mind a chaotic static.

A soft cloth—his pocket square, she realized—dabbed between her legs, cleaning her with startling tenderness. He helped her stand, turning her to face him. Her legs were unsteady. He held her elbows, gaze scanning her face. Her hair was a wild cascade around her shoulders. Her lipstick was gone. She was utterly, completely undone.

He did not look triumphant. He looked satisfied. And fiercely focused.

“The first explicit violation of Clause 4(c),” he said quietly, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Recorded and acknowledged.”

She found her voice, though it was raw. “The penalty is contract termination.”

“We’re not terminating.” He picked up her skirt from the floor, handing it to her. “We’re escalating. The penalty is a renegotiation. My new term: from now until the gala, we don’t pretend this is fake. In private, it’s real. In public, it’s a performance of that reality. No more clauses about what we can’t do. Only agreements about what we will.”

She stepped into her skirt, fastened it, fingers clumsy. The chain glittered, a mockery of order. “That wasn’t in the bid.”

“The bid was for three weeks of contracted girlfriend appearances. I’m amending the scope. The consideration is mutual.” He leaned in, mouth brushing hers, a ghost of the kiss that had started it. “You want this, Beatrix. You want me. You just spent the last ten minutes proving it on your partner’s desk. Stop fighting the terms.”

He was right. She had. The evidence was cooling on her skin, aching between her legs. The denial was a fiction she could no longer maintain.

“Fine,” she said, the word tasting like surrender and like power. “We renegotiate. Tonight. My apartment. Eight o’clock. Bring the contract.”

A slow smile spread across his face. It was the smile he saved for outside the office. It transformed him. “I’ll bring the red ink.”

He collected his folio, straightening his tie. He looked, aside from the faint flush on his neck, completely composed. The senior associate ready for his next meeting.

He paused at the door. “Wear the chain tonight. Nothing else.”

Then he was gone.

Beatrix stood in the wreckage of her office, body still throbbing with the echoes of him, the scent of sex and cedar hanging in the air. She walked to the window, her reflection in the glass a stranger with loose hair and swollen lips. Down on the street, thirty floors below, she saw a dark figure emerge from the building’s awning and stride down the sidewalk. Caspian. Heading back to his cubicle, to his associate work, as if he hadn’t just upended her life.

She touched the chain on her wrist. Then, methodically, she began to pick up the scattered papers, to smooth her hair, to rebuild the facade. The negotiation was over. A new one was scheduled for tonight. And she had no idea what she would concede.

She spent the afternoon in a state of suspended animation. Her body remembered every detail—the feel of him inside her, the bite of his teeth on her shoulder, the stretch and the slickness and the final, shattering release. Her mind, however, was a partitioned machine. One compartment hummed with the aftermath of the act, replaying it in sensory loops. The other compartment reviewed a merger agreement, drafted a memo to a client, and presided over a conference call with opposing counsel. She was a master of compartmentalization. It was how she had survived fifteen years in this world.

But the chain on her wrist kept pulling her back. The faint weight, the cool metal. She would reach for a file and see it glint. She would type and feel it brush against her keyboard. It was a tether to the other compartment, the one that held Caspian Vale.

At six o’clock, Claire buzzed in. “Ms. Kohler, your last meeting is cleared. Do you need anything before I head out?”

“No, Claire. Thank you.”

She waited until the floor quieted, the ambient noise of associates and paralegals fading as they departed for dinner or home. She packed her briefcase with deliberate calm: the contract, her red pen, a fresh legal pad. She changed her blouse—the cream silk one bore a faint scent of him, and a tiny, barely visible mark from his mouth near the collar. She replaced it with a simple black turtleneck. She re-did her chignon, each pin a tiny assertion of order. The chain remained. She did not try to remove it.

She took the subway home on purpose. The car swayed and rattled, bodies packed shoulder to shoulder, the air thick with sweat and perfume and the metallic bite of the rails. She stood among them in her black turtleneck and wool coat, one hand wrapped around the pole, the other clutching her briefcase. No one looked twice. No one knew she still carried the wet heat of him between her legs or the faint red mark his teeth had left high on her inner thigh.

Her apartment sat on the Upper East Side, one bedroom, clean lines, everything in shades of gray and slate. She had built it that way on purpose—no photographs, no clutter, no trace of anyone else. She flicked on the lights, poured two fingers of scotch, the same bottle they had shared at the auction, and carried the glass to the window. Outside, the city was already bruising into night.

At eight o’clock the doorbell rang.

She opened the door. Caspian stood in the hallway in a charcoal suit, no tie, the top button of his shirt undone. He carried his own briefcase. The workday edge had left his face, replaced by something darker, more focused.

“You’re punctual,” she said.

“Always.” He stepped inside, eyes moving over the room before they settled on her. “You wore the chain.”

It lay against her wrist, just above the cuff. “You told me to.”

“I did.” He set the briefcase on the dining table that doubled as her desk. “And nothing else. That was the rest of it.”

She didn’t look away. “I’m wearing clothes, Caspian. The instruction was a figure of speech.”

“I know what it was.” He shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over a chair. “The point still stands. You’re wearing something I put on you. You left the rest of your armor at the office. The pearls don’t count tonight.”

Her fingers rose to the strand at her throat without thinking. “They’re enough.”

“Not for what we’re about to do.” He opened his briefcase and pulled out the contract, her red-line edits still visible along the margins. He laid it beside her copy. “We begin with this. Then we write the rest.”

She took the seat across from him. The table between them felt suddenly ridiculous, like they were about to argue a deposition instead of whatever this was. “Your amendment is still too broad. No more restrictive clauses. Private reality, public performance. That needs teeth.”

“It has teeth,” he said. “They just aren’t numbered yet. The old contract told us where we weren’t allowed to go. This one is supposed to show us where we already are.”

She picked up her red pen. “Then we start with today. My office. That violated Clause 4(c) and every firm policy on conduct. The exposure was extreme.”

“The exposure is the point.” His voice stayed low, even. “You liked it. You liked being fucked on your own desk with the door unlocked. You liked that I was the associate who was supposed to take notes and instead had you spread open and begging.”

The words landed raw. Her pulse kicked once, hard. “That’s speculation.”

“It’s what I saw. You came on my cock. You said my name. You didn’t tell me to stop.” He reached across the table and let his fingers rest against the back of her hand. “The risk is part of it. We don’t negotiate that out.”

She looked at his hand on hers. The touch carried every other touch that had come before it. “So your version is that we keep the risk. We continue with the understanding that this will happen in places and at times that could end both our careers if anyone finds out.”

“Yes.” He didn’t blink. “And if it does, we handle it together. Not as a breach. As a decision we made with our eyes open.”

She studied his face. The gray eyes didn’t waver. This was the man who had spent twelve thousand dollars he had saved himself just to keep Brendan Holcombe from touching her. This was the associate who had written a contract to claim her. This was the person who had watched her for four years and waited until the exact moment he could act.

“Why now?” she asked. The question had been sitting in her chest since the auction. “Why this?”

He drew his hand back, but his gaze stayed locked on hers. “Because Brendan was going to win. Because he would have used that lunch to corner you, to push, to take what he thought he was owed. Because I couldn’t watch him do it. Because I’ve watched you for four years, Beatrix. I’ve watched you destroy opposing counsel with one sentence. I’ve watched you teach me how to read a contract until the loopholes bleed. I’ve watched you wear those pearls like they made you untouchable. And I wanted to be the one who touched you anyway. The one who made you breathe instead of argue. The one who made you come instead of win. When that paddle went up, it was him or me. It had to be me.”

The honesty cut deeper than anything he had said in her office. It wasn’t about ownership. It was about hunger that had waited years.

She looked down at the contract. The printed words had already lost their weight.

“Fine,” she said. She flipped to the clause list and drew a thick red line through 4(c). Then through 3(a). Then through 5(b). She kept going, striking every restriction, every prohibition, until the page was a map of crossed-out lines. The pen scratched loud in the quiet room.

When she finished she set the pen down. “The contract now states what is already true. We are in a sexual and personal relationship that will continue at firm events as an extension of that relationship. The bid amount remains payment for the public performance. The risk belongs to both of us.”

He watched her, the slow curve of a smile starting at the corner of his mouth. “That’s all?”

“That’s all. The negotiation is finished.”

He stood. “Then the negotiation is over. The rest begins now.”

He came around the table. She stayed seated, tracking him. He stopped beside her chair and took her wrist, turning it so the chain caught the light. “This stays on. Always. Even under your clothes at the office. You’ll feel it every time you move.”

“I already do,” she said.

He bent and pressed his mouth to the skin just above the charm. Then he pulled her to her feet. “Now we go to your bedroom,” he said, voice low and rough, “and we break everything else that’s left.”

He led her not toward the bedroom but to the living-room window. He stepped in close behind her, chest against her back, arms around her waist. They looked out at the city spread below them, thousands of lit windows, thousands of other lives.

“See all that?” he said against her ear. “Out there you’re Beatrix Kohler, senior partner. In here you’re just Beatrix. And I’m just Caspian. And I’m going to fuck you until you forget both names.”

He turned her and kissed her, deep and unhurried, a kiss that claimed rather than asked. His hands caught the hem of the turtleneck and stripped it up and off. She stood in her bra and skirt, pearls at her throat, chain at her wrist. He unhooked the bra, let it fall. His palms covered her breasts, thumbs dragging over her nipples until they tightened under the slow friction.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, voice flat with certainty. “I’ve pictured this. The weight of you. The taste.”

He lowered his head and took one nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, then easing off, then sucking again. She gasped and gripped his shoulders. He moved to the other breast, teeth grazing, tongue soothing, until heat pulled tight between her legs.

He dropped to his knees and unbuttoned her skirt, let it slide down. She was bare except for the pearls and the chain. His hands slid up the backs of her thighs, thumbs pressing into the muscle.

“Open,” he said.

She shifted her feet apart. He leaned in, breath warm against her cunt. He didn’t touch her yet. He simply looked, eyes dark, taking his time.

“I’ve dreamed of how you’d smell,” he said quietly. “How you’d taste.”

One finger traced her outer lip, then slid between, gathering the slickness already there. He spread it over her clit in slow circles. She shivered.

“Tell me what you want.”

“I want your mouth,” she said.

A low sound left him. “Good.”

He replaced his finger with his tongue, licking a long, deliberate stripe from her entrance to her clit. She made a broken noise and braced one hand against the window frame. He settled into a steady rhythm, licking and sucking, two fingers sliding inside her and curling upward. The wet heat of his mouth, the steady thrust of his fingers, the obscene sound of it—it all built fast and tight.

“Caspian—”

“Come on my tongue,” he said against her, fingers driving deeper. “Now.”

The command ripped through her. Her orgasm hit hard, thighs shaking, cunt pulsing around his fingers while he kept licking her through every spasm. He didn’t stop until she was trembling and soft.

He stood, mouth wet, and kissed her, letting her taste herself on his tongue. Then he took her hand and led her into the bedroom she had never shared with anyone. He pushed her onto the bed and stripped out of his clothes. The body she had only felt through layers of fabric was lean and hard, dark hair across his chest, cock thick and flushed.

He lay beside her, propped on one elbow, and traced the line of the pearls with one fingertip. “These are armor out there,” he said. “In here they’re just decoration. You’re naked underneath them. For me.”

He kissed her throat, the hollow above her collarbone, the valley between her breasts. He moved lower, mouth and hands mapping every inch, until he reached the inside of her knee. He kissed there, then the curve of her calf, then the arch of her foot, slow and deliberate, worship and ownership in the same touch.

He finally moved over her, settling between her spread thighs. He took his cock in hand, dragging the head through her slick folds before guiding it to her entrance. His eyes held hers, dark and steady. “This is the first time in a bed. The first time we have all the time we want. I’m going to make it last.”

He pushed inside, slow and deliberate, stretching her open inch by inch. The thick head breached her first, then the shaft followed, filling her until his hips met hers and he was buried to the root. She felt every ridge, every vein. He stayed there, his body rigid with the effort of holding still, muscles locked tight across his back and shoulders.

“You feel like heaven,” he breathed against her mouth, forehead pressed to hers, his cock twitching deep inside her cunt.

Then he began to move. Slow, deep thrusts that dragged along her inner walls and pressed against every sensitive spot. He kissed her as he fucked her, tongue sliding in time with his hips, swallowing her soft sounds. She locked her legs around his waist and pulled him deeper on every stroke. The bed creaked beneath them, a steady, domestic rhythm that made the act feel even more obscene.

He shifted his grip, lifting her hips, changing the angle. The new position drove him harder against that spot inside her that made her breath catch. He felt the shift in her body and aimed for it again, each thrust precise, relentless, grinding against the same place until her thighs started to shake.

“Touch yourself,” he whispered. “Show me how you like it.”

She slid her hand down her stomach and found her clit, circling it with two fingers while he fucked her. The dual sensation—his cock filling her, her own touch working her swollen nub—pushed her higher fast. He watched her face the entire time, eyes locked on hers, gaze hungry as she touched herself under him.

“You’re so greedy,” he said, voice rough with approval. “You take everything I give you and still ask for more.”

“Give me more,” she pleaded, fingers moving faster, hips rocking up to meet him.

He drove into her harder, pace sharpening, the bed rocking with the force of it. She felt his control slipping in the way his breath turned ragged, in the tight grip of his hands on her hips. Her own climax built fast, a tight coil low in her belly ready to snap.

“Come with me,” he growled. His hand covered hers on her clit, fingers pressing down harder, rubbing her in tight circles over her own. “Now.”

The command broke her. Her orgasm hit hard, her cunt clenching and pulsing around his cock in rhythmic waves, milking him. She cried out, body arching, thighs locked tight around him. He followed with a raw shout, hips jerking as he drove deep one last time and came inside her, hot pulses flooding her. They collapsed together, sweat-slick and shaking, limbs tangled.

For long minutes they lay still, his weight half on her, their breathing gradually slowing. He nuzzled her neck, lips brushing the frantic beat of her pulse. “The first rule broken in a bed,” he murmured. “Clause 4(c) is officially null and void.”

She laughed, the sound low and spent. “We redlined it.”

“We obliterated it.” He rolled them onto their sides, pulling her against his chest. His fingers traced the chain on her wrist again. “This stays. You’ll wear it at the retreat. You’ll wear it at the gala. You’ll wear it when we walk into the partnership committee meeting if they call us in.”

The mention of the committee pulled her back to the surface. She turned her head to look at him. “You think that’s likely?”

“Brendan is a snake. He’ll try something. But we’ll be ready.” He kissed her shoulder. “We’ll have each other. That’s the new contract.”

She settled closer, the solid heat of his body more comforting than she had expected. The silence that followed felt easy. She felt herself slipping toward sleep, an unfamiliar surrender.

He sensed it. “Sleep,” he said. “I’ll stay.”

“Clause 5(b),” she murmured, already half under. “No overnight stays at personal residences.”

“Redlined,” he reminded her, arm tightening around her waist. “I’m staying.”

She slept deeply, without dreams, for the first time in months. When she woke, the room was still dark. City lights glowed beyond the window. Caspian lay awake beside her, watching.

“What time is it?” she asked, voice rough with sleep.

“Two a.m.” He brushed her hair back from her face. “You slept for four hours.”

She sat up. The reality of him in her bed settled over her again. Every rule broken. The retreat in two days. Three nights sharing a cabin, sharing a bed, in front of the entire firm.

“We need a plan for the retreat,” she said, the partner’s mind clicking back into place.

“We have a plan,” he said, sitting up with her. “We’ll be a couple. We’ll touch. We’ll kiss. We’ll share a bed. We’ll give Brendan nothing to suspect except genuine intimacy. And at night, when the door is closed, we’ll do exactly what we did tonight.”

“And the bathroom-stall encounter?” she asked, voice low, referencing the specific kink listed in their brief.

He smiled, slow and dark. “That’s for the partners’ dinner. When the wine is flowing and the speeches are dull. I’ll take you to the bathroom and fuck you against the tile wall. Quick. Quiet. Dangerous. And you’ll love every second of it.”

She didn’t deny it. The image sent a sharp pulse of heat between her legs. “That’s a direct violation of several firm policies.”

“It’s a direct fulfillment of our new contract.” He leaned in and kissed her, slow and promising. “We’re not playing by their rules anymore. We’re playing by ours.”

He stood, naked in the dim light, and walked to her bathroom. He returned with a glass of water and handed it to her. She drank, watching the way he moved through her space like he already belonged there.

“I should go,” he said, though he made no move toward his clothes.

“You said you’d stay.”

“I will. Until morning. Then I’ll leave before Claire calls.” He sat on the edge of the bed again. “But before I sleep, I want one more thing.”

She knew what he meant. Her body answered before her mouth did, soreness blooming into fresh want. “What?”

“I want you on top of me. I want to watch you take control. I want to see you decide to fuck me.”

She studied him. This was the shift he was offering—not surrender, but an invitation to claim. She moved, straddling his hips, knees bracketing his waist. He lay back, hands resting on her thighs. His cock lay hard against his stomach. She took him in hand, lined him up, and sank down slowly, taking him inside at her own pace, her own depth.

She rose and fell in a slow, grinding rhythm, rolling her hips to feel every inch of him. She watched his face, watched his eyes go heavy, watched his lips part around each breath. She leaned forward, breasts brushing his chest, pearls swinging between them, and kissed him deep while her cunt worked his cock.

She felt the power of it—the control, the way she could drive him exactly where she wanted. She sped up, hips snapping faster, inner muscles clenching around him on every downstroke. He groaned, fingers digging into her thighs.

“That’s it,” he encouraged, voice thick. “Take what you want.”

She took. She rode him until her climax built again, a rising pressure she chased with her own fingers on her clit. The added friction pushed her over. She came with a sharp cry, body clamping down around him in hard pulses. He followed right after, hips bucking up into her, his release hot and deep.

She collapsed onto his chest, both of them slick with sweat. He wrapped his arms around her and held her there.

“That,” he whispered against her ear, “is the new contract.”

They slept tangled together. When she woke at six, he was already dressing in the gray morning light. He kissed her forehead before he left.

“The car picks us up at three tomorrow,” he said. “At the firm. I’ll meet you in your office.”

He left. The apartment felt different in the silence—occupied, marked.

Beatrix showered, dressed, and pinned her chignon back into place. The chain rested against her wrist beneath her cuff, hidden but constant. She touched her pearls. They felt lighter than they had the day before.

She went to the firm. The day moved in a blur of meetings and revisions. At two forty-five, Caspian walked into her office carrying one overnight bag. He wore a navy suit, but his expression had changed—settled, certain.

“Ready?” he asked.

She looked at her own bag, packed with three days of appropriate retreat clothing and, at the very bottom, the lingerie she had bought the afternoon before.

“Ready,” she said.

They walked out together. Associates and partners saw them. The rumor mill would already be turning.

In the car, the sleek firm sedan, they sat apart. The driver was one of their own. The performance had begun.

Caspian leaned closer, voice low enough for only her. “When we get to the cabin,” he said, “the first thing I’m going to do is take off that sensible sweater and see what’s underneath.”

She met his eyes. “And the second thing?”

“The second thing,” he said, fingers lacing with hers on the seat, “is I’m going to take every pin out of that chignon and let your hair down. Then I’m going to put you on that bed and show you what three days of no rules looks like.”

The car sped north toward the Adirondacks, toward the lake house, toward the single cabin with one king-sized bed. Beatrix looked out the window as the city fell away behind them. The chain on her wrist was a steady, warm weight. The contract was redlined. The rules were gone. All that remained was the reality, and the man whose hand held hers as they drove toward it.


Chapter 3 — The Cabin

The cabin was not a cabin. It was a sprawling, timber-framed lake house with a stone fireplace that dominated the main living area. The firm’s retreat was not a retreat. It was a carefully orchestrated display of wealth and power disguised as collegial relaxation. Beatrix had been to these before, always as a partner, always with a private room. This time, her room was not private. It was shared.

Caspian carried their bags up the wide-plank staircase to the second-floor bedroom suite. The door opened onto a space dominated by a single, massive king bed. A duvet in dark gray, pillows piled high. A window overlooking the lake, twilight bleeding the last color from the sky. The room was silent, insulated from the rest of the house. The only sound was the click of the door latch as Caspian closed it behind them.

He set her bag down gently, his own beside it. He turned to her, his back to the bed.

“The first thing,” he said, his voice echoing the promise from the car.

Beatrix stood near the window, her sensible charcoal sweater buttoned to the throat. She didn’t move. She watched him approach, the gray of his eyes catching the fading light. He stopped a foot away.

“I didn’t pack a sweater to wear underneath,” she said.

“I know.”

His hands went to the first button at her collar. His fingers were warm, precise. He undid it. Then the next. He worked down the front of the sweater, each click of the button releasing a small increment of tension. She felt the air on her skin as the sweater parted. Underneath, she wore the lingerie from yesterday—a silk camisole in a deep slate blue, the material sheer enough to hint at the shape of her breasts, the lace at the edges delicate against her skin.

Caspian’s gaze traveled over the revealed fabric. The muscles in his jaw tightened. He finished with the last button, then slid the sweater off her shoulders. It fell to the floor behind her.

“The second thing,” he said.

His hands went to her hair. He found the first pin at the base of her chignon. He extracted it slowly, letting the strand it held unwind. He worked methodically, removing each pin, his touch gentle but deliberate. As the last pin came free, her hair fell loose around her shoulders, a cascade of blonde that felt strangely heavy, unfamiliar. She hadn’t worn it down at work in years.

Caspian brushed a hand through it, his fingers catching in the strands. “Beautiful,” he murmured, not to her, but to the room, to the fact of it.

Then his hands settled on her shoulders, his grip firm. He guided her backward, toward the bed. She didn’t resist. The edge of the mattress hit her calves. He pressed her down until she sat on the duvet, then leaned over her, his body caging hers.

“The third thing,” he said, his mouth close to hers, “is I’m going to kiss you. And this time, there’s no audience. No partners’ wives watching. No contract clause about performative affection. This is just me wanting to.”

He kissed her.

It wasn’t the testing kiss from her office, the dry, legal experiment. This was wet, open, hungry. His tongue slid against hers, his hands cupping her face, holding her still for his exploration. She tasted the coffee he’d had in the car, the faint salt of his skin. She felt the hard press of his body against hers, the ridge of his cock already thick and insistent through his trousers.

She kissed him back. Her hands went to his shoulders, then to the back of his head, fingers digging into his hair. She pulled him closer, deepening the kiss, a silent admission that she wanted this, too. That the rules being gone meant she could want it.

He broke the kiss, breathing hard. His eyes were almost black now. “The fourth thing,” he said, his voice rough, “is I’m going to take off this camisole.”

He didn’t wait for permission. His hands went to the hem of the silk, lifting it up over her torso. She raised her arms, allowing him to pull it off. It joined the sweater on the floor.

She was bare now, except for her pearls and the chain on her wrist. Her breasts were exposed to the cool room air, to his gaze. He looked at them, the skin around his eyes tightening, something dark and possessive moving through his expression. He leaned down and kissed one nipple, his mouth warm, his tongue circling the peak. She gasped, her back arching off the bed.

He moved to the other breast, sucking gently, then harder. His hands came up to cradle them, his thumbs brushing over the sensitized flesh. Heat gathered low between her legs, slick and insistent.

“Caspian,” she said, the name a plea and a command.

He straightened, looking down at her. “The fifth thing,” he said, “is I’m going to get you naked. All of you.”

He pushed her back fully onto the bed, then knelt between her legs. His hands went to her trousers, unfastening the button, sliding the zipper down. He pulled them off, along with her shoes, her stockings. She lay there, completely exposed, her legs parted around his kneeling form. The chain on her wrist glinted in the low light.

He looked at her pussy, her clit already visible, swollen. He didn’t touch it yet. Instead, he leaned forward and kissed the inside of her thigh, his mouth hot against her skin. He worked upward, kissing, licking, until his breath was against her core.

“You’re wet,” he said, the observation clinical and carnal.

He finally touched her. One finger traced the seam of her lips, gathering the moisture there. He slid it inside her, just a shallow penetration. She moaned, her hips lifting off the bed.

“More,” she said.

He added a second finger, pushing deeper. He worked them in and out, a slow, deliberate rhythm. His thumb found her clit, circling it with pressure that made her cry out. He watched her face as he finger-fucked her, his own arousal evident in the tightness of his jaw, the rapid pulse at his throat.

“I want to taste you,” he said.

He withdrew his fingers, then lowered his mouth to her. His tongue replaced his fingers, licking into her, flat and broad strokes that coated his tongue with her flavor. He focused on her clit, sucking it into his mouth, applying rhythmic pressure that sent shocks of pleasure through her body. She writhed under him, her hands fisting in the duvet.

He didn’t let up. He worked her with his mouth until she was panting, until her thighs were shaking around his head. She felt the orgasm building, a tight coil in her lower abdomen.

“I’m going to come,” she warned, her voice fractured.

“Come,” he ordered.

His tongue flicked faster, his lips sealed around her clit. The orgasm hit her, a wave of sensation that started deep inside and radiated outward. She cried out, her body convulsing under his mouth. He kept licking, gentler now, through the aftershocks, until she slumped back onto the bed, spent.

He rose from between her legs, his mouth glistening. He wiped it with the back of his hand, then began undressing himself. He removed his jacket, his tie, his shirt. His chest was lean, defined, a runner’s body. He unbuckled his belt, unzipped his trousers, pushed them down along with his underwear.

His cock was fully erect, thick and flushed. He stood before her, naked, letting her look. She did. She catalogued the length, the curve, the way his balls hung heavy beneath. She felt a renewed surge of desire, despite the recent orgasm.

“The sixth thing,” he said, climbing onto the bed, straddling her hips, “is I’m going to fuck you. And I’m going to do it without asking if it’s permissible under clause seven, subsection B.”

He leaned down, kissing her again, his cock resting against her belly. She reached for it, her hand wrapping around the shaft. It was hot, hard, alive under her touch. She guided it toward her entrance.

He helped, positioning himself. Then he pushed inside.

The penetration was slow, deliberate, overwhelming. He filled her completely, stretching her, seating himself deep. She gasped, her body accepting him with a shudder.

He held still for a moment, buried inside her, his face above hers. “Beatrix,” he said, the name a prayer.

Then he began to move.

His thrusts were measured at first, a slow withdrawal and re-entry that made her feel every inch of him. She matched his rhythm, her hips lifting to meet him. The friction built, the wet sound of their joining filling the quiet room.

He increased his pace, his thrusts becoming harder, deeper. He braced his hands on the bed beside her head, his body driving into hers with a force that pushed her up the mattress. She clutched at his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin.

“Harder,” she demanded.

He obeyed. His thrusts became punishing, each one hitting a spot inside her that sparked fresh pleasure. She felt another orgasm approaching, different from the first, deeper, more consuming.

“Touch yourself,” he instructed, his voice ragged.

She brought her hand down between their bodies, her fingers finding her clit. She rubbed it in time with his thrusts, the dual stimulation pushing her toward the edge.

He watched her face, his own contorted with effort and pleasure. “I’m going to come inside you,” he said.

The declaration, the blunt certainty, sent a thrill through her. She nodded, her breath coming in short bursts.

He fucked her faster, his rhythm losing its precision, becoming raw and urgent. She felt his cock swell inside her, felt the tension in his body snap. He drove in one last, deep thrust, then held there, his body shuddering as he released. She felt the hot spill inside her, the intimate claim.

Her own orgasm followed, triggered by his climax, by the feel of him filling her. It ripped through her, a blinding white pleasure that left her vision speckled. She cried out, her body clamping around his, holding him inside as she rode the wave.

He collapsed onto her, his weight pressing her into the bed. They lay there, joined, breathing in ragged unison. The room was dark now, the lake outside a black mirror.

After a minute, he withdrew, rolling to lie beside her. He pulled her into his arms, her back against his chest. They didn’t speak. The sound of their breathing slowly normalized.

Beatrix stared at the ceiling, the reality of what had just happened settling into her bones. The contract was gone. The rules were gone. This was not a performance. This was sex—explicit, consuming, real. With her former mentee. In a bed they were supposed to share for three nights.

Caspian’s hand found the chain on her wrist, his fingers tracing the links. “I put that on you,” he said quietly. “After the lunch. On the sidewalk. You never asked why.”

“I noticed.”

“You didn’t remove it.”

“I didn’t.”

He kissed her shoulder. “It’s a marker. For me. So I always know you’re mine, even when we’re in a room full of partners.”

She turned in his arms to face him. “That’s a violation of clause four. No permanent markers of the arrangement.”

“We’re violating everything tonight, Beatrix. Clause four is the least of it.”

She looked at him, his face close in the dark. “Why did you bid for me?”

“You know why.”

“I want you to say it.”

He studied her for a long moment. “Because I wanted you. Because watching you for four years, being the best for you, was a form of courtship I invented for myself. Because when Brendan Holcombe’s paddle went up, I knew I would rather pay twelve thousand dollars and have you hate me for it than let him win you for lunch. Because the contract was the only way you’d let me close the distance. Because I love you.”

The last sentence hung in the air between them, bare and unsoftened.

Beatrix swallowed. The muscles in her throat worked once, then again. She had no words ready. None that would fit. So she leaned in and kissed him instead, slow, her mouth open against his, tasting the faint metallic edge of blood where she’d bitten her own lip earlier and the sharper, salt-bright trace of everything they’d done in this bed.

When she drew back, her voice came out low. “We have a partners’ dinner tomorrow night. We have to appear together. Discreetly affectionate. Brendan will be there.”

Caspian’s jaw set. “I know.”

“He’ll be watching every move.”

“I’ll handle him.”

“You can’t. He’s the managing partner’s nephew. You’re a senior associate.”

“I’m the senior associate who’s been inside the senior partner. The power dynamics have already shifted.”

She shook her head once. “Not enough. Not yet.”

He drew her in tighter, one hand splayed across the small of her back. “Then we’ll shift them further. Tonight we rest. Tomorrow we perform. And after the performance we come back here and fuck again. We’ll keep doing that until the contract ends or until we decide to end it ourselves.”

Beatrix closed her eyes. The chain on her wrist pressed cool against her skin, a small, deliberate weight. Outside the wind rose and scraped bare branches against the window glass. Inside, the sheets still held their heat and the smell of his sweat and her cunt.

She understood what the next day would demand. She felt Brendan’s stare already, calculating, waiting for the first crack. She felt the risk thickening with every hour they stayed in this cabin, in this bed, with his come still drying on her thighs.

For now she let him hold her. She let the ache between her legs register, the faint throb of overused muscle, the scent of him dried into her skin. She let her breathing slow against the steady rise and fall of his chest.

Just before sleep took her, his mouth moved against her hair. “The seventh thing is I’m going to keep you.”

She didn’t answer. She slept.

In the dream she stood at the back of the auction hall. Chandeliers threw hard light across the stage. The auctioneer’s gavel cracked once, twice. Going once. Going twice. She watched herself on the platform in the black gown, hands clasped in front of her, face composed. The paddle that rose was not Caspian’s. It was her own hand lifting it, the bid her voice, the price her own.

She woke to gray light and the unfamiliar weight of an arm across her waist. For a moment the room refused to settle into sense. Then the timber walls, the lake beyond the glass, the king-sized bed, the man behind her. Caspian.

His breathing moved slow and even against the nape of her neck. His body curved solid and warm along her back. Her hair lay loose and tangled across the pillow. Between her thighs she felt the pleasant, used soreness, the faint pull of muscle. The sheets carried the smell of sex and his skin.

She eased out from under his arm. He stirred, fingers tightening once on her hip before releasing. The air outside the duvet was cold. She found the silk camisole on the floorboards, pulled it on, and crossed to the window.

The lake lay flat and steel-colored under low mist. Pine trees stood dark along the shore. The quiet here had weight, the kind the city never permitted. In the glass she saw their reflection: her own pale shape, the wrecked bed, the long line of his body beneath the covers.

The chain on her wrist caught what little light there was. She lifted her arm and studied the twisted-knot charm in the gray dawn: a small, dense tangle of silver that she had only now, in this light, noticed resolved itself into the shape of a V when viewed straight on. Vale. He had fastened it on the sidewalk after the lunch as if it were simply part of the arrangement’s logistics, his fingers brushing the thin skin of her wrist without ceremony. At the time it had felt like a challenge she could remove whenever she chose. Now it sat against her pulse like a mark that had already decided to stay.

“You’re thinking too loud.”

His voice came rough with sleep. She turned. He had pushed up on one elbow, sheets pooled low around his hips, watching her. His hair stood up in dark tufts. Stubble shadowed his jaw. In the morning light he looked younger, and completely at ease in her bed.

“I’m thinking about the day ahead,” she said, turning back to the glass. “The schedule. The dinner. The optics.”

“The optics are that we’re a couple. That’s what the contract requires.”

“The optics are that you’re a senior associate and I’m a senior partner sharing a cabin. The rumor mill runs on facts. Brendan Holcombe is one of them.”

She heard the bedclothes shift, then the soft tread of bare feet on wood. He stopped behind her, close enough that the warmth of his chest reached her back without touching. He looked out over her shoulder at the water.

“Do you regret it?” he asked. Neutral.

She considered the question. The sex? No. The raw, shocking rightness of it still moved under her skin. The contract? The risk to everything she’d built? The way the ground had opened beneath her feet?

“I don’t know,” she said. “Ask me after the partners’ dinner.”

He rested his chin on the crown of her head. “We should shower. Separately. The hot water in these places runs out fast.”

A practical note. A return to the necessary performance. She nodded. “You first.”

He pressed his mouth to her temple and stepped away. She listened to the shower start in the ensuite, the rush of water filling the quiet room.

They dressed in separate bathrooms—she in the ensuite, he in the powder room downstairs. When they met again in the main living area they looked like two colleagues who had spent the night in separate rooms. Beatrix wore tailored navy trousers and a cream silk blouse, hair pinned into its usual chignon. Caspian had chosen dark jeans and a charcoal sweater over a collared shirt, retreat-casual but still precise. They drank coffee from firm-branded mugs and spoke about the morning’s agenda: the keynote on market trends, the breakout sessions on client management.

They walked to the main lodge with a careful foot of space between them. Other partners and associates were arriving from the surrounding cabins. Beatrix noted the glances, the quick second looks. She kept her expression neutral, nodding to familiar faces. Caspian walked beside her, posture loose, but she felt the alertness running through him, the readiness coiled under the surface.

The keynote dragged. Beatrix sat in the second row. Caspian sat two rows behind her with the other senior associates. She felt his attention on the back of her neck like a held breath. She kept her eyes forward, spine straight. During a slow stretch on regulatory changes, her phone vibrated against her ribs. She glanced down.

A text from Caspian. Clause 3.B: No unnecessary public contact. Your neck is unnecessarily distracting. I’m thinking about biting it.

Heat climbed her throat. She didn’t turn. She typed with the phone hidden in her lap. That would constitute unnecessary public contact. And an HR violation.

His answer came at once. Then I’ll save it for later. Unnecessary private contact is still permitted.

She slipped the phone away. Her pulse had picked up. This was the new game. The contract as permission and boundary at once. Every clause a line to walk or to cross.

The breakout session proved harder. She led a small circle on negotiation tactics. Caspian sat across the table, gray eyes steady on her while she spoke. He asked sharp, useful questions, playing the attentive associate. Under the table his foot found hers and pressed, the sole of his shoe firm against the side of her pump, a slow, deliberate weight. She kept speaking, voice level, while her skin tightened under her clothes.

During the coffee break Brendan Holcombe found her.

“Beatrix. Looking well-rested.” His smile was a narrow, unpleasant line. He looked expensive and slightly out of place in the lodge setting. “I saw you and Vale walking in together. Cozy cabin?”

“It’s a firm retreat, Brendan. We’re all cozy.” She sipped her coffee, expression flat.

“Of course. Just interesting pairing. The ice queen and her pet associate.” He leaned closer, voice dropping. “You know, if you were looking for a bit of fun, you could have just said yes to that lunch. Would have saved you twelve grand.”

Her fingers tightened on the paper cup. “The lunch was non-consensual. The contract is not. There’s a difference. I’d think a lawyer would understand that.”

His smile stayed fixed. “A contract for dating? Sounds like paid companionship to me. I wonder what the partnership committee would call it.”

He walked away before she could answer. She stood still, anger a hard knot behind her ribs. A presence appeared at her elbow.

Caspian. He offered her a fresh napkin. “You’re crushing your cup.”

She looked down. The rim had dented; coffee threatened the edge. She took the napkin and blotted her fingers.

“I heard,” he said quietly, his back to the room, shielding her from view.

“He’s going to be a problem.”

“I know.” Caspian’s voice stayed even. “Let him try.”

The afternoon schedule listed “lake activities,” a thin excuse for more networking. Beatrix changed into the black one-piece swimsuit and the wrap skirt she’d packed and joined a group of partners on the dock. Caspian was already in the water, moving with clean, powerful strokes toward a buoy. She watched the line of his back, the shift of muscle under wet skin, the dark hair slicked to his skull.

“He’s quite the athlete, your associate.” Margaret Finch appeared beside her, white wine in hand at eleven in the morning.

“He’s a dedicated professional,” Beatrix said.

“Mmm. Dedicated to other things as well, it seems.” Margaret’s gaze dropped. “That’s quite a bracelet. New?”

Beatrix covered the chain with her free hand. “A gift.”

“From him?”

Beatrix met the older woman’s eyes. “Is there a point to this, Margaret?”

The other woman smiled, slow. “Just conversation, dear. It’s a retreat. We’re all family here.”

When Margaret moved on, Beatrix felt the careful fiction of the day thinning. Everyone seemed to see through the measured distance she and Caspian had kept.

He swam back and pulled himself up the ladder. Water ran off him in sheets, trunks clinging low on his hips. He grabbed a towel, dragged it over his hair. His eyes found hers across the dock. No smile, only the silent question. Are you all right?

She gave the smallest nod.

The partners’ dinner that evening was formal in the lodge’s great hall. Beatrix wore a floor-length navy gown, simple and severe, pearls at her throat and the chain on her wrist. Caspian wore a black suit, collar open. They arrived separately, as the day had required, but found themselves seated together at a round table with four other partners and their spouses.

The dinner was a gauntlet of small talk and firm politics. Beatrix navigated it with practiced ease, discussing caseloads and market forecasts. Caspian, to his credit, held his own, engaging a senior litigation partner in a detailed debate about a recent appellate decision. He was playing the part of the brilliant, rising associate. She was playing the part of the disinterested, mentoring partner.

Under the table, his hand rested on her thigh.

It was a light, casual weight, his fingers splayed over the silky fabric of her gown. As the soup course was cleared, his thumb began to stroke slowly, back and forth, a tiny, secret caress. She didn’t flinch. She took a sip of wine, continued her conversation with the managing partner’s wife about the floral arrangements.

His hand crept higher, his fingers slipping beneath the hem of her gown and finding the bare skin of her inner thigh. She nearly choked on her wine. She set the glass down carefully, her fingers trembling. He stroked a line upward, stopping just short of where her thighs met. Heat flared under his touch, sharp and sudden in the middle of the bland dinner chatter. Her pulse throbbed between her legs, a direct, humiliating response.

She placed her hand over his, under the table, intending to stop him. Instead, her fingers laced with his, holding him there. He turned his hand, palm up, and traced a slow circle on her sensitive skin with his thumb.

She was wet. The realization hit her hard. In the middle of a room filled with the most powerful people in her professional life, her body was already preparing for him.

The main course arrived. Caspian withdrew his hand to pick up his fork. The loss of contact left a raw, empty ache. She shot him a glance. His expression was one of polite interest in the plate before him, but the corner of his mouth twitched.

The dinner dragged on. Dessert was served. Coffee was poured. Beatrix felt like she was vibrating with suppressed energy. Every brush of his arm against hers, every time his knee bumped hers under the table, sent a jolt through her system.

Finally, the managing partner stood for a toast. As the room quieted, Caspian leaned over, his lips close to her ear. His breath was warm. “Bathroom. Down the hall, last stall. Five minutes.”

He said it so quietly she almost didn’t hear it over the droning toast. Then he straightened, clapping politely as the toast ended.

Her heart slammed against her ribs. This was insanity. This was a violation of a dozen clauses, of every shred of professional decorum. It was also exactly what she wanted.

She waited two minutes after he excused himself, then stood, murmuring about needing to freshen up. She walked out of the great hall, her heels clicking on the stone floor, her posture erect. No one looked twice.

The hallway to the restrooms was empty, lit by sconces. The women’s room was large, tiled in marble, with three stalls. The last one was closed. She pushed the door. It was unlocked.

Caspian was inside.

He pulled her in, locked the door behind her, and pushed her against it, his mouth descending on hers. The kiss was frantic, hungry, a release of the tension that had built all day. She kissed him back just as fiercely, her hands fisting in his hair.

“This is insane,” she gasped against his mouth.

“I know.” He kissed her neck, his teeth grazing the spot he’d mentioned that morning. “I don’t care.”

His hands went to the back of her gown, searching for a zipper. He found it, pulled it down. The heavy fabric slid off her shoulders, pooling at her waist. She wore only a strapless bra and panties beneath. He pushed the bra down, his mouth capturing her nipple, sucking hard. She cried out, the sound muffled by the hand he clapped over her mouth.

“Quiet,” he breathed, his eyes wild. “They’re thirty feet away.”

The danger of it, the sheer audacity, flooded her with a fresh wave of arousal. He turned her around to face the door, bending her forward slightly. He yanked her panties down to her knees. The cool air of the stall hit her exposed skin.

She heard the rustle of his clothes, the sound of his zipper. Then the blunt, wet head of his cock pressed against her entrance from behind.

“Tell me you want this,” he demanded, his voice a rough whisper against her ear.

“Yes.”

He pushed inside her in one smooth, deep stroke. She gasped, her forehead pressing against the cool wood of the stall door. He was thick, hard, filling her utterly. He held still for a second, buried to the hilt, letting her adjust.

Then he began to move.

His thrusts were short, sharp, and punishingly deep. The angle was different, hitting a spot that made stars burst behind her eyelids. He fucked her with a desperate, driven rhythm, his hips slapping against her ass. The sounds were obscene in the small space—their ragged breathing, the wet slap of skin, the creak of the stall door under her weight.

One of his hands snaked around her hip, his fingers finding her clit. He rubbed tight, quick circles as he drove into her. The dual sensation was overwhelming. She was hurtling toward an orgasm, fast and violent.

“Come for me,” he growled in her ear. “Come while I’m inside you, in this bathroom, with the entire firm on the other side of that wall.”

The words, the reality, tipped her over the edge. Her orgasm ripped through her, a silent, convulsing wave that clenched around his cock. She bit her own arm to keep from screaming.

Feeling her tighten around him, he lost his rhythm. His thrusts became erratic, his breath coming in harsh grunts. With a final, deep plunge, he came, his body shuddering against hers, a low groan escaping his lips as he spilled inside her.

They stayed like that for a long moment, joined, panting, leaning against the stall door. The sound of a toilet flushing in the adjacent bathroom jolted them apart. He withdrew quickly, handing her a wad of toilet paper. They cleaned up in frantic, silent movements. He zipped his trousers. She pulled up her panties, wrestled her gown back up over her shoulders. He zipped it for her, his hands surprisingly steady.

She looked at their reflection in the metal of the stall door—her hair was coming loose, her lips were swollen, her eyes were dark and dazed. She looked thoroughly fucked.

“Your hair,” he murmured, reaching up to tuck a strand back into place. His touch was gentle now, almost tender.

She fixed her chignon as best she could, using the few pins she had left. He straightened his jacket, ran a hand through his hair. They looked at each other, the reality of what they’d just done settling between them.

“Clause 2.A,” she whispered. “No physical intimacy at firm functions.”

“We’re breaking all the rules tonight,” he said, echoing his words from the night before. He leaned in, kissed her softly. “Go back first. I’ll wait.”

She slipped out of the stall, out of the bathroom. The hallway was still empty. She walked back to the great hall on unsteady legs, her body still humming, the feel of him inside her a vivid, liquid memory.

She resumed her seat. No one seemed to have noticed her absence. The dinner was breaking up, people milling about with nightcaps. A few minutes later, Caspian returned, taking his seat beside her. He picked up his coffee cup, his hand perfectly steady.

Under the table, his knee pressed against hers. A point of contact. A secret.

Later, walking back to the cabin in the cold, clear night, they didn’t speak. The stars were sharp pinpricks in the black sky. Their breath fogged in the air. He took her hand, his fingers lacing with hers. She didn’t pull away.

Inside the cabin, he locked the door and turned to her. The polite mask of the day was gone. His expression was raw, hungry, triumphant.

“You came in a bathroom stall with the partnership committee twenty yards away,” he said, his voice low.

“You made me.”

“You let me.” He closed the distance between them, his hands coming up to frame her face. “You wanted me to.”

She didn’t deny it.

He kissed her, a deep, claiming kiss that tasted of wine and sin. When he broke it, he said, “The performance is over for the night. Now it’s just us.”

He led her upstairs. This time, there was no numbered list of things he would do. There was only urgency. They undressed each other in the dark, clothes falling to the floor in a heap. He laid her on the bed and kissed every inch of her body, as if re-mapping territory he’d claimed. He worshipped her with his mouth, his hands, his cock. He fucked her slowly, achingly slowly, looking into her eyes the entire time. He made her come twice before he allowed himself to finish, his release a hot flood inside her that felt less like an ending and more like a pledge.

After, wrapped in each other, slick with sweat, he spoke into the darkness.

“I meant what I said last night, Beatrix. I love you. This isn’t a contract for me anymore. It hasn’t been since you signed it.”

She was silent, her head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. The words hung there, enormous and terrifying. She couldn’t say them back. Not yet. The cost was still being tallied.

Instead, she said, “Brendan is going to make a move. Soon.”

Caspian’s hand, which had been stroking her hair, stilled. “Let him.”

“He could end your career. Mine.”

“Then we’ll end them on our terms.” He shifted, looking down at her. His eyes were serious in the moonlight from the window. “The gala is in six weeks. The final event. We walk in together, we walk out together. Whatever happens after that, we decide. Together.”

It was a plan. A terrible, reckless, glorious plan. She nodded, a slow, deliberate movement.

“Together,” she echoed.

He kissed her forehead. “Sleep. Tomorrow we go back to the city. Back to the office. Back to the performance.”

She closed her eyes. The chain on her wrist was cool against her skin. Outside, an owl called across the lake. Inside, in the warm cave of their bed, she felt the first real fissure in the ice she’d built around her life for fifteen years. It was terrifying. It felt like freedom.

Just before dawn, she whispered to his sleeping form, “I’m not sorry.”

She wasn’t sure if he heard her. But in his sleep, he pulled her closer, his arm tightening around her waist. And for the first time in a very long time, Beatrix Kohler slept without dreaming of gavels.


Chapter 4 — The Morning After the Night Before

The dawn was a cold, blue-gray wash over the lake. Beatrix woke to the unfamiliar weight of a man’s arm draped across her ribs, the even puff of his breath against the back of her neck. For a disorienting second she didn’t know where she was. Pine and wool and the sharp, lingering scent of sex anchored her. The Adirondacks. The cabin. Caspian.

She didn’t move. The chain on her wrist—a delicate silver link he had fastened there on the sidewalk after the auction lunch, his fingers quick and sure, with no question she was going to accept it—lay cool against the warm skin of her belly where his hand rested. She had not taken it off. She’d tried, once, in her own bathroom mirror, and her fingers had fumbled with the clasp and she had told herself it was just fiddly and not because she had already stopped wanting to.

His fingers twitched in sleep, brushing the underside of her breast. A shiver traced down her spine, unwelcome in the clear light of morning.

Last night. The words they’d said. I’m in love with you. I have been. She had not reciprocated. She had, instead, fallen asleep in his arms. It was a kind of answer, she supposed. A pathetic, non-verbal one. Beatrix Kohler, who drafted ironclad merger agreements for billion-dollar deals, had no language for this. Only the silent, seismic shift of her body curling into his in the dark.

She needed to get up. To re-establish the distance. To be the partner before she was the woman. Carefully, she began to extract herself.

“Leaving?” His voice was sleep-roughened, immediate. His arm tightened, not enough to trap her, but enough to signal he was awake and aware.

“It’s morning,” she said, her own voice stiff. “The car back to the city is at ten.”

“It’s six-fifteen.” He nuzzled the knot of hair at her nape. “We have time.”

“For what?”

His low laugh vibrated through her. “Negotiation.”

“The contract is signed.”

“Mmm. And we’ve already broken…” He shifted, his body aligning flush against hers from behind. She felt the hard length of his morning erection press against the cleft of her ass through the thin cotton of her sleep shorts. “…several clauses. I was thinking we might review the penalties.”

Her breath caught. This was the inversion. In her office, at her desk, she was the authority. Here, in this rumpled bed smelling of them, the power had a different current. It flowed through the hand he slid down her stomach, past the waistband of her shorts, through the possessive curve of his body around hers.

“Caspian.” It was meant to be a warning. It came out a whisper.

“Beatrix.” He mimicked her tone, a gentle tease. His fingers found her pussy, already slick from sleep and his proximity. He hummed, a sound of deep satisfaction. “You’re wet for me. First thing in the morning. That feels like a violation of the spirit of Clause 4b.”

Clause 4b: Physical intimacy shall be confined to designated event hours and necessary preparatory periods.

“It’s not… an event day,” she managed, arching back into his touch despite herself.

“No. It’s a travel day. Arguably a preparatory period for re-entry into the firm’s ecosystem.” His middle finger slid inside her, slowly, and her internal muscles clenched around it. “I’d call this necessary preparation. Wouldn’t you?”

She couldn’t answer. Her brain was short-circuiting, trying to apply legal rationale to the slow, deliberate curl of his finger against her inner walls. He added a second finger, stretching her, his palm grinding against her clit with each thrust. It was obscene, this silent, diligent fucking in the pale light. He was studying her responses, learning what made her gasp, what made her hips push back against him. He was always learning.

“Turn over,” he murmured, his lips at her ear.

It wasn’t a request. It was an order, delivered in the soft, dark tone he used only with her, only like this. She obeyed, rolling onto her back to look up at him. His hair was tousled, his gray eyes heavy-lidded with sleep and desire. He looked younger, and yet more formidable, than he did in his navy suit. Here, he had nothing to prove. He already owned her response.

He hooked his fingers in the waistband of her shorts and her underwear, dragging them down her legs and off. The cool morning air kissed her skin, followed immediately by the heat of his gaze. He knelt between her legs, pushing them apart with his hands on her inner thighs.

“I didn’t get to taste you last night,” he said, his voice a rough scrape. “We were in a hurry.”

“We have a car at ten,” she repeated weakly, the last vestige of her scheduling mind.

“Then I’ll be efficient.”

He bent his head. His mouth on her cunt was not efficient. It was devastatingly thorough. His tongue laved a broad stripe from her opening to her clit, then circled the swollen bud with a focus that made her fists clutch the sheets. He sucked, gently, then harder, and a broken sound tore from her throat. One of his hands slid under her ass, tilting her pelvis up to give him better access. The other hand pressed down on her lower belly, holding her in place as his tongue delved inside her.

“Caspian… God…” Her hips jerked. The chain on her wrist jingled faintly with the movement.

He pulled back, his chin glistening. “You taste better than anything. Better than winning.” He dove back in, his nose buried in her curls, his tongue fucking her in quick, relentless strokes while his thumb took over the persistent pressure on her clit.

The orgasm built not as a wave but as a sudden, critical pressure point. It was the feeling of a negotiation closing, the final term accepted, the irreversible click of fate. She came with a choked cry, her body bowing off the mattress, her heels digging into the small of his back. He didn’t let up, drinking her down, gentling his mouth only as the last tremors shook her.

Before she could fully float back to earth, he was moving up her body. He kissed her, letting her taste herself on his lips and tongue. It was filthy and intimate and her head spun. He was already free of his boxers, his cock, thick and hard, sliding through her wetness against her stomach.

“Look at me,” he said.

She opened her eyes. He was braced above her, the cords of his neck taut, his expression utterly serious.

“I need to be inside you. Now.”

It was the need in his voice, raw and unchecked, that undid her final defense. She nodded, lifting her hips in invitation.

He guided himself to her entrance and pushed in with one smooth, deep stroke. They both gasped. He filled her completely, a perfect, stretching ache. He held still, buried to the hilt, his forehead dropping to hers.

“Every time,” he breathed. “Every time, it feels like the first time. Like winning the auction all over again.”

He began to move. Slow, deep thrusts that dragged against every sensitive spot he’d just awakened with his mouth. Her legs came up to wrap around his waist, locking him to her. The pace was languid, sensual, a world away from the frantic coupling of the night before. This was claiming. This was remembrance.

He shifted, lifting her leg over his shoulder, changing the angle. The next thrust hit a spot that made her see white behind her eyelids.

“There?” he gritted out.

“Yes.”

“Tell me.”

“There. Right there. Don’t stop.”

He didn’t. He hammered into that spot with a precision that was utterly clinical and wildly erotic. The bed rocked against the cabin wall with a rhythmic thump. The sound of skin on skin, their ragged breaths, the soft, wet sounds of their joining—it was a symphony of transgression. This was a senior partner’s bed at a firm retreat. He was a senior associate. And he was fucking her into the mattress as the sun rose over a lake the firm owned.

The thought, instead of chilling her, ignited her further. Her second orgasm gathered, tighter, hotter than the first. She clawed at his back, her nails scraping down the muscle.

“Caspian, I’m—”

“Come. Come on my cock, Beatrix. Let me feel it.”

His command shattered her. She came with a sharp, silent scream, her pussy convulsing around him in rhythmic pulses. The intensity of it was blinding, a total systems failure. He followed her over the edge, his own control breaking. He drove into her one last, brutal time, stilling as he came with a groan that was half her name, half a prayer, his release flooding her warmth.

He collapsed onto her, his weight a welcome anchor. They lay there, tangled and spent, listening to their heartbeats slow. The room was bright now, sunbeams cutting through the window, illuminating the dust motes and the rumpled evidence of their night.

Eventually, he rolled off, pulling her with him so she lay half on his chest. His fingers traced idle patterns on her shoulder.

“Penalty assessed,” he said, his voice lazy with satiation.

She huffed a weak laugh against his skin. “What’s the damages award?”

“Repetition. As often as the presiding authority deems fit.”

“You wrote the contract. You’re the authority.”

“Exactly.” He kissed the top of her head. “We should shower. Together. To save time.”

“That violates Clause 6a. No cohabitation behaviors outside of event contiguous hours.”

“We’ll add it to the list.”

The shared shower was its own exquisite torture. Soaping each other’s bodies under the hot spray, the slide of slick skin, the way his hands lingered. He washed her hair, his fingers massaging her scalp, and she almost wept from the simple, unbearable tenderness of it. He rinsed her, turned her around, and kissed her slowly under the water, his cock hardening again against her belly.

“The car,” she reminded him, her protest meaningless as she reached down to stroke him.

“Fuck the car,” he muttered, but he stepped back, breathing hard. “Later. Tonight. Your place.”

It was a promise that hung between them as they toweled off, as they dressed in silence, packing their separate bags with the careful professionalism of colleagues. The transformation was unnerving. He zipped his suitcase, and he was Caspian Vale, senior associate, his expression settling into the calm, focused mask she saw in the halls. She coiled her hair into its impeccable chignon, fastened her pearls, and became Beatrix Kohler again. The chain on her wrist she hid under the cuff of her blouse.

The ride back to Manhattan in the firm’s black SUV was quiet. They sat in the back, a respectable foot of leather seat between them. He worked on his laptop. She reviewed a deposition transcript on her tablet. Their knees did not touch.

It was a performance for the driver. It was a torture for her. Every glance out the window, every shift in his posture, screamed with the memory of the morning. Her body felt thoroughly used, deliciously sore. Her mind was a riot.

He leaned over, his voice low so the driver wouldn’t hear. “Your left earring is crooked.”

She lifted a hand to fix it. “Thank you.”

“Also,” he said, his eyes still on his screen, “you have a bruise. Just there.” He gave a minute nod toward the base of her throat, above her collarbone. A place her blouse wouldn’t cover. “You might want to use concealer before you walk into the office.”

Her fingers flew to the spot. She could feel the slight tenderness. A mark. His mark. A flush heated her cheeks. She found her compact and attended to it, her hands steady only through sheer force of will. When she glanced at him, he was watching her, a ghost of a smile on his lips before he returned to his work.

He was claiming her, piece by piece. In private, with his body. In public, with these small, secret tells.

The SUV pulled up to her building on the Upper East Side first. The driver got out to retrieve her bag.

Caspian didn’t look up from his laptop. “I’ll see you tomorrow. The Holcombe merger call at nine.”

“Yes.” She hesitated, one hand on the door handle. The driver was waiting. “Caspian.”

He finally looked at her. His gray eyes were unreadable, the partner-track associate once more. “Beatrix.”

“Tonight. My place. Eight o’clock.” It wasn’t an invitation. It was a summons. She was reasserting control, dictating the time and place of the next violation.

The smile that touched his eyes was real, and it was triumphant. “I’ll be there.”

She got out. The driver handed her the bag. The SUV pulled away, merging into the Sunday afternoon traffic. She stood on the sidewalk, the autumn wind cutting through her coat. Her body ached for him. Her wrist burned under the silver chain.

Tonight.

The office on Monday was a cathedral of muted pressure. Beatrix moved through it as she always had: a regal, untouchable force. Her back was straight, her pearls pristine, her heels clicking a precise rhythm on the marble floors. She offered curt nods to other partners, cool smiles to the managing partner’s assistant.

Inside, every sound scraped her raw. The low hum of the HVAC. The distant ring of a phone two offices down. The soft rustle of her own blouse against her skin.

Every time her office door opened, her pulse jumped. It was only ever a paralegal with documents, an associate with a question, her secretary with coffee. Never him.

She saw him once, from a distance. He was in the glass-walled conference room on the 42nd floor with a team of junior associates, pointing at something on the screen. He was in his navy suit, his tie perfectly knotted, his expression intense and focused. The mentor in her noted his easy command of the room. The woman who’d come apart in his arms hours ago felt the memory slam into her—his teeth on her throat, the hard press of his cock inside her—and she had to steady herself against the doorframe of her own office.

He didn’t look her way.

It was part of the game. The excruciating, necessary game. They had broken the contract’s foundational rule: Parties shall maintain a strictly professional demeanor in all firm settings, without exception. Last night in her apartment, there had been nothing professional about it. He’d pushed her against the foyer wall the moment the door closed, his mouth on hers, his hands already on the buttons of her shirt. They hadn’t made it to the bedroom. He’d taken her on the living room rug, then again, more slowly, in her shower. They’d shared a takeout meal naked at her kitchen island, and he’d left at midnight with a kiss that tasted of soy sauce and possession.

Now, they were lawyer and associate. The cognitive dissonance was a live wire in her brain.

Her intercom buzzed. “Ms. Kohler? Mr. Holcombe is here to see you. He says it’s urgent regarding the Pendergast file.”

Brendan. Her blood went cold. “Send him in.”

Brendan Holcombe swaggered in, closing the door behind him with a little more force than necessary. He was a handsome man in a bloated, privileged way, his suit expensive but ill-fitting over a frame softened by too many client dinners. His smile was all teeth.

“Beatrix. You look… rested. The retreat was good for you, I hear.”

She didn’t rise from her chair. “What do you need, Brendan? I have a call in ten minutes.”

“Just a quick question.” He perched on the edge of one of her client chairs, ignoring the clear dismissal. “The Pendergast diligence. I noticed Vale’s team was running some of the financial models. I thought that was my purview.”

“Caspian’s team has more experience with the specific software. I reassigned it for efficiency.” Her voice was ice.

“Efficiency. Right.” He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial level she loathed. “You know, I saw something interesting late Friday night. After the retreat buses left. I was grabbing some files from my uncle’s office. I saw Caspian Vale leaving this floor. This very corridor, in fact. Looking… disheveled. It was almost midnight.”

The air in the room vanished. Beatrix kept her face a marble mask. “Senior associates keep late hours. As do partners. Is there a point?”

“The point is, Beatrix, the no-dating-associates clause is very clear. And the partnership committee takes it very seriously. Especially when it involves a mentor and her protégé.” He drew the word out, making it sound dirty. “It would be a shame for a brilliant career to be derailed by a… momentary lapse.”

This was it. The move she’d warned Caspian about. It wasn’t a subtle threat; it was a grenade rolled onto her Persian rug.

“Are you alleging something, Brendan?” she asked, her tone dangerously calm.

“I’m just observing. And offering a friendly suggestion. Perhaps Vale’s team should be reined in. Given less sensitive work. For his own protection. And yours.” He stood, smoothing his tie. “Think about it. I’d hate to have to share my observations with my uncle. Or the committee.”

He left without waiting for a response. The door clicked shut.

Beatrix sat perfectly still. The threat was explicit. Demote Caspian, sideline him, or Brendan would go to the managing partner—his uncle—and the partnership committee. He had no proof, only suspicion. But suspicion was enough. In a firm like this, the appearance of impropriety was a weapon. It was the weapon she’d spent her entire career ensuring could never be used against her.

Her hand went to the chain under her cuff. The metal was warm from her skin.

She picked up her phone. She didn’t call Caspian. That would be a trail. Instead, she typed a text, her fingers steady.
> My office. Now.

He arrived in under three minutes. He closed the door softly behind him, his expression neutral, but his eyes were sharp, scanning her face. “You called?”

“Brendan was just here.”

Caspian didn’t move from the door. “And?”

“He saw you leaving this corridor late Friday night. After the retreat buses. He used the word ‘disheveled.’” She kept her voice flat, transactional. “He suggests I rein in your team, give you less sensitive work. For our protection. Or he takes his observation to his uncle and the committee.”

A muscle ticked in Caspian’s jaw. That was the only sign of tension. “He’s bluffing. He has no evidence.”

“He doesn’t need evidence. He needs a narrative. Senior partner, her senior associate mentee, midnight meetings. The contract we signed for the auction is a matter of record, but it’s a flimsy shield. It looks like a cover. It looks like exactly what it is.” She finally stood, walking to the window. The city sprawled below, a chessboard of power she knew how to navigate. This was a different game. “He wants you sidelined. He’s been waiting for this.”

“What did you tell him?”

“Nothing. He didn’t wait for an answer.” She turned to face him. “We have to stop.”

The words hung in the air, cold and final. Caspian’s expression didn’t change. He took a step further into the room. “Stop what?”

“This.” She gestured between them. “The contract has two events remaining. We can fulfill them platonically. A dance at the gala, a photo. Then it’s over. We go back to… professional distance. It’s the only logical move.”

He was in front of her now, too close for the office. She could smell the faint, clean scent of his soap, see the darker gray flecks in his irises. “Logical,” he repeated, his voice low. “Is that what last night was? Logic?”

“Last night was a mistake. A series of them, starting at the cabin.” She forced herself to hold his gaze. “We got carried away. It happens. Now we correct course.”

He laughed, a short, humorless sound. “You don’t believe that. You’re scared. That’s fine. Be scared. But don’t lie to me, and don’t lie to yourself. This isn’t a correction. It’s a surrender. To him.”

Anger, hot and welcome, flared in her chest. “It’s a tactical retreat. To preserve both of our careers. Or would you rather be reviewing doc rooms in Newark for the rest of your life?”

“I’d rather have you.” The simplicity of it was a blade. “And you’d rather have me than this office. You just won’t admit it yet.”

“You’re being naïve.”

“And you’re being a coward.” He didn’t raise his voice. The accusation was more potent for its calm delivery. “You built this fortress. I get it. It’s impressive. But you’re hiding in it, Beatrix. Brendan Holcombe just rattled the gate, and you’re ready to raise the drawbridge and shoot the hostage. Me.”

“That’s not what this is.”

“Then what is it? Give me one real reason, beyond fear of consequence, that we should stop.”

She had a hundred. Firm policy. Ethical guidelines. Mentorship boundaries. The respect of her peers. The partnership she’d bled for. They lined up on her tongue, and every one of them tasted like ash. Because the only reason that mattered was the one she couldn’t voice: Because if I don’t stop now, I never will. And I don’t know how to be that person.

She said nothing.

Caspian watched her, and something in his face softened, just a fraction. “He’s going to talk to his uncle regardless. Whether you sideline me or not. He hates me, and he wants you. Removing me is the goal. My only protection is being so good at my job that removing me is more damaging to the firm than the scandal of keeping me. Our only protection is being undeniable.”

“Undeniable,” she echoed, the word feeling foreign.

“As a team. As a pair.” He reached out, his fingers brushing the back of her hand where it rested on the windowsill. An electric current shot up her arm. “He’s forcing our hand. So we play it. We give him nothing to use. We are flawless in public. And in private…” His thumb stroked her knuckle. “In private, we are a fucking fortress. He doesn’t get to dictate what happens there.”

She looked down at his hand on hers. The contrast was stark—his skin slightly darker, his fingers longer, a faint scar across his knuckle from a childhood accident she knew about only because he’d mentioned it once over a late-night dinner. The intimacy of that knowledge felt more dangerous than any kiss.

“The gala is in five weeks,” she said, her voice barely audible.

“I know.”

“If we walk in together, holding hands as you suggested, it’s a declaration. It’s not fake anymore. The committee will see it.”

“Yes.”

“They could vote me out.”

“They could.”

“You would never make partner.”

“Probably not.”

She lifted her eyes to his. “And that’s an acceptable cost to you?”

“It’s not a cost. It’s a choice.” He brought her hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to the inside of her wrist, right over the hidden chain. “I choose you.”

The last of her resistance crumbled. It wasn’t a dramatic collapse; it was a quiet, internal realignment, like a ship finding true north after years of faulty instruments. The fear was still there, a cold knot in her stomach, but it was now secondary to a more compelling force: a voracious, terrifying need for this man.

She pulled her hand from his grasp. Then, with deliberate slowness, she walked to her office door and twisted the lock. The click echoed in the silent room.

She turned to face him. “Then we are undeniable.”

His eyes darkened, understanding flashing in them. “Beatrix. Here? Now?”

“He’s watching. Let him watch the door. Let him wonder.” She came back to him, stopping when they were a breath apart. “You said we give him nothing to use. But we have already given him everything. The only power left is to stop caring about his threats.” She reached up, her fingers finding the first pearl at her throat. The clasp gave with a soft click. The strand slid free, cool and heavy, pooling in her palms the way it had every day since law school. She set it on the desk, the pearls clicking once against the wood.

It felt like removing armor.

Caspian’s breath caught. He saw it for what it was. His hands came up to cradle her face. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to fuck me in my partner’s office. I want you to make me forget my own name. I want it to be so good that the risk feels irrelevant.” The vulgarity, the directness, felt like liberation.

A savage grin touched his lips. “Yes, ma’am.”

His mouth crashed down on hers. This kiss wasn’t like the others—tender, exploring, teasing. This was conquest and surrender fused together. Teeth caught her lower lip. Tongue pushed past. A low groan rolled from his chest and vibrated straight into hers. She kissed him back with equal force, her hands fisting in his perfectly knotted tie and yanking him closer.

He walked her backward until her thighs hit the edge of her massive, polished oak desk. Files shifted. A Montblanc pen rolled and clattered to the floor. He didn’t seem to notice. His hands went to the buttons of her blouse, swift and efficient. He pushed the silk and her bra straps off her shoulders in one motion, baring her to the waist. Cool office air tightened her nipples into hard peaks.

“So beautiful,” he murmured, his gaze hot. “Every time, it steals my breath.” He bent his head and took one taut peak into his mouth, sucking deep. Her head fell back as a cry tore from her throat. His other hand palmed her other breast, thumb dragging rough circles over the nipple. The dual pull scattered her thoughts. This was her sanctum, where she dictated terms and closed worlds. Now he was reducing her world to the wet heat of his mouth, the scrape of his teeth.

His hands dropped to the waistband of her tailored trousers. The button popped. The zipper dragged down. He shoved trousers and underwear off her hips in one motion. She kicked off her heels, stepped out of the puddle of fabric. She stood before him naked from the waist down, blouse hanging open, exposed on the desk where she had closed a hundred deals.

Caspian took a moment to look, his gaze a physical caress. Then he undid his own belt, his trousers, freeing his cock. It stood thick and heavy, already leaking at the tip. He stroked himself once, eyes locked on hers.

“On the desk,” he commanded, voice guttural.

She hoisted herself up, the cold wood a shock against her bare ass. She leaned back on her elbows, spreading her legs for him, offering herself. The vulnerability was absolute. The power was absolute.

He moved between her thighs, hands sliding under her ass to pull her to the very edge of the desk. He positioned the head of his cock at her entrance, slick with her arousal. He didn’t push in immediately. He rubbed the thick head through her folds, coating himself, dragging over her clit until she whimpered.

“Please.”

He drove into her.

The fullness was a shock, a glorious, stretching invasion. She gasped, arching off the desk. He filled her completely, a perfect, relentless fit. He held there, buried to the hilt, letting her adjust, letting them both feel the reality of it. Her partner’s office. Her senior associate. The transgression was a third presence in the room, crackling like static.

He began to move. Slow, deep, punishing thrusts that pushed her up the desk with each one. The rhythm was deliberate, each stroke a claim. Her back was going to be bruised by the wood. She didn’t care. She wrapped her legs around his hips, locking her ankles, pulling him deeper.

“Look at me,” he gritted out.

She forced her eyes open. His face was a mask of intense concentration, of barely leashed need. Sweat beaded at his temples. This was the associate who could depose a CEO for twelve hours without breaking a sweat, coming apart for her.

“You feel… incredible,” he breathed, his pace increasing. “So tight. Always so tight for me.”

The dirty praise lit a fuse in her belly. She met his thrusts, rising to meet him, the wet slap of skin on skin loud in the quiet room. He shifted his angle slightly, and on the next thrust he hit the spot that made her see stars.

“There! Right there!”

He hammered that spot, thrusts shortening, hardening, growing frantic. One of his hands left her ass and slid between their bodies, fingers finding her clit. The dual stimulation was too much. The coil in her lower abdomen pulled taut, unbearably tight.

“I’m going to come,” she warned, her voice a shattered thing.

“Come. Come all over my cock. Let everyone in this fucking building hear you.”

His words, the crude permission, broke her. The orgasm ripped through her, violent and consuming. She screamed, a raw, unfiltered sound she barely recognized as her own. Her pussy clenched around him in rhythmic, milking spasms, and the sensation tore a roar from his throat. He fucked her through it, his own control snapping. With three final, brutal thrusts he stilled, body shuddering as he came deep inside her, his release hot and endless.

He collapsed forward, bracing his hands on the desk on either side of her, forehead resting against her shoulder. Their ragged breaths filled the room, mingling with the faint hum of the HVAC. The scent of sex, of their sweat, of her perfume and his skin, was overpowering.

Slowly, reality seeped back in. The locked door. The discarded clothes. The pearls on the desk. The deposition transcript still open on her tablet.

Caspian lifted his head. He looked wrecked, triumphant, and more in love with her than she could bear. He leaned in and kissed her, softly this time. A kiss of reclamation.

He pulled out of her gently, and she winced at the sudden emptiness, the cool air on sensitized flesh. He fetched a box of tissues from her credenza and cleaned her with a tenderness that made her throat ache. He helped her sit up, then off the desk. Her legs were jelly. He held her steady until she found her balance.

They dressed in silence, the act feeling even more intimate than the sex. He picked up her underwear from the floor, passed it to her, then her trousers. She fastened her pearls, the weight familiar and yet somehow different now. When they were both put back together—his tie hopelessly wrinkled, her hair escaping its chignon—they looked at each other.

The energy between them had shifted. The line was not just crossed; it was incinerated.

“The Pendergast call,” she said, her voice hoarse. “You’ll lead it. I’ll observe. Be impeccable.”

He nodded, straightening his jacket. “And tonight?”

“My place. Eight o’clock.” She allowed herself a small, real smile. “We have a contract to violate.”

He returned the smile, a flash of white in his serious face. He walked to the door, unlocked it. With one last, searing look, he was gone, pulling it shut behind him.

Beatrix stood in the center of her office. Her body hummed with satisfaction and soreness. The threat from Brendan was still there, a storm cloud on the horizon. But the fear had transmuted into a fierce, defiant clarity. He wanted a war? Fine. She had just discovered her most potent weapon.

She walked to the window. The city looked the same, but she didn’t. The ice was gone. In its place was a fire, and for the first time, she wasn’t afraid of being consumed by it. She was the flame.

Her intercom buzzed. “Ms. Kohler, your nine o’clock with the Pendergast team is ready in Conference Room A.”

“I’ll be right there.”

She picked up her tablet, squared her shoulders, and walked out of her office. Her heels clicked on the marble, precise and sure. As she passed the glass wall of Conference Room A, she saw him inside, standing at the head of the table, pointer in hand, already speaking. He didn’t glance her way.

But as she entered the room, as she took her seat at the far end of the table, his gaze flicked to hers for a single, heartbeat-long moment.

Undeniable.

The meeting began.


Chapter 5 — The Breach

Beatrix’s apartment at eight o’clock was a study in controlled quiet. The double-glazed windows held back the city to a low, constant thrum. She had traded her suit for a cashmere sweater and slim black trousers, the pearls still cool against her throat. She stood beside the fireplace, a glass of water in her hand, waiting.

The doorbell rang. Precise. She took her time crossing the room.

Caspian waited on the threshold with a leather overnight bag. No suit tonight. Dark jeans, a black crewneck sweater, boots. The associate had been stripped away with the tailoring.

“The gala is three weeks away,” he said, voice low. “I thought we should… discuss logistics.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Logistics. That’s the word we’re using?”

“For the contract.” He stepped inside. She closed the door. The lock engaged with a clean, final click.

Her apartment had never been built for two. It existed for one person who required space and order. The living room stretched wide and spare, anchored by a steel-framed sofa and a low marble table. No photographs. No stray objects. The room mirrored its occupant.

Caspian set the bag beside the sofa. “Brendan is watching the retreat and the late-night meetings. The committee will be watching the gala. If we keep pretending the contract protects us, we’re letting him define the terms.”

She sipped her water. “So your suggestion is that we stop pretending?”

“My suggestion is that we decide what we are before they decide it for us.”

She moved past him to the window. The sky had gone black; the buildings across the street held steady rectangles of light. “My reading is that we’ve already broken several clauses. Kissing without witnesses. Your presence here after nine. The cabin. The office. We’re collecting violations.”

“And the penalty?”

She turned. “There isn’t one. The contract voids itself.”

“And then?”

“Then we’re no longer bound by its rules.”

He took one step closer. “Is that what you want?”

She didn’t answer at once. Her gaze traveled over the lean lines of his body in the casual clothes, the focused weight of his attention. She remembered the pressure of his mouth in her office, the hard edge of the desk against her hips, the way that heat had stayed with her for hours afterward.

“I want to know why you wrote the clauses,” she said.

“To create structure.”

“Structure for what?”

“For us. So we wouldn’t have to negotiate every boundary in the moment. So there would be a line we could choose to cross.”

“You wanted the line.”

“I wanted the crossing.”

The space between them tightened. She caught the clean trace of cedar and soap on his skin. The quiet, measured sound of his breathing reached her.

“Tonight,” she said, “is not a contracted event.”

“It isn’t.”

“So anything that happens here counts as a violation.”

“It does.”

She crossed the remaining distance. Stopped within reach. “Then let’s violate it thoroughly.”

His hand rose, palm cupping her jaw. His thumb grazed the corner of her mouth. “Tell me what you want, Beatrix.”

The words came before she could shape them. “I want you to take me to bed. I want you to fuck me. I want to forget I’m your senior partner for the next few hours.”

His eyes darkened. “Yes.”

He didn’t kiss her. He leaned in, mouth close to her ear. “The bedroom?”

“Through there.”

He took her hand, fingers closing around hers, and led her through the open doorway.

The bedroom matched the rest of the apartment. A low platform bed dressed in gray linen, one lamp on the nightstand, sliding closet doors. Nothing extra.

He released her hand. “How do you want this?”

She understood the question. He was offering her the choice even as he prepared to take control. She could set the pace, the positions, the tone. She didn’t want any of that.

“Don’t ask,” she said. “Just do.”

Something hot and possessive moved across his face. He nodded once.

He caught the hem of her sweater and drew it upward. She stood still while he stripped it over her head. The cashmere landed on the floor. He opened her trousers, slid them down her hips. She stepped clear. Left in black bra and underwear, plain and functional.

His hands settled on her shoulders. Thumbs traced the line of her collarbones. He bent and pressed his mouth to her neck just above the pearls, teeth grazing without biting, a clear claim. The clasp of her bra gave way under his fingers. He drew the straps down her arms and let the fabric fall. Cool air touched her bare breasts. His gaze followed, slow and deliberate. He didn’t speak. His palms came up, warm and sure, fingers brushing her nipples until they tightened.

He lowered his head and took one into his mouth. She drew a sharp breath, hands finding his shoulders. He sucked, gentle at first, then harder. The pull sent a clean, bright line of sensation straight through her. He moved to the other breast, tongue circling, lips drawing, until her back arched without her deciding it.

Her thoughts tried to assert themselves—Caspian Vale, her senior associate, here in her bedroom—but the attempt dissolved under the heat of his mouth. There was only the wet drag of his tongue, the press of his teeth, the answering throb low in her belly.

He straightened. His hands slid down her sides to her hips. He hooked his fingers into the waistband of her underwear and eased them down. She stepped out. Naked now. He looked at her, gaze moving from her face to the curve of her breasts, the line of her waist, the juncture of her thighs. She felt the weight of that attention, not exposed but claimed.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, voice rough.

She reached for his sweater in answer. He stripped it off. His chest was lean, the muscle cut by running rather than lifting. She spread her hands across it, feeling the heat of his skin, the steady beat beneath. She opened his jeans, pushed them down. He kicked free of boots and denim both.

Black boxer briefs remained, the fabric stretched tight over the hard length of his cock. She pressed her palm flat against the heat. He hissed, hips jerking forward. She slid her hand beneath the waistband and drew the briefs down. His cock sprang free, thick and flushed, the head already slick. She wrapped her fingers around the weight of it, feeling the pulse beneath the smooth skin.

He groaned, hands coming to her hair, pulling the pins free. The chignon unraveled. Blonde strands spilled over her shoulders. He fisted the length of it, tilting her head back.

“Beatrix.” A warning. A demand.

She guided him to the bed. He followed, turning her at the edge and laying her down on the cool linen. He knelt over her, cock heavy against her thigh. He kissed her then, deep and consuming, tongue sliding against hers. She met him with equal hunger, fingers digging into his shoulders, thighs parting to cradle his hips.

He broke the kiss and moved lower, mouth tracing the line of her sternum, the soft skin of her stomach, the sharp angle of her hipbone. He settled between her thighs, breath hot against her. Then his fingers parted her folds, exposing her cunt. He looked at her, gaze fixed on the wet, swollen flesh. He lowered his head and licked her in one long, deliberate stroke.

She cried out, hips lifting. His mouth was soft, then firm. He licked her clit with the flat of his tongue, then circled with the tip, tasting her, exploring. Wetness gathered under his attention. Her hands fisted in the linen. He added one finger, sliding deep, working it in and out in time with his tongue. The pressure built, tight and insistent.

“Caspian,” she gasped.

He sealed his mouth over her clit and sucked, finger thrusting harder. The coil inside her snapped. Pleasure tore through her in a bright, shattering wave. Her thighs shook. Her voice broke on a moan. He kept his mouth on her through every aftershock until she lay trembling and spent.

He rose, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, eyes dark with need. He positioned himself between her legs, the head of his cock nudging her entrance.

“Look at me,” he said.

She opened her eyes.

He pushed inside, slow and steady, stretching her. She felt every inch, the thick drag, the way her body yielded around him. He sank to the hilt and held there, both of them breathing hard. Then he began to move. Measured thrusts at first, testing. She rose to meet him. The pace quickened. He drove into her, grip tight on her hips, the wet sound of their bodies meeting filling the room. Her moans mixed with his low grunts. She reached up, touching his face, his throat, the flexing muscle of his chest.

He changed the angle, driving deeper. Sparks lit behind her eyes. Another climax gathered, faster, sharper, fed by the relentless friction of his cock inside her.

“Again,” he muttered, watching her face. “Come again.”

His thumb found her clit, rubbing in time with his thrusts. The dual pressure was too much. She came with a broken cry, body clamping around him, vision going white at the edges.

His control fractured. His thrusts turned harder, faster, chasing his own release. She felt him swell inside her, rhythm faltering.

“Beatrix,” he choked.

He drove deep one final time and held. A long, ragged groan tore from his throat as he came. She felt the hot pulse of his release, the way his cock throbbed as he emptied inside her.

He collapsed beside her, body heavy, breath still coming in torn intervals. They lay joined, sweat cooling on their skin, the room reduced to the sound of their breathing and the distant, indifferent city.

Eventually he withdrew and turned toward her, arm finding its way around her waist with an ease that already felt like habit. She settled against his chest. Her cheek found the flat of his sternum, and she stayed there, listening to his heartbeat slow from frantic to steady to its ordinary rhythm.

The silence was the kind that didn’t need filling.

“The contract,” she said finally, voice low.

“Doesn’t exist anymore,” he said, before she could say it. “It hasn’t since that first night. We just took a while to admit it.”

She thought about that: the clauses, the red ink, the careful language she had used to build herself a door she could walk through without acknowledging she wanted to. He had built it deliberately, and she had used it, and here they were on the other side with no paper between them at all.

“The gala is in three weeks,” she said.

“I know.”

“We’ll have to decide what we are by then.”

“We already know.” His fingers traced the curve of her shoulder, absentminded and certain at once. “You just haven’t said it out loud.”

She didn’t answer. She lay in the warmth of him and felt the truth of that sitting quietly in her chest, patient, waiting for her to find the clause she’d need to let it out.

He rose eventually, disappeared into the bathroom, returned with a towel. The tenderness of that—the unhurried care—undid something in her that the sex had only opened. He drew the linen over both of them and pulled her back against his chest, his mouth at the crown of her hair.

“Sleep,” he said. “Tomorrow the firm.”

“Tomorrow the firm,” she agreed. And fell asleep thinking about what three weeks of knowing something out loud might cost.

She closed her eyes, listening to the steady rhythm of his breathing, feeling the solid warmth of his body against hers.

Sleep came, deep and untroubled.


Chapter 6 — The Apartment

Beatrix’s apartment on the Upper East Side was not what Caspian had imagined. He’d pictured something sleek, chrome, a glass box with a view. This was a pre-war building with a tiled lobby and a cage elevator. Her door was on the seventh floor, solid oak.

He arrived at seven twenty-nine, a bottle of wine in hand, though he wasn’t sure why. It felt like a prop. His knuckles rapped on the wood, the sound echoing in the quiet hall.

The door opened. She stood there, still in her work clothes, the charcoal suit, the black-and-white striped silk, but her hair was down. It fell in a pale, heavy wave over one shoulder, a shock of intimacy that stole his breath. She’d taken off the jacket. Her pearls glowed against the silk.

“You’re on time,” she said, her voice neutral. She stepped back to let him in.

“I’m always on time.” He walked past her, catching the scent of her perfume—neroli and something cold, like snow.

The apartment was quiet, precisely ordered. Charcoal furniture on pale floors, a single gray abstract filling the wall above the fireplace, the shelves holding only the books she had actually read. No photographs. A fire had been laid but not lit. It was a room that refused to give anything away—taste that announced itself only by the absence of performance. It was, he thought, exactly her.

“Sit,” she said, moving toward a velvet sofa. She didn’t take the wine. He set it on a side table.

He remained standing. “You got a note.”

“I did.” She didn’t sit either. She turned to face him, her back to the fire, her features cast in gold and shadow. “Brendan. He’s making his move. The partnership committee is ‘aware.’”

Caspian’s jaw tightened. “He’s bluffing. He has no proof.”

“He saw you leave my office at eleven p.m. after the retreat. He has a timeline. And he has us, together, at the firm events. It’s a narrative. He doesn’t need proof, he just needs suspicion.” She wrapped her arms around herself, a gesture so uncharacteristically vulnerable it felt more dangerous than any cool command. “He wants my seat. He always has. You’re the lever.”

“So we end it.” The words were ash in his mouth. “We cancel the contract. I refund the money to the charity. We go back to… nothing.”

Her eyes met his. They were glacier-blue, direct. “Is that what you want?”

“No.” The answer was immediate, stripped bare.

“Neither do I.” She took a step toward him. “Which means we are now in a position where continuing this… arrangement… carries a quantifiable, high risk of professional ruin. For both of us.”

“I’m aware.”

“Are you?” Another step. The firelight caught the silver in her hair. “This isn’t a game anymore, Caspian. The contract was a game. A boundary. A set of rules to break for fun. This is different. If we walk into that gala together now, knowing what we know, we are making a choice. A public one.”

He closed the distance between them, until only a foot of charged air separated them. He could see the pulse at the base of her throat, quick and light beneath the pearls. “What are you saying, Beatrix?”

“I’m saying the contract is void.” Her voice was low, steady. “Clause Twelve. ‘This agreement may be terminated by either party upon material change in circumstances that renders performance injurious or professionally detrimental.’ This note is that change.”

His heart hammered against his ribs. “So terminate it.”

“I’m not going to.” She lifted her chin. “I’m going to break it. Deliberately. And I want to know if you’re breaking it with me.”

The room seemed to tilt. The fire popped. Somewhere in the building, a pipe clanged.

“What does that mean?” he asked, though he knew. He needed to hear her say it.

“It means we stop pretending this is about charity events and chaperones.” Her gaze dropped to his mouth, then back to his eyes. “It means we acknowledge what happened in that cabin wasn’t a mistake. It was a beginning. And if we’re going to burn our careers down, I want the thing that’s worth the fire.”

He reached for her then, his hand coming up to cradle her jaw. Her skin was impossibly soft. “You have it,” he said, his voice rough. “You’ve had it for four years.”

A shudder went through her. She leaned into his touch, her eyes closing for a second. When they opened, they were blazing. “Then show me.”

He kissed her.

It was not like the kiss in her office, a test of a clause. It was not like the frantic, hungry kisses in the dark of the Adirondacks cabin. This was a claiming, and a surrender. Her mouth opened under his, and he tasted her—the faint bitterness of coffee, the sweetness of something else. Her hands came up, not to push him away, but to clutch at the lapels of his coat, dragging him closer.

He shrugged out of the coat, let it fall to the rug. His suit jacket followed. Her fingers were at his tie, pulling it loose, then working the buttons of his shirt. He did the same for her, his fingers fumbling with the small pearl buttons of her blouse. The silk parted, revealing the pale swell of her breasts encased in simple white lace. He broke the kiss to look at her, his breath catching.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, the words inadequate.

She didn’t smile. She reached behind her back, unhooked the bra, and let it fall. Her breasts were full, tipped with pale pink. He bent his head and took one nipple into his mouth, sucking gently, then harder as she arched against him with a sharp gasp. Her fingers tangled in his hair, holding him there.

“Caspian,” she breathed. It was the first time she’d said his name like that—not Associate Vale, not the cool, measured Caspian of the office. This was a plea, a demand.

He switched to her other breast, lavishing it with the same attention, his tongue circling, his teeth grazing. She was making small, desperate sounds in the back of her throat. He walked her backward until her legs hit the sofa. She sank onto the velvet, pulling him down with her.

He knelt between her legs, his hands sliding up her stocking-clad thighs, finding the hem of her skirt. He pushed it up to her waist. She wore stockings, held by a garter belt, and plain white panties. The contrast of the severe, professional garter with the innocent cotton was so profoundly erotic he groaned.

“Let me see you,” he said.

She hooked her thumbs in the waistband of the panties and slid them down, lifting her hips to help him. He tossed them aside. Then he just looked. Her pussy was neatly trimmed, blond curls, already glistening. He spread her legs wider, settling between them on the floor.

“What are you—”

He didn’t let her finish. He lowered his mouth to her.

The first touch of his tongue to her clit made her cry out, a short, sharp sound that was swallowed by the room. He licked her, slowly, learning her taste—salty, musky, utterly her. He laved her with broad strokes, then focused on her clit, sucking it into his mouth, flicking it with the tip of his tongue.

“Oh, god.” Her hands were fists in the velvet. Her hips lifted off the couch, seeking more pressure. He gave it to her, sliding two fingers inside her as he sucked. She was tight, wet, clenching around him. He curled his fingers, finding a spot that made her gasp and writhe.

“There,” she panted. “Right there.”

He worked her with his fingers and his mouth, relentless, drinking in every sound she made. He could feel her trembling, her thighs tightening around his head. Her climax built, tension coiling tight and electric. He increased his pace, his tongue circling her clit, his fingers pumping.

“Caspian, I’m—I’m going to—”

He looked up, meeting her eyes. Her face was flushed, her lips parted, her hair a wild spill across the velvet. She looked undone, powerful, his.

“Come,” he ordered, his voice thick.

She shattered. A low, guttural cry tore from her throat as her body convulsed, her back arching off the sofa. He kept his mouth on her, gentling his touch, drawing out the waves of her orgasm until she was limp, trembling, her hand falling to his hair in a weak caress.

He rose up, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He was painfully hard, his cock straining against his trousers. She watched him, her eyes heavy-lidded, satiated, but with a new hunger dawning in them.

“Your turn,” she whispered.

She pushed herself up, her movements languid. She reached for his belt, unbuckled it, then unbuttoned his trousers. She pushed them down, along with his boxer briefs. His cock sprang free, thick and flushed. She wrapped her hand around him, stroking him once, twice, her thumb smearing the bead of moisture at the tip.

“I want you inside me,” she said, the words a direct order.

He needed no further invitation. He positioned himself at her entrance, the head of his cock nudging against her wet heat. He looked at her, a question in his eyes, the last vestige of control.

“Now,” she said, and pulled him down.

He slid into her in one smooth, deep thrust. They both cried out. She was so tight, so hot, still pulsing from her climax. He buried his face in her neck, breathing in her scent, holding himself still, letting them both adjust.

“Move,” she commanded into his ear, her legs wrapping around his hips, her heels digging into his ass.

He began to move. Slow, deep strokes that made her whimper. He set a rhythm, each thrust driving him deeper, each withdrawal a sweet agony. The sofa creaked beneath them. The fire cracked. Her nails scored his back through his shirt.

“Look at me,” she gasped.

He lifted his head. Her eyes were open, locked on his. There was no shield, no partner’s mask. Just raw need, and a challenge. He kissed her, swallowing her moans. His thrusts grew harder, faster, losing their measured pace. He was chasing his own end, but he wanted to bring her with him.

He slid a hand between them, his fingers finding her clit again. She was swollen, sensitive. He rubbed small, firm circles.

“Again,” he growled against her lips. “Come for me again.”

She shook her head, her breath coming in ragged pants. “I can’t, it’s too—”

“You can.” He pinched her clit gently, then resumed the circles, his cock pounding into her, hitting a spot deep inside that made her eyes roll back.

A second orgasm ripped through her, sudden and violent. Her inner walls clamped around him, milking him, and the sensation was too much. With a hoarse shout, he came, pouring himself into her, his body shuddering with the force of it.

He collapsed on top of her, his weight braced on his elbows, his forehead resting against her shoulder. They were both slick with sweat, breathing in ragged unison. The air smelled of sex and woodsmoke.

Slowly, the world came back. The feel of the velvet under his forearms. The dying fire. The sound of a siren far below on Central Park West.

He started to pull away.

“Don’t,” she said quietly. Her hand came up to rest on the back of his neck.

So he stayed, buried inside her, until he softened and slipped out. He shifted to the side, pulling her with him so they lay tangled on the narrow sofa. She fit against him, her back to his chest, his arm around her waist. He kissed her shoulder, the pearl strand cool against his lips.

For a long time, neither spoke. He listened to her breathing even out.

Then she said, her voice quiet in the dark room, “That was a violation of Clause Four. ‘No sexual contact outside of designated, public-event appearances for the purpose of maintaining the fiction.’”

“I know,” he said.

“And Clause Seven. ‘Overnight stays are expressly prohibited to prevent attachment and simplify logistics.’”

“I know.”

She turned in his arms to look at him. Her face was serious. “We’ve broken the contract. Irrevocably.”

“Yes.”

“So what happens now?”

He brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. “Now we make our own rules.”

She searched his face. “And the gala?”

“We go. Together. Holding hands. Let Brendan do his worst.”

A faint, real smile touched her lips. It was a rare, beautiful thing. “That’s professionally reckless.”

“It is.”

“I like it,” she whispered, and kissed him.

It was a soft kiss, tender, and it unraveled something in his chest. He deepened it, his hand sliding down the curve of her spine, over the swell of her ass. He was getting hard again, pressed against her thigh.

She felt it and pulled back, her eyes dark. “Bedroom,” she said. It wasn’t a suggestion.

They untangled themselves from the sofa. She stood, naked and unselfconscious, and took his hand. She led him through an archway, down a short hall, into a bedroom dominated by a large, canopied bed. The sheets were white linen.

She pushed him onto the bed and climbed atop him, straddling his hips. In the dim light from the living room, she looked like a goddess—pale skin, fierce eyes, hair a mess of gold.

“My turn to set the pace,” she said.

She reached between them, wrapped her fingers around his cock, and guided the head to her slick entrance. She sank down in one slow, deliberate slide, her cunt stretching around him inch by inch until she took him to the hilt. A raw moan escaped her throat. He gripped her hips, fingers digging hard into her flesh.

She began to move, rising and falling, setting a rhythm that was both controlled and desperate. He watched her, the sight of her breasts swaying with each roll of her hips, the cords of her neck standing out as she rode him. He sat up, captured a nipple in his mouth, and sucked hard while she moved on his cock.

Her pace increased. She was chasing her pleasure now, her movements growing frantic. He leaned back, letting her take what she needed, his hands roaming her body, palms sliding over sweat-slick skin as he learned every curve.

“Touch me,” she gasped.

He obeyed, his thumb finding her swollen clit and rubbing in tight circles in time with her thrusts. Her inner muscles fluttered and clenched around him. She was close.

“Come with me,” she pleaded, her voice breaking.

He felt his own orgasm building, pressure coiling tight at the base of his spine. He nodded, unable to speak.

She cried out, her body seizing, clenching around him in rhythmic pulses that milked his cock. The sight of her coming undone above him was the trigger. He slammed his hips up, driving deep as he came, his release hot and endless, flooding her.

She collapsed forward onto his chest, boneless. They stayed like that, connected, damp skin sticking together, hearts hammering in unison.

Eventually, she shifted off him, curling into his side. He pulled the linen sheet over them. The digital clock on her bedside table glowed 9:47 p.m.

They were both silent. The enormity of what they had done—what they were choosing—settled over the room like a physical weight.

Her phone, left on the nightstand, buzzed. Once. Twice.

She didn’t move.

“Aren’t you going to check that?” he murmured into her hair.

“It’s the firm’s emergency line,” she said, her voice muffled against his shoulder. “The only thing that rings that number after hours is a deal falling apart or a partner dying.”

It buzzed a third time, insistent.

She sighed, a sound of profound weariness, and reached for it. She sat up, the sheet pooling around her waist, and swiped the screen. She read the message, her face illuminated by the cold blue light.

Her expression didn’t change, but he felt the tension return to her body, a subtle stiffening.

“What is it?” he asked, sitting up beside her.

She handed him the phone.

The message was from the managing partner’s executive assistant.

Ms. Kohler: Urgent. The Partnership Committee has convened an extraordinary session for tomorrow, 8 a.m., to discuss a matter of firm governance. Your presence is required. Materials to follow.

Caspian’s blood ran cold. “That’s fast. Brendan didn’t waste time.”

“No,” Beatrix said, taking the phone back. Her voice was the flat, calm tone she used in a closing room when the other side had just played their worst card. “He didn’t.”

She typed a one-word reply. Understood.

She set the phone down, screen facing the table. She looked at him in the near-darkness.

“They know,” she said.

“They suspect,” he corrected, but it was a weak distinction.

“It’s the same thing, at this level.” She drew a shaky breath. “Tomorrow morning. They’ll ask me questions. They’ll ask you questions, separately. They’ll look for inconsistencies.”

“We’ll be consistent,” he said, reaching for her hand. It was cold. “We stick to the contract. We were fulfilling a charity obligation. Nothing more.”

She turned her hand in his, lacing their fingers together. She looked at their joined hands, then at him. “We just fucked on my living room sofa and in my bed. We are lying in it together, naked. Do you really think we can walk into that conference room tomorrow and pretend this is a business transaction?”

He brought her knuckles to his lips, kissed them. “We have to try. For now. Until we decide our next move.”

She was silent for a long moment. Then she nodded, a sharp, decisive movement. “Alright. We try.” She glanced at the clock. “You should go. Clause Seven. No overnight stays.”

He didn’t move. “Beatrix.”

“If you’re seen leaving here at six a.m., it’s over before the meeting even starts,” she said, her voice regaining its steel. “You need to go home, change into a suit, and walk into that firm at seven-thirty like it’s any other day.”

He knew she was right. It was the smart play. The only play. But the thought of leaving her here, alone with that note and that summons, felt like a betrayal.

“I don’t want to leave you,” he said, the raw honesty of it hanging between them.

Her gaze softened, just for a second. “I know.” She leaned forward, kissed him, a firm, closed-mouth kiss that felt like a seal. “But this is the game now. We have to be smarter than them. Tonight, that means you leave.”

Reluctantly, he swung his legs out of bed. He found his clothes scattered in the living room, dressed in silence. She followed, wrapped in a silk robe, her arms crossed, watching him.

At the door, he turned. She stood in the archway to the living room, backlit by the embers of the fire, a silhouette of formidable grace.

“Tomorrow,” he said.

“Tomorrow,” she echoed.

He opened the door, stepped into the hall. As he turned to pull it closed, he saw her still standing there, watching him, her face unreadable.

The oak door shut with a soft, final click.

He stood in the quiet hallway, the taste of her still on his tongue, the scent of her on his skin. The elevator ride down was a cage of his own thoughts. The lobby was empty. He stepped out into the cold October night, the wind cutting through his suit jacket.

He hailed a cab. As it pulled toward his apartment in Chelsea, his phone vibrated in his pocket. A text. From her.

Whatever they ask, remember: you outbid Brendan for lunch. That’s the story. That’s all.

He typed back. I remember.

A moment later, another message arrived. Not about the firm.

The way you tasted me. I can’t stop thinking about it.

Heat, sudden and fierce, shot through him. He closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the seat. The cab hurtled downtown, through the canyon of lights.

He was about to reply when his phone rang. The screen lit up with a number he didn’t recognize, but with a 212 area code. Manhattan. His gut tightened.

He answered. “Vale.”

“Mr. Vale.” It was a woman’s voice, cool, professional. “This is Anya from the Office of the General Counsel. I’m calling to inform you that your presence is requested at a meeting tomorrow at eight-fifteen a.m. in Conference Room A on the forty-second floor. The subject is firm policy compliance. Please be prompt.”

They were calling him, too. Separately. Of course.

“I’ll be there,” he said, his voice even.

“Thank you.” The line went dead.

He stared at the phone. Eight-fifteen. They were seeing Beatrix at eight. They’d have fifteen minutes with her first.

The cab pulled up to his building. He paid, got out, stood on the sidewalk.

He looked up at the dark windows of his apartment, then turned and looked north, toward the Upper East Side.

Somewhere up there, she was alone in her room of books and fire, preparing for battle.

And he was here, with the taste of her pussy on his lips and a disciplinary meeting on his calendar.

The game had changed. The board was tilting.

He took a deep breath of the cold air, and went inside to wait for morning.

His apartment was a stark contrast to hers. A modern, rented box in Chelsea with a view of other modern boxes. Clean lines, little furniture, everything in shades of gray. He dropped his keys on the kitchen counter and went straight to the shower.

The water was scalding. He stood under it, letting it sluice over his skin, trying to wash away the scent of her, the feel of her, the memory of her coming apart beneath him, above him. It was impossible. His body remembered. The tight coil in his gut hadn’t loosened since he’d left her. He was still half-aroused, a lingering, restless ache.

He got out, toweled off, and didn’t sleep. He sat on the edge of his bed, staring at the city lights through the window, replaying every moment. The way she’d said, “Then show me.” The look in her eyes when she’d unlocked the door to her body, her authority, her need. The contract was ash now. They were in the fire.

At six a.m., he dressed in his usual navy suit, a white shirt, a conservative tie. He looked every inch the senior associate on the partner track. He made coffee, drank it black, and left at seven.

The firm’s lobby at seven-thirty was quiet, just the early-arriving support staff. He nodded to the security guard, took the elevator to the forty-second floor. His cubicle in the M&A bullpen was neat, sterile. He logged into his computer, opened a document he’d been drafting—a due diligence report for a merger that now felt trivial. He pretended to read it.

At eight, he watched from his desk as Beatrix walked past the bullpen toward the conference rooms. She was in full armor: the charcoal suit, the striped blouse, the pearls, her hair in its perfect, impervious chignon. She didn’t glance toward his cubicle. Her stride was measured, her posture erect. She looked like a queen walking to her own execution, regal and unafraid.

His phone buzzed at eight-ten. A reminder for his eight-fifteen meeting. He stood, adjusted his tie, and walked toward Conference Room A.

It was a small, windowless room, the kind reserved for sensitive HR matters. The air hung thick with the sour bite of burnt coffee and the metallic tang of a printer that had been running too long. A single fluorescent panel buzzed overhead, casting hard light across the table. Three people waited on the far side: Anya from the General Counsel’s office, a woman Caspian didn’t recognize with a severe black bob and a tablet balanced on her knees, and Martin Holcombe—Beatrix’s boss, Brendan’s uncle, the head of the M&A group.

Martin did not smile. “Caspian. Sit.”

Caspian lowered himself into the chair opposite them. It sat noticeably lower than theirs, forcing him to tilt his chin up.

“We’ll be recording this,” Anya said, and pressed a button on the slim black device centered on the table. “For the partnership committee’s review.”

“Understood.”

Martin leaned forward, elbows planted. “Let’s skip the formalities. You bid twelve thousand dollars at the charity auction for a lunch with Beatrix Kohler. Correct?”

“Yes.”

“The auction item was described as ‘Lunch with the Lady Partner.’ A single lunch. Yet you drafted a contract that stretched that obligation into three weeks of social appearances. Correct?”

“Yes. I believed the charity would benefit from a longer commitment.” He kept his voice even, the same measured tone he used in client calls.

“The contract was signed by both parties. It contained clauses on behavior, boundaries, and the strictly professional nature of the arrangement. Correct?”

“Yes.”

Martin’s eyes stayed flat. “Beatrix Kohler is your mentor. She has been your mentor for four years. Firm policy on mentor-mentee relationships is explicit. Any romantic or sexual entanglement violates that policy and constitutes grounds for disciplinary action—termination for the associate, censure for the partner. Are you aware of this policy?”

“I am.”

“Have you violated this policy?”

Caspian held the older man’s gaze. “No.”

Martin’s mouth tightened. He opened a folder already waiting on the table. Inside lay a printed copy of the note Beatrix had received. “This was delivered to Ms. Kohler’s office yesterday. Do you know anything about it?”

“I know she received a threatening note. She told me.”

“Why would she tell you?”

“Because the note references me. And because we are currently operating under a contracted professional arrangement. It seemed relevant.”

The woman with the bob spoke for the first time. “Mr. Vale, were you in Ms. Kohler’s office after eleven p.m. on the night of October twenty-sixth, following the firm retreat?”

A cold thread slid down the back of Caspian’s neck, but he let none of it reach his face. “Yes. I was delivering the logistics for the next contracted event—the holiday gala. We met briefly to review them.”

“Briefly?” She tapped the tablet. “Security logs show you entered at ten forty-seven and exited at eleven twenty-three.”

“Thirty-six minutes is brief when the subject is event logistics,” Caspian said. “We also discussed the note, which had arrived that evening.”

Martin tapped the folder once with his index finger. “The note claims the partnership committee is aware of ‘extracurricular activities.’ What extracurricular activities would those be?”

“I have no idea. The note is anonymous and malicious. I believe it was sent by Brendan Holcombe. He has a documented history of animosity toward Ms. Kohler and lost the auction bid to me.”

Martin’s expression darkened at his nephew’s name. “Be careful, Caspian.”

“I’m answering your questions,” Caspian replied, tone still polite, still level. “The contract is a professional document. We have followed its terms.”

“Have you?” Martin sat back. “We have statements from several partners and their spouses who attended the Adirondacks retreat. They observed you and Ms. Kohler dancing closely at dinner. They observed the two of you leaving the main lodge together and walking toward the assigned cabins. They observed a certain… familiarity. Beyond what anyone would expect from a charitable arrangement.”

Caspian’s pulse beat steady and hard in his ears. “The contract requires us to maintain a believable public façade. Dancing and walking together are part of that requirement. Nothing more.”

“And the cabin assignments?” the bobbed woman asked. “You were assigned to the same cabin.”

“That was the retreat coordinator’s decision, not ours. We slept in separate beds.”

“Did you?”

“Yes.”

They stared at him. The recording device hummed, a low, steady insect drone against the polished table.

Anya finally spoke. “Mr. Vale, if this is a purely professional arrangement, why did you spend last evening at Ms. Kohler’s private residence?”

The air in the room thickened, pressing against Caspian’s collar. He had known this would come—the firm’s security logs, the doorman, maybe even Brendan watching her building from across the street. He had prepared his answer.

“Ms. Kohler received a threatening note referencing our arrangement. Given the potential for reputational damage to the firm and the charity, she felt it prudent to discuss our response in a private, secure setting. Her apartment was the most logical place. We met for less than an hour. I left at approximately nine-thirty p.m.”

“And what was decided?” Martin asked.

“That we would continue to fulfill the contract, as agreed, at the upcoming gala. That we would maintain our professional demeanor. And that we would report any further harassment to the General Counsel’s office.”

Martin studied him for a long minute. “You’re a good liar, Caspian. You’ve always been cool under pressure. It’s one of the reasons Beatrix recommended you for the partner track.” He paused. “But this isn’t a closing room. This is your career. And hers.”

“I’m not lying,” Caspian said. The words sat like stones on his tongue.

“We’ll see.” Martin closed the folder. “The partnership committee is meeting with Ms. Kohler now. They will compare her statements to yours. Any discrepancy will be noted. You are to continue your work today as usual. You are not to contact Ms. Kohler outside of strictly necessary, documented work communications. Any further social contact is prohibited pending the committee’s review. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Martin stood. The others followed. “We’ll be in touch.”

Caspian stood as well. He left the room, steps even, face a mask of neutral professionalism.

Back at his cubicle, he sat and stared at his screen. The due diligence report blurred at the edges. His hands stayed steady on the keyboard, but inside his chest something twisted, hot and restless.

He had lied. Directly, calmly, and with conviction. He had lied to Martin Holcombe, a man he had respected, a man who had signed his bonus approvals for four years. He had lied about the cabin, about her apartment, about the contract. He had lied about the taste of her on his tongue, the tight, wet grip of her cunt around his cock, the sound of her crying his name into the dark.

He had lied because the truth would burn them both to the ground.

And he had lied because she had asked him to.

He pulled out his phone and checked it. No messages from her. The meeting with the partnership committee would be longer, more brutal. They were the old guard, men who had built the firm on a code that had never included women like Beatrix and certainly never included associates fucking their mentors.

He worked, mechanically, for an hour. Then his email pinged. A message from the managing partner’s office, marked confidential.

All partners and senior associates are required to attend a firm-wide meeting in the main conference hall at noon today. Topic: Firm values and compliance.

A trap. A spectacle. They were going to make a show of it.

At eleven forty-five, he walked to the hall. Two hundred lawyers filled the space with low, uneasy murmurs. Beatrix was already there, seated in the front row with the other M&A partners. She looked straight ahead, her profile carved from ice.

Martin Holcombe took the podium. The managing partner, Sterling, silver-haired with a voice like gravel, stood beside him.

Sterling spoke. “This firm has built its reputation on integrity, professionalism, and the highest ethical standards. Those standards apply to every member of this firm, from the newest associate to the most senior partner. They apply in our dealings with clients, and in our dealings with each other.”

Caspian’s gut tightened. He stood in the back, among a cluster of associates.

“Recent events,” Sterling continued, “have prompted the partnership committee to reaffirm these values. Specifically, our policy regarding mentor-mentee relationships. That policy is clear. It is non-negotiable. It exists to protect the integrity of our mentorship program, to prevent conflicts of interest, and to maintain a professional environment free from exploitation or favoritism.”

He didn’t look at Beatrix. He didn’t look at Caspian. But everyone in the room knew. The whispers moved through the crowd like a low wave.

“Any violation of this policy,” Sterling said, his voice hardening, “will be met with swift and serious consequences. We expect every member of this firm to conduct themselves with the dignity and propriety that has defined us for a century.”

It was a warning shot fired directly over their heads.

The meeting ended. People filed out, talking in hushed tones. Caspian saw Brendan Holcombe near the door, smirking, talking to a group of third-year associates. Brendan glanced at Caspian, his smile widening.

Caspian ignored him. He walked back to his desk, blood hot beneath his skin.

At two p.m., an email arrived in his inbox. From Beatrix. Subject line: Due diligence report – merger target A.

The body of the email was a single line: Please review the attached and provide your comments by 5 p.m.

Attached was a PDF. He opened it. It was the due diligence report he’d been pretending to work on. But at the bottom of the first page, in a comment bubble, was a line of text that wasn’t about the merger.

My meeting ended at 10:30 a.m. They asked the same questions. I gave the same answers. Sterling told me my judgment was “clouded.” Martin said I was “risking my legacy.” They have no proof. But they have suspicion. Brendan is pushing. They’ve scheduled a follow-up for Friday, after the gala. They want to see us there together. They’re watching.

He stared at the comment. She was communicating through work documents. Smart. Dangerous.

He typed a comment back, on the second page. Understood. I’ll review the report thoroughly. Will adhere to all professional guidelines.

He added, on the third page, a comment that was not about the merger: I want to see you.

He sent the email.

Five minutes later, a reply. Comments received. Please incorporate and send final draft by end of day.

Another comment bubble, on the fourth page. My apartment. 8 p.m. Don’t text. Don’t call. Just come.

He closed the document, heart pounding against his ribs. He worked until seven, then left the office and took the subway uptown.

He stood outside her building at eight p.m., the same bottle of wine in his hand from the night before, a ridiculous, repetitive prop. The doorman recognized him, nodded, and let him pass.

He took the cage elevator up. He knocked.

She opened the door. She was in a simple black dress, not work clothes, something soft and sleeveless that clung to her waist and hips. Her hair was down again. Her feet were bare against the dark wood floor.

She didn’t speak. She took the wine bottle from his hand, set it aside on the entry table, and pulled him inside by his tie.

The door shut. She kissed him, hard, desperate, her mouth open and hungry. He kissed her back, hands going to her waist, pulling her against him. They broke apart, breathing heavily.

“They threatened my partnership,” she said, voice raw. “Sterling said if there was even a hint of impropriety at the gala, they would put me on a compliance review that could last a year. A year of being sidelined, of having my deals monitored, of being treated like a problem instead of a producer.”

“Caspian,” he said, hands tightening on her.

“They threatened your partner track,” she continued. “Martin said any further ‘clouded judgment’ would result in your file being marked. You’d be put on the non-promotion list. You’d never make partner here.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” She stepped back, eyes blazing. “Do you really know what that means? Four years of work. Every midnight, every weekend, every closed deal. Everything you’ve done to get to this point. Gone.”

“Yes,” he said. “I know.”

“And yet you’re here.”

“Yes.”

She stared at him, chest rising and falling rapidly. Then she turned and walked toward the bedroom. “Then stop talking.”

He followed her. The bedroom was dark, only the light from the street filtering through the curtains in thin silver lines. She stood by the bed, her back to him.

“Take off your clothes,” she said.

He obeyed. He stripped off his suit jacket, his tie, his shirt, his trousers, his shoes. He stood naked before her.

She turned. She looked at him, gaze traveling over his body, lingering on his cock, already hardening under her scrutiny. “Last night,” she said, “you had me on the sofa, in the bed. You had control.”

“You had control in the bed,” he corrected softly.

“Tonight,” she said, stepping toward him, “I want something else.”

“What?”

“I want you to fuck me like you’re angry,” she said, voice low and fierce. “Like you’re furious at them, at the committee, at Brendan, at this whole fucking firm. I want you to fuck me like it’s the last thing we’ll ever do before they take it all away.”

He felt a dark, hot surge in his veins. He reached for her, but she caught his hands.

“No,” she said. “Not like that.” She pushed him back until he sat on the edge of the bed. Then she knelt before him, between his legs. She took his cock in her hand, stroking it from base to tip, her touch firm and deliberate. “I want you to let it out. All of it. In me.”

She leaned forward and took him into her mouth.

He groaned, head falling back. Her mouth was hot, wet, relentless. She sucked him deep, tongue swirling around the head, then drawing him back in until the head of his cock pressed against the back of her throat. She used her hands, her mouth, her teeth grazing lightly along the shaft, until he was shaking, fists clenched in the sheets.

She pulled back, lips glistening. “Not yet,” she whispered. She stood, shed her black dress in one smooth motion. She was naked underneath, skin pale in the dim light. She climbed onto the bed, straddling him, but not taking him inside. Instead, she leaned down, kissing his chest, his stomach, his throat. Her hair spilled over his skin, a silken cascade that smelled faintly of her shampoo.

“Tell me what you want,” she breathed against his ear.

“I want you,” he said, voice ragged. “I want you in every way they say I can’t have you.”

“Show me.”

He flipped her then, rolling her beneath him on the bed. He pinned her wrists to the mattress, body covering hers. She didn’t resist. She looked up at him, eyes wide, waiting.

He kissed her, a brutal, consuming kiss. He bit her lip, sucked her tongue, claimed her mouth like he was claiming every forbidden thing they’d been warned against. She met him with equal fury, nails digging into his shoulders.

He released her wrists, hands roaming her body, squeezing her breasts, pinching her nipples until she gasped, sliding down to her thighs. He pushed them apart, fingers finding her pussy. She was already wet, swollen, slick against his fingertips. He rubbed her clit, rough and fast, making her gasp and arch.

“Is this what you want?” he growled.

“Yes,” she hissed.

He slid two fingers inside her, pumping hard, thumb still working her clit in tight circles. She moaned, hips bucking against his hand. “Come for me,” he ordered. “Come now, before I’m inside you.”

Her body obeyed. Her orgasm crashed over her, sudden and violent, back bowing off the bed, a cry tearing from her throat. He watched her face contort in pleasure, watched the flush spread across her chest, watched her cunt clench around his fingers as she came apart under his hand.

When the waves subsided, he withdrew his fingers. The wet drag of them left her cunt fluttering around nothing, her slick coating his knuckles. He moved between her spread thighs, the thick head of his cock nudging her entrance, parting her folds. Sweat shone on her skin in the low light. Her eyes were glassy, but the challenge in them hadn’t dimmed.

“Now,” she whispered.

He drove in hard, one punishing thrust that buried him to the hilt. She cried out, her cunt clamping down around him in a tight, rippling grip. He didn’t pause. He didn’t ease. He fucked her with deep, relentless strokes, the slap of his hips against her ass loud in the room, each impact shoving her up the bed. The frame creaked beneath them. Her inner walls dragged at him on every pull, hot and soaked, trying to hold him inside.

He braced his hands on either side of her head and kept going, the rhythm brutal, the wet sound of his cock driving into her cunt filling the space between their ragged breathing. He gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, pinning her in place for the force of it. She met him anyway, heels locked at the small of his back, nails scoring red lines down his forearms.

“Harder,” she gasped.

He gave it to her. His control fractured. He slammed into her again and again, the pace turning wild, driven by the need to feel her break around him. Heat coiled tight at the base of his spine, pulling his balls up, the edge rushing closer with every thrust.

“Touch me,” she begged.

He reached down, thumb finding her swollen clit, rubbing it in rough, fast circles. She was already oversensitive, jerking under the pressure, but she pushed her hips up into his hand, chasing it anyway.

“I’m going to come,” he warned, voice rough and breaking.

“Inside me,” she ordered. “Let me feel it.”

He fucked her harder, faster, thumb grinding against her clit. Her mouth fell open, eyes rolling back, and then her cunt seized around him in hard, pulsing waves. She came with a broken sound, body shaking, thighs locked tight around his waist. The rhythmic squeeze of her around his cock dragged him over. He shouted, raw and loud, and came deep inside her, the release tearing through him in thick, hot pulses that flooded her cunt.

He collapsed over her, chest heaving, skin slick with sweat where they pressed together. They stayed like that, breathing hard, limbs tangled, her cunt still fluttering weakly around his softening cock.

Minutes passed. The only sounds were their slowing breaths and the low, constant hum of traffic far below the window.

She shifted beneath him. He rolled to the side, drawing her with him until they faced each other on the wrecked sheets. Her hair stuck to her temple. His come leaked slowly from her, warm against her thigh.

She traced a finger over his lips. “That,” she said quietly, “was not in the contract.”

“Nothing we do is in the contract anymore,” he said.

She nodded. Her eyes had gone serious, the post-orgasm haze clearing. “Friday. The gala. They’ll be watching.”

“I know.”

“We have to be perfect. The perfect fake couple. The perfect professional distance. The perfect charity arrangement.”

“We can be perfect,” he said.

She smiled, a faint, sad curve. “We can’t. We’re not. We’re a mess. We’re a liability. We’re everything they warned against.”

He kissed her forehead, tasting salt. “Then we’ll be a perfect mess.”

She sighed and curled against his chest, one leg sliding between his. “I don’t want to go back to my office tomorrow. I don’t want to sit in that chair and pretend I’m the same person I was a month ago.”

“You’re not.”

“I know.” She looked up at him. “What happens if we walk into that gala and hold hands, and they see it? What happens if we let them see?”

“They’ll sanction us. They’ll put us on review. They’ll try to break us.”

“And if we don’t hold hands? If we play the part?”

“They’ll still suspect. Brendan will still push. The scrutiny won’t stop.”

She closed her eyes. “So either way, we lose.”

He pulled her tighter, his hand spread wide across her back. “Either way, we have this.”

She didn’t answer. Her breathing evened out against his skin, slow and steady, until sleep took her. He stayed awake, watching the streetlight stripe her cheek and the curve of her shoulder. He thought about the gala, the library, the way she would feel on his arm. He thought about the partnership committee, Martin Holcombe’s flat stare, Sterling’s voice like gravel. He thought about Brendan’s knowing smirk.

And he thought about her beneath him, fierce and naked, telling him to fuck her like he was angry.

At midnight she stirred, eyes still half-closed. “You have to go,” she murmured.

“Clause Seven,” he said softly.

“Yes.” She pushed up on one elbow, hair falling across her face. She looked at him, stripped bare in a way that had nothing to do with the robe she wasn’t wearing yet. “But before you go…”

She leaned down, hair curtaining his face, and kissed him. Slow. Lingering. The kind of kiss that said the things neither of them had put into words.

Then she climbed out of bed, gathered his clothes from the floor, and handed them to him. He dressed in the dark while she pulled on a simple silk robe that clung to the damp patches on her skin. At the door she stopped him, palm flat against his chest.

“Tomorrow, at work. We’ll be strangers.”

“We won’t be.”

“We’ll have to be.” She touched his cheek, thumb dragging along his jaw. “Until Friday.”

He left. The elevator dropped him through the quiet building. The lobby was empty, the night air colder than he expected when he stepped outside. He walked to the subway, his body still carrying the memory of her—the ache in his thighs, the scent of her on his fingers, the way her cunt had pulsed around him when she came.

His phone buzzed on the platform.

I lied to them today. I said we slept in separate beds. I said you left my apartment at nine-thirty. I said the contract was professional. Every word was a lie.

He typed back. I lied too.

Does it make us bad lawyers?

It makes us something else.

The train rattled in. He boarded the near-empty car and sat across from a man asleep with his head against the window. Another text arrived.

What are we?

He stared at the screen, the train rocking beneath him, the tunnel lights strobing past.

We’re the thing worth the fire, he sent.

No reply came. He pictured her standing at her window, city lights on her skin, phone in her hand, reading the words. He pictured the small, private smile that might have touched her mouth. He pictured her face going still instead.

He reached his building, showered the sweat and sex from his skin, and lay in his own bed. Sleep stayed away. The clock moved toward morning in slow, bright numbers.

At six he rose, shaved, and dressed in another navy suit, another white shirt, another conservative tie. He looked exactly like the senior associate on the partner track.

He left for the firm with his jaw set and his eyes clear.

He was ready to lie again.


Chapter 7 — The Lying Clock

Beatrix sat at her desk and felt like a liar.

The HVAC hummed through the vents above her head, a steady white noise that filled the absence of voices. Her monitor cast a pale rectangle across the glass surface. The calendar sat empty until noon. Early-week quiet had emptied the associate bays; the partners were still in from the weekend, doors shut, coffee cold, the firm running at half pressure before the Tuesday calls began. Monday mornings always moved like this—slow, hollow, the building assembling itself around its own routines.

She stared at the inbox. Procedural emails only. A closing checklist for a deal that would not sign until January. A memo from the managing partner about pro bono hours. Nothing from Caspian.

They had been strangers since he left her apartment Sunday night. Strangers by design. Clause 4.2 of the contract read: All interactions outside of designated contract events shall maintain professional boundaries appropriate to the workplace.

She had written that clause herself, red ink across the printed page during their negotiation. She had insisted on it.

Now the words sat in her chest like a locked door.

She picked up her phone. The last message from him had arrived Sunday night on the subway. We’re the thing worth the fire.

She had not answered. She had stood at her window instead, city lights spread below her, and felt those words settle behind her ribs. No smile. Only the sharp edge of fear and the pull that came right after it.

The door to her office opened without a knock.

Caspian walked in holding a file folder. Navy suit, tie knotted tight, hair still a fraction too long at the collar. He wore the expression he used with partners—focused, neutral, impossible to read.

“Beatrix.” He said her name the way he would say it to any colleague. “The due diligence report for the Genoa acquisition. You wanted it before the committee call.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

He set the folder on her desk and stayed exactly where he stood, three feet back, hands at his sides.

She opened the cover. His notes ran in the margins, precise and small. The heat coming off his body reached her across the distance anyway, steady as sunlight through glass.

“The committee call is at two,” she said, voice level. “I’ll review this before then.”

“Of course.” He turned to leave.

“Caspian.”

He stopped, head angled toward her but shoulders still facing the door.

“Is there anything else?”

She looked at him and saw the man who had kissed her in this same office at nine p.m. with the vacuum running in the hallway. Saw the man who had slept beside her in the narrow cabin bed, palm resting on her hip through the night. Saw the man who had paid twelve thousand dollars so Brendan Holcombe would not touch her.

“No,” she said. “Nothing else.”

He left. The door clicked shut behind him.

She sat with the unread report in front of her and listened to the clock on the wall count toward noon.



At noon her phone buzzed. An unknown number. The partners’ lunch at Le Bernardin. Thursday. You are expected. Formal attire. – Events Committee

She had not known about it. It was not on her calendar. She checked her email and found the invitation buried under the pro bono memo, sent an hour earlier.

She called Caspian’s office line. He answered on the first ring.

“Caspian Vale.”

“Did you get the invite for Le Bernardin Thursday?”

A pause. “Yes. I got it.”

“It’s a partners’ lunch. Associates aren’t invited.”

“The email says ‘partner and guest.’ You are the partner. I am the guest. Under clause 2.1 of the contract, I am required to attend all firm social functions designated by the Events Committee during the contract period.”

She heard the clause in his voice. He had drafted it. She had changed “required” to “expected.” He had kept the stronger word.

“This isn’t a social function. It’s a power lunch. The managing partner will be there. Holcombe will be there.”

“Then I’ll be there,” he said, voice low across the line. “Did you want me to not be there?”

She did not answer. She wanted him there. Wanted his hand at the small of her back while Holcombe watched. Wanted the managing partner to see exactly what she had brought with her.

“We’ll need to discuss logistics,” she said, professional again.

“My office. Six p.m. The cleaning crew will be vacuuming.”

She almost smiled. “Six p.m.”

She hung up.



The hours between noon and six had the dense, airless quality of waiting in a well-heated room for a verdict she already knew. She worked. She read the due diligence report; the language was clear and her mind was not. She took the committee call at two, Caspian on the video feed, voice steady and technical, eyes tracking the shared spreadsheet.

He did not look at her.

She watched him anyway. Watched the precise movement of his fingers on the keys. Watched the small, controlled tightening at his jaw when Brendan asked a question that betrayed he had not read the materials, and then watched Caspian answer with a patience that was wholly professional and contained zero warmth. She found herself cataloguing the micro-expressions of a man she had slept against two nights running, trying to reconcile the associate at the other end of a conference line with the person who had kissed her temple in the dark before leaving to catch a cab uptown.

At five forty-five she stood. She walked to her office door, opened it, and looked down the hallway toward the associate bays. His office sat at the end, the small room with the window facing the alley. She had given him that room when he made senior associate. She had called it a reward.

She walked toward it.

The firm was emptying. Friday-after-holiday quiet had already started. A few junior associates stayed late, but when they saw her they slipped into their offices. She was a partner. They treated her like weather.

She reached Caspian’s door. It stood open. He was inside, sliding his laptop into his bag.

He looked up. “You’re early.”

“I’m punctual.”

He finished packing. He did not offer her the chair. His office held only one. She stayed by the door.

“The lunch is at one p.m. Thursday,” he said. “We should arrive together. Clause 3.4.”

“Clause 3.4 requires arrival within a five-minute window. Not together.”

“I’ll amend the clause.”

A small heat moved through her. “You can’t amend it without my signature.”

“I’ll get your signature.”

The vacuum started down the hall. The cleaning crew was early.

He looked at her. The day-face was gone. What remained was the man from the cabin, from her apartment, from the auction room.

“Clause 4.2 is already a casualty,” he said.

“It isn’t.”

“You came to my office. We’re alone. This is an interaction outside a designated contract event.”

“This is a logistics meeting. It’s event-adjacent.”

He smiled, the one he only used when they were not at work. “Event-adjacent. Is that a legal term?”

“It’s a Beatrix term.”

He took one step closer. Two feet now. The vacuum hummed nearer.

“Clause 7.1 won’t last either,” he said.

Clause 7.1: No physical contact beyond hand-holding or arm-touching in public without prior mutual agreement.

“We haven’t touched,” she said.

“We’re about to.”

He lifted his hand and set it against the doorframe beside her head. His body became a wall between her and the hallway. The vacuum passed the open door; the cleaner did not look inside.

“This is not contact,” he said, voice low.

“It’s proximity.”

“Proximity is a precursor to contact.”

She looked at his hand on the frame, then at his face. “What are you proposing?”

“I’m proposing we break clause 7.1. Here. Now.”

“The cleaner—”

“The cleaner is gone.”

The vacuum sound moved away toward the copy room.

He moved his hand. His fingers touched her cheek, warm, tracing the line of her jaw down to her chin.

“Mutual agreement?” she asked, voice barely above the air between them.

“Do you agree?”

She leaned into his touch. “Yes.”

He kissed her.

This was not the kiss from the holiday party staged for senior partners’ wives. This was not the careful test in her office at nine p.m. This kiss had intent. His mouth opened hers. His tongue met hers. His body pressed her against the doorframe, the weight of him holding her in place.

She felt the wool of his suit against her silk blouse. Felt the hard line of his belt buckle against her stomach. Felt his hand leave her face and settle at her hip, fingers spread, anchoring her there.

The kiss held. The vacuum faded down the hall. The corridor went quiet.

He broke the kiss but did not step back. His mouth stayed close. “Clause 7.1,” he said.

She could feel his heart through three layers of fabric. “Violated.”

“What’s the penalty?”

“There’s no penalty clause. The contract voids on mutual breach.”

“Is it mutual?”

Her hands were still in the wool of his lapels. “You know it is.”

He kissed her again, harder. His hand at her hip tightened, fingers pressing into the silk. She felt the lean length of him, muscle and purpose, the heat of his body through the layers between them.

She placed her hands on his shoulders and pushed him back, not far.

He stopped.

“We can’t do this here,” she said.

“We just did.”

“We can’t continue.”

He looked at her, gray eyes darker in the low office light. “Where can we continue?”

She thought of clause 5.3: No overnight stays at each other’s private residences. All contract events shall conclude at a public venue.

She had written that clause. She had insisted on it. She had said it would keep things clean.

“My apartment,” she said.

He blinked. “Your apartment.”

“Tonight.”

“Clause 5.3.”

“We’ll break it.”

He smiled, slow and deep. “That’s the plan?”

“That’s the plan.”

He stepped back. Let her move away from the doorframe. Cool air took the place of his body heat.

“I’ll follow you in twenty minutes,” he said.

“No. Come with me now.”

He looked at his bag, his laptop. “We’ll walk out together?”

“We’ll walk out together. The firm is empty. No one will see.”

“And if they do?”

“They’ll see a partner and her senior associate leaving at six fifteen on a Friday. It’s not unusual.”

He picked up his bag. “It’s unusual for us.”

She walked out of his office first. He followed. They moved down the hallway past the empty associate bays, past the silent copy room, toward the elevator bank.

They did not speak. They did not touch.

The elevator arrived. They stepped inside. The doors closed.

The car descended. They stood side by side, watching the numbered display.

At floor twenty he said, “Three clauses in a single afternoon.”

“We’re efficient.”

“We’re reckless.”

“We’re lawyers. Everything we do is calculated.”

The elevator reached the lobby. The doors opened. A few late staff stood at the security desk.

They walked out together. Passed the desk. The guards nodded. No one looked twice.

Outside the air was cold, December wind cutting off the river.

She turned to him. “My car is in the garage.”

“I’ll take a cab.”

“Take my car.”

He looked at her. “You’re driving?”

“I’m driving.”

They walked to the garage. Her car was a black sedan, anonymous in its spot. She unlocked it. He took the passenger seat.

She drove out into Manhattan traffic. The city glowed, early evening light on the shop windows, people moving in heavy coats.

They did not speak in the car. She drove. He watched the streets pass.

She pulled into her building’s underground garage, parked in her assigned space. They got out. Walked to the elevator that served her floor.

The ride up was silent. The doors opened. Her apartment door waited at the end of the hall.

She unlocked it. They stepped inside.

Her apartment looked the way it always did: clean, low furniture, modern lines, abstract art on the walls. The only color came from the single strand of pearls on her dresser, left where she had dropped them that morning.

She turned to him. He stood in her living room, bag still in his hand, taking in the space.

“Still the same,” she said.

He looked at the room. “I notice it more now. Every time I come here.”

“What do you notice?”

“How much it looks like the version of you that doesn’t exist anymore.” He set the bag beside the sofa. “And how different you are from it.”

“And?”

“And you,” he said. “In the middle of it. Out of place.”

She crossed to him and took the overnight bag from his hand, setting it beside the sofa without ceremony. Then she reached for his jacket, working the buttons with the same deliberate patience he had used on every contract clause she’d ever marked up. The wool slid from his shoulders. She folded it once and set it over a chair, a precision that made him watch her hands the way he always did when she was performing an act she had decided to mean.

“You’re out of place here,” she said, unfastening the knot of his tie with two fingers, the silk slipping loose.

“I am,” he agreed. He didn’t move to help her. He stood still and let her work.

She undid his shirt from the collar down, each button a small, distinct click in the quiet apartment. When she reached his waistband she pulled the tails free and pushed the shirt off his shoulders. He caught it before it hit the floor and draped it over the jacket without being asked. Old habits.

She pressed her palm flat to the center of his chest. His heart knocked against it—steady, faster than the professional mask he wore would suggest. “There,” she said quietly, as if she’d confirmed something. “That’s what I wanted to know.”

He reached for her then, turning her by the shoulders with the gentleness that still surprised her. His fingers found the buttons of her blouse from behind, mirroring her exactness, and the silk fell open across her back. He slid it from her arms. He unhooked her bra with one motion and let it go. Then, before she could turn, he pressed his mouth to the top of her spine and kissed her downward, one vertebra at a time, until he reached the waistband of her skirt and stopped.

The air in the room was cool on her bare skin. The heat of his breath behind her was not.

He turned her to face him. He looked at her—her breasts bare in the low light, the pearls still at her throat, the chain at her wrist—and the professional neutrality he wore all day was entirely gone. What replaced it was hungry and precise and entirely his.

“You’ve seen me before,” she said.

“Not like this. Not with the city out the window and nothing between us and it.” He touched her face. “Not when you came to me.”

She had. That was the thing she felt most clearly—that she had crossed the room first.

She took his wrist and led him toward the bedroom.

The room was what she’d built for herself: low platform bed in white linen, a window giving onto the park, a single lamp turned low on the nightstand. Nothing extra. It had always looked like solitude made comfortable. With him in the doorway, filling the frame, it looked like preparation.

She turned, unzipped her skirt and stepped clear of it. Stood before him in heels and pearls and the silver chain. That was all.

Caspian looked at her the way he had looked at the contract—reading every clause, cataloguing risk and value, making sure he understood what he was about to sign. Then he unfastened his belt, his trousers, stripped them off. He stood equal to her in the dim light, cock already thick and flushed and fully present.

“Come here,” she said.

He came. She pushed him back onto the bed and straddled his hips, sitting over him without taking him in, her hands spreading flat against his chest. His cock pressed hot and insistent against her slick folds, seeking, and she held herself just above, making them both feel the want before granting the answer.

“We’ve crossed every line in that contract tonight,” she said.

“Every useful one,” he agreed, his voice roughened, hips lifting fractionally against her.

She moved back just enough to deny him. “Then let’s finish the job.”

She raked her hands up his chest, found the pull of his hair, and lifted herself long enough to reach back and close her fingers around his cock. He went still, a full-body tension, every muscle held in check while she stroked him once from root to crown, thumb dragging over the wet crown, feeling the shudder that moved through him at the touch.

“Beatrix,” he said, strained and low.

“I know.”

She guided him to her entrance and sank down—slow, deliberate, every inch of the stretch mapped and felt and savored, until she had taken all of him and her thighs were flush with his hips and neither of them breathed for a full second.

He reached up and drew the last pins from her chignon. The blonde fall unraveled, spilling over her shoulders, over the pearls, over his chest. He took a handful of it and kissed her, mouth open and hungry, while she rolled her hips and found the angle that made her vision fragment at the edges.

She set the pace—long, rolling strokes that dragged her clit over the ridge of his pelvis on each descent. The friction was exquisite and deliberate; she had decided what she wanted and she was taking it with the same authority she brought to closing a deal. Caspian watched her face, jaw tight, hands moving from her hips to her breasts to the chain at her wrist as if cataloguing everything he could touch.

“You’re the most extraordinary thing I have ever had,” he said, voice wrecked, “and I’ve been watching you for four years.”

She bore down harder, pace sharpening. “Then show me how extraordinary you think I am.”

His hands snapped to her hips and his own thrust rose to meet hers. The rhythm shifted from languid to driving—her grinding down, him surging up, the wet slap of it loud and unashamed in the quiet room. The headboard struck the wall once, twice. She didn’t care. She let herself make noise: his name, a string of fractured sounds, the raw animal register she had spent fifteen years suppressing in every boardroom and corridor of that firm.

She came without warning, cunt clamping hard around him, the orgasm rolling up from the base of her spine in a single, consuming wave that stole her breath and bent her forward over his chest. He caught her and held her through it, fucking up into her with short, precise strokes until she was shaking.

“Now,” she gasped into his throat, “come now.”

He did. A raw shout, his hips driving up one final time, buried and locked inside her while his release pulsed in thick, flooding heat. She felt every beat of it, each pulse a separate fact. His hands fisted in her hair. His chest heaved against her cheek.

The room came back in increments—the tick of the bedside clock, the ambient glow of the city through the glass, the slow return of sensation in her thighs. Seven p.m. They had rewritten the only clause that mattered.

After a long, settling silence, she traced the line of his jaw, feeling the tension that lingered even now at the hinge. She followed it down to where it softened. He was watching the ceiling.

“We keep breaking it,” she said quietly—not the contract, not any clause. Just this. Them.

“We keep breaking it,” he agreed. His arm tightened across her shoulders.

He turned his head, catching her wrist, kissing the inside of it. “That’s the only clause I care about now.”

She smiled, a real smile, one that felt unfamiliar on her face. “You’re a terrible lawyer.”

“I’m an excellent associate. Partners make terrible lawyers when they’re in love.”

The word hung in the air. Love. He hadn’t said it before. It wasn’t in the contract. It wasn’t in any of their negotiations. It was a breach of every unspoken rule.

Beatrix didn’t answer. She moved her hand, placing it flat on his chest again, feeling the steady beat. She didn’t deny it. She didn’t confirm it. She let it exist, a fact between them, like the sweat cooling on their skin.

He shifted, pulling her closer, his arm wrapping around her shoulders. She let her head rest against him, her cheek on his collarbone. The smell of him was different here, in her bed—not just the crisp scent of his soap, but something deeper, something that belonged to the man who had just been inside her.

“The lunch on Thursday,” she said, her voice low.

“I know.”

“Holcombe will be watching.”

“He always is.”

“He’ll be watching you. Specifically. He’ll be looking for any sign that this isn’t a contract.”

Caspian’s hand stroked her bare arm. “I can give him signs.”

“No. You have to be perfect. You have to be the senior associate who paid twelve thousand dollars for a professional arrangement. You have to be the mentee who respects his mentor.”

“I can do that.”

“Can you?”

He turned, propping himself up on one elbow to look at her. “I’ve been doing it for four years. I can do it for one lunch.”

She met his gaze. His gray eyes were soft now, the professional edge gone, but the intelligence was still there, sharp and calculating. “What will you do?”

“I’ll sit beside you. I’ll listen to the partners talk about market trends. I’ll order the sea bass. I’ll laugh at Holcombe’s jokes when they’re not offensive. I’ll hold your hand under the table if you want me to.”

“Clause 3.2 permits hand-holding under the table.”

“I know the clauses. I wrote them.”

“You wrote them to be broken.”

“I wrote them to be tested.” He leaned down, kissing her shoulder again. “You tested them. You broke them. That was the plan.”

“Your plan.”

“My plan.” He moved his mouth to her neck, kissing the pulse point there. “My plan was to get you to sign a contract that would put you in my orbit for three weeks. My plan was to make you look at me as something other than your associate. My plan was to make you want me enough to break the rules you wrote.”

She closed her eyes, feeling his lips on her skin. “It worked.”

“It’s working.” He kissed her jaw, her cheek, finally her lips. The kiss was gentle, almost lazy. “What’s your plan?”

She opened her eyes. “I don’t have a plan. I’ve never had a plan for this.”

“You have a plan for everything.”

“Not for this.” She pushed him back gently, sitting up. The sheet fell from her body. She was still naked, her hair loose, her skin glowing in the low light. She felt exposed, but not vulnerable. She felt powerful. “My plan was to survive. To be the youngest woman partner. To never give an inch. To never let anyone see me falter.”

“You’re not faltering.”

“I’m breaking every rule I ever set for myself.”

He sat up too, mirroring her. “That’s not faltering. That’s choosing.”

She looked at him, at his naked body, at the lean lines of him, at the earnestness in his face. “Choosing you.”

“Choosing me.” He reached out, taking her hand, holding it between both of his. “Choosing this. Choosing the fire.”

She let him hold her hand. She felt the warmth of his palms, the slight roughness of his fingers. “The fire might burn us.”

“It already is.”

She knew he was right. It was burning through everything—the clauses, the career, the careful architecture she’d built on the premise that wanting something too much made you reckless and recklessness made you small. She had been so careful. She had been so afraid of what wanting would cost.

She stood and went to the window. The park below was a dark rectangle between the lighted towers, the trees stripped to winter skeleton. She pressed her fingertips against the cold glass. Naked in her own apartment, city spread out behind the pane like a witness.

Caspian didn’t follow. She felt him watching from the bed, the weight of his attention as familiar to her now as her own pulse, and she understood why he held back: he knew she needed the glass and the darkness for what she was about to say.

“When I made partner,” she began, “Sterling brought me into his office. I was thirty-six. He said, ‘Beatrix, you are the youngest woman this firm has ever promoted. Every move you make will be scrutinized. You cannot afford a mistake.’”

A pause. The city hummed behind the glass.

“I told him I wouldn’t make one.” She watched her own breath fog faintly on the pane. “I believed it. That felt like enough. It was enough, for five years.” She turned. He was sitting at the edge of the bed, sheet pooled at his hips, watching her with the seriousness she had once mistaken for indifference. “Until you.”

“This isn’t a mistake.”

“It is. By every definition the firm has, it is. You are a senior associate. I am a partner. There is a no-dating-associates clause in the handbook. We are dating.”

“We’re fake dating.”

“We’re not fake anymore.”

He stood and crossed to her at the window. He stood beside her, not touching, both of them naked before the city lights. “Then we’re real dating. And we’re breaking the rule.”

She looked at him. “We could stop. After the lunch. After the gala. We could end the contract. We could go back to being strangers at work.”

“Could we?”

She thought about Monday morning, sitting at her desk with the lie sitting in her mouth. She thought about him walking into her office with a due diligence report, standing three feet away while her cunt still remembered the shape of him. She thought about the text he’d sent—We’re the thing worth the fire—and the way she hadn’t answered because answering would have meant admitting she already knew it was true.

“No,” she said. “We couldn’t.”

He nodded once. “Then we don’t stop.”

He turned to her and touched her waist, pulling her gently against him. Her skin met his, warm where the city air had cooled it. His cock rested soft against her stomach, the weight of it familiar now.

“We have tonight,” he said. “We have tomorrow. We have Thursday’s lunch. We have the gala in January. We have whatever comes after.”

“What comes after?”

“I don’t know. But we’ll have it together.”

She kissed him. It was a kiss that sealed something. Her mouth opened under his, and she felt the decision settle in her chest like a stone dropped into water. The city stretched behind them. Her pearls lay coiled on the dresser. The chignon pins scattered across the bedroom floor caught the light like small, sharp stars.

He kissed her back, hands moving to her hips, gripping hard enough to leave the start of marks. She felt his cock stir against her, thickening, the head nudging her skin as it filled.

“Again?” she asked against his mouth.

“Again.”

She led him back to the bed. This time she lay down first and pulled him with her. They settled on their sides, facing each other. The sheets were still damp from earlier.

He touched her breast, fingers circling her nipple until it tightened. She watched his face—the way his eyes tracked the movement of his own hand, the slight part of his lips as he studied her. She ran her palm down his chest, over the flat plane of his stomach, and closed her fingers around his cock. It was already half-hard. She stroked him slowly, feeling the skin shift over the thickening shaft, the heat of it, the way the head flared under her thumb.

He made a low sound in his throat. “You’re going to make me lose control.”

“I want you to lose control.”

He shifted over her, settling between her thighs. He didn’t push inside. He kissed the inside of her thigh, the curve of her hip, the soft skin below her navel. He worked his way up her body, mouth dragging heat across her ribs, the underside of her breast, the hollow of her throat, until he reached her mouth again.

She opened her legs wider. He settled there, his cock resting heavy against her cunt, not entering, just pressing against the wet seam of her.

“Tell me,” he said.

“I want you.”

He pushed in.

This time there was no slow stretch. He drove into her in one smooth thrust, burying himself to the hilt. The sudden fullness punched the air from her lungs. She gasped, her cunt clenching hard around the intrusion.

He stayed there, buried deep, his pelvis flush against hers. He kissed her neck, the shell of her ear, the corner of her mouth. “You feel incredible.”

She rolled her hips, taking him deeper still. He began to move—long, deliberate strokes that dragged almost all the way out before sinking back in. The rhythm was slower than before, but each thrust landed with more weight. She met him, hips rising, the wet sound of their bodies meeting filling the quiet room.

Her hands gripped his back, nails biting into muscle. He watched her face the whole time, eyes locked on hers, reading every flicker of reaction. When he changed the angle, the head of his cock dragged across that spot inside her that made her vision spark. She cried out, a sharp, helpless sound.

He felt it. His rhythm sharpened, thrusts coming harder, faster. She felt every inch of him—the thick drag, the way he bottomed out and ground against her clit on each downstroke. Her cunt fluttered around him, slick and swollen.

The orgasm built low and steady, then broke without warning. It rolled through her in long, pulsing waves, her cunt clamping down around his cock in rhythmic squeezes. She moaned, loud and unrestrained, the sound raw in her own throat.

He came with her, thrusts turning erratic before he drove deep and held, his cock pulsing hard inside her as he emptied. She felt the heat of it, the way his body jerked against hers with each spurt.

He collapsed onto her, full weight pressing her into the mattress. She held him there, arms around his back, face pressed into the sweat-damp skin of his neck. His heart slammed against her ribs.

They lay like that until the clock on the nightstand ticked past another minute, then another. The city hummed outside the glass.

Eventually he moved off her, rolling to his side. They were both slick with sweat, breathing hard. He found her hand on the sheet and laced their fingers together.

“I should go.”

She looked at the clock. Nine p.m. “Clause 5.3 says no overnight stays.”

“We’ve broken it. But if I stay, it’s a full breach. If I leave, it’s a partial breach.”

She smiled, tired. “You’re negotiating.”

“I’m a lawyer.”

“Stay.”

He looked at her. “You want me to stay?”

“Yes.”

He nodded. “Then I stay.”

They didn’t move for a while. They lay there holding hands, letting the sweat cool on their skin.

Eventually Beatrix stood. “I need to shower.”

“I’ll join you.”

She looked at him. “My shower isn’t built for two.”

“It’s built for one. We’ll make it work.”

She led him to the bathroom. The tile was cold underfoot, the mirror still fogged from her earlier shower. She turned the water to near-scalding and stepped in without ceremony. He followed, the stall ridiculously narrow for two people, his chest immediately at her back, the hot spray catching both of them in a diagonal sheet.

She turned and washed him. This was not erotic the way the sex had been—it was something else, quieter, more unguarded: her hands on his chest, the cage of his ribs, the knob of his shoulder, the faint scar at his collarbone he’d once mentioned getting as a teenager without providing details. She traced it with her thumb. He watched her face while she did.

He washed her in return. His palms moved with the same focused attention he brought to everything—down the column of her spine, over the curve of her hips, between her thighs where she was still sensitive and flinched slightly, and he eased back without comment, understanding the difference between want and satiation. They didn’t speak. The water drummed the tile, the steam rose, the city went on at its ordinary indifferent pace five floors below.

When they were done, he dried her with the towel she handed him, his touch unhurried. She dried him. They walked back to the bedroom without dressing, the apartment air cool on damp skin.

Beatrix stopped at her dresser. The strand of pearls lay where she had left them that morning, coiled on the dark wood. She picked them up and held them for a moment, feeling the familiar weight. Old armor. Old habit. She set them down.

Caspian watched from the doorway. “You always wear them.”

“Not here. Not with you.” She set them on the wood with a small, precise click. “Not tonight.”

He came up behind her and pressed his lips to the back of her neck, where the clasp usually sat. “I like what you are without them.”

“What am I without them?”

“Yourself.”

They lay down in sheets that still held the warmth of an hour ago, city light painting pale diagonals across the ceiling. She turned to face him.

“What happens tomorrow?”

“Saturday. No work.”

“And after Saturday.”

He was quiet long enough that she felt the weight of the question. “Monday, we go back to being colleagues. We follow the professional distance clause. We do what needs to be done.”

“Can we?”

A longer pause. “We’ll try.”

She knew they wouldn’t manage it. She knew that when he walked into her office with a file on Monday morning, she would feel the memory of his hands on her hips from three feet away. She knew she would watch his mouth during a conference call and remember the way he had groaned her name against her cunt.

“We’ll fail,” she said.

“We’ll fail spectacularly.”

She laughed, a soft sound that felt new in this room. “Then we’ll have to be careful.”

“We’ll be careful.”

They lay in silence. Sleep pulled at her, heavy and warm. Caspian’s breathing slowed beside her.

Just before she slipped under, she said, “The lunch on Thursday. What will we do?”

His voice was already thick with sleep. “We’ll hold hands under the table. We’ll break clause 3.2 in front of Holcombe. We’ll let him see.”

She smiled into the dark. “He’ll report us.”

“Maybe.”

“He’ll try to destroy you.”

“He’ll try.”

She turned to face him fully. “I won’t let him.”

He opened his eyes. “You’ll protect me?”

“I’ll protect us.”

He kissed her, slow and final. “Then we’ll survive.”

They slept.

Morning came slowly, winter light seeping through the windows in thin gray layers. Beatrix woke first. Caspian’s arm was draped over her waist, his breath warm against the back of her neck. She lay still and watched the room shift from shadow to pale gold. His face was relaxed in sleep, the sharp lines of the firm smoothed away. He looked younger. He looked like the associate she’d mentored four years ago—the one who asked the questions no one else thought to ask, the one who never backed down from a fight.

She moved carefully out from under his arm. He stirred but didn’t wake. She walked to the window and looked down at the park. The trees were bare, the ground silvered with frost. The city was quiet in that particular Saturday-morning way.

She went to the kitchen and started coffee. She stood naked at the counter, listening to the machine hiss and drip. The air was cool against her skin. She felt strange and settled at the same time, like she had stepped across a line and the line had already vanished behind her.

Caspian appeared in the doorway, hair messy, eyes still heavy. He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, mouth finding her shoulder.

“Coffee,” he said, voice rough.

“Yes.”

“You’re naked in your kitchen.”

“I am.”

“I like it.”

She turned in his arms. “You’re naked in my kitchen.”

“I am.”

“I like it.”

He kissed her, morning-slow. The coffee machine finished with a final gurgle. She poured two cups and handed him one.

They stood there drinking, naked, looking at each other over the rims.

“Today,” he said.

“Today we have no contract events. Today we have no clauses.”

“Today we have each other.”

She nodded. “What do you want to do?”

He thought for a moment. “I want to stay here. I want to be with you. I want to not think about the firm for twenty-four hours.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Then I want to try.”

They tried. They spent the day in her apartment. They didn’t leave. They didn’t dress. They drank coffee, ate what was in the fridge, talked.

They talked about his parents in Boston, his sister in San Francisco. They talked about her mother in Stockholm, her father dead, her brother in London. They talked about books they’d read, movies that had stayed with them, cities they’d visited alone. They didn’t talk about the contract. They didn’t talk about the clauses. They didn’t talk about Holcombe.

They did, however, break clause 7.1 again. They broke it on the couch in the slant of afternoon light that cut across the living room and turned the city outside into a distant, muted hum of traffic and sirens. He touched her with the slow certainty of a man who already knew every inch he was reaching for. She touched him back, fingers dragging over the heat of his skin, and they came together again—slower, quieter, the kind of lazy afternoon rhythm that left sweat cooling on their bodies and the faint scent of sex clinging to the cushions.

After, she lay with her head on his chest, listening to the steady thud of his heart beneath her ear. His fingers moved through her hair in absent strokes, catching on the occasional tangle. The light had shifted, gone softer, and the room smelled like them.

“This is the best day I’ve had in years,” he said.

She kept her eyes closed and let the words settle. She didn’t need to answer. The way her body stayed loose against his, the way her breath matched his without trying, said enough.

Night came. They dressed eventually—her in dark jeans and a soft gray sweater that still smelled faintly of the laundry she had done the week before, him in jeans and a black t-shirt that stretched across his shoulders. In the mirror by the door they looked like any couple who might live in the building, not two people who had spent the last six months pretending they were only colleagues.

They ordered Thai food that arrived still steaming in thin plastic containers. They sat on the living room floor with the containers between them, legs stretched out, passing the containers back and forth. The wine they opened was the cheap red she kept for nights when she didn’t want to think. It tasted sharp and a little sweet. They laughed at something stupid on the television, the sound of it loose and unselfconscious in the quiet apartment.

At midnight Caspian stood, joints cracking. “I should go.”

She looked up at him from the floor. “You could stay again.”

“I could.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “But if I stay two nights, it’s a pattern.”

“A pattern of breach.”

“A pattern of choice.”

She rose, the wineglass still in her hand. “Then choose.”

He chose to stay.

They went to bed without speaking this time. The sheets were still rumpled from the afternoon. They tangled together in the dark, his arm heavy over her waist, her leg hooked over his. She fell asleep to the sound of his breathing against the back of her neck and the distant thrum of the city that never truly went quiet.

Sunday morning arrived with thin winter light through the blinds. They woke slowly. He dressed in the navy suit he had worn on Friday, the one that still held the faint trace of his cologne. She put on the charcoal skirt and white blouse that belonged to the version of herself the firm expected. They packed his overnight bag together, folding the t-shirt and jeans with the same careful movements they used at work. In the living room they stood facing each other, coats on, keys in hand.

“Today we’re strangers again,” she said.

“Until Thursday.”

He kissed her once, slow and deliberate, the kind of kiss that tasted like goodbye and promise at the same time. “I’ll see you at the firm.”

“I’ll see you.”

They left the apartment together. The elevator ride down was silent except for the soft chime at each floor. In the garage the fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. She drove him to the tall glass tower in Midtown where he lived, the one with the doorman who never smiled. He got out, bag in one hand, and stood on the sidewalk looking at her through the passenger window. For a moment neither of them moved. Then she pulled away into traffic.


Chapter 8 — The Gala

Friday arrived with the brittle quality of a subpoena.

Beatrix woke before dawn in her own bed, alone. The space beside her held only the memory of Caspian’s shape. The firm’s holiday gala would begin at seven that evening under the vaulted ceilings of the New York Public Library. The third and final contracted event. The last safe sentence in the story they had been pretending to tell.

On her dresser, the silver chain lay beside her pearls. Old armor and new mark. For a long moment she looked at both, then fastened the pearls first. The strand was cool against her throat, familiar as a verdict. The chain came next, locked around her left wrist with the small, decisive click Caspian’s fingers had taught her to crave.

At the firm, the air had changed density. Doors closed a little too quickly. Conversations thinned when she passed. Brendan Holcombe had not approached her since the retreat, which meant he had chosen a larger room for his next move.

At 11:07, Claire brought in a plain white envelope.

“No sender,” her assistant said, unease softening her voice.

“Thank you.” Beatrix waited until the door closed before she opened it.

One sheet. No signature.

Tonight will be educational. The partnership committee has been told what to watch for. Last chance to remember what you are before Associate Vale ruins you.

She read it twice, then placed it in the locked drawer with the first note. Her hands did not shake. That almost worried her. Fear had become too familiar to be useful.

Caspian entered at noon with the Blackstone revisions. Navy suit, white shirt, a conservative tie. The perfect senior associate. The man who had spent two nights in her bed and left before dawn because their enemies had made logistics out of intimacy.

He closed the door. “You got something.”

“Yes.”

“Brendan?”

“Almost certainly.”

His jaw tightened. “What did it say?”

“That tonight is educational.” She lifted her wrist, the chain catching the office light. “That the committee will be watching.”

Caspian’s gaze dropped to the bracelet, then returned to her face. Something fierce and tender moved through his eyes. “Then let them learn.”

The simplicity of it landed harder than any argument. Let them learn. Let them see. Let the lie collapse under the weight of the truth.

“The contract ends tonight,” she said.

“Yes.”

“We can end it clean. Arrive separately. Dance once. Smile for the photographs. Leave alone. Tomorrow we tell the committee the arrangement is concluded.”

“We could.”

She hated the steadiness of his voice. Loved it, too. “Or we walk in together.”

His expression changed. Not triumph. Recognition. “Holding hands.”

“Yes.”

“That will be treated as an admission.”

“It will be an admission.”

He took one step toward her, then stopped. Even now, even with the office door closed, they obeyed the room. “Say it plainly.”

She met his eyes. “I am done letting Brendan Holcombe define the risk. I am done pretending the contract is the meaningful thing between us. Tonight I walk into the gala with you because I want to. Not because you paid for access. Not because the Events Committee expects a performance. Because I choose you.”

His breath left him quietly. “Beatrix.”

“You should understand the cost.”

“I do.”

“No. You understand it as theory. Tomorrow morning they will tell you your partner track is over. They will put it in polite language—judgment, optics, governance—but that will be the substance. You may have to leave.”

“Then I leave.”

“They may ask for my resignation.”

“Then we walk out together.”

The words should have been reckless. They sounded like a plan.

She crossed to him first. That mattered. She lifted her hand and touched the knot of his tie, the precise dimple he always got right. “No kissing in the office,” she said.

His mouth curved in a faint smile. “Clause?”

“Survival.”

He covered her hand with his, pressing her fingers briefly to his chest. Beneath the wool and cotton, his heart was beating hard. “Seven tonight. I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

“No,” she said. “You’ll come to my office at six-thirty. We leave from here.”

His smile deepened. “Yes, ma’am.”

He left with the Blackstone file under his arm. Beatrix stood alone in the office she had spent fifteen years earning and understood, with a clarity so sharp it felt almost clean, that she might be seeing it as hers for the last full day.

She worked anyway.

That was what she knew how to do.



At six-thirty, Caspian opened her office door without knocking.

Beatrix had changed into a black satin gown cut with severe elegance: long sleeves, a high neck, a slit that appeared only when she walked. Her hair was in its chignon, her pearls at her throat, the silver chain visible at her wrist. She looked like herself sharpened to a blade.

Caspian stopped just inside the door. He wore black tie, as he had the night he raised the paddle. Dark hair slightly too long, gray eyes steady, mouth unsmiling until he looked at her.

“You’re beautiful,” he said.

“Don’t make me sentimental before a governance crisis.”

“I wouldn’t dare.” But his voice was soft.

She picked up her clutch. “Ready?”

“No.” He offered his arm. “But I’m coming.”

They took the elevator down together. In the mirrored walls, Beatrix saw them as the firm would see them: senior partner and senior associate, mentor and protégé, a scandal arranged in formalwear. Caspian’s hand rested over hers where it lay on his sleeve. Not gripping. Present.

The town car carried them through Manhattan in winter dark. Neither spoke much. There was nothing left to negotiate.

The New York Public Library glowed like a temple when they arrived, stone lions keeping indifferent watch over a line of black cars and glittering donors. Photographers clustered near the entrance for the firm’s social feed. Partners and spouses moved up the steps in silk, velvet, tuxedos, old money, new money, all of it polished into institutional self-regard.

Beatrix paused at the curb.

Caspian looked at her. “Last chance.”

She took his hand.

They walked up the steps together.

The first flashbulb went off before they reached the doors. Then another. The PR coordinator, bless her efficient little heart, recovered after only half a second and beamed too brightly. “Ms. Kohler, Mr. Vale—lovely. Together, please?”

“We are together,” Beatrix said.

Caspian’s fingers tightened around hers.

Inside, the gala filled Astor Hall with candles, white flowers, and the murmur of people pretending not to stare. Beatrix felt the attention sweep over them in rings. First curiosity. Then calculation. Then recognition. The contract was supposed to explain them. Their joined hands ruined that explanation.

Martin Holcombe stood near the central table with Sterling and two other members of the partnership committee. Brendan hovered at the edge of the group, his face bright with malicious anticipation.

Beatrix did not drop Caspian’s hand.

Eleanor Shaw saw them first and smiled as if she had been waiting for the play to reach its good scene. “Beatrix. Caspian. You two look devastating.”

“Thank you, Eleanor,” Beatrix said.

“Bracelet still on, I see.”

“Yes.” Beatrix let her wrist turn, the chain catching candlelight. “It suits me.”

Caspian’s thumb stroked once over her knuckles. The gesture was small. It was also a declaration.

For the first hour, they performed flawlessly. They spoke with clients. Caspian discussed regulatory headwinds with a private-equity chair and made the man laugh twice. Beatrix corrected a partner’s lazy assumption about a cross-border deal with enough grace that he thanked her for the privilege. They stood close. They touched lightly. They did not hide.

Brendan watched all of it.

The first dance began at nine. A string quartet at the far end of the hall shifted into something old and lush. Couples moved to the marble floor.

Caspian turned to her. “May I?”

“This is wildly inadvisable.”

“Yes.”

She put her hand in his.

He led her onto the floor. His palm settled at her waist, warm through satin. Hers rested on his shoulder. They moved together, slowly, not with theatrical passion but with the devastating ease of two people who knew each other’s bodies too well to pretend otherwise.

Around them, the room watched.

“Sterling is furious,” Caspian murmured.

“Martin is doing arithmetic.”

“Brendan looks like he swallowed glass.”

“Good.”

Caspian’s mouth curved. “You’re enjoying this.”

“I am terrified.” She let him turn her under his arm, the satin skirt whispering around her legs. “And yes.”

His expression softened. “I love you.”

She had known it. He had said it before in darkness, in bed, in rooms where the words could stay private. Here, under chandeliers and committee eyes, they changed weight.

Beatrix looked at the man she had mentored, resisted, wanted, chosen. “I love you too.”

His step faltered. Just once. Enough that only she would notice.

Then Brendan was there, cutting into the edge of the dance floor with a champagne glass in hand and a smile too sharp for the room.

“How touching,” he said. “The charity arrangement really has exceeded expectations.”

Caspian’s hand tightened at her waist. Beatrix spoke first. “Move, Brendan.”

“I only wondered whether the partnership committee should invoice this as a workplace benefit or a personal service.” His gaze slid down her body in the old, crawling way. “You always did like being in control, Beatrix. Shame to see you let an associate buy it from you.”

The silence around them expanded. People had heard.

Beatrix stepped out of Caspian’s hold. For one second she considered the elegant answer, the lawyerly answer, the sentence that would preserve plausible deniability.

She chose the true one.

“Caspian did not buy me,” she said, clear enough for the nearest tables to hear. “He outbid you because you have spent two years mistaking access for entitlement. The contract was foolish. My relationship with him is not. If you have an accusation, make it to the committee without hiding behind anonymous notes.”

Brendan’s face drained, then flushed. “You’re admitting it.”

“I’m refusing to be threatened by you.”

Martin Holcombe was moving toward them now, Sterling beside him. The room had gone nearly still.

Caspian came to stand at her side, not in front of her. Beside. Exactly right.

Sterling’s voice was low and lethal. “Beatrix. Caspian. A word. Now.”

Beatrix looked at Caspian. He gave the smallest nod.

They followed the committee out of Astor Hall, down a corridor lined with marble and old portraits, into a private event office where someone had stacked extra programs and catering invoices. The door closed behind them. The music became a muffled, distant pulse.

Sterling did not sit. “Tell me there is a professional explanation for what just happened.”

“There was a professional explanation,” Beatrix said. “It is no longer sufficient.”

Martin’s mouth tightened. “Have you engaged in a romantic or sexual relationship with Associate Vale during the term of this so-called contract?”

“Yes,” Beatrix said.

Caspian answered at the same time. “Yes.”

No discrepancy. No room for them to pry one apart from the other.

Sterling closed his eyes briefly, as if managing disgust. “Do you understand the gravity of what you’ve admitted?”

“Yes,” Beatrix said.

“Yes,” Caspian said.

“You were his mentor,” Martin said to her. “You supervised his work. Recommended him for partner track. This is incompatible with firm leadership.”

Brendan would have enjoyed that phrasing. Beatrix wondered if he had drafted it for his uncle.

“I have never used my position to coerce Caspian,” she said. “I have never favored his work beyond its merit. I will submit every review, every staffing decision, every compensation note to independent audit.”

“You think this is about paperwork?” Sterling snapped. “It is about judgment.”

Caspian stepped forward. “The judgment was mine as well.”

“You,” Martin said, turning on him, “are a senior associate who appears to have forgotten his place.”

“No,” Caspian said. “I know exactly where I stand.” He reached for Beatrix’s hand. In front of them all, he took it. “Here.”

The room went cold.

Sterling looked at their joined hands. “Then the committee’s path is clear. Ms. Kohler, you will take immediate administrative leave pending review. Mr. Vale, your partner candidacy is suspended indefinitely. You are not to work on any matter supervised by Ms. Kohler. You are not to represent this firm at client events. Further action will be determined Monday.”

There it was. The polite machinery of ruin beginning to turn.

Beatrix felt oddly calm. “No.”

Sterling blinked. “Excuse me?”

“No. I will not be put in a glass box for a year while you decide whether my book of business is worth more than your embarrassment. I will not let Brendan Holcombe weaponize a policy he never respected when he was the one cornering junior women at events. And I will not pretend this firm’s concern is consent when the only thing that changed tonight is that I stopped being useful and silent.”

Martin’s face darkened. “Careful.”

“I have been careful for fifteen years.” She removed her firm badge from her clutch and set it on the desk. The plastic sounded small when it landed. “Effective Monday, you will have my resignation. My clients will receive orderly transition notices after counsel reviews my obligations. I will not discuss firm matters tonight.”

Caspian looked at her, his face unreadable for one suspended second.

Then he removed his badge and set it beside hers.

“My resignation as well,” he said.

“Caspian,” Martin warned.

“You already ended my future here. I’m saving you the memo.”

Sterling stared at them as if they were documents that had revised themselves. “You are making a grave mistake.”

Beatrix picked up her coat. “Possibly. But it is mine.”

They walked out before anyone could stop them.

The gala was still glittering when they crossed Astor Hall for the last time. People turned. Whispers followed. Brendan stood near the bar, triumphant and shaken all at once, as if he had won the match by burning down the court.

Beatrix did not look at him. Caspian did not either.

Outside, the cold hit hard. The library steps were wet with a thin, glittering mist. For a moment they stood under the stone lions, unemployed in all but paperwork, holding their coats and each other’s hand.

Caspian laughed once, softly. Not because it was funny. Because the body had strange responses to impact.

Beatrix looked at him. “Your apartment is closer.”

“Yes.”

“Take me there.”



Monday at three p.m., Caspian’s apartment was filled with boxes that had not been there that morning.

The resignations had gone in at nine. By eleven, IT had locked their accounts. By noon, security had escorted them separately through the lobby with the brutal courtesy reserved for people the firm was afraid might still have friends upstairs. Beatrix had packed fifteen years into three banker’s boxes: framed deal tombstones, a spare pair of heels, the red pens from her desk, the photograph of her law-school class she had never displayed but always kept in the bottom drawer.

Caspian had packed less. Associates were trained not to believe any office belonged to them.

Now their boxes sat in a line against the wall of his Chelsea apartment. The place was too clean, too modern, too temporary. A rented box with gray furniture and a view of other rented boxes. It should have felt bleak.

Instead, it felt like the only room in Manhattan where neither of them had to lie.

Beatrix stood near the window in the same charcoal suit she had worn to resign. Her pearls were still on. The chain was still on. Her badge was not.

Caspian came up behind her but did not touch. “Are you okay?”

“No.” The answer was immediate. Honest. “Are you?”

“No.”

She turned to face him. He looked tired. Younger, somehow, without the firm wrapped around him. Furious. Grieving. Hers.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

His expression sharpened. “Don’t.”

“You lost your track because of me.”

“I lost a track that led somewhere I no longer wanted to arrive without you.”

“That is a romantic answer and a bad damages analysis.”

“I’m currently unemployed. My analysis may be compromised.”

A laugh broke out of her, startling and rough. It turned into something perilously close to a sob. She covered her mouth.

Caspian crossed the space then. He took her face in both hands, gentle, firm. “Beatrix.”

“I don’t know who I am without that office.”

“Yes, you do.” His thumbs brushed her cheekbones. “You’re the woman who walked out before they could make her smaller.”

“I’m also the woman who is forty-one, unemployed, professionally radioactive, and in your apartment at three in the afternoon with no plan.”

His mouth tilted. “We have one plan.”

“What?”

“This.”

He kissed her.

It was not triumphant. It was not cinematic. It was a kiss with wreckage in it: boxes against the wall, careers cooling behind them, fear still alive under the skin. His mouth was careful at first, asking. She answered by opening to him, by gripping the front of his shirt and pulling him closer.

The kiss deepened. Grief moved sideways into heat. It had done that from the beginning with them—fear into want, risk into appetite, rules into touch. His hands slid down her back, over the severe wool of her suit jacket, and held her as if she were something precious and dangerous.

“Bedroom,” she said against his mouth.

He shook his head. “No. Here.”

“In the living room?”

“In the first room that’s ours after.”

The words undid her more thoroughly than any dirty command. Ours after.

He stripped her slowly. Not with the frantic efficiency of stolen office minutes, but with reverence sharpened by need. Jacket first, then the buttons of her blouse, one by one. He left the pearls. He left the chain. When her bra fell away and the cool apartment air touched her breasts, his breath caught as though he had never seen her before.

“You still look like a partner,” he said, his voice rough.

“I resigned.”

“I know.” He bent and took one nipple into his mouth through the wake of that fact, sucking until her knees weakened. “But no one took this from you.”

His hand slid under her skirt, up the inside of her thigh. She was already wet. It should have embarrassed her, this readiness in the middle of ruin. Instead, it felt like proof that her body had not mistaken the cost for regret.

He found her clit through the damp lace of her underwear and rubbed with slow, exact pressure. She gasped, head falling back, pearls cool against her throat.

“Tell me if you want gentle,” he said.

“I don’t.”

His eyes darkened. “Good.”

He pushed her skirt up around her hips, hooked her underwear aside, and sank two fingers into her. She cried out, the sound filling the clean, impersonal apartment and making it theirs. He fucked her with his fingers while his thumb worked her clit, watching her face with that unbearable focus he brought to everything: clauses, negotiations, her pleasure.

“Come for me,” he said. “Right here. Before we know what happens next.”

The orgasm broke hard and fast, clenching around his fingers, taking her breath with it. He held her through it, mouth at her temple, murmuring her name like a fact he could keep repeating until the world rebuilt itself.

When she could stand again, she reached for his belt. Her hands were not steady. His were not either. That comforted her.

She opened him, freed his cock, and wrapped her hand around the hard, hot length of him. He groaned, forehead dropping to hers. For a moment they simply held there, half-dressed and shaking, the city bright and indifferent beyond the glass.

“I love you,” she said.

His eyes closed. “Say it again.”

“I love you.” She stroked him once, slow. “I choose you. I am terrified. I choose you anyway.”

He lifted her onto the edge of the low console beneath the window, pushing her skirt higher, spreading her thighs. “I love you,” he said, positioning himself at her entrance. “I’m terrified too.”

Then he pushed inside.

The penetration was deep, immediate, a fullness that made her grip his shoulders and bow into him. He held still, buried to the hilt, both of them breathing hard. This was not a rehearsal. Not a clause violation. Not a performance for wives or partners or predators. This was the first time without the contract, without the firm, without even the pretense of a safety net beneath them.

He began to move.

Every thrust drove her back against the window’s cold edge, the city spread behind her like evidence. His hands were under her thighs, holding her open. Her heels dug into the backs of his legs. The pearls bounced against her collarbone. The chain flashed at her wrist when she reached between them to touch her clit.

“That’s it,” he breathed, voice breaking. “Take what you need.”

She did. She took the hard rhythm of his cock, the pressure of her own fingers, the sight of his face stripped bare by pleasure and grief and love. She took the ruined afternoon, the boxes, the absence of the office, and made it part of the heat instead of an argument against it.

Her climax built slowly this time, profound rather than sharp, rising from somewhere too deep to name. Caspian felt it gathering; his rhythm changed, became rougher, less controlled.

“Beatrix.”

“I’m here.”

“Come with me.”

She shattered around him, crying out as her pussy clenched his cock in hard, rhythmic pulses. His control broke on the first squeeze. He drove deep and came with a raw sound against her throat, his release hot inside her, his body shaking as if the last three months had finally found a way out.

They stayed joined until their breathing slowed. Until the city noise returned. Until the room was only a room again, and still somehow more than it had been.

Caspian rested his forehead against hers. “We need a plan.”

“Yes.” Her voice was hoarse. “Tomorrow.”

He laughed softly. “Tomorrow.”

She looked past his shoulder at the boxes against the wall. Her life, reduced but not erased. His beside it. The cost was real. It sat there in cardboard and silence and unanswered emails. There would be clients to call, conflicts counsel, rent, reputation, the brutal logistics of beginning again.

But his hands were on her. His body was still inside hers. Neither of them had asked the other to stay at the firm. Neither of them had asked the other to be smaller than the choice.

Beatrix touched the chain on her wrist, then his face.

“No contract,” she said.

“No contract.”

“No firm.”

She drew a breath. It hurt in the way that things hurt when they are real rather than managed. It also filled her lungs entirely, which she had not expected.

“Us,” she said.

Caspian kissed her, soft and certain in the wreckage of everything they had just walked away from. When he drew back, his forehead rested against hers and his eyes were open, gray and steady, watching her like she was a verdict he had already accepted.

“Us,” he said.

Outside the window, the city went on—taxis and sirens and the cold lights of towers full of people running their careful calculations. None of it applied to them. For the first time in fifteen years, Beatrix Kohler was not managing a risk or protecting a position or performing for any room. She was just here, in this borrowed apartment with the man she had chosen at the cost of everything she had spent her career building—and the loss sat in her chest next to something else entirely: the warm, solid fact of him, and the clear, frightening knowledge that she would make the same choice again.


Book 4 — Fake Dating The Reunion

by Jenna Sahara


Chapter 1 — The Welcome-Bar Bluff

The reunion welcome bar was a sea of navy polos stretched over mid-thirties bodies that had softened in the years since graduation. Laughter bounced off the tented pavilion ceiling in careful, timed bursts. Mira Vaisanen recognized the rhythm at once. It was the same false brightness she used on air: a smile that never reached the eyes, a laugh launched on the precise beat, every story polished until the rough edges caught no light.

She should have felt victorious. The anchor desk was hers. Weeknights. The youngest in network history. She had chosen the career over everything else, including the boy who once told her she was too intense to be wife material. She smoothed a hand down her own navy polo, the fabric stiff with newness, and adjusted the pearl studs that had cost her an entire paycheck when she was still stringing together freelance pieces. Armor, she told herself. Just armor.

Then she saw him.

Ben Carlisle stood at the far end of the polished oak bar, phone held high for the semicircle of classmates clustered around him. He had thickened through the middle and his hairline had begun its retreat, yet the entitled angle of his chin remained unchanged. His voice carried, that same smug baritone.

“—and here they are at their first T-ball game. Conner’s the lefty, just like his old man.” He swiped to the next photo. “Megan—that’s my wife—she’s a saint. Handles the twins, runs her interior design firm, still gets dinner on the table when I come home from the firm. It’s a real partnership, you know?”

Mira’s stomach knotted. The cheap pinot grigio she had just swallowed turned sour on her tongue. She set the glass down on a high-top table before her fingers could tighten around it. Don’t engage. You interview war criminals. This is nothing.

She turned to leave, to find the bathroom, to do anything except stand here, but Ben’s gaze caught on her. Recognition lit his face with that familiar, patronizing gleam.

“Mira? Mira Vaisanen? Is that you?” He broke from the group and crossed the space between them, smile wide and false. “Wow. You look… exactly the same. Still in news, right? Local affiliate?”

The subtle blade. He knew. Billboards across three cities carried her face.

“Network,” she said. Her anchor smile slid into place without effort. “Weeknights. Just took over the chair.”

“Oh, right, right. That’s great. Really great.” His eyes had already begun to glaze. “Must be tough, though, with the hours. Not really conducive to family life. Megan and I were just saying how glad we are we prioritized real life, you know? Built something lasting.”

The air inside the pavilion thickened. Mira felt the eyes of their small audience—pity mixed with the low thrill of watching someone else’s failure. Thirty-two, alone, her greatest achievement reduced to a consolation prize in Ben Carlisle’s mouth.

A cold, clean anger cut through the old humiliation. She would not hand him this moment.

She let her smile soften as though recalling something private and pleasant. “It’s a balance. But I’m lucky. My partner is incredibly supportive. Makes it all possible, really.”

Ben’s eyebrows lifted. “Partner? You’re seeing someone?”

“For a while now,” she said, the lie sliding out smooth as glass. She glanced across the room as if searching for him, the gesture casual, affectionate. Her heart slammed once, hard, against her ribs.

A slow, disbelieving smirk spread across Ben’s face. He had always been able to scent weakness. “Yeah? Who’s the lucky guy? Anyone we know?”

He had called the bluff. Of course he had. The room seemed to tilt on its axis. She needed a man. Now. Or this would be the story that followed her through the weekend: Mira Vaisanen, so desperate she invented a boyfriend.

Her gaze swept the bar in genuine panic—past clusters of laughing alumni, past the dean shaking hands, past a TechCrunch reporter she vaguely recognized speaking to a tall man with his back to her. The man turned slightly, reaching for a glass of bourbon, and her vision narrowed to the sharp cut of his jaw, the deliberately messy dark hair, the hazel eyes crinkled in amusement at something the reporter had said.

Theo Hawthorne.

Her four-year academic nemesis. The only person who had ever made her feel both intellectually seen and violently challenged. The last time she had seen him they had stood outside the department office waiting for senior thesis grades. He had looked at her with that surgical smile and said, “Well, Vaisanen. May the best man win.” She had beaten him by half a grade point. He had shrugged, offered a single “Congratulations,” and walked away. For ten years she had told herself that shrug was surrender.

Now he was worth four hundred million dollars and trailed by tech media. And he was the only familiar face in a room full of ghosts.

She did not think. She moved.

Her heels struck the parquet in a swift, decisive rhythm as she crossed the twenty feet between them. She ignored the TechCrunch reporter—a woman in her twenties wearing bright pink glasses—and caught Theo Hawthorne’s elbow.

His arm was solid beneath the soft cotton of his black thermal henley. He went still, then turned his head slowly to look down at her. Recognition flickered, then deepened into something sharper.

“Mira,” he said. Her name in his mouth had always sounded like a challenge.

She leaned in, voice low and furious, meant for him alone. “Fake-date me through the weekend or I will end you.”

For a heartbeat the party noise receded. She caught the clean, expensive scent of his cologne—sandalwood and something darker—and saw the faint stubble along his jaw. His gaze flicked past her shoulder toward Ben, then returned to her face.

He smiled. Not the polite social smile he had given the reporter, but the real one. The one that had cut through every argument she had ever made in Seminar Room 302. All teeth and certainty.

“On my terms,” he said, voice just as quiet, just as lethal.

Before she could ask what those terms were, before she could name the sharp thrill that raced down her spine, his free hand rose to cradle her jaw. His thumb brushed the corner of her mouth. His eyes held hers with cool, deliberate intent.

Then he kissed her.

It was not a polite, reunion-appropriate peck. It was a claim. His mouth was firm and skilled, slanting over hers with a confidence that stole the breath from her lungs. She gasped against his lips and he took the opening, deepening the kiss, the taste of bourbon and Theo flooding her mouth—dark, warm, intoxicating. One hand slid from her jaw to the nape of her neck, holding her exactly where he wanted her; the other settled low on her hip, fingers splayed, possessive. Her own hands had flown to his chest in shock and now clenched in the soft fabric of his henley, feeling the hard planes of muscle beneath.

A distant part of her brain insisted this was Theo Hawthorne, her rival, the arrogant bastard she had sworn to hate for the rest of her life. A louder, more immediate part registered only the heat of his mouth, the slight rasp of stubble against her skin, the way his body aligned with hers, solid and unyielding. Heat pooled low in her belly, sharp and insistent. A small, involuntary sound escaped her throat.

He drew back just enough to break the kiss. His pupils had blown wide, swallowing the hazel of his irises. His breath ghosted warm across her damp lips. She knew her own eyes betrayed the same shock, the same unwanted pulse of arousal.

“Smile, Vaisanen,” he murmured. His thumb stroked her cheekbone once. “Your ex is watching.”

She forced her mouth to curve. The motion felt seismic. Theo’s gaze never left her face. He looked utterly composed except for the visible throb of his pulse at the base of his throat.

“Wow,” the TechCrunch reporter breathed, breaking the moment. Her phone was up, not quite hidden. “Mr. Hawthorne, is this…?”

Theo glanced away from Mira, the public mask sliding back into place with effortless precision. “Jordan, this is Mira Vaisanen. My girlfriend.” He said the word like he was testing a new line of code. “Mira, Jordan Lee from TechCrunch. She’s writing a piece on alumni entrepreneurs.”

Girlfriend. The word rang in the hollow space the kiss had left behind.

“Nice to meet you,” Mira said. Her anchor voice held steady. She extended her hand; Jordan shook it with an eager, firm grip.

“You’re the news anchor! I watch your show. This is such a great angle—power couple goals, right? Both at the top of your fields, back at your alma mater.” Jordan’s eyes darted between them, hunting for story.

“We try to keep the personal life personal,” Theo said smoothly. His arm slid around Mira’s waist, hand settling on the curve of her hip, fingers splayed. The heat of his palm burned through the polo. The gesture looked casual. His grip was not. He was steering her. “Excuse us for a moment, Jordan? We need to catch up with some of Mira’s old friends.”

“Of course! I’ll be around!” Jordan was already tapping notes into her phone.

Theo guided Mira away from the bar at an unhurried pace. They moved through the crowd as a unit. She could feel Ben’s stare like a physical pressure between her shoulder blades until they turned into a quieter hallway lined with framed vintage campus maps.

The moment they were out of sight, he dropped his arm. The sudden absence of his touch left a cold draft against her side.

She spun to face him. “What the hell was that?”

“The opening move,” he said, leaning a shoulder against the wall. He looked infuriatingly relaxed. “You issued the demand. I accepted. My first term: we sell it. Half-measures are worse than none. Ben Carlisle isn’t stupid, just an asshole. He needed to see you being thoroughly kissed by someone who outranks him in every conceivable metric. Now he believes it.”

He spoke as though he had just closed a merger.

“You didn’t have to use tongue,” she hissed. Her lips still tingled.

“I did, actually. A closed-mouth kiss is what you give your great-aunt. A real kiss leaves a mark.” His eyes dropped to her mouth for a fraction of a second; the clinical mask slipped, revealing something hotter, more possessive. Then it was gone. “It also served a second purpose. Jordan Lee now has her human-interest hook. ‘Reclusive tech founder reunited with college sweetheart.’ Better press than another think-piece on my investment strategy. So you owe me for that, too.”

“I owe you?” Her temper, always quick around him, flared hot. “You just mauled me in public.”

“I just saved you from a very public, very pathetic humiliation. And I provided a service. Services have terms.” He pushed off the wall and took one step closer, invading her space again. He was taller; he used it. “Here are the terms for the weekend, Vaisanen. You want me to be your fake boyfriend? I’ll be the best damn boyfriend this reunion has ever seen. We will hold hands. We will kiss when it’s strategically useful. We will share a room.”

“What?”

“The boutique campus hotel is sold out. The reunion committee assigned overflow to the undergrad dorms. Single rooms with twin beds. I checked. We’re both on the list. It’s easier to sell the story if we’re in the same room. That’s term one.”

Her mind raced. Twin beds. One room. With Theo. For two nights.

“Term two,” he continued, his voice dropping to that same low, intimate register he’d used before the kiss. It dragged against her nerves like the edge of a fingernail. “You will not flinch when I touch you. You will not look at me like I’m a bug you have to dissect when someone is watching. You will, in fact, look at me like you can’t quite believe your luck. Because that’s how someone looks at a person they’re actually sleeping with.”

“And how do you look at me?” The question slipped out before she could stop it, carrying a decade of competitive spite.

His smile returned, slow and devastating. “Like you’re the most fascinating puzzle I’ve ever been given to solve. And like I already know I’m going to solve you first.” He reached out and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. His fingertips grazed the sensitive skin there, and a shiver ran through her before she could lock it down. His eyes tracked the movement, satisfied. “See? You’re flinching. Don’t.”

“What’s term three?” she asked, her voice tighter than she wanted.

“The debt. When the weekend is over, and Ben Carlisle is a distant, bruised memory, you owe me one favor. To be named by me, later. No limits, no pre-negotiation.”

“That’s insane. I could be agreeing to anything.”

“You are agreeing to anything,” he corrected. “That’s the point. You walked up to me and issued a threat. This is the price. Take it, or walk back over to Ben right now and tell him you made it all up.”

She saw the options with stark clarity. The walk of shame back to Ben’s smug triumph. Or seventy-two hours in the company of the one man who had ever made her feel both seen and infuriated, playing a dangerous game where the rules were his and the stakes felt personal in a way she couldn’t name.

She looked up at him. At the intelligent, merciless eyes, the mouth that had just wrecked her composure. She thought of the kiss. The way her body had responded before her mind could catch up. This was a battle, and he’d just taken the high ground.

But Mira Vaisanen never backed down from a fight.

“Fine,” she said. “Your terms. But if you try to humiliate me, if this ‘favor’ is something designed to hurt my career, I have a prime-time platform and I am not afraid to use it.”

He laughed, a soft, genuine sound that surprised her. “I’d expect nothing less. Partners?”

He extended his hand. Not for a romantic gesture, but a deal. A pact.

Her gaze moved from his hand back to his face. Ten years of careful competition still held them, transmuted now into something else—the phantom pressure of his lips, the memory of his hand on her hip. She took his hand. His grip was warm, firm, encompassing.

“Partners,” she said.

He didn’t let go immediately. He held her hand, his thumb stroking once, slowly, across her knuckles. A promise, or a warning.

“Good,” he said. “Now, we should probably go check into our dorm. I want to see the look on your face when you see the twin beds.”

He released her hand, turned, and began walking down the hall toward the main quad, assuming she would follow.

And because she had agreed to the terms, and because the alternative was unthinkable, Mira straightened her pearls, lifted her chin, and followed her fake boyfriend into the crisp spring evening, the ghost of his kiss still burning on her mouth.

He led her across the quad, the late-spring air cool against her heated skin. The campus was a time capsule of gothic stone and manicured lawns, every brick a memory she’d tried to compress into a simple narrative of victory. Walking beside Theo, his silence a charged, waiting thing, the narrative felt flimsy.

“You didn’t ask,” she said, the words sharp in the quiet.

“Ask what?”

“Why I needed the fake date. You just… deployed.”

He glanced at her, hands in his pockets. “Ben Carlisle. Golden boy, mediocre mind. Dumped you before graduation to preserve his ego. It was the talk of the poli-sci lounge for a week. I assumed it was him.”

The casual accuracy was a dart to the throat. “You remembered that?”

“I remember everything about that year,” he said, his tone leaving no room for sentiment. “It was the final leaderboard.”

Of course. It was always about the competition. She hugged her arms around herself. “Well, he has a wife and twin sons now. And he needed me to know I’d chosen wrong.”

“You didn’t choose. He fired you. There’s a difference.” Theo stopped at the foot of a stone stairway leading to one of the older dormitories, Thayer Hall. “This is us. Prepare for the time warp.”

The lobby smelled of lemon disinfectant and old wood. A harried reunion volunteer checked them in, handing them two plastic key cards with a smile that didn’t hide her exhaustion. “Room 312. Two twins, as requested. Enjoy your stay!”

The elevator was out of order. They climbed three flights of narrow, creaking stairs in silence. The familiarity was oppressive—the cinderblock walls, the scuff marks at knee-height, the distant sound of someone’s reunion laughter echoing down a hallway. It was like being twenty-one again, but without the certainty.

Room 312 was exactly as promised. Small, with a worn blue carpet, a single window overlooking a service alley, and two narrow twin beds with institutional green vinyl coverings, positioned a mere three feet apart. A single, unforgiving fluorescent light buzzed overhead.

Mira dropped her weekend bag on the bed closer to the window. “Good god.”

“I did warn you.” Theo tossed his own duffel on the other bed. It was sleek, black, and probably cost more than the dorm’s monthly utilities. He surveyed the room with an anthropologist’s detachment. “The beds are even closer than I imagined.”

“This is impossible.” She turned to face him. “How are we supposed to… perform with this?”

“Perform?” He unzipped his duffel, not looking at her. “We’re not performing in here, Mira. This is the green room. The performance is out there.” He finally glanced up, his gaze sweeping over her from head to toe. “Though the proximity will be useful for building comfort. You need to stop looking like a cornered fox every time I get within six feet.”

“I don’t—”

“You do. Your pupils contract. Your shoulders tense. It’s a tell.” He pulled out a simple gray t-shirt and a pair of sweatpants. “I’m going to take a shower. Try to relax. Think of it as a hostile merger. One you agreed to.”

He disappeared into the tiny attached bathroom, closing the door with a soft click. The sound of the shower starting, a percussive rush of water through old pipes, filled the room.

Mira sank onto the edge of her bed, the vinyl squeaking under her. A hostile merger. That’s what it felt like. Theo had always been the ultimate strategist, seeing three moves ahead while she was perfecting the move at hand. She’d beaten him on points, but he’d been playing a different game entirely.

The shower stopped. Minutes later, he emerged, steam billowing out behind him. He was wearing the sweatpants, low on his hips, and nothing else. His torso was a landscape of lean muscle, defined but not bulky, the kind of body built by consistency, not obsession. A faint trail of dark hair led from his navel down into the waistband. Water droplets clung to his collarbone and the smattering of hair on his chest.

Her mouth went dry. This was a tactical move, she knew it. A way to dismantle her barriers through sheer, unavoidable physicality.

He rubbed a towel through his damp hair, making it even messier. “Your turn. Unless you plan to sleep in your polo and pearls.”

She stood, too quickly, and grabbed her toiletry bag and a silk camisole and shorts set from her bag. “I won’t be long.”

The bathroom was still humid, smelling of his clean, sandalwood soap. She stripped mechanically, her mind a riot. She showered quickly, the water never quite getting hot enough, and changed into the ivory camisole and matching shorts. They were elegant, but suddenly felt insubstantial, too intimate. She looked at herself in the foggy mirror: hair damp at the ends, skin flushed, eyes too wide. She looked like someone waiting for a starting pistol.

When she opened the door, the overhead light was off. The only illumination came from a small desk lamp Theo had switched on, casting the room in a soft, amber gloom. He was sitting up in his bed, back against the headboard, a tablet on his lap, glasses perched on his nose. He looked up as she emerged.

The glasses were new. They made him look even more like a predator disguised as a professor.

He said nothing, just watched her cross the room. She could feel his gaze like a physical touch on the silk over her spine, the backs of her thighs. She slid into her own bed, pulling the stiff sheets up to her chin, turning her back to him.

“You’re not going to say goodnight?” His voice was a low rumble in the quiet.

“Goodnight, Theo.”

“That’s not how you say goodnight to your boyfriend, Mira.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “What do you want from me?”

“Compliance with term two. No flinching.” The bed creaked as he moved. She heard the soft tap of his tablet being set aside. “Turn over.”

Every instinct told her to refuse. But she’d agreed to the terms. She turned onto her back, keeping the sheet tucked under her arms.

He had taken off his glasses. He was leaning on his side, head propped on his hand, looking at her from three feet away. In the lamplight, his expression was unreadable. “Better.”

“Are you satisfied? I’m not flinching.”

“You’re lying perfectly still like a vampire victim. That’s not the same.” He reached out, his hand moving slowly across the gap between the beds. He didn’t touch her face this time. His fingers traced the line of the sheet where it lay across her collarbone. The cotton barrier did nothing to dull the sensation of his touch. “You need to get used to my hands on you. We have a president’s reception tomorrow. I’ll have my arm around you all night. If you stiffen up like a board, the dean will know.”

“I’m not a board.”

“Prove it.” His fingers slipped under the edge of the sheet, brushing the sensitive skin over her clavicle. “Tell me to stop if you want me to stop.”

It was a challenge, wrapped in the illusion of consent. She knew it. But the words I want you to stop wouldn’t form. Her breath caught as his touch drifted higher, his thumb stroking the line of her throat. His hand was warm, slightly rough. Real.

“See?” he murmured. “You’re not flinching. You’re listening.”

“To what?”

“To your body. It’s always been smarter than you give it credit for.” His hand slid down, palm flattening over the silk covering her sternum. She could feel the heat of it through the thin fabric, the steady pressure. Her heart hammered against his palm. “During the Kiss at the bar… what did you feel?”

“Shock,” she whispered.

“Before the shock.”

She remembered the split-second before thought, the pure sensory avalanche. “Heat.”

A slow smile touched his lips. “Where?”

This was a trap. A dissection. But the rivalry in her, the need to prove she wasn’t afraid of his scrutiny, made her answer. “My mouth. My stomach. Lower.”

His palm stayed where it was, heavy and warm over her sternum. She could feel the individual pads of his fingers through the silk, the faint drag of callus at the base of his thumb. The room was quiet except for the low hum of the old building and the sound of her own pulse in her ears.

“Lower,” he repeated, as if testing the word. His hand didn’t move yet. “Show me.”

Mira’s fingers tightened on the sheet. She kept her eyes on his face, on the sharp line of his jaw, the way the lamplight caught the edge of his cheekbone. Slowly, she reached down and caught his wrist. She guided his hand lower, over the thin silk of the camisole, until his palm rested just above the waistband of her shorts. The heat of him bled through the fabric, settling low in her belly.

“There,” she said. Her voice came out rougher than she intended.

Theo’s thumb moved in a slow arc, tracing the edge of the waistband without slipping beneath it. The touch was deliberate, unhurried. She felt the muscles in her stomach tighten under his hand, the involuntary shift of her hips as her body tried to chase more contact.

“Keep going,” he said quietly. “Tell me what else you felt.”

She swallowed. The rivalry was still there, sharp and familiar, but it had tangled with something hotter, something that made her want to meet him beat for beat instead of pulling away.

“I felt your tongue,” she said. “The way you tasted. I felt your hand on my hip, how tight you held me. I felt—” Her breath stuttered as his fingers pressed a little harder, just enough to remind her they were there. “I felt wet.”

The word landed between them, explicit and unsoftened. Theo’s eyes darkened. His hand slid lower still, over the silk shorts, until his fingers rested against the seam between her thighs. He didn’t push, didn’t rub. He simply held the pressure there, letting her feel the weight and heat of his palm through the thin layer of fabric.

“And now?” he asked.

Mira’s thighs tensed around his hand. She could feel herself growing slick, the silk growing damp where it pressed against her. The sensation was sharp, specific—the slow, steady throb of blood between her legs, the way her clit tightened with each beat of her heart.

“Now,” she said, “I want you to touch me properly.”

His smile was small and dangerous. “Ask.”

She held his gaze. The old competitive fire burned in her chest, but it had changed shape.

“Touch me, Theo.”

His fingers moved. He pressed the heel of his hand against her through the shorts, grinding once, slow and firm, letting her feel the shape of his fingers against the seam of her cunt. The silk dragged against sensitive skin, and she bit back a sound that wanted to escape.

“Good,” he murmured. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

His eyes darkened. The hand on her chest slid lower, palm dragging over the thin silk stretched tight across her breast. His thumb circled once, slow, then pressed. The fabric offered nothing. Her nipple tightened under the touch, a sharp, electric pull straight down through her belly. She sucked in a breath.

“Here?” he asked, voice gone rough.

She nodded. Words had left her.

His fingers kept moving, tracing the line of her ribs, the flat plane of her stomach, until they hooked beneath the elastic of her shorts. He didn’t tug yet. Just rested there, the question clear in the stillness. “And lower?”

Her hips jerked before she could stop them. Wetness gathered between her thighs, slick and obvious, a heat she couldn’t hide. “Theo…”

“Is that a stop?” His fingers stayed exactly where they were.

“No.” The word barely carried.

He moved fast then, swinging his legs off his own bed and dropping to his knees on the floor between the narrow frames. The shift put his face level with her hips. She pushed up onto her elbows, pulse hammering.

“What are you doing?”

“Continuing the lesson.” His hands settled on her hips, grip firm. “Term two. You will not flinch when I touch you. You’re doing very well so far.” His eyes held hers while his fingers slid under the waistband of her shorts and the cotton beneath. “Lift your hips.”

A tremor ran through her. This was Theo Hawthorne on his knees in a dorm room, about to strip her bare. The old rivalry, the fake dates, the signed terms—they all narrowed to this single point of need. She lifted.

He peeled the shorts and underwear down her legs in one steady pull and let them drop. Cool air touched her first. Then the weight of his stare. He didn’t look away from her face as he eased her knees apart and settled her thighs over his shoulders. The position left her open, exposed, the vinyl mattress cool under her back.

“Theo,” she tried again, the protest thin.

“You agreed to my terms,” he said, the words a low vibration against her skin. “This is part of selling it. You need to be comfortable with me. All of me.” His gaze finally dropped. His breath warmed the inside of her thigh. “Fuck, Mira. You’re perfect.”

He leaned in and licked her, one long, deliberate stroke from her entrance to her clit.

Her back bowed off the bed. A raw sound tore from her throat. It wasn’t only the wet heat of his tongue, though that lit every nerve. It was the sight of him there—Theo, the man she’d argued with over seminar tables, now working his mouth between her legs with the same focused precision he brought to every debate.

He didn’t ease in. He started precise, circling her clit with the firm tip of his tongue, then sucking lightly, reading every twitch of her hips. His hands pinned her down, thumbs pressing into the crease of her thighs.

“You taste like victory,” he muttered against her, the words hot and filthy. “Ten years late, but just as sweet.”

The line was so purely him that something inside her gave way. This wasn’t separate from everything else between them. Her body had become the new ground they fought over, and he was claiming it with his mouth.

Two fingers pushed inside her, curling, finding the spot that made her vision spark. She cried out, fingers twisting into his damp hair. He groaned, the sound traveling through her, and pressed his tongue harder.

“Is this part of the terms?” she managed, hips rolling against his face.

He pulled back just enough to answer, lips wet. “This is the interest on the debt.” Then he drove her over.

He didn’t let her fall gently. He stayed with her through every pulse, mouth and fingers working her until her thighs shook hard around his head. Only then did he ease off, pressing a slow, open kiss to the tender skin of her inner thigh before he drew back.

She lay boneless, breath coming fast. The overhead light buzzed somewhere far above her. She heard him stand, the soft drag of fabric. When she opened her eyes he was shoving his sweatpants down. His cock sprang free, thick, the head dark and flushed. He’d been right there with her the whole time.

He didn’t ask. He climbed onto her narrow bed, body covering hers, the solid heat of him pressing her into the mattress. The vinyl cover squeaked under their weight.

“Look at me,” he said.

She did. His face hovered inches above hers, hazel eyes lit with something that had nothing to do with grades or money. This was older, simpler. “Tell me you want this.”

She could have kept the game going. Could have pretended this was still just performance. But her body still pulsed from his mouth, and the truth sat hot in her chest. “I want it.”

He kissed her, deep and claiming, letting her taste herself on his tongue. No audience now. Just the two of them. He reached between them, guided the head of his cock to her entrance, and paused, forehead resting against hers, breath rough.

“This is still my terms,” he whispered. “But you’re winning, too.”

He pushed inside in one slow, relentless stroke, filling her to the hilt.

She gasped, nails biting into his shoulders. The stretch burned sweet and deep. He stayed still, buried deep, letting her body take him. His eyes were shut tight, jaw clenched.

“Mira,” he breathed, her name rough.

He began to move. Nothing gentle in it. Every thrust landed like a challenge, hips rolling hard, competitive. She met him, heels digging into the backs of his thighs, back arching to take him deeper. The cheap bed frame slammed the wall in a steady, urgent rhythm.

He changed angle and hit the spot that made her voice break. “There?” he grunted.

“Yes. God, yes.”

“Mine,” he growled, driving into that same place again and again. The old arguments were gone, burned down to this. Just the fight to take and be taken.

The coil inside her tightened fast, fed by the wet sound of skin meeting skin, the smell of sweat, the taste of him still on her tongue. “Theo, I’m going to—”

“Now,” he ordered, pace turning brutal. “Give it to me. Let me feel you.”

It hit hard. The orgasm ripped through her, violent, her inner walls clamping around him in tight pulses. She screamed into his shoulder, teeth sinking into muscle to muffle the sound.

Her climax dragged him over. He buried himself deep with a ragged shout and came, hot pulses filling her. He collapsed on top of her, full weight pressing her into the squeaking vinyl, face buried in her neck.

For a long time there was only their breathing and the distant hum of the campus outside. The reality of what they’d done—dorm bed, a deal that had just become something else—crept in at the edges.

He moved first. Rolled off her onto the sliver of mattress beside her. They lay shoulder to shoulder, staring at the cracked ceiling.

“I have an IUD,” she said quietly.

“Good.” His voice was scraped raw.

Silence settled, heavy.

“Was that part of the terms?” she asked at last, turning her head toward him. “The… full performance?”

He turned his head too. The surgical smile was gone. What remained was stripped bare. “No. That was a line we both crossed. Voluntarily.”

She studied his face. “What happens tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow,” he said, reaching over to brush a damp strand of hair from her cheek, “we go to the president’s reception. We sell the story. And we see how many more lines we decide to cross.”

He swung his legs off the bed and stood, naked and unselfconscious. He grabbed his sweatpants from the floor, pulled them on. “I’m going to get a glass of water. Do you want one?”

She nodded. He crossed to the small sink, filled two plastic cups, and brought one back. She sat up, sheet pooling at her waist, and took it. Their fingers brushed.

He didn’t return to her bed. He went to his own, switched off the desk lamp, and left the room in near-darkness broken only by the faint glow from the alley light outside the window.

Mira lay back down. The water did nothing to cool the heat still moving under her skin. She could smell him on her, on the sheets. The deep, pleasant ache between her legs remained.

In the dark, three feet away—three feet that felt more intimate now than any distance had a right to—his voice came quiet and clear. “For the record, Vaisanen… you didn’t beat me by half a grade point on our theses. I conceded.”

She went still. “What?”

“I had a family thing. A crisis. I wrote my thesis in forty-eight hours. I could have asked for an extension, fought you for the top spot fairly. I didn’t. I let you have it.” A pause. “I’ve always wondered if you’d rather have won it outright.”

The words hung between them, more intimate than anything their bodies had done. They rearranged ten years of her history. The victory she’d built herself on had been, in his version, a gift. Or a forfeit.

Before she could answer, his breathing evened into the slow rhythm of sleep.

Mira stayed awake, staring at the shadowed ceiling, the memory of his mouth now joined by the weight of his confession, and the lingering, physical reminder of his cock inside her. The reunion had barely started, and the ground had already shifted. She had no idea whose terms they were playing by anymore.


Chapter 2 — The Debt’s First Interest

Mira woke to the sound of a shower running.

For a disorienting second, she didn’t know where she was. The mattress was narrow and hard beneath her, the pillow reeked of institutional laundry soap, and the light filtering through the cheap blinds carried the particular gray of a campus morning. Then she moved, and the soreness between her thighs flared sharp and insistent, dragging the night back into her body.

Theo’s confession in the dark replayed itself, a cold edge laid over the physical memory. I let you have it.

The shower shut off.

She sat up, dragging the thin blanket to her chest. Naked. Her clothes formed a scattered trail from the door to the bed. Her navy reunion polo lay inside-out over the back of the desk chair. The previous night reassembled itself in hard pieces: the welcome bar, Ben’s smug face, the panic, Theo’s elbow under her hand, his terms, the kiss that stopped being pretend, the twin beds, the fight that turned into… that.

And then the thing he’d dropped on her once she was already wrecked and open.

The bathroom door opened. Steam rolled out ahead of him. Theo stepped through with a towel slung low on his hips, hair dark and dripping, water still tracking down the lines of his torso. He didn’t look at her. He walked straight to his untouched suitcase, flipped it open on the unused bed, and started pulling out clothes.

“Sleep well?” he asked, voice flat, almost bored.

Mira’s jaw locked. “You’re an asshole.”

He glanced over, one eyebrow lifted. “For which part? The part where I sold the devoted-boyfriend act so hard your ex and half the welcome committee bought it? Or the part where you came on my fingers in under three minutes?”

Heat climbed her face. “For the thesis. You don’t get to drop that and then roll over and sleep.”

“I was tired.” He dropped the towel. Mira’s eyes cut away, but not before she caught the long line of his back, the tight curve of his ass. He stepped into black boxer briefs, then jeans, zipping them with a casual pull. “And it’s the truth. Thought you’d appreciate that, journalist.”

“I appreciate context. Motive. Why would you do that?” She shoved the blanket off and stood, done pretending modesty. If he could stay clinical, so could she. She crossed to her suitcase—bare feet on the cold industrial carpet, spine deliberately straight—yanking out underwear, a bra, a fresh pair of dark-wash jeans.

He pulled a black thermal henley over his head, fabric settling across his shoulders. “I told you. Family crisis. My father was in the hospital. It wasn’t a priority.”

“Winning was always a priority. For both of us.” She fastened the bra, fingers clumsy with anger.

“Not that day.” He leaned against the desk, arms crossed, watching her dress. His gaze was assessing, nothing more. It landed heavier than lust. “Would it have changed anything if you’d known?”

“Yes.” She dragged the cream cashmere sweater over her head. “I would have demanded the extension. I would have beaten you on level ground.”

“You did beat me on level ground. I submitted the work. The grade was earned.” He shrugged. “You just didn’t beat the best version of what I could do. Nobody ever does. That’s life, Vaisanen. You take your wins where you find them.”

“Don’t patronize me.” She faced him, dressed now, armor sliding into place. “You let me build a decade on ground you knew was cracked. That’s not life. That’s you deciding whose work mattered.”

A slow, familiar smile touched his mouth—the same one from senior seminar. “If I were deciding whose work mattered, last night would have gone very differently.”

The air between them tightened. The memory of his mouth between her legs hit as hard as the words. She didn’t blink. “We have a deal. The weekend. After that, we’re finished. Your debt is paid.”

“Ah, the debt.” He pushed off the desk. “My terms. I’ve been thinking about the interest.”

A thin line of cold moved down her spine. “What interest?”

“The deal was I fake-date you through the weekend. You owe me a debt to be named later. But keeping the fiction alive takes work. Investment. I think I’m entitled to draw on the principal to fund the performance.” He took a step closer, barefoot on the industrial carpet. “Starting today.”

“What do you want?”

“Today’s agenda. The campus tour at ten. The alumni leadership luncheon at noon. The president’s reception for notable graduates at five.” He ticked them off. “At each event, you initiate contact. Not a hand on the arm. I want your hand in my back pocket during the tour. I want you feeding me a bite of your dessert at the luncheon. And at the president’s reception, I want you to kiss me, unprompted, in front of the dean of arts and sciences.”

Her pulse knocked against her ribs. “That’s ridiculous. No one does that.”

“Devoted, newly-reunited couples do. Especially when the woman has spent the morning realizing her entire post-college story is built on a lie and is desperate to sell the correction.” His eyes caught light. “Sell it, Mira. That’s your job, isn’t it?”

He was using his own confession like a lever. She wanted to throw something at him. “And if I refuse?”

“Then I walk over to Ben at the luncheon and tell him this was the most entertaining pity-fuck I’ve ever been recruited for. I’ll be precise. I’ll mention the three minutes.”

She believed him. The man had thrown away a thesis win out of pure indifference; he would burn her reputation without hesitation. This was the Theo she remembered. The one who didn’t fight fair because he didn’t recognize the rules.

“Fine,” she said through her teeth.

“Good.” He finally bent to pull on socks and shoes—black, expensive trainers. “We leave in twenty. I have a coffee with the TechCrunch reporter at the student union first. You’ll join me.”

“I don’t want to be in a TechCrunch article.”

“Tough. You grabbed the elbow of a tech founder with a nine-figure exit. You’re in the story now. The angle is ‘Hawthorne’s Low-Key Reunion with Mystery Girlfriend.’ Your job is to be low-key, mysterious, and touch my arm while you do it.”

He slung a leather messenger bag over his shoulder and opened the door without looking back. “Don’t be late.”

The door clicked shut.

Mira stood in the center of the room, shaking with fury and humiliation and a sharp, unwanted thread of heat low in her belly. He had arranged the entire morning, turning her own exposure against her. She walked to the small mirror over the sink. The woman in the reflection looked perfectly assembled: cashmere, pearls, dark hair pulled into a low ponytail. Only her eyes betrayed her—storm gray and furious.

She swiped on lip balm, mind already moving. He wanted a performance? She’d give him one that cut both ways. He thought he could control the narrative? She was an anchor. Narrative control was the job.

She grabbed her purse and left for the student union.



The TechCrunch reporter was named Jordan. Maybe twenty-six, all sharp angles and forward hunger, phone recording on the table between them. Theo sat across from her in a plush union armchair, one ankle crossed over his knee, completely at ease.

“So you’re saying the infrastructure play is still where you see the next unicorn, not the application layer?” Jordan asked, leaning in.

“The application layer is a gold rush. Infrastructure is selling the shovels. Less glamorous, more consistently profitable.” Theo’s voice stayed relaxed, certain. He spotted Mira approaching and didn’t pause. “But that’s just my bias. I like building things that last.”

Jordan followed his gaze. “Oh, hi! You must be…”

“Mira,” Mira said, offering the warm, camera-ready smile. She didn’t wait for an introduction. She walked straight to his chair, set a hand on his shoulder, leaned down, and pressed a soft kiss to his temple. She felt him go still under her palm. “Sorry I’m late, darling. The dorm showers are a time warp.”

She straightened, her hand sliding from his shoulder down his arm until her fingers rested over his wrist. His pulse beat steady and fast beneath her thumb.

“Mira Vaisanen,” Theo said, voice warming by deliberate degrees. “This is Jordan from TechCrunch. Jordan, my girlfriend, Mira.”

“Girlfriend!” Jordan’s eyes sharpened with fresh interest. “The piece just got a lot more interesting. You’re a… fellow alum?”

“Class of ’13, same as Theo,” Mira said, dragging over a spare chair and sitting close enough that her knee pressed against his. She kept her hand on his arm. “Though we were more rivals than anything back then. Different circles.”

“And now?” Jordan prompted, phone angling subtly toward both of them.

Theo turned his head to look at Mira. His hazel eyes held a challenge and something brighter—amusement, maybe approval. He was enjoying this. “Now,” he said, gaze dropping to her mouth for half a second, “we’re in the same very small, very exclusive circle.”

Mira laughed, light and believable, and squeezed his arm. “He’s being modest. He’s the circle. I just got lucky.”

“What do you do, Mira?” Jordan asked.

“I’m an anchor. Weeknights on NNC.” She watched recognition move across Jordan’s face. Good. Let her recalibrate. This wasn’t just a tech founder and some woman; this was two public figures. The balance shifted, even if only slightly.

“Wow. So it’s a power couple reunion literally and figuratively.” Jordan was practically vibrating. “How did the reconnection happen? Was it planned?”

Theo tipped his head toward Mira. “You tell it. You’re the storyteller.”

He was testing her. Giving her rope. Mira felt the old competitive spark catch and burn through the leftover anger. She leaned into him, body language open and warm.

“It wasn’t planned at all,” she said, voice pitched for intimacy. “I walked into the welcome reception last night, and there he was. And it was like… all that old rivalry just evaporated. It was never really about beating each other, you know? It was about seeing someone who operated at your frequency. Last night, we finally tuned to the same station.” She looked up at Theo, letting the smile go soft and private. “Cheesy, right?”

His eyes held hers. The amusement had vanished, replaced by something more intent. He lifted his free hand and tucked a nonexistent strand of hair behind her ear, fingertips grazing her cheek. “Not cheesy,” he said, voice low. “Accurate.”

For a heartbeat, it didn’t feel like performance. The charge between them sat too close to the surface, rooted in ten years of watching each other and the explicit truth of the night before. Jordan cleared her throat.

“That’s… great. Really great color.” She looked between them. “Can I get a photo? For the piece?”

“Of course,” Theo said, eyes still on Mira.

They posed. Mira’s head against his shoulder, his arm around her back, hand splayed possessive across her rib cage. The camera clicked. The transaction was done.

After Jordan left with a promise to send the draft, silence settled between them. The union hummed with student voices and the scrape of chairs.

Theo didn’t remove his arm. “The ‘same station’?” he murmured, breath warm against her hair. “That was good. Syrupy, but good.”

“You wanted low-key and mysterious. I gave you poignant and media-trained.” She pulled away, breaking the contact. Her skin cooled where his hand had been. “First contact initiated. Consider your interest paid.”

“That was a down payment.” He stood, adjusting his bag. “The tour starts in fifteen. My back pocket. Remember.”



The campus tour moved like a slow crocodile of thirty-somethings, oohing at new buildings and sighing at old ones. Mira walked beside Theo, her hand nowhere near his. The morning air stayed cool and bright, the spring grass sharp underfoot.

“And this is the new Singh Center for Computational Ethics,” the perky junior tour guide chirped, “made possible by a generous gift from alumnus Theo Hawthorne, class of ’13!”

A ripple of impressed murmurs moved through the group. Heads turned. Theo gave a modest, dismissive wave.

Mira stared at the gleaming glass and steel. He’d named it. He’d built this. Something sharp—not jealousy, but a sudden, physical disorientation—hit her low in the chest. While she’d been climbing ladders in newsrooms, he’d been pouring concrete on the ground they’d once fought over.

“You didn’t mention that,” she said under her breath.

“It didn’t come up.”

The group moved on toward the old library. The path narrowed. This was her moment. Her pulse beat hard in her ears, resentment and a strange, staged anticipation twisting together. As they stepped onto the brick walkway flanked by budding hydrangeas, she let her hand drift behind him. She slipped her fingers into the back pocket of his jeans, her palm pressed flat against the firm curve of his ass.

He didn’t miss a step, but she felt the sudden tension lock through his body. His stride shortened by a fraction. She kept her eyes forward, listening to the guide talk about the library renovation, her face arranged in attentive nostalgia. Her fingers, tucked in his pocket, curled. She felt the warmth of his body through the denim, the shift and pull of muscle with every step he took.

He turned his head toward her, voice low and private. “A bit high, don’t you think?”

“You said back pocket. You didn’t specify depth.” She risked a glance. His jaw was tight, eyes fixed ahead, but a flush had started at the base of his throat.

“Noted.” He brought his own hand back, covering hers where it was wedged against him, pressing it harder into his body. His fingers laced through hers, trapping her hand in the heat between his body and his jeans. “For authenticity.”

They walked like that for the next ten minutes, conjoined. Every step made her aware of him—the solid weight of his thigh, the way his ass flexed under her palm. She was broadcasting possession and felt the claim turned back on her. Her mind kept flashing to the sight of him dropping his towel that morning, the heavy press of his body over hers in the dark.

The tour ended at the steps of the old student center. As the group dispersed for free time before the luncheon, Theo finally released her hand. She pulled her fingers from his pocket, oddly bereft.

“Luncheon is in the Faculty Hall,” he said, voice back to neutral. He nodded toward the Gothic stone building. “Don’t be late. And think about what you’re going to feed me.”



The alumni leadership luncheon was a seated, three-course affair in a wood-paneled dining hall. Mira and Theo sat at a round table with Ben, his wife Megan, the captain of the women’s crew team, and a shy professor emeritus of economics.

Ben’s eyes kept darting between them, skepticism fighting the need to keep his golden-boy smile in place. Megan, pretty and pleasantly vacant, focused on her salad.

“So, Mira,” Ben said over the main course of dry chicken piccata. “Theo tells us you’re on TV now. Prime time. That’s impressive.”

“It is,” Mira said, smiling as she cut her chicken. “It’s demanding, but I love it.”

“I bet the hours are brutal,” Ben pressed. “Hard to maintain a relationship with that kind of schedule. How long have you two been… reconnected?”

Theo answered, his arm resting along the back of Mira’s chair. “Officially? Since last night. Unofficially, I’ve been waiting ten years.”

The table chuckled, treating it like a charming joke. Mira felt the words land like a hand on her skin. Ben’s smile tightened.

When dessert arrived—a sad slice of chocolate cake—Theo leaned back, his fingers brushing the nape of her neck under her ponytail. A silent prompt.

Her heart hammered. This was more exposed than the pocket, more deliberate than the kiss for Jordan. This was domestic. Intimate. She forked a bite of cake, making sure to catch a little of the generic whipped cream on the tines. She turned to him.

His eyes were on her, watchful, waiting. The challenge sat there, but so did something else—a quiet, hungry expectation.

She lifted the fork to his lips. “Here. Try this. It’s actually not terrible.”

He held her gaze as he parted his lips and took the bite, mouth closing around the fork. He chewed slowly, eyes never leaving hers. A tiny smear of chocolate lingered at the corner of his mouth. Without thinking, Mira reached up with her thumb and wiped it away. The touch of her thumb on his lip sent a jolt straight through her.

He caught her wrist, fingers circling it lightly. He didn’t move her hand away. He held it there, his lips brushing the pad of her thumb. “You’re right,” he said, voice rough. “Not terrible.”

Across the table, Ben looked away. Megan sighed, dreamy. “You two are so cute.”

Theo released her wrist. Mira put her hand in her lap, skin burning. She had done it. She had met his demands. But as she looked at his profile, at the faint trace of her thumbprint still visible on his mouth, she knew the transaction had already changed shape. The interest he was collecting was compounding, and the principal—the debt she owed him—was becoming something she no longer recognized.

The luncheon broke up. The next event was the president’s reception at five. Four hours to kill.

As they walked out of Faculty Hall into the afternoon sun, Theo checked his phone. “I have a call with my investment team. I’ll be in my room.”

Mira nodded, feeling unmoored. “Fine. I’ll… I’ll see you at the reception.”

He started to walk away, then turned back. “Mira.” She looked at him.

“The kiss for the dean,” he said. “At the reception. Don’t make it a peck. Make it count. Or the deal’s off.”

He walked away, leaving her on the sun-dappled path with the taste of chocolate and the ghost of his lips on her thumb, the weight of the next performance already settling across her shoulders. She had four hours to figure out how to kiss a man she hated and wanted in equal, terrifying measure—a kiss that had to convince the most discerning audience they’d ever faced.

She turned and walked, not toward the dorms, but on instinct toward the one place that had always been both battleground and sanctuary: the library.

The library was exactly as she remembered, and nothing like it.

The grand reading room still had its cathedral ceiling, the long oak tables, the green-shaded lamps. But the card catalogs were gone, replaced by sleek computer terminals. The silence, however, was the same—a dense, scholarly hush that felt like a physical substance.

Mira walked past the circulation desk, nodded at a student worker, and headed for the stairs. The stacks. The old, untouched stacks where the political science and philosophy collections still lived in Dewey Decimal order, where the air smelled of dust and aging paper. It was where she’d camped out for days during finals, where she’d once caught Theo pulling the same biography of Hannah Arendt she needed from the shelf, leading to a whispered, furious argument that ended with them splitting the book, sitting back-to-back on the floor for six hours, not speaking.

She found the aisle. It was deserted. Dim, motion-activated lighting flickered on as she entered, casting long shadows between the tall metal shelves. She trailed her fingers along the spines of books, the titles a blur. Her mind was a riot: Theo’s confession, the feel of his ass under her hand, the look in his eyes as he took the bite of cake, the impossible command for the kiss to come.

Make it count.

What did that even mean? A kiss for an audience, for a dean, for a debt. How did you manufacture authenticity when the only authentic thing between you was a decade of rivalry and one night of raw, angry sex?

She stopped at the 320.5 section. And there it was—the same blue cloth-bound biography, looking even more worn. She pulled it from the shelf, the weight familiar in her hands. She opened it to the front endpaper, and her breath caught.

There, in the top corner, in faint, faded pencil, were two sets of initials. T.H. and M.V., with a date from their senior year. She’d forgotten they’d both checked it out, that the library still stamped the card inside. She ran her thumb over the ghostly impressions. Evidence. Proof that they had been here, in this same spot, wanting the same thing, long before either of them could admit what that thing was.

“Still trying to beat me to the source material?”

His voice, quiet and close, made her jump. She snapped the book shut and turned.

Theo stood at the end of the aisle, leaning a shoulder against the shelf. He’d changed into a different black henley, the same jeans. He looked like he’d been there for a while.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice too loud in the quiet.

“My call ended. I had a hunch.” He pushed off the shelf and walked toward her. The narrow aisle forced him to move sideways, his body brushing against the books. “This was always your retreat. When you were pissed at me. When you were prepping for a debate. When you needed to think.”

“You followed me.”

“I anticipated you.” He stopped a foot away. The dim light carved the planes of his face, made his eyes look darker. “You’re stressed about the kiss.”

“I’m not stressed. I’m calculating the parameters of a contractual obligation.”

He smiled, that not-smile. “Liar.” He reached out and took the book from her hands. He opened it, saw the initials. His expression didn’t change, but something softened around his mouth. “We were such assholes.”

“You’re still an asshole.”

“True.” He slid the book back onto the shelf, his arm brushing hers. He didn’t move away. The aisle was so narrow their shoes were almost touching. “The kiss. You’re overthinking it.”

“You gave me specific criteria. I’m meeting them.”

“The criteria are a framework. The content is up to you.” He leaned in, just an inch. She could smell the clean, soap-and-skin scent of him, could see the individual lashes framing his hazel eyes. “What would a real kiss look like, Mira? Right now, if you weren’t paying off a debt? If you just… wanted to?”

Her heart was a frantic drum against her ribs. This was another trap. A more insidious one. “I don’t want to.”

“Another lie.” His voice dropped to a whisper, a thread of sound in the silent stacks. Dust motes drifted in the narrow beam of light between the shelves. “You’ve wanted to since senior year. Maybe before. You wanted to when you were arguing with me about Kant’s categorical imperative. You wanted to when I beat you to the podium in Mock UN. You wanted to last night when you were coming apart on my fingers. And you want to now.”

Her mouth went dry. The words landed low in her stomach, heavy and undeniable. Every denial she might have offered dried up before it reached her tongue. He was right. The wanting had been the constant current running under every argument, every late-night study session, every barbed text.

“Fuck you,” she breathed. The words held no heat.

“Probably,” he agreed. His hand rose, fingers hovering near her jaw without touching. “But first, the kiss. Consider this a rehearsal. No audience. No debt. Just you proving to yourself that you can do it.”

A dare. The oldest weapon between them. I bet you can’t. And she had never once walked away from one.

She closed the distance.

Her mouth met his hard, not soft, not for show, but driven by ten years of frustration and competition. It was a claim and a yielding at once. He made a low, startled sound in his throat. Then his hands were on her—one sliding into the hair at the nape of her neck, the other spreading across the small of her back and yanking her tight against him.

This was nothing like the welcome-bar kiss. That had been strategy. This was a match dropped on gasoline.

She opened under him. His tongue swept in, hot and tasting of coffee. She kissed back with the same force, fingers twisting in the soft cotton of his henley, pulling him closer until the bookshelves dug into her spine. His body was solid heat and muscle against hers. The hard ridge of his cock pressed against her abdomen through his jeans, unmistakable.

The knowledge that she had done that to him—that Mira Vaisanen could make Theo Hawthorne hard in a library aisle with nothing but a kiss—sent something wild and reckless through her. She rocked her hips once, slow and deliberate. He groaned into her mouth, the sound vibrating against her lips. His hand slid down to her ass, gripping hard through the denim, urging her to do it again.

“Tell me you don’t want this,” he rasped against her lips, catching her lower lip between his teeth. “Tell me it’s just the deal.”

She couldn’t speak. Every point of contact burned. She tore her mouth from his, dragged in a breath, and went for his neck, sucking hard over the pulse hammering there. She wanted to leave a mark. He cursed, head falling back against the opposite shelf with a dull thud, his throat working.

“Mira,” he warned, but it came out like a plea.

Her hands dropped to his jeans. She worked the button open with shaking fingers. He didn’t stop her. He watched, breath ragged, as she dragged the zipper down and shoved her hand inside his boxer briefs. Her fingers closed around hot, hard flesh. She stroked him once, slow, thumb sliding over the slick bead at the tip.

“Still a rehearsal?” she whispered, voice low and rough.

His eyes were dark. “Fuck the rehearsal.”

He spun her to face the shelves. His chest pressed to her back, mouth finding the side of her neck, teeth and tongue working the skin. His hands went to the button of her jeans.

“Someone could come in,” she breathed, even as she pushed her ass back against him.

“Let them.” He shoved her jeans and underwear down to mid-thigh in one rough pull. Cool air hit her bare skin, followed by the scalding heat of his palm cupping her pussy from behind. She gasped, hands slapping the shelves for balance.

“So wet,” he murmured, fingers sliding through her folds. “For me. For this.”

He didn’t tease. His fingers found her clit and circled with firm, relentless pressure. Pleasure spiked sharp and bright. She bit her lip to keep quiet. He pushed one finger inside her, then two, stretching her, curling until her knees threatened to give.

“Theo—”

“I know.” He pulled his fingers free. She whimpered at the sudden emptiness. The blunt head of his cock pressed against her entrance, thick and insistent.

He didn’t ask. He didn’t need to. She was already pushing back, wordless and greedy.

He sank into her in one slow, deep thrust. The stretch was intense, almost too much, and exactly right. He was thicker than she’d remembered from the hurried dark the night before. She felt every inch, filled and claimed and shaking with it.

He stilled, buried to the hilt, forehead pressed to her shoulder blade. His breath came harsh against her skin. “God,” he choked. “Mira.”

Then he moved.

He set a hard, deep rhythm, each thrust driving her forward into the shelves. Books rattled in their cases. The wet sound of skin meeting skin filled the narrow aisle. She met him, pushing back, taking every stroke. One of his arms banded around her waist, holding her steady. His other hand slid around to her front, fingers finding her clit again and rubbing in tight circles that matched the snap of his hips.

The pleasure built fast, coiling tight and low. His thrusts grew uneven. His breath was ragged in her ear.

“Come,” he gritted out, his voice fraying. “Let go. I need to feel it.”

The command, the absolute certainty in it, sent her over. The orgasm crashed through her in hard, rhythmic pulses. Her inner muscles clamped down around him. A choked sound caught in her throat. She shook, vision graying at the edges, held upright only by his arm and the solid wood of the shelves.

Her climax pulled his. He drove deep one last time and went rigid, a raw groan tearing from his chest as he pulsed hot inside her. He stayed pressed against her, weight pinning her to the books, face buried in her hair.

For long moments the only sounds were their breathing and the faint settling of disturbed pages.

Slowly the world returned. Cool air on her exposed thighs. The rough press of book spines against her cheek. The deep, satisfied ache between her legs. The heavy warmth of him along her back.

He softened and eased out. His hands were gentle, helping her pull her jeans up, fastening the button with careful fingers. He turned her to face him.

They stared at each other. Her ponytail had come half-undone. His mouth was red and swollen. The mark she’d left on his neck was already darkening. They both looked wrecked.

Theo reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, fingers lingering at the shell. “So,” he said, voice gravel-rough. “That’s how you kiss me for the dean.”

A shaky laugh escaped her. It sounded half-hysterical. “I think that might be overkill for a reception.”

“Probably.” He didn’t smile. His eyes stayed serious, searching hers. “The debt…”

“What about it?”

“It’s paid.”

She blinked. “What?”

“The debt. For the weekend. Consider it paid in full. As of now.” He said it quietly, like a fact he was laying down between them.

Confusion cut through the haze of pleasure. “But… the weekend isn’t over. The reception, the gala tomorrow…”

“I’ll still be there. I’ll still be your date. But you don’t owe me anything after this. No future favor. No named debt.” He swallowed. “This wasn’t part of the deal. This was… separate.”

The weight of it settled over her. He was cutting the strings. Saying what had just happened stood outside their transaction. It changed everything and changed nothing at the same time. They still had to get through the weekend. They still had to perform. But the leverage was gone.

“Why?” she asked.

He looked down the long, dim aisle. “Because I don’t want you to ever think that this,” he gestured between them, “was something you had to do to pay me back.”

Her throat tightened. It was the most honest thing he’d ever given her. More honest than the thesis confession. This was vulnerability, handed over without armor.

Before she could answer, the motion-sensor lights at the far end of the aisle clicked off, dropping them into deeper shadow. A reminder that time was still moving.

“We should go,” he said, voice back to its usual even tone, though the edge had softened. “The reception.”

She nodded, still half-numb. She followed him out of the stacks, body humming, mind spinning. They walked side by side through the grand reading room without touching. Sunlight poured through the high windows, too bright after the dark.

Outside on the library steps, he paused. “I’ll meet you there at five. The president’s residence.”

“Okay.”

He started down the steps, then stopped and looked back up at her. “And Mira? For the dean… just kiss me however you want to.”

He walked away, figure growing smaller along the path.

Mira sank onto the cold stone steps and pulled her knees to her chest. The physical reminder of what they’d done was a steady, deep throb inside her. The emotional aftermath was a knot she couldn’t begin to loosen. He’d freed her from the debt, but in doing so he’d tied her to him with something far more complicated: a choice. She could walk the rest of the weekend as a free agent, obligation satisfied. Or she could choose to stay.

Her watch read three hours until the reception. Three hours until she had to kiss him in front of the dean, in front of everyone, with no contract left to hide behind. The kiss would have to stand on its own.

She stood, brushing off her jeans. The ghost of his hands was everywhere on her skin. She walked slowly back toward the dorm, the spring afternoon suddenly too open, too full of a possibility that felt both terrifying and electric. The battlefield had disappeared. She was standing on open ground with no enemy left in sight—only the man she’d just fucked against the library shelves, who had given her back her own agency and was now waiting to see what she would do with it.


Chapter 3 — The Terms of Surrender

The dorm room was both sanctuary and cell. Mira stood under the lukewarm spray of the communal shower down the hall, trying to scrub the smell of him from her skin. The scent of old stone, clean sweat, and that faint, expensive sandalwood from his soap clung to her anyway. It lived in her hair, on her breasts, between her legs. She scrubbed until her skin flushed pink, but the memory stayed.

He’d given it back.

She shut off the water, wrapped herself in a thin towel, and padded back to the room. The twin beds with their institutional green spreads looked absurd now, a stage set for a play that had already gone off-script. She dressed slowly, pulling on the only thing she’d brought that felt like armor: a simple sleeveless black sheath dress, low-heeled pumps, a single strand of pearls. Her on-camera uniform, stripped bare. She blow-dried her hair straight and pinned it back with two plain clips. Neutral lipstick. A swipe of mascara. In the wavy dorm mirror she looked exactly like herself—the version that won debates, earned promotions, and never melted down in library stacks.

The version that did not feel this unmoored.

Her phone buzzed on the desk. A network producer asking for a quick soundbite on the reunion vibe for Sunday’s culture segment. She typed a breezy reply, fingers steady. The act steadied her. This persona she knew how to wear.

At ten to five she left the dorm. The walk to the President’s Residence crossed the main quad, past the chapel where they’d graduated. Late afternoon light spilled golden through the old oaks. Students lounged on the grass with textbooks, a timeless scene that pulled something sharp and nostalgic in her chest. She’d walked this path a thousand times, always with purpose—to class, to the library, to meet a study group—always with Theo Hawthorne’s name on the leaderboard in her mind, a target to overtake.

Now she walked to meet him. To kiss him. By choice.

The residence was an elegant Georgian mansion set behind an iron fence. A discreet sign directed reunion guests to the garden entrance. She heard the low murmur of a cocktail crowd already gathered, the clink of glass. Her heart began a slow, heavy beat against her ribs.

She saw him before he saw her.

Theo stood near a marble fountain, a glass of something clear in his hand, talking to an older man in a tweed jacket—Professor Ellington, her old thesis advisor. Theo listened, nodding, that slight attentive smile in place. He’d changed into a dark grey suit, no tie, the collar of his white shirt open. He looked like he belonged here, the same way he’d always belonged at the top of every list. The TechCrunch reporter, a woman in her twenties with sharp glasses, lingered nearby, phone in hand.

Mira drew a breath and walked into the garden.

Theo’s eyes found her at once. They tracked her progress across the flagstone patio. The amused glint didn’t change, but something beneath it did—a sharpening, a darkening. He excused himself from Professor Ellington with a polite touch on the arm and moved toward her.

“Mira.” His voice stayed low, meant only for her. His gaze swept over her, head to toe. “You look like you’re about to go on air and eviscerate a senator.”

“It’s the pearls,” she said. Her own voice held steady. “They have that effect.”

“I like it.” He didn’t touch her. He simply stood there, taking her in. “Ready for our debut?”

“Is there a script?”

“Only the one we make up.” He offered his arm. After a heartbeat she took it. The solid warmth of his forearm beneath her fingers, the press of muscle through his jacket, sent heat straight between her legs. A simple public gesture, yet it felt more intimate than anything that had happened in the stacks. This was a performance with an audience. And she had volunteered for the role.

They moved into the crowd. The garden was full of their classmates, polished and prosperous, the air thick with gin and ambition. Mira spotted her ex, Ben, near the bar with his wife. He caught her eye, then saw Theo at her side. His smile tightened. Satisfaction flared hot and sharp in her chest.

“Dean of Arts and Sciences,” Theo murmured, lips close to her ear. “Three o’clock, by the rose trellis.”

Dean Whittaker was a tall, patrician woman who had taught their Senior Seminar in Political Theory. She was speaking to a small group, but her eyes lit when she saw them approach.

“Theo Hawthorne. Mira Vaisanen. My two prize fighters.” Her voice was warm, dry. “I hear you’re both still conquering worlds. Just separately now.”

“Not entirely separately, Dean,” Theo said. His arm slid around Mira’s waist and pulled her firmly against his side. The move was possessive, unmistakable. “Mira and I are together.”

The dean’s eyebrows lifted, genuine surprise. “Is that so? Well. I suppose the intellectual sparring finally evolved into something more… diplomatic?”

“Something like that,” Mira said, forcing a laugh. She felt every point of contact where Theo’s body met hers—his hand on her hip, his shoulder against hers. A brand.

“And how did this… evolution occur?” the dean asked, her gaze sharp and curious. “I must say, I never saw it coming. You two were like flint and steel in my classroom.”

Theo didn’t hesitate. He turned to Mira, his expression softening into something that looked utterly real. “It was the debate, actually. The final one, on Arendt. I looked across the seminar table at her while she was dismantling my argument on the banality of evil, and I realized I’d rather lose to her than win against anyone else.” He spoke quietly, but with a conviction that made Mira’s lungs tighten. A perfect lie. It rang with so much truth it left her dizzy.

He looked back at the dean. “After graduation, we went our own ways. But some fires don’t go out. They just bank themselves, waiting for the right oxygen.”

The dean looked moved. “How wonderfully said. I’m delighted for you both. Truly.”

Theo smiled, then looked down at Mira. “May I?”

It wasn’t in the script. He was asking. His eyes held hers, waiting. The garden, the dean, the crowd—all of it receded into a blur of sound and color. There was only his face, his question, and the roar in her ears.

She nodded, a barely perceptible dip of her chin.

He cupped her face, his thumb stroking her cheekbone. His touch was tender, reverent. He bent his head and kissed her.

It was nothing like the library. That had been a collision, a claiming. This was a demonstration. His lips moved over hers with slow, thorough certainty. He tasted of gin and mint. He angled his head, deepening the kiss just enough for her to feel the heat of his tongue, a promise, before he pulled back. He rested his forehead against hers for a second, a public, intimate gesture, before turning back to the dean, his arm still around Mira.

Mira’s lips tingled. Her body hummed. She was aware of the dean’s approving smile, of Ben staring from across the patio, of the TechCrunch reporter snapping a picture. But the only thing that felt real was the hammering of her own heart.

They made polite conversation for another minute before excusing themselves. Theo guided her toward a quieter corner of the garden, near a stone wall covered in ivy.

“You’re shaking,” he observed, his hand still on the small of her back.

“I’m not,” she lied.

“Your pulse is jumping right here.” He brushed his fingers over the spot where her neck met her shoulder. A shiver ran through her. “That was good,” he said, his tone shifting back to analytical. “The dean bought it. The narrative is set.”

“The narrative,” Mira repeated, the words ash in her mouth. She stepped out of his touch. “Right. The story. You’re very good at constructing those.”

He studied her, head tilted. “It wasn’t a story, Mira. Not the part about the debate. That happened.”

She stared at him. The golden light caught the hazel in his eyes, turning them liquid. “What?”

“The final Arendt debate. You wore a green sweater. You’d pulled your hair back so tight it looked painful. And you eviscerated my reliance on Eichmann’s psychology as a primary source. You called it ‘intellectually lazy.’” A faint smile touched his lips. “You were right. And in that moment, I didn’t care about the grade. I just wanted to keep you talking. I wanted to live inside the ferocity of your mind for as long as you’d let me.”

The ground felt unsteady beneath her feet. “You never said anything.”

“What was I supposed to say? ‘Congratulations on your superior argument, want to get a beer?’ You would have assumed it was a trick. As you should have.” He took a sip of his drink, eyes never leaving hers. “The rivalry was the only language we had. I wasn’t ready to invent a new one.”

A waiter passed with a tray of champagne flutes. Theo took two, handed one to her. She drank half of it in one go, the bubbles sharp in her throat.

“So all of this,” she gestured vaguely between them, “the debt, the terms… this is you inventing a new language?”

“This is me finally getting you in a context where you can’t write me off as competition for a grade.” He leaned against the stone wall, the picture of casual elegance. “The debt was a pretext. A way to get you to agree to proximity without your defenses immediately slamming up. I released you from it because I want to see what happens when you’re not obligated. When you’re just… here.”

“You’re manipulating me.”

“Yes,” he said simply. “And you’re letting me. Because you’re curious, too.”

She finished her champagne. The alcohol was a warm, loosening thread in her veins. “You’re an arrogant bastard.”

“I know.” He pushed off the wall and closed the distance between them again. This time he didn’t touch her. He simply stood close, his heat radiating into her space. “The reception is winding down. The class dinner is at eight. We have two hours.”

“What’s in two hours?”

“Our dorm room. The twin beds.” His voice dropped, a rough velvet sound that scraped over her skin. “I want you to come for me again, Mira. Not because you owe me. Because you want to. I want to hear you say it.”

Her pussy clenched, a swift, aching pulse of need. The memory of his mouth, his fingers, his cock filling her in the dusty silence of the stacks flooded back, vivid and visceral. She could still feel the stretch, the burning fullness.

“And if I don’t?” she whispered.

“Then we go to the dinner. We play our parts. We say goodnight and sleep in our separate, pathetic little beds. And tomorrow we finish the weekend as polite, fake ex-lovers.” He reached out then and tucked a strand of hair that had escaped her clip behind her ear. His knuckles brushed her cheek. “But you will. You’re already deciding.”

He was right. The decision coiled in her belly, low and hot. The curiosity was a living thing. What would it be like without the framework of a transaction? What would he do? What would she?

“Your terms were ‘on my terms,’” she said, lifting her chin. “Is this the new term? I have to beg for it?”

His smile cut dark and sharp across his face. “No. The new term is honesty. You tell me what you want. I give it to you. That’s the only rule.”

Honesty. The word landed between them like a live wire.

“I want…” She faltered. The words sat thick in her throat, unfamiliar and heavy.

“Say it.”

She glanced across the garden. The crowd had thinned, guests drifting toward the dinner venue. No one spared them a glance. They were just another couple in a shadowed corner. She met his eyes and let the last of her pretense drop.

“I want you to fuck me in that dorm room. I want it to be different from the library. I want…” She drew a shaky breath. “I want to be on top.”

His eyes flared. He took the empty champagne flute from her numb fingers and set it on the wall. Then he took her hand, threading his fingers through hers. His grip was firm, anchoring.

“Then let’s go.”

He didn’t lead her back through the main paths. He cut through a side gate out of the garden and onto a winding brick walkway that ran behind the science center. It was the long way back to the dorms, empty and fading in the twilight. They walked in silence, their joined hands swinging between them. The silence wasn’t empty. It hummed, thick with everything they weren’t saying.

By the time they reached the dormitory building, the sky had deepened to periwinkle. The lobby stood empty. They took the stairs, footsteps echoing against concrete. On the third-floor landing, he pressed her gently against the cinderblock wall, his body caging hers. He didn’t kiss her. He only looked at her, his breath warm against her face.

“When we get inside,” he said, voice rough, “I’m going to take that very serious dress off you. I’m going to put you on one of those beds. And then you’re going to show me what you want.”

A small sound escaped her throat. She nodded.

He took the key card from her clutch, swiped it, and pushed the door open.

The room was exactly as they’d left it, sterile and small. The two twin beds remained a cruel joke. Theo closed the door behind them and turned the deadbolt. The click sounded loud in the quiet.

He turned to her. In the gloom, his face was all stark angles and hunger. “Now,” he said. “The dress.”

Her fingers felt clumsy as she reached for the zipper at the back of her neck. He watched, unmoving, while she fumbled. Then he stepped forward.

“Let me.”

He turned her around gently. His fingers found the zipper and drew it down slowly, the sound loud against the quiet room. The dress loosened. He pushed it off her shoulders and let it slither down her body to pool at her feet. She stood in her heels, pearls, and simple black lingerie—a bra and matching panties.

“The pearls stay,” he murmured, his hands settling on her bare shoulders. He bent and pressed a kiss to the nape of her neck. “Everything else goes.”

He unhooked her bra with practiced ease and slid it down her arms. His hands came around to cup her breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples until they tightened into hard, sensitive peaks. She arched back against him, head falling against his shoulder.

“Theo…”

“I know.” He turned her to face him, eyes dark as they moved over her bare skin. He hooked his thumbs in the sides of her panties and drew them down her legs. She stepped out of them, kicking them aside with one shoe. He knelt before her, hands sliding up her calves, her thighs. He didn’t part them. He only looked up at her, face level with her stomach. “You are so fucking beautiful.”

He stood and began removing his own clothes. He took his time, eyes locked on hers. The jacket shrugged off. The shirt unbuttoned slowly, revealing the defined planes of his chest and abdomen. The belt unbuckled. The trousers and boxers pushed down together. He stepped out of them, naked and fully, magnificently erect.

His cock was thick and hard, curving slightly toward his stomach. She remembered the weight of it, the way it had stretched her so perfectly. Her mouth watered.

He closed the distance between them, naked body aligning with hers. The heat of his skin against hers made her gasp. He captured the sound with a kiss. This kiss was not a demonstration. It was a devouring—tongue and heat and possessive hunger. He walked her backward until her knees hit the edge of the nearest bed.

“On the bed,” he ordered against her mouth.

She sat, then scooted back until she was centered on the narrow mattress. He followed, kneeling over her, caging her again. He kissed her breasts, taking one nipple into his mouth and sucking deeply until she cried out. He gave the same attention to the other, his hand sliding down her stomach and through the wet curls between her legs.

He found her clit with unerring accuracy, circling it with two fingers. “You’re already so wet for me. For this.”

“Yes,” she breathed, spreading her legs wider in invitation.

He added a finger, sliding it inside her, then another, stretching her, preparing her. She moaned, hips lifting off the bed to meet his hand.

“You said you wanted to be on top,” he said, voice strained. “So take what you want.”

He withdrew his fingers, gripped her hips, and rolled them over in one smooth, powerful motion. Suddenly she was straddling him, looking down at his face flushed with desire, his hands resting on her thighs. The position gave her control, but the weight of it felt like another kind of test.

She placed her hands on his chest, feeling the strong, steady beat of his heart. She shifted, reaching between them to guide him. The broad head of his cock nudged against her soaked entrance. She held his gaze as she sank down, taking him inside an inch at a time.

The stretch stole her breath. She felt every thick inch of him opening her, the wet glide, the way her cunt clenched around him as she took him deeper. She paused when he was fully seated, letting her body adjust to the fullness, to the heat of him inside her.

“Fuck,” he hissed, hands tightening on her hips. “Mira…”

She began to move. A slow, rolling grind of her hips. She set the pace, finding the angle that made her gasp, that made his cock stroke that sensitive spot deep inside her with every shift. She leaned forward, bracing her hands on his shoulders, her pearls swinging down to brush his skin. She moved faster, riding him with growing desperation, the bedsprings squeaking in a rhythm that was obscene and perfect.

He let her lead, eyes devouring her, hands roaming from her hips to her breasts, pinching her nipples, stoking the fire higher. “That’s it,” he growled. “Take your pleasure. Use me.”

She did. She lost herself in the rhythm, in the building pressure, in the sight of him beneath her, surrendering to her pace. Her orgasm built, a tight coiling in her lower belly. She was close, so close.

“Look at me,” he commanded.

Her eyes flew open and met his.

“Come for me,” he said, voice raw. “Let me see you.”

It shattered her. The climax ripped through her with a force that stole her breath, a wave of pure, blinding pleasure that clenched hard around his cock, milking him. She cried out, a ragged, unfiltered sound, her body shuddering atop his.

As her spasms began to subside, he moved. In one fluid, powerful motion, he flipped her onto her back, never slipping out of her. He drove into her, once, twice, his pace frantic now, chasing his own release. The change in angle was exquisite, hitting new, sensitive places. She wrapped her legs around his waist, urging him deeper.

“Mira,” he choked out, forehead dropping to hers. His thrusts became shorter, harder, losing rhythm. She felt him swell inside her, felt the hot, pulsing rush of his climax as he came with a guttural groan, his whole body tensing over hers.

He collapsed onto her, his weight a heavy, welcome anchor. They lay tangled, breathing in ragged unison. The only sounds were their panting breaths and distant laughter from the courtyard below.

Slowly, he softened inside her. He rolled to the side, taking her with him, keeping them joined. He brushed the damp hair from her forehead. His hazel eyes were soft, sated, but still watchful.

She was naked on a scratchy dorm bedspread, her makeup smudged, her pearls digging into her collarbone, her body humming with satisfaction. And she had never felt more powerful, or more completely undone.

The digital clock on the nightstand glowed 7:15 PM. The class dinner was in forty-five minutes.

Theo traced the line of her jaw with his finger. “We should shower,” he said quietly. “Get dressed.”

But he didn’t move. Neither did she. The world outside this room, with its dinners and pretenses and impending goodbyes, felt like a distant, hostile planet. Here, in the aftermath of honesty, was the only place that felt real.

He shifted, finally slipping out of her. The loss felt profound. He sat up on the edge of the bed, his back to her, running a hand through his hair.

“Mira,” he said, voice low. “When we go down to that dinner…”

He stopped. He looked over his shoulder at her, his profile sharp in the dim light. “It’s going to be harder to pretend.”

Mira pushed herself up on her elbows. The movement made her aware of the slickness between her thighs, the tender ache of her muscles. “Why?”

“Because that,” he said, gesturing vaguely to the rumpled bed, to their naked bodies, “wasn’t pretending. And now we both know it.” He stood and walked to his suitcase, pulling out a pair of fresh boxer briefs and stepping into them. The act of dressing felt like a retreat, a rebuilding of walls. “The act at the reception, the story for the dean—that was theater. This was a negotiation. With real stakes.”

“Honesty,” she echoed, the word tasting strange.

“Yes.” He pulled on a pair of dark jeans, not looking at her. “So at the dinner, when I put my hand on your knee, or lean in to whisper something, it won’t be because the script calls for it. It’ll be because I want to. And you’ll know that. And everyone watching will see something real, and they won’t know what to do with it. Especially your ex.”

Mira slid off the bed, the coarse green fabric scratching the backs of her thighs. She gathered her dress from the floor, a shield. “And that’s a problem?”

“It is if you want to keep telling yourself this is temporary. Strategic.” He finally looked at her, his expression unreadable. “Real things have consequences.”

She wanted to argue, to retreat into the safe, familiar territory of sparring. But her body still hummed with the echo of him, and the scent of their sex hung in the stale dorm air. He was right. The line was gone. She’d obliterated it herself, by choice.

“We have thirty-five minutes,” she said instead, turning toward the door. “I’ll use the shower first.”

She took a quick, cold shower in the communal bathroom, scrubbing until her skin stung. When she returned to the room, towel knotted under her arms, Theo was gone—down the hall to the men’s showers. She dressed fast, pulling on the deep emerald silk she usually saved for interviews that mattered. The fabric felt like armor. She fixed her makeup with steady hands. By the time Theo came back, hair damp, wearing a clean black henley and the same jeans, she sat at the desk, scrolling through email, the picture of composure.

He didn’t comment. He just finished dressing, tugged on his boots. “Ready?”

The class dinner filled the grand hall of the old student union—vaulted ceilings, stained-glass windows showing robed figures holding books and scales. Long tables stretched under white linens, centerpieces of ivy and lilies. A placard at the door pointed them to Table Seven.

Table Seven sat directly beside Table Six. Ben was already there with his wife, another couple, and the TechCrunch reporter who had somehow claimed a seat. Mira felt his eyes the moment they walked in.

Theo’s hand settled at the small of her back, warm and firm. “Breathe,” he said against her hair. “He’s irrelevant.”

He wasn’t, not completely. He had started this. The original lie. Now, watching him beside his blandly handsome wife, Mira felt no jealousy—only a hard, protective pride. Look at what you made me summon. Look at what you forced into the light.

They found their chairs. Their table held familiar faces: Lisa Chen, once editor of the law review; Ben Porter, now a congressman’s chief of staff; and their spouses. Introductions circled the table. Ben’s eyes widened when Theo said, “This is my girlfriend, Mira.”

“No shit,” Ben said, grinning. “The two of you finally stopped trying to kill each other? The world makes sense again.”

“Something like that,” Theo said easily, pulling out Mira’s chair. He sat beside her, thigh pressed to hers beneath the tablecloth. Not a casual brush. A deliberate, sustained line of contact. Real, the touch said. This is real.

The first course arrived. Wine flowed. Talk turned, as it always did at these dinners, to accomplishments—the deals closed, the titles gained, the children. Mira gave a clean summary of her promotion to anchor. Theo shrugged off questions about his company’s sale and steered the conversation back to the others. He listened. He asked sharp questions. He made people feel seen. She had only ever faced him across a seminar table. She had never watched him work a room. He was good at it.

Under the table, his hand found her knee. His fingers traced slow circles on the inside of her thigh, just above the silk stocking. The touch stayed hidden. Heat gathered low in her belly. She lifted her wineglass to hide the flush rising up her throat.

Across the aisle, Ben leaned toward his wife. The wife, pretty and polite, glanced at Mira, then looked away.

“He’s telling her we’re a sham,” Mira whispered, leaning in as if sharing a joke.

Theo’s lips brushed her ear. “Let him. It only makes him look pathetic.” His hand slid higher. Fingertips skimmed the lace edge of her panties. Mira’s breath caught. “You’re wet again,” he whispered. “Just from this. From sitting here while I touch you where no one can see.”

She couldn’t argue. Her cunt pulsed in time with the slow drag of his finger. “Theo…”

“Eat your salad,” he said softly, and pulled his hand back. He turned his attention to Ben, who was recounting a filibuster story. The sudden absence of touch left an ache between her legs.

The main course came. Theo’s hand returned, resting heavy on her thigh, thumb stroking. He debated antitrust law with Lisa, arguments precise, gaze flicking to Mira now and then with a heat that didn’t match his calm voice. She felt split in two: the public man and the man whose leg stayed locked against hers.

During dessert, Ben’s wife, Megan, excused herself and headed for the restroom. A moment later Ben approached their table, whiskey in hand, smile too wide.

“Mira. Theo. Mind if I join you for a second?” He didn’t wait. He dragged a chair from the next table and straddled it. “Just wanted to say congratulations again. On everything. You both seem… really happy.”

“We are,” Theo said. His arm draped along the back of Mira’s chair. His tone stayed pleasant. His eyes stayed cool.

“It’s just funny,” Ben went on. “I don’t remember you two being together back then. At all. Mira, you never mentioned him.”

“Why would I?” Mira said, voice sweet and sharp. “You weren’t interested in my academic rivals. You were too busy talking about your own prospects.”

Ben’s smile slipped. “Right. Well. It’s a surprise, is all. A happy surprise!” He took a long drink. “So how did it start? Long distance? You’re in New York, Theo’s in San Francisco…”

Theo’s hand slid from the chair to cup Mira’s shoulder. His thumb stroked the bare skin at the base of her neck. “It started the way most things worth having start,” he said, gaze locked on Mira. “With a long-overdue conversation. And the realization that the person you’ve been most obsessed with for a decade is the only person who’s ever truly seen you.”

The words landed in her chest like a stone dropped in water. They were meant for Ben. They still felt true.

Ben blinked. “Wow. That’s… deep.”

“It is,” Theo said, finally looking at him. “Was there something else, Ben?”

“No. No, just… welcome to the club, I guess.” He stood and retreated to his own table.

Theo leaned in, lips at Mira’s temple. “You okay?”

She nodded. Obsessed. The word stayed with her. Was that what the Google Alert had always been?

The dinner broke up around ten. Someone suggested moving to a bar downtown, but Mira felt wrung out, too full of noise. Theo read it on her face.

“We’re going to call it a night,” he told the table. “Long day tomorrow.”

“Of course,” Lisa said with a knowing smile. “Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do.”

Cool night air met them outside the union. They walked back toward the dorms without speaking. The silence felt different now—thick with everything that had been said and everything still unsaid.

Back in the room, the tension only pulled tighter. They moved through the small motions of getting ready for bed. Mira changed into a tank top and sleep shorts in the bathroom. When she came out, Theo sat on the edge of his bed in sweatpants, scrolling. The twin beds stretched between them like a deliberate distance.

She climbed into her bed and turned off the lamp. The room went dark except for the pale rectangle of his phone screen on his face.

“Theo,” she said into the dark.

“Hmm?”

“What you said to Ben. About obsession.”

He set the phone down. The screen went black. She heard him shift. “What about it?”

“Was it just part of the act?”

A long pause. She heard him exhale. “No.”

The word hung between them, heavy.

“I have a Google Alert on you,” she said. The admission came out rough. “I have for years. Every time your name came up—funding round, acquisition, speaking engagement—I felt like I’d won something. Or lost something. I could never tell which.”

She heard the rustle of sheets, then his silhouette moved. He sat on the edge of her bed. In the faint light from the window she could see the line of his shoulders. “I know,” he said softly.

“You… know?”

“About the alert? No. But I know you’ve been tracking me. Because I’ve been tracking you. Every broadcast. Every byline. Every public appearance. I watched your first night in the anchor chair. You had a minute-thirty on municipal bond failures and you made it sound like a thriller.” He reached under the covers, found her hand, and laced their fingers together. “The rivalry never ended, Mira. We just stopped being in the same room.”

Her throat tightened. “So this weekend…?”

“Is the room,” he finished. He lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “Go to sleep.”

He started to rise. She held on. “Stay.”

He went still. “Which bed?”

She shifted over in the narrow twin, making space. “This one.”

He didn’t hesitate. He slid in beside her, body a long, warm line against hers. He turned onto his side, facing her. She turned into him, head finding the hollow of his shoulder. His arm came around her, holding her close. It felt more intimate than anything they had done the night before. This was surrender. This was a ceasefire.

His heart beat steady under her ear. His skin smelled like the cheap dorm soap and something that was only him.

“Theo,” she whispered.

“Go to sleep, Mira.”

She closed her eyes. The last thought she had before sleep took her was that the old battlefield hadn’t disappeared. It had simply become the ground they were lying on. For the first time in a decade she didn’t feel the need to win it. She only felt the need to stay still and see what grew there.

She woke to predawn gray light and the hard press of his cock against her hip. Her leg was thrown over his. She was warm, loose-limbed, and suddenly, sharply aware of the thick length of him.

She shifted. He made a low, sleepy sound in his chest. His eyes opened, still hazy, then cleared as they focused on her. His arm tightened.

“Morning,” he rasped.

“Morning.”

His hand slid down her back, over the curve of her ass, and pulled her harder against his erection. “This is a problem.”

“Is it?”

He rolled onto his back, bringing her with him so she straddled his hips. The thin layers of her sleep shorts and his sweatpants did nothing to hide the heavy ridge of his cock. She rocked against it, slow and deliberate.

He groaned, hands gripping her hips. “Fuck, Mira…”

“You said honesty,” she whispered, leaning down to brush her mouth over his. “I’m being honest. I want you again.”

That was all it took. He flipped her beneath him in one smooth motion, hooked his fingers in the waistband of her shorts and panties, and dragged them down her legs. He shoved his own sweatpants down just far enough to free his cock. No slow build. No teasing. He was half-asleep, fully hard, and she was already wet and open for him.

He lined up and drove into her in one deep, unrelenting thrust. She cried out, back arching, nails biting into his shoulders. The stretch burned in the best way—sudden, full, almost too much. He began to move, slow and deep, each stroke a claim. He fucked her like he was reminding her body exactly who it belonged to.

The twin bed creaked violently beneath them, the thin wooden frame groaning with every shift of weight. The sound was ludicrous—sharp, protesting—and it pushed a giggle up from Mira’s throat before she could swallow it.

He paused above her, braced on his forearms, his expression fierce in the low light. “What?”

“The bed,” she gasped, voice catching. “It sounds like it’s going to break.”

A slow, wicked smile cut across his mouth. “Then let’s break it.”

Theo drove into her harder, the thick length of his cock slamming deep on every thrust. The headboard cracked against the cinderblock wall in a steady, punishing rhythm—thump, thump, thump. Mira stopped caring about the noise. She hooked her legs higher around his waist, ankles locked at the small of his back, and took him deeper still. The stretch of him was relentless, the wet sound of her cunt taking every inch loud in the small room. He leaned down, caught one of her nipples through the thin cotton of her tank top, and sucked hard, teeth scraping the sensitive peak. The dual sensation—the deep, relentless drag of his cock inside her and the sharp, wet pull on her nipple—sent heat spiraling low in her belly.

“Theo, I’m going to—”

“Come,” he growled against her breast, the vibration traveling straight through her. “Scream if you want. Let the whole goddamn dorm hear who’s making you come.”

His words, filthy and certain, shoved her over. Her orgasm hit like a fist—her cunt clamping down around him in tight, pulsing spasms, thighs shaking, vision fracturing into white. She clenched hard, milking him, and with a rough shout he followed, hips jerking as he emptied himself inside her. His cock throbbed, hot pulses of come flooding deep, the wet heat of it leaking around his shaft with every last thrust.

He collapsed onto her, his full weight pressing her into the mattress, crushing the air from her lungs. She didn’t mind. She welcomed the heavy press of him, the way it pinned her open and used. The evidence of what they’d done was slick and sticky between her thighs, his come and her slick mixing every time she shifted. The bed was definitely listing to one side now, the frame tilted at an angle that made the mattress slide.

After a minute he pushed up and off her, the sudden absence of his heat leaving her skin cooling. He flopped onto his back beside her. They lay there together, staring at the water-stained ceiling, breathing hard, the room smelling of sweat and sex.

“We broke it,” she said, voice hoarse from the sounds she hadn’t quite managed to hold back.

“We did.” He sounded profoundly satisfied, the words low and rough, and she could feel him smiling against her hair without looking.

He got up, found a towel on the floor, and cleaned himself off with quick, efficient strokes. Then he handed it to her. Mira wiped between her legs, the fabric coming away damp and streaked, then tugged her tank top back down over her breasts. The cotton clung to her damp skin. Theo climbed back into the ruined bed, the frame protesting again, and pulled her against his chest. The sun was properly up now, pale gold light slicing through the blinds in narrow bars across the floor.

“What’s on the agenda today?” she asked, her face pressed to the warm skin over his heart, listening to it still thudding hard.

“Library tour at ten. Alumni lecture series after lunch. The president’s gala tonight. The main event.”

“And tonight? After the gala?”

He was silent for a long moment. His fingers traced idle patterns on her spine, slow and absent, the calluses on his fingertips catching lightly on her skin. “There’s an empty seminar room in Fayerweather Hall. The one where we had Senior Seminar. It’s unlocked after hours. I checked.”

Her heart gave a hard, stuttering kick against her ribs. “What would we do there?”

“Whatever we want.” He kissed the top of her head, lips lingering in her hair. “But first, we have to get through the day. And we have to find a way to fix this bed before housekeeping comes.”

She laughed, a real, unguarded sound that surprised her with its brightness. He smiled against her hair, the curve of his mouth warm where it pressed.

For a few stolen minutes, in the wreckage of a dorm bed, with the Saturday of the reunion stretching ahead of them, it didn’t feel like a game or a negotiation. It felt like something new was cracking open between them, fragile and dangerous and already too far gone to stop. And that, Mira knew, was the most dangerous possibility of all.


Chapter 4 — The Stacks

The bed stayed broken.

They’d tried, for a laugh, to lift the frame back onto its pins, but the metal joint was bent beyond repair. Theo had simply shoved it against the wall, making the collapse look intentional, like a piece of avant-garde dorm décor. Mira had straightened the mattress and remade it with the stiff institutional sheets, her fingers brushing his as they tucked the corners. The quiet domesticity of the act sat between them like a shared, private joke neither needed to name.

Now, showered and dressed—Mira in a tailored pair of charcoal trousers and a cream silk shell, Theo in his uniform of dark jeans and black henley—they stood in the silent dorm hallway, the door to room 312 closed behind them.

“The tour starts in twenty,” Mira said, checking her phone. No network messages. A minor miracle.

“Plenty of time.” Theo’s hand found the small of her back, a gesture that was becoming habitual, and they walked toward the stairwell. Heat from his palm bled straight through the silk. She didn’t move away.

The morning was crisp, the kind of late-spring day that felt like a promise held just out of reach. Students crisscrossed the quad in loose currents, but the alumni moved in slower, more appraising packs. Mira caught sight of her ex, Ben, from a distance, shepherding his twins toward the science center. He didn’t see her. Theo’s hand pressed a fraction firmer against her spine, as if he’d followed her line of sight without needing to ask.

The library loomed ahead, its Gothic facade unchanged. It was the heart of their old battlefield. A familiar competitive edge cut through her, sharper now, threaded with the memory of his mouth on her skin only hours before.

Inside, the air still smelled of dust and old paper and the particular ambition that clung to every surface. The alumni tour was assembling in the atrium. About thirty people, mostly their class, mingled in low voices. Mira spotted the TechCrunch reporter, a woman in her twenties with sharp glasses, hovering near the periodicals. Theo gave her a slight, dismissive nod.

“Let’s not linger with the group,” he murmured into Mira’s ear, his breath warm against the shell of it.

“What’s the play?”

“The play,” he said, guiding her away from the gathering crowd toward a side archway, “is that we get lost. The tour covers the new media lab. I have no interest in the new media lab.”

“What do you have interest in?”

He glanced down at her, his hazel eyes glinting. “The old stacks. Third floor. Political theory.”

Her pulse kicked. “Our old carrel was there.”

“Was it?” he said, feigning ignorance. “I recall a specific biography of Hannah Arendt that was always checked out when I needed it.”

“Because I had it,” she said, a smile tugging at her lips.

“Precisely.”

They slipped up a back staircase, the stone steps worn smooth by generations of fleeing students. The third floor was silent, a maze of ten-foot-high shelves crammed with volumes bound in cracking leather. Light filtered through high, leaded windows in dusty shafts, turning the air gold where it struck.

It was exactly as she remembered. The quiet pressed in, thick enough to feel against the skin. Theo led her deeper into the maze, his footsteps soundless on the thin carpet. He stopped at a familiar intersection. To the left was the carrel where she’d spent countless hours, the wood desktop scarred with generations of carved initials. To the right was the narrow aisle where the 320s—Political Science—lived.

He backed her into the 320 aisle, the shelves close enough on either side that their shoulders almost brushed the spines.

“Here,” he said, his voice a low vibration in the holy quiet. “This is where you used to glare at me over the top of The Origins of Totalitarianism.”

“I wasn’t glaring. I was assessing the competition.”

“You were plotting my academic demise.” He braced a hand on the shelf above her head, caging her in. “You had this little crease between your eyebrows when you were concentrating. You have it now.”

She leaned back against the cool shelves, the hard spines of books pressing into her back. “Why are we here, Theo? The tour is starting.”

“We’re here,” he said, leaning in, his lips a breath from hers, “because you owe me a debt. And I’m naming it.”

Her breath caught. “Here? Now?”

“The terms were a debt to be named later. It’s later.” His other hand came up to cup her jaw, his thumb stroking the line of her cheekbone. “And the location is non-negotiable. Every place we competed. We started with the dorm. This is next.”

“This is a public library,” she whispered, but her body was already arching toward him, the silk of her shell tightening over her breasts.

“It’s empty. And it’s ours.” He closed the final distance and kissed her.

It wasn’t like the welcome-bar kiss, which had been for show. It wasn’t like the frantic, angry coupling in the broken dorm bed. This was slow, deliberate, and devastatingly thorough. He licked into her mouth, tasting her, claiming her with a patience that felt more dangerous than any hurry. She kissed him back, her hands fisting in the soft cotton of his henley, pulling him closer until the entire length of him was pressed against her. She could feel the hard ridge of his cock already straining against his jeans.

He broke the kiss, trailing his mouth down her throat. “I thought about you here,” he murmured against her skin, his words vibrating into her bones. “For years. Wondered what you’d do if I cornered you in these stacks. If I pushed all those books aside and fucked you against the philosophy section.”

“You never did.”

“I was waiting for you to call.” He bit down gently on the tendon where her neck met her shoulder, and she gasped. “You never did. So now I’m collecting.”

His hands went to the button of her trousers, deftly flicking it open, then the zipper. The sound was obscenely loud in the silence. He pushed the fine wool and her silk underwear down her hips in one firm motion. They pooled around her ankles. The cool library air hit her exposed skin, making her shiver. He didn’t undress her further, just left her standing there, trousers and underwear at her feet, her silk shell still perfectly tucked in, a picture of composed dishevelment.

“Theo,” she breathed, a thread of warning—or plea—in her voice.

“Shhh.” He dropped to his knees.

Her hands flew to the shelves on either side, gripping the edges for balance. He hooked one of her legs over his shoulder, opening her to him. The first swipe of his tongue was a hot, wet shock that jolted straight through her. She choked back a cry, her head thudding back against a volume of Hobbes.

He ate her pussy like it was a contest he was determined to win. With relentless, focused attention, he licked and sucked her clit, his fingers spreading her folds, holding her open for his mouth. The wet, intimate sounds echoed softly in the narrow aisle. She was already so wet from the kiss, from the sheer taboo of it, that every stroke of his tongue sent slick heat flooding through her.

“You taste the same,” he growled against her, the words muffled by her flesh. “Like victory.”

She was coming apart too fast. Her hips began to move against his face, seeking more pressure, more friction. He slid two fingers inside her, curling them, finding the spot that made her knees buckle. He sucked her clit into his mouth, applying just the right amount of pressure, and her orgasm crashed over her with sudden, silent force. Her mouth opened in a soundless scream, her body bowing as waves of pleasure radiated out from her core, clenching around his fingers. He worked her through it, gentle now, until she was shuddering and spent.

He rose, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, his eyes dark with hunger. He unbuttoned his jeans, freed his cock. It was thick and hard, the head already slick. He pressed the tip against her, where she was still fluttering and sensitive.

“My turn,” he said, his voice ragged.

He didn’t wait for an answer. He gripped her hips and pushed inside her in one smooth, deep stroke. She cried out, the sound swallowed by the books. He filled her completely, the stretch exquisite. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, his forehead pressed against hers, both of them breathing raggedly.

“Tell me you thought about this,” he demanded, his voice a raw scrape. “Tell me you sat in that carrel, reading Arendt, and imagined my cock in you instead.”

“Yes,” she gasped. It was true. She had. A hundred times. A secret, shameful fantasy.

He began to move. It was a brutal, punishing rhythm, each thrust driving her back into the unyielding shelves. Books rattled. He fucked her with the same focused intensity with which they’d once debated, each drive of his hips a point made, a counter-argument delivered. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her heels digging into the small of his back, meeting him thrust for thrust.

The intellectual sparring had always been foreplay—they’d just refused to name it. This was the thesis defense, the final argument, the one she had been making and revising for a decade without knowing the subject. Her nails scraped down his back through the cotton of his henley; she felt the muscles jump beneath them. He growled low, slamming into her harder, his grip on her hips precise and merciless in that way he had—not cruelty, but the absolute refusal to soften something worth feeling fully.

“Who wins, Mira?” he panted against her ear. “When I’m inside you, who’s winning?”

“No one,” she moaned, the words torn from her. “Everyone.”

He shifted his angle, hitting a spot that made her vision blur. A second orgasm was building, coiling tight and low in her belly, sharper than the first. She was so close. He could feel it too; his rhythm grew more frantic, less controlled.

“Come with me,” he gritted out. It wasn’t a request. It was a command.

He slid a hand between them, his thumb finding her clit, rubbing tight, quick circles. That was all it took. She shattered, her internal muscles clamping down around him in rhythmic pulses, a silent, seizing climax that ripped the breath from her lungs. Her cry was a muffled sob against his shoulder.

The feel of her pulsing around him tore his own control away. With a final, deep thrust, he stilled, his own release shuddering through him. She felt the hot spill of him inside her, the intimate claim. He held her there, pinned between his body and the collected works of political thought, both of them trembling.

For a long minute, the only sounds were their ragged breaths and the distant, muffled voice of the tour guide far below.

Slowly, he softened and slipped out of her. He gently lowered her leg from his waist. She wobbled, and he steadied her, his hands firm on her arms. Wordlessly, he helped her step out of the tangle of her trousers and underwear. He pulled them up for her, his fingers brushing her skin as he fastened the button. The tenderness of the act, after the ferocity of the fuck, left her disoriented.

He tucked himself away, zipped his jeans. They stared at each other in the dim light. Her hair was still perfect. His henley was only slightly rumpled. They looked, to any casual observer, like two alumni reminiscing. No one would know.

He reached out and brushed a thumb over her lower lip, swollen from his kisses. “Debate settled,” he said, but his voice lacked its usual surgical precision. It was rough, undone.

She wanted to say something cutting, to regain the high ground, but all she could manage was, “The tour will be moving to the archives soon.”

“Then we should go.” He offered his hand.

She looked at it, then took it. Her skin felt hypersensitive, every nerve ending alive. He laced his fingers through hers, and they walked out of the 320s, past their old carrel, and back toward the staircase, hand in hand like any couple.

They rejoined the tour on the main floor just as it was entering the new media lab. The TechCrunch reporter materialized at Theo’s elbow.

“Mr. Hawthorne, a quick word?” Jordan said, tablet raised.

“Not now, Jordan,” Theo answered, voice pleasant but final. He kept Mira’s hand tight in his.

Jordan’s gaze dropped to their joined fingers, then lifted to Mira’s face. The look of someone who filed away every detail. Mira gave her the anchor smile, smooth and unreadable.

“Of course. Later, perhaps.” Jordan vanished into the crowd.

The tour blurred into glass rooms and glowing screens. Mira felt the slow seep of Theo’s cum into her silk underwear, thick and warm against her skin. His hand anchored hers. The memory of his mouth between her legs lingered, the press of his tongue still there. Every time he bent close to point out some new screen or sensor, his breath brushed her ear and heat licked low in her belly.

They stepped out of the library an hour later into hard noon light. Alumni scattered toward lunch.

“The lecture series starts at two,” Theo said, eyes narrowed against the sun. “We have time.”

“For what?”

“For you to change. And for me to buy you lunch.” He turned to her, a direct challenge in his eyes. “Unless you’re afraid to be alone with me in our room again.”

“The bed is broken.”

“I’m aware.” A smirk pulled at his mouth. “I wasn’t planning to use the bed.”

Her stomach tightened. Before she could answer, her phone buzzed. She pulled it out, saw the network number, and held up a finger to Theo before she answered.

“Mira Vaisanen.”

“Mira, it’s Ben from weekend desk.” Her producer’s voice was tight. “We need a quick remote hit for the one o’clock update. The senator story is moving. Can you be camera-ready in thirty? We’ll patch you in from the campus media center.”

Duty. The real world. Cold water straight down her spine. She met Theo’s eyes. He’d heard enough.

“Of course, Ben. I’ll be there. Send the briefing to my phone.” She ended the call.

“Duty calls,” Theo said. No resentment, just fact.

“I have to go to the media center. Makeup, satellite link.”

He nodded. “I’ll walk you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.” He took her hand again. The contact was becoming a habit she didn’t know how to stop.

They crossed the quad without speaking. The sharp charge from the library had settled into something quieter, a steady companionship threaded with the pull still humming between them. The media center rose sleek and modern against the older Gothic buildings.

At the entrance she stopped. “I’ll be at least an hour. Probably longer.”

“I’ll be at the alumni lunch. Saving you a seat.” He leaned in and kissed her, not deep, but possessive, in full view of anyone walking past. “Good luck, anchor.”

He let go and walked away, hands in his pockets, no glance back. She watched him a second too long, then drew a slow breath, set her shoulders, and pushed through the glass doors into fluorescent light.

Inside, a campus tech took her to a small green room. Her makeup kit waited on the counter. She sat at the mirror and began the ritual: foundation, powder, the precise swipe of red lipstick. The woman in the glass was the one America saw at night—calm, steady, in control.

Under the silk, the faint ache between her legs remained. Under the powder, her skin still carried the memory of his mouth. She finished, hands sure.

Her phone buzzed with the briefing. She read it, mind already lining up the questions, the shape of the segment.

Another buzz. A text. Not the network.

Theo. The seminar room. Fayerweather 302. Midnight. Don’t be late.

She stared at the screen. A command. The next mark on his list. The room where everything between them had ended ten years ago with a handshake and a grade that only her thesis had later overturned.

The green room door opened. “Mira, we’re ready for you in three,” the tech said.

“Be right there.” Her voice stayed level.

She set the phone down, screen to the table. Stood, smoothed her trousers, checked the mirror once more. The anchor was in place. The woman who had been fucked against the library stacks stayed hidden, locked beneath the surface.

But the secret moved through her as she walked the hall toward the lights, a steady pulse. The day was only half done. The gala waited tonight.

And midnight, in the room where their rivalry had started, was already counting down.

The satellite hit ran clean. The lights pressed hot against her skin. The camera’s red eye stared. She delivered the lines on the senator with cool precision, mind split cleanly in two—one half tracking the scandal, the other replaying leather against her spine, the thick slide of him inside her, the text still burning in her pocket.

“And we’re clear. Thanks, Mira.” Ben’s voice came through the earpiece, lighter now. “Great take. Enjoy the rest of your reunion.”

The lights cut. She unclipped the mic, thanked the techs, gathered her things. Stepping from the bright studio into the soft afternoon light of the quad always felt like surfacing.

Her phone showed a missed call from Ben, her ex. She deleted the notification without listening. Another text from her assistant about a possible follow-up tomorrow. And beneath it, Theo’s message still glowed.

The seminar room. Fayerweather 302. Midnight. Don’t be late.

She found him at the alumni luncheon in the grand hall, seated at a round table with a few economics faces she half-recognized. He’d saved the chair beside him. A plate of untouched chicken piccata waited.

“The anchor returns,” he said as she sat. His knee found hers under the table at once. Heat climbed her thigh.

“Sorry,” she said to the table, offering the anchor smile. “Work.”

A man across from them, name tag reading Derek — Hedge Funds, waved it off. “No problem. Theo was just explaining the risks of AI infrastructure bets. Riveting.” His tone made clear it wasn’t.

Theo’s mouth curved. “I was keeping it simple.”

Lunch moved in a haze of small talk and average food. Theo’s hand settled on her knee beneath the table, thumb stroking the inner seam of her trousers. The touch was casual and devastating at once. He kept talking, tossing out dry remarks, while his fingers worked slowly higher. She felt the dried trace of their library encounter stiffening the silk between her legs, a constant, filthy reminder.

When the plates were cleared and the dean began a welcome speech, Theo leaned in, breath warm against her ear. “Lecture series next. Dry as dust. Want to skip it?”

“And do what?” she whispered, eyes still on the dean.

“There’s an empty president’s office in the residence. For the gala setup. I have the code.”

She cut a glance at him. “You’re joking.”

“I never joke about real estate.” His thumb pressed higher on her thigh. “Or we could go back to the dorm. I have plans for the floor.”

Heat spread across her chest. “The floor is linoleum.”

“Exactly.”

The dean droned on. Mira’s pulse beat hard in her throat. This was the game, the constant pressure. Every location another move. She thought of the text. Midnight was a fixed point. This was an ambush in daylight.

“The lecture,” she said at last, voice tight. “We should at least show up.”

He pulled his hand back. The absence left her skin cold. “As you wish.”

They sat through the first lecture in the stuffy auditorium, a former professor holding forth on geopolitical shifts. Theo sat with one ankle crossed over his knee, apparently absorbed. Mira caught Jordan, the TechCrunch reporter, watching them from three rows back, gaze sharp and calculating.

When the lecturer opened the floor to questions, Theo stood. “I need some air,” he murmured, and slipped out of the row.

Mira lasted five more minutes. The words ran together. The memory of his mouth on her cunt pulled harder than any analysis of trade policy. She excused herself and stepped into the cool hallway.

He wasn’t there. She texted. Where’d you go?

The reply came at once. Fayerweather. Second floor stairwell. Change of plans.

Her heart knocked against her ribs. It wasn’t midnight. It was barely three in the afternoon. The building would be mostly empty on a Saturday, but not empty enough. This was a sharper kind of risk.

She crossed campus, heels striking a steady rhythm on the flagstones. Fayerweather Hall stood red-brick and heavy, home of the political science department. The oak door groaned as she pushed it open. Inside, the air smelled of old wood and lemon polish, the silence thick.

She climbed to the second floor. The hallway was dim, lined with closed office doors. At the far end, in the stairwell alcove, a figure leaned against the wall.

Theo.

He pushed off as she approached. Without a word he took her hand and pulled her into the nearest room. Not the seminar room. A small, windowless graduate student carrel, barely larger than a closet, shelves packed with dusty journals. A single bare bulb hung from the ceiling.

He shut the door, plunging them into near-darkness, then found the pull chain and clicked on the light. The bulb swung, throwing moving shadows.

“This isn’t 302,” she said, back against the door.

“No. This is where I hid senior year when I didn’t want to be found. When I needed to think.” He stepped into her space, caging her again. “I’m thinking now.”

“About what?”

“About why you agreed to this. Really.” He braced his hands on the door on either side of her head. “Was it just to show up Ben? Or was it because you saw me at that bar and remembered what it felt like to want to beat me so badly it felt like hunger?”

She lifted her chin. “It felt like strategy.”

“Liar.” He dipped his head, lips brushing the shell of her ear. “It felt like this.”

His mouth took hers in a hard, claiming kiss. No slow build. No teasing. Just possession, staked in the dark. She kissed him back with the same force, fingers twisting in his hair, dragging him closer. The years of careful competition fell away. This was the raw truth underneath.

He tore his mouth from hers and stripped her clothes. The silk shell came off over her head. Her bra opened with a flick of his fingers. He bent and sucked one nipple into his mouth, hard, teeth grazing the peak. She gasped, the sound caught by the tiny room. He gave the same attention to the other breast, hands gripping her waist, her hips, learning the shape of her all over again.

He went to his knees again, but this time his focus was different. He yanked her trousers and underwear down to her ankles, then hooked her right leg over his shoulder, spreading her wide open in the harsh light of the swinging bulb. He didn’t use his mouth. He looked.

“So fucking perfect,” he breathed, his gaze hot and possessive on her exposed pussy. He ran a single finger through her folds, gathering the wetness she’d been carrying since the library. He brought his finger to his mouth, sucked it clean, his eyes locked on hers. “All mine this weekend.”

“On your terms,” she gasped, throwing his words back at him.

“Damn right.” He stood, unbuckled his belt, shoved his jeans and boxer briefs down. His cock sprang free, thick and demanding. He didn’t guide it to her. He pressed the head against her clit, rubbing the slick tip over the sensitive bundle of nerves in slow, torturous circles.

She whimpered, her hips jerking. “Theo, please.”

“Please what?”

“Fuck me. Now.”

He gave her what she asked for. He drove into her in one brutal thrust, pinning her to the door. The impact knocked a gasp from her lungs. He set a ruthless pace immediately, each snap of his hips a punishment and a reward. The door rattled in its frame with every drive. The bulb swung wildly, throwing their frantic, tangled shadows against the shelves of journals.

He fucked her like he was trying to exorcise something, or maybe implant it. His hands gripped her ass, lifting her, adjusting the angle so he could go deeper. She was completely at his mercy, her one leg hooked over his arm, the other barely touching the ground. She clung to his shoulders, her nails digging in, her forehead pressed against his.

“You tracked me,” he snarled, his breath hot and ragged against her skin. “For ten years. Google Alerts. Why?”

The question, asked here, now, in the midst of the rawest physical intimacy, was a violation more profound than any he’d committed with his body. She tried to turn her head away, but he caught her jaw, forcing her to look at him.

“Tell me.”

“Because I hated you,” she moaned, the words ripped from a place of terrible honesty.

“Liar,” he repeated, slamming into her so hard she saw stars. “You don’t hate what you ignore. You hate what you can’t stop wanting.”

It was true. It was the most true thing anyone had ever said to her. The admission broke something open inside her. A sob tore from her throat, mingling with the wet, rhythmic sounds of their joining.

Her orgasm took her by surprise, a convulsive, overwhelming wave that crashed through her without the usual slow build. It was less pleasure than catharsis, a seismic release that shook her to her core. She screamed, the sound swallowed by his mouth as he kissed her, drinking the sound of her surrender.

Her climax triggered his. With a guttural groan, he buried himself to the hilt and held there, his body rigid as he pulsed inside her. She felt every hot jet, a final, intimate claim in the dusty academic closet.

They stayed like that for a long moment, welded together, breathing each other’s air. Slowly, the world filtered back in: the creak of the settling building, the faint buzz of the lightbulb, the smell of their sex, sharp and animal in the small space.

He softened and slipped out of her, gently lowering her leg. Her knees buckled, and he caught her, holding her up until she found her footing. They dressed in silence, their movements slow, clumsy. Her body felt used and glorious. His expression was unreadable.

When they were put back together—her in her rumpled silk, him in his henley—they looked like they’d been through a war. He reached out and smoothed a strand of hair behind her ear. The tenderness was devastating.

“The gala starts at seven,” he said, his voice hoarse. “We should go back. Change.”

She nodded, unable to speak.

They left the carrel, walked down the silent hall, and emerged into the afternoon sun. It was obscenely bright, the world carrying on as if nothing had happened. Students played frisbee on the quad.

Halfway back to the dorm, he spoke again. “The terms have changed.”

She glanced at him, wary. “How?”

“The debt is paid. The fake dating arrangement ends after the gala tonight.”

The words landed like a physical blow. She stopped walking. “What?”

He stopped too, facing her. His hazel eyes were clear, analytical. “That was the deal. I play along for the weekend, you owe me a debt. I named it and collected it. In the library. In the carrel. The transaction is complete.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “After the gala, we’re done. No midnight seminar room. No more games.”

She felt unmoored. This was what she’d wanted, wasn’t it? A clean, strategic end to the charade. No messy feelings. No complications. So why did it feel like the ground was dropping away?

“Why tell me now?” Her voice was surprisingly steady.

“So you can decide how you want to play the gala.” He took a step closer, his gaze intense. “You can be my fake girlfriend for the last five hours, for the cameras and the dean and your ex. Or you can be something else.”

“Like what?”

“That’s up to you, Mira.” He turned and started walking again, leaving her standing there.

She caught up to him, her mind reeling. The rest of the walk to the dorm was silent. In room 312, the broken bed was a monument to the night before. Their suitcases lay open, clothes mingling on the spare bed.

“I’ll shower first,” he said, grabbing a towel and disappearing into the small bathroom.

She stood in the center of the room, listening to the spray of water. The air still felt charged with their energy. She looked at her gown for the gala, hanging in its garment bag—a column of emerald green satin, severe and elegant. The anchor’s armor.

The water shut off. He emerged minutes later, a towel slung low on his hips, his hair dark and wet. He didn’t look at her as he dressed in a fresh pair of dark jeans and a grey t-shirt.

“All yours,” he said, and left the room, presumably to give her privacy.

Her shower was mechanical. She scrubbed her skin, washed her hair, but couldn’t erase the feeling of him. She dried off, wrapped herself in a towel, and sat on the edge of the intact twin bed, staring at the emerald gown.

The transaction is complete.

After the gala, we’re done.

His words echoed. He’d drawn a line. The game had rules, and he was enforcing them. The problem was, she no longer knew which side of the line she wanted to be on.

She dressed with care. The green satin sheath zipped up the back, hugging every curve. She left her hair down, dark waves against her pale shoulders, a departure from her usual anchor chignon. She applied her makeup, but lighter, letting her own skin show through. She looked less like a news anchor and more like… herself. Whoever that was.

When she emerged from the bathroom, he was standing by the window, looking out at the darkening campus. He’d changed into a tuxedo. It was simple, impeccably tailored, no bowtie, just a black tie knotted loosely at the throat. He looked like a king in exile.

He turned. His eyes scanned her from head to toe, a slow, appraising look that made her skin prickle. No smirk. No teasing remark. His gaze was solemn.

“You look…” He seemed to search for a word. “Decisive.”

“Do I?”

He held out his arm. “Shall we?”

She took it. His forearm was solid under her hand. They walked out of the dorm, through the gathering twilight, toward the president’s residence, a stately white colonial mansion ablaze with light.

The noise of the gala washed over them as they entered: the clink of glasses, the swell of a string quartet, the murmur of a hundred conversations. The air smelled of gardenias and champagne. Everyone was there. Ben with his wife. The dean. The TechCrunch reporter. Network cameras, stationed discreetly near the entrance, filmed B-roll.

It was the final stage. The last performance.

Theo’s hand settled on the small of her back, a familiar brand. He leaned down, his lips close to her ear. “Last chance to choose a role. Fake girlfriend? Or something else?”

She looked up at him, at the sharp line of his jaw, the intensity in his hazel eyes. She thought of the library stacks, the graduate carrel, the broken bed. She thought of a decade of Google Alerts and the hollow feeling of a victory that had never tasted like winning.

She rose on her toes, closing the distance between them, and kissed him. It wasn’t for the cameras. It wasn’t for Ben. It was an answer.

When she pulled back, his eyes were dark, his breath slightly uneven.

“Something else,” she said.

A slow, real smile touched his lips—not the surgical one, but something warmer, more dangerous. “Good.”

He kept his hand on her back as they moved into the crowd, a united front. They made the rounds. He introduced her to the university president not as his girlfriend, but as “Mira Vaisanen, the only person who ever out-argued me on Kantian ethics.” She laughed with the dean’s wife about the horrors of dorm housing. They were a perfect, sparkling pair.

But beneath the surface, a new current ran. When his fingers brushed the bare skin of her arm, it wasn’t a show. When she leaned into him during a boring story, it wasn’t a tactic. The line between performance and reality had vaporized, leaving only a terrifying, thrilling freefall.

At eleven, flushed from champagne and the heat of the crowd, she excused herself to find the bathroom. The main-floor powder room had a line. A staffer pointed her upstairs to a private one in the residential wing.

She climbed the grand staircase, the sounds of the gala fading behind her. The hallway was quiet, carpeted, lined with portraits of former presidents. She found the bathroom, a luxurious space with marble counters and gilded fixtures.

She splashed cold water on her wrists, staring at her reflection. The woman in the green satin looked alive in a way the anchor in the mirror never did. Her lips were kiss-swollen. Her eyes were bright.

She set her small clutch on the counter and pulled out her lipstick to reapply. Her phone, tucked inside, buzzed. A network alert. She ignored it. As she capped the lipstick, her hand bumped the clutch, and her phone skittered across the marble and clattered to the tile floor.

She bent to pick it up. The screen was lit, unlocked from the impact. And there, displayed plainly, was her email inbox. At the top, the most recent alert, received just an hour ago.

Google Alert: Theo Hawthorne

The subject line: Hawthorne’s New Venture? Speculation mounts at Ivy reunion.

She froze, her blood turning to ice. She hadn’t checked it. She’d been too preoccupied. But it was there, undeniable evidence of the habit he’d already guessed at.

The door to the bathroom opened.

Theo stood in the doorway, his tuxedo jacket gone, his tie loosened further. He’d come to find her. His eyes went from her face, pale and shocked, to the phone in her hand, the screen glowing brightly between them.

He saw it. She saw him see it.

The quiet in the hallway was absolute. The distant music from downstairs felt a world away.

He stepped inside and closed the door behind him, locking it with a soft, definitive click.

“So,” he said, his voice dangerously calm. “It’s true.”


Chapter 5 — The Terms of Truth

Mira’s breath caught. The bathroom air pressed close, dense with the drone of the overhead lights and the sharp mineral bite of the marble, the faint chemical sting of cleaning fluid beneath it. Cold from the counter seeped through her satin dress, steadying, and she needed that steadying. The phone screen burned in her palm like evidence she hadn’t meant to hold. She stayed still. She had to.

Theo’s eyes stayed on the glowing alert. No anger in his face. Just satisfaction, the kind that settled deep. The precise, debate-honed smile she remembered was gone, replaced by something darker that knew exactly what it was seeing.

“So,” he said again, closing the space between them. “It’s true.”

She found her voice at last, thin and edged. “It’s a professional alert. You’re a public figure. I’m a journalist.”

“You’re a broadcast journalist. I’m not a subject for a news segment. You cover politics, not tech.”

“I have a broad interest,” she snapped. The words rang hollow the moment they left her mouth.

He stood close enough now that she saw the fine lines at the corners of his eyes, the gold flecks in his hazel irises. He reached out—not for the phone, but for the strap of her clutch still dangling from her fingers. His fingertip traced a slow line along the leather. The touch stayed light, almost careless, yet it lit a path of heat straight up her arm.

“A broad interest,” he echoed, voice low. “That started ten years ago?”

She swallowed. “It’s just a Google Alert.”

“Just.” The word cut. “You kept it after I sold the company, after I stepped out of your industry’s spotlight. That’s professional curiosity?”

He leaned in. Clean linen, the juniper bite of gin, and the warmer scent of his skin filled the narrow space between them. “Or did you never stop?”

Denial was useless. He’d seen the alert. He’d known, probably since the library, maybe since the welcome bar. The game was finished.

“What do you want, Theo?” The question came out barely above a whisper.

“What I’ve always wanted,” he said. “The truth. And you owe me.”

The old terms surfaced in her mind. On my terms. A debt to be named later.

“This is you naming it?” she asked.

“This is me collecting.” He took the phone from her slack hand, set it face-down on the marble without another glance, then gave her his full attention. “You’ve tracked me for ten years. You’ve kept competing with me in your head long after the grades stopped mattering. Why?”

The question went straight through the armor she’d worn since senior year. “Because you were the only one who mattered,” she said. The admission tore out before she could catch it.

Something raw flickered across his face. Not victory. Something closer to old pain. “I mattered,” he said. “And when I didn’t call, when I didn’t chase you after graduation, you decided I’d won by leaving?”

“You dumped the competition,” she said, the old anger rising. “You walked away. I had to beat someone who wasn’t even in the ring anymore.”

“I didn’t dump the competition, Mira. I lost. By half a point. And I let you have it.”

Her eyes widened. “Let me?”

“The morning of the senior thesis defense,” he said, voice low and even, “I looked at my work. I looked at yours. I knew mine was sharper. I knew I could out-argue you. But I also knew you needed that win. You needed to believe you’d beaten me clean. So I pulled two key citations. I softened my conclusion. I handed you the win.”

The floor seemed to shift beneath her. The foundation of her professional confidence—the certainty that she had genuinely, on merit, outdone Theo Hawthorne—cracked and gave way. “You… sabotaged yourself?”

“I gave you what you wanted,” he corrected. “Then I walked away because I knew if I stayed, if I tried to turn that rivalry into anything else, you’d never believe it was real. You’d always think it was just another contest.”

Dizziness swept through her. The green satin dress felt too tight across her ribs, the bathroom suddenly airless. “So all this… this weekend… is what? You finally claiming your victory?”

“No,” he said. His hand rose to cup her jaw, thumb brushing the curve of her cheekbone. “It’s me finally stopping the game. The fake dating was your idea. But the terms are mine. You owe me a debt. And I’m collecting it now. The terms are simple: you stop lying to me. And you stop lying to yourself.”

His palm against her skin sent heat spiraling outward. “And if I don’t?”

“Then I walk away again,” he said, eyes locked on hers. “And this time you’ll know exactly why.”

The threat landed deeper than the reunion, deeper than the ex, deeper than any public performance. It struck the private truth she’d kept locked behind alerts and ambition.

“What do you want me to say?” The words left her on a thin breath.

“I want you to admit that you didn’t just track me. You wanted me. You’ve wanted me for ten years. And this weekend isn’t a bluff. It’s a confession.”

The words hung between them, true and terrifying. She couldn’t say them. She couldn’t deny them either.

He read the struggle on her face. His other hand settled at her waist, fingers spreading wide over the satin. “You don’t have to say it,” he murmured. “You just have to stop fighting it.”

Then he kissed her.

This kiss wasn’t the welcome-bar performance. This one was private, deep, and consuming. His mouth opened over hers and she opened for him at once, a surrender she hadn’t planned. His tongue swept in, tasting, claiming. The kiss turned hot and wet and thorough. Her body softened against him, hands rising to clutch the tuxedo shirt stretched across his chest.

He broke the kiss only to speak against her lips. “Tell me you feel this.”

“I feel it,” she gasped.

“Tell me you want it.”

She hesitated. He pulled back a fraction, eyes searching.

“Theo,” she said, and it was a plea.

“Say it.”

“I want it,” she said, raw and honest. “I want you.”

A low, satisfied sound left him. He kissed her again, harder, hands moving from jaw and waist to her back, dragging her flush against him. She felt the hard line of his body, the heat pushing through his clothes. Her own dress felt like an obstacle.

His mouth found her neck, kissing, licking, teeth grazing just below her ear. A moan slipped out of her. “We’re in the president’s bathroom,” she whispered, half protest, half invitation.

“And you’re still thinking about the audience,” he said, voice rough against her skin. “No one’s coming. The gala’s winding down. They’re all drunk on champagne and nostalgia.”

He backed her against the counter. Her hips met the cold marble. His hands slid down to her thighs, then up under the hem of her dress, fingers finding bare skin. The satin slit rode high. His touch moved immediately, intimate, tracing the line of her inner thigh until his fingertips brushed the edge of her underwear.

She was panting now, head tipping back. “Theo…”

“Tell me what you want,” he commanded, fingers teasing the silk. “Specifically.”

Her mind, usually so sharp, had gone thick with want. “I want you to touch me.”

“Where?”

She bit her lip, then forced the words out. “My pussy.”

He rewarded her with a slow, deliberate stroke over the silk, pressing against her clit. The pressure landed exactly right. She arched into his hand. “Like this?”

“Yes.”

He hooked his fingers under the edge of her panties and pulled them down. She helped, shimmying until the silk pooled on the floor. He didn’t remove her dress. He simply pushed the fabric aside, exposing her to the cool air and his hot gaze.

He looked at her, eyes dark. “You’re beautiful,” he said. A fact, not a compliment.

Then he knelt.

The sight of Theo Hawthorne on his knees in a tuxedo shirt and loosened tie, in the president’s marble bathroom, hit her like something unreal. Then his mouth met her skin and every thought burned away.

He didn’t start at her center. He kissed the inside of one thigh, then the other, lips soft and warm. He moved upward, slow and steady, until his breath ghosted hot against her folds. She was already wet, slickness gathering, the anticipation a tight coil low in her belly.

“Please,” she whispered. Her hand came down to rest on his head, fingers threading into his dark hair.

He looked up, eyes gleaming. “Please what?”

“Please taste me.”

He smiled that same dangerous, knowing smile, then lowered his mouth.

The first touch of his tongue to her clit sent a jolt straight through her. She cried out, sharp and unfiltered, the sound echoing off the tiles. He didn’t pause. He licked her slowly, thoroughly, exploring with a precision that felt both calculated and deeply carnal. He found her rhythm, circling her clit, then dipping lower to taste her entrance before returning to the peak. He used lips and tongue, flat and pointed, varying pressure and speed until her thighs shook against his shoulders.

She heard the wet sounds, smelled her own scent mixed with his cologne, felt the cool marble at her back and the relentless pleasure between her legs. It was too much. It was everything.

“I’m close,” she gasped, fingers tightening in his hair.

He pulled back, mouth glistening. “Not yet. I want you to come when I’m inside you.”

The words landed blunt and possessive, sending fresh heat flooding through her. He stood, knees cracking faintly, and looked at her flushed face. He unbuttoned his trousers with deliberate focus, pushed them and his boxers down just far enough to free his cock.

She looked at it, breath catching. Hard, fully erect, the head flushed dark. He was lean everywhere else, but here he was substantial. This wasn’t clinical. This was him, here, now.

He pulled a small foil packet from his pocket, rolled the condom on with steady hands.

“Turn around,” he said, voice rough.

She obeyed, turning to face the counter, dress rucked up around her waist. He moved behind her, hands settling on her hips. His mouth came close to her ear. “Look at yourself,” he murmured.

In the mirror her face was flushed, lips swollen, hair escaping its pins. The green satin pooled around her torso, but below the waist she was bare, open. Behind her, Theo remained mostly dressed, shirt crisp, face intent, his cock pressed against the cleft of her ass.

The image shocked her. It was honest.

He nudged her forward, bending her over the counter. Her palms flattened on the cold marble, the stone slick and unyielding, and she watched her own face in the mirror—flushed, undone, the anchor stripped to nothing. She felt him align himself, one hand steady on her hip, the other pressing once, briefly, possessively flat between her shoulder blades. The broad head of his cock pressed against her entrance. She was so wet he slid in with one smooth, deep thrust, and she cried out into the mirror-glass at the stretch of it, the particular fullness that made her body argue with her mind and her mind lose.

She moaned, loud and unguarded, the sound bouncing off the marble and tile before the room swallowed it whole. He stretched her open, thick and relentless, the pressure perfect and almost too much. He didn’t move. He stayed buried to the hilt, hands locked on her hips, breath burning the side of her neck.

“Feel that,” he growled.

“I feel it,” she whimpered.

“You feel me.”

“Yes.”

Then he began to move.

His thrusts started slow, deliberate, each withdrawal dragging almost all the way out before he drove back in, deep and claiming. The wet sound of it filled the small space. The angle, her body bent over the counter, sent every stroke grinding against her clit. Pleasure coiled tight and fast, too fast. In the mirror she watched his face—focused, jaw tight, eyes fixed on her reflection like he was memorizing every twitch.

“Tell me,” he said, pace quickening. “Tell me what this is.”

“It’s you,” she gasped. “It’s you inside me.”

“It’s me winning,” he corrected, driving harder, faster. “Not against you. With you.”

The words cracked something open. She wasn’t losing. She was being met, body to body, nothing held back.

Her orgasm built, heavy and inevitable. She clenched around him, thighs shaking. “Theo, I’m—”

“Come,” he ordered, and slammed in one last time, hips flush against her ass, grinding deep.

She broke. The climax tore through her, white-hot and loud. She cried out, voice cracking, body shuddering, vision fracturing in the glass. He held her through it, rhythm turning ragged, breath harsh against her shoulder.

Just as the aftershocks began to fade, he went rigid, drove in hard, and groaned, low and guttural. He stayed there, pulsing inside her, forehead dropping to her shoulder, sweat sliding between them.

They stayed locked like that, breathing hard, the air thick with sex and sweat and everything they hadn’t said.

Slowly he pulled out. She felt the loss, the sudden emptiness, and sagged against the counter. He dealt with the condom in the small bin, then returned. He didn’t speak. He simply turned her to face him and began straightening her dress, smoothing the satin down over her hips, tugging the fabric back into place with careful hands. He found her panties on the floor and handed them to her. She stepped into them, movements slow, thighs still trembling.

He washed his hands at the sink, then passed her a damp paper towel. She cleaned herself while he watched, the gesture practical and strangely intimate.

When they looked presentable again, he met her eyes. Her phone still lay face-down on the counter.

“The debt is paid,” he said quietly. “You’ve stopped lying.”

She nodded. Words felt impossible.

“But the weekend isn’t over,” he continued. “Fake dating is still in effect. Press is downstairs. Your ex left an hour ago, but the TechCrunch reporter’s waiting in the lobby. Your network crew is probably outside hoping for a quote about the gala.”

The real world pressed back in, bright and cold. The gap between what had just happened in this room and what waited outside felt enormous.

“So what now?” she asked, voice hoarse.

“Now,” he said, reaching for his jacket on the chair by the door, “we go back out. We play the part. You’re my girlfriend for the rest of the night. And tomorrow.”

“And then?”

“And then we see.” He shrugged the jacket on without looking at her, adjusted his tie in the mirror. “One more night in the dorm. One more morning. The reunion ends at brunch.”

The unfinished thought hung between them. And then we go back to our lives. Or not.

He turned, expression once again composed, the easy tech-founder mask sliding into place. Only his eyes stayed dark, intense, carrying the memory of what they’d just done. “Ready?”

She wasn’t. But she nodded, slipped her phone into her clutch, and followed him to the door.

He unlocked it. The hallway was empty, jazz drifting up from below. They walked side by side, not touching.

At the top of the stairs he stopped. The mask slipped for a second. “Mira,” he said, low.

She waited.

“Keep the Google Alert on.”

Then he took her hand—public, performative—and led her down into the noise and light, back into the fiction that no longer felt entirely false.

The cool air of the hallway hit Mira’s flushed skin like a slap. Theo’s hand around hers felt solid, possessive, a public claim that now carried a private weight. Jazz swelled as they descended. The low murmur of the crowd rose to meet them. Her body still hummed, aftershocks pulsing between her thighs, a phantom fullness where he’d been. The green satin of her dress, smoothed back into place, felt like borrowed skin. She was an anchor. She was a girlfriend. She was a woman who had just been bent over marble and fucked into honesty by the man she’d spent ten years trying to forget.

They stepped back into the main reception room. The crowd had thinned, the mood shifted from dinner to late-night looseness. A jazz quartet played near the fireplace. Alumni clustered around empty glasses. The TechCrunch reporter spotted Theo and started forward, but he gave a subtle head shake and steered Mira toward the bay window overlooking the dark quad.

His hand stayed in hers. “You okay?” he asked, voice low, meant only for her.

She nodded, eyes on the glass. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. You’re vibrating.”

She glanced at him. The amused mask was back, but thinner. “Adrenaline.”

“Residual orgasm,” he corrected, a faint smirk at the corner of his mouth. “And panic.”

She couldn’t argue. The panic sat cold beneath the warmth. He’d seen the alert. He’d admitted sabotaging his own thesis. He’d made her say she wanted him, then taken her body as proof. The debt was paid, he’d said. She felt more indebted than before.

The dean of arts and sciences approached, smiling. “Theo, Mira! I’ve been hoping to catch you both. That introduction at the reception was lovely. Mira, I watch you every weeknight. You’re a credit to the department.”

Mira summoned the professional smile that came automatically. “Thank you, Dean. It’s always a pleasure.”

“And you two,” the dean continued, beaming. “I never saw it coming back then. You were so fiercely competitive. But I suppose the best partnerships sometimes grow out of the strongest rivalries.”

Theo’s hand tightened around hers. “Sometimes the rivalry is just the foreplay,” he said smoothly.

The dean laughed, too loud. Mira felt heat climb her cheeks. It wasn’t a lie.

They endured a few more conversations—an old poli-sci classmate, one of Theo’s former computer science professors, the president herself, who complimented Mira’s dress. Each one felt like a performance, but the script had changed. Theo didn’t just play the attentive boyfriend; he played the man who knew her now, who held a piece of her. His touches stayed casual but intimate—a palm at the small of her back, the brush of his thumb across her knuckles, a whisper at her ear that lingered too long. She leaned into him, let her laughter sound real, because in some twisted way it was. The honesty he’d forced had cracked something open, and what leaked out felt genuine even if the setting was staged.

The TechCrunch reporter cornered them at last. “Theo, quick word? The speculation about your new venture?”

Theo looked at Mira. “Give me five minutes.”

She nodded, pulling her hand free. “I’ll find the bar.”

He left with the reporter. The absence of his touch felt like a withdrawal. She moved toward the bar, legs still unsteady, and ordered water. While she waited, her phone buzzed in her clutch. She ignored it. She didn’t need to look. Another alert. Another mention. Another reminder of how long she’d been watching him.

She stood by the window, sipping, watching the room reflected in the dark glass. She saw herself—green satin, pearls, perfect posture—and behind her, Theo talking to the reporter, relaxed, engaged. He looked effortless. She felt hollowed out.

Her network crew found her. Lisa, her producer, approached with the camera operator. “Mira, we got great B-roll. Any chance for a quick soundbite about the reunion? Personal reflection?”

Mira turned, smile already in place. “Of course.”

Lisa gestured to the operator. “Just a minute on what it feels like to be back, ten years out, with… new perspective.” Her eyes flicked toward Theo. “Maybe mention the boyfriend? Nice human angle.”

Mira felt the trap settle. She nodded. The red light came on.

“Being back here,” she began, voice finding its measured cadence, “is a reminder of how much changes, and how much stays the same. The campus is timeless, but the people… we evolve. We find new paths. Sometimes,” she said, gaze drifting to where Theo stood, “we find that the paths we thought were parallel actually converge.”

Vague enough. True enough.

The light went off. Lisa smiled. “Perfect. We’ll use it Monday. Enjoy the rest of the night.”

They left. Mira finished her water, the cool liquid doing nothing for the heat still moving under her skin.

Theo returned. He stood beside her at the window, not touching, just sharing the space. “She wanted a quote about whether the next venture will be AI ethics or renewable tech. I told her it’s still under consideration.”

“And is it?” Mira asked, retreating to professional ground.

“It’s under consideration,” he repeated, eyes on the dark quad. “Like everything else.”

The silence between them felt dense, charged. The gala was ending. The president gave her final thanks. The quartet played one last song. People began drifting toward the exits, toward campus hotels or, for the unlucky, the assigned dorms.

“Our car’s here,” Theo said, checking his phone. “The dorm.”

She nodded. They walked out into the crisp late-spring night. A black campus sedan waited at the curb. The driver stayed silent as they moved through quiet campus streets, past the library, past the old seminar hall, toward the row of undergraduate dorms.

The building was a relic—four stories of sixties brick. Their room was on the third floor. The car dropped them. Their footsteps echoed in the empty stairwell. The door unlocked with a keycard. Inside, everything was exactly as they’d left it: two twin beds, a small desk, a window overlooking the courtyard. The beds were still separated by a few feet of space.

Theo closed the door behind them. The room felt smaller than it had the night before. The air felt thicker.

Mira went to the window, looking out at the dark courtyard. “So,” she said, her back to him.

“So,” he echoed.

She turned to find him shrugging out of his tuxedo jacket. The fabric whispered as he draped it over the chair, then he hooked two fingers into the knot of his tie and dragged the silk free from his collar. His gaze found hers, unreadable.

“The debt is paid,” she said, testing the words.

“Yes.”

“But you said the fake dating is still live.”

“It is. Until brunch Sunday.”

“And what happens between now and then?”

He freed the top button of his shirt. “What do you want to happen?”

She had no answer ready. She wanted him again. She wanted to scrape the bathroom from her memory. She wanted to seize some scrap of control. She wanted to run.

He saw the war in her face and crossed the room. “You want to know what I want?”

She held his gaze. “Yes.”

“I want you in that bed.” He pointed at one of the twin beds. “I want to fuck you without the marble counter, without the audience, without the performance. I want to fuck you in this shitty dorm room where we used to picture each other failing. I want to fuck you until you can’t remember who won or lost. I want to fuck you until the only thing you know is my name.”

Her breath snagged. The blunt hunger in his voice echoed the throb between her legs. “On your terms,” she whispered, the phrase from the welcome bar returning.

“On my terms,” he agreed. “Which are, tonight, simple. No lies. No pretenses. Just you and me and this room.”

She looked at the twin bed. Narrow. Utilitarian. A relic of their undergraduate selves. She remembered the nights she’d lain in a bed like this, in a room like this, studying, scheming, wondering if Theo Hawthorne was doing the same across campus. The rivalry that had kept her awake for four years and ten more after.

She walked to the bed and sat on the edge. The mattress felt firm beneath her. She looked at him. “Then come here.”

He didn’t smile. He simply approached, every movement deliberate. He stopped in front of her and she reached for his shirt, her fingers finding the remaining buttons. She worked them open one by one, spreading the fabric. His chest was lean, defined, warm under her palms. She leaned in and pressed her mouth to his skin just above his heart. His breath caught.

She looked up. “No lies,” she said. “I still have the Google Alert. I’ll keep it on. I tracked you because I couldn’t let you go. I hated you because I wanted you. I wanted to beat you because I wanted you to notice me. And when you didn’t call, I thought you’d won by walking away. I thought you’d beaten me by not caring.”

He cupped her face, his thumb stroking her cheek. “I cared,” he said, voice rough. “I cared so much I handed you the win. I cared so much I walked away because I thought you’d never see me as anything but a competitor. I cared so much that when you grabbed my elbow at that bar, it was the answer to a question I’d been asking for ten years.”

She kissed him then, pulling him down. The kiss was deep, hungry, the bathroom continued without the edge of combat. This was mutual hunger. His hands found her hair, found the pins, removed them slowly until her dark hair spilled loose around her shoulders. He sank his fingers into it, holding her head as he kissed her harder.

She pushed his shirt off his shoulders. He let it drop. Then his hands moved to her dress, found the side zipper, and drew it down. The green satin loosened. She stood and let the dress slide from her body, pooling at her feet. She stood before him in only her pearls and the silk panties he’d already stripped from her once tonight.

He looked at her, eyes darkening. “You’re even more beautiful without the armor.”

She reached for his trousers, opened the button, the zip, and shoved both trousers and boxers down. He kicked them aside. He stood naked before her, cock already hard between them.

The dorm room was cool, but the heat between them burned. He pulled her against him, skin to skin, the contact sharp and electric. His hands roamed her back, her ass, cupping, squeezing. His mouth found hers again, then her neck, her collarbone, the swell of her breast. He caught the pearl necklace between his teeth, tugged gently, then released it to kiss the skin beneath.

He led her to the bed and pushed her down onto the narrow mattress. She lay back, the sheets crisp and cool under her. He knelt beside the bed rather than on it, his height letting him loom. He kissed her stomach, her hips, the inside of her thighs. He didn’t rush. He explored her with his mouth and hands as if relearning the map of her.

When his fingers found her underwear again, he didn’t pull them off. He simply slid his hand inside, fingertips finding her wetness at once. She gasped, arching into his touch. He rubbed her, circling her clit with the same precision he’d used in the bathroom, only slower now, more deliberate.

“Tell me,” he murmured, eyes on her face. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

“I’m wet,” she said, the words blunt and honest. “I’m aching. I want your cock.”

He rewarded her by pushing her panties aside and lowering his mouth to her. He licked her deep and slow, tongue penetrating, then returning to her clit. He sucked gently, then harder, until she was moaning, hands fisting the sheets. The twin bed felt small, confining, but his presence filled the space.

He brought her to the edge and pulled back, leaving her trembling. “Not yet,” he said again. “I want you to come around me.”

He stood, went to his bag, and retrieved another condom. He rolled it on, hands steady, then returned to the bed. He didn’t climb on. Instead he pulled her to the edge so her hips hung just off the mattress, legs spread, feet on the floor. He knelt between her thighs, knees on the hardwood.

He guided his cock to her entrance and pressed against her. “Look at me.”

She looked. His face was serious, intense, stripped of every trace of amusement.

He pushed inside, a slow, steady invasion that filled her completely. The angle was different, deeper. She cried out, hands gripping the edge of the mattress. He held himself there, embedded, eyes locked on hers.

“This is real,” he said, voice low and strained. “This is not a performance. This is me wanting you. This is you wanting me. This is the truth.”

Then he began to move. His thrusts were measured, powerful, each one driving deeper. The small bed rocked with the force. The sounds were raw—her moans, his grunts, the wet slap of their joining. She could see everything: the flex of his muscles, the tension in his jaw, the way his eyes never left hers.

She felt the orgasm building, a coil tightening low in her belly, spreading through her limbs. She was close, so close.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded, thrusts growing harder. “Touch your clit. I want to feel you come.”

She obeyed, hand sliding between her legs, fingers finding her own slick flesh, circling her clit as he pumped into her. The dual sensation was overwhelming. Her climax hit sudden and violent, a wave that crashed through her and made her scream his name. Her body convulsed around him, clamping down on his cock, and he groaned, rhythm breaking into frantic, desperate thrusts.

He came then, driving into her one final, deep stroke, body shuddering, release pulsing inside her. He stayed buried, forehead resting on her thigh, breath ragged.

For long minutes they remained locked together, the only sound their breathing. Slowly he withdrew. He disposed of the condom and returned to the bed. He didn’t speak. He simply lay down beside her on the narrow twin and pulled her into his arms. The bed was too small for two people comfortably, yet they fit, her body curled against his, head on his chest.

His heartbeat slowed under her ear. His skin was warm, damp. The room was quiet, the only light the courtyard lamp outside.

“I didn’t let you win,” he said into the darkness, voice quiet. “I gave you the win. Because I thought winning was what you needed. I thought if you had that, you’d be happy. You’d be satisfied.”

She listened, body still humming.

“But you weren’t,” he continued. “You kept the alert. You kept the competition alive. Because what you needed wasn’t to beat me. What you needed was me.”

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. The truth was too large.

He turned his head, lips brushing her temple. “The weekend isn’t over. We have tomorrow. Brunch. The flight. The separation.”

She knew what he was saying. The fake dating would end. The reunion would end. They would return to their lives—New York, San Francisco, the network, the tech world.

“What happens after brunch?” she asked, voice small.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But the Google Alert is on. And the debt is paid. And tonight happened.”

It was not a promise. It was not a resolution. It was a fact.

She closed her eyes. In the quiet dorm room, with his arms around her, she felt something she hadn’t felt in ten years: a ceasefire. Not a victory. Not a defeat. A suspension.

Sleep came slowly, wrapped in the warmth of his body, the memory of his thrusts, the sound of his breath. She dreamed of debates, of libraries, of marble counters, and of his hands on her hips, holding her in place.

She woke once in the night, his body still beside her. The room was dark. He was awake too, eyes open, staring at the ceiling.

“Theo,” she whispered.

He turned to look at her. “Yes?”

“Did you mean it?” she asked. “About giving me the win?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He was silent for a moment. “Because I loved you,” he said, the words simple and stark. “And I thought loving you meant letting you win.”

The admission hung in the dark. She didn’t respond. She simply moved closer, pressing her face into his shoulder. He held her, and they drifted back into sleep.

When she woke again, dawn was graying the window. Theo was already up, standing by the window, looking out at the waking campus. He was dressed in jeans and his black thermal henley, back to her.

She sat up, sheets pooling around her. Her body felt used, sore, alive. “What time is it?”

“Six,” he said, turning. “Brunch is at ten. We have a few hours.”

She nodded, pulling the sheet around her. The intimacy of the night felt fragile in the morning light.

“I’m going for a walk,” he said. “To the library. I want to see it in the daylight.”

She understood. It was a retreat. A need for space. “Okay.”

He looked at her, expression softened by the dawn. “Meet me there at nine. Before brunch.”

She nodded again.

He left, the door closing softly behind him. Mira sat in the quiet room, sheet around her, the twin bed empty beside her. She thought of the library, the stacks, the biography of Hannah Arendt they’d both fought over. She thought of the Google Alert. She thought of his words: I loved you.

She got up and crossed the hall to the communal bathroom, where the water ran lukewarm over her shoulders and the tile smelled of industrial cleaner. She dressed in the reunion polo that still held the faint crease from its packaging and the same jeans she’d worn the day before. The green satin dress went into her bag last, folded flat against the bottom. For a moment she stood between the twin beds, the sheets on one still twisted from the night, the room itself oddly neutral now that the ceasefire had ended.

At eight-thirty she left the dorm. The morning air was sharp against her face as she crossed the quad. A pair of joggers passed her without looking up, their breath fogging in the low light. A groundskeeper raked leaves near the chapel steps, the metal tines scraping concrete. Ahead, the library rose in its familiar stone, windows dark behind the leaded glass.

She climbed the steps, pushed through the heavy doors, and entered the hush. The space opened above her, high ceilings and long rows of shelves turning the sound of her footsteps into something smaller. She found the aisle where they had stood yesterday, where he had kissed her with no one watching. The same shelf, the same faint dust on the upper ledges.

He was already there, shoulder resting against the metal, a thick hardcover balanced in one hand. He looked up when her shoes stopped a few feet away.

“You found it,” she said.

“I did.” He held the book out. “Checked the citation. You were right.”

She took it. The cover was worn at the corners, the pages heavier than she expected. “I didn’t win,” she said. “You handed it over.”

“Then take it as a gift,” he said. “Not a prize.”

She kept the book in her hands. The heating system clicked somewhere far above them, a low, steady exhale through the vents. Otherwise the stacks were silent.

“Brunch is in an hour,” he said.

“Yes.”

He moved closer, the space between them narrowing until she could see the small scar at the edge of his jaw. “After brunch we go to the airport. Separate cars. Separate flights.”

“Yes.”

His eyes were the same hazel as the night before, catching the thin light that came through the high windows. “The fake dating ends at brunch.”

She understood the rest of the question without him saying it. Whether anything else continued. Whether the night had been an ending or a hinge. The book in her hands felt suddenly too solid, too real. On her phone the Google Alert still waited, quiet for now.

“We should go,” she said. “Brunch.”

He nodded, took the book from her, and slid it back into its place on the shelf. The spine aligned with the others. “Then let’s go.”

They left the library together, the doors closing behind them with the same soft thud as the day before. Morning sun hit the steps. Side by side they walked toward the final meal of the weekend and whatever came after it.


Chapter 6 — The Last Brunch

Brunch was a polite, brutal affair.

By Sunday morning the campus had dressed itself in clean stone and wet grass. Rain had scoured the paths before dawn, leaving the world over-bright and slightly raw. Outside the boutique hotel the lawns sat slick and too green under a hard spring light, the kind that showed every uneven hem and every wrinkle in a suit jacket. Inside the ballroom the reunion committee had laid white cloths, set out coffee urns and fruit platters, arranged centerpieces of drooping tulips that had clearly peaked the night before, and manufactured the kind of cheerful goodbyes that let everyone pretend they had not spent the weekend taking one another’s measure with the precision of people deciding whether to extend a credit line.

Mira sat beside Theo at a round table near the windows. Her black sheath dress lay smooth over knees that still carried the memory of marble and the weight of his hands. She had pulled her hair back into its usual knot. Her lipstick was the color she wore when the camera was live. Her spine held the posture of a woman who had never once been bent over a bathroom counter while a gala went on below.

Theo’s hand rested on the back of her chair.

It should have been performance only. Ben Carlisle and his wife and twins had left before breakfast; a classmate had mentioned it while reaching for a croissant. The field was clear. No one left to perform for.

Still, Theo’s fingers brushed the nape of her neck as though the gesture belonged to him.

Dean Whittaker sat two seats away, talking about the new fellowship. Jordan Lee from TechCrunch had claimed the next table and was doing a poor job of not watching them. The university president moved through the room with the exhausted courtesy of a man who had shaken too many hands. Everyone performed beautifully.

Mira felt the hurt anyway, quiet and persistent, the way a bruise you keep forgetting makes itself known when you press the exact wrong place.

“Coffee?” Theo murmured.

He set the cup in front of her. Black. No sugar. Exactly right. “You remembered.”

“I pay attention.”

“That sounds like something a stalker says.”

“That sounds like something a woman with a ten-year Google Alert says.”

She should have snapped back. Instead the corner of her mouth gave, just slightly. “Point.”

His thumb grazed her wrist when he handed her the cup. The touch stayed small, hidden under the linen, but it ran straight up her arm and settled at the base of her throat. He knew. Theo Hawthorne had always known the shortest route under her skin.

Across the room an alumni staffer tapped a spoon against a glass. Speeches started. Thank-yous. Gift totals. A soft mention of the tenth reunion and the way places changed less than the people who returned to them. Mira kept her face neutral, the same expression she wore when a senator lied on camera with perfect manners.

Theo leaned in. “You’re doing the thing.”

“What thing?”

“The face that says you’re deciding whether to ask a follow-up or hide a body.”

“It’s a versatile face.”

“It’s one of my favorites.”

The warmth in his voice was not part of any strategy. That made it worse.

When the speeches finished, the room loosened. People stood, hugged, traded numbers they would delete by Tuesday. Dean Whittaker reached Mira first, then Theo. Her gaze moved between them, sharp.

“I will admit,” the dean said, “I did not have this on my reunion bingo card.”

Theo smiled. “Neither did we.”

“Good,” Dean Whittaker said. “The best arguments are the ones that surprise even the people making them.” She touched Mira’s arm. “Take care of each other, if that is what you are doing. If not, take care anyway.”

The words landed too close. Mira’s throat tightened. “Thank you, Dean.”

Jordan appeared the moment the dean stepped away. Pink glasses, phone ready, appetite dressed as professional warmth.

“Can I get one final quote from you both?” she asked. “The piece has drifted from alumni entrepreneurship into the way high-profile graduates come back and meet the versions of themselves they left behind. Very human-interest. Very tasteful.”

“Meaning you want the romance angle,” Mira said.

Jordan had the grace to look caught. “It’s hard to ignore.”

Theo’s hand settled at Mira’s waist. “Then ignore it badly.”

Mira almost laughed. Jordan’s eyes sharpened. “So what should I say?”

“That the reunion was clarifying,” Theo said.

“Clarifying how?”

He looked down at Mira. For a moment the ballroom dropped away—the coffee, the wet lawn, the reporter with her phone angled, the low hum of people pretending not to listen. His gaze held steady, the same infuriating calm that had once made her argue harder just to see if she could shake him.

“Some rivalries are just delayed conversations,” he said.

Jordan’s thumbs moved fast. “That’s perfect.”

“It’s insufferable,” Mira said.

“It can be both,” Theo replied.

Jordan looked delighted. “Mira, anything to add?”

Mira could have given her the clean quote. She knew the shape of it—something about returning to the places that formed you, about memory and respect. It would have been elegant and empty.

Instead she said, “Some conversations don’t resolve on deadline.”

Theo’s hand tightened once at her waist.

Jordan looked between them, sensing more than she could print. “Thank you. Really. Safe travels.”

When she left, Mira realized the ballroom had emptied. Staff were already clearing plates. The reunion was over.

Theo turned to her. “Your car is at four.”

“Yes.”

“Mine is at six,” he said.

“I know.”

“You checked?”

“You told me.”

“I told you once.”

“I retain relevant information.”

His mouth curved. “Relevant.”

“Don’t look pleased. I also retain tax policy, cabinet appointments, and the name of every senator who has ever lied to my face with badly applied self-tanner.”

“I’m honored to be filed among statesmen and cosmetics failures.”

“You should be.”

The ballroom had emptied around them. A server stripped the white cloth from a nearby table, exposing the plain wood. The change was abrupt. One hour ago the room had been ceremony; now it was logistics—coffee cups in plastic tubs, wilted flowers lifted from centerpieces, crumbs swept into palms. The reunion was not ending with any grace. It was being cleared.

Mira watched a staffer carry away the sign that read WELCOME BACK, CLASS OF 2013. The cardboard bent in the middle.

Theo followed her gaze. “That bothers you.”

“Everything bothers me. Be more specific.”

“The sign.”

“It’s silly.”

“Usually the most dangerous category.”

She looked at him. “It says welcome back as if back is a place you can stay.”

“No. Back is a diagnostic tool.”

“Of course you’d say that.”

“It reveals stress fractures.”

“And then?”

“Then you decide whether to repair them or build around them.”

She hated how cleanly he could turn a wound into an engineering problem. She also envied the trick. Her own metaphors arrived dressed for broadcast, polished enough to hide the blood.

A classmate from their senior seminar approached with a tentative smile. Mira recognized him after a beat: Daniel Price, once famous for quoting Rawls at parties and now, judging by the fleece vest, a man with strong opinions about charter schools.

“Mira. Theo. I just wanted to say—this weekend was unexpected.”

“That seems to be the consensus,” Theo said.

Daniel laughed, nervous. “No, I mean, it’s good. I remember you two in Whittaker’s class. Everyone else was just trying to survive the syllabus, and you were both conducting intellectual warfare for sport.” He shook his head. “Honestly, I think half of us learned more from watching you fight than from the reading.”

Mira accepted that with a nod because nodding was safer than apologizing to several dozen people retroactively. “We were intense.”

“You were terrifying,” Daniel said cheerfully. “But in a motivating way.”

Theo’s eyes warmed. “That should go on her business card.”

“Yours too,” Mira said.

Daniel glanced between them, smile softening. “I always wondered if you knew.”

“Knew what?” Mira asked.

“That no one else was really in the argument.” He shrugged. “We participated. We cited things. But mostly it was the two of you, using the rest of us as weather.”

The line landed harder than he could have intended. Mira felt Theo go still beside her.

Daniel did not seem to notice. “Anyway. Safe travels. And congratulations on the chair. My wife watches you religiously.”

“Tell her thank you.”

“I will.” He shook Theo’s hand and disappeared toward the elevators, roller bag clattering behind him.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

“Using the rest of us as weather,” Theo said at last.

“Undergraduate men should not be allowed metaphors that good.”

“He wasn’t wrong.”

“No.”

The word left her before she could wrap it in irony. Theo turned toward her fully.

Mira folded her arms, not quite defensive, because her hands needed somewhere to go. “Do you ever think about how many people had to witness whatever that was before we understood it ourselves?”

“Yes.”

“Recently?”

“Since Friday, constantly.”

“And before Friday?”

He looked toward the windows. Outside, wet branches moved in the late-morning wind. “Sometimes. When a conversation bored me.”

“That must have been often.”

“Very.”

She should not have liked that answer. She liked it anyway.

A staffer approached to ask whether they were finished with the table. Theo looked at Mira. She looked at the ruined napkins, the empty cups, the small official program with their class year embossed on the front.

“Yes,” she said. “We’re finished.”

The sentence sounded like a lie and a mercy at the same time.

They walked out of the ballroom together without touching. The hotel lobby opened in front of them: polished floor, low sofas, fireplace gone cold for spring, alumni drifting through in loose farewell formations. Through the front windows the portico gleamed from the morning rain. Cars arrived, took luggage and people, departed. The campus beyond looked falsely permanent.

Mira stopped just inside the lobby.

“What?” Theo asked.

“This is where the weekend ends.”

“It ends at the airport.”

“No. Airports are aftermath. This is the last place that still belongs to the reunion.”

He considered that. “Then we stay here.”

“For four hours?”

“For as long as we have.”

The simplicity of it unsettled her. Theo was not proposing a plan, not optimizing, not making a case. He was simply choosing the room and letting the choice stand.

They took the sofa near the fireplace. Not the largest. Not the most private. A public place, but angled just enough that conversation could happen without performance. Theo set his duffel beside his foot. Mira placed her purse on the cushion between them at first, then moved it to the floor because the barrier was too obvious even for her.

Four feet remained.

It felt obscene.

A weekend of hands and mouths and heat, and now four feet of upholstery had become the most intimate distance in the world.

Theo leaned back, one ankle crossed over the other. “Ground rules?”

“Of course you want rules.”

“I want not to ruin the last four hours by trying to win them.”

That disarmed her more than any flirtation could have. She turned toward him. “Fine. No future logistics.”

“Define logistics.”

“No flight changes, no schedules, no coast-to-coast feasibility studies, no phrases like scalable model.”

“I would never say scalable model about you.”

“You absolutely would.”

“Only in admiration.”

“The rule stands.”

“Agreed. My rule: no pretending the weekend was only fake.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were considering it as a defensive measure.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Your confidence remains irritating.”

“It has evidence.”

“Your evidence is circumstantial.”

“Mira.”

He said her name softly, and the argument lost its scaffolding.

She looked down at her hands. “Fine. No pretending.”

A pause settled. Not awkward. Worse: honest.

In the distance a child laughed near the revolving door. Someone’s suitcase tipped over with a thud. The concierge answered a phone. The ordinary world had the gall to continue.

Mira said, “I thought seeing Ben would feel different.”

Theo’s attention sharpened, but he did not interrupt.

“I thought it would hurt more. Or satisfy me more. Something dramatic. Instead it was like finding an old bruise and realizing you only remembered why it hurt because you kept pressing it.”

“That sounds healthy.”

“Don’t sound surprised.”

“I’m trying not to.”

“He made me angry. He embarrassed me. But he didn’t…” She searched for the word and hated that the honest one was so simple. “Matter. Not the way I thought he did.”

Theo’s face changed by a degree. “Good.”

“Don’t be smug.”

“I’m not.”

“You are internally smug.”

“I am internally relieved.”

That stopped her.

He did not look away. “There’s a difference.”

The distance between them seemed to contract without either of them moving. Mira felt her body remembering him with humiliating enthusiasm: his weight, his voice, the scrape of his teeth, the command in his hand when he wanted truth from her. But underneath that was something stranger, quieter. Relief, maybe. Not that Ben no longer mattered. That Theo had not made her prove it.

“What did you think would happen when I saw you?” she asked.

“At the bar?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you would look through me.”

She frowned. “Through you?”

“As if I were one more alumnus with a name tag and a LinkedIn update.”

“Theo Hawthorne, reduced to networking debris. Tragic.”

“I had prepared several cutting remarks to recover.”

“Of course you had.”

“And then you grabbed my elbow and threatened me.”

“A generous opening.”

“The best possible one.”

He smiled, but it did not last. “I thought I had outgrown wanting you to notice me.”

Mira’s throat tightened. “Had you?”

“No.”

Neither had she. The Google Alert sat in her purse like a live coal.

They settled into two armchairs facing each other across a low table, putting the distance back between them.

Not beside each other. Not touching.

Four feet apart.

The distance felt indecent.

Theo set his phone face-down on the table. Mira did the same. For a while, neither of them spoke. The silence had a shape. It was not empty. It held everything the weekend had accumulated: the welcome-bar kiss, the dorm-room terms, his mouth on her in the library stacks, the bathroom mirror, the Google Alert, the way he had said keep it on and the way she had wanted to obey and resist in the same breath.

A server came by with coffee. Theo ordered for them both. Mira did not correct him.

When the cups arrived, she wrapped her hands around hers because she needed something to hold. The ceramic was hot enough to sting her palms.

“You’re leaving first,” he said.

It was not a question.

“My flight is at four.”

“New York.”

“My flight is at six.”

“San Francisco.”

The words sat between them like place cards at a dinner neither of them wanted to attend.

Theo leaned back, one ankle over the opposite knee. He looked composed, as always. Only the hand on the arm of his chair betrayed him. His fingers flexed once, then went still.

“Do you want to talk about what happens after?” he asked.

“No.”

The answer came too quickly. He smiled faintly, not offended. “Good. Neither do I.”

“That’s irresponsible.”

“Deeply.”

“We’re adults.”

“Publicly.”

She hated him for making her smile. “I have a broadcast tomorrow.”

“I have a board call at nine.”

“I have a life.”

“So do I.”

“And they are very inconvenient lives.”

“The worst kind.”

The exchange should have been light. It wasn’t. Each line landed with the weight of a verdict. They were both naming the obstacle without dignifying it with a solution.

Theo picked up his coffee, drank, set it down. “I watched your first night in the chair.”

She blinked at the change in direction. “You said that.”

“I didn’t say enough.”

“Theo—”

“You looked terrified for the first thirty seconds.”

“I was not terrified.”

“You were. Then you put your hand flat on the desk, just once, where the camera almost couldn’t see. You did that in senior seminar too. Before you made your opening argument. Grounding tactic.”

She had forgotten. Or rather, she had never known anyone else had noticed. “I still do that.”

“I know.”

The simplicity of it opened something tender in her chest. For ten years, she had imagined him as a headline, a number, a company valuation, a man who had escaped the field. But he had been watching her with the same obsessive precision she had aimed at him. Not as a shareholder watching a stock. As a witness.

“That is unnerving,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And oddly flattering.”

“Also yes.”

She looked at his mouth, then away. “I watched the CNBC interview after the acquisition.”

His eyebrows lifted. “The one with the blue tie?”

“The blue tie was a mistake.”

“I knew you’d think so.”

“You looked bored.”

“I was bored.”

“You sold a company for four hundred million dollars and looked like someone had asked you to review a mediocre freshman essay.”

“It was a very repetitive interview.”

“You said, ‘The real story is infrastructure.’ Three times.”

“Because the real story was infrastructure.”

“You were insufferable.”

“You watched the whole thing.”

Mira looked at him. “Twice.”

His eyes changed. The amusement receded, leaving the rawer thing beneath it. “Mira.”

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You said my name like a door opening.”

He went still. Outside, a valet shut a car door. Somewhere behind the desk, a printer whirred.

“Maybe it is,” he said.

She could have stood then. She could have crossed the four feet between them. She could have climbed into his lap in the middle of the elegant lobby and let every remaining alumni association volunteer draw whatever conclusion they liked.

Instead she lifted her coffee and drank. The heat traveled down her throat and settled low in her chest.

Four hours, she reminded herself. Four hours was not a life. Four hours was a holding pattern.

But every holding pattern eventually became a landing or a diversion.

For the next twenty minutes, they tested the perimeter of what could be said without saying the thing itself.

Mira told him about her apartment because it was safer than telling him about wanting. “All glass and white walls,” she said. “Very network-approved. The kind of place a magazine would call disciplined.”

“The kind of place no one is allowed to leave a coffee mug on the table.”

“Correct. Coasters are not optional.”

“Do you own anything soft?”

“I own sweaters.”

“That’s wardrobe. Not softness.”

She looked at him over the rim of her cup. “Do you?”

“No.”

“Of course you don’t.”

“My apartment looks like a very wealthy algorithm generated loneliness.”

The line should have been funny. It was funny. It also opened, briefly, the door into the actual room of his life: floor-to-ceiling windows, expensive furniture, an untouched kitchen, the kind of bed that could hold two people easily and had probably spent most nights holding one. Mira saw it too vividly—the sterile gleam of stainless steel, the way light would hit the empty counters at noon.

“That sounds grim,” she said.

“It photographs well.”

“So does the anchor desk.”

He looked at her then, and she knew they had arrived at one of those places where the joke had been a bridge and the other side was dangerous.

“Do you like being looked at?” he asked.

“Professionally?”

“No.”

She considered lying, but the whole weekend had made lying feel cheap. “I like controlling the terms of being looked at.”

His mouth moved. “There she is.”

“Don’t make that sound like a diagnosis.”

“It’s admiration.”

“It often is, with you. That’s the problem.”

“How is admiration a problem?”

“Because you aim it like a weapon.”

Theo absorbed that. He did not deflect quickly, which meant it had landed somewhere real. “Maybe I did.”

“Maybe?”

“I did.”

The correction was quiet. Mira looked down at her coffee. “I did too.”

“Yes.”

“You could pretend to argue.”

“I could, but I’m practicing maturity. It’s awful.”

She laughed. The laugh caught halfway because maturity, from him, was not supposed to be sexy. It was supposed to be irritating. Instead it made him feel more dangerous. The old Theo could push her into a corner and make her admit she wanted him. This Theo could step back and make her decide whether to cross the room.

The difference was worse.

A bellhop rolled a luggage cart past them. On top sat a garment bag, two canvas weekenders, a child’s forgotten stuffed bear wearing a class reunion ribbon. The bear’s fixed, optimistic face made Mira suddenly and stupidly sad.

Theo followed her gaze. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“Mira.”

“I was thinking about how everyone leaves these weekends with props.” She nodded toward the cart. “Gift bags. Name tags. Bad photos. Stories that get smaller every time they tell them.”

“And us?”

She could not say we leave with each other’s bodies memorized. She could not say we leave with a question big enough to rearrange ten years. So she said, “We leave with better material.”

His smile was brief. “For whom?”

“Not Jordan.”

“No.”

“Not Lisa.”

“God forbid.”

“Not even ourselves, yet.”

Theo leaned forward. “That’s the first honest thing either of us has said in ten minutes.”

“I’m always honest.”

“You are selectively accurate.”

“That is journalism.”

“That is evasion with press credentials.”

She wanted to kiss him for that. Instead she looked at the cold fireplace. The stone held no heat now.

The problem was not that she did not know what she wanted. Her body had answered that question in every location the weekend had offered them: dorm room, library, carrel, bathroom. Her mind had answered it in quieter ways: the ease of sitting with him, the relief of being challenged without being diminished, the awful tenderness of realizing he had watched the same career she had built under the assumption that no one who knew her at twenty-two could understand it.

The problem was that wanting did not simplify anything.

It complicated every clean line of her life.

She had shows, contracts, public optics. He had companies, boards, investors, a west-coast life full of people who would look at her and decide whether she was an accessory, a liability, or a story. She could already imagine the headline Jordan would not write but someone else would: Anchor’s reunion fling with tech billionaire raises questions. People loved the word questions because it let them imply scandal without proving it.

Theo said, “You’re doing future damage modeling.”

She hated him a little for naming it, for the way he could read her interior weather without asking permission. “You make it sound pathological.”

“I make it sound familiar.”

“You do it too?”

“Constantly.”

“With what result?”

“I sold a company for four hundred million and still didn’t call the woman I wanted.”

A clean hit. She looked at him.

“That was almost humble.”

“I hated it.”

“Good.”

His phone vibrated, spinning half an inch on the table. He glanced at the screen but did not pick it up.

“Board?” she asked.

“Lawyer.”

“Urgent?”

“Everything is urgent to a lawyer paid by the hour.”

“You can answer.”

“I know.”

He let it ring out. The refusal felt less like courtesy than a decision to remain inside the room they had made. Mira understood the cost of that. Her own phone had become a small weather system on the table: producers, alerts, the outside world trying to find purchase.

For once, they let the world wait.

After a while, Theo said, “Tell me something true that isn’t useful.”

She frowned. “What does that mean?”

“Most truths we trade are functional. Strategy, confession, leverage. Tell me one that does nothing.”

“That is an absurd prompt.”

“Humor me.”

She thought. “I hate pears.”

“That’s useful. I can avoid ordering pears.”

“I get nervous before every broadcast.”

“Useful. Humanizing.”

“I wanted to be a ballerina until I was eight.”

His face shifted with such open surprise that she nearly smiled. “That,” he said, “is useless.”

“Thank you.”

“Were you good?”

“No. I was intense.”

“Shocking.”

“I corrected the teacher’s counts.”

“Of course you did.”

“What about you?”

“Something true and useless?”

“Yes.”

He leaned back against the low lobby couch, considering with theatrical seriousness. The leather creaked under his weight, a small, domestic sound that made her aware of how completely they had stopped performing for anyone. “I cannot keep plants alive.”

“That’s useful. It warns me not to entrust you with plants.”

“I hate olives.”

“Useful for ordering.”

“I cried at a documentary about deep-sea squid.”

Mira stared at him, the coffee cooling in her hands.

Theo looked pained. “You asked.”

“You cried at squid?”

“It was unexpectedly moving.”

“Theo Hawthorne, scourge of Senior Seminar, emotionally defeated by cephalopods.”

“Deep-sea isolation is thematically rich.”

She laughed again, fuller this time, the sound startling even to her own ears. It slipped out before she could catch it. He watched her with that same expression—the one that made her want to look away and stay put forever, both at once.

“There,” he said softly.

“What?”

“The photograph.”

The laugh faded, but gently. “The one face-down on your nightstand.”

“Yes.”

“Why face-down?”

“Because looking at it every morning would have been pathetic.”

“But keeping it wasn’t?”

“Keeping it was archival.”

“Ah. Academic cowardice.”

“Exactly.”

She pictured the frame. Her younger self laughing, head thrown back, unsuspecting. Theo carrying that image through companies, cities, women who were not her. The thought should have made her uneasy. It did. It also left something inside her chest aching with a tenderness she did not trust.

“I don’t have a picture of you,” she said.

“You had the internet.”

“That’s different.”

“Yes.”

“I had public you.”

“And I had private you.”

The imbalance sat there between them. Not accusation. Simply fact.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

Theo shook his head. “Don’t be. Public me was what I offered.”

“Not to me.”

“Especially to you.”

That was the saddest thing he had said all morning.

She reached for her cup and found it empty, the porcelain still warm from her palms. Theo stood without comment, took both cups, and crossed to the coffee station. Mira watched him move through the lobby—tall, contained, the black henley stretched across his shoulders, the fabric shifting with each step. A woman near the front desk looked at him, then looked again, longer. Mira felt the old hot pulse of possessiveness and found, to her annoyance, that she enjoyed it.

He returned with coffee and a small plate of pastries, the scent of butter and almond rising between them.

“I didn’t ask for that,” she said.

“You haven’t eaten enough.”

“You’re managing me.”

“I’m observing blood sugar as a variable.”

“I am not a variable.”

“You are the central instability in the model.”

She took a pastry because it was either that or kiss him. “That may be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“It is.”


Chapter 7 — The Message

The first hour passed in fragments.

They talked about safe things, which meant they did not talk safely at all. The lobby arranged itself around them: the low creak of armchairs accepting weight, the soft percussion of coffee cups on lacquer tables, a bellhop’s cart wheeling past in careful arcs. Theo asked about her producer, and Mira described Lisa’s pathological calm during breaking news—the woman had once eaten a protein bar while directing coverage of a five-alarm fire. Mira asked about his board, and Theo explained, with cutting precision, which directors mistook confidence for competence, his voice taking on the same dry precision he used in seminar when he wanted to dismantle an argument without the theatrics of a frontal attack. They compared travel schedules, caffeine tolerances, preferred hotel chains—he liked the rooms cold and quiet; she liked the minibar stocked with things she’d never actually order—the minor absurdities of two lives built for public competence and private want.

Underneath every subject ran the same unsaid question.

Do we call this something?

Neither of them did. The unasked question was almost a presence between them, occupying the four feet of upholstery they had not yet crossed.

A group of alumni rolled suitcases through the lobby and waved goodbye. Someone from Mira’s freshman dorm stopped to congratulate her on the anchor chair. Theo stood when introduced, shook hands, said nothing that sounded possessive and somehow made the entire exchange feel like a public claim. Mira watched the other woman’s eyes flick to him, then to her, then away.

“You do that on purpose,” Mira said when they were alone again.

“Do what?”

“Stand like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you own the room but are being generous enough to let the architecture continue existing.”

He laughed. “That may be the best insult anyone has ever given me.”

“It wasn’t only an insult.”

“I know.”

Her phone buzzed on the table. Both of them looked at it.

Google Alert: Theo Hawthorne.

Mira did not touch the phone.

Theo’s gaze lifted to hers. “Are you going to read it?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re sitting four feet away.” She set the phone face-down on the table. “Everything it says, you already know.”

His expression shifted before he could prevent it—not the polished tech-founder composure, not the surgical smile. Something younger and more vulnerable surfaced for half a second, then settled. She saw the impact land. Good. Let him feel some of the violence of being seen without armor.

The phone buzzed again. This time it was not an alert. A text from Lisa.

Need your Monday segment notes by tonight. Also: saw a clip from reunion B-roll. Are you going to tell me why TechCrunch is tagging you with Theo Hawthorne?

Mira typed: No.

Lisa replied almost instantly: Terrific. Healthy workplace transparency.

Mira smiled and set the phone down.

“Producer?” Theo asked.

“She’s noticed you.”

“As a threat or a segment?”

“Knowing Lisa, both.”

“Good instincts.”

“You are not a threat to my work.”

“No,” he said. “I’m a threat to the story you tell yourself about your work.”

She hated that he was right often enough to make his arrogance structurally sound. “Explain.”

“You built a life where wanting anything outside the chair counts as weakness.”

“That is a generous reading.”

“It’s a correct reading.”

“I wanted plenty outside the chair.”

“Did you let yourself have it?”

The question slid under her ribs. She looked toward the windows. Rainwater still clung to the glass in small, bright beads. Beyond it, the campus paths were nearly empty.

“I had relationships,” she said.

“So did I.”

“Were yours real?”

“No.”

The answer was so immediate it made her turn back. “None of them?”

“They were functional. Pleasant. Sometimes intense. Not real.”

“Because of me?”

“Don’t sound so horrified. Your ego will recover.”

“Theo.”

His face sobered. “Because I kept comparing. Not fairly. Not consciously, always. But there was a standard. You were it.”

She wanted to make a joke. Something sharp, something that would turn the admission into a point scored. She could not find one.

“I had Ben,” she said instead.

“Yes.”

“You remember him as a punchline now, but I loved him for a while.”

Theo’s jaw moved. “I know.”

“He was uncomplicated. That was the appeal. He wanted the version of me who smiled in photos and came to football games and made him feel impressive.”

“That version sounds fictional.”

“She was useful.”

“She must have been exhausted.”

Mira looked down at her hands. “She was.”

Theo did not reach across the table. She was grateful and resentful at once.

“When he dumped me,” she said, “he told me I was too intense to be wife material. I laughed at him because it was such a stupid sentence. Then I went back to my room and threw up.”

Theo’s face closed around something dark. “I didn’t know that.”

“You knew the polite version.”

“I knew enough to hate him.”

“You hated him because he had something you wanted.”

“No.” Theo’s voice was quiet, absolute. “I hated him because he had something he didn’t understand.”

The room tilted a little.

There was a moment after certain truths when speech became too blunt an instrument. Mira knew it from live interviews: the half-second after a mother described losing a son, the pause after a whistleblower named the cost. Good anchors did not rush those silences. They let them exist.

She let this one exist.

Theo looked away first.

The second hour began when a valet approached to confirm Theo’s car for six. Theo told him yes, then corrected himself. “Actually, keep it on hold. I may adjust.”

Mira’s pulse jumped.

The valet nodded and left.

“You may adjust,” she repeated.

“I may.”

“To what?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s unlike you.”

“I’m trying it. Improvisation. Very bohemian.”

She leaned back in her chair. “Careful. Next you’ll develop feelings.”

“Too late.”

He said it lightly enough that she could have pretended he hadn’t said it at all. The problem was that his eyes did not match the tone.

Mira stood abruptly. “I need air.”

Theo stood too.

“Don’t,” she said.

He stopped.

“I’m not running.”

“I know.”

“I just need…” She gestured, annoyed by the inadequacy of her own hand. “A minute without you looking at me like that.”

“How am I looking at you?”

“Like you’ve already decided.”

“I have.”

“That,” she said, pointing at him, “is exactly the problem.”

She walked out through the lobby doors before he could answer.

The air outside was cool and wet. The campus smelled of rain, cut grass, old stone. She crossed to the edge of the drive and stood beneath the portico, watching drops fall from the gutter in irregular beats.

Her body still knew his. That was the simplest and least useful fact. She could still feel him in the deep soreness between her legs, in the faint marks beneath her dress, in the way her mouth remembered his. But bodies were greedy historians. They recorded impact and called it truth.

Was it truth?

Seventy-two hours ago, Theo Hawthorne had been a name in her inbox. A rivalry preserved in amber. A man she had turned into proof that she had once been extraordinary because she had once beaten him.

Now he was inside the lobby, deciding with unbearable calm that he wanted her.

She pressed her palm flat against the cool stone column.

In senior seminar, she had done that before every argument. Grounding tactic, he’d called it. He had remembered.

The door opened behind her.

“I said a minute,” she said.

“It’s been seven.”

She didn’t turn. “That is such a Theo answer.”

“I timed it on my phone.”

“Of course you did.”

He came to stand beside her, not touching. “I’m sorry.”

That made her look at him. “For timing me?”

“For deciding out loud before you were ready to hear it.”

The apology was precise. That was rare enough from him to count as an event.

“You don’t know what you’re deciding,” she said.

“I know what I want.”

“You know what you want in a closed system. Reunion weekend. No ordinary life. No Monday morning.”

“I know.”

“You know I work nights. I cancel dinner plans for breaking news. I have producers who call at two in the morning. I am not available in charming ways.”

“I am worse.”

“You are.”

“My calendar is a weaponized spreadsheet. My lawyers have lawyers. I once took a term sheet call from a dentist chair.”

“That is horrifying.”

“It was efficient.”

Despite herself, she laughed. He smiled, but the serious thing stayed in his eyes.

“I’m not proposing a fantasy,” he said. “I’m saying the ordinary life problem is real. I’m also saying I don’t want to use it as an excuse not to try.”

“Try what?”

“The conversation.”

The word landed. Not relationship. Not future. Not promise. Conversation. The thing they had never stopped having, even when they weren’t speaking.

She looked back at the rain. “If we start, we may ruin it.”

“Yes.”

“If we don’t start, we keep it perfect.”

“No,” he said. “We keep it theoretical.”

She hated that distinction.

Inside the lobby, the front desk phone rang. A car pulled through the porte cochere and paused long enough for a family to load suitcases. Ordinary departures continued with offensive ease.

Theo’s shoulder was inches from hers. If she leaned, she would touch him. She did not lean.

“What would trying look like?” she asked.

He drew a breath. “We leave here separately.”

Her stomach dropped.

He saw it. His mouth tightened. “Not because I want that. Because it’s the only way this stays honest.”

“Explain.”

“If I ask you to come to San Francisco today, I’m using momentum. If you ask me to come to New York today, you’re using panic. We’re very good at acceleration. We are less good at consent to the speed.”

The language was almost clinical. The care beneath it was not.

“So we leave,” she said.

“We leave. You get on your four o’clock flight. I get on my six o’clock. We go back to our lives. And tonight, when you land and I land, if you still want to talk, you call me. Not an alert. Not a headline. A call.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then I don’t call you first.”

The cut of that was clean enough to draw blood. “You’d just let it end?”

“I would respect the answer.”

“You said you’d been waiting ten years.”

“I have. I can wait for consent, Mira. I won’t wait inside a fantasy you don’t choose.”

There it was. The reason she had wanted him before she had known wanting had a name. Theo, at his worst, manipulated the board. Theo, at his best, understood the stakes of a choice and refused to cheapen it.

She looked at him. “That sounds noble.”

“It’s mostly self-preservation. If I talk you into me, I’ll spend the rest of my life wondering when you’ll resent me for it.”

“The rest of your life?”

He closed his eyes for half a second, as if cursing himself. “Figure of speech.”

“Liar.”

“Yes.”

The rain had stopped. Water dripped from the portico edge. The campus beyond looked washed, indifferent, beautiful.

Mira touched his sleeve. Just two fingers against black cotton. His breath changed.

“That’s your offer?” she asked. “Separate cars, separate flights, one possible phone call.”

“That’s my offer.”

“It’s terrible.”

“It’s honest.”

She let her hand fall. “I hate honest.”

“I know.”

They went back inside.

They went back to the sofa and ate almond croissants with the solemnity of people negotiating a ceasefire.

Flakes fell onto Mira’s dress. Theo reached as if to brush them away, then stopped himself. The restraint was small and excruciating.

“You can touch me,” she said.

“I know.”

“Then why aren’t you?”

“Because if I start, I will make a very persuasive argument for leaving together.”

“That sounds like a lack of faith in my argumentative resilience.”

“No. It’s an accurate assessment of my mouth on your neck.”

Heat moved through her so quickly she had to look away. The lobby, with its tasteful lamps and polished tables, seemed obscene for containing them fully clothed.

“Your mouth is overconfident,” she said.

“My mouth has evidence.”

“Your mouth should be quiet.”

“It rarely is when you’re involved.”

She pressed her lips together to keep the smile contained. He saw it anyway. He always did.

A pair of older alumni paused near the fireplace, consulting a campus map even though the reunion was over. The woman pointed toward the library; the man shook his head and pointed toward the chapel. They argued in low, affectionate tones, the kind of argument worn smooth by decades of repetition.

Mira watched them until they moved away.

“Don’t,” Theo said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to make a face at the symbolic elderly couple.”

“I was not.”

“You were.”

“They probably have terrible communication habits.”

“Almost certainly.”

“And yet.”

“And yet,” he agreed.

The words opened something neither of them had named. Mira saw it clearly for a second—airport gates, keys left on counters, the particular silence after a slammed door, the slower work of finding each other again. She had spent years refusing to picture any of it. This weekend had cracked that rule open anyway.

“If we were different people,” she said, “this would be easier.”

“If we were different people, it wouldn’t be this.”

“You’re determined to be quotable today.”

“I’m under deadline.”

She groaned. “That was awful.”

“It was.”

His smile thinned, then vanished. “Tell me about the chair.”

“The anchor chair?”

“No, your taste in hotel furniture.”

She let the breath out through her nose. “It’s lonely.”

The answer surprised her as it left. It seemed to land on him the same way, but he waited.

“It’s not lonely on set,” she said. “On set, there are twenty people talking into your ear or straight at your face. Producers, floor managers, makeup, the other correspondents. You are never physically alone. But the chair itself is…” She searched. “Singular. Everyone can help you right up until the light goes red. Then whatever happens belongs to you and no one else.”

Theo nodded, slow. “Founder loneliness works the same. Everyone advises. No one signs the papers.”

“Yes.”

“The decision lives in your hand.”

“And afterward, if you were right, everyone says they knew you would be.”

“And if you were wrong, they explain the obvious flaw in hindsight.”

She pointed at him. “Exactly.”

Something passed between them that had nothing to do with wanting each other, though the wanting stayed close. Recognition. The particular comfort of being seen without having to explain the shape of it first.

“That’s why,” Theo said.

“Why what?”

“Why you were the standard.”

Mira looked down at her hands. “Because I’m lonely in the same shape?”

“Because you never outsourced the final call.”

The compliment landed too precisely. It stung more than any flattery. “You don’t know that.”

“I know enough.”

“You know the edited broadcast version.”

“I know the moment before the edit.”

She had nothing to answer with.

His phone buzzed again. He turned it over this time. A calendar alert lit the screen: Car to airport — 2:00 PM. He dismissed it with his thumb.

Mira watched the motion. “Does that make it not exist?”

“No.”

“Shame.”

The old rhythm of their banter couldn’t stretch across what was tightening in the air. The car had stopped being an idea. It was already in the room with them, idling at the curb.

Theo set the phone down with care. “We should define the call.”

“Must we?”

“Yes.”

“Of course we must. You would turn desire into bylaws.”

“I would turn ambiguity into something that hurts less later.”

That stopped her.

“What are the parameters?” she asked. If he could be brave in the language he knew, she could meet him there.

“Tonight,” he said. “After you land. After I land. No before. No airport adrenaline, no runway panic. You go home. I go home. We both step back into our actual lives long enough to know whether this survives oxygen.”

“And then?”

“If you want to talk, you call.”

“Why me?”

“Because I have made my position almost embarrassingly clear.”

“Almost?”

“I’m preserving some dignity.”

“Barely.”

“Fair.”

She traced the seam of the sofa cushion with one fingertip. “If I call, what does it mean?”

“That you want the conversation.”

“Not a relationship?”

“Not yet.”

“Not a promise?”

“No.”

“Not a victory?”

His mouth softened. “Especially not that.”

She nodded. The clarity helped. It also took her last excuse away.

“And if I don’t call?”

“Then I don’t call you.”

“For how long?”

He was silent a beat too long.

“Theo.”

“I don’t know.”

The admission cost him. She saw the cost in the set of his shoulders. “That’s honest.”

“Yes.”

“It’s also terrible.”

“Yes.”

“You might call eventually.”

“I might.”

“And I might answer.”

“You might.”

“But tonight is mine.”

He nodded. “Tonight is yours.”

The choice should have felt like power. Instead it sat in her lap like an instrument she had never learned how to play.

A staffer came to clear the coffee cups. Mira and Theo both reached at once, then stopped, suddenly formal. The staffer smiled with the blank politeness of someone who had watched enough lobby scenes to know when to keep their eyes on the tray.

When they were alone again, Mira said, “Do you think Jordan knows?”

“That we fucked in the library?”

She nearly choked. “Theo.”

“She suspects the story is bigger than the quotes.”

“She’ll print something.”

“She’ll print what she can prove.”

“She has a photo.”

“She has several.”

“Of the kiss?”

“Probably.”

Mira turned the information over. By evening the public version would already exist. A photograph of Theo Hawthorne kissing Mira Vaisanen on a campus crest. A paragraph about old rivals reconnecting. Maybe a headline soft enough to deny and sharp enough to travel anyway.

“Does that bother you?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Because of your job?”

“Partly.”

“And the rest?”

“Because public stories harden before private ones know what they are.”

Theo looked at her with something like pride. “That’s good.”

“I know.”

“It bothers me too,” he said.

That surprised her. “You live in public speculation.”

“I live adjacent to it. I don’t usually care what it does to anyone else.”

“And now?”

“Now I care what it does to you.”

Simple. Devastating. Useless.

She leaned her head back against the sofa and closed her eyes. “Stop being careful. It’s making this harder.”

“I can be careless if you prefer.”

“No, you can’t.”

“I absolutely can.”

“Not with me.”

His silence answered.

When she opened her eyes, he was looking at their hands again. “What?”

“I keep thinking about Friday.”

“The bar?”

“The hallway after. You shook my hand.”

“Partners.”

“Yes.”

“You held on too long.”

“So did you.”

“I know.”

His thumb moved over her knuckles, repeating the old gesture. “I thought then that I could control the weekend.”

“You did control parts of it.”

“Not the important parts.”

“You got the room.”

“Administrative success.”

“The kiss.”

“Tactical.”

“The debt.”

“Cowardice dressed as leverage.”

She looked at him sharply. He kept his eyes on their joined hands.

“I wanted an excuse,” he said. “To touch you, to keep you close, to make you stay in the room long enough to notice me as something other than a rival. I told myself the terms made it clean.”

“They didn’t.”

“No.”

“They made it hot.”

His eyes lifted. “Also yes.”

“Don’t look so guilty. I agreed.”

“You agreed under pressure.”

“I agreed because I wanted to win.”

“And then?”

“And then I wanted you.”

The words arrived without performance. They simply stood between them, undeniable.

Theo’s hand tightened around hers. “Thank you.”

“For wanting you?”

“For saying it without making it a counterargument.”

She checked the lobby clock. One-thirty. “Don’t get used to it.”

“I won’t.”

They sat shoulder to shoulder now. At some point the distance had closed without her marking the moment. His thigh pressed the length of hers. His arm rested behind her on the sofa, not quite around her. The nearness was both comfort and injury.

Her phone buzzed again: driver early, 2:10. She turned it face-down.

Theo saw. “You don’t have to hide it.”

“I’m not hiding it. I’m refusing it aesthetic dominance.”

“Very healthy.”

“I thought so.”

He smiled, then the smile faded. “Mira.”

“Yes.”

“If you don’t call tonight, I’ll still be grateful for the weekend.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true.”

“It sounds like goodbye.”

“It might be.”

She stood because the sofa had become intolerable. “I hate this part.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. You like clean lines.”

“I like clean lines in business. This is a jagged wound with a checkout time.” He looked at her, the mask entirely gone. “I hate it more than you do.”

The laugh broke out of her, and this time the tears came with it, just enough to blur the edges of the room. She wiped them fast, angry at the evidence.

Theo stood but did not touch her. “Tell me what to do.”

The restraint again. The choice again.

Through the blur she found his face. “Nothing.”

He nodded once.

So he did nothing. He stood there, close enough to catch her if she asked and far enough not to assume. It was, somehow, the most erotic thing he had done all weekend after everything else he had done with his mouth and hands and cock. It was also the most frightening.

Because it gave her no one to fight.


Chapter 8 — The Terms of Leaving

The third hour was worse because they had stopped pretending not to count it.

The lobby had taken on a different quality of light—softer, the afternoon bleeding gold through the tall windows, the stone floor taking on warmth it would lose by evening. Theo’s car time sat on the table between them in the form of a discreet text from the hotel concierge. Mira’s driver confirmation waited beneath a producer’s message on her own phone. The lobby clock, an antique brass thing above the fireplace, ticked with the smugness of an institution that had survived more love affairs than theirs—and done nothing to help any of them.

They moved from the armchairs to the sofa by the fireplace, a shift of six feet that took longer than it should have, each of them inventing reasons to pause—he adjusted the strap on his bag; she checked her phone for nothing. Not touching at first. They sat side by side with a cushion of space between them, and then Theo’s hand appeared in that space, resting palm-up on the fabric. Not reaching. An offer with no expiration date. He did not look at her when he placed it there.

Mira looked at his hand for a full minute. The calluses at the base of his fingers. The pale scar at the heel of his palm from something she had never asked about. She thought about Friday, the first handshake, the word partners, and how the weight of his thumb across her knuckles had felt like a warning dressed as a contract. She thought about every place those hands had been since.

She placed her hand in his.

His fingers closed around hers.

The relief was humiliating. She had not known she was holding herself against it until it arrived.

“Say something irritating,” she said.

“You need me to regulate your nervous system through antagonism.”

“Perfect. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

She leaned back, their joined hands resting on the cushion between them. “Do you remember the Mock UN final?”

“Geneva Accords simulation. You wore the red blazer.”

“I wore a red blazer to intimidate.”

“It worked on everyone else.”

“You stole my amendment.”

“I improved your amendment.”

“You changed two verbs.”

“They were weak verbs.”

“They were precise verbs.”

“They were flabby.”

She turned her head to glare at him. “I have never forgiven you.”

“I know. You muttered ‘verb thief’ at me in the dining hall for three weeks.”

“You heard that?”

“I sat two tables away on purpose.”

“Why?”

“To hear what else you called me.”

“And?”

“Mostly bastard. Occasionally fascist. Once, memorably, ‘the human embodiment of a footnote with trust issues.’”

Mira laughed so hard she had to pull her hand free to cover her mouth. Theo watched her, and the watching made the laughter falter.

“What?” she asked.

“You laughed like that in the photograph.”

She went still. “What photograph?”

His face changed, a small defensive shift. “A candid. Senior year. On the quad.”

“You have a photograph of me?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“My apartment.”

The answer was too intimate. Not the fact of wanting her; he had been blunt enough about that. The keeping. The private archive of her unguarded self. It moved something in her she did not have time to examine.

“Is it framed?” she asked.

He looked briefly miserable. “Face down on my nightstand.”

“Face down?”

“I’m sentimental, not suicidal.”

The laugh that came out of her was softer this time. “You’re impossible.”

“Yes.”

“Why keep it?”

“Because in the photograph, you’re not winning.” He looked toward the fireplace, not at her. “You’re not performing. You’re laughing at something. Fully. I wanted proof that version existed.”

“She doesn’t come out much.”

“She came out this weekend.”

“She was ambushed.”

“She was invited.”

Mira studied his profile. There were lines at the corners of his eyes she did not remember from college. A faint silver thread near his temple, visible only when the light hit. Ten years had happened to him too. She had tracked the public version so obsessively that she had almost missed the private evidence of time.

“I have your old number saved,” she said.

He turned. “Do you?”

“Under Hawthorne, Theo. Very formal.”

“Mine says Vaisanen.”

“Just Vaisanen?”

“Just Vaisanen.”

“That is either romantic or evidence for a restraining order.”

“Both things can be true.”

She leaned into the sofa, shoulder brushing his. He did not move. “If I call tonight…”

His hand found hers again. “I’ll answer.”

“If I don’t know what to say?”

“Start there.”

“If I call and say this was a mistake?”

His fingers tightened, then eased. “I’ll listen.”

“If I call and say I want to see you again?”

“I’ll book a flight.”

“To New York?”

“Wherever you are.”

The answer was too much. She stood.

Theo let her hand go.

“I need to walk,” she said.

“Inside or outside?”

“Inside. If I go outside again, you’ll time me.”

“Fair.”

She crossed the lobby slowly, past the front desk, past the polished crest in the floor, past a wall of framed photographs showing reunions from decades before. Men in straw hats. Women in white gloves. Couples with hands on each other’s shoulders, immortalized as if they had known what came next.

No one knew what came next. That was the cruelty and the mercy.

She stopped before the campus crest inlaid in the floor. Friday night, Theo had kissed her in front of the welcome-bar window. It had been a move, a tactic, an answer to Ben Carlisle’s smirk. Now the crest sat beneath her feet, quiet and ceremonial.

Theo came to stand behind her.

“You said you’d kiss me there again,” she said without turning.

“I did?”

“In the brief.”

He was silent for a beat. Then, because he was Theo, he said, “That sounds authoritative.”

She smiled despite the ache in her chest. “It is.”

He stepped around to face her. The lobby was nearly empty. A clerk sorted papers behind the desk. Somewhere, dishes clinked in the brunch room. The world gave them a fraction of privacy and no more.

“Do you want me to?” he asked.

The question mattered. After all his commands, all his terms, all the ways he had turned desire into strategy, he asked this like the answer could stop him completely.

“Yes,” she said.

Theo cupped her face. His thumbs brushed her cheeks once. Then he kissed her.

It was slow. Not chaste, not exactly. Heat lived in it, because heat lived in them now and there was no way to remove it without cutting out the root. But the kiss was not a claim. It was not a performance. It was a memory being revised in public with no audience that mattered.

His mouth moved over hers with deliberate care, tasting of the coffee they had shared and the hours they had already spent circling each other. She opened for him, the tip of his tongue brushing hers, and the contact sent a low, steady pulse between her legs. Her hands found his waist, fingers sliding under the hem of his shirt to feel the warm skin there, the solid muscle beneath. Not pulling him closer. Just confirming he was real. He deepened the kiss once, enough to make her knees remember the weight of him on top of her the night before, then eased back.

Their foreheads touched.

“That’s the start,” he whispered.

“No,” she said, eyes still closed. “That’s the question.”

He pulled back enough to look at her. “And the answer?”

“Not yet.”

Pain crossed his face. He nodded. “Not yet.”

They returned to the sofa.

The final stretch of time behaved strangely. It sped and dragged. They talked in bursts, then fell silent. He told her about his father’s hospitalization during thesis week, not as an excuse this time but as history: the fluorescent ICU waiting room, the laptop balanced on his knees, the paper he wrote in a two-day fever while nurses walked past. She told him about the fellowship application she had not told anyone terrified her, the one she had mailed the morning after graduation with shaking hands. He described the first investor who had laughed at his pitch. She described her first live shot, standing outside a courthouse in sleet while her earpiece died.

They exchanged wounds like citations.

At one-thirty, Mira’s phone buzzed. Driver update: early arrival likely, 2:10.

Theo saw her face. “Your car?”

“Early.”

“Of course.”

“Yours?”

He checked. “Still two.”

They both laughed once, bitterly. After all that, his departure would come first.

A silence followed. Not comfortable. Not uncomfortable. Accurate.

Mira looked at their hands. “I keep thinking there should be a better ending.”

Theo’s mouth tilted. “You’re a journalist. You know endings are mostly imposed.”

“Broadcasts end cleanly.”

“Life has worse producers.”

“You should not be comforting.”

“I contain multitudes.”

“You contain arrogance and a working knowledge of Hannah Arendt.”

“Those are the important multitudes.”

She laughed, then hated that the laugh came with tears close behind it. She turned her face away.

Theo went still. “Mira.”

“Don’t.”

“I’m not touching you.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.”

She breathed through it. The tears did not fall. She had spent years mastering that: the controlled throat, the steady blink, the refusal to let the body dictate the broadcast. But this was not a broadcast. This was four hours in a lobby with the only man who had ever made winning feel beside the point.

“I don’t want to leave,” she said.

Theo closed his eyes. When he opened them, they were bright and hard. “I don’t want you to.”

“Then why are we doing this?”

“Because not wanting to leave is not the same as choosing to stay.”

She hated him. She loved—no. She did not finish the thought. Not here. Not with the cars coming.

“That is unfairly mature,” she said.

“I’m furious about it.”

“Good.”

A black sedan pulled into the drive outside.

Theo’s phone buzzed.

Neither of them moved.

Mira repaired herself in the lobby bathroom because that was what women like her did: they went into clean, overlit rooms and converted private disorder into public competence.

The mirror was kinder than she deserved. Her eyes were a little bright, but the makeup held. Her lipstick needed attention. Her hair had loosened at the nape from Theo’s hands, and she stared at those escaped strands for a long moment before pinning them back.

Armor, but not a lie.

Two sinks down, a woman from their class touched up mascara. Mira recognized her vaguely—economics, rower, married to someone in private equity. The woman smiled in the mirror.

“Leaving today?”

“Yes.” Mira uncapped her lipstick. “You?”

“Already delayed once. My kids are with my mother, which means I have about three hours before the hostage negotiations start.” She laughed, then tilted her head. “You and Theo Hawthorne, huh?”

There it was. Public story, soft-launching over marble sinks.

Mira applied lipstick with a steady hand. “Apparently.”

“I remember you two.” The woman shook her head, amused. “Everyone thought you were either going to murder each other or end up married.”

Mira nearly drew lipstick past the corner of her mouth. “Did they?”

“Oh, constantly. You were unbearable in class. Brilliant, but unbearable.”

“That tracks.”

“He watched you when you weren’t looking.”

The room went quiet except for the faint rush of water from an automatic faucet.

Mira capped the lipstick slowly. “What?”

“Theo. Senior year especially. You’d be arguing with someone else, and he’d have this look. Like he was waiting for them to get out of the way so the real conversation could start.” The woman shrugged, gathering her bag. “Anyway. Good for you, if it is good. If not, at least he aged well.”

She left before Mira had to answer.

Mira stood alone in the bathroom, gripping the edge of the sink.

Evidence. Always evidence. A third-party corroboration of something she had dismissed as revisionist longing. Theo watching. Theo waiting. Theo in the background of her life long before he became a Google Alert in her inbox.

She looked at herself in the mirror. “Do not be swayed by bathroom testimony,” she said under her breath.

The woman in the mirror did not look convinced.

When she returned to the lobby, Theo was on the phone near the windows, speaking quietly. His posture had changed: shoulders squared, face cool, voice controlled. Business Theo. Public Theo. The man worth four hundred million dollars and several hundred speculative headlines.

He saw her and ended the call within ten seconds.

“That was quick,” she said.

“Lawyer.”

“Efficient lawyer?”

“Expensive lawyer.”

“Same thing?”

“Not always.”

She came to stand beside him. “Anything urgent?”

“Jordan’s piece is moving fast. TechCrunch wants fact-check on one line.”

“What line?”

His mouth twitched. “‘Hawthorne appeared at the reunion with longtime academic rival and rumored romantic partner Mira Vaisanen.’”

“Rumored.”

“Careful word.”

“Cowardly word.”

“Legally useful word.”

She looked out at the wet drive. “What did you tell them?”

“That your name is spelled with one i in Vaisanen because American keyboards are hostile to Finnish dignity.”

Despite everything, she laughed. “And the romantic partner part?”

“I said no comment.”

She turned to him. “Did you?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because it isn’t mine to define for a reporter.”

The bathroom testimony had left her raw. This nearly finished the job. “You’re being unbearable again.”

“I’ve been very restrained.”

“That’s the unbearable part.”

He slipped his phone into his pocket. “Are you okay?”

“No.”

“Good answer.”

“Apparently everyone thought we were going to get married or murder each other.”

“Those were the dominant theories.”

“You knew?”

“I heard things.”

“And you didn’t tell me?”

“You would have murdered me.”

“Reasonable.”

He leaned one shoulder against the window frame. The glass behind him was cool enough to fog at the edges where his jacket brushed it. “Who told you?”

“Someone in the bathroom.”

“Ah. The Delphic sinks.”

“She said you watched me.”

His expression did not change quickly enough. “I did.”

“Senior year especially.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He looked at her as if the answer should have been obvious to anyone with a working pulse. “Because you were there.”

“That is not an explanation.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

Her chest tightened again. She was getting tired of feeling everything in her chest. Desire at least had the decency to live lower in the body, where it could be ignored or fed.

They returned to the sofa, but the room had changed. Or she had. The lobby was no longer just the container for their final hours; it was full of witnesses, past and present. Classmates who had seen what they had not. Reporters trying to name what they could not. Drivers approaching with punctual indifference. The marble under her heels felt colder now, the low hum of the HVAC system more insistent against her eardrums.

Mira’s phone buzzed. This time she answered without looking at Theo.

“Lisa.”

“Tell me you are not currently being soft-launched in TechCrunch,” Lisa said.

Mira closed her eyes. The lobby lights pressed against her lids in soft orange. “Good afternoon to you too.”

“I have three producers texting me screenshots. You are tagged in one blurry lobby kiss, one gala shot, and something that may be you and Hawthorne near a library looking like you committed a felony.”

Mira looked at Theo. He raised an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth twitching once.

“Not a felony,” Mira said.

“Mira.”

“It’s personal.”

“That is what people say when it is about to become professional.”

“I know.”

“Are you safe?”

The question, stripped of gossip, touched her. The concern in Lisa’s voice landed low in her sternum. “Yes.”

“Are you being stupid?”

“Possibly.”

“Is he worth being stupid over?”

Mira looked at Theo again. He was not pretending not to listen. He was giving her the dignity of not performing ignorance, his gaze steady on the middle distance, one hand loose at his side.

“I don’t know yet,” she said.

Lisa was quiet for one beat. “That sounded honest. I hate it.”

“Send the segment notes to my email. I’ll work on the plane.”

“You always work on the plane.”

“Not always.”

“Mira.”

“I’m fine, Lisa.”

“Fine is a network lie.”

“I am… intact.”

“Better. Call when you land.”

Mira hesitated. The word call hung between one obligation and another, heavier than it should have been.

“I will,” she said, and ended the call.

Theo watched her. “She cares about you.”

“She threatens well.”

“Same thing, in your language.”

“She asked if you were worth being stupid over.”

“And?”

“I said I didn’t know yet.”

He nodded. If it hurt him, he accepted it cleanly, the muscle in his jaw flexing once and releasing. “Fair.”

“I didn’t say no.”

“I noticed.”

The lobby clock moved toward two. The hands were mercilessly elegant, thin and black against the pale face.

Theo’s car was due first. That fact became the room’s gravity. Their conversation thinned, not because they had nothing left, but because every sentence now had to pass through the knowledge of imminent departure. The air between them felt denser, charged with everything they were not saying.

He told her, unexpectedly, about his mother.

“She hated that I studied political theory,” he said. “She thought it was impractical. My father thought it was useful because it taught me how power justifies itself.”

“Your father sounds cheerful.”

“He was very ill by then. Cheer had become inefficient.”

She smiled faintly. The expression felt fragile on her face. “That’s hereditary, then.”

“Yes.”

“Is he…?”

“Alive. Complicated. We speak on holidays and when doctors require logistics.”

“I’m sorry.”

He shrugged, but not dismissively. The movement carried the weight of years. “It’s old.”

“Old things still hurt.”

His gaze moved to her. “Yes.”

She told him about her mother, who called after every broadcast with notes disguised as praise, the same careful cadence every time. About her father, who had stopped asking when she would settle down and started asking whether she was sleeping, the worry sitting behind every question like a second shadow. About the Finnish grandmother who had once told her, at fifteen, that men were weather and work was shelter, the old woman’s hands steady on the wooden spoon as she spoke.

“Your grandmother sounds formidable,” Theo said.

“She would have disliked you.”

“Why?”

“She distrusted men with amused eyes.”

“Wise woman.”

“She also believed every argument required soup afterward.”

“I would have liked her.”

“She would have fed you and then criticized your posture.”

“My posture is excellent.”

“My grandmother would have found something.”

They smiled. Then the smile ended because the car pulled in.

Black sedan. Under the portico. Exactly on time. The tires whispered against the wet pavement outside.

Theo’s phone vibrated once against his thigh.

Mira’s stomach dropped so sharply she almost put a hand to it. The sensation was immediate, physical, a sudden hollowing.

“Don’t,” he said softly.

“Don’t what?”

“Make yourself smaller before a goodbye.”

She straightened on instinct, then glared. “Stop editing my posture.”

“Never.”

The driver stepped out but remained by the car. Professional discretion. Another witness pretending not to witness, his hands clasped in front of him, eyes on the middle distance.

Theo stood.

Mira stood too.

There should have been a script. She had built her adult life around scripts: rundowns, intros, outros, crisis language, questions calibrated to extract truth without giving too much of herself away. But no one wrote the copy for this. No teleprompter scrolled: Tell the man who waited ten years that you might call him after landing if courage survives air travel.

Theo picked up his duffel. Then he set it down again. The fabric made a soft sound against the marble.

“Come here,” he said.

She did.

He took her hands, both of them, and held them between their bodies. Not her waist. Not her face. Hands. The first contract. The original terms. His palms were warm, the calluses at the base of his fingers rough against her skin.

“Partners?” he asked.

Her throat worked. “That was Friday’s word.”

“It still applies.”

“Does it?”

“I hope so.”

Hope looked strange on Theo Hawthorne. It stripped him younger, made him more dangerous than certainty ever had. The surgical precision was gone from his face; what remained was the version she had not expected to find behind it—wanting and unguarded, the set of his jaw uncertain in a way that four hundred million dollars and a decade of construction had failed to cure. He had said he would not trap her. He was keeping that word by standing here looking exactly like the cost of it.

Mira squeezed his hands. “Partners,” she said.

He closed his eyes for one second, as if the word required containment. Then he opened them. “Good.”


Chapter 9 — The Hand That Held Hers

The driver waited three minutes before coming inside.

“Mr. Hawthorne?” he asked from the lobby entrance, discreet but audible.

Theo did not look away from Mira. “One moment.”

The driver nodded and retreated.

Mira’s hand was still in Theo’s. His thumb moved once across her knuckles. The same gesture he had made in the hallway Friday night when she had agreed to his terms. Then it had felt like a warning. Now the pad of his thumb dragged across bone and tendon as if he were memorizing the map of her hand before he had to let it go.

“You should go,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You’ll miss your flight.”

“No. I built in margin.”

“Of course you did.”

He smiled. It broke her a little.

They stood together. Theo lifted his duffel from beside the sofa. The bag looked wrong in his hand, too small to contain the version of him who was leaving. Mira walked with him to the doors.

At the threshold, he stopped.

The sedan idled under the portico. The rain had fully cleared, leaving the pavement dark and reflective. In the glass doors, Mira could see the two of them doubled: his dark hair, her black dress, their hands joined between them.

“I’m going to say this once,” Theo said.

“That sounds ominous.”

“It is efficient.”

She tried to smile. Failed.

He set the duffel down and turned to her completely. “I want you. I want the call tonight. I want the second conversation and the third. I want New York and San Francisco and all the miserable logistics. I want the fights. I want the inconvenient life. I want the version that might fail because it was real enough to fail.”

Her chest hurt. A tight band pulled beneath her ribs, sharp enough that she had to draw breath around it.

He continued, voice lower. “But I am not making the call for you. I am not turning this into another term you agreed to under pressure. I am not letting our first honest choice be a trap.”

“You’re very proud of this restraint.”

“I despise it.”

A laugh escaped her, wet around the edges. “Good.”

He reached into his jacket and pulled out a business card. Not the glossy kind handed out to reporters. Heavy cream stock, plain black type. Theodore Hawthorne. A number. An email.

“I know you have it,” he said. “Take it anyway.”

She took the card. Their fingers brushed, and the brief contact traveled up her arm like a current.

“I’m not a source,” he said.

“No.”

“I’m not an alert.”

“No.”

“I’m not a win.”

Her throat closed. “No.”

“What am I?”

Cruel question. Necessary question.

She looked at him—the boy from senior seminar, the man from the bar, the rival, the lover, the witness. “Unresolved,” she said.

Pain and admiration moved through his face together. “That’s very good.”

“I’m a professional.”

“You are.”

He stepped closer. “May I kiss you goodbye?”

She nodded because speaking would ruin her.

The kiss was quiet. No tongue at first, only the press of his mouth to hers, warm and firm and familiar in a way that should have been impossible after three days. Then she opened to him, just enough, and he made a low sound that vibrated through her sternum. His hand came up to cup the back of her neck, fingers sliding into her hair. Hers closed around his jacket, the fabric bunching under her grip.

For one reckless second, she almost said yes to everything. Come with me. Stay. Call now. Change the flight. Rewrite the ending.

Then he broke the kiss.

Not because he wanted to. Because he had promised not to trap her.

“I’ll answer,” he said.

Then he picked up his duffel, turned, and walked to the car.

He did not look back.

That was the worst and best thing he had done all weekend. Looking back would have been pressure. Not looking back was a form of trust so clean it hurt.

Mira stood beneath the portico and watched the sedan pull away. It moved slowly at first, wheels quiet on the wet pavement, then turned past the library—where they had destroyed each other against the shelves of political theory—past the path to Fayerweather Hall—the carrel, the lightbulb swinging—past all the places where they had been too young or too proud or too afraid to name what they were doing to each other. Then the car rounded the stand of wet trees and disappeared.

The portico dripped. The campus went about its indifferent afternoon.

She did not move until her own phone buzzed.

Her driver: ten minutes out.

Inside the lobby, the fireplace remained cold. The sofa held the faint indentation of where they had sat. His coffee cup was still on the low table, a dark ring at the bottom. She returned to it, picked up her phone, and stared at the screen.

No new message.

Good.

Terrible.

She opened her email. The Google Alert sat there, unread.

Google Alert: Theo Hawthorne.

The subject line preview mentioned speculation around a new venture, a TechCrunch photo from the reunion, a mystery woman.

Mira hovered over it. Then she archived the alert without opening it.

Not deleted. Not turned off.

Archived.

A clean, cowardly middle position. She could hear Theo’s voice pointing that out and hated the tenderness that came with the imagined criticism.

Her driver arrived at 2:12. She took her suitcase from the bell stand, thanked the clerk, and stepped into the afternoon.

The car smelled of leather and lemon air freshener. Mira gave the airport terminal, then sat back as the campus began to move past her window. The chapel. The library. The dorms. The president’s residence, elegant and innocent in daylight.

Her body remembered each place with explicit, disobedient clarity. Theo’s mouth between her legs in the stacks, the rough carpet against her bare skin. His fingers under the table during the panel, the slow, deliberate pressure that had made her bite the inside of her cheek to stay silent. The slick heat of the bathroom counter against her thighs. The narrow dorm bed that had creaked under their weight. His voice in the dark saying he had loved her badly, indirectly, through competition and concession and silence.

The driver glanced at her in the mirror. “Good reunion?”

Mira looked out at the receding campus. “Clarifying.”

“Those can be rough.”

She met his eyes in the mirror, surprised into a laugh. “Yes. They can.”

At the airport, she checked her bag, passed through security, and found her gate. The routines comforted her: ID, shoes, laptop, the efficient humiliation of travel. Her flight was on time. New York waited with its sharp skyline and Monday broadcast and apartment where no photograph of Theo Hawthorne sat face-down on a nightstand.

She bought water and a coffee she didn’t want. At the gate, she chose a seat by the window and placed Theo’s business card on her knee.

The card looked absurdly formal. Theodore Hawthorne. As if she had not had his hand between her thighs. As if he had not watched her come apart. As if names could be reset by typography.

Her phone buzzed.

Lisa: Segment notes? Also seriously, are you alive?

Mira typed: Alive. Notes attached in 20. Reunion angle for Monday: returning to formative places without letting them narrate you.

Lisa replied: That’s annoyingly good. Also are we pretending the tech billionaire isn’t part of this?

Mira: For now.

Lisa: Hate that. Respect it.

Mira smiled and opened a blank document. The segment notes came easily. Too easily. She wrote about institutions, nostalgia, the seductive lie that returning to a place could prove who you had become. She wrote that the past was not a verdict; it was evidence. She wrote that some stories resisted clean closure.

She did not write Theo’s name.

Boarding began.

First class, then priority. She stood when her group was called, slid the business card into the inner pocket of her purse, and walked down the jetway. The plane smelled of recycled air and coffee. She found 4A, stowed her bag, sat by the window.

Her phone remained in her hand.

She could call before takeoff. She could hear his voice from whichever road carried him toward the airport. She could say, I don’t know what this is, but I know it isn’t over. She could say, I’m scared. She could say, I archived the alert instead of opening it, and yes, I know that’s cowardice masquerading as process.

She could also wait.

The flight attendant offered water. Mira accepted. The cabin door closed. The safety demonstration began with its familiar choreography of buckles and oxygen masks.

Her thumb moved to Theo’s contact.

Hawthorne, Theo.

Ten years in her phone. Three days in her skin.

She opened the contact. The number matched the card, of course. He would like that. Redundancy. Systems integrity.

The seatbelt sign chimed. The plane pushed back from the gate.

Mira looked out the window as the terminal slid away. Beyond it, the sky was clearing, a pale blue cut with late-afternoon light. Somewhere behind her, campus receded into geography. Somewhere ahead, New York waited. Somewhere between, Theo Hawthorne was in another car, headed for another flight, carrying his own impossible restraint like a wound.

The plane turned toward the runway.

She did not call.

Not yet.

She locked the phone and held it against her thigh. The choice was not made, and that was the truth of it. Not a yes. Not a no. A charged, deliberate silence.

The engines rose. Pressure pushed her back into the seat. The ground began to move faster, then faster still, the runway blurring beneath them until the wheels lifted and the campus, the reunion, the man who had waited ten years dropped away into distance.

Mira watched the earth fall back.

Her purse rested open beside her. Theo’s card lay inside, half-visible. Her phone was dark. The Google Alert remained archived. His number remained saved.

She turned her face toward the window as the plane climbed into cloud.

No message sent.

No promise made.

The question stayed with her, alive and unresolved, as the sky closed around the plane and carried her east.

Above the clouds, the light went thin and silver.

Mira opened the segment document because work had saved her before. Work knew what to do with her hands. Work did not ask whether a kiss on a campus crest counted as a beginning or a wound. The cursor blinked beneath her notes, patient and accusatory.

She typed: There is a danger in believing the past owes us clarity.

Deleted it.

Typed: Returning to formative places can seduce us into mistaking recognition for resolution.

Kept that one.

The plane banked east. The seat beside her remained empty until a man in a navy quarter-zip arrived late, apologizing as he slid in. He smelled faintly of aftershave and airport pretzels. He opened a laptop before takeoff ended and began building a spreadsheet with the emotional presence of a damp towel.

Mira almost laughed. The universe, unsubtle as ever, had seated her beside a man who was not Theo Hawthorne.

Her phone was in airplane mode. The dark screen reflected her face: composed, pale, a little too awake. She could see the trace of Theo’s mouth at the corner of hers if she knew where to look. No one else would. That was the cruelty of intimate marks. The visible ones could be concealed. The invisible ones rearranged the whole body and passed through security undetected.

She worked for twenty minutes. Maybe thirty. The notes sharpened under her hands.

We go back expecting confirmation. We want the campus, the hometown, the old room, the old rival to tell us who we became. But places do not certify us. People do not remain where we left them. Sometimes the past answers a question we did not know we were still asking. Sometimes it refuses to answer at all.

That sounded too much like confession. She highlighted the paragraph in yellow and labeled it maybe too personal.

Lisa would like it.

Lisa would also call her a coward.

The man beside her ordered tomato juice. Mira declined a drink. Her body still felt overfull of the weekend: coffee, champagne, Theo, adrenaline, the dry ache of restraint. She leaned her head against the window. Cloud covered everything below. The earth had become theoretical.

Theo in his car came to her uninvited.

He would be working by now. Or pretending to. He would read something dense and useless on his phone, reject three calls, answer the fourth. He would sit too still. He would not text, because he had promised not to turn the choice into pressure. She respected him for it and resented him with equal intensity.

Her hand moved to her purse. Theo’s card was still there, tucked into the inner pocket. She did not take it out. She knew what it said. She knew the number. The card mattered because he had given it anyway.

A redundant system, she thought.

A human one.

The flight attendant dimmed the cabin lights. Around her, people settled into travel’s temporary anonymity. Screens glowed. Plastic cups clicked. Somewhere behind her, a child asked whether clouds were solid and received an answer too scientific to be satisfying. The engines droned on, a low vibration through the seat frame and into her bones. Recycled air carried the faint metallic scent of the vents and the sharper trace of someone’s coffee gone cold.

Mira closed her eyes and let the weekend replay without order.

Theo at the bar, turning at the exact wrong and perfect moment. His hand on her jaw. Smile, Vaisanen. The twin beds, ridiculous and narrow, sheets already twisted from the first hour. The first shock of his mouth between her legs, the wet heat of his tongue and the way her thighs had clenched around his ears before she could think. His confession in the dark, cruelly timed and impossible to unhear. The library aisle, dust and paper and his hand over her mouth, the press of his fingers against her lips while his cock drove into her from behind. The dean’s face softening at a lie that had held more truth than either of them understood. The bathroom mirror, her dress shoved up around her waist, his eyes on hers in the glass as he forced honesty out of her body first and her mouth second, the slick sound of it, the way her cunt had taken him and the words had followed. The lobby, four feet of carpet between them, more intimate than any bed.

She opened her eyes.

The spreadsheet man was asleep with his laptop still open. One column was labeled Q3 Risk Exposure. Mira had never related more to a spreadsheet.

She returned to her notes.

The lesson is not that we should live in the past. The past is a poor address. The lesson is that unfinished conversations do not disappear because we build successful lives over them. They wait. Sometimes for a reunion. Sometimes for a name in an inbox. Sometimes for the courage to make an ordinary phone call.

She stared at the last sentence.

An ordinary phone call.

Her pulse changed.

The plane was somewhere over Pennsylvania, according to the seatback map. New York was a bright cluster ahead. San Francisco was behind him, ahead of him, irrelevant; geography had become another variable neither of them could solve until one of them moved.

She saved the document and closed the laptop.

Then she opened her phone even though airplane mode made it useless.

Hawthorne, Theo.

The contact sat there, patient as a dare.

She did not press call. She could not, literally. The plane held her in enforced silence. There was relief in that. Cowardice disguised as FAA compliance. Theo would have mocked the loophole and admired its technical validity.

She typed a message instead.

I’m over Pennsylvania. I don’t know what this is.

She looked at it until the words blurred. Then she selected all and deleted.

Typed: I archived the alert.

Deleted.

Typed: You were right about the call needing oxygen.

Deleted.

The blank text field glowed. Her thumb hovered.

She locked the phone.

No message sent.

The plane began its descent into New York. The cabin lights brightened. People lifted seat backs and gathered wrappers. The spreadsheet man woke with a start and pretended he had not been drooling on his own shoulder. Mira gave him the mercy of looking away.

Below, the city emerged through cloud in pieces: water, bridges, grids of light not yet fully necessary in the lingering dusk. Manhattan appeared like a blade. Her life was down there. Her apartment with the controlled surfaces. Her studio. Her producer. Her scripts. The chair that was lonely and hers.

She loved that life.

That was the complication no romance wanted to admit. She did not need Theo to rescue her from a hollow existence. Her existence was not hollow. It was hard-won, meaningful, exacting. She had built it with discipline and hunger and every piece of herself Ben Carlisle had once implied made her unfit for ordinary happiness.

Theo did not offer rescue.

He offered witness.

He offered argument.

He offered a hand across a lobby and the discipline not to close it into a trap.

The wheels hit runway with a hard, inelegant thump. Around her, passengers exhaled and reached for phones. Mira’s own phone found service. Notifications poured in: Lisa, network email, a news alert, two missed calls from her mother, one TechCrunch mention, one Google Alert she had not disabled after all.

And one message from Theo.

Her breath stopped.

She opened it.

Landed in Boston connection. No pressure. Just proof of life. I’ll answer if you call. If you don’t, I’ll still be glad you existed in the same room again.

Mira stared at the message while the plane taxied.

No pressure, he had said, and then written the most devastating sentence possible. She could see him composing it, deleting sharper versions, choosing restraint with visible disgust. She smiled before she could stop herself.

The seatbelt sign turned off. Everyone stood at once, because humanity never learned. Mira remained seated, phone in her hand, while bags came down and people clogged the aisle.

She could answer now.

She could type I’m here. She could call from the jet bridge. She could make the choice before baggage claim, before Lisa, before her apartment reassembled its old gravity around her.

Instead, she slipped the phone into her purse beside his card.

Not as rejection.

Not as acceptance.

As preservation of the question until she could hear her own answer without engine noise and altitude and the afterimage of his face in a hotel doorway.

In the terminal, New York rushed at her: rolling bags, irritated voices, the smell of coffee and raincoats. She walked through it with the practiced efficiency of a woman who knew where she was going even when she did not know what she would do once she arrived.

Her driver waited with a sign. She gave him her bag and slid into the back seat. The city traffic took her in, slow and bright and merciless.

On the bridge into Manhattan, her phone buzzed again. Lisa.

Mira answered. “I’m alive.”

“Are you intact?”

Mira looked out at the skyline. Lights flickered on in office towers, apartments, studios where people were preparing for Monday as if the world had not tilted in a hotel lobby.

“Yes,” she said. “Mostly.”

“Good enough. Segment notes are excellent. Too personal, but excellent.”

“I know.”

“Are you going to call him?”

Mira closed her eyes. Trust Lisa to walk straight into the wound with a clipboard.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s allowed.”

The gentleness was unexpected. It nearly undid her more than the interrogation had.

“I hate that,” Mira said.

“I know. Call me if you need me. Don’t call me if you’re calling him. Boundaries.”

Mira laughed softly. “Goodnight, Lisa.”

“Goodnight. And Mira?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t let the internet decide before you do.”

The line went dead.

At home, the apartment was exactly as she had left it: white walls, clean counters, a vase of flowers just beginning to go brown at the edges. No evidence of the weekend existed here except what she carried in her body and bag. She set her suitcase by the door. She placed Theo’s card on the kitchen counter.

The card looked strange in her apartment. Too cream, too physical, too analog for the life she had arranged around screens and schedules.

She showered because airports demanded ritual cleansing and because she needed to know what remained when his scent was finally gone. Under the hot water she pressed her palm flat to the tile, the grounding tactic he had observed and named. Not marble, not dorm cinderblock, not the dust-and-paper dark of the library shelves. Her tile. Her apartment. The life she had built on merit and hunger and the refusal to need anything that had not first asked to be needed. The water ran over her shoulders, carrying away the last traces of airplane recycled air and the stubborn salt of his skin that had clung to her through the flight, through baggage claim, all the way to her own front door.

When she stepped out, towel wrapped around her, the apartment was quiet.

She put on a robe. Made tea. Opened her laptop and sent Lisa the final segment notes. Then she stood at the kitchen counter and looked at the card.

The Google Alert pinged again on her phone.

Theo Hawthorne.

This time, she opened it.

Not because she needed the alert. Because she wanted to see what story the world was trying to tell.

TechCrunch had posted Jordan’s piece. The photo showed Theo and Mira in the lobby, his hand at her waist, her face turned up toward his. The caption read: Former academic rivals Theo Hawthorne and Mira Vaisanen at their tenth reunion. “Some rivalries are just delayed conversations,” Hawthorne said.

Mira read the line twice.

Then she closed the article.

She opened Theo’s contact.

The call button waited.

Her thumb hovered over it, as it had in the car, at the gate, on the plane. This time there was no driver, no boarding call, no altitude, no audience. Only her kitchen, her tea cooling beside her, the city humming beyond the glass.

She thought of the lobby. His restraint. His face when he said he would answer. His hand letting go.

She did not press the button.

Not because she had decided no.

Because the question deserved one night untouched by panic.

Mira set the phone down beside the card and turned off the kitchen light. In the dark reflection of the window, she could see herself faintly: robe, wet hair, bare face, the anchor stripped away. Behind her, on the counter, the phone remained dark.

No message sent.

No call made.

The Google Alert stayed on.

The card stayed visible.

And somewhere west of her, Theo Hawthorne remained unresolved.

She did not go to bed immediately.

First she walked through the apartment as if auditing it for evidence of the woman who lived there. The living room was immaculate. The bookshelves were arranged by subject, then by author, a system she had once claimed was practical and later admitted, to no one, was a way to make the room look less lonely. Political theory occupied one long shelf: Arendt, Foucault, Rawls, the old seminar ghosts. Her copy of The Origins of Totalitarianism had a cracked spine and annotations in three colors. She pulled it down, opened to a page she had marked senior year, and found her own handwriting in the margin.

TH is wrong here but interestingly wrong.

Mira laughed once, quietly.

Ten years, and even her marginalia had been talking to him.

She returned the book to the shelf, then took it down again and carried it to the kitchen counter, placing it beside his card. Evidence, counter-evidence. The public card, the private book. The line between them was not as clean as she wanted.

Her phone lit with another notification. Not Theo. Her mother.

Saw a photo online. Handsome man. Call tomorrow?

Mira stared at the text, then put the phone face-down. Mothers were worse than reporters because they could cite emotional precedent.

She made toast she did not want and ate half of it standing at the counter. The apartment hummed with the expensive quiet of a building designed to keep other lives out. Through the glass, the East River moved black and glossy beneath the city lights. She had chosen this view after her promotion because it looked like arrival. Tonight it looked like distance.

She opened her laptop again, not for work this time, but for the archive. Her email search bar waited.

Theo Hawthorne.

Hundreds of results. Alerts, articles, saved newsletters, forwarded links from producers whenever his name crossed into tech policy. She scrolled through a decade of him: seed round, Series B, keynote, acquisition rumor, confirmed sale, profile, op-ed, panel appearance. Public Theo, preserved in reverse chronological order. She clicked one from seven years ago because she remembered the night it arrived. She had been in Philadelphia then, exhausted after a late live shot about a mayoral scandal. The alert had pinged at 1:17 a.m.

Young Founder Hawthorne Bets on Invisible Infrastructure.

The photo showed him younger, leaner, hair messier, eyes already amused at the interviewer’s premise. Mira remembered reading the piece in bed and feeling furious that he sounded so certain. She had interpreted that certainty as arrogance. Maybe it had been. Maybe it had also been loneliness arranged into sentences.

She closed the article.

Then she selected the search results and began archiving them in batches.

Not deleting. She could not bring herself to delete. Deletion felt like theater, a dishonest performance of closure she did not own. Archiving, though, cleared the active inbox. It moved the shrine off the desk and into storage.

A hundred alerts vanished. Then another hundred.

By the time she finished, the inbox looked startlingly clean.

The latest TechCrunch piece remained. She left it there.

One unresolved item.

Her phone buzzed again. This time, it was Theo.

Not a message. A missed call.

Her breath caught.

Then the screen changed; a voicemail notification appeared.

Mira stood very still in the kitchen, one hand flat on the counter. He had called. After saying he would not. Anger came first, hot and quick, a flare behind her ribs. Then she saw the timestamp. The call had come twenty minutes ago, while she was in the shower, before his text about landing had sent. Or perhaps service had delayed the order. Technology, like memory, kept poor time.

She tapped the voicemail before she could talk herself out of it.

For two seconds, there was airport noise—the particular white-roar of a terminal, boarding calls blurred to unintelligibility, the universal sound of people going somewhere. Then his voice, low and rough.

“Mira. I’m—” A pause. A breath that sounded like restraint failing and being rebuilt in real time, right there in the recording. “I’m not calling to ask. I called before I decided not to call, which is exactly as ridiculous as it sounds. Ignore this. Or don’t. I wanted to hear your voice and then remembered that wanting is not an instruction. So this is me correcting the record.” Another pause, longer. The terminal noise shifted, swelled. Someone announced a gate change. He had been standing in the middle of all that motion, leaving this. “Get home safe. That’s all.”

The message ended.

Mira sat on the kitchen floor with the phone in both hands and listened to it again.

Then a third time. She listened to the breath between sentences, the slight roughness in correcting the record, as if he had rehearsed other words first and this was the version that survived.

Wanting is not an instruction.

She sat down on the kitchen floor because the chair was too far away and because, apparently, tonight was a night for undignified honesty. The tile was cold beneath her thighs. Her robe fell open at one knee. She held the phone in both hands and stared at nothing.

This was the problem with restraint: done badly, it was another form of manipulation. Done well, it left a person alone with her own desire.

Theo had done it well enough to make her furious.

She opened the text thread. The cursor blinked.

You called.

She deleted it.

I listened to the voicemail.

Deleted.

Wanting is not an instruction is a terrible line and I hate that I like it.

She almost sent that one.

Instead, she locked the phone and set it on the tile beside her. If she answered now, she would be answering the ache, the voicemail, the sudden image of him alone in another airport trying and failing to be noble. That might still be honest. It also might be panic in better clothes.

She owed herself one clean night.

She owed him the same.

After a while, she stood. She placed the phone on the counter beside the card and the Arendt book. Three objects now: contact, history, argument. She looked at them and felt the shape of the choice settle into the room.

Not tonight.

Not never.

That was not a satisfying ending. It would annoy readers who wanted clean declarations and infuriate anyone who believed desire should be rewarded on schedule. Good. Let them be annoyed. Some truths did not become truer because they were rushed into speech.

She turned off the kitchen light, then turned it back on and moved Theo’s card from the counter to the book, tucking it between the pages where her old marginal note waited. Not hidden. Not displayed. Held in the argument.

Then she turned the light off for good.

In the bedroom, she paused at the dresser where she kept the small velvet box of things she did not wear on air: her grandmother’s ring, an old press badge from Philadelphia, a subway token from the week she moved to New York, two ticket stubs from events she had attended alone and pretended to enjoy. She opened the box and almost put Theo’s card there too.

No.

The box was for concluded artifacts. Theo was not concluded.

She left the card in the Arendt book and carried the book to her nightstand. It looked wrong there. Good. The room could stand to be disturbed.

She changed the sheets because she needed clean linen and because the bed felt accusatory in its untouched neatness. While she worked, she caught herself imagining him here: too tall for the space, critical of the lighting, amused by the exact right angles of her folded corners. He would call the apartment disciplined. She would accuse his apartment of being algorithmic loneliness. They would argue about whether a bedroom needed books. He would win the argument by putting his mouth on her throat, which was not a valid rhetorical method and would work anyway.

She sat on the edge of the bed and let the fantasy pass through without obeying it.

That was new.

Wanting could exist without becoming an order. Theo had said it into a voicemail like a man talking himself down from a ledge. She wondered how many things in her life she had mistaken for instructions simply because she wanted them loudly: the chair, the perfect apartment, the spotless record of not needing anyone who had once seen her young and vicious and afraid.

Her laptop chimed from the kitchen. Another email. She ignored it. Monday could wait until morning. For one night, the broadcast would not be allowed to colonize the wound.

She took off her robe, put on an old gray t-shirt soft from years of washing, and climbed into bed. The apartment settled around her: pipes ticking, elevator hum faint through the wall, a siren far below rising and fading. New York’s lullaby, all urgency and distance.

On the nightstand, her phone faced down. Beside it, Arendt held Theo’s card between pages marked by her younger hand.

Mira lay on her back and tried to imagine the call.

If she called, he would answer on the first ring. She knew that with the same certainty she knew camera timing. He would say her name carefully, not triumphantly. She would say something inadequate. They would either laugh or break. Perhaps both. The conversation would begin, and once begun, it would demand continuance: schedules, flights, definitions, the slow work of making a private thing sturdy enough to survive public weather.

If she did not call, the weekend would not vanish. It would harden into myth. They would become a story each told badly to themselves: the reunion, the almost, the clean pain of restraint. A beautiful wound. A perfect theoretical life.

Theory had its appeal. Theory did not leave socks on the floor or disappoint you in airports. Theory did not misread a silence or call at the wrong time. Theory also did not hold your hand in a lobby and let go because it mattered that you choose.

She turned onto her side, facing the window. The city lights blurred through the glass.

Tomorrow, she thought. Or not tomorrow. Soon. Maybe.

It was an infuriatingly imprecise answer.

It was also hers.

Sleep did not come quickly. She did not expect it to. Her body had crossed time zones of its own this weekend: lust, humiliation, fury, tenderness, restraint. It needed time to return to its ordinary coordinates.

She thought of Ben only once, and with surprising neutrality. His smugness had started the chain, but he no longer mattered. That was perhaps the cleanest victory of the weekend: not Theo, not the sex, not the near-confession, but the simple fact that Ben Carlisle had shrunk back to scale. A mediocre man with a wife and twins and a talent for old wounds. Nothing more.

Theo had not shrunk. Theo had become inconveniently human.

That was harder.

She let that truth sit beside the others, unsoftened and unresolved, until the room finally stopped feeling like a verdict and began, slowly, to feel like a place where a decision might one day arrive.

For tonight, that had to be enough. For tonight, enough was the bravest answer she could give.

Mira went to bed with the question alive beside her, bright and patient as a screen she had not yet touched—and would not touch tonight, and tomorrow was not made yet, and that was the most honest thing she knew.


Book 5 — Fake Dating The Lake House

by Jenna Sahara


Chapter 1 — The Break Trailer

The money felt stupid in my hand.

Two thousand dollars in hundreds, folded and bound by a rubber band from the supply closet. Too thick to be casual. It made a sound when I picked it up, a papery thud that carried in the silence of my office before I slipped it into the pocket of my canvas jacket. The jacket said Brennan Framing over the left breast. I’d worn it for ten years. It was the first thing my crew saw when I walked on site, the last thing they saw when I left. It was armor.

It felt like tin foil now.

I left my office and crossed the gravel lot to the break trailer. Friday, just past eleven. The crew on the Westchester site was ahead of schedule, the skeleton framing for the new luxury townhomes a clean geometry against the blue August sky. The air smelled of cut lumber and diesel. Nail guns popped in the distance, a steady, productive percussion.

Diego’s crew.

He’d be in the trailer for his ten-minute break. He was a creature of habit: coffee at six, break at eleven-ten, lunch at one. I knew his rhythms because I paid his salary, because his crew’s efficiency kept my company solvent. That was the reason. The only reason.

I pulled open the metal door.

The trailer was dim, blinds half-drawn against the morning sun. Diego sat alone at the long table, one boot propped on the bench beside him. He was looking at his phone, a black coffee steaming in a chipped ceramic mug in front of him. He didn’t look up when I entered, but I saw the shift in his posture—a slight straightening of his spine, the slow lowering of his phone to the table.

“Boss,” he said. His voice was a low rumble, worn smooth by years of shouting over saws.

“Diego.”

I let the door swing shut behind me. The trailer was suddenly very small. It was always small, but with him in it, the walls seemed to press inward. He wore a navy henley, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. The ink on his forearms was a landscape of dark lines and shadows I’d never allowed myself to study. I knew it was there—a full sleeve, I thought—but looking was a line I hadn’t crossed.

“Everything okay with the Palmer specs?” he asked, his brown eyes tracking me as I moved to the counter, pretending to check the coffee maker. He was always like this, professional to a fault. He anticipated problems before they bloomed.

“Specs are fine.” I turned, leaning my hips against the counter. The money in my pocket was a lead weight. “I need to talk to you about something else.”

He waited. He had a stillness about him that could unnerve the new guys. It wasn’t hostility. It was patience. The patience of a man who knew how to measure twice before cutting.

“It’s personal,” I said.

One of his dark eyebrows lifted a fraction. “Okay.”

I took a breath. My palms were damp. I wiped them on my jeans. “My family has a lake house. On Cayuga. We have a reunion every August. It starts tonight.”

He nodded once, a silent go on.

“My mother,” I said, the words tasting bitter, “has decided I am a project this year. She’s invited the family lawyer, a guy named Stephen, to stay in the cabin next to mine. She’s made it very clear she expects me to be… receptive.”

A flicker of something passed over his face. Amusement? Annoyance? It was gone before I could name it. “And you’re not receptive.”

“He’s fifty-two, wears boat shoes with no socks, and talks about his golf handicap like it’s a personality. So no.”

Diego’s lips twitched. He took a slow sip of his coffee. “So don’t go.”

“It’s not that simple.” It was, actually. But saying that would mean admitting why I couldn’t skip it. Admitting that showing up, alone again, was a yearly defeat I was tired of tasting. “I’m going. But I’m not going alone.”

His eyes held mine. The air in the trailer grew thicker, warmer. The distant nail guns sounded like a heartbeat.

“I need a date,” I said. The words hung between us, blunt and ridiculous. “For the weekend. Just for show. Arrive Friday, leave Sunday. Meals, some activities, that’s it. A buffer.”

He set his mug down with a soft click. “You have friends.”

“Not ones who would do this. Or ones my mother wouldn’t see through in five seconds.” I forced my shoulders back. This was a negotiation. I was good at negotiations. “I’m prepared to compensate you for your time. The weekend rate, plus a bonus for the inconvenience.”

I pulled the cash from my pocket. The rubber band snapped faintly as I set the stack on the table between us. It looked absurd next to his plain mug. A vulgar, desperate offering.

Diego looked at the money. He didn’t touch it. He didn’t even lean forward. He just looked, his expression unreadable. Then he lifted his gaze to mine, and the patience in his eyes had hardened into something else. Something sharp and assessing.

“Two thousand dollars,” I said, my voice tighter than I wanted.

He was silent for a long moment. The only sound was the hum of the trailer’s old refrigerator. Then he let out a soft breath, almost a laugh, but there was no humor in it.

“You’re offering me money,” he said slowly, “to pretend to be your boyfriend.”

“Yes.”

“In front of your family.”

“Yes.”

“At a lake house.”

“Yes, Diego.” Irritation sparked, cutting through the nerves. “That’s the offer.”

He leaned back, his boot still on the bench, his arms crossing over his chest. The movement pulled the fabric of his henley taut across his shoulders. I’d seen him lift a header beam into place without a tremor. I knew the strength in that frame. I’d just never felt the weight of it aimed at me.

“You’re my boss,” he said, as if reminding us both.

“It’s a private transaction. Outside work hours. It doesn’t change anything on Monday.”

“It changes everything on Monday, Saoirse.”

The use of my first name was a jolt. He never used it. Not in five years. It was Boss or Ms. Brennan in mixed company. Saoirse in his mouth was intimate, a key turning in a lock I’d kept sealed.

“The money is to ensure it doesn’t,” I argued, but the argument felt flimsy.

He shook his head, a slow, final movement. “I don’t want your money.”

Disappointment, cold and heavy, settled in my gut. Of course he didn’t. It was insulting. He was my best foreman, a man who took pride in his work. I’d just tried to buy him like a subcontractor. “Fine. Forget it. I’m sorry I—”

“I didn’t say no.”

My mouth snapped shut. He was watching me, his dark eyes like still water, hiding depths.

“You don’t want the money,” I said carefully. “What do you want?”

Something shifted in his expression then — not the quick grin he gave the crew when a tricky piece fit perfectly. This was slower. Predatory. Curious, like he was already calculating the weight of what I’d just offered. It made my breath catch in a way I hadn’t expected.

“If you want this,” he said, his voice dropping, weaving through the small space between us, “here are my terms.”

Terms. My own word, thrown back at me. I was the one who set terms. For contracts, for schedules, for conduct on my sites. “What terms?”

“We go to your lake house. We play this out. But we play it my way.”

A warning bell clanged in my head. “Your way.”

“Yeah.” He uncrossed his arms and leaned forward, elbows on the table, bringing his face closer to mine. The scent of him—fresh sweat, coffee, the faint cedar of his soap—wrapped around me. “You don’t pay me. You don’t hire me. You ask me for a favor. And I set the rules.”

“What rules?”

He held up a finger. “One. You sit in my lap at dinner. The first night, and every night after if I want you there.”

A hot flush crawled up my neck. “In front of my family.”

“Especially in front of your mother.”

My heart was pounding against my ribs. “Go on.”

“Two.” A second finger joined the first. “You drink from my cup. My coffee, my water, my beer. You don’t get your own.”

The intimacy of it was a physical shock. Sharing a cup was something couples did without thinking. It was a claim.

“Three.” His eyes dipped to my throat, then back up. “You wear the silver chain I brought. The whole weekend. You don’t take it off.”

I had no words. The images his rules conjured were obscenely vivid: me perched on his thighs at the long dining table, my mother’s sharp gaze on us. My lips on the rim of his mug. The cool weight of a chain against my skin, a mark everyone would see.

“Why?” The question was a whisper.

“Because you’re asking me to be something I’m not,” he said, his voice low and even. “A prop. A paid actor. I’m not that. If I do this, I’m your boyfriend for seventy-two hours. And boyfriends don’t let their girlfriends sit across the table looking lonely. They don’t let them get cornered by lawyers in boat shoes. They claim them. Quietly. Where everyone can see but nobody is brave enough to say a goddamn thing about it.”

The raw truth in his words stripped me bare. He’d seen right through the cash, through the brittle façade of the transaction, to the humiliating core of it: I was lonely. I was tired of being the project. I wanted a shield, but he was offering a sword—and asking me to hand him the hilt.

“And on Sunday morning?” I asked, my throat dry.

His smile returned, darker this time. “On Sunday morning, you wake up in my bed at the lake house. With your whole family already at breakfast twenty feet away.”

The air left my lungs. This wasn’t fake dating. This was a controlled demolition. He was proposing to take my authority—the authority I wielded over him, over this company, over my own life—and dismantle it, piece by piece, in front of the people who’d watched me build it.

“You’d be my employee,” I managed to say. “Publicly. My family would know.”

“They’d know I work for you. They’d also know you’re in my lap, drinking from my cup, wearing my chain, and sleeping in my bed. Let them figure out the hierarchy.”

The power flip was absolute. Dizzying. For two years, I’d pretended not to notice the heat in his glances, the way my body reacted when he stood too close on site. I’d buried it under schedules and specs because he was my foreman and that line was electrified. Now he was offering to not just cross the line, but to rewire it entirely. To make my pretended ignorance a public performance for my family’s benefit.

“And on Monday?” My voice was barely audible.

“On Monday,” he said, leaning back again, the intensity dialing back a notch into that infuriating calm, “I’m your foreman. You’re my boss. We go back to the way things were.”

We both knew it was a lie. Nothing would go back.

But the alternative was Stephen and his sockless boat shoes. My mother’s triumphant, pitying smile. Another year of being the capable, lonely daughter who ran a construction company but couldn’t run her own life.

I looked at the cash on the table. It was pathetic. I looked at Diego. He was waiting, his face a mask of quiet competence, but his eyes… his eyes were a challenge. A promise.

“Seventy-two hours,” I said.

“Seventy-two hours.”

“Your rules.”

“My rules.” He paused. “And I’ll ask for them in front of your mother.”

My stomach dropped. “What?”

“The first dinner. When she’s watching. I’ll lean in and tell you what I want. And you’ll do it. That’s the deal.”

He wanted my mother to see me obey. Wanted the performance to be real, my compliance witnessed and undeniable.

I had never yielded to anyone.

I straightened, yanking the Brennan Framing jacket tighter around my ribs. It didn’t feel like armor anymore. It felt like something I’d have to take off in front of an audience.

“We leave at three,” I said, forcing the boss-voice back into place. “My truck. You’re driving.”

His eyebrow lifted. The first inversion. I wasn’t asking him to ride along. I was handing over the keys.

“I’ll be ready,” he said.

I turned and shoved the trailer door open. Sunlight slammed into my face. Nail guns rattled in the distance. The world was exactly as it had been ten minutes ago, and nothing like it at all.

I didn’t look back.



I went home to pack.

The apartment was a functional shell. Hardwood floors, a leather sofa that had never been comfortable, blueprints framed where other people hung paintings. The bedroom existed for sleep and nothing else. I stood in front of the closet like the clothes belonged to someone else.

Three sundresses. Bought for weddings where I’d gone as a plus-one to a business associate. I pulled out the navy one with thin straps. Linen. It would wrinkle. I hadn’t worn it in three summers.

I packed it.

Jeans. T-shirts. A sweater for the cool lake nights. My usual uniform. Then I stared at the empty suitcase and remembered his third rule.

You wear the silver chain I brought.

I didn’t own delicate jewelry. A smartwatch and the occasional stud earring were as far as I went. A chain around my neck would feel like a collar. It would draw the eye to my throat, to the freckled skin I kept covered by crew necks and jacket collars.

He would put it on me.

The thought pulled heat low in my belly and something colder up my spine at the same time.

At 2:45 I hauled my bag and a small duffel down to the parking lot behind the building. My truck—a Ford F-150 with Brennan Framing decaled on the doors—was washed and fueled. I threw the bags in the back seat.

Diego was already there.

He leaned against the passenger door, one black duffel at his feet. He’d changed out of his work henley into a fresh one, same navy blue. Dark jeans. Boots. He looked like he was heading to a job site, not a family reunion. He looked exactly like himself. Unapologetic. Solid.

He straightened when I approached. His eyes swept over me—still in work jeans and a grey t-shirt, hair in a messy bun—then he held out his hand, palm up.

“Keys.”

Not a question. A quiet expectation.

I pulled the fob from my pocket. Our fingers brushed. The contact shouldn’t have felt like a transfer of power, but it did. The weight of the truck, of the company whose name was on it, shifted from my hand to his.

He nodded, a small dip of his chin, and walked around to the driver’s side. I stood there a second too long before I opened the passenger door and climbed in.

The cab smelled of him immediately. Not just the cedar soap. Him. The warm, clean scent of his skin that I’d caught a thousand times on site visits, now trapped in my personal space. He settled behind the wheel, adjusted the mirror, movements economical and sure. The engine turned over. The familiar rumble vibrated through the seat and into my bones, but from this angle it felt different.

He pulled out onto the street and headed for the highway north.

Silence filled the cab, thick and charged. I watched the city give way to suburbs, then to rolling green hills. The tension sat between us like a third person.

“You never asked about Stephen,” I said finally, just to break it.

“Doesn’t matter,” he said, eyes on the road. His hands were relaxed on the wheel, strong and capable. I’d seen those hands drive a sixteen-penny nail in two swings. “He’s not a factor now.”

“My mother will grill you. About your job. Your family. Your… intentions.”

A faint smile touched his mouth. “I’ll answer her questions.”

“She can be harsh.”

“I’ve dealt with inspectors who make your mother look like a kindergarten teacher, Saoirse.”

There it was again. My name. It sounded different in the quiet of the cab. Softer. Deadlier.

“Why are you doing this?” The question slipped out before I could stop it. “If you don’t want the money… why?”

He was silent for a mile. The highway unspooled ahead of us, a gray ribbon toward the lakes.

“You walked into that trailer with two grand in cash,” he said, voice low and even. “You were holding it like it was a shield. But your hands were shaking.”

I hadn’t realized he’d seen that.

“You’re the best boss I’ve ever had,” he continued, glancing at me. The words landed with more weight than I expected. “You’re fair. You’re tough. You don’t take shit from anyone. Seeing you look like that… like you were about to ask for a favor from a loan shark…” He shook his head once. “I didn’t like it.”

“So this is pity?” I asked, the word sharp.

His laugh was a short, hard exhale. “No. This is not pity.” He looked at me again, and the heat in his gaze was unmistakable. The same look I’d caught sometimes on site, the one I’d always pretended was a trick of the light. “This is me finally accepting an invitation you’ve been sending for two years without saying a word.”

My breath caught. “I never—”

“You did.” He cut me off, not unkindly. “Every time you stood a little too close when we went over blueprints. Every time you handed me a coffee you ‘accidentally’ bought extra. Every time you watched my crew work from the site trailer window. You’ve been asking, Saoirse. Today, you just used words.”

The truth of it landed like a fist. He’d seen it all. The tiny, unconscious betrayals. The cracks in my professional armor.

“So your rules…” I trailed off.

“Are my answer,” he finished. He returned his eyes to the road. “You asked me to be something for you. I’m saying yes. But I’m being it for real. For seventy-two hours. You don’t get the fake version. You get me.”

The finality in his voice left no room for argument. I had asked. He had set the terms. The power flip was complete.

I stared out the window at the blurring landscape, mind racing. The reality of what was coming settled over me like a heavy blanket. In a few hours we would arrive. My mother would be waiting. The performance would begin.

And the first act would be me, sitting in his lap at dinner, in front of everyone.

The thought should have filled me with cold dread. Instead, a slow, treacherous heat pooled low in my belly. The same heat I’d spent two years ignoring. Now I’d signed a contract to let it burn.

“Tell me about the chain,” I said, voice barely above a whisper.

He didn’t look at me, but I saw his grip tighten slightly on the steering wheel. “It was my grandmother’s. She gave it to me when I turned eighteen. Told me to give it to someone who mattered.”

The significance of it stole my breath. “Diego… I can’t wear that. It’s too much.”

“You can,” he said, simple as that. “And you will. It’s part of the rules.”

“But it’s for someone who—”

“For seventy-two hours,” he interrupted, tone leaving no room for sentiment, “you’re the one who matters. That’s the job.”

The job. He was reframing it, even now. He was the professional, and I was the client with a peculiar request. It was a fiction, but it was the only one that let me breathe.

We drove in silence for another hour. The sun began its slow descent, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple. He turned off the highway onto a two-lane road that wound through vineyards and past farm stands. I knew this road. We were close.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. A text from my mother.

ETA? Stephen just arrived. He brought a lovely Pinot Noir.

A bolt of pure, undiluted panic shot through me. I gripped the phone, knuckles white.

Diego glanced over. “Her?”

I nodded, unable to speak.

“What’s she saying?”

I read the text aloud, my voice flat.

He was quiet for a moment. Then, calmly, he said, “Reply. Say we’re thirty minutes out. And tell her I prefer bourbon.”

I looked at him. He kept his eyes on the road, profile stark in the fading light. He wasn’t joking.

With trembling fingers I typed out the message, adding his bourbon preference at the end. I hit send. The whoosh sound felt like the closing of a cell door.

“Good,” he said.

Five minutes later, the familiar wooden sign for Brennan’s Landing appeared on the right. My grandfather had carved it fifty years ago. Diego turned onto the crushed-stone driveway that led through a canopy of old oaks. The six cabins came into view, arranged in a semicircle facing the lake. The main lodge, with its wide porch and stone chimney, sat in the center. Cars were already parked haphazardly on the grass.

My family.

My chest tightened. I could see figures on the porch. My cousin Liam’s kids running down to the dock. And standing at the top of the lodge steps, a tall, slim silhouette with perfectly coiffed silver hair: my mother.

Diego brought the truck to a smooth stop near my designated cabin, number three. He put it in park and turned off the engine.

The sudden silence was deafening.

He didn’t move. He sat, one wrist draped over the steering wheel, and looked out at the scene. The lake was a sheet of burnished copper in the late afternoon light. It was beautiful. It was a battleground.

“Okay,” he said softly, more to himself than to me. Then he turned his head. His eyes found mine in the dim cab. They were dark, focused, utterly calm. “Remember the rules.”

“I remember.”

“The first one starts now.”

My heart hammered. “Now? We’re not at dinner.”

“The rule is you sit in my lap at dinner,” he said, unbuckling his seatbelt with a soft click. “It doesn’t say anything about what happens before.” He reached across the console, fingers brushing my chin, tilting my face toward him. The touch was electric. “We walk in together. You don’t leave my side. You let me touch you. A hand on your back. Your hip. You lean into it. You understand?”

I could only nod, throat sealed shut.

His thumb stroked my jawline once, a rough, fleeting caress. “Good.”

He pulled back and opened his door. The sounds of the lake washed in—children laughing, the lap of water against the dock, the distant clink of glasses from the porch.

I fumbled for my door handle, limbs clumsy. By the time I got out, he was already retrieving our bags from the back seat. He slung his duffel over one shoulder and picked up my suitcase with his free hand as if it weighed nothing.

He came around the truck to stand beside me. So close I could feel the heat radiating from his body.

“Ready?” he asked.

No.

“Yes.”

We walked the gravel path toward the main lodge. Each step sent a small shock through my calves, the stones shifting under my shoes like loose footing on a dock. Heads turned. Maggie stopped with her wine glass suspended in the air, the liquid tilting toward the rim. Uncle Pat pushed up from the porch swing, his squint narrowing further as we drew closer.

My mother descended the steps, her smile fixed in place, the same one she wore for photographs and difficult guests. Her eyes—pale green, the same shade as mine—moved over Diego in one unbroken pass. The scuffed work boots. The canvas duffel slung over his shoulder. The way he stayed half a step behind me while the space around him seemed to hold its own weight.

“Saoirse, darling,” she called, her voice carrying clean across the lawn. “You’re late.”

We reached the bottom of the lodge steps. Diego stopped. I stopped beside him, my shoulder brushing the solid line of his arm.

My mother’s gaze settled on him. “And you must be…?”

This was the first test. I drew breath to speak, already reaching for the vague script I’d rehearsed in the truck, but Diego answered first.

His voice stayed low and even, carrying without effort. “Diego Ramos.” He made no move to offer his hand. He simply stood there, holding my suitcase, meeting her stare with a quiet steadiness that seemed to pull the air tighter between them.

“Ramos,” she repeated. The corners of her smile pulled tighter. “And how do you know Saoirse?”

Diego’s hand rose. Not to shake hers. He placed it low on my back, palm flat and heavy through the thin cotton of my shirt. The heat of it sank straight through to skin. Possessive. Unmistakable.

My thighs locked. My shoulders drew tight. Then, because it had to look real, I leaned back into the contact, just enough to feel the full weight of his palm. A clear yielding.

He looked down at me. A slow, private smile touched his mouth before he lifted his gaze to her again. His thumb traced one small, deliberate circle against my spine.

“I’m the man she asked to come with her,” he said.

The silence that followed was complete. Even the children on the dock went still. My mother’s smile held, but it had gone rigid, a thin shell over something colder.

“I see,” she said. Her eyes flicked to his hand, then to my face. I kept my expression blank, the same one I used when a client pushed too hard and I still needed the signed contract. “Well. Welcome, Diego. We’re so pleased Saoirse brought a… friend.”

The word landed with deliberate sting.

“Thank you, Mrs. Brennan,” Diego said. His thumb kept moving, slow and steady. “The place is beautiful.”

“It’s been in the family for generations,” she said, angling her body toward the steps in clear invitation. “Come up. Everyone’s on the porch. Stephen’s just opened a lovely bottle.”

At the mention of Stephen’s name, Diego’s hand pressed more firmly against my back, guiding me forward. “Lead the way.”

We climbed. Each step felt heavier than the last. The wide porch held the rest of them— Aunt Fiona, Uncle Pat, cousins Liam and Maggie with their spouses, a scatter of kids. And Stephen, leaning against the railing with a wine glass in hand. He looked exactly as I remembered: sandy hair thinning at the crown, polo collar flipped up, khaki shorts, those ridiculous sockless boat shoes. He straightened when we reached the top, his gaze landing on me with the same practiced warmth that always left a chill behind.

“Saoirse! There you are!” He pushed off the railing. “Your mother said you were running late. I was starting to worry.” His eyes slid to Diego, taking in the boots, the duffel, the hand still resting at the small of my back. Confusion crossed his face, then a slow, knowing condescension. “Oh. You brought a… driver?”

The insult sat there, blunt and perfectly Stephen. Heat rose under my skin before I could shape a reply. Diego spoke first, voice unchanged.

“Diego Ramos,” he said, still not offering his hand. “Saoirse’s date for the weekend.”

Stephen blinked. “Date?” A short, nervous laugh escaped him. “Well. How… modern.”

“Stephen, this is Diego,” my mother cut in, her tone smooth while her eyes stayed sharp. “Diego, Stephen is a dear friend of the family. A partner at Hughes and Crantz in the city.”

“Lawyer,” Diego said, the single word flat, already filed away.

“Corporate litigation, primarily,” Stephen said, chest lifting. “And you? What is it you do, Diego?”

The question I had dreaded. Diego’s hand slid from my back to my hip, fingers settling around the bone. A clear claim.

“I work for Saoirse,” he said, easy as breath.

The porch went quiet again. Stephen’s smile turned uncertain. “You… work for her?”

“I’m a foreman at Brennan Framing,” Diego said, tone matter-of-fact, carrying neither pride nor apology. “I run her best crew.”

“Oh!” Stephen’s laugh came louder, relieved. “Construction! Of course. Good, honest work.” He said it the way someone praises a well-behaved animal. “So you’re here as, what, a… plus-one from the office?” He winked at me, as if we shared the joke.

Diego’s fingers tightened on my hip. I felt the rough drag of calluses through denim. “I’m here,” he said slowly, “because Saoirse asked me to be here with her.”

He looked down at me then. The professional mask dropped. His eyes, cool and measuring a moment before, warmed as they met mine. The look was focused, unhidden, and it landed like a hand at the base of my throat. A performance, I reminded myself. A convincing one.

“Sweetheart,” he said, the endearment sliding out like it belonged there, “you must be tired from the drive. Why don’t we get settled in the cabin?”

The word hit and held. Sweetheart. The cabin. Singular.

My mother’s lips thinned. “Saoirse’s in cabin three, Diego. You’re in five, right next door. I had the boys air it out this morning.”

Diego turned that same warm gaze on her. It felt heavier than any stare. “That’s kind of you, ma’am. But Saoirse’s bag is heavy, and I’d like to get it sorted for her. We’ll figure out the sleeping arrangements later.”

The words hung, thick and deliberate. Sleeping arrangements. He wasn’t asking permission. He was stating fact, and the deference in his tone only made the certainty sharper.

My mother stared. For the first time I could remember, she had nothing ready.

“Come on,” Diego murmured to me. His hand left my hip and found mine, fingers lacing through, rough and warm. “Let’s go.”

He led me off the porch and down the steps, suitcase in his other hand. I felt every pair of eyes on our backs. Maggie’s whisper reached us, low and sharp. “Oh my God.” Uncle Pat’s low chuckle followed.

We were halfway to cabin three when my mother’s voice cut across the distance, clear and edged. “Dinner is at seven, Saoirse! In the main lodge! Formal!”

Diego didn’t turn. He simply lifted our joined hands in a brief wave.

We reached the door of my cabin. The A-frame stood where it always had, small porch facing the lake. He let go of my hand only to reach into my pocket for the key he’d taken from the truck without asking, then unlocked the door and pushed it open, holding it for me.

Inside, everything was exactly as I remembered: exposed beams, stone fireplace, the wide leather sofa, kitchenette tucked in the corner, steep ladder leading to the loft. The air smelled of pine and old wood.

Diego set the bags just inside and closed the door. The latch clicked loud in the sudden quiet.

We were alone.

The performance fell away. He didn’t reach for me. He simply stood there, watching, the earlier warmth gone, replaced by clear, assessing focus. He was reading the shock still on my face, the panic, the anger I hadn’t managed to swallow.

“Breathe,” he said quietly.

I hadn’t realized I was holding it. The air left me in one rough exhale. “Jesus Christ, Diego.”

“What?”

“Sweetheart? ‘We’ll figure out the sleeping arrangements’? You might as well have carried me over the threshold.”

One corner of his mouth lifted. “I considered it. Thought it might be too much for the first five minutes.”

“This isn’t a joke!” I kept my voice low, pacing the small space. “My mother is probably already on the phone with someone. Stephen looked like he wanted to spit. Maggie is going to have the group chat lit up before we’ve even unpacked.”

“Good,” he said.

I stopped. Stared. “Good?”

“That’s the point, Saoirse. You didn’t bring me here to make polite conversation and sleep in separate cabins. You brought me here to stand between you and that lawyer. Walls don’t whisper. They stand where everyone can see them.” He crossed his arms and leaned back against the door. “Your mother was going to disapprove of anyone who wasn’t Stephen. So let her disapprove. Let them all talk. By the time dinner’s over, the only thing they’ll be discussing is us. Not you. Not your empty chair. Us.”

The logic held. It also made my stomach tighten. “You humiliated Stephen.”

“He humiliated himself. And he tried to humiliate you by calling me your driver.” Diego’s eyes darkened. “That won’t happen again.”

The possessiveness in his voice slid straight through me. I turned toward the wall of windows, the lake stretched out below, the sun lower now, laying long streaks of gold and fire across the water. “I just… I need a minute.”

I heard him move behind me, not toward me but across the room. He picked up my suitcase. “I’ll take this upstairs.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Part of the job,” he said, his voice already rising with the ladder.

I listened to the creak of rungs, the soft thud of the bag being set down, the shift of floorboards above. My heart still beat too hard. My skin still carried the memory of his hand on my back, my hip, my fingers. Every place he’d touched felt marked.

He came back down the ladder with quiet control. At the kitchenette he opened the fridge, found the two bottles of water I’d asked to be stocked, opened one, and brought it to me.

“Drink,” he said.

I took it. Our fingers brushed. I drank deep, the cold doing nothing to ease the heat still running under my skin.

“What now?” I asked, handing the bottle back.

He took it, eyes on mine, and lifted it to his own mouth. He drank from the same place my lips had touched. The intimacy of it was casual and deliberate at once, and it pulled the air from my lungs. He was practicing. Rule two.

“Now,” he said, capping the bottle and setting it on the counter, “you get changed for dinner.”

“It’s only five.”

“You’re going to take a long bath. You’re wound tight as a spring. You need to relax.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, worn velvet pouch. He loosened the drawstring and tipped the contents into his palm.

The chain.

It was a simple, beautiful thing. A delicate silver curb link, not too thick, not too fine. Afternoon light slid along each polished oval, catching on the facets. A small, abstract pendant hung from the lowest link—a rounded, river-worn shape the color of storm cloud, smooth as a pebble polished by years of current.

“My grandmother was a jeweler,” he said, looking at it in his hand. “She made this. The stone is from a river near where she grew up in Oaxaca.”

“Diego, I can’t,” I whispered, the protest automatic. “It’s a family heirloom. This is a weekend transaction.”

He looked up, his gaze pinning me. “It’s not a transaction. I told you. No money.” He stepped closer. “Come here.”

I didn’t move. I couldn’t.

“Saoirse.” My name was a command. “Come here.”

My muscles locked. Breath stalled in my throat. Taking his money had been a line I could cross without looking back. This was different. This was a piece of his history, his family, resting in his palm like an offering I had no right to accept.

But I had asked. And he had set the terms.

I took one step, then another, until I was standing before him. He was so close I could see the darker flecks in his brown eyes, the faint stubble along his jaw. He smelled like the truck, like cedar and clean sweat and man.

“Turn around,” he said, his voice low.

I turned, facing the windows, the glorious lake view now a blur. I felt him gather my hair, lifting the heavy mass of it from my neck. His fingers were surprisingly gentle. He swept it over one shoulder, baring my nape.

The cool kiss of the silver came first as he draped the chain around my throat. Then his fingers, warm and sure, as he fastened the clasp at the back of my neck. The pendant settled against my collarbones, a light, constant weight that seemed to pulse with the beat of my own pulse.

His hands didn’t leave my shoulders. They rested there, heavy and warm. He leaned in, his mouth close to my ear. His breath stirred the fine hairs there.

“Rule three,” he murmured, the words a vibration against my skin. “You wear this. The whole weekend. You don’t take it off. Not to shower. Not to sleep. It stays on.”

A tremor rolled through me from scalp to soles. I nodded, unable to speak.

His thumbs stroked the tense muscles at the base of my neck. “Now go take your bath. Wear the sundress. I’ll be back at six forty-five to get you.”

He released me and stepped back. The loss of his touch left an ache that settled low in my belly and refused to fade. I heard him walk to the door, open it.

“Diego,” I said, turning.

He paused in the doorway, silhouetted by the fading light.

“Thank you,” I said, the words inadequate.

He shook his head once. “Don’t thank me yet.”

Then he was gone, closing the door softly behind him.

I stood there for a full minute, my fingers lifting to touch the chain. It was warm from his hand. I walked to the small mirror in the bathroom and looked at myself.

The woman staring back was familiar, yet utterly changed. My hair was a mess. My face was pale, my freckles stark. And there, against the flushed skin of my throat, lay the silver chain. It looked like it belonged. It looked like a claim.

I ran a bath, pouring in the simple lavender-scented salts I found under the sink. I sank into the hot water, trying to let the heat unknot the tension in my shoulders. It was useless. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw his face as he said sweetheart. Felt his thumb on my spine. Heard the finality in his voice when he said you wear this.

I washed mechanically, then got out and toweled off. I stood in front of the closet in the loft, staring at the navy linen sundress. I never wore things like this. The straps were thin. The neckline was a wide scoop that would show the chain. The fabric would cling. I felt exposed just looking at it.

But it was part of the costume. Part of his rules.

I put it on. It fell to just above my knees. The linen was soft against my skin. I didn’t own a strapless bra that fit, so I went without, the cool air and the soft fabric brushing against my nipples, making them peak. I found a pair of flat leather sandals and slipped them on.

I looked in the mirror again. The dress transformed me. It softened my angles, highlighted the red of my hair, the pale expanse of my shoulders and chest. The silver chain lay in the hollow of my throat, the little stone resting just above the swell of my breasts. I looked… feminine. Vulnerable.

I hated it. A hot tear of frustration pricked at my eye. I swiped it away angrily. This was the plan. This was the shield. I had to wear it.

At six forty-five exactly, there was a knock on the cabin door. A firm, confident rap.

I took a deep, shuddering breath and went downstairs.

I opened the door.

Diego stood on the porch. He’d changed into a fresh dark henley and clean, dark-wash jeans. He’d shaved. He looked devastatingly handsome, all rough-hewn lines and quiet strength. His eyes swept over me, from my loose, damp hair down to the sandals on my feet. The appraisal was slow, thorough, and utterly possessive. His gaze caught on the chain, then lifted to my face.

The smile that spread across his lips was nothing like the one from the trailer. That one had been predatory, calculating. This was different. It reached his eyes — open, hungry, and something warmer underneath the heat.

“You look beautiful,” he said, the words gravel-rough and sincere.

The compliment, so simply stated, disarmed me completely. “Thank you.”

He held out his hand. Not for a handshake. Palm up, an invitation.

I placed my hand in his. His fingers closed around mine, warm and firm, and he drew me out onto the porch, closing the door behind me.

“Ready?” he asked, just as he had when we arrived.

This time, I knew what was coming. The dread was still there, a cold knot in my stomach, but it was threaded through with something else now. A current of wild, reckless anticipation.

“No,” I said honestly.

“Good.” He brought our joined hands up and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. The gesture was old-fashioned, courtly, and it sent a bolt of pure electricity straight to my core. “Let’s go.”

We walked hand-in-hand across the lawn toward the main lodge. Lights glowed from every window. I could hear the clatter of plates, the murmur of voices, laughter. The family was gathered.

As we climbed the porch steps, the screen door opened. It was my cousin Liam, holding a beer. He took in our joined hands, my dress, the chain, Diego’s steady presence.

“Well, hey there, Saoirse,” he said, his grin wide and genuine. “Who’s your friend?”

“Liam, this is Diego,” I said, my voice surprisingly steady. “Diego, my cousin Liam.”

Diego released my hand only to shake Liam’s. “Good to meet you.”

“You too, man. Come on in, they’re about to serve.”

The main room of the lodge was warm and crowded. A long farmhouse table was set for fifteen, draped in a white linen tablecloth and set with my grandmother’s china. My mother stood at the head of the table, directing Aunt Fiona on the placement of a serving dish. She looked up as we entered.

Her eyes took me in—the dress, the loose hair, the chain—and her expression tightened for a fraction of a second before smoothing into hostess perfection. Stephen stood near the fireplace, holding a glass of red wine. He saw us, saw our hands separate only for the introduction to Liam, and his smile looked pasted on.

“Everyone!” my mother called out, clapping her hands lightly. “Dinner is served. Please, find your seats.”

There was a general shuffle. I knew the drill. I moved toward my usual seat, midway down the table on the left side.

Diego’s hand closed around my wrist. Gentle but firm.

He didn’t say a word. He just guided me toward the chair he’d clearly already identified as his—a sturdy wooden armchair at the corner of the table. Then, in full view of my mother, my aunts, my uncles, my cousins, and Stephen, he sat down.

He looked up at me, his expression calm, his eyes holding a silent command.

Rule one.

My heart was a frantic bird in my chest. The room had quieted. Conversations died mid-sentence. I could feel every pair of eyes on me.

Slowly, feeling like I was moving through syrup, I turned and lowered myself onto his lap. The position was awkward at first, my legs dangling over one of his thighs. He adjusted me effortlessly, his hands on my hips, shifting me so I was sideways across his legs, my back against the table, my side pressed flush to his chest. One of his arms came around my waist, anchoring me securely against him. The other rested on the table, his forearm brushing my back.

I was sitting in Diego Ramos’s lap. In my mother’s dining room.

The heat of him seeped through the thin linen of my dress. I could feel the solid muscle of his thigh under me, the hard plane of his abdomen against my side. His arm around my waist was heavy, real. I was acutely aware of the weight of the chain against my skin, a constant reminder of his terms.

A stunned silence hung over the table for three full seconds.

Then my mother, from the head of the table, cleared her throat. “Saoirse, dear, there’s a chair right there.” She pointed to the empty seat beside Diego.

Diego answered before I could. His voice was relaxed, conversational, as if I were a blanket he’d chosen to wear. “She’s fine right here, Mrs. Brennan. Thank you.”

My mother’s smile was glacial. She said nothing. She simply picked up her wine glass and took a long sip.

The spell broke. Uncle Pat chuckled into his napkin. Maggie kicked her husband under the table. Liam just grinned and took a swig of beer.

Stephen looked like he’d been slapped. He stared at us, his mouth slightly open, his glass of Pinot Noir forgotten in his hand.

The first course was served—a summer salad. Plates were passed. Diego kept his arm around me, his hand splayed on my hip. He ate left-handed, his movements efficient. He’d occasionally spear a cherry tomato or a piece of cucumber and hold it to my lips.

“Try this,” he’d say, his voice a low rumble against my ear.

And I would. I’d open my mouth and let him feed me, the tang of the vinaigrette sharp on my tongue, the intimacy of the act burning hotter than any shame. I could feel the tension in the room pressing against my skin, thick with disapproval and curiosity. My mother’s disapproving silence. Stephen’s bewildered resentment. The curiosity of the others.

Diego was unperturbed. He engaged Liam in a conversation about the fishing on the lake, his knowledge of local bass surprising my cousin. He answered Aunt Fiona’s polite questions about his family (his mother was a nurse in Rochester, his father a retired mechanic) with calm, brief answers that offered no room for further prying.

He was, I realized with a dawning shock, perfect. He was respectful but not deferential. He was confident without being arrogant. He was claiming me in the most blatant way possible, yet doing it with a quiet dignity that disarmed criticism.

The main course arrived—herb-crusted roast chicken, roasted potatoes, glazed carrots. My mother, perhaps trying to regain control of the narrative, turned her attention to him.

“So, Diego,” she said, slicing into her chicken with precise movements. “Saoirse tells us you’re a foreman. That must be very… physical work.”

“It is,” he agreed, his hand sliding a fraction higher on my waist, his thumb stroking the underside of my ribcage through the dress. I fought not to shiver. “Keeps me honest.”

“And you enjoy working for my daughter?” The question slipped out like a needle between ribs.

Diego looked down at me. He wasn’t smiling, but his eyes stayed warm. Soft. The look he gave me carried so much open affection and quiet pride that my lungs stalled for a beat. The performance was flawless.

“I do,” he said, voice dropping low, meant only for me even though the whole table could hear. “She’s the best boss I’ve ever had. Smart. Fair. Demanding.” His thumb stroked again. “She knows what she wants.”

The double meaning landed and held. My mother’s knife scraped her plate.

Stephen saw his opening. “Yes, Saoirse has always been very… driven,” he said, the word carrying the rest of the sentence he didn’t speak. “It’s admirable, really, for a woman in such a male-dominated field. I’m sure it doesn’t leave much time for a personal life.”

Diego’s hand stopped on my waist. He turned his head slowly toward Stephen. The warmth left his eyes, replaced by something flat and still.

“It leaves enough time,” he said, no inflection at all. “When something’s important, you make the time.” He paused, letting the words sit. Then he lifted his water glass—his glass—from the table. He didn’t drink. He held it to my lips. “Here, sweetheart. You’re thirsty.”

Rule two.

Every eye at the table fixed on us. Heat climbed my cheeks, spread down my throat, bloomed across my chest. I leaned in, lips meeting the cool rim where his had been minutes earlier, and took a sip. The water carried the faint salt of his skin, the cedar of his soap. It felt like an invasion. A claiming. And I took it willingly, in front of everyone.

When I leaned back, he drank from the same spot, eyes locked on mine over the rim.

Stephen looked away, jaw tight.

The rest of the meal moved in a strange, suspended quiet. Diego kept me anchored in his lap, his touch a steady, warm weight. He shared his food with me, his drink with me. He murmured comments against my ear that made me smile—a dry remark about Uncle Pat’s lawnmower story, a sincere compliment on my mother’s cooking that startled her into a muttered “thank you.”

By the time Maggie’s blueberry pie reached the table, the first shock had faded. The family had done what the Brennans always did—absorbed the spectacle and kept going. Conversation loosened. Even my mother seemed to accept, for now, that her careful plans had been knocked sideways.

As plates were cleared, Diego leaned close, lips brushing the shell of my ear. His breath was warm, his voice a low vibration that settled low in my belly.

“You’re doing great,” he murmured. His hand, which had rested on my hip, slid down to my bare thigh. His palm was rough, hot. He squeezed gently, fingers spanning nearly the full width of my leg. “Just a little longer.”

The touch burned. It rested high on my thigh, far higher than any family dinner allowed. I felt the heat of his skin through the thin linen. My own skin tightened, a flush of want so sharp it made my head light. I gripped the edge of the table to stay steady.

My mother, from the head of the table, saw it. Her eyes dropped to where his hand lay, possessive, on my leg. Her lips parted, but nothing came out. She simply stared, face frozen in stunned, bewildered disapproval.

She wasn’t brave enough to say a goddamn thing.

And in that moment, with his hand searing my thigh and his chest solid against my side, something fierce and bright rose through me. Not just relief. Triumph. He had done exactly what he’d promised. He had claimed me in plain sight. And in doing so he had given me back something I hadn’t realized I’d handed over—the part that refused to be my mother’s project, Stephen’s pity case, the family’s lonely spinster.

The conversation ebbed. People began to push back from the table. Stephen mumbled something about an early call and escaped to the porch. My mother stood, already organizing cleanup with brittle efficiency.

Diego’s hand left my thigh, but his arm stayed around my waist. “Time to go,” he said softly into my hair.

He helped me stand, hands firm on my hips. My legs felt unsteady, the long sitting and the rush of adrenaline and sensation leaving me off-balance. I smoothed my dress, unable to meet anyone’s eyes.

“Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Brennan,” Diego said, voice polite and warm. “It was excellent.”

“You’re… welcome,” my mother managed, not looking at him, gaze fixed on the crumbs she was sweeping from the tablecloth.

“Goodnight, everyone,” I said, my voice sounding strange even to me.

A chorus of goodnights followed us as Diego took my hand and led me from the lodge. The night air was cool and sweet, carrying lake water and pine. The sky stretched deep velvet blue, speckled with stars.

We didn’t speak until we were halfway across the dark lawn, the lights of the lodge fading behind us.

“Okay?” he asked, thumb stroking the back of my hand.

I let out a breath I felt like I’d been holding for three hours. “I think I need to throw up.”

He chuckled, low and rich in the dark. “You won’t. You were perfect.”

“Perfect? I felt like a puppet.”

“You were a partner,” he corrected, stopping just outside the circle of light from my cabin’s porch. He turned to face me, hands coming up to cup my face. His touch was startlingly gentle. “You leaned in when I touched you. You drank when I offered. You didn’t flinch. You trusted me.” His thumb brushed my cheekbone. “That was the hardest part. And you did it.”

His praise settled warm and heavy. “What happens now?” I whispered.

“Now,” he said, voice dropping to a husky murmur, “we go inside. And I ask for what I want.”

The promise in his words hit like a live wire. My pulse hammered in my throat, right where the silver chain lay. “In front of my mother? That was the deal. You’d ask in front of her.”

“I did,” he said, eyes gleaming in the faint light. “At the table. I leaned in and I told you what I wanted.”

I replayed the dinner in my head. The whispers in my ear. The commands. Try this. Drink. You’re doing great.

“Those were the rules,” I breathed.

“Those were the rules for them,” he said, his face so close I could feel his breath on my lips. “The rules for you and me are different.”

“What are they?” The question came out like a plea.

He didn’t answer with words. He closed the last inch and kissed me.

It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t careful. It was a taking. His mouth was hot and demanding on mine, tongue sweeping past my lips with a possessiveness that left me gasping for air. One hand slid from my face into my hair, fisting just enough to tilt my head back. The other arm wrapped around my waist and hauled me hard against him.

I gasped into his mouth, hands flying up to clutch his shoulders. The feel of him—hard muscle, hot skin, the solid weight of him pressing into me—tore through every wall I’d kept up for two years. A low moan vibrated in my throat. I kissed him back, tongue tangling with his, body arching into the contact. The chain pressed cold between our heated skin.

He tasted like coffee and red wine and something that was only Diego. The scent of him—cedar and clean sweat and night air—filled my head. His stubble scraped my chin, rough and perfect. This was nothing like the careful performance at dinner. This was raw and hungry and real.

When he finally broke the kiss, we were both breathing hard. He rested his forehead against mine, eyes closed. “The rule,” he said, voice ragged, “is that when we’re alone, you get to stop thinking. You get to stop being the boss. For seventy-two hours, you’re mine. And right now, I want to take you inside, take off this pretty dress, and put my mouth on every inch of you.”

The words slammed through me, pure and undiluted. My knees went loose. “Diego…”

“Tell me no,” he challenged, eyes opening, dark and burning. “Tell me you want me to go to my own cabin. Tell me this ends at the door.”

I couldn’t. The words wouldn’t form. All I could do was shake my head, fingers digging into the hard muscle of his arms.

A slow, triumphant smile curved his lips. He bent and swept me into his arms as if I weighed nothing. I yelped, clinging to his neck as he carried me up the porch steps.

He shouldered open the cabin door, kicked it shut behind us, and in three strides had me pressed against the cool wood of the closed door. His body pinned me there, his arousal a hard, insistent pressure against my belly even through our clothes.

“Last chance,” he growled, mouth hovering over mine. “Tell me to stop.”

I looked into his eyes, saw the banked heat there, felt the answering fire in my own blood. I thought of the money on the break trailer table. Of his terms. Of his hand on my thigh in front of my mother. Of the chain around my neck.

I reached between us, fingers fumbling for the button of his jeans. My voice, when it came, was thick with want.

“Don’t you dare stop.”


Chapter 2 — The Door Was Already Open

He didn’t need a second invitation.

His mouth crashed down on mine, swallowing the rest of my words, my breath, the last thread of pretense. Nothing like the careful, family-watching kiss on the porch. This was a claim. His tongue pushed deep, hot and insistent, and I met it with a hunger that startled me. I tasted the bitter edge of the coffee he’d drunk at dinner, the clean mineral scent of lake water still clinging to his skin.

My fingers found the button of his jeans and popped it open. The zipper’s metallic rasp cut through the quiet cabin. I shoved the denim down just far enough, wrapped my hand around him, and found him already hard, thick, the head slick. He groaned into my mouth, a low, vibrating sound that settled low in my belly and made me clench.

“Saoirse.” He pulled back far enough to see my face. His eyes were black in the thin light coming through the front window. “The dress.”

Not a request. An order. The same tone he used on the job site when something needed doing right now.

The authority in it sent a liquid pulse between my legs. I reached behind me for the zipper of my sundress, but my hands—steady with a hammer, steady with a tape measure—shook.

“Let me.” His voice had softened. He turned me, pressed my front to the cool wood of the door, and I felt his fingers at my back. The zipper’s slow descent sounded loud enough to carry across the water. Fabric loosened. Straps slid. He pushed the dress down my arms and let it fall around my feet on the braided rug.

I stood in nothing but thin cotton panties, back to him, skin prickling from the night air leaking around the doorframe. His sharp inhale reached me.

“Jesus.”

I closed my eyes. Waiting. Instead, his fingertips traced the line of my spine from the nape of my neck down to the waistband of my underwear, following the scatter of freckles he had never been allowed to touch before.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, voice rough. “All this time.”

I turned. He’d stripped off his jeans and henley and stood in black boxer briefs. The ink on his arms and chest told stories I hadn’t read yet—sharp geometry, a bird in flight, script in a language I didn’t know. His body carried the proof of the work we did together: broad shoulders, the solid plane of his chest, the cut of muscle across his stomach. A faint silvery scar ran along his ribs. My foreman. My best carpenter. The man looking at me like I was the only thing he had ever wanted to put his hands on.

He reached for my waist, thumbs stroking the skin just above my hipbones, then dropped to his knees.

My thighs trembled. “Diego—”

He looked up, eyes level with my stomach. “You said don’t stop.” His fingers hooked into the sides of my panties and dragged them down. I stepped out, swaying. The chain around my neck—his chain—lay cool against skin that felt fevered.

He settled back on his heels and looked. Really looked. I felt every place his gaze touched: the stretch marks silvered across my hips, the soft give of my stomach, the solid muscle of my thighs from years of carrying lumber, the red hair between my legs I hadn’t bothered to remove for a week at the lake. He saw it all and didn’t look away.

Then he leaned in and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the inside of my thigh.

A sound broke from me. My hands found his shoulders, fingers digging in.

He worked his way inward, slow, deliberate. Stubble rasped against tender skin. He nuzzled the curls, breathed me in. “You smell like the lake,” he murmured. “And you.”

His tongue dragged a long, slow stripe from bottom to top.

My head knocked back against the door. “Oh, god.”

He hummed against me, the vibration traveling straight through my core. No teasing. He parted me with his fingers, held me open, and licked into me with focused, steady pressure. When he found my clit he circled it, flicked it, then sealed his mouth around it and sucked.

“Diego, I’m—” The words died. The pressure was already coiling tight and low, too fast, too much. It had been months. Longer.

He pulled back, leaving me wet and throbbing. “Not yet.” His voice was thick. He rose in one motion, the front of his briefs strained tight. “Bed. Now.”

He didn’t carry me. He took my hand and led me through the main room—past the sagging sofa, the cold fireplace, the kitchenette lit only by the green numbers on the microwave. The bedroom was small, the pine bedframe solid, the navy comforter already turned down. Moonlight poured through the window over the lake, turning everything silver and shadow.

He pushed me onto the edge of the bed and stripped off his briefs. His cock sprang free, flushed dark, the head shiny with precome. I stared. He stepped between my spread knees, hands on my shoulders, and pressed me down onto the quilt. He followed, covering me, and the weight of him—solid, hot, the coarse hair of his chest dragging across my nipples—made my back arch.

He kissed me again, deep, and I tasted myself on his tongue. My hands roamed his back, feeling muscle shift under skin. I raked my nails down and he growled, nipped my lower lip.

“I want you inside me,” I panted against his mouth, lifting my hips to rub against the hard length of him. “Please.”

He reached between us, guided himself. The broad head pressed against my entrance. I was so wet he sank in an inch with a single slow push. We both made a sound.

He paused, forehead against mine, breath ragged. “Look at me.”

I opened my eyes. His face was tight with concentration, control held by the thinnest thread.

“This changes everything,” he said, low and gravel-rough. “You know that. Monday morning I’m still your foreman. But right now…” He pushed deeper, stretching me, filling me until my vision went soft at the edges. “Right now you’re mine.”

I nodded. Couldn’t speak. It was the truth we had made.

He watched my face as he sank the rest of the way in, a slow, deliberate invasion that forced the air from my lungs. I was full, stretched tight around him, the burn of it perfect. A broken sound tore out of me.

He stayed buried, letting me adjust, eyes searching mine. “Okay?”

“Don’t stop,” I begged. “Please, don’t stop.”

He withdrew almost to the head, then drove back in, setting a deep, relentless rhythm. Each thrust dragged against every sensitive place inside me. He braced on his forearms, caging me, and dropped his mouth to my breast, sucking the nipple hard, tongue working the peak.

Everything narrowed to sensation: the thick slide of him inside me, the wet pull of his mouth, the rasp of stubble on my breast, the solid weight of his chest against mine. The silver chain swung between us, cold against overheated skin.

“Get your hand between us,” he grunted, thrusts growing harder, faster. “I want to feel you come around me.”

I slid my hand between our sweat-slick bodies, found my clit swollen and slick. The added pressure, the direct friction, sent me over instantly. The climax hit sharp and violent. I clenched around him, back bowing off the bed, a raw, guttural cry ripping from my throat loud enough to carry across the water.

He fucked me through it, rhythm turning rough and urgent, pounding into me while my body pulsed around him. His control broke. With a ragged shout he buried his face in my neck, hips stuttering, and I felt the hot, liquid pulse of his release deep inside me, flooding me.

He lowered himself over me, full weight coming down in slow surrender, his face buried in the curve of my neck. We lay tangled, lungs burning, the only sounds our ragged breathing and the soft, indifferent lap of water against the dock.

The world came back in pieces: pine resin and sex, cool night air on sweat-damp skin, the rough quilt against my spine, the deep and satisfied ache between my legs where he was still buried, still thick and present. He had not moved. Neither had I.

He rolled finally, drawing me with him so I curled against his chest, his arm sealing across my ribs. His heart banged against my ear and began, slowly, to slow.

We didn’t speak. There was nothing to say. The terms had not been fiction — he had wanted this, and so had I, and the proof of it lay in every hammering pulse and every inch of touched skin. I had asked for a wall to hide behind. He had become something else entirely.

But as my breathing steadied, cold reality began threading through the haze. This was his cabin. I was in his bed. My family was twenty yards away in the main lodge, probably still playing cards, my mother cataloging every minute of my absence. In a few hours the sun would rise over the lake. They would all gather for breakfast.

And I would have to walk out of this cabin, into the main lodge, and face them.

Diego’s fingers traced idle patterns on my bare shoulder. “You’re thinking too loud,” he murmured, voice drowsy.

“They’ll know,” I whispered into the dark.

“They were supposed to know, remember? That was the point.” He kissed the top of my head. “Go to sleep, Saoirse.”

But sleep felt impossible. The intensity of what had just happened still buzzed under my skin. And the morning logistics loomed. Where were my clothes? My dress was by the front door. My panties were still on the rug. I had nothing to wear out of here.

As if reading my mind, Diego slipped out of bed. I watched his naked form move through the moonlight to the bedroom door. He returned a moment later, my discarded sundress in his hand. He tossed it onto a chair in the corner.

“You’re not putting that back on tonight,” he said, climbing back into bed. He pulled the comforter up over us both. “And you’re not sneaking out at four a.m. like a guilty teenager.”

“I wasn’t—”

“You were.” He gathered me back against him, my back to his front, his body a warm fortress around me. His hand settled possessively on my hip. “We have rules. You drink from my cup at breakfast. You sit in my lap. You wear the chain.” He nuzzled the back of my neck, his lips brushing the sensitive skin there. “And you wake up in my bed. All of it. In front of your mother.”

The words should have chafed. They should have felt like a reminder of a humiliating bargain. Instead, wrapped in his heat, with the smell of him on my skin and the feel of him still inside me in a lingering, tender way, they felt like a promise. A terrifying, exhilarating promise.

I let my body relax into his. The exhaustion of the day—the drive, the dinner, the sheer emotional whiplash—crashed over me. My eyes grew heavy.

I was almost asleep when I felt his lips against my ear.

“For the record,” he whispered, so softly I almost thought I dreamed it. “I would have done it for free.”



I woke to the sound of a screen door slamming.

My eyes flew open. Gray-pink light filtered through the window. Early morning. I was alone in the bed, the space beside me still warm. The cabin was quiet.

Then I heard it: the low murmur of voices from outside. My cousin Liam’s booming laugh. The clatter of a grill lid.

Breakfast.

Panic, cold and sharp, shot through me. I sat up, the comforter pooling around my waist. The main lodge. They were all there, just outside. And I was in Diego’s cabin, naked except for the silver chain.

The bedroom door was open a crack. I heard the sound of a shower running, the pipes groaning in the wall. Diego was in the bathroom.

My dress was still on the chair. My panties and bra were… somewhere. I could get dressed. I could slip out the back door, maybe, circle around through the trees to my own cabin, pretend I’d just woken up there alone.

But that would be breaking the terms. You wake up in my bed.

The shower stopped. A minute later, Diego emerged from the bathroom, a towel slung low around his hips. Water droplets gleamed on his chest and shoulders. He looked rumpled, satisfied, devastatingly male.

He saw me sitting there, clutching the comforter to my chest, and a slow smile spread across his face. “Morning.”

“They’re outside,” I blurted.

“I know. I heard them.” He walked to the dresser, pulled out a pair of jeans and a clean navy henley. He dropped the towel and dressed with a casual, unselfconscious grace that left me breathless. He tossed a flannel shirt onto the bed beside me. It was soft, worn, smelling faintly of sawdust and his soap. “Put that on. We’ll go out together.”

“Just the shirt?” My voice was a squeak.

“Just the shirt.” His eyes held mine. “You walk into that lodge with your hair wet from my shower, wearing my clothes, smelling like me. That’s the deal, Saoirse. You asked for a boyfriend for the weekend. This is what that looks like.”

He was right. This was the logical, brutal endpoint of my own stupid, desperate offer. I had wanted a shield. He had become a detonation.

The bathroom was still steamy. I avoided looking at myself in the foggy mirror. I used his bar soap, his shampoo that smelled like cedar and mint. I washed him from my skin, even as the memory of his hands, his mouth, his cock, burned fresh in my mind. When I was done, my hair dripping, I walked back into the bedroom.

Diego was waiting. He held the flannel shirt open for me. I slid my arms into the sleeves. It was huge on me, the tails hitting me mid-thigh. He began buttoning it from the bottom up, his fingers surprisingly deft. When he got to the top, just below my breasts, he stopped.

“Leave it open,” he said, his gaze dropping to the silver chain resting against my sternum. “So they can see.”

A fresh wave of heat, part shame, part arousal, washed over me. He was marking his territory in the most primitive way possible.

He took my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. His palm was calloused, familiar. A working hand. The hand of the man who framed the houses I sold.

“Ready?” he asked.

No. I wasn’t ready. I would never be ready.

But I nodded.

He led me through the cabin, past the scene of our encounter last night—the rug by the door was slightly rumpled. My panties were gone; he must have picked them up. He opened the front door.

Morning sunlight, bright and clear, speared into my eyes. The air was cool and sweet with the smell of lake and frying bacon. From the main lodge’s wide porch, maybe thirty feet away, the entire Brennan clan was gathered. My mother stood at the grill with Liam. My sister Siobhan was setting the long picnic table. Aunts, uncles, cousins. All of them.

The conversation didn’t stop all at once. It died in a wave, starting with Liam, who stared, spatula frozen in mid-air. Then Siobhan, her mouth forming a perfect ‘O’. Then my mother.

She turned from the grill, her eyes finding me instantly. They tracked from my damp, tangled hair, down the open front of Diego’s flannel shirt, to the silver chain glinting in the morning sun, to my bare legs, to our clasped hands.

Her face was a study in composed, icy shock.

Diego’s hand tightened around mine. He leaned in, his lips brushing my ear, his voice for me alone.

“Remember,” he whispered. “You drink from my cup.” He straightened, raised his voice to a normal, casual level, and said, “Morning, everyone. Hope we didn’t miss the coffee.”

The silence stretched for a heartbeat, two, three. Then Liam chuckled, a low, knowing sound. “Nah, man. Pot’s still full.” He waved the spatula toward the lodge. “Help yourselves.”

Diego didn’t let my hand go. He guided me across the dew-wet grass, up the three steps to the lodge’s wide porch. Every step felt like walking through a minefield. My mother’s gaze was a laser, burning into the open V of the flannel, the chain, the bare skin of my thighs. Siobhan’s eyes were wide with a mixture of shock and glee.

The picnic table was laden with platters of eggs, bacon, a bowl of fruit. The family’s usual Sunday morning chaos had been frozen by our entrance.

Diego walked straight to the coffee station set up on a side table—a large stainless steel urn, a stack of ceramic mugs. He picked up a single mug, filled it with black coffee, and turned to me.

“Here,” he said, holding it out.

I took it. The mug was warm in my hands. I could feel every pair of eyes on me. I took a sip. The coffee was bitter, strong. Exactly how he drank it.

“Good?” he asked, his voice casual, but his eyes held a challenge.

I nodded. “Good.”

He took the mug from my hands, drank from it himself, then handed it back. A simple, domestic gesture. But in front of my family, it was a declaration. She drinks from my cup.

He then guided me to the picnic table. There was an empty bench space near the end. Instead of sitting beside me, he sat down on the bench itself, then looked at me expectantly.

She sits in my lap.

My cheeks burned. But I’d made the deal. I’d agreed to the terms. I set the coffee mug on the table, then, with what felt like the entire world watching, I perched sideways on his lap. His arms came around me immediately, one hand settling possessively on my thigh, just as he’d done at dinner. His body was solid and warm beneath me. I could feel the hard muscle of his thighs through the thin flannel.

The conversation slowly, awkwardly, resumed. My uncle started talking about the fish he’d caught yesterday. A cousin chimed in about the weather. But the atmosphere was charged, brittle.

My mother finally moved. She walked over from the grill, her steps measured. She stopped a few feet from our bench. Her eyes, cool and assessing, moved from Diego’s face to mine.

“Saoirse,” she said, her voice perfectly even. “I didn’t hear you come back to your cabin last night.”

“I didn’t,” I said, forcing my own voice to match her calm. “I stayed with Diego.”

A faint ripple went through the table. Liam coughed.

My mother’s gaze dropped to the chain. “That’s new.”

“It’s Diego’s,” I said.

“It’s pretty,” she said, and the words were so loaded with unspoken judgment they practically sagged. She turned her attention to Diego. “Did you sleep well?”

“Very well, Mrs. Brennan,” Diego said, his arm tightening around me. “Thank you.”

She gave a slow, deliberate nod, as if filing the information away. Then she turned and went back to the grill, her back rigid.

The meal proceeded under a layer of tense politeness. I ate eggs from Diego’s plate. He fed me a piece of bacon from his fork. His hand never left my thigh. He engaged in conversation with Liam about the best local fishing spots, with my uncle about the upcoming football season. He was polite, respectful, utterly unshaken. He was playing the part of the perfect, attentive boyfriend, but every touch, every shared bite, was a quiet subversion of the expected order. I am the foreman. She is the boss. But here, she is on my lap, drinking my coffee, wearing my chain.

It was excruciating. And it was exhilarating.

Halfway through breakfast, the lawyer arrived.

My cousin’s husband’s friend, Andrew, walked up from the path leading to the guest cabins. He was in crisp khakis and a polo, his hair neatly combed, a smile on his face. He saw me on Diego’s lap, and the smile faltered.

My mother, with a grim sort of satisfaction, waved him over. “Andrew! Come join us. There’s plenty.”

Andrew approached the table, his eyes darting between me and Diego. “Morning, everyone.” He looked directly at me. “Saoirse. Good to see you.”

Diego’s hand squeezed my thigh. I felt the silent command.

“Andrew,” I said, keeping my voice light. “This is Diego.”

Diego extended his hand over my shoulder. “Diego Ramos. Nice to meet you.”

Andrew took his hand, the shake brief. “Andrew Pierce.”

“Andrew’s a partner at Hartwell and Pierce,” my mother supplied, her tone bright. “Specializes in commercial property law. He’s been very helpful with some of the zoning issues for the new Westchester developments.”

I knew exactly what she was doing. She was laying out his credentials, establishing his worth, contrasting it with the man whose lap I was currently sitting on.

Diego just nodded. “That’s interesting work.” He picked up a piece of toast from his plate, offered it to me. I took a bite. He finished the rest. The gesture was so intimate, so deliberately casual, Andrew’s face flushed.

Andrew cleared his throat. “So, Diego. What do you do?”

“I’m a foreman,” Diego said. “Construction framing.”

“Oh,” Andrew said, and the word carried a universe of condescension. “Manual labor. That’s… honest work.”

“It is,” Diego agreed, his voice flat. His fingers traced a slow circle on my thigh. “Saoirse’s company. Brennan Framing. I run her best crew.”

Andrew’s eyes flicked to me. “You… employ him?”

“I do,” I said, and the words felt good. Solid. “He’s the best I have.”

My mother’s lips thinned.

Andrew stood there for another awkward moment, then mumbled something about getting coffee and retreated to the urn.

Diego leaned close, his lips near my ear. “He’s gone before dessert,” he whispered, a prediction.

After breakfast, the family scattered. Some headed down to the dock with rods and tackle boxes. Others claimed the Adirondack chairs on the porch, books open across their laps. My mother stood, brushed invisible crumbs from her slacks, and announced she was going to tidy the lodge.

Diego rose, lifting me off his lap like I weighed nothing. “We’re going for a walk,” he told the porch at large.

He kept hold of my hand as we left the steps and followed the narrow path that cut through the pines toward the boathouse. Once the trees swallowed us, the muscles between my shoulder blades finally let go.

“Jesus,” I said.

“That was the deal,” he answered. His thumb stroked the back of my hand. “You wanted them to see. They saw.”

“My mother looked like she wanted to drown you in the lake.”

“She probably does.” He glanced sideways. “You holding up?”

I rolled the morning around in my head. The shame had been a live coal under my skin, but underneath it something hotter had flickered. Defiance. Want. “I’m… okay.”

The boathouse waited at the end of the path, gray boards silvered by weather and water. The door gave under his palm. Inside, the air sat cool and heavy with the smell of wet cedar and two-stroke oil. One speedboat rocked gently in its slip. Sunlight leaked through the gaps between the planks in thin blades.

Diego turned, shoulders against the closed door. “Now,” he said, voice dropping, “we’re alone.”

The change hit like a switch flipped. The easy, public boyfriend disappeared. The man who had fucked me against my own front door last night stood in his place—eyes darker, mouth set.

He crossed the space and framed my face with both hands. “You were fucking incredible out there,” he said. “You didn’t flinch. You drank the coffee. You sat on my lap. You wore my chain.” His thumb dragged across my lower lip. “You owned every second of it.”

“I was terrified,” I told him.

“But you did it anyway.” He kissed me, slow and deliberate, a reward pressed into my mouth. “That’s the point. You asked for a performance. I’m giving you the truth underneath it.”

He walked me backward into the middle of the boathouse. His fingers worked the buttons of the flannel shirt one by one. The fabric whispered off my shoulders and hit the floor. The chain lay cool and heavy between my breasts. He stepped back, gaze moving over me like he was memorizing the view.

“Last night was a beginning,” he said. He closed the distance again, palms sliding up my ribs to cup my breasts. His thumbs circled my nipples until they tightened into stiff peaks. “Today is different. No audience. No rules except the ones I make.”

He bent and took one nipple into his mouth, sucking hard enough to make me gasp. Teeth followed—sharp, then gone—then the flat of his tongue soothing the sting. He moved to the other breast, giving it the same slow, thorough attention while my fingers dug into his shoulders. My head tipped back. A low sound left my throat.

When he straightened, he dropped to his knees the way he had the night before. This time there was no pause. He hooked his hands behind my knees and dragged me forward until I stood straddling his face. His breath ghosted over my cunt.

“Spread your legs,” he ordered.

I widened my stance.

He leaned in and breathed deep. “You still smell like me,” he murmured. “And you’re already wet again.”

His tongue dragged over me in one slow, filthy lick, then settled into a rhythm that made my thighs shake. He parted me with his fingers, held me open, and worked my clit with tight, relentless circles. Every flick and suck felt precise, like he had studied exactly how I broke. The pressure built fast, hotter and tighter than last night. When the orgasm hit, it slammed through me without warning. My knees buckled. A raw cry tore out of me. I clutched his hair, hips jerking against his mouth while he kept licking me through every pulse.

He held me steady until the aftershocks faded, then stood. His jeans were already open. He freed his cock, thick and flushed, and gave it one slow stroke.

“Turn around,” he said, voice gravel.

I faced the wall. Rough wood pressed against my palms. He stepped in close, chest to my back, one arm banding around my waist. The head of his cock nudged my entrance, then he drove in deep in one long thrust. I cried out, the sound bouncing off the rafters. He stayed buried, hips locked to my ass, letting me feel every inch.

“You feel perfect,” he growled against my ear. His hand found my breast, squeezed, then pinched the nipple hard enough to make me clench around him. “Tight. Hot. Fucking perfect.”

He started to move—hard, steady thrusts that shoved me forward into the wall with every stroke. The slap of skin and the wet sound of his cock working in and out of me filled the space. Sweat and sex and motor oil thickened the air. He fucked like he had a point to prove, hips snapping, breath harsh on my neck.

“Get yourself there,” he ordered, voice raw with it.

I slid a hand between my legs, found my clit swollen and urgent, and rubbed. The layered sensation—his cock pounding deep, my own fingers working tight circles against the place he was already destroying—pushed me to the edge in seconds.

“I’m gonna come,” I panted, voice breaking.

“Come,” he ordered. “Scream for me. Let the whole goddamn lake hear who owns this cunt.”

His thrusts turned brutal. The orgasm ripped through me, white-hot and endless. I screamed, the sound raw and echoing, and clamped down around him. He groaned, buried himself to the hilt, and came in thick, pulsing jets that I felt deep inside.

We stayed pressed against the wall, breathing hard, until he softened and slipped free. He turned me, kissed me deep, tongue sliding against mine so I tasted myself. Then he retrieved the flannel shirt, helped me into it, and buttoned it all the way to the collar, hiding the chain.

“For the walk back,” he said, voice softer now. “We’ll save the show for dinner.”

We walked to the cabins hand in hand. The family was scattered—some still on the dock, some on the porch. My mother was nowhere in sight.

Diego stopped at my cabin door. “Shower,” he said. “Change. Meet me at the dock in an hour. We’ll swim.”

I nodded, legs still loose.

He leaned down and pressed his mouth to my forehead. “You’re doing good, boss,” he whispered. The word sent a fresh shiver down my spine. Then he turned and headed for his own cabin.

Inside, the quiet felt too big. I stood under the shower until the water ran cold, washing the scent of him and sex from my skin. The navy bikini I pulled from the drawer had lived at the back of the drawer for years. In the mirror my lips looked bruised, my eyes too bright, my skin flushed like I’d been running.

An hour later I walked down to the dock. Diego sat at the end, swim trunks low on his hips, bare chest catching the sun. The ink on his arms stood out dark against warm skin. He looked carved.

He smiled when he saw me. “You look good.”

I sat beside him. The lake glittered. For a while we just watched the water move.

Then he said, “Swim?”

We dove in together. The water shocked against overheated skin. We swam out past the family’s line of sight. When we were far enough, he treaded water and looked at me.

“Underwater,” he said. “No one can see.”

He pulled me close. We sank. The world turned green and silent. His mouth found mine. We kissed slow, suspended, bodies drifting. His hands moved over my waist, my ribs, the thin fabric of the bikini top. My palms slid across his shoulders, down his chest, feeling the flex of muscle under warm skin. We broke the surface laughing, gasping, hair plastered to our faces.

“Come on,” he said, and swam for the floating dock anchored farther out. We climbed up. The sun hit us like a furnace. We lay side by side on the warm planks, drying.

His fingers found mine. “This is the part they don’t get,” he said quietly.

“What part?”

“The part where I just want to be with you. Where I don’t need to prove a fucking thing to anyone.”

The words landed low in my chest. I’d asked for a show. He had given me one that still made my skin burn. But he was also giving me this—simple, private, real.

We stayed until the light started to slant. Then we swam back.

Dinner was breakfast all over again, only louder. I sat in his lap at the picnic table while he fed me bites from his plate and let me drink from his glass. His hand rested high on my thigh, fingers tracing the edge of my shorts. My mother’s silence pressed against the back of my neck like a storm front.

Afterward the bonfire crackled on the beach. We claimed a blanket together. I curled against his side while the family settled on logs and camp chairs. Sparks lifted into the dark. My mother sat across the fire, eyes on the flames, but I felt her attention like a weight.

Diego’s hand slid under the hem of my shorts, hidden by the blanket, fingers stroking bare skin in slow, deliberate passes. My mother’s gaze flicked down, then away, jaw set tight.

When the fire burned low and people started drifting toward their cabins, Diego leaned in. “Three a.m.,” he breathed against my ear. “Boathouse.”

I nodded.

Back in my cabin I lay awake, chain cool against my sternum, replaying every touch, every filthy word. The clock crept toward three.

At 2:45 I pulled on a T-shirt and shorts and slipped outside. The night air bit cool against my skin. The lodge sat dark. I moved quiet along the path.

He was already inside, leaning against the speedboat, shirtless, jeans riding low. He didn’t speak. He just reached, hauled me in, and kissed me like he meant to devour me. No warm-up. He spun me, shoved my shorts and panties to my knees, freed his cock, and drove into me in one hard thrust.

It was fast, rough, almost frantic. He fucked me with short, brutal strokes, one hand gripping my hip, the other braced on the wall beside my head. His teeth sank into the muscle of my shoulder. I bit down on my own forearm to muffle the sounds I made. He came with a low, guttural sound, hips jerking, and the hot rush of it pushed me over right after him—sharp, bright, sudden.

We stayed locked together, breathing hard, until he softened and eased out. He helped me straighten my clothes, kissed me once, slow and careful, on the mouth.

“Tomorrow,” he said into my hair. “Brunch. Then the drive home.”

“Then Monday,” I said.

“Monday,” he echoed. He kissed me again, softer. “Go sleep. I’ll come get you in the morning.”

I walked back through the dark, body still humming, mind full of every line we’d drawn and every line we’d already crossed.

I fell asleep still wearing the chain. Its cool links lay heavy against my throat, a deliberate weight I hadn’t taken off since he put it there. For the first time all weekend, my mother’s eyes stayed out of my dreams. Instead I saw his hands—broad, marked with old scars and fresh nicks from the job, the same hands that had buckled the collar and then lingered, testing the fit. Monday morning waited on the other side of sleep. I would walk onto the site, tool belt slung low, and he would be there, watching. I already knew the exact drag of his mouth across my collarbone, the scrape of teeth, the way his breath had caught when I arched into it. The memory sat under my skin like a second pulse.


Chapter 3 — The Terms of Surrender

I woke to birdsong and the smell of coffee. For one bleary second I thought I was in my own bed, in my apartment, and the weekend was just a strange, humid dream.

Then I felt it: the cool weight of the silver chain against my collarbone.

And I felt him: the heat of his body along my back, the solid weight of his arm draped over my waist, his palm splayed across my bare stomach like he had every right to keep it there.

My eyes flew open.

I was in Diego’s bed. In Diego’s cabin. Morning light, sharp and golden, cut through the gaps in the blinds. The sheet was tangled around our legs. I was naked. He was naked. The memories of the night came back in sharp, visceral fragments: the boathouse wall, his mouth on my shoulder, the desperate, silent fucking, the walk back alone through the dark to my own cabin. I must have fallen asleep there, and then at some point in the small hours he’d come for me — or I’d gone to him. Either one felt equally likely. Either one felt exactly like what the weekend had become.

I didn’t move. I listened to the even rhythm of his breathing against the back of my neck. Felt the steady, slow beat of his heart against my spine. My own heart was hammering. It was Sunday. Brunch day. The final act.

Outside, voices carried. My cousin Liam’s booming laugh. The clatter of a screen door. The smell of bacon and coffee was stronger now, threading in from the main lodge, maybe twenty feet away. My entire family was out there, assembling for my mother’s legendary Sunday brunch spread. And I was in bed with my foreman.

The performance was over. The terms had been met. So why was I still here?

His hand flexed on my stomach, fingers pressing gently into my skin. His voice was a sleep-rough rumble in my ear. “You’re thinking too loud.”

“They’re all out there,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“My mother will be counting heads.”

“Let her count.”

He shifted, rolling onto his back, and the loss of his warmth was immediate, a shock of cool air against my skin. I stayed on my side, curled tight. I heard him sit up, the bed groaning under his weight. I risked a glance over my shoulder.

He was sitting on the edge of the bed, his back to me. The morning light traced the powerful lines of his shoulders, the taper of his waist, the dark ink that swirled down his arm. He ran a hand through his short hair, then stood, completely unselfconscious in his nakedness. He walked to the small bathroom and I heard the sound of water running.

This was it. The moment I was supposed to get up, gather my scattered clothes, and sneak back to my own cabin like a guilty teenager. I pushed myself up on one elbow. My sundress from last night was a crumpled puddle on the floor by the door. My bra and panties were… God, probably still in the boathouse.

Diego emerged from the bathroom, a towel slung low on his hips. Water droplets gleamed on his chest. He looked at me, still in his bed, the sheet pulled to my chin.

“Get up,” he said, not unkindly. It wasn’t an order from a subordinate. It was a statement. An expectation.

“My clothes,” I said, my voice embarrassingly small.

He walked to a battered duffel bag in the corner, unzipped it, and pulled out a worn, soft-looking flannel shirt. He tossed it onto the bed beside me. “Wear this. Your jeans are over there.” He nodded to a chair where my dark jeans, from yesterday afternoon, were neatly folded. He must have brought them from my cabin when he came for me in the night.

He turned his back to me, giving me a semblance of privacy as he dropped the towel and pulled on a pair of boxer briefs, then jeans. He didn’t button them. He picked up a plain white t-shirt but didn’t put it on.

The message was clear. The terms weren’t over. He’d said she wears the silver chain. He hadn’t said anything about wearing his shirt, but the implication hung in the sunlit air: he was still setting the scene. I was to walk out of his cabin, into the midst of my family, wearing his clothes, his chain, and the evidence of his possession on my skin.

A spark of defiance, the last ember of my boss-self, flickered. “I should go get my own things.”

He turned then, leaning against the dresser, arms crossed over his bare chest. His eyes held mine. “Why?”

One word. It dismantled my protest completely. Why? Because it was proper? Because it would preserve the fiction that I was in control? That fiction had died the moment I’d walked into the break trailer with a fistful of cash.

I threw the sheet back and stood up, naked in the middle of his room. The morning air raised goosebumps on my skin. I refused to cover myself. If this was the price of my own asking, I would pay it without flinching. I picked up the flannel shirt. It smelled like him—sawdust, salt, and something clean and male. I slid my arms into the sleeves. The fabric was soft, well-washed. It hung to mid-thigh. I buttoned three buttons, leaving the top open enough that the silver chain was visible against my freckled chest. I walked to the chair, pulled on my jeans, zipped and buttoned them. I was barefoot.

I faced him. “Happy?”

A slow, almost imperceptible smile touched his mouth. It wasn’t a smile of triumph. It was one of appreciation. “Getting there.”

He pushed off the dresser, pulled the white t-shirt over his head, but left it untucked. He stepped into his boots, not bothering to lace them. He looked like exactly what he was: a man who had just gotten out of bed. A man who had just gotten out of bed with me.

“Ready?” he asked.

No. “Yes.”

He opened the cabin door. The sounds of my family—the chatter, the clinking of plates, my mother’s voice directing someone to fetch more orange juice—washed over us. The path from his cabin to the main lodge’s wide porch was short, exposed. There was no way to cross it without being seen.

He didn’t hesitate. He walked out, and I followed.

The first person to see us was my uncle Pat. He was on the porch, nursing a mug of coffee, squinting at the lake. His gaze swept over Diego, then over me in the flannel, my hair a wild red tangle down my back, my feet bare. His eyebrows shot up into his receding hairline. He gave a slow, deliberate nod, raised his mug in a silent salute, and said nothing.

The second was my cousin Siobhan, coming out of the lodge with a platter of pastries. She stopped short, her eyes widening. A grin spread across her face. She winked at me before bustling past.

Diego’s hand found the small of my back. Not pushing. Just resting there, a point of contact, a claim. He guided me up the three porch steps. The screen door was propped open.

The main room of the lodge was chaos—the good-natured, food-scented chaos of a Brennan gathering. The long farmhouse table was heaped with quiches, bacon, fruit salad, pancakes. My brothers, Conor and Declan, were arguing good-naturedly about football. Their wives were herding children. My aunt Maggie was refilling coffee cups.

And my mother stood at the head of the table, a silver carafe in her hand, frozen in the act of pouring for the family lawyer, David, who sat to her right.

David was a nice-looking man in his late forties. He wore a crisp polo shirt and khakis. He looked exactly like what he was: a polite, successful man my mother thought I should marry. His eyes landed on me, then on Diego’s hand on my back, and confusion flickered across his pleasant face.

My mother’s gaze swept over me. It took in every detail: the oversized flannel, the chain, my bare feet, my sleep-tousled hair, the unmistakable, just-fucked aura I knew I was radiating. Her face was a masterpiece of composed neutrality. Only the slight tightening of her jaw, a tremor in her hand that made the coffee in the carafe shiver, gave her away.

The room hadn’t gone quiet—the kids were still shrieking, the chatter continued—but a pocket of silence had formed around us, spreading out from my mother like a ripple.

Diego’s hand pressed a little more firmly against my spine. A nudge. A reminder.

I took a breath that felt like my first in years. I looked directly at my mother, then at David.

“Mom,” I said, and my voice was clear, louder than I’d intended. “This is Diego.”

I didn’t say my fake boyfriend. I didn’t say my foreman. I didn’t offer an explanation for my attire or the hour. Just his name. And in the saying of it, with his hand on me and his chain on my skin, it felt like the truest thing I’d said all weekend.

My mother’s eyes held mine for a long, silent moment. Then, with a precision that was terrifying, she finished pouring David’s coffee. She set the carafe down. She didn’t smile, but the terrible, polite warmth she’d been aiming at David all weekend was gone. Her expression was cool, assessing, and for the first time, it held a glimmer of something that might have been respect.

“Diego,” she said, acknowledging him. “Coffee?”

“Please,” he said, his voice easy. “Black.”

She gestured to two empty seats next to each other, halfway down the table, opposite my brothers. They were not the seats of honor. They were in the thick of it.

Diego guided me to the chair, held it out for me. I sat. He took the seat beside me, his thigh pressing against mine under the table. The contact was electric. My family’s attention, which had been a spotlight of judgment, began to diffuse, shifting back to the food, the kids, the plans for the day. The performance was over, but the reality of it was just beginning to sink in for them.

David looked acutely uncomfortable. He picked up his coffee, took a sip, and avoided looking in my direction.

A platter of bacon was passed to Diego. He took two strips, then held the platter for me. Our fingers brushed. “Eat,” he said, quietly, for my ears only.

I took a piece I didn’t want. I nibbled at it. The flavors were ash in my mouth. The caffeine from the coffee my mother had wordlessly placed in front of me began to seep into my veins, sharpening my senses. I was hyper-aware of everything: the rough fabric of Diego’s flannel against my arms, the cool metal of the chain, the solid heat of his leg against mine, the weight of a dozen sidelong glances.

My brother Conor, ever the blunt one, leaned across the table. “Sleep well, Saoirse?” His tone was teasing, but his eyes were curious, probing.

Before I could form a defensive answer, Diego spoke. He took a sip of his coffee, set the mug down. “The bed in my cabin is comfortable,” he said, his tone conversational. “Firm. Good support.” He looked at Conor directly, unflinching. “You should try it sometime.”

Conor blinked, then let out a short, surprised laugh. He sat back, shaking his head, a grin on his face. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The power in the exchange was subtle but absolute. Diego hadn’t deflected. He hadn’t joked it away. He’d calmly, confidently confirmed the implication, framing it as a statement of fact about a mattress, and in doing so, he’d stolen all of Conor’s ammunition. It was blue-collar dignity in action: quiet, unassailable competence.

A warmth that had nothing to do with coffee spread through my chest. I looked down at my plate, hiding what I knew was a stupid, helpless smile.

Brunch dragged on. David, the lawyer, kept up a polite but strained conversation with my aunt for another ten minutes before he pushed back his chair and excused himself, citing an early drive back to the city. My mother walked him to the door, her voice too low for me to catch the apologies. When she came back, her spine was straighter, shoulders squared. She avoided looking at me or Diego. She attacked the plates with brisk, efficient fury, stacking them hard enough that the silverware rattled.

The spell broke. Families began to pack up, loading cars, calling children away from the water for one last swim before the weekend slipped away.

Diego stood. He gathered our empty mugs and carried them to the kitchen sink. He thanked my mother for the meal. She gave him a tight nod, her hands deep in soapy water.

“We should pack up,” I said, rising. The word “we” lingered in the air between us, ambiguous and sharp.

Outside, the sun sat higher, the air warming. The path between the cabins felt altered now. No audience. Just the two of us.

“I’ll get my things from your cabin,” I said, voice formal.

He nodded. “I’ll load the truck.”

We split up. In the cool dim of his cabin, the scent of him and of sex still thick in the air, I changed quickly. I slipped out of his flannel shirt and folded it neatly on the bed. I pulled on a clean t-shirt and my own sweater from the bag he’d retrieved. I kept the jeans. My fingers found the clasp of the silver chain at my throat.

My hand paused. The terms. She wears the silver chain. He hadn’t set an end time.

I left it on.

I packed my small bag, swept the cabin I’d barely used, and carried everything out to my pickup. Diego was already waiting, his duffel in the bed. He’d changed into his navy henley. He looked like my foreman again. The shift left me off-balance.

The drive back settled into silence. The easy tension of the drive up—her truck, him behind the wheel, that first inversion—had vanished, replaced by something denser, more tangled. I drove this time. He sat in the passenger seat, gaze fixed on the passing blur of trees and lakes.

An hour from the city, he spoke.

“Pull over at the next rest stop.”

Not a request. My grip tightened on the wheel. “Why?”

“I need to take a piss,” he said, flat. “And you look ready to vibrate out of your skin. We need to talk before Monday.”

A rest stop. Fitting. A nowhere place. I took the next exit and eased the truck into the nearly empty lot beside a plain brick building with restrooms and vending machines. Mid-afternoon quiet. A few semis idled at the far end.

I killed the engine. The silence in the cab swelled.

Diego got out and walked toward the men’s room. I stayed put, staring at the cracked asphalt. He was right. I was vibrating. The weekend’s scaffolding—the terms, the audience, the performance—had come down. What remained was raw: my want, his want answering it, and the wide gap of Monday morning between us.

He returned, opened my door. “Out.”

I unbuckled and stepped down. He took my hand, calluses rough against my palm, and led me not toward the cab but around the side of the building to a scrubby patch of trees bordering the lot, hidden from view by a dumpster and overgrown shrubs. The air smelled of diesel and sun-baked pavement.

He stopped and turned to face me, expression unreadable.

“The deal’s done,” I said, words tumbling out. “You held up your end. I held up mine. It’s over.”

“Is it?” he asked.

“On Monday, you’re my foreman. I’m your boss. We go back to how it was.”

“How it was,” he repeated, slow. “You mean me wanting you. You pretending not to notice. You walking the site in those jeans, hair in that braid, giving orders in that voice that goes straight to my cock. That how it was?”

The vulgarity landed hard in the bright afternoon light. “Diego—”

“No.” He stepped closer. “You don’t get to set the terms now. You had your chance. You asked. I answered. Now we’re here.”

“Where is here?” My voice came out a whisper.

“Here,” he said, hands rising to frame my face, warm and slightly rough. “Is where you tell me what you want. Not for your mother. Not for the weekend. For you.”

I stared up at him. The chain felt heavy, a weight drawing me toward him. “I can’t.”

“You can.” His thumbs stroked my cheekbones. “Or I walk away on Monday. Two weeks’ notice. You’ll never see me again. Clean. How it was.”

The thought hit like a physical blow, a sudden hollow tearing open in my chest. The job site without him—Monday briefings without his quiet presence, blueprints without his notes, problems solved before I even heard about them—was unthinkable. But the idea of him leaving because I was too much a coward to speak…

“I want you,” I said, the admission ripped from somewhere deep and locked. “I have for two years.”

His eyes darkened. “How?”

“What?”

“How do you want me, Saoirse? As your dirty secret? A Friday night thing once the crew’s paid out? Someone you fuck in your office after hours and pretend not to know the next morning?”

“No.” The word came sharp, final. “Not like that.”

“Then how?”

I reached for him, fisting my hands in the soft fabric of his henley. I pulled him closer until our bodies nearly touched. “I don’t know how,” I confessed, truth bare. “I only know that I do. And the thought of you not being there on Monday makes it hard to breathe.”

A low sound escaped him, almost a growl. His mouth crashed down on mine.

This kiss was nothing like the controlled, performative ones from the weekend. This was hunger, raw and unchecked. Claiming and surrender both. His tongue swept into my mouth, tasting of coffee and him. My hands slid up to tangle in his hair, dragging him closer. The hard plane of his chest pressed against my breasts, the hard line of his cock insistent against my stomach.

He walked me backward until my shoulders hit the rough brick of the rest stop wall. Sun beat down. Highway traffic whined in the distance. Anyone could come around the corner. We didn’t stop.

His mouth left mine and trailed down my jaw to my throat. He kissed the hollow where the silver chain rested. “This stays on,” he muttered against my skin.

“Okay.”

His hands went to the waistband of my jeans, popping the button, dragging the zipper down. The sound was loud in the quiet. He shoved his own jeans down just far enough to free his cock, thick and hard and already leaking at the tip. He wasn’t gentle. He hooked his hands under my thighs and lifted me, pressing me against the wall. I wrapped my legs around his waist, jeans and panties still in the way.

“Hold on,” he breathed. I clung to his shoulders.

With one hand he yanked my jeans and panties aside, just enough. He notched the head of his cock at my entrance. I was wet, slick with it, the want from the whole weekend and the confession and the kiss burning into one desperate need.

He looked into my eyes. “Tell me.”

“I want you,” I gasped. “Please.”

He thrust up, burying himself inside me in one deep, relentless stroke. The fullness shocked through me, perfect. A ragged cry tore from my throat. He swallowed it with his mouth and began to move.

This wasn’t the desperate, silent fucking from the boathouse. This was purposeful, driven. Each thrust drove home his unspoken questions, my gasped answers. The brick scraped my back through my sweater. His hips pistoned, driving me into the wall, rhythm hard and fast and without any finesse. Raw need given form.

“This,” he grunted, forehead against mine, breath hot on my face. “This is what you want. You want me to fuck you against a wall at a rest stop. You want your foreman’s cock in your pussy where anyone could see.”

“Yes,” I sobbed, the truth splitting me open. “God, yes.”

He shifted his angle and the head of his cock dragged over that spot inside me that made my vision flare white. My clit pressed against the hard plane of his abdomen, friction building with every brutal, perfect thrust. I was unraveling, pleasure coiling tighter than I could bear.

“Come for me, boss,” he growled, voice thick with strain. “Come on my cock. Let me feel it.”

The command, the filthy endearment, shattered the last thread of my control. My climax hit hard, a violent, silent convulsion that clamped around him and pulled a ragged groan from his chest. He fucked me through it, strokes turning erratic, desperate. With a final deep plunge he stilled, body rigid against mine. I felt the hot pulse of his release inside me, the intimate claim.

We stayed joined, panting, for long moments. The world returned in pieces: diesel smell, traffic hum, cool brick against my damp back.

Slowly, carefully, he lowered me until my feet touched the ground. My legs were unsteady. He held me upright, hands on my hips, while he tucked himself away and zipped his jeans. He pulled my clothes back into place, fingers brushing my sensitive skin, making me shiver. He buttoned my jeans for me, movements oddly tender.

He cupped my face again, thumbs wiping at the tears I hadn’t noticed tracking down my cheeks. He kissed me, soft this time. A sealing kiss.

“Now we go back,” he said, voice returning to that quiet, even tone. “You drive. I ride shotgun. We don’t talk about this.”

“And Monday?” I asked, dreading the answer.

“Monday,” he said, eyes holding a promise that terrified and thrilled me, “is a new conversation.”

He didn’t finish the sentence. He just took my hand and led me back to the truck.

We drove the last hour in a silence that was no longer heavy but charged, like the air before a thunderstorm. My body thrummed with the echoes of what we’d done. The soreness between my legs was a brand. The chain was a cool, constant reminder. I kept my eyes on the road, but I felt every small shift he made in the passenger seat, the rustle of his jeans, the slow, even sound of his breathing.

We reached the city as the late afternoon sun slanted between the buildings, casting long shadows. I drove on autopilot to my apartment building, the converted warehouse in the old industrial district I’d bought into five years ago. I pulled into my spot in the underground garage and killed the engine.

The silence expanded, filling the cab.

“This is me,” I said, unnecessarily.

He nodded, looking out at the concrete pillars and painted lines. “I’ll get a cab.”

“You don’t have to.” The offer came before I could think. “You could… come up.”

He turned his head to look at me. His expression was unreadable in the dim garage light. “Why?”

The same question. The one that stripped me bare. I had no performance left. “Because I don’t want the weekend to end yet.”

He held my gaze for a long moment, then gave a single, slow nod. “Okay.”

We gathered our bags from the bed of the truck. The elevator ride to the fourth floor stretched out, the floor numbers ticking past one by one while our reflections stared back from the polished steel doors, pale and doubled. The memory of him inside me against that brick wall pressed close—diesel fumes still sharp in my nose, the rough scrape of mortar along my spine, the way his belt buckle had dug into my hip with every thrust.

My apartment was what a realtor had once called “industrial-loft chic.” Exposed brick, high ceilings, polished concrete floors broken up by thick rugs the color of dried blood and old tobacco. It was neat, orderly, and right now it felt like a museum of the life I’d had before this weekend. Before him.

I dropped my bag by the door. Diego set his duffel down beside it. He didn’t move further in, just stood there, taking it in. The wall of books on construction management and structural engineering. The large drafting table by the windows, covered in blueprints for the next Westchester phase. The kitchen with its stainless steel appliances, untouched since Friday morning.

“It’s very you,” he said finally.

“Is that a good thing?”

He didn’t answer. He walked over to the drafting table, his eyes scanning the plans. He pointed to a detail in the corner. “You caught the header span issue on Lot 42.”

“I did,” I said, surprised he’d noticed so quickly. “Friday morning, before I came to see you in the break trailer. Emailed the architect. They’re revising.”

“Good.” He said it like a foreman affirming a boss’s correct call. The normalcy of it, here in my apartment, felt off-kilter.

He turned from the table. “I need a shower.”

“Down the hall. Last door on the left. Towels are in the cabinet.”

He headed down the hallway, his boots loud on the concrete. I heard the bathroom door click shut, then the sound of the shower starting, water hitting tile.

I stood rooted in the middle of my living room. My skin felt tight across my shoulders and ribs. My mind kept offering the same useless options—clean up, make coffee, hide, wait. I forced myself to move. I went to my bedroom, stripped off the clothes that still carried the scent of lake house and rest stop, and pulled on a clean, long-sleeved t-shirt and soft cotton sleep shorts. I kept the chain on.

I was in the kitchen, filling the kettle, when he walked back in. He wore only a pair of clean, dark jeans, low on his hips, unbuttoned. His hair was damp, his chest bare and still gleaming with a few droplets of water that caught the light as he moved. The tattoos on his arms and across his pectorals stood out starkly against his skin. He carried his henley in one hand.

He came to stand on the other side of the kitchen island, watching me. The space between us felt charged, the air thicker.

“You didn’t shower,” he observed.

“I will.”

The kettle whistled. I jumped. I fumbled with tea bags, mugs, my hands unsteady.

“Saoirse.”

I looked up.

“Stop,” he said quietly. “Just stop.”

I put the mugs down. My breath hitched. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“I know.” He came around the island. He took the kettle from my hand, set it aside. Then he took my hand and led me, not to the bedroom, but to the large, worn leather sofa that faced the wall of windows overlooking the city’s twilight skyline. He sat, pulling me down to straddle his lap.

The position was familiar—the dinner lap-sit, the bonfire lap-sit—but here, in the privacy of my apartment, with no audience, it was profoundly different. His bare chest was warm under my palms, the skin still slightly damp from the shower. The hard ridge of his erection pressed against my core, separated only by the thin layers of our clothing. I could feel his heartbeat, steady and strong, through the contact.

“The terms are fulfilled,” he said, his hands resting on my hips. “The deal is done. Your mother knows. The lawyer is gone. We’re back in the city.”

“I know.”

“So this,” he said, his thumbs making slow circles on my hip bones through the cotton shorts, “isn’t that. This is something else. And you’re still the boss. You understand that? Nothing that happens here changes that on Monday.”

“It changes everything,” I whispered.

“No. It changes this.” He leaned forward, pressed his lips to the base of my throat, just above the silver chain. “What happens at work stays at work. What happens here… is ours. You set the rules here, Saoirse. Or we stop now.”

He was giving me back the control. Offering it. After a weekend of him taking it, inch by deliberate inch, he was handing me the reins in the one place where it mattered most. The generosity of it, the respect in it, undid me.

“I don’t want to stop,” I said.

“Then tell me what you want. Right now. Here.”

I looked down at his face, so close to mine. The quiet intensity in his dark eyes. The mouth that had commanded me, kissed me, driven me to madness. I thought of the rest stop, the raw need, the lack of pretense.

“I want you to fuck me,” I said, the words clear and direct in the quiet room. “Here. On this couch. I want it to be slow. I want to see your face. I want to take my time with you.”

A slow, deep heat kindled in his gaze. “Okay.”

He helped me off his lap. I stood before him. He stayed seated, watching as I reached for the hem of my t-shirt and pulled it over my head. I let it drop to the floor. The evening air was cool on my bare skin. My nipples tightened. His eyes tracked over me, a visual caress that felt more intimate than any touch so far.

I hooked my thumbs in the waistband of my sleep shorts and panties, pushed them down my legs, stepped out of them. I was naked except for the chain. I stood before him, allowing him to look his fill. I saw his jaw tighten, his hands flex on his own thighs.

“Your turn,” I said.

He stood, never breaking eye contact. He unbuttoned his jeans, pushed them and his boxer briefs down in one motion, and kicked them aside. He was fully, magnificently erect. The sight of him, naked in my living room, the city lights beginning to twinkle behind him, hit me low in the gut. All that quiet power, offered.

I closed the distance between us, placed my hands on his chest. I leaned in and kissed him. It was a slow, exploring kiss, tasting of toothpaste and him. I let my hands roam over the planes of his chest, the defined ridges of his abdomen, the ink that told stories I still didn’t know. My fingers traced the line of hair that led from his navel down to his cock.

I broke the kiss and sank to my knees on the rug before him.

His breath caught. “Saoirse—”

“My rules,” I reminded him softly, looking up at him. “I want to taste you.”

I didn’t wait for permission. I wrapped my hand around the base of his cock, feeling the heavy, velvety heat of him. I leaned forward and licked a slow stripe from root to tip, savoring the salty, clean skin. He shuddered. I took the head into my mouth, swirling my tongue around the crown, tasting the pre-come that had already beaded there.

A low groan rumbled in his chest. One of his hands came to rest on top of my head, not forcing, just holding. I took him deeper, using my hand to stroke what my mouth couldn’t accommodate. I set a slow, deliberate rhythm, hollowing my cheeks, listening to the ragged sounds of his breathing above me. I loved the weight of him on my tongue, the way his hips gave tiny, involuntary thrusts, the way his control slowly frayed.

“Enough,” he finally gritted out, his voice strained. “Come here.”

He pulled me up and kissed me — deep and unhurried, the kind of kiss that knows where it’s going. He tasted of himself and me. He walked me backward until my legs hit the couch, then he laid me down on the soft leather, following me down, covering my body with his.

The feel of his skin against mine, from chest to thighs, sent heat racing through me. He kissed me deeply, his hands roaming my body—cupping my breasts, thumbs brushing my nipples, sliding down my ribs to grip my hips. He kissed his way down my neck, my collarbone, paying homage to the silver chain. He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply, then the other, until I was arching off the couch, my fingers clutching at his shoulders.

He continued his descent, his lips and tongue tracing a path down my sternum, over my stomach. He hooked his hands under my knees, pushed my legs apart, and settled between them.

The first touch of his tongue to my clit was sharp and sudden. I cried out, my back bowing. He didn’t tease. He laved me with broad, firm strokes, his tongue expertly circling my clit before delving lower to thrust inside me. The sounds were obscene, wet and hungry. He ate me with a single-minded focus that shattered thought. One of his hands came up to press down on my lower belly, holding me still for his mouth, while two fingers of his other hand slid deep inside me, curling, finding a rhythm that matched his tongue.

“Diego… I can’t…” I was babbling, my hips rocking against his face, my hands fisted in his damp hair.

He sucked my clit into his mouth, applying steady, relentless pressure, and his fingers pressed up against that sweet, spongy spot inside me. The orgasm ripped through me, violent and blinding, a wave of pure sensation that left me gasping, my body shaking uncontrollably.

He rode it out with me, gentling his mouth, his fingers still moving slowly inside me, prolonging the aftershocks until I was a boneless, trembling mess. Only then did he crawl back up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat, my lips. I could taste myself on him, salty and musky.

He was poised above me, his cock pressing against my soaked entrance. His eyes searched mine. “Still want slow?”

“Yes,” I breathed. “Please.”

He nudged forward, just the head of his cock breaching me. He held there, letting me feel the stretch, the fullness. Then he sank another inch, withdrew almost completely, then sank deeper. It was a torturous, exquisite rhythm. Each slow thrust went deeper than the last, until he was fully sheathed, our bodies joined completely.

He stopped, buried to the hilt, his forehead pressed to mine. “Stay with me. Right here.”

I forced my eyes open. His face filled my vision, close enough that I could feel his breath on my lips. The expression there stripped me bare — raw and open, the quiet control burned through by something that matched exactly what I felt.

He began to move. Slow, deep, rolling thrusts that filled me utterly. There was no wall, no audience, no performance. Just this: the slide of his cock in my pussy, the friction building with each deliberate stroke, the sound of our ragged breathing, the creak of the leather couch. He shifted slightly, angling his hips, and the next thrust brushed directly over my still-sensitive clit. A broken sound escaped me.

“That’s it,” he murmured, his voice thick. “Feel it. All of it.”

He kept the pace slow, but the intensity was devastating. Each thrust was a promise, a question, an answer. My hands slid over his back, feeling the muscles work under his skin, tracing the lines of his tattoos. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, meeting each of his strokes with a lift of my hips.

The coil inside me wound tighter, a slow grind that started deep where his cock stretched me open and spread outward with every thrust. Different from the sharp edge his mouth had dragged out of me earlier. This one built like pressure behind a dam. My breath snagged in my throat, short and shallow, and I dug my fingers into the muscle of his back just to feel something solid.

His rhythm broke. Hips stuttering, control fraying at the edges.

“Saoirse,” he ground out, voice scraped raw. “I’m close.”

“Don’t stop.” The words tore out of me. “Don’t you fucking dare stop.”

A ragged sound ripped from his chest. He slammed in hard, one last brutal thrust, and locked there. His cock jerked inside me, pulsing thick and hot, flooding me with each heavy spurt. The helpless shake of his body, the way his shoulders seized under my hands, pushed me over. My cunt clamped down around him in long, rolling pulses. Wetness flooded between us. The pleasure rolled through me thick and low, dragging a broken sound from my throat. Tears slipped from the corners of my eyes and slid into my hair.

He dropped onto me, heavy and shaking, his weight pinning me to the leather. We stayed like that, hearts slamming against each other, sweat cooling where our skin touched. After a while he shifted, eased out of me, and rolled, pulling me with him until I was tucked against his chest, one of his thighs hooked over mine.

City lights still glittered beyond the windows. The room had gone dark except for the faint spill from the street. His palm moved over my back in slow, steady strokes.

“I should go,” he said. The words vibrated under my ear.

“Stay.” It came out before I could stop it. “Just… stay tonight.”

He went quiet. Then his arm tightened around me. “Okay.”

We moved to the bedroom eventually. The shower was quiet and practical, steam rising around us while we washed the weekend off our skin. He borrowed a toothbrush. I gave him a pair of my father’s old sweatpants from the bottom drawer, waistband rolled twice so they wouldn’t drag. I pulled on one of his white t-shirts from the duffel. It smelled like him. We climbed into my bed and he dragged me back against his front, arm banded around my waist, the same way we’d woken up that morning.

“The chain,” I whispered into the dark.

“Hmm?”

“When does it come off?”

His mouth brushed the nape of my neck, just below my hairline. “When I say so.”

A shiver rolled down my spine. Not fear. Something hotter.

I fell asleep with his scent on my skin, in the sheets, and the solid weight of him behind me.

I woke before dawn. The clock on the nightstand read 5:07. Monday.

Diego was already awake. I could tell by the rhythm of his breathing. He lay on his back, one arm tucked behind his head, eyes on the ceiling.

I rolled onto my side. In the grey light his profile looked carved, jaw dark with stubble.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

He turned his head. “That I need to be on site by six-thirty. Lumber delivery for Westchester hits at seven. Martinez called in sick Friday, so the crew’s short.”

My foreman. Thinking like my foreman.

“And?” I pressed.

“And,” he said, rolling toward me. His fingers traced the silver chain where it lay across my collarbone. “That you look good in my shirt. And that you’re still wearing my chain.”

He leaned in and kissed me, soft and closed-mouthed. Then he shoved the covers back and stood. The weekend was done. The performance was done. The real world started now.

He dressed without speaking, pulling on the same dark jeans, a clean henley from his bag. Boots laced. Duffel packed. He looked exactly like he did every Monday morning.

I got up, tugging his t-shirt down my thighs, and walked him to the door.

He paused with his hand on the knob and looked down at me. The hallway light was dim, his expression hard to read.

“See you on site, boss,” he said.

Then he was gone. The door clicked shut.

I stood there listening to the quiet of the apartment. It felt different. Charged. Waiting.

I crossed to the living room window that overlooked the street. A few minutes later he stepped out of the building entrance below. He didn’t look up. Duffel slung over one shoulder, he turned and headed toward the bus stop, stride long and steady, just a man on his way to work.

My fingers found the chain at my throat.

Monday morning had arrived.


Chapter 4 — Monday Morning

I stood at the window until the bus swallowed him and drove off.

Then I walked back to my bedroom. My bed was still a mess, the sheets twisted, his scent on my pillow. I stripped the bed, carried the bundle to the laundry closet, and dumped it all in the machine. I turned it on to the hottest setting.

I showered, scrubbing the smell of him, of us, off my skin. The water was scalding. I kept touching the chain around my neck. It didn’t feel like a prop anymore. It felt like a brand. When I got out, I stood in the steam of the bathroom and looked at myself in the fogged mirror. A tall, pale woman with red hair dripping down her back, dark circles under her eyes, and a thin silver chain gleaming against her skin. The boss. The woman who’d paid a man to pretend to want her, and who had ended up in his bed, begging.

I dressed for work. Dark jeans, a clean white t-shirt, my worn canvas Brennan Framing jacket. Steel-toed boots. I twisted my hair into a knot at the nape of my neck. No makeup. I was Saoirse Brennan, president and owner. I had a site to run, payroll to approve, schedules to juggle.

My truck felt too big, too quiet. The passenger seat was empty. I drove to the site in Westchester, the one Diego’s crew was framing. It was our biggest contract, a forty-unit townhouse development. The skeleton of the first building was up, the scent of fresh-cut pine and damp earth sharp in the humid morning air.

I saw his crew before I saw him. They were on the second-floor deck, laying down sheathing. The rhythmic thud of hammers, the whine of a cordless saw. I climbed the temporary stairs, my boots heavy on the plywood.

Mateo saw me first and gave a short nod. “Morning, boss.”

“Morning. How’s it looking?”

“On schedule. Waiting on the lumber delivery for B-building.”

I nodded, my eyes scanning. And then I found him. Diego was at the far end, kneeling, using a speed square to mark a cut on a long two-by-six. He wore his work gloves, a grey t-shirt dark with sweat at the collar and under his arms, his same dark jeans. He looked up, met my gaze across the deck. His expression was the one I knew: focused, neutral, professional. The foreman acknowledging the boss’s presence. He gave me a slight chin lift, then went back to his measurement.

My throat tightened. I walked over.

“Diego.”

He finished his mark, set the pencil in the gap behind his ear. He stood. “Saoirse.”

Not ‘boss.’ My name. Here, on my site. It was a violation of every unspoken rule we’d ever had. It was also the truth. He’d had his mouth between my legs thirty-six hours ago. ‘Boss’ felt like the lie now.

“A word,” I said, my voice flat.

He followed me to the temporary site office, a construction trailer at the edge of the cleared lot. I unlocked it, stepped inside. The air was stale and hot. Plans were rolled on the desk, coffee cups littered the counter. I didn’t sit. I turned to face him as he closed the door.

The space was small. He seemed to fill it. The scent of sawdust and male sweat came off him, a weekday version of the lake-water and skin scent from the weekend.

“You called me Saoirse out there,” I said.

“You called me Diego in your bed.”

The words hung between us, blunt and undeniable.

“This is my worksite,” I said, hearing the stiffness in my own voice. “The rules apply here.”

“What rules are those?” he asked. He wasn’t challenging me. He was asking, genuinely. As if the rules had been rewritten and he needed the new edition.

“The rules where I’m the boss. Where you’re my foreman. Where what happened this weekend doesn’t exist between nine-to-five.”

He considered that. He pulled off his work gloves, tucked them into his back pocket. His hands were bare, the ink on his forearms stark. I remembered those hands on my hips, my ass, my throat.

“It exists,” he said quietly. “We can pretend it doesn’t. But it does.”

“We have to pretend,” I insisted. “This,” I gestured between us, “can’t happen here. I can’t… I can’t look at you and see…”

“See what?” He took a half-step closer. I didn’t retreat. “See the man who made you come so hard you cried? Or the man who’s the best foreman you’ve got?”

“Both,” I said. The word was a confession.

He nodded, as if that was fair. “Okay. So at nine a.m. on a Monday, I’m your foreman. You’re my boss. You tell me what to build, I build it. You sign my paycheck on Friday.” He paused. His eyes were dark, steady. “But the chain stays on.”

My hand flew to my throat. I’d forgotten I was still wearing it. It was under my t-shirt, against my skin. “That wasn’t part of the deal. The deal ended Sunday.”

“The fake dating deal ended,” he corrected. “This is a new deal.”

“I didn’t agree to a new deal.”

“You’re wearing it.”

I felt a flush of anger, hot and familiar. It was the anger of being cornered, of having my control gently, firmly taken away. It was the same anger that had melted into desperate arousal in the boathouse at 3 a.m.

“Take it off,” I said. It was an order.

He didn’t move. “You take it off.”

We stared at each other. The sounds of the site were muffled through the trailer walls: hammering, shouting, a truck backing up.

“This is insubordination,” I said, but the words sounded hollow, theatrical.

“Is it?” He took the final step, closing the distance between us. He wasn’t touching me, but I could feel the heat of his body. “Or is it just a man telling a woman she looks good in his chain, and he’d like her to keep wearing it?”

“You can’t just… claim me,” I whispered.

“I’m not.” His voice dropped, rough. “You gave yourself. You asked me for a weekend. I gave you one. You asked me to make it real for your family. I did. It got real for me, too, Saoirse. So the chain stays. Or you fire me.”

The ultimatum lay there. Fire my best foreman, jeopardize the Westchester contract, explain to my crew why. Over a silver chain. Over a feeling.

My breath shuddered out. I looked away, at the rolled-up plans on my desk. My domain. “Get back to work.”

A beat of silence. Then, “Yes, boss.”

He turned and left the trailer. The door swung shut behind him. I stood there, my heart pounding against my ribs. I touched the chain through my cotton shirt. I didn’t take it off.

The week unfolded in a strange, dual reality. On site, it was all business — and not the forced, teeth-grinding kind of business where you have to work to pretend. The work was genuinely the work. He was Diego Ramos, foreman: efficient, exact, managing his crew with an easy authority built from years of earning it. He gave his reports. He took his orders. He made good decisions on the fly without coming to me for permission, which was exactly what I hired him to do. We spoke about lumber grades, inspection schedules, manpower allocation. Clean, direct, professional.

We didn’t touch. We barely held eye contact longer than the exchange required.

But the chain was there under my work clothes, a constant cool weight against my sternum, and it was impossible to forget what it meant. At night, alone in my apartment with the stillness pressing in, I’d lie in the dark and my fingers would find the silver links without my permission. I’d remember the specific weight of his voice at 3 AM, the feel of his hands, the way my body had stopped recognizing its own limits in the boathouse while my family slept twenty yards away. The shocking, liberating loss of command — and how, now that I was back in command, I kept thinking about what I’d felt without it.

Thursday afternoon, I was in the site trailer reviewing invoices when the door opened. It was Diego. He had a clipboard in hand.

“Delivery discrepancy,” he said, his voice all business. “We’re short twenty sheets of three-quarter inch plywood. Invoice says they’re here, they’re not.”

“I’ll call the supplier,” I said, not looking up from my laptop.

“Already did. They’re sending a driver out tomorrow to verify and drop the short.”

“Good. Note it on the materials log.”

“I did.”

Silence. The trailer fan whirred. I could feel him standing there, waiting.

“Was there something else?” I asked, finally looking up.

He was looking at me, his gaze intent. “You’re wearing it.”

It wasn’t a question. My t-shirt collar was loose; the chain must have slipped into view.

I didn’t pull it back. I held his stare. “It’s just a chain.”

“No,” he said, softly. “It’s not.”

He turned to leave.

“Diego.”

He stopped, hand on the doorframe.

“The crew is off this weekend. The site’s shut down for the electrical rough-in.”

“I know,” he said.

“Are you…” I swallowed. “Are you busy?”

He looked back at me. His face was carefully blank, but his eyes were like black fire. “Why?”

“I have to go back to the lake house. My mother left a box of my father’s old tools in the main lodge basement. She wants me to sort through them. I’m driving up tomorrow after work. Coming back Sunday.” I was babbling. I sounded like I was giving a project update. “It’s just a chore. But the place… it’ll be empty. The family’s gone.”

He understood. He understood everything I wasn’t saying. That this wasn’t a performance. There was no audience. No terms. Just me, asking.

“What time?” he asked.

“I’ll leave the city by six. Be there by eight.”

He nodded once. “I’ll meet you there.”

He left. I sat back in my chair, my palms sweaty. I had just invited my employee to a secluded lake house for the weekend. I was out of my mind.

But for the first time since Sunday morning, the tight coil of tension in my gut began to unwind, replaced by a low, steady thrum of anticipation.

I left the city at 5:45, beating the worst of the Friday traffic. The drive to the Finger Lakes was familiar now, the highway giving way to winding country roads. The sky was streaked with orange and purple as the sun set behind me. This time, my truck was empty. No pretend boyfriend in the passenger seat. Just me, my thoughts, and the chain around my neck.

I pulled into the Brennan compound just after eight. It was eerily quiet. No cars at the other cabins. No lights in the main lodge. Just the long twilight shadows and the gentle lap of water against the dock. I parked in front of my cabin, the one I’d shared with Diego for the weekend. It looked smaller, innocuous.

I got out, the evening air cool on my skin. I’d changed out of my work clothes before leaving, into soft jeans and a simple black sweater. I hauled my overnight bag and a box for my father’s tools out of the truck.

I was bending to pick up the box when I heard the sound of an engine, quiet and low. A dark pickup truck—not his usual beat-up work truck, but an older, well-kept Ford—pulled in next to mine. Diego got out.

He was dressed as he had been for the family weekend: dark jeans, a navy henley, boots. He had a duffel bag in one hand. He looked at me across the hoods of our trucks, and the professional distance of the week evaporated. Here, we were just two people at a lake house.

“You found it,” I said, stupidly.

“You gave good directions,” he replied. He nodded toward the cabin. “Same one?”

“Yeah.”

We carried our things inside. I flipped on the lights. The living room was exactly as we’d left it, clean and impersonal. The couch where he’d first kissed me. The kitchen table where we’d shared coffee.

He dropped his duffel by the door. The sound was final. He was here. We were here. Alone.

“I haven’t eaten,” I said, moving toward the kitchen for something to do. “There’s probably some stuff in the pantry. Pasta, maybe.”

“I’m not hungry for pasta,” he said.

I stopped, my hand on the fridge handle. The stainless steel was cool under my palm. I turned. He was walking toward me, his steps slow and deliberate, boots heavy on the hardwood. The look on his face was one I’d only caught in fragments at the site—the intensity he’d banked all week, now fully unleashed, burning straight at me.

My back met the cool stainless steel of the refrigerator. He stopped in front of me, close enough that I felt the heat rolling off him, but he didn’t touch.

“Why did you ask me here, Saoirse?” His voice was low, gravelly, scraping over my skin.

“For the tools,” I whispered.

He shook his head slowly. “Try again.”

I lifted my chin. “You know why.”

“I need to hear you say it.”

My pulse hammered against my ribs, hard enough I wondered if he could hear it. I was the boss. I gave orders. I didn’t beg. But here, now, the hierarchy was smoke. There was only this wanting, vast and terrifying, thick in my throat.

“I want you,” I said. The words scraped out of me, raw and true.

“Where?” he pressed. His hands came up to brace against the fridge on either side of my head, caging me in. The veins stood out along his forearms. “How?”

“Everywhere. Any way you’ll have me.”

A dark satisfaction flashed in his eyes. “Good.”

Then his mouth was on mine.

It wasn’t like the kisses from the weekend—those had been for show, or exploratory, or tender. This was hungry. Possessive. He kissed me like he was claiming what was already his, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, his teeth grazing my lower lip hard enough to sting. I moaned into him, my hands flying up to clutch at his shoulders, the hard muscle there firm and hot under my fingers.

He pulled back just enough to speak, his breath hot on my face. “The chain. Take off the sweater. I want to see it.”

My hands trembled as I grabbed the hem of my black sweater and pulled it over my head. I dropped it to the floor. Cool air kissed my bare stomach. I stood before him in just my jeans and a plain black bra. The silver chain lay against my skin, gleaming in the kitchen light, the metal already warming from my body.

He looked his fill, his gaze a physical touch, dragging over every inch. Then he bent his head and put his mouth on the chain, on the skin beneath it. He kissed along the line of it, from the hollow of my throat out to my collarbone, his tongue tracing the metal, leaving wet heat in its wake. Shivers wracked my body, my nipples tightening against the thin fabric of the bra.

“Still mine,” he murmured against my skin.

He straightened and his hands went to the button of my jeans. He popped it open, dragged the zipper down. His fingers hooked into the waistband of my jeans and my underwear, and he pushed them both down my hips in one rough motion. I kicked them off, stepping out of the pile of denim and cotton. The floor was cold under my bare feet. I was naked except for the bra and the chain.

“Now you,” I said, my voice shaking.

He didn’t hesitate. He pulled his henley off, revealing the taut planes of his chest and stomach, the dark trail of hair leading down. His arms, with their intricate sleeves of ink, were powerful in the dim light, muscles shifting under skin. He toed off his boots, shoved his jeans and boxer-briefs down. And then he was naked, fully erect, his cock thick and heavy between us, the head already flushed and glistening.

I’d seen him, felt him, in the dark of the boathouse, in the grey dawn of his cabin. But here, in the bright kitchen light, it was different. Stark. Real. He was magnificent.

He closed the distance again, his naked body pressing against mine. The feel of his skin, hot and smooth, the rough hair on his legs against my thighs, the insistent pressure of his cock against my belly—it stole my breath, the solid weight of him pinning me to the fridge.

He reached behind me, fumbling with the clasp of my bra. It came undone and he pulled it away, tossing it aside. My breasts fell free, and he cupped one in his hand, his thumb brushing over my nipple, making it peak instantly, the rough pad of his thumb sending sparks straight between my legs.

“Bedroom,” he growled. It wasn’t a question.

He didn’t wait for me to lead. He simply bent, hooked an arm behind my knees and the other around my back, and lifted me. I gasped, my arms wrapping around his neck as he carried me out of the kitchen, through the living room, and into the bedroom. The quilt was soft under my back when he laid me down, coming over me, bracing his weight on his forearms. His cock dragged against my thigh, hot and hard.

He kissed me again, deeply, then began to move down my body. He kissed the chain. He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, then the other, teeth grazing. I arched off the bed, a cry tearing from my throat. His mouth was a brand, wet and relentless. He moved lower, over the quivering plane of my stomach, his hands spreading my thighs wide, fingers digging into the soft flesh.

He looked up the length of my body, his eyes meeting mine. “I’ve been thinking about this all week,” he said, his voice rough with want. “The taste of you. The way you shake.”

Then he lowered his head and put his mouth on me.

The first flat stroke of his tongue over my clit made me jerk violently. He held my hips down, pinning me to the bed, and licked me again, slowly, thoroughly, the wet sound of it obscene in the quiet room. He explored me with a focus that was almost clinical in its intensity, learning what made me gasp, what made me moan, what made my thighs tremble. He licked into me, deep, then circled my clit with the very tip of his tongue, pressing just hard enough.

“Diego… God…” I was babbling, my hands fisting in the quilt, knuckles white.

He added a finger, sliding one, then two inside me, curling them just right against that spot that made my vision spark. The dual sensation—the slow, sure thrust of his fingers, the relentless, perfect friction of his tongue—built a pressure inside me that was both exquisite and unbearable. My heels dug into the mattress, my back bowing, sweat slicking the skin between my shoulder blades.

“That’s it,” he murmured against me, the vibration sending another shockwave through my core. “Let go. Come for me.”

His words, the command in them, shattered the last of my control. The orgasm ripped through me, violent and silent at first, then a broken cry as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me. My cunt clenched around his fingers, pulsing hard. He didn’t stop, gentling his touch but not ceasing, drawing out the spasms until I was limp and gasping, thighs twitching.

He kissed his way back up my body, his own need evident in the tense lines of his shoulders, the hard set of his jaw. He settled between my thighs, the head of his cock nudging against me, wet with my arousal and his saliva, sliding through my folds.

He looked down at me, expression tight with a desire he was barely holding in check. “Don’t close your eyes.”

I blinked, fighting the blissful blur of the aftershocks. I held his gaze.

“Tell me you want this,” he said. He was poised at my entrance, every muscle in his body taut with the effort of holding back, the head of his cock just barely breaching me.

“I want you,” I breathed. “I want this. Please.”

He pushed inside.

It was a slow, inexorable invasion. He was big, and I was still fluttering from my climax, intensely sensitive. He filled me completely, stretching me, owning me, the thick drag of him forcing my body to yield. A low groan tore from his chest as he buried himself to the hilt. He stopped, his forehead dropping to mine, his breath coming in ragged gusts, the scent of us already thick in the air.

“Fuck,” he whispered. “Saoirse.”

He began to move.

It wasn’t the frantic, desperate rhythm of the boathouse. This was deliberate, deep, each thrust a measured claim. He rolled his hips, pulling almost all the way out before sinking back in, filling me again, the wet sound of my cunt taking him loud in the dark. The sensation was overwhelming—the sheer physical presence of him inside me, the weight of his body pressing me into the mattress, the roughness of his thighs against my smoother skin, the way his cock dragged against every sensitive inch.

I wrapped my legs around his waist, trying to pull him deeper, to match his pace. He growled, a low sound of approval, and shifted, bracing himself on his knees to get a better angle. The change sent a fresh, sharp bolt of pleasure through me. I cried out, my nails digging into his shoulders, leaving red marks.

“There?” he asked, his voice thick.

“Yes,” I gasped.

He focused on that angle, each stroke hitting a spot that made my vision blur. The pace quickened, losing some of its control. His breath became ragged. One of his hands left the mattress to cup my breast, his thumb rubbing my nipple in a rough, perfect circle. The dual sensations—the deep, rhythmic penetration and the focused attention on my breast—coalesced into a new, gathering tension, my cunt tightening around him.

I could feel him trembling with the effort to hold back. His eyes were locked on mine, fierce and unblinking.

“Tell me,” he demanded, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

“You,” I moaned. “All you. I’m so full… it’s so good…”

“What else?”

“I’m… I’m going to come again.”

A grim, beautiful smile touched his lips. “Come for me. Come on my cock.”

His words were the final trigger. The orgasm didn’t crest; it detonated. A white-hot wave of pure sensation erupted from my core, radiating out to my fingertips, my toes, the roots of my hair. I screamed, a raw, unfiltered sound I didn’t recognize as my own. My body convulsed around him, clutching him deep inside me, my cunt pulsing in hard, rhythmic spasms.

He drove into me through my climax, his own control shattering. With a final brutal thrust, he buried himself to the hilt and went rigid, a long, wrecked groan tearing out of him. I felt the hot pulse of his release deep inside, the jerking of his hips as he spilled. His weight came down over me and I received all of it, arms wrapping around his broad back, holding him while the last shudders moved through him and he stilled.

Long minutes passed. Only breathing, and the distant chirp of crickets coming in through the open window, and the faint squeak of the bedframe settling back into silence.

When he finally moved, it was only to roll us onto our sides without separating, his arm banding across my waist, drawing me tight to his chest. My head settled under his chin like it had always fitted there. He was still inside me, softening gradually, a final, intimate residue of what we’d done — and the slick warmth leaking from me felt less like aftermath and more like proof. We were joined. We had been. That was simply true now.

He nuzzled my hair. “Okay?” he murmured.

I nodded, incapable of speech. My whole body felt liquified, my mind blank and peaceful.

After a while, he shifted, pulling out of me. A pang of loss, sharp and childish, went through me. He got up, walking naked to the bathroom. I heard the water run. He came back with a warm, damp towel and gently cleaned me between my legs, the cloth soothing against my swollen flesh, then his own stomach. The act was so tender, so matter-of-fact, it made my throat tighten.

He dropped the towel on the floor and crawled back into bed, pulling the quilt over us. He gathered me back into his arms.

“Talk to me,” he said, his lips against my temple.

“I can’t,” I whispered. “My brain is offline.”

He chuckled, a soft, rare sound. “Fair.”

We lay in silence for a while. The room was dark now, only a sliver of moonlight coming through the window. I traced the ink on his forearm where it lay across my stomach—a pattern of geometric shapes and what looked like stylized waves, the skin warm and slightly damp.

“What’s this?” I asked, my voice still husky.

“My story,” he said simply. “Started when I was young. Finished when I got sober.”

I hadn’t known that. I knew he was steady, reliable, the most clear-headed man on my crew. I’d never asked about his past. “How long?”

“Six years clean.”

I turned my head to look at him. His face was serene in the shadows. “I’m glad,” I said.

He kissed my forehead. “Me too.”

We fell asleep like that, tangled together. I woke sometime later, disoriented. The moon was higher, casting a silver rectangle on the floor. Diego was asleep beside me, his breathing deep and even. I was thirsty.

I slid out of bed, careful not to wake him. The chain lay cool across my collarbones as I walked naked to the kitchen. At the sink I drank a glass of water and looked out at the dark lake. Nothing moved out there. The water lay flat, the trees black against the sky.

When I returned to the bedroom, he was awake and watching me.

“Come back,” he said. His voice was rough from sleep.

I crossed the room. He pulled me into him, hands moving over my skin with the slow claim of a man still half in a dream. “You’re so tall,” he murmured. “All this.” His palm slid down my spine, over the curve of my ass. “I like it.”

“I’m not built like the women in magazines,” I said. The old insecurity surfaced even here, in his arms.

“You’re built like a woman,” he said. No space left in his tone for argument. “My woman.”

He kissed me again, slow and searching, the kiss deepening as his hand found my breast and stroked down to my hip. I felt him harden against my thigh.

“Again?” I asked. I was sore, still sensitive.

“Not like that.” He turned me onto my side, facing away, and fitted himself against my back. His arm came around to hold my breast. He kissed my shoulder, then the side of my neck. “Just feel.”

He pressed the length of his cock into the cleft of my ass. He didn’t push inside. He simply held me there, rocking in a slow, steady rhythm, the blunt head of him a constant, heavy pressure. One hand drifted down over my stomach and through the damp hair between my legs. He found my clit, still swollen and tender, and touched me with the lightest circles, barely there.

It wasn’t meant to drag another orgasm out of me. It was just touch. Lazy. Intimate. I let myself sink into it, the slow pulse of pleasure moving through me in easy waves. He kept rocking, his breathing thickening against the back of my neck. After a while his hips moved with more purpose, his fingers firmer on my clit. His body went tight. A hot spill of come streaked across my lower back as he groaned, low and rough, the sound of it almost quiet.

He wiped us clean with the towel, then drew me against him. “Sleep,” he said.

I did.

Dawn light woke me. The bed beside me was empty. For a second panic cut through my chest. Then I heard his voice from the living room, low and steady. I pulled the quilt around my shoulders and went to the doorway.

He sat on the couch in just his jeans, phone to his ear. He saw me, lifted one finger, and finished the call. “Yeah, okay. Thanks, Mom. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He set the phone down.

“Your mom?” I asked.

“Checking in.” He stood and came to me, cupped my face, and kissed me the way a man kisses a woman he’s already claimed. “You hungry?”

“I could eat.”

We made breakfast together. I kept the quilt on until he handed me his henley from the floor. I pulled it over my head. It smelled like him, like the two of us together. He scrambled eggs while I made coffee. We ate at the small kitchen table, the chain glinting at my throat beneath the open collar.

“The tools,” he said after a bite. “We should get that done.”

The real world pressed back in. “It’s just a box in the basement of the main lodge. I need to sort through it, keep what I want, donate the rest.”

“I’ll help.”

We finished eating, dressed, and walked across the quiet compound to the main lodge. The morning air was cool and bright, the lake throwing light back at the sky. Without the family here the place felt different. Still. Ours.

The basement smelled of damp concrete and old wood. We dragged the heavy crate into the middle of the floor. Inside were my father’s tools, old and solid and well-kept. Hand planes. Chisels. Drawknives. I ran my fingers over the worn handles and felt the lump rise in my throat. Ten years since he’d died. Ten years since he’d taught me how to read grain, how to run a crew without breaking people.

Diego watched me for a while, then picked up a hammer with a hickory handle darkened by use. “This is beautiful.”

“He made that handle himself,” I said. “The original broke. He replaced it.”

Diego tested the weight. “It’s perfect.”

“Keep it.”

He looked at me. “I can’t.”

“You should. He’d have liked you. You’re a craftsman.”

He held the hammer a long moment, then nodded. “Thank you.”

We worked through the box. I decided. He packed the keepers into a smaller crate. The rest went back into the big one. It took an hour. When we finished I felt wrung out, the ache of old grief sitting behind my ribs.

We carried the smaller box back to my cabin. The sun had climbed higher, the day turning warm.

“Swim?” Diego asked, looking at the lake.

I hadn’t been in the water since the weekend, when it had been a show for an audience. “Okay.”

We changed. He wore trunks. I wore the same bikini. This time I didn’t feel watched or judged. His eyes moved over me like he was simply glad to see what he saw. We walked down to the dock.

The water was cold and clear. We swam out, then floated on our backs, looking at the cabins from the middle of the lake. He drifted closer and found my hand beneath the surface. We stayed like that, fingers laced, the silence of the water around us.

Later we lay on a blanket on the dock, drying in the sun. He propped himself on one elbow and looked down at me.

“What happens Monday?” he asked.

The question I had been dodging. “What do you want to happen?”

“I want you,” he said. “Not just here. Not just weekends.”

“I’m your boss.”

“You’re Saoirse,” he said. “And I’m Diego. The titles are a problem we’ll have to figure out. They’re not a reason to stop.”

“It’s a huge reason,” I said, staring at the sky. “It’s my company. My name. Your job.”

“I could quit.”

The words hit me. I turned my head. “You love your job.”

“I do. But I want you more.”

I shook my head. “No. I won’t let you quit. That’s not the answer.”

“Then what is?”

“I don’t know.” The old frustration stirred again. “I’ve never done this. Never mixed work and this.”

“This?” he asked.

“Desire,” I said. The word felt too thin. “Need. Whatever this is between us.”

He leaned over and kissed me, his mouth warm from the sun. “It’s real. That’s what it is.”

We spent the afternoon drifting in the specific way of people who have nowhere to be. He found a paperback on the cabin shelf — something dog-eared about a man rebuilding a house in Montana after his wife leaves — and read on the couch with his feet up while I went through my father’s tools a second time, laying them out on the kitchen table in the order I’d put them away as a kid: planes by size, chisels by blade width. Muscle memory from a decade and a half ago. I caught him watching me over the top of his book.

“What?” I said.

“Nothing,” he said, and went back to reading.

We walked the shoreline after, past the dock and around the cedar-thick bend where the property narrowed to a point. The lake was calm and silver in the afternoon light, the far shore barely visible. He had his hands in his pockets. I had mine.

“This is where you came as a kid?” he asked.

“Every summer until I was eighteen. Then just for the reunion.”

“You like it here.”

“I didn’t think I did anymore,” I said. “My father’s in every corner of this place. He died ten years ago and I still walk in expecting to see him at the grill.”

Diego was quiet for a moment, watching the water. “That’s not a reason not to like it. That’s just grief doing what it does.”

We made lunch together, a simple thing — canned tomato soup, bread from the pantry, sharp cheddar. We ate at the small table without much talk. Everything felt ordinary and impossible at the same time. Being with him was easy in a way I hadn’t expected — quieter than the weekends, with no audience, just the two of us and the lake and the particular un-performing quality of a Saturday afternoon. The thought of Monday was not easy. But I’d deal with Monday on Monday.

As the light shifted and the shadows stretched long across the water, the air between us changed. We were cleaning up after dinner when he stopped, hands in the dishwater, and looked at me.

“I want you again,” he said. His voice stayed calm. His eyes did not.

Heat moved through me, low and immediate. “Where?”

He smiled, slow and certain. “Everywhere. But first, the living room.”

He took my hand and led me to the couch. He sat and pulled me onto his lap, my knees on either side of his hips. We were still dressed. He kissed me, hands framing my face, the kiss deep and unhurried. His palms slid under my sweater, found the chain. He traced the links, then unfastened the clasp and let the chain coil in his palm.

“You don’t need it tonight,” he said. “I know who you belong to.”

He set the chain on the coffee table. Then he undressed me, slow, deliberate, his eyes on mine the whole time. When I was bare on his lap he stood, lifting me, and laid me on the rug in front of the cold fireplace. He stripped out of his own clothes and knelt between my thighs.

He started with his hands. He touched me everywhere, learning the shape of me again. He spent long minutes on my breasts, sucking and biting until I arched under him. His thumbs stroked the soft skin on the inside of my thighs. He traced the lines of my hips, the plane of my stomach, the dip of my navel.

When he finally lowered his head, he licked me with slow, focused attention. He brought me to the edge twice and pulled back both times, leaving me shaking and wet and desperate. I fisted my hands in his hair.

“Please,” I said.

He ignored me. He moved back to my nipples, then kissed me deep, letting me taste myself on his tongue. He kept me on the edge until every nerve felt raw.

Finally he rose up. He gripped my hips, dragged me closer, and pushed his cock into me in one long, steady thrust. The stretch of it stole my breath.

He fucked me with a deep, driving rhythm, his eyes locked on mine. The angle let him hit the place inside me that made my vision blur. I watched the muscles in his arms and chest work, watched the way his jaw tightened every time he sank all the way in. My orgasm built fast and sharp.

“I want your hand on your clit,” he ordered, voice low and raw. “Show me how you want it.”

I hesitated only a beat. Then I slid my hand between us and found my clit. The added pressure, the fact that he was watching every movement of my fingers, sent heat flooding through me. I rubbed in tight circles, my rhythm matching the thrust of his cock.

He watched, eyes dark. “That’s it. Show me how you come on my cock.”

The words and the command and the way he looked at me broke something open. My orgasm hit hard, my cunt clenching around him in tight, rhythmic pulses. I cried out, back bowing off the rug. He kept driving into me through it, and a moment later he came with a low, guttural sound, flooding me with heat.

He dropped beside me and pulled me into his chest. We lay there on the rug, skin damp, the room quiet except for our breathing.

“You’re incredible,” he murmured into my hair.

I didn’t answer. I just held on.

That night we slept in the same bed, legs tangled. Sunday morning came gray and soft. We made coffee and sat on the porch steps, watching the lake. The weekend was ending. The rest of the world was waiting.

We packed without talking much. The chain sat cool against my skin beneath my sweater. We loaded the trucks.

He stood by his Ford, duffel in hand. “Drive safe.”

“You too.”

He paused. “Monday. On site. Back to business.”

I nodded. The knot in my stomach pulled tighter. “Yes.”

“But after hours…” He left the rest unsaid.

“After hours,” I said.

He stepped in, cupped my face, and kissed me hard, the kind of kiss that left no room for doubt. Then he got into his truck and drove away.

I stood there long after his taillights disappeared down the lane. The compound was quiet again. Last weekend had been a performance. This one had been something else entirely. I didn’t know which one scared me more.

I slid behind the wheel of my truck, the door shutting with a solid thud that sealed the cabin around me. The chain lay cool and heavy against my collarbones, its links shifting with every breath I took, a deliberate weight I felt in the hollow of my throat. My body carried the weekend in it—thighs aching from being spread and held open, the deep pull low in my belly where he’d fucked me raw, the faint sting across my ass where his hand had landed again and again. Every shift in the seat sent a fresh reminder through my nerves.

Monday was already waiting. He would stand on my site as foreman, giving orders to the crew while I signed the checks and held the final word. The old rules were still printed on the contract. They just didn’t fit the body I was wearing now.

I merged onto the highway, the engine settling into a low, steady growl beneath me. Behind me the cabin and the lake and the long stretch of quiet pulled away, growing smaller in the rearview until they were only memory and the faint scent of pine still clinging to my hair. Ahead the road opened flat and gray. The thought rose clear and hard through the noise in my head: I could not step back into the life I had left on Friday. I had no map for what came next. The only direction left was forward.

The city rose in the distance, a smear of concrete and glass towers catching the last of the light. My worksite waited there. The men on my payroll. The contracts with my name at the bottom. And Diego—his hands, his voice, the chain he had locked around my neck before I drove away.

My fingers found the metal again, tracing one link, then another. I pressed the accelerator and kept driving.


Chapter 5 — The Office

Monday morning came with the sound of my alarm at 5:45 AM, a brutal electronic shriek in the dark. I had spent Sunday night in my own bed, alone, the chain still around my neck. I’d taken a shower, scrubbing the lake water and bonfire smoke from my skin, but the scent of him—sawdust, sun, and something else, something male and clean—seemed lodged in my memory. My body felt different. Used. Known.

I dressed in my uniform: dark jeans, a grey t-shirt, the worn Brennan Framing canvas jacket. Steel-toed boots. My hair, still damp from a quick rinse, was pulled back into a practical braid. No makeup. The freckles were on full display. The chain was hidden under the jacket collar, a secret against my skin.

The drive to the site was a thirty-minute gauntlet. The Westchester development was a maze of half-built luxury homes, our crew responsible for framing three of them this month. Diego’s crew. My truck rolled onto the gravel lot just after 6:15. The morning was cool, a late-August promise of fall in the mist hanging over the foundation slabs.

His Ford was already there, parked beside the break trailer. The crew’s other trucks were pulling in. I saw him standing by the materials pile, clipboard in hand, talking to Mike and Carlos. He wore a dark green henley, jeans, work boots. His posture was the same as it had been every Monday for five years: straight, attentive, competent.

My heart slammed against my ribs. This was the inversion restored. He was the foreman. I was the boss. I had to walk over there, give him the day’s priorities, sign off on the lumber order. I had to look at him and not remember the way his mouth had tasted at 3 AM in the boathouse, pressed against mine while I gasped against the wall.

I got out of the truck. The gravel crunched under my boots. The sound drew his attention. He looked over, his eyes meeting mine. There was no smile. No nod of familiarity beyond the professional. Just a steady, brown gaze that held for a second before he turned back to Carlos, finishing his instruction.

It was a wall. A deliberate, respectful wall. And it hurt more than I’d expected.

I walked to the site office, a temporary shed set up near the first foundation. I unlocked it, went inside, pulled out the project files. The familiar ritual of work settled around me, armor I knew how to wear. By 6:30, the crew was assembled outside, waiting for the morning briefing. Diego would lead it. I would observe, then add any company-level directives.

I stepped out of the shed. The seven men of Crew A stood in a loose circle, Diego at the center. He was pointing to the blueprint pinned to a makeshift easel.

“House two today,” he said, his voice calm and clear. “All exterior walls. We’re ahead on house one, so Mike and Luis will finish the interior partitions there. Carlos, you’re with me on the second-floor trusses. Safety check at ten. No shortcuts.”

He spoke with an authority that was earned, not given. The men listened, nodded. I stood a few feet away, watching. Watching him. His hands, the ink on his forearms visible as his sleeves were pushed up. Those hands had pinned me to a boathouse wall. Had held my face at the dock. Had wrapped a silver chain around my neck.

He finished the briefing and turned to me. “Ms. Brennan.”

The title was a grenade. It landed softly between us, but it exploded in my chest. Ms. Brennan. Not Saoirse. Not even the casual “boss” he’d sometimes used before.

“The lumber delivery is confirmed for seven-thirty,” I said, my voice steady, professional. “I’ll sign the ticket. Also, the inspector is coming Thursday for a preliminary on house three. Keep the site clean.”

“Understood,” he said.

The crew dispersed, grabbing tools, heading toward the foundations. Diego stayed, looking at me. The space between us felt charged, silent.

“You need the ticket?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He pulled it from his clipboard, handed it to me. Our fingers didn’t touch. I took it, walked back into the shed, signed it with a pen that felt clumsy in my hand. When I came back out, he was still there, waiting.

I handed him the ticket. “Here.”

He took it. “Thank you.”

He turned to walk away.

“Diego.”

He stopped. Turned back. His expression was neutral, but his eyes were darker, more focused.

“After work,” I said, the words coming out low, almost a whisper. “My office. Five-thirty.”

He studied me. A long, quiet beat. “Your office?”

“Yes.”

“What for?”

“To talk.”

“About work?”

“No.”

Another beat. The sounds of the site filled the air—the buzz of a saw starting up, the thump of lumber being stacked, voices calling measurements. We stood in the middle of it, a private silence in the public noise.

“Okay,” he said finally. “Five-thirty.”

Then he walked away, joining his crew, his attention already on the task. I stood there, feeling the chain against my throat, feeling the weight of the day ahead. I had issued an order, but it wasn’t a work order. It was an invitation. And he had accepted, but with that same wall of professional distance. I didn’t know what I would say at five-thirty. I only knew I needed to say something. To break this silence.

The day unfolded in a rhythm of normalcy. I moved between the sites, checking progress, answering calls from the developer, handling logistics. I saw Diego often—directing the lift of a wall frame, checking a joint, conferring with Mike. He never looked at me longer than necessary. He never approached me unless it was for a work reason. The wall held.

And yet, I caught moments. A glance across the site when I was standing on the second-floor deck of house one, him below on the ground, his eyes lifting to mine for a second before dropping. The way he rolled his sleeves up higher as the day warmed, the ink on his arms a vivid reminder of Saturday afternoon, of his hands on my hips in the lake. The sound of his voice, calm and directive, a sound that had gone rough and urgent in my ear at 3 AM.

By four o’clock, the exhaustion of the weekend compounded by the workday hit me. I retreated to the site shed, ostensibly to review the week’s schedule. But I was just waiting for five-thirty.

At five, the crew began to wrap up. Tools were stored. The site quieted. I heard Diego giving the end-of-day instructions. I stayed in the shed, pretending to work, my nerves tightening.

At five-twenty-five, I locked the shed and walked to my truck. I drove to the main company office, a small, standalone building near our primary yard. It was a place I usually avoided after hours—too quiet, too empty. But today, it was the only place I could think of that wasn’t the site, wasn’t a public space.

I unlocked the office door, went inside. The space was familiar: my desk, filing cabinets, a small conference table, the framed blueprints on the wall. The air was still and warm. I turned on the overhead light, then immediately turned it off, leaving only the grey evening light through the blinds.

I sat at my desk. Waited.

At five-thirty-three, I heard a truck pull up outside. The sound of footsteps on the gravel path. The door opened.

Diego stepped inside. He’d changed—still in jeans, but now a plain black t-shirt, his work boots clean. He carried his duffel bag. He looked at me, then around the office, his gaze taking in the space.

“You’re late,” I said, the words coming out sharper than I intended.

“Traffic,” he said, his voice flat. He didn’t apologize.

He walked to the conference table, dropped his duffel on it. Then he turned to face me. “What do you want to talk about?”

The directness was a challenge. I stood up from my desk, walking around it to stand closer to him, though not too close. The room felt small, charged.

“This,” I said. “Today. You calling me Ms. Brennan.”

“It’s Monday,” he said. “We’re at work. You’re my boss.”

“I was your boss on Friday morning too, when I walked into the break trailer.”

“And on Friday afternoon, you were in my passenger seat driving to the lake house,” he countered. “The rules shifted. They shifted back today. That was the agreement.”

“The agreement was for the weekend,” I said. “Not for… after.”

“After is work,” he said. “Unless you have another proposal.”

His eyes held mine. There was no warmth in them, but there was intensity. A waiting.

“I don’t want to go back to the way things were before,” I said, the admission leaving my throat tight.

“What way?”

“You not looking at me. You pretending you don’t… know me.”

“I know you,” he said. “I know you run a framing company with twenty-four employees. I know you sign my paycheck. I know you drink coffee black. I know you have a scar on your right thumb from a nail gun misfire six years ago. I know you now.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“Then say what you mean.”

I took a step closer. The distance between us was now about three feet. I could smell him—clean sweat, soap, the faint scent of sawdust that never really left him.

“I mean the boathouse,” I said, my voice dropping. “I mean your hand on my thigh at the bonfire. I mean your mouth on mine under the water. I mean waking up in your bed Sunday morning with my family twenty feet away.”

He didn’t move. His expression didn’t change. But his eyes deepened, the brown almost black in the dim light.

“That was the weekend,” he said. “That was the terms.”

“And now?”

“Now you tell me what you want.”

“I want…” I stopped. The words were there, but they felt dangerous, like admitting them would break something irrevocable. “I want you to not call me Ms. Brennan.”

“What should I call you?”

“Saoirse.”

“At work?”

“Yes.”

“That’s not professional.”

“I don’t care.”

He finally moved. One step toward me. Now we were two feet apart.

“You care,” he said. “You care about this company. You care about your crew. You care about professionalism. That’s who you are.”

“It’s not all of who I am.”

“I know that,” he said. “I saw the rest of it. But here, in this office, on this site, you’re the boss. I’m the foreman. That’s how it works.”

“It doesn’t have to be only that.”

“What do you propose?” he asked again, his voice quieter, more intent.

I looked at him. At his face, which smiled slowly when it smiled at all. It wasn’t smiling now. It was waiting. Patient. In control.

“I propose…” I began, then faltered. I reached up, pulled the chain out from under my collar, letting it rest visible on my neck. “I’m still wearing this.”

He looked at the chain. His eyes traced the line of silver against my skin. A muscle in his jaw tightened.

“I see that,” he said.

“You gave it to me.”

“I did.”

“It’s not a work accessory.”

“No.”

“So maybe…” I took the last step, closing the distance between us to less than a foot. I could feel the heat from his body. “Maybe work doesn’t have to be the only rule.”

He was still looking at the chain. Then his gaze lifted to my face. “What are you asking?”

“I’m asking you to touch me,” I said, the words blunt, raw. “Right now. In this office. I’m asking you to not pretend nothing happened.”

He didn’t answer for a long moment. The office was silent, the only sound the distant hum of the highway beyond the yard.

Then he reached out. His hand, calloused and warm, cupped the side of my face. His thumb dragged across my cheekbone in one slow pass. The same gesture he’d used Sunday afternoon when he kissed me goodbye by the trucks, only now the gesture landed in my office on a Monday evening with the door shut and the day’s work still humming in the walls.

“Saoirse,” he said. The name came out low and deliberate, like he was testing how it tasted.

My breath snagged. “Yes.”

His other hand rose. Fingers traced the chain at my throat, followed it around to the clasp at the back of my neck. “You kept it on.”

“I couldn’t take it off.”

He nodded, eyes locked on mine. Then his hand left the chain, slid down to my shoulder, then lower, settling at my waist. He drew me in until our bodies nearly touched. “You want me to touch you.”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Anywhere.”

His hand moved down my back, palm heavy over the canvas of my jacket, then lower, cupping the curve of my ass. He pressed there, firm and possessive. “Here?”

I nodded. My throat had gone tight.

“And here?” His other hand rose, fingers brushing the side of my breast through the jacket, then sliding down to my stomach.

“Yes.”

He leaned in, mouth close enough that his breath warmed the shell of my ear. “And what about here?” His voice had dropped to a rough whisper. “Your pussy. Do you want me to touch you there?”

The word landed direct and anatomical. A shock rolled through me, heat gathering thick and low. “Yes.”

“You’re the boss in this office,” he said, mouth still near my ear. “You could order me to stop.”

“I won’t.”

“You could fire me.”

“I won’t.”

He eased back just enough to look at me. His eyes had gone dark, intent. “Then tell me what you want. Specifically.”

I swallowed. “I want you to kiss me. I want you to take this jacket off. I want your hands on my skin. I want you to touch my clit. I want you to make me come in this office, on my desk, before the sun goes down.”

His breath caught, a short, audible hitch. Then his mouth was on mine.

The kiss came hard and immediate, no slow build. His tongue pushed deep, hands dragging me tight against him. I felt the solid line of his body, the strength packed into his arms. I kissed him back, fingers gripping the fabric of his t-shirt at the shoulders.

He broke the kiss. His hands were already working at my jacket, shoving it off my shoulders. It hit the floor. Then his fingers went to the buttons of my jeans. He opened them, pushed denim and underwear down together. I stepped out, kicking my boots free in the same motion. Bare from the waist down, I stood in only my t-shirt.

He looked at me, gaze traveling down my body. “On the desk,” he said, voice rough.

I turned and walked to my desk. Leaned back against it, spine meeting the edge. He followed, stopping in front of me. He hadn’t undressed yet. Just watched, eyes hot.

Then he knelt.

He settled between my legs, hands on my thighs, spreading them wider. Cool evening air touched my skin. His hands were warmer. He looked up, face level with my sex.

“You’re beautiful here,” he said, voice low. “Red and wet already.”

His thumb brushed my inner thigh, then higher, stroking through my folds. Slow. Exploring. Then his fingers found my clit. He circled it, firm and deliberate.

I gasped, hands gripping the desk edge. “Diego.”

“Say it again,” he said, fingers still moving.

“Diego.”

“My name. Not Ms. Brennan.”

“Diego.”

He leaned in. His mouth replaced his fingers. He kissed my clit once, soft and direct, then licked over it. The sensation jolted through me, sharp and electric. I cried out, head falling back.

He licked me in long, slow strokes that turned fast and focused, tongue working my clit while two fingers pushed inside my pussy. The stretch was thick, the fullness immediate. His fingers moved in a steady rhythm, in and out, while his mouth stayed relentless, sucking, licking, pressing.

“I’m going to make you come,” he said, voice muffled against my skin. “Right here. On your desk. Where you sign my paycheck.”

The words, the reality of them, the raw taboo, pushed me higher. My hips rocked against his mouth. My hands clutched at his shoulders. I felt his cock, hard and trapped in his jeans, pressed against my leg. I wanted it. But first he was doing exactly what I’d asked.

His fingers curled inside me, pressing against that spot that made my vision blur at the edges. His tongue flicked fast over my clit. The pressure built, tight and coiling, spreading through my belly and down my thighs. I was panting, breaths ragged.

“Come,” he commanded, mouth never leaving me.

I came. The orgasm hit in a sharp, blinding wave. I cried out, body arching off the desk, thighs clamping around his head. He held me there, fingers still buried inside me, mouth still working me through every pulse until the waves finally eased.

I collapsed back onto the desk, breathing hard, skin damp. He rose from his knees, face wet, eyes dark with satisfaction. He looked at me sprawled across the surface, naked from the waist down, t-shirt rucked up around my waist.

“You asked,” he said.

I nodded. Couldn’t speak yet.

He unfastened his jeans now, shoved them down with his underwear. His cock sprang free, hard and thick. He stepped closer, body between my legs again.

“Now,” he said, hands on my hips, pulling me to the very edge of the desk. “I’m going to fuck you. On your desk. In your office. While the sun sets.”

He didn’t wait. He guided his cock to my entrance and pushed inside.

The feeling was immediate and deep. He filled me, stretched me, one claiming thrust. I gasped, hands gripping his arms. He looked down at me, face tight with pleasure.

“You feel that?” he asked, voice gritted.

“Yes.”

“You feel how deep I am in you?”

“Yes.”

He began to move, slow and deliberate. Hips rolling forward, withdrawing, pushing forward again. Each thrust measured, intense. He watched my face, watched every reaction. His hands held my hips, keeping me exactly where he wanted me.

The desk creaked under our weight. The sound was filthy in the quiet office. The chain around my neck shifted with every movement, cool metal against my heated skin.

He sped up. Thrusts turned harder, faster. I felt every inch of him, every drag and push. My body, still sensitive from the first orgasm, climbed again. Heat gathered tighter, sharper.

“Rub yourself,” he ordered, voice tight with the effort of holding his rhythm. “I want to feel you clench.”

I obeyed. My hand slid between my legs, found my clit, circled it. The added stimulation layered over the deep thrust of his cock. Pleasure doubled, tripled.

He leaned over me, mouth near my ear. “You’re my boss,” he whispered, thrusts relentless. “And I’m fucking you on your desk. Does that feel like power?”

“No,” I gasped.

“What does it feel like?”

“It feels like… you.”

He groaned, low and deep. His thrusts turned harder, almost punishing. I felt his cock swell inside me, felt the rhythm turn urgent.

“I’m going to come inside you,” he said, voice rough. “Right here. On your desk.”

I was close too. His words, his thrusts, my own fingers pushed me to the edge. “Diego…”

“Come with me,” he ordered.

I came. The second orgasm hit deeper, more consuming. I cried out, body clamping around his cock, hand still working my clit. He thrust once, twice more, then groaned, his own release hitting. I felt the hot spill inside me, felt his body shudder against mine.

He stayed inside me for a long moment, both of us breathing hard. The office had gone dark. The sun was fully down. Only the faint glow of the security light outside filtered through the blinds.

He finally pulled out and stepped back. I lay on the desk, boneless and spent. He looked at me, then at the room, then back at me.

He reached for his jeans, pulled them up. Then he handed me my underwear and jeans. I took them, dressed slowly, body feeling used and alive.

When I was dressed and standing again, he looked at me. “Now,” he said, voice calm but edged with something new. “We have a problem.”

I looked at him. “What problem?”

“We just fucked in your office. On a Monday. After work.”

“Yes.”

“That breaks the work rule.”

“I know.”

“So what happens tomorrow?” he asked. “On site. At six-thirty AM. When I’m your foreman and you’re my boss and we both remember this?”

I touched the chain at my neck. “I don’t know.”

He stepped closer, hand cupping my face again. “You’ll figure it out,” he said. “You’re the boss.”

Then he turned, picked up his duffel bag, and walked to the door. He opened it, stepped out into the night. I stood in the dark office, the scent of sex and sweat still thick in the air, the chain cool against my skin, the weight of tomorrow already pressing in.

The door clicked shut behind him.

I stood there a long time, listening to his truck engine start, the crunch of gravel under tires, the sound fading as he drove away. The office smelled of us—sex, sweat, the faint clean trace of his soap. My body felt raw, open, claimed. My pussy was still slick with him, a reminder between my thighs.

I walked to the window and peered through the blinds. The yard was empty. My own truck sat alone. I turned, looked at my desk. In the dim light I could see the scuff marks from my boots, the slight sheen on the surface. I touched it. Still warm.

What happens tomorrow?

I didn’t have an answer. Only the same feeling I’d carried all weekend: I’d handed him a lever and he’d used it to pry open a part of my life I’d kept locked. The lock was broken now. I couldn’t pretend it wasn’t.

I cleaned up in the small utilitarian bathroom, splashing cold water on my face. My reflection looked back flushed, lips swollen, eyes too bright. The chain glinted. I tucked it back under my shirt. Pointless now. I was alone.

I locked the office and drove home through the dark. My apartment felt sterile and quiet. I ordered takeout, ate it standing at the kitchen counter, tasting nothing. I thought about calling him. I had his number in the employee files. I’d never used it for anything but work emergencies. I didn’t call.

I went to bed early, body exhausted, mind still racing. The alarm at 5:45 AM felt like a punishment.

Tuesday morning looked like a carbon copy of Monday, yet everything had shifted. I dressed the same. Drove the same route. Arrived at the same time. His Ford was already there. The crew was gathering.

He stood by the materials pile again, clipboard in hand. He looked up as I got out of my truck. Our eyes met. A bolt of memory shot through me—his mouth between my legs, the thick feel of his cock inside me on the desk. My cheeks heated.

He gave a single, slow nod. No smile. Just acknowledgment.

Then he turned back to his conversation.

I went to the site shed. My fingers shook as I worked the key into the lock. Inside, I sorted through the inspection forms, stacking and restacking them until the tremor in my hands eased. At six-thirty I stepped out for the briefing.

Diego was already speaking. “…so we’re finishing the exterior on house two, starting the roof trusses. Safety harnesses from the get-go. No exceptions.”

His voice carried the same even, directive weight. Grey henley today, sleeves shoved above his elbows. The ink on his forearms shifted when he pointed at the blueprint spread across the hood of his truck. Those hands. The same hands that had gripped my hips against the desk the night before.

He finished and turned to me. “Ms. Brennan. Any updates?”

The title again. This time it landed differently. Not a barrier. A signal. Ms. Brennan. The woman I made come on her desk last night.

“Inspector moved up,” I said. My voice held steady. “He’s coming tomorrow instead of Thursday. Make sure house three’s site is clean.”

“Understood.” Diego’s eyes stayed on mine a beat longer than the exchange required. “We’ll handle it.”

The crew broke apart. He didn’t linger. He walked toward house two with Carlos, already deep in discussion about the truss layout, boots kicking up dust.

The day stretched tight. Every exchange stayed professional, clipped, correct. Still, the air between us carried an electric charge. When I passed him on the second-floor deck of house two, he was holding a level to a stud. Our shoulders didn’t touch, but the heat rolling off his body reached me. He didn’t lift his head. His jaw flexed once, hard.

At lunch I sat in my truck with the windows cracked, eating a turkey sandwich. Across the lot Diego perched on the tailgate of his Ford with Mike and Luis. His laugh broke out low and rough. I watched the line of his throat move when he tipped his head back. I remembered the sound he’d made when he came inside me the night before.

The afternoon heat pressed down. I shrugged off my jacket and worked in just the thin cotton t-shirt. On the ground floor of house three, checking anchor bolts, I heard his boots on the concrete. He walked in holding a clipboard.

“Need you to sign off on the truss spec change,” he said. “Engineer emailed it over. Minor load adjustment.”

“Okay.” I took the clipboard. Our fingers brushed. The spark shot straight up my arm. I looked up. His gaze had dropped to my neck, to the silver chain that had slipped free of my collar.

I signed the sheet and handed it back. “All set.”

He took it. “You should keep that tucked in,” he said, voice low.

“Why?”

“It’s a distraction.”

“For who?”

His eyes met mine. “For me.”

He turned and walked out. I stayed where I was, pulse hammering, the ache between my legs sudden and insistent.

By four o’clock a thunderstorm had built in the west. Dark clouds stacked on the horizon. The crew moved fast, tying down loose materials and dragging tarps over the lumber stacks. The wind carried the sharp smell of ozone and wet earth.

Diego’s voice cut through the rising gusts. “Mike, get the tarps on the OSB. Carlos, tools in the trailer. Now!”

I grabbed a corner of a tarp and hauled it over a stack of plywood. The first raindrops hit, heavy and warm. Within minutes the sky opened. Rain hammered the temporary roofs and plastic sheeting. Water ran in sheets across the mud.

“That’s it!” Diego shouted over the downpour. “Go home! We’ll assess in the morning!”

The crew sprinted for their trucks. I was closest to the site shed. I ducked inside just as the rain turned solid. From the doorway I watched the world blur into grey.

Footsteps splashed through the mud. Diego ran up and crowded under the narrow overhang. Water streamed off him. His henley clung to his chest, hair dark and dripping. He shook his head, flinging droplets.

“Hell of a storm,” he said, breathing hard.

“Yeah.”

We stood side by side. The shed was small, eight by ten at most. The space felt suddenly close, the rain a steady roar that sealed us in. Water dripped from the edge of the overhang onto the concrete between our boots.

“You’re soaked,” I said.

“So are you.” His gaze moved over me. The thin cotton of my t-shirt stuck to my breasts, nipples tight from the cool air. His eyes dropped, then jerked back to my face.

Silence stretched, filled only by the rain.

“About last night,” I said.

“What about it?”

“You asked what happens tomorrow. It’s tomorrow. And I still don’t know.”

He leaned against the doorframe, close enough that I felt the warmth coming off his wet clothes. “You seemed to know what you wanted last night.”

“I did. I do.”

“But?”

“But it’s not simple.”

“It never is.” He reached out and touched the chain where it lay against my wet shirt. His fingertip traced the silver link by link. “You still have this on.”

“I told you. I can’t take it off.”

“Good.” His finger slid from the chain to the collar of my shirt, then lower, hooking the neckline. He tugged, slow. “Because I like seeing it on you. At work. When you’re telling me what to do.”

My breath caught. “Diego…”

“You want to know what happens?” His voice dropped under the sound of the rain. “This happens. The tension. The wanting. The breaking of rules. Until one of us can’t take it anymore.”

“And then?”

“And then we break another rule.” He leaned in. His mouth hovered a breath from mine. “Like right now.”

He kissed me hard, frustration and need driving it. His wet hands came up to frame my face. His tongue pushed into my mouth. I kissed him back, fists twisting in his soaked shirt, dragging him closer. The cold fabric met the heat of my skin.

He broke the kiss, breathing ragged. “We can’t here. The crew might come back for something.”

“They won’t. They’re gone.”

He looked around the shed. Blueprints, coffee cans full of screws, the cluttered desk. “Here?”

“Yes.”

He kicked the door shut with his boot. The space dropped into dim grey light from the single rain-streaked window. He turned back to me, eyes dark.

“Take off your clothes,” he said.

An order. I obeyed. I peeled the wet t-shirt over my head, unhooked my bra, shoved my jeans and underwear down in one motion. I stepped out of the pile and stood naked in the damp air, skin prickling.

He looked at me, slow and hungry. Then he stripped off his own henley and jeans. His cock stood thick and hard, curving up toward his stomach. The sight of him naked and erect in the low light made my mouth water.

He crossed the space, hands on my hips, walking me backward until my ass met the edge of the desk. Blueprints crinkled under me.

“Last night was you asking,” he said. His hands slid up my sides to my breasts. He cupped them, thumbs dragging over my nipples. “Tonight it’s my turn.”

“What do you want?” I whispered.

“I want to taste you again. But not like last night.” He pushed me to sit on the desk, then pressed my thighs wider. “Lie back.”

I leaned back on my elbows. The wood felt cool against my skin. He knelt on the concrete, spreading me open. His gaze fixed on my pussy.

“So wet already,” he murmured. “And not just from the rain.”

He didn’t use his mouth yet. He parted my folds with his fingers, exposing my clit. He circled it once, slow. Then he leaned in and blew a soft stream of air across it.

I shuddered.

“You like that?”

“Yes.”

He did it again. Then he licked a single long stripe from my entrance to my clit. I moaned, head tipping back.

“Quiet,” he said, voice thick. “Walls are thin.”

He settled in. This was slower than the office, more deliberate. His tongue worked my clit with steady pressure while one hand held my hip and the other reached up to pinch and roll my nipple. The rain hammered the roof. The shed smelled of wet wood, mud, and the sharp musk of my arousal. I bit my lip to stay silent as the pleasure coiled tighter.

“You taste so good,” he muttered against me. “Like you were made for my mouth.”

His fingers left my breast and slid down through my wetness. Two fingers pushed inside me, curling. He fucked me with them in a steady rhythm while his mouth stayed on my clit.

The pressure built fast. My hips rocked against his face. He gave me more, tongue flicking faster, fingers pressing that spot inside with every thrust. I was panting, fists clenched, toes curling against the concrete.

“I’m close,” I gasped.

He hummed against me. The vibration tipped me over. The orgasm hit hard and silent. My back arched off the desk. A strangled sound caught in my throat. He held me through it, mouth gentle now, licking me as I shook.

When the last tremors faded, he rose. His mouth was slick. He leaned over me, cock pressing against my inner thigh.

“My turn,” he said.

He turned me over, hands guiding me onto my hands and knees on the desk. Blueprints slid to the floor.

“Like this,” he said, voice rough. “I want to see your back. I want to see the chain on your neck from behind.”

He moved behind me. One hand gripped my hip. The other guided his cock to my entrance. He pushed in slow, filling me inch by inch. I was still sensitive. The stretch pulled a gasp from me. I dropped my forehead to the desk.

“Fuck,” he breathed when he bottomed out. “You’re so tight. Even after last night.”

He stayed buried for a moment, letting me adjust. Then he started to move.

His thrusts were deep and controlled. Each one drove me forward on the desk. The chain swung beneath me. One of his hands stayed on my hip. The other slid around my front, fingers finding my clit again.

“You’re going to come again,” he said. “While I’m fucking you from behind. In the shed. In the rain.”

It wasn’t a question. With his cock driving into me and his fingers working my clit, there was only one way it could end. The pleasure built again, heavier, more primal.

“Yes,” I panted. “Yes, please.”

“Please what?”

“Please make me come.”

He groaned and thrust harder. The desk rocked against the wall, the sound swallowed by the storm.

“Come for me, Saoirse,” he ordered, voice guttural. “Now.”

The second orgasm crashed through me. My cunt clenched around him, pulsing. He swore, rhythm breaking, then drove into me with short, desperate strokes. With a deep, ragged groan he came, hips jerking, flooding me with heat.

He dropped over me, chest hot and slick against my back, both of us dragging in ragged breaths. The rain kept hammering the roof in a steady relentless drumming that matched the aftershocks still rolling through me. We stayed pressed together, locked and spent, his cock still buried deep and his heartbeat a rapid, stuttering knock against my spine that I felt beginning to slow.

Slowly, he eased out. The drag of him leaving me pulled a soft, involuntary sound from my throat. I heard him shift behind me, the rustle of his jeans, then felt his hands—gentler now—slide over my hips and up my spine. He helped me stand. My thighs trembled under me, unsteady, the ache between them sharp and tender all at once. He found a rag on the shelf, one that wasn’t too filthy, and dampened it with water from a bottle. When he handed it over, I wiped myself clean while he pulled his clothes back on, the wet fabric clinging to his skin.

We dressed without speaking. The air between us felt heavy, charged with the sharp scent of sweat and sex and the wet earth outside. Zippers rasped. Fabric whispered. When we were both covered again—rumpled, damp, clothes sticking in awkward places—he turned to face me.

“Two rules broken in two days,” he said. His voice was low, rough around the edges.

“I know.”

“It’s a pattern.”

“It is.”

He stepped closer. His fingers lifted, found the chain at my throat, and traced the cool links where they rested against my skin. “I’m not giving this back. And I’m not pretending I don’t want you.”

“I don’t want you to pretend.”

“Then we have to figure out what this is,” he said. “Because it can’t just be fucking in offices and sheds. Not long-term.”

The word long-term landed between us like a dropped tool, heavy and impossible to ignore.

“What do you want it to be?” I asked. My voice came out smaller than I meant it to.

He looked at me, really looked, his expression stripped bare in a way I hadn’t seen before. No smirk. No guarded foreman mask. Just him. “I want to take you out. On a date. A real one. Not a fake dating weekend. Not a quick fuck after work. A date. Where I pick you up. Open doors for you. Take you somewhere you don’t already know the contractor.”

The simplicity of it hit harder than anything else we’d done. After the weekend’s intensity, the power games, the family watching every move, the stolen heat in the office—this felt more exposed. More dangerous.

“A date,” I repeated.

“Yes. Friday night.”

“As… what? As my foreman? As my fake boyfriend?”

“As the man who’s wearing your chain,” he said, and tapped the silver at my throat with one fingertip. “As the man who wants to know you outside of all this.” He gestured around the shed, taking in the muddy floor, the stacks of materials, the whole complicated mess of the site and the company and everything we’d tangled ourselves in.

The rain had eased to a steady drizzle. Through the clouds to the west, a pale patch of lighter grey showed, thin sunlight trying to break through.

“Okay,” I said. “Friday night.”

He nodded, slow and satisfied. “I’ll pick you up at seven. Text me your address.”

He turned and pushed the shed door open. Cool, rain-washed air rushed in, carrying the clean scent of wet dirt and pine. He stepped out into the mud, boots sinking, then looked back at me over his shoulder.

“And Saoirse?”

“Yes?”

“Wear the chain.”

Then he walked to his truck, water splashing up around his boots with every step. I stayed in the doorway, one hand rising to touch the silver at my neck. The smell of rain and sex and something new—something I couldn’t name yet—curled around me. I watched him go, knowing the old rules had cracked wide open and that Friday night was both an ending and a beginning I had no map for.


Chapter 6 — The Chain

There was a Monday, about two weeks after the lake house, when I didn’t wear the chain.

I’d taken it off in the dark at four in the morning, clasp clicking against my thumbnail, and left it coiled in the little ceramic dish on the dresser. Just to see what the day felt like without it. I told myself it was about professionalism — the site inspector was coming, I needed every authority I could project, and a delicate silver necklace was a distraction I couldn’t afford. I was the boss. He was my foreman. Those titles were still real, even if the space between them had grown into something neither of us had words for yet.

I wore my uniform: dark jeans, the worn Brennan Framing canvas jacket over a grey t-shirt, steel-toed boots. My hair in a severe braid. I walked into the office trailer at six, poured my coffee from the industrial pot, and opened the project schedule for the Westchester site. The day spread out ahead of me, dense with tasks. My hands were steady on the keyboard. My throat was bare, and the absence felt like a missing tooth my tongue kept finding.

Diego walked in at six-twenty, right on time for the crew roll-up. He was in his work clothes—clean dark jeans, a long-sleeved navy henley, his boots scuffed but cared-for. He didn’t look at me, not directly. He went to the coffee pot, filled his thermos, and leaned against the counter, listening as I ran through the day’s priorities for his crew: the second-floor framing on the model home, the inspection scheduled for Wednesday, the lumber delivery.

His eyes were on the blueprint I’d spread on the table, but his attention pressed against me, steady and deliberate. It wasn’t the heavy, possessive gaze from the lake house. This was quieter, more patient. He listened, nodded, asked a clarifying question about a load-bearing wall. His voice was exactly as it had been for five years: respectful, competent, calm.

It was maddening.

“That’s it,” I said, rolling up the plans. “Any issues?”

“No,” he said. Then his gaze flicked to my neck, bare above the collar of my jacket. He held it for a fraction of a second too long before looking back at my eyes. “Everything’s clear.”

The crew filtered in, the trailer filling with the smell of coffee and damp morning air. The usual chatter started—a joke about the Bills, a complaint about traffic on the thruway. Diego joined in with a dry comment that made the guys laugh. He was one of them. He was my best foreman.

And he had been inside me three days ago, his hand over my mouth in the boathouse while my family slept twenty yards away.

I signed the crew sheets, my hand steady. I handed them out. When I passed Diego his, our fingers didn’t brush. He took the clipboard, his eyes on the paperwork.

“Have a good day,” I said, the standard dismissal.

“You too, boss,” he said, and followed the crew out.

I spent the morning doing the things I always did: reviewing invoices, calling suppliers, walking the yard to check inventory. The normalcy was a cage. Every time my hand went absently to my throat, feeling for the cool silver that wasn’t there, a sharp, rebellious shame cut through me. He’d told me to wear it. I’d said okay. And here I was, hiding it.

At noon, my phone buzzed on the desk. A text from an unknown number. 203 Oakmont Ave. 7 pm Friday. Don’t be late.

No signature. No question. I stared at the address. It was in a part of the city I didn’t know, a neighborhood of old brick buildings and tiny family-run restaurants. My fingers hovered over the keypad. I could ask: What kind of restaurant? I could assert: I’ll meet you there. I typed back: Okay.

The three dots appeared immediately, then disappeared. No reply.

Tuesday was worse. The chain was a ghost limb. I caught one of the younger carpenters, Liam, looking at me funny during the afternoon site visit. “Everything alright, Saoirse?” he asked. “You seem… jumpy.”

“I’m fine,” I snapped, then softened it with a tight smile. “Just budget headaches.” He nodded, accepting it. Diego was across the foundation, directing the placement of a header. He hadn’t looked at me once.

Wednesday morning, I broke.

I woke at four-fifteen to the particular quality of apartment silence that isn’t peaceful — it’s just empty. I lay there long enough for the digital clock to tick to four-twenty before I got up.

The dresser. The ceramic dish. The chain lying coiled in it like a question I’d been refusing to answer.

I picked it up. It was cold from two days of not being worn, the silver catching the light of the bathroom spilling in under the bedroom door. I held it in my palm for a moment, feeling the links, the small weight of the pendant. Then I unclasped it, lifted it to the back of my neck, and fastened it.

The pendant settled against my collarbone. The weight was immediately, achingly familiar — not heavy, just present. Like the first breath after holding it too long.

I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror. The t-shirt was wrong for it. The chain belonged against bare skin, in a sundress, at a lake house dining table while my mother watched and couldn’t say a word. Not here in my practical bedroom at five in the morning, under fluorescent light. But I wore it anyway, the same way I’d worn the jacket my father left me long after it stopped fitting the occasion. Because it was mine and it meant something, and that mattered more than the setting.

When Diego walked into the office trailer at six-twenty, his thermos in hand, his eyes went straight to my throat. He stopped mid-stride. For a long moment, he just looked. Then he gave me a single, slow nod, as if I’d finally passed some test. He didn’t smile. But something in his posture shifted, the quiet tension he’d carried all week dissolving into a different kind of focus.

The crew meeting was a blur. I heard my own voice giving instructions, but my blood was humming in my ears. After I handed him his crew sheet, his fingers brushed mine. A deliberate, fleeting contact. My breath caught.

“Boss,” he said, his voice low, just for me. “See you Friday.”

Then he was gone.

Friday arrived with a clear, sharp sky. The workday was endless. I left the site at four, driving too fast back to my apartment. I showered, washing the dust and sweat from my skin, and stood wrapped in a towel in front of my closet. Wear the chain. It was already around my neck. But what did you wear on a date with your foreman who was no longer your fake boyfriend but something else entirely?

I chose a simple black dress. Knee-length, long-sleeved, a V-neck that showed the chain. I almost changed out of it three times. It felt like too much, and then not enough. I put on a pair of low heels, stared at my reflection. The woman in the mirror looked unfamiliar. The dress, the chain, the hint of freckles on my chest. My work-rough hands looked incongruous against the soft fabric.

At six-fifty-five, a knock sounded on my apartment door. Firm, confident. Not the buzzer from downstairs. He’d come up.

I opened the door.

Diego stood in the hallway. He wasn’t in his work clothes. He wore dark, tailored trousers and a simple charcoal button-down, the sleeves rolled to his forearms, revealing the bottom edges of his ink. He’d shaved. He held a single, small bunch of deep purple asters in one hand.

“You’re early,” I said.

“I’m on time,” he said, his eyes traveling from my face down the length of the dress, then back up to meet my gaze. He held out the flowers. “For you.”

I took them. Their scent was faint, wild. “Thank you.”

He stepped inside, closing the door behind him. My apartment was suddenly too small, filled with his presence. He looked around, taking in the neat, sparse space—the books on construction management, the framed blueprints on the wall, the utter lack of decoration.

“This is you,” he said, not unkindly.

“It’s where I sleep,” I said, defensive.

He turned to look at me. “It’s where you live when you’re not being the boss.” He took a step closer. The air between us crackled. “You ready?”

I nodded, unable to speak.

He didn’t offer his arm. He just turned and opened the door, holding it for me. The gesture was so old-fashioned, so deliberate, that a laugh caught in my throat. I locked up, and we walked down to the street where his truck was parked—not the work truck, but an older, well-kept Chevy with a clean interior.

He opened the passenger door for me. I got in, the rustle of my dress foreign in the cab. He got in the driver’s side, started the engine, and pulled into the evening traffic.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“A place,” he said.

“You’re not going to tell me?”

“Do you need to know?” he asked, glancing at me. “Or can you just let me take you?”

The question was a challenge. I could reclaim control, demand details like I would for a job site. Or I could let go.

I looked out the window at the passing city. “I can let you take me.”

We drove into the older neighborhood from the text. He parked on a tree-lined street in front of a narrow brick building with a faded green awning. The sign simply read “Marta’s” in peeling gold script.

He came around and opened my door. His hand didn’t touch me, but he was close enough that I could smell him—soap and something deeper, warmer.

Inside, the restaurant was all dark wood and soft light. There were maybe ten tables, all occupied by people who looked like they’d been coming here for decades. An older woman with her hair in a bun greeted Diego with a wide smile, her eyes crinkling.

“Diego! Hace tiempo.” She looked at me, her gaze sharp and appraising, then nodded in approval. “Y quien es esta belleza?”

“Esta es Saoirse,” Diego said, his hand coming to rest lightly on the small of my back. The touch was possessive, public. It sent a shock through the fabric of my dress. “Saoirse, this is Marta.”

“A pleasure,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt.

Marta led us to a small table in the back corner, next to a window overlooking a tiny courtyard filled with twinkling lights. She brought us a carafe of red wine without asking, and two menus.

“She knows you,” I said after Marta left.

“My aunt used to work in the kitchen,” he said, pouring wine into my glass. “I bussed tables here when I was sixteen.”

I looked around. It was the opposite of the sleek, minimalist places the developers took me to. This was lived-in, real. “You never mentioned it.”

“You never asked,” he said simply. He raised his glass. “To Friday night.”

I clinked my glass against his. “To Friday night.”

The wine was rich and bold. I took a sip, letting it warm me. “So this is the restaurant where I don’t know the contractor.”

“No contractors,” he agreed. “Just good food.”

We ordered — Marta insisted on bringing a selection of small plates without asking, waving off Diego’s attempt at the menu with a dismissive hand and a comment in Spanish that made him laugh. A real laugh, low and unpracticed, nothing like the dry sound he used on site. I filed it away like a blueprint detail.

The food arrived in small waves: salt-cod fritters with a smear of aioli, roasted peppers swimming in olive oil, spiced lamb folded in warm flatbread. We ate from the same plates without ceremony. The conversation did what it hadn’t been doing for weeks: it stopped being about work.

He told me about this neighborhood — the specific block where his aunt’s apartment had been, the bodega on the corner that was now a juice bar, the way the street had changed and hadn’t. He told me about starting his apprenticeship at eighteen, how the foreman on that first crew had been a brutal and exacting teacher who taught him that precision was a form of respect. He told me his parents had died in a car accident when he was eleven, said it the way a man says something he’s long finished grieving — straightforward, unhurried, with a kind of honesty that was harder to receive than any performance of emotion.

I told him about my father. About taking over the business at twenty-three when the emphysema finally won. About the first house I’d framed as lead, the way the whole crew had watched me at the materials list like they were waiting for a mistake I refused to make.

“You cried when they put the roof on,” he said, lifting a piece of spiced eggplant from the shared platter.

I stared at him. “How do you know that?”

“Old man Grady told me. He was on that crew. Said you stood there with the blueprints crumpled in your hand, tears running down your face, and then you turned and yelled at him for a misaligned joist.”

A laugh burst out of me. “I did. God, I was such a tyrant.”

“You were twenty-three and responsible for a half-million-dollar structure,” he said. “You had to be.”

The way he said it, low and steady, loosened something behind my ribs. We kept talking while the wine carafe emptied and the restaurant noise settled into a steady hum around us. His hand stayed on the table, close enough that the edge of his thumb brushed the inside of my wrist every few minutes, a slow drag of callus that sent heat straight up my arm.

When the plates were cleared, Marta brought two small glasses of amber liquor. Diego leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking under his weight. “Tell me something you’ve never told anyone at work.”

I swirled the liquor and watched the light catch on the glass. “I hate the smell of fresh-cut pine.”

He laughed, a low sound that rolled through his chest and landed low in my belly. “Bullshit. You live for it.”

“I do,” I said. “But sometimes, on the first day of a new project, when everything feels too big, I pretend I hate it. Makes it feel like just a job.”

He studied me, dark eyes steady. “My turn. I almost quit Brennan Framing. Second year.”

The words stopped me. He was the one who never left. “Why?”

“You,” he said. “You were untouchable. And I wanted to touch you anyway. It felt wrong. To you. To the job. I had an offer from a bigger firm in Rochester. Drove there for the interview.”

My lungs tightened. “What happened?”

“I sat in the truck in their parking lot and pictured walking onto your site the next Monday with you gone. No one to impress. No one to outwork. No one to look at across the room.” He took a slow sip. “Turned around and drove home. Never told a soul.”

The quiet between us thickened. His gaze dropped to the silver chain at my throat, then to my mouth.

“Diego,” I started, but Marta appeared with the check and gave his shoulder a fond pat.

“You two take your time,” she said, winking at me.

He paid in cash and waved off my offer to split it. Outside, the night air was cool against my bare arms. The street sat quiet under the streetlights.

“Thank you,” I said. “That was perfect.”

He turned to face me, his body blocking the light from the awning. “It’s not over.”

He took my hand, not threading our fingers but wrapping his around mine, warm and rough. “Come with me.”

He led me around the corner into a narrow alley that opened onto a small hidden square of grass and a single bench, the backs of brick buildings rising on every side. One wrought-iron lamp threw a circle of gold light across the ground.

“My aunt used to send me here on doubles,” he said, voice low. “Told me I needed the sky.”

I tipped my head back. Between the rooftops the night was deep blue-black, a handful of stars cutting through the city glow.

Diego turned me to face him. His hands came up to cradle my jaw, thumbs stroking the line of my cheekbones. “No family watching,” he said. “No terms. No game.” His breath brushed my lips. “Just you and me. Is that okay?”

My pulse kicked hard against my ribs. “Yes.”

He kissed me.

It was nothing like the kisses at the lake house. Those had been for show or for the rush of almost getting caught. This one was slow and thorough, his mouth opening over mine, the taste of anise and wine and salt. I gripped the front of his shirt, the wool soft and warm under my palms. He made a rough sound in his throat and pulled me in, one arm banding around my waist, the other sliding into the hair at the nape of my neck.

We stayed like that until my head spun and my lips felt swollen. He broke the kiss, breathing hard, forehead resting against mine.

“I want to take you home,” he said, voice scraped raw. “My home.”

I nodded.

His apartment was a ten-minute drive, top floor of a converted warehouse. One long open room—exposed brick, polished concrete, a wall of windows looking out over rooftops. A geometric print hung on one wall. A monstera sat in the corner, leaves broad and green.

He shut the door and the city hush wrapped around us. Only the glow from outside lit the space.

He turned to me. “Are you still my boss in here?”

The question cut straight through everything. I looked at him—this man who had framed my houses for five years, who had sat at my family’s table and claimed me out loud, who had just given me the first normal, easy night I’d had in longer than I could remember.

“No,” I said. “Not in here.”

A satisfaction crossed his face, brief and certain. “Good.”

He crossed the room in two strides. The next kiss was nothing careful. His hands were in my hair, down my back, cupping my ass to drag me hard against him. I felt the thick line of his cock through his trousers, pressing hot against my stomach. The ache between my legs sharpened, wet and insistent.

I fumbled at his shirt buttons. He let me, reaching behind me to find the zipper of my dress. He drew it down slowly, the sound loud in the quiet. The dress loosened and he pushed it off my shoulders. It fell around my feet, leaving me in black bra and panties and the thin silver chain.

He stepped back and looked. “Jesus, Saoirse.”

He shrugged out of his shirt. His chest was broad, smooth, the tattoos on his arms wrapping over his shoulders. I reached for him, palms flat on warm skin. He shuddered under my hands.

Then he lifted me, my legs locking around his waist, and carried me to the low bed. He laid me down on the dark duvet and came over me, braced on his forearms. He kissed me again, deeper, tongue sliding against mine. His mouth moved to my throat, to the chain, to the tops of my breasts. He unhooked my bra with one hand and pulled it away. His breath caught.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he said, voice low.

His thumbs brushed my nipples. I arched up into the touch. He lowered his head and took one into his mouth, sucking hard enough to make my back bow. Pleasure shot straight down my spine. I grabbed at his hair, short and soft between my fingers.

He gave the other breast the same attention, then slid his hand down my stomach and cupped me through my panties. The lace was already damp. He pressed the heel of his hand against my clit and I rocked into it without thinking.

“Diego,” I breathed.

He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and dragged them down my legs. Then he knelt between my thighs and looked at me, really looked, gaze fixed on my bare pussy. I felt myself grow even wetter under that stare.

“Fuck,” he said, almost reverent. He leaned in and kissed the inside of my thigh, stubble scraping. Then he moved inward.

The first slow lick over my clit made my hips jerk. He didn’t give me time to catch my breath. He licked a firm stripe through my folds, then sucked my clit into his mouth, tongue circling, flicking, pressing. One hand pinned my hip to the bed. The other reached up to pinch and roll my nipple. The two sensations twisted together, sharp and relentless.

“Right there,” I gasped, fisting the duvet. “Don’t stop.”

He growled against me and kept working me, tongue relentless, until the tension in my belly coiled tight and snapped. The orgasm hit hard, my back lifting off the bed, thighs shaking around his head. He licked me through it, gentler now, drawing out every last pulse until I went limp.

He crawled up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat. He was still wearing his trousers, the front strained tight. I reached for his belt with shaking hands.

“Let me,” he said. He stood, shoved trousers and briefs down in one motion. His cock sprang free, thick, flushed dark, curving slightly upward. I wrapped my hand around the base. He hissed, eyes squeezing shut for a second.

“Condom,” he gritted out. He yanked open the nightstand drawer, tore the packet open with his teeth. I took it from him and rolled it down his length, watching his stomach tighten under my touch.

He came back over me, settling between my spread thighs. The blunt head of his cock nudged at my entrance, slick with my arousal. He curved one hand around my jaw, tilting my face up.

“Eyes on mine,” he said. Low. Certain.

I gave them to him.

He pushed inside in one slow, steady thrust, stretching me open, filling me until his hips met mine. I moaned, head tipping back. He stayed there, buried deep, forehead damp against mine.

“You feel…” He shook his head, voice gone rough.

Then he started to move.

Slow at first. Deep. Each thrust dragged almost all the way out before he sank back in, the friction steady and perfect. His eyes stayed on mine. I slid my hands over his shoulders, feeling the sweat on his skin, the hard lines of muscle, the ridges of ink. He kissed me, tongue moving with the same rhythm as his cock. The taste of myself on his mouth was sharp and filthy. I met every thrust, hips lifting to take him deeper.

“Faster,” I whispered against his lips.

He gave it to me. The pace turned harder, the bed creaking under us. I could feel every inch of him, the thick stretch, the way he dragged against my walls. My pussy clenched around him on every stroke.

“I want to watch you,” he said, voice low, rough at the edges. “Your fingers. Right now.”

The order sent a fresh rush of heat through me. I slid my hand between us and found my swollen clit. The added pressure made my thighs shake. My eyes started to close.

“Open them,” he growled. “Look at me.”

I forced my gaze back to his. His eyes burned, locked on my face while my fingers worked my clit in tight, wet circles. The wet sound of my own touch mixed with the slick drag of his cock inside me. Heat flooded my cheeks. My breath tore out in short, ragged pulls.

“Come for me, Saoirse,” he said, voice low and rough. His hips snapped harder, driving deeper. “Let me see it.”

The coil inside me broke. The second orgasm hit sharp and bright, ripping through my belly and down my thighs. I cried out, my cunt clamping around his cock in hard pulses while my fingers kept rubbing. He fucked me straight through it, his rhythm turning ragged, the slap of skin loud in the room.

Just as the last tremors faded, he pulled out. His hands clamped on my hips. “Turn over.”

My limbs felt loose, heavy. I rolled onto my stomach, cheek pressed to the duvet. He spread my ass cheeks with both hands. Cool air hit my slick folds, then the thick head of his cock pushed back inside, one long, steady thrust that opened me deeper than before. A raw moan scraped out of my throat.

One hand flattened between my shoulder blades, pinning me down. He fucked me hard, no more slow connection—just the brutal rhythm of his thighs slapping against the backs of mine, the wet sound of my cunt taking every inch. Each thrust jolted up my spine and reignited the fading sparks of my orgasm into something hotter, tighter. I shoved back to meet him, the stretch and drag of him inside me making my toes curl.

“God, your ass,” he muttered. His hand slid from my back to grip my hip hard enough to bruise. “This pussy.” His words broke apart into harsh grunts. I felt every inch of the condom-covered length of him, thick and relentless, the pressure building again, perfect and almost too much.

“I’m going to come again,” I whimpered, the words shaking.

“Yes,” he hissed. He leaned over me, chest against my back, mouth at my ear. “Come with me.”

His pace turned savage, hips pounding. The tension in my body narrowed to one bright, burning point. My third orgasm crashed through me, vision whiting at the edges, my cunt pulsing around him in long, squeezing waves. At the same moment he drove in deep, buried to the hilt, and roared, his whole body going rigid before shuddering hard against mine.

He collapsed over me, weight solid and warm. We stayed like that, his cock still inside me, both of us breathing hard, skin slick. After a while he softened and slipped out. He rolled away, dealt with the condom in the bin beside the bed, then came back and pulled me against his chest, my back to his front. His hand moved slowly through my hair.

City lights glowed beyond the glass. My body felt loose, nerves quiet. The chain lay cool against my overheated skin.

“Okay?” he murmured into my hair.

I nodded. Words felt far away. Okay didn’t come close.

We lay in silence until our breathing steadied. He shifted, sat up. “I’ll get you water.”

He walked naked to the kitchen, muscle and ink moving in the low light. He returned with two glasses, handed me one. I drank fast, water cool down my throat.

He sat on the edge of the bed, watching me. “I want you to stay.”

The words landed heavy. Stay the night. Stay past morning. Cross a line with no going back.

“I have to be at the site at six,” I said, the boss in me answering on reflex.

“I know,” he said. “I’ll drive you. We’ll leave together.”

We. Leave together. From his apartment. Onto the site where the whole crew would see.

I looked at him—the man who framed my houses, who had sat through my mother’s questions without flinching, who had just fucked me until I couldn’t think. “Yes.”

He smiled, unguarded, the expression softening the hard lines of his face. He took my glass, set it aside, and drew me back into his arms. “Sleep.”

I did. Deep and dreamless, wrapped in the scent of his skin.

I woke at five to the quiet sounds of him in the kitchen. Grey pre-dawn light leaked through the windows. I sat up, duvet sliding down my body. He stood at the counter making coffee, wearing only his trousers, back to me. The ink across his shoulders and spine formed clean geometric lines and careful shading—a map I hadn’t asked to read yet.

I got up, naked except for the chain, and walked to him. He turned as I reached him, eyes moving over me slowly. He handed me a mug. “You look like you belong here,” he said quietly.

I sipped. Strong and black, the same way he made it on site. “I feel like I do.”

He leaned in and kissed my forehead, the touch gentle and somehow more intimate than anything we’d done in the dark. “We need to get dressed.”

We showered together in his big tiled stall—quick, practical, but his hands on my skin under the water, soaping my back, working through my hair, felt like another layer of claim. He dried me with a clean towel, then handed me my dress from the floor. I pulled it on, the contrast of soft black fabric against the chain and my work-ready body strange and sharp.

He dressed in his usual clothes—dark jeans, navy henley. The shift back to Diego Ramos, foreman, was abrupt. But when he looked at me, the heat in his eyes hadn’t changed.

We drove to the site in his truck. Morning air cool and quiet through the open windows. He parked in the usual spot. The yard sat empty, first light just touching the trailers.

He turned to me before I opened the door. “Today, at work, it’s business.”

I understood. The rules snapped back into place. Me as boss, him as crew. But the knowledge of what we’d become sat between us, live and humming.

“Yes,” I said.

“But,” he added, fingers reaching out to touch the chain at my throat, “you’re wearing this. And I know what’s under that dress. And when I look at you, I’ll be thinking about it.”

My stomach tightened. “Okay.”

He got out, opened my door. We walked toward the office trailer a few feet apart. I unlocked it, went inside, started the coffee. He waited outside until the crew arrived, then came in with them.

The day stayed normal. Brutally normal. I handed out assignments, checked the schedule, signed invoices. Diego led his crew, voice calm and sure. He didn’t look at me with any extra weight. But every time my eyes found him—directing the crane, checking measurements, laughing with Liam about some game—I felt the secret burn low in my belly. He knew. I knew. The chain sat against my skin, a silent message only we could read.

At lunch I stayed in the trailer, eating alone at my desk. My phone buzzed. A text from him. The boathouse was louder. But last night was better.

Heat climbed my face. I didn’t answer. But I saved the message.

The afternoon dragged through paperwork. At four-thirty, as crews packed up, Diego came in holding his crew sheet, needing a signature on a receipt.

“Boss,” he said, voice flat, professional.

I took the clipboard, signed. When I handed it back, his fingers brushed mine the way they had on Wednesday. This time his thumb pressed deliberately into my palm, a slow, hidden stroke.

My breath caught. I looked up. His face stayed neutral, but his eyes held a dark, knowing glint.

“See you tomorrow,” he said.

“Tomorrow,” I echoed.

He left.

I sat there ten minutes, palm still tingling. The trailer stood empty. The site had gone quiet. Distant truck engines rumbled as crews pulled out.

I locked up and walked to my own truck. On the drive home the night played back in pieces—the dinner, the park, his bed, his shower, the press of his thumb in my palm. A whole other world existed alongside Brennan Framing, and I was living in both now.

At home I hung up the dress. The chain stayed on. I changed into pajamas, made dinner, tried to read. My mind wouldn’t land.

My phone buzzed after nine. 203 Oakmont Ave. 7 pm next Friday.

A second date. No question mark. Just the fact of it.

I typed back: What should I wear?

Three dots, then his reply: The chain. Nothing else.

I stared at the screen, heat flooding through me again. A joke, mostly. But the intent underneath was clear. The game had shifted, yet it was still running. His terms still held.

I didn’t reply. I just sat on the couch in my quiet apartment, chain cool against my skin, and smiled.

Monday morning came in with rain. I drove through the grey downpour, yard turned to mud and standing water. Crews waited in their trucks for a break in the weather. I spent the morning in meetings with the architect, adjusting timelines.

Diego sat across from me in one of them, focus on the blueprints. He asked sharp technical questions, offered suggestions. He was still the best foreman I had. I watched his mouth move and remembered how it had felt between my legs.

After the meeting, as everyone filed out, he lingered by the door. “Saoirse,” he said, using my name instead of ‘boss’ in the empty room. “Forecast says this rain’ll clear by noon. We can start on the south wall then. If it doesn’t, we lose a day.”

“Do what you can,” I said. “I trust your judgment.”

He nodded, small and professional. But as he turned to leave, he added, soft, “The chain looks good on you in the daylight too.”

Then he was gone, leaving me in the conference room with the smell of rain and wet cement and the echo of his words warming me more than any coffee.

The week moved in that split rhythm, work over everything, the surface of it all professional and correct. His briefings were crisp. Mine were crisper. He handed me intake reports with a steadiness that held no visible trace of what his hands had done to me the night before.

But there were moments. A look held a half-second longer than any foreman needed to hold it. An evening text arriving while I was still at my desk, one line about a site adjustment that didn’t require a message but was a message anyway. The constant cool weight of the silver at my throat, a private frequency only we were tuned to.

Friday came again. I pulled up to 203 Oakmont Ave at seven, wearing a simple wrap dress and the chain, the silver already warm from my skin. He stood outside leaning against the brick with his hands in his pockets, watching me approach the way he watched things on site: still, measuring, with a quality of attention that made you feel seen all the way to the structure.

“You came,” he said.

“You told me to.” I stopped in front of him. “What if I hadn’t?”

He tilted his head, the beginning of a smile in his eyes only. “Then I’d have sat at that bar and eaten alone and been angry about it for exactly long enough to text you again.”

I almost laughed. “That’s very foreman of you.”

“Yeah.” He pushed off the brick and took my hand. “Let’s go.”

Marta greeted us with the same knowing warmth, her eyes cataloguing everything — the dress, the chain, the way his hand closed around mine — and nodding to herself as if confirming a hypothesis. She brought us the carafe of red wine without asking and seated us in the same corner table, the courtyard lights burning gold outside the narrow window.

We ate and talked and the talking was different from the first Friday — less careful, fewer pauses while we calibrated how much to say. He told me about the tattoo sleeve, one story at a time: the compass rose started in Portland after a winter when he’d been twenty-two and completely lost, the geometric band on his forearm done in a single session the day he hit one year clean, the sharp-lined bird above his heart that was for his brother. A record of the years before Brennan Framing, told in the specific language of ink.

I told him about my mother. Not the polished version I gave people at industry events, but the real one: the particular loneliness of being the one in charge, how running the company had become the substitute for everything else, how I’d convinced myself for years that the loneliness was just the price of the work and not something I was building for myself, brick by brick, wall by wall.

He listened the way he listened to everything — completely, with his full attention, not waiting to respond but actually taking it in. It was disconcerting. Most people listened to answer. Diego listened to understand.

After dinner we walked again to the small courtyard behind the restaurant. This time he didn’t kiss me. He just held my hand and tipped his head back to find the stars through the gaps between the rooftops.

“I want to build something with you,” he said, voice quiet as the street beyond the alley.

“Not a house,” I said.

He turned his head to look at me. “No.”

I already knew what he meant. A life. Something structural. Something that didn’t disappear when the weekend clock ran out.

He drove me to his apartment. This time, when we entered, he didn’t ask if I was still his boss. He simply took my face in his hands and kissed me, his mouth opening against mine with the slow certainty of a man who already knew the answer. Salt and dust clung to his tongue. His thumbs pressed into the hinge of my jaw, tilting my head exactly where he wanted it.

We moved toward the bed without hurry. His fingers found the hem of my shirt and lifted, knuckles brushing the underside of my breasts as the fabric cleared my head. He folded the shirt once, set it on the chair. My bra followed, straps sliding down my arms one at a time. He unbuttoned my jeans, eased the zipper down, and hooked his thumbs into the waistband to work denim and underwear together over my hips. Each garment received the same deliberate care before he straightened again and simply looked.

His gaze moved over me like a hand. I felt it on the slope of my shoulders, the tight peaks of my nipples, the soft give of my stomach, the bare skin between my thighs. Heat gathered there under the weight of his attention.

“You’re mine,” he said. Not a demand. A recognition.

“Yes,” I whispered.

That night the rhythm changed. He turned me onto my stomach, pulled my hips up, and pushed inside me in one long, steady thrust. The stretch burned sweet. His palms anchored at the flare of my hips, thumbs digging into the muscle above my ass as he fucked me with deliberate, grinding strokes that dragged the head of his cock against every sensitive inch. His breath hit my ear in hot bursts, English and Spanish tangled together, the words I couldn’t translate sliding under my skin anyway. Each time he bottomed out, the wet sound of it filled the room. I pushed back to meet him, greedy for the deep pressure, the way his balls pressed tight against me on every drive.

When I came, it rolled through me in thick waves instead of sharp jolts. He stayed buried through it, hips rocking in tight circles while my cunt fluttered and clenched around him. After he finished, he lowered us both to the mattress without pulling out, one arm banded across my chest, the other still gripping my hip as if he couldn’t bear to let go. His heart hammered against my spine. Sweat cooled between our bodies. I felt the twitch of his cock still inside me, the slow leak of his come.

I stayed the night. Again.

Saturday morning we drove to the site together. The truck smelled of coffee and the clean laundry scent of his shirt. It was becoming a pattern. A secret the whole company would soon guess.

That afternoon, as I walked the perimeter of the foundation with Liam checking drainage, I saw Diego on the second floor directing the installation of a window frame. Shirtless in the heat, his torso gleamed with sweat that caught the light every time he moved. The black lines of his tattoos stood out sharp against wet skin. He saw me looking. He didn’t smile. He held my gaze for three long seconds, jaw set, then turned back to the crew and pointed at the next frame.

A hard pulse beat between my legs. I felt the echo of him from the night before, the lingering ache and slickness.

Liam, oblivious, pointed to a low spot in the grading. I nodded, gave instructions, voice level. My mind stayed on the second floor, on the man who took my orders by daylight and took everything else from me once the sun went down.

Sunday was my day off — notionally. I folded laundry with the television on low and half-read a building code amendment and ran the Finch Street labor numbers in a way that didn’t need running. The apartment had the particular quiet of a place where someone else had recently been and isn’t anymore, the small rearrangements still visible: my toothbrush holder slightly askew, a coffee mug washed and left to drain that I hadn’t washed myself.

He texted in the early evening. Missing the lake house dock.

I read it three times before I replied: We could go back.

He took an hour. Then: Not yet. This is good.

I sat with that for a while. This is good. Not this is fine or this will do — the specific word good, from a man who didn’t waste words on things he didn’t mean. This. The split life. The locked doors. The chain he’d given me and that I’d worn every day since, hidden under collars and jackets in the daylight hours, lying cool on bare skin when I was alone.

Monday morning the routine resumed. I walked into the office trailer at six. He walked in at six-twenty. We ran the crew meeting, handed out assignments, the backs of our fingers brushing when he took the crew sheet from me.

As he turned to leave, he paused at the door. “Saoirse,” he said, voice pitched for my ears only. “The lawyer called your mother. She wants to have lunch with you tomorrow.”

The words landed cold. The real world pressing in again—my mother, the lawyer, the pressure that had started all of this.

I met his eyes. “Okay.”

“I’ll be here,” he said. “At the site. Doing my job.”

He left. I sat at my desk, the chain suddenly heavier against my skin, a small weight against a storm that had just widened its reach. The game wasn’t over. The terms were still his. But the battlefield had just grown larger.


Chapter 7 — The Invitation

My mother’s lunch invitations were never invitations. They were summons, delivered with the unshakeable certainty of a subpoena. She didn’t call me herself anymore; she had people for that. A secretary. The family lawyer. Now, apparently, Diego.

I spent the rest of Monday in a low-grade fog. The framing crew at Westchester was putting up the fourth-floor top plates, a skeleton of clean lumber rising against the grey sky. I visited three other sites, signed checks, settled a materials dispute with a concrete supplier who had the nerve to shortweight a load and call it a rounding error. My hands did the work. My voice gave the orders with the same even authority it always had.

But every time I walked past the crew trailer, every time I heard a nail gun pop in the distance, my mind dragged itself back to the site shed, to the rain on the roof, to the blueprints scattered across the concrete floor.

I’ll be here. Doing my job.

He had done exactly that. All day, from the fourth floor, his voice would carry down sometimes when the wind shifted — calm, directive, unruffled. He hadn’t glanced for me once. The precision of it was more unsettling than any possessive look would have been. He held the work and held me at the same time, in completely separate hands, without effort.

I didn’t go up to the fourth floor. I had no professional reason to, and I knew myself well enough by now to understand what would happen to my face if I stood that close to him before I’d had time to sort out what was inside my chest.

Tuesday morning arrived with a thin, persistent rain. I drove to the office trailer at the Westchester site, the wipers beating a steady rhythm. My mother’s chosen venue, The Oak Room, was a forty-minute drive away, at one p.m. I had seven hours to pace the length of my own dread.

The site was quiet, the crew holding off on sheathing until the weather broke. The office trailer was empty, the smell of stale coffee and wet boots hanging in the air. I hung my dripping canvas jacket on the hook, my fingers brushing the cold metal. I booted up the computer, pulled up the weekly payroll. His name was there, near the top. Diego Ramos. Foreman. Fifty-two hours. A number I had approved a hundred times.

The door opened just after seven-thirty.

He didn’t knock. He just stepped inside, bringing the scent of rain and fresh-cut pine with him. He wore a dark grey hoodie, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, his forearms bare and marked with ink. Drops of water beaded in his short black hair. He closed the door softly behind him, shutting out the patter of the rain.

We were alone.

“Morning,” he said. His voice was the same as it always was on a workday: calm, grounded, devoid of the midnight heat from the boathouse.

“Morning.” I didn’t look up from the screen. My heart knocked against my ribs. “Weather’s shit.”

“It’ll clear by ten. We’ll get the sheathing on this afternoon.”

A work conversation. Normal. Safe.

He moved to the small counter, filled the ancient coffee maker with water from the jug. The simple, domestic sounds of it were somehow more intimate than anything we’d done at the lake. He was in my space, making coffee, as if he belonged there.

“Your mother’s lawyer,” he said, his back to me as he measured grounds. “He’s persistent.”

“That’s his job.” I finally looked at him. The broad line of his shoulders under the damp cotton. The way his jeans were worn pale at the thighs. “How did he get your number?”

Diego turned, leaning his hips against the counter. The coffee maker began its wet, gurgling cough. “He didn’t. He called the site line yesterday. Liam answered, passed me the phone.” His lips edged upward in a slow, nearly invisible smile. “He was very polite. Wanted to ensure there were no hard feelings. Suggested that perhaps you and I had a… misunderstanding over the weekend.”

“A misunderstanding.” The word tasted like ash.

“Mm. I told him there was no misunderstanding.” He held my gaze. “I told him you were exactly where you wanted to be.”

The air left my lungs. He’d said it to the lawyer. To my mother’s emissary. He’d claimed me, in plain, unvarnished English, to the outside world.

“And?” I managed.

“And he said your mother would like to clarify a few things over lunch. Today.” He pushed off the counter, took two ceramic mugs from the shelf. “So. You’re going.”

It wasn’t a question.

“I have to,” I said, the defense automatic.

“I know.” He poured the coffee, black, into both mugs. He walked over to my desk, set one mug down in front of me. Then he did what he’d done all weekend. He didn’t take the other chair. He sat on the edge of my desk, right beside my keyboard, his thigh inches from my arm. He cradled his mug in both hands. “But you’re not going alone.”

I stared up at him. “What?”

“The terms,” he said, his voice dropping into that lower register that vibrated straight through the floor of my belly. “They’re still in effect. You asked for a weekend. I gave you the weekend. The problem followed us home. So the game extends.”

“Diego, this is a lunch. In a restaurant. In public.”

“I know where The Oak Room is.” He took a sip of his coffee, his eyes never leaving mine. “I’ll be there. At the bar. You’ll sit with your mother and the lawyer. You’ll have your conversation.”

“And you’ll just… watch?”

“I’ll be there,” he repeated, as if that explained everything. Maybe it did. His presence at the lake house had been a quiet, undeniable force. A wall between me and their expectations. He was offering to be that wall again.

“Why?” The word was out before I could stop it, raw and pleading.

He looked at me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he set his mug down on the desk, next to mine. He reached out, his fingers brushing the collar of my work shirt. He didn’t touch the chain—I’d tucked it under my clothes this morning, a secret against my skin—but he touched where it lay. “Because you’re still wearing it.”

My breath caught.

“And because,” he continued, his thumb stroking a slow line along my collarbone, “when he leans in, all sympathetic, and tries to touch your hand across the table, I want to be the one you look for.”

A shudder ran through me. He’d mapped the entire encounter before it had even begun.

“This isn’t part of the deal,” I whispered.

“It is now.” His hand fell away. He picked up his coffee again. “Be there at one. I’ll find you.”

He stood up, leaving the heat of his body near mine, the imprint of his thumb on my skin. He walked to the door, pulled it open. The sound of the rain swelled, then faded as he closed it behind him.

I sat there, motionless, for five full minutes. Then I lifted my coffee mug and drank. It was bitter and strong, exactly how he made it.

The Oak Room was all dark wood, leather, and the hushed murmur of money. I’d changed in the site trailer’s tiny bathroom, swapping my jeans and boots for a pair of black trousers and a simple cream-colored sweater. I’d left the chain out. It lay against my sternum, a cool, declarative line. My mother’s eyes would find it first thing.

I saw her before she saw me. She was seated at a corner table, her back perfectly straight, a glass of sparkling water in front of her. Eleanor Brennan, at sixty-two, was a master of elegant compression. Her grey hair was cut in a severe, stylish bob. She wore a navy blazer over a silk shell. She was scanning the room, not with anxiety, but with the air of a general surveying a battlefield she already owned.

Beside her was Martin Cresswell. The lawyer. Mid-forties, with the kind of pleasantly forgettable face and expensive watch that blended into rooms like this. He was smiling at something she’d said, showing perfectly even, whitened teeth.

I took a steadying breath. And then I let my gaze sweep past them, to the long, polished bar that ran along the far wall.

He was there.

Diego sat on a stool, one boot propped on the brass rail. He wore the same dark jeans, but he’d swapped his hoodie for a charcoal button-down, the sleeves rolled to his elbows. He had a pint of something dark in front of him, untouched. He wasn’t looking at me. He was watching the baseball game on the muted TV above the bar, his profile austere and calm. He looked like he belonged there, too, a man comfortable in his own skin in any room. The blue-collar dignity, not as a costume, but as a fact.

My mother’s hand lifted in a slight wave. Her smile was tight. I walked over.

“Saoirse, darling, you’re right on time,” she said, offering her cheek. I leaned in, caught the familiar scent of her Chanel No. 5. It smelled like verdicts.

“Mom. Martin.” I nodded to the lawyer as I took the empty seat across from them, my back to the bar. I could feel Diego’s presence like a point of heat between my shoulder blades.

“Saoirse, it’s so good to see you again,” Martin said, his voice a smooth, practiced baritone. “You look well. The lake air must have agreed with you.”

“It was a nice weekend,” I said, my tone neutral. I picked up the menu, a pointless shield.

A waiter materialized. I ordered an iced tea. My mother ordered a salad. Martin ordered the steak, medium-rare, with a glass of Cabernet. The performance of normalcy began.

“So,” my mother said, after the waiter left. Her eyes dropped to the chain at my throat, then flicked back to my face. No comment. A silent, searing notation. “Diego Ramos.”

“Yes.”

“He’s one of your foremen.”

“My best foreman.”

“I see.” She took a delicate sip of water. “It was… a surprise. To everyone.”

Martin leaned forward, his expression a mask of congenial concern. “Your mother was just concerned, Saoirse. It all seemed very… sudden. We simply wanted to make sure you’re in a good situation. That you’re not feeling any… pressure, given the… dynamic.”

The dynamic. The boss and the employee. He made it sound like a liability lawsuit.

“There’s no pressure,” I said, my voice flat.

“Of course, of course,” Martin soothed. “It’s just, these workplace romances can be so fraught. Complications with HR, perceptions among the other employees, potential conflicts of interest.” He gave me a smile that was meant to be wise, avuncular. “As a friend of the family, and as your legal counsel, I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out the risks. A woman in your position…”

A woman in my position. The phrase hung in the air, heavy with all the things I was supposed to be: careful, distant, alone.

My mother’s gaze was on me, sharp and assessing. “Is it serious, Saoirse?”

The question, direct and unfiltered, surprised me. She usually preferred to approach things obliquely, with legalistic precision. I looked at her. Really looked. Behind the polished veneer, I saw a flicker of something else. Not just disapproval. Curiosity. Maybe even a grudging respect for the audacity of it.

I thought of Diego’s hand on my thigh at the dinner table. His mouth on mine under the lake water. His body moving against mine in the dark boathouse. The chain, warm from his skin, clasped around my neck.

“Yes,” I said, the word quiet but clear. “It is.”

Something shifted in her face. A minute settling. She hadn’t expected that answer. Martin cleared his throat, uncomfortable with the definitive.

“Well,” he said, regrouping. “That’s… that’s wonderful. Truly. We just want your happiness, Saoirse.” He reached across the table then, as if to pat my hand in a gesture of paternal support.

My skin tightened. I held still, but my eyes slid away from Martin’s approaching hand and found the dark window beside our table. The glass gave back a blurred view of the bar and the man sitting on a stool.

Diego watched. Not the game on the screen anymore. He watched Martin’s hand slide across the white tablecloth toward mine. His face stayed calm, but he had shifted forward on the stool, elbows planted on the bar, stare locked on our table with the unmoving focus of a hunter.

Martin’s fingers brushed the back of my hand. Dry. Brief.

In the window I saw Diego stand. He left his untouched pint on the bar and started across the room on a slow diagonal that would carry him past our table on the way to the restrooms.

My pulse beat hard against my throat. I kept my eyes on my mother and Martin, but every sound narrowed to the steady tread of his boots on the hardwood. Solid. Unhurried.

He reached the edge of our table.

He did not stop. He did not look down.

As he passed, his hand swung loose at his side and his knuckles dragged across my shoulder. The contact was deliberate, slow enough to feel through the wool of my sweater. A claim. A mark. It lasted less than a second, yet the heat of it burned straight through the fabric.

My mother’s gaze snapped to the space where he had been, then back to me. Her lips parted. Martin kept talking about discretionary clauses in employment contracts, oblivious.

Diego disappeared down the dim hallway.

The air he left behind felt tight, stretched thin. My shoulder throbbed. I could still feel the rough drag of his skin, the exact pressure he had used.

“Excuse me,” I said. My voice came out level. I pushed my chair back. “I need the ladies’ room.”

I did not wait for an answer. I stood and walked after him, legs steady enough. The hallway was quiet, lined with restroom doors and a fire exit. The men’s room door was swinging shut.

I did not go to the women’s room. I stopped in the empty hallway, back against the cool wall, and waited.

Ten seconds later the men’s room door opened. He stepped out.

He saw me at once. He crossed the space between us without a word. His hands came up, framing my face, and his mouth covered mine.

The kiss was not gentle. It was a taking. Hot, deep, tasting of coffee and purpose. His tongue pushed into my mouth and I opened for him, a low sound caught in my throat. My hands fisted in the soft cotton of his shirt and dragged him closer. Here, in this quiet expensive hallway with my mother and the lawyer fifty feet away, he kissed me like he owned the air in my lungs.

He broke the kiss, forehead resting against mine, breath rough. “You looked at me,” he said, voice low and scraped.

“You told me to.”

“Good.” His thumbs stroked my cheekbones. “What did he say?”

“That he’s concerned about the dynamic.” The word tasted sour.

Diego’s mouth curved. “Fuck his dynamic.” He kissed me again, harder, teeth catching my lower lip until I gasped. “You’re mine this week. You understand? Not the boss. Mine.”

It landed like an order. The final, clean reversal. In this hallway on a Tuesday afternoon he was giving me a new set of rules.

“Yes,” I said.

He nodded, a short, satisfied movement. His eyes burned dark. “Finish your lunch. Be polite. Then you’re leaving with me.”

“Where?”

“My place.” The words settled the matter. “The crew can handle the sheathing without us this afternoon.”

It was a direct violation of every rule I had set for myself as owner. The thought sent a sharp pulse of heat between my legs.

“Okay,” I whispered.

He let go of my face and his hands slid down to grip my hips once, hard, through the fabric of my trousers. A promise. Then he stepped back, straightened his shirt. He looked at me—lips swollen, eyes wide, chest rising fast—and a real smile touched his mouth. “Go on. Before they send a search party.”

I turned and walked back down the hallway, body tight and alive. As I neared the table I saw my mother watching, her eyes taking in the flush on my skin, the fresh fullness of my mouth, the silver chain now resting outside my sweater and catching the low light.

I sat down.

“Everything alright, dear?” she asked, voice mild.

“Perfect,” I said, lifting my iced tea. My hand stayed steady.

The rest of the lunch blurred into salad and careful conversation. Martin tried twice more to steer the talk back to “best practices,” but the air had changed. The wall had been tested. My mother stayed mostly quiet, gaze sharp. When the check arrived Martin reached for it, but I was faster. I put down my company card. “Business lunch,” I said with a thin smile. “Tax deductible.”

We stood. Pleasantries passed. My mother leaned in and kissed my cheek. As she drew back her voice dropped to a whisper only I could hear. “He has hands on him, that one.”

It was not praise. It was not judgment. It was a simple statement of fact, spoken with something that might have been tired recognition.

They walked out together. I waited a full minute, settling the bill, before I turned.

Diego already stood at the host stand, holding my canvas jacket. He had retrieved it from the coat check. He held it open. I slid my arms into the familiar worn sleeves, the lining still cool from the trailer.

He did not touch me as we stepped out into the clearing afternoon. Sun broke through the clouds. He led me to his truck, an older Chevy, clean and well-kept. He opened the passenger door. I climbed in. The scent of him—clean soap, wood, skin—filled the cab.

He got in and started the engine. It rumbled to life. He did not ask directions. He knew where he was going.

He drove away from the city toward the older mixed neighborhoods where the tradesmen lived. He did not speak. The silence sat heavy between us, thick with what was coming.

Twenty minutes later he pulled into the driveway of a small, neat craftsman bungalow with a detached garage. The yard was tidy, bordered by mature shrubs. It was nothing like I had pictured. It was a home.

He killed the engine. The sudden quiet pressed in.

“This is it,” he said, voice low.

He circled the car and opened my door. I took the hand he offered, palm sliding against his. He did not let go. He led me up the short walk to the front porch, unlocked the door, and pushed it open.

He left the lights off. The living room lay in shadow, clean and simply furnished—a sturdy leather sofa, a bookshelf holding paperbacks and technical manuals, a large framed photograph of a mountain range above the fireplace. It was completely, unmistakably him.

He closed the door behind us. The lock clicked, final.

He turned to me, still holding my hand. In the dim light his eyes were black.

“The terms,” he said, voice a low rumble in the quiet. “Here there’s no audience. No family. No lawyer. Just you and me. And the chain.”

He released my hand and reached for the buttons of my sweater. His fingers moved with steady patience. He pushed the soft wool off my shoulders and let it fall. My breath caught. He took the hem of my thin camisole and I lifted my arms, letting him draw it over my head. I stood in front of him in trousers and bra, the silver chain the brightest thing in the room.

His gaze moved over me, slow and deliberate, cataloguing. “Take off the rest,” he said. Not a request.

My fingers worked the button of my trousers, then the zipper. I shoved trousers and underwear down my hips together, stepped out of them, kicked them aside. I reached behind, unhooked my bra, let it slide from my shoulders to join the pile on his floor.

I stood naked in the middle of Diego Ramos’s living room wearing nothing but the chain he had given me. Cool air touched my skin and raised goosebumps. My nipples tightened. Between my legs I was already slick, aching.

He looked his fill, expression fierce with approval. “Beautiful,” he said. Then he began to undress.

He faced me as he unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged it off. His chest was broad, built from work rather than a gym, dusted with dark hair. The ink on his arms continued across his shoulders in black and grey. He toed off his boots, shoved his jeans and boxer briefs down in one motion, and stepped out of them.

He was fully, magnificently hard. His cock stood thick, curving slightly upward, the head flushed dark. I stared, mouth dry.

“Come here,” he said.

I walked to him, floorboards smooth under my bare feet. When I was within reach he did not pull me into an embrace. Instead he took my hand and wrapped my fingers around his cock.

The heat of him shocked me. The skin felt like silk pulled tight over steel. He was already leaking; a bead of moisture slicked my thumb. He covered my hand with his and showed me the pressure he wanted, guiding our joined hands in a slow, firm stroke.

“This is what you do to me,” he said, voice gravel. “Every damn day on site. For two years. This.”

I tightened my grip, learning the shape of him, the weight. He hissed, head tipping back for a second. Then he let go, leaving me to stroke him on my own. His hands settled on my hips, fingers digging in as he watched me touch him.

“Enough,” he growled after a minute. He eased my hand away. “On the couch. On your knees. Facing the back.”

A sharp jolt of submission ran through me. I obeyed, moving to the large leather sofa. I climbed onto it, kneeling, facing the high back. The leather felt cool against my knees and shins. I heard him move behind me.

His hands returned to my hips, positioning me. One hand smoothed down the curve of my spine, then lower, over the swell of my ass. He caressed me with unhurried, proprietary attention. Then his fingers slid between my legs from behind, finding my wetness, stroking through my folds.

I cried out, hands gripping the top of the sofa back.

“So fucking wet,” he muttered, fingers circling my clit, making my hips jerk. “All for me. For this.”

He pushed one finger inside me, then two, curling them, stretching me. I was panting, pushing back against his hand, desperate for more. He added a third finger and the stretch burned, a thick fullness that promised what came next.

He withdrew his fingers. I whimpered at the loss.

I heard the tear of a foil packet. The sound cut through the heat. A moment later the blunt, wet head of his cock pressed against my entrance.

He didn’t ask. He didn’t warn.

He pushed inside.

The thick head of his cock forced me open, the stretch burning through me in one long, relentless slide. I gasped, back bowing, my cunt clamping down hard around the sudden invasion. He sank all the way in, hips flush to the backs of my thighs, the blunt pressure of him seated so deep I felt it in my ribs. His fingers dug into my hips, anchoring me there.

“Look at you,” he said, voice low and rough. “My boss. On her knees. Taking my cock.”

The words landed like a slap. Heat flooded my face. The chain between my breasts swung with every breath, cold metal against sweat-damp skin, a sharp counterpoint to the thick, pulsing heat inside me.

He started to move.

Slow, deliberate strokes, each one dragging the full length of him against my inner walls. The friction built in steady waves, too much and not enough, the leather of the couch creaking under us. Skin met skin in a steady, wet rhythm. He fucked me like he had all afternoon to ruin me.

“Yes,” I moaned, forehead pressed to the back of the couch. “Diego… please…”

“Please what?” His pace never broke.

“Harder. Please.”

He gave it to me. His hips snapped forward, driving me up the couch with every thrust. One hand fisted in the hair at my nape, holding me in place without pulling. The other slid around my hip, fingers finding my clit again, rubbing in tight, relentless circles.

The pressure built fast, sharp and electric. My thighs shook. I came with a broken sound, cunt pulsing around him in hard, rhythmic clenches, pleasure tearing through me in hot, liquid waves. My vision blurred at the edges.

He groaned, deep in his chest, and fucked me through it. His rhythm turned ragged. Two more brutal thrusts, so deep I felt the jolt in my throat, and then he locked tight against me, cock throbbing as he came. The condom caught it. His breath hit the back of my neck in a shaky exhale.

We stayed like that for a long moment, the only sounds our breathing and the low hum of the refrigerator. His weight pressed me down, solid and warm. His hand rested over my belly. When he finally softened and pulled out, the sudden emptiness left me aching.

He helped me turn. My legs trembled. He guided me onto my back on the wide couch, disappeared for a moment, then returned with a damp cloth from the bathroom. He cleaned me with careful strokes, the cool cloth soothing against overheated skin. The contrast—his earlier roughness and this quiet attention—tightened something in my throat.

He tossed the cloth aside and lay down behind me, pulling me into the curve of his body. My back to his chest. His arm banded across my waist. My ass tucked against his hips. The chain lay trapped between us, pressed against my breasts and his forearm.

We lay in the lengthening afternoon light, shadows stretching across the floor.

His mouth brushed my shoulder. “You stay here tonight.”

Not a question.

I nodded, cheek against the leather. “Okay.”

His arm tightened. Outside, a car passed on the street. The ordinary world kept moving.

Inside, the rules were his. I had given in completely.

And the surrender left me feeling sharper, more alive, than I had in years.

I woke to the sound of a phone buzzing. Not mine. Diego’s.

The light had changed. Late golden beams slanted across the room, catching dust in the air. I was still naked on the couch, still curled into the heat of him. His arm lay heavy across my waist. His breath moved steady against the back of my neck.

The buzzing stopped. Started again.

He stirred, made a low sound in his chest, and reached down to where his jeans lay crumpled on the floor. He found the phone, silenced it, and tossed it back without looking. His hand returned to my stomach, palm flat and possessive.

“Who was it?” My voice came out rough with sleep.

“Liam. Checking on the sheathing.” His lips pressed to my shoulder blade. “I texted him before lunch. Told him I was taking the afternoon. You were with me.”

He’d told the crew. Made my absence his. I should have bristled. Should have reached for my clothes, my phone, my old defenses.

Instead I arched back, pressing my ass more firmly against him. He hardened against the cleft of my cheeks, a slow, thick pulse of blood. Want coiled low in my belly again.

“What did he say?” I asked.

“He said, ‘Copy that.’” Diego’s hand drifted lower, fingers sliding through the damp curls between my legs. He found me still sensitive, still wet from earlier. He made a satisfied sound low in his throat. “The crew respects you, Saoirse. They don’t think you’re slacking. They think you’re with me. There’s a difference.”

His finger circled my clit in a lazy pass. I gasped, hips pushing into his touch.

“And what does that mean?” I breathed.

“It means they know I’d never let you slack.” He pushed one finger inside me, slow, letting me feel the knuckle drag. “But being with me? That’s different work.”

He moved his finger in shallow strokes, more tease than relief. Playing with me. His other hand came up to cup my breast, thumb brushing over my nipple, pinching just enough to make me twitch. The chain had wound around his wrist, cold silver linking us.

“Turn over,” he murmured. “Face me.”

I rolled onto my back, then onto my side. The leather sighed beneath us. In the narrow space our faces were close. His eyes were dark, heavy-lidded. He looked at me like he was still mapping every reaction, still learning exactly how I broke.

He kissed me, slow and deep, tongue stroking against mine. His hand stayed between my legs, finger working inside me while his thumb pressed steady circles over my clit. I broke the kiss, breathing hard, forehead against his.

“Diego…”

“Tell me what you want,” he said. His voice was low, steady. His eyes didn’t let me look away. “Here. Now. No audience. No terms from the lake house. Just you. Tell me.”

The demand stripped something raw. Harder than wearing the chain. Harder than the public scene. This was just us, no performance to hide behind.

“I want you,” I whispered. “Again. I want… I want to see you.”

Heat flared in his gaze. He pulled his hand free. I made a small, involuntary sound at the loss. He shifted off the couch and knelt on the floor beside it, fully hard again, cock jutting thick from the dark hair at the base. Sweat gleamed on his skin in the golden light.

“Sit up,” he said.

I pushed myself upright, legs dangling over the edge. He moved between my knees and spread them wider with his hands. He looked at my cunt, gaze so focused I felt exposed down to the bone.

“So pretty,” he said, almost under his breath. He leaned in and dragged his tongue up through my folds in one long, slow lick.

I cried out, hands clutching his shoulders. He did it again, tongue flat and firm, gathering wetness before he focused on my clit. He sucked it into his mouth and my back arched hard off the couch. His hands slid under my ass, lifting me, holding me open while he worked me with his mouth—circling, flicking, pushing shallowly inside. The wet sounds were filthy. I sobbed his name, hips rolling against his face without rhythm.

He didn’t let up until my thighs shook around his head. Then he pulled back and blew cool air over my swollen clit. I nearly came apart from the frustration alone.

“Not yet,” he said, voice hoarse. He grabbed another condom from the box on the floor, rolled it on with quick efficiency, then gripped my hips and dragged me to the very edge of the couch. “Wrap your legs around me.”

I locked my calves around his lower back. He lined himself up, the head of his cock nudging against my entrance, holding there with just enough pressure to make me want to sob with the waiting.

His thumb pressed gently under my chin. “Here,” he said. “Stay here with me.”

I held his gaze. In the low light, he looked stripped of every layer I’d ever read on him at work — the patient foreman, the blank professional mask. There was only the hunger, and beneath it something steadier. Something I didn’t have a word for yet.

“This,” he said, and pushed inside.

The angle was different facing him. I watched the strain in his neck, the clench of his jaw as he filled me. He seated himself fully, my calves tight around him. So deep the pressure stole my breath.

He moved in long, controlled strokes, almost withdrawing before sinking back in. I could see every flicker of pleasure cross his face, feel the tremor in his thighs where I held him. My hands roamed his chest, his shoulders, tracing the lines of ink across his skin.

“Show me,” he gritted out, rhythm starting to fracture. “I want to watch you take yourself there.”

My hand slipped between us. My fingers found my clit, already swollen and oversensitive. I rubbed in tight circles, the direct touch almost too much layered over the thick, driving fullness of his cock. My head tipped back.

“Eyes on me, Saoirse,” he growled.

I dragged my gaze back to his. Watched him watch me while I worked myself closer. Our breathing matched, ragged and loud. The world narrowed to his cock inside me, my fingers on my clit, the locked stare between us.

“I’m… I’m going to…” I gasped.

“Come,” he ordered. “Now.”

The command pushed me over. The orgasm hit hard, a deep, clenching wave that locked around him. He drove into me once, twice more, then went rigid, his own release pulsing hot into the condom as he shuddered against me.

We collapsed in a tangle on the couch. He was half on top of me, face buried in my neck, heart hammering against my ribs. My legs stayed locked around him, holding him inside. We stayed like that until our breathing slowed and the sweat cooled.

Eventually he shifted, slipped out, and dealt with the condom. He came back with a glass of water and held it to my lips. I drank deep. He took the glass after me and drank from the same rim, a simple, quiet intimacy that settled somewhere behind my ribs.

“Hungry?” he asked.

I realized I was starving. “Yes.”

He stood and pulled me upright with him. “Shower first.”

He led me down the short hallway to a clean, utilitarian bathroom. The shower was a narrow stand-up stall with strong water pressure that hissed against the tile the moment he turned the handle. He tested the temperature with his wrist, then guided me beneath the spray. Steam rose fast, curling around our shoulders. He washed me with a plain white bar of soap, his hands moving over my body with thorough, unhurried attention that felt like neither pure sex nor simple hygiene. It was caretaking, plain and quiet. His palms slid over my breasts, down my ribs, between my legs, cleaning me with the same steady care he gave every other inch. He washed my hair next, fingers working slow circles against my scalp until the lather ran down my back in thick rivulets.

I took the soap from him and returned the favor, working it over the hard planes of his chest and the broad sweep of his back. My fingers traced the black lines of ink I’d only glimpsed earlier—sharp geometric shapes that disappeared beneath the water. His skin was hot under the spray, the muscle dense and unyielding.

He turned me to face the wall. My palms met the wet tile. He stepped in close behind me, one hand braced beside my head, the other wrapped around my waist to hold me steady. His cock pressed between my thighs, thick and insistent, then pushed inside in one long, unhurried thrust. The stretch pulled a low sound from my throat. Water sluiced over us, over the place where he filled me, running in warm streams down the backs of my legs as he began to move. Each stroke was deliberate, deep, a quiet and relentless claiming. My whimpers dissolved into the steady hiss of the shower. His grip on my waist tightened when he came, a low groan vibrating against my spine, his teeth sinking into the muscle of my shoulder just hard enough to mark.

We dried off with thick towels that smelled of clean cotton and cedar. He handed me a soft, worn gray t-shirt and a pair of black sweatpants that I had to roll twice at the waist and again at the ankles. The fabric carried his scent—laundry detergent layered over the warmer, darker note that was simply Diego. He pulled on similar clothes, the cotton stretching across his chest and shoulders.

In his small, tidy kitchen he cooked with the same quiet competence I’d seen on the job site. Scrambled eggs folded with sharp cheddar, thick slices of toast, bacon cooked crisp at the edges. The smell filled the room, rich and savory. I sat at the small wooden table, the chain cool and heavy where it lay against my skin beneath the soft cotton of his shirt. The moment felt unreal. I was in my foreman’s house, wearing his clothes, my body still humming from the way he’d taken me, while he stood at the stove and cooked me dinner like it was the most ordinary thing in the world.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. The simple food tasted better than it had any right to.

“You live alone,” I said. It wasn’t really a question. The house carried the settled quiet of a space shaped by one person.

“Yeah.” He took a bite of toast. “Bought it three years ago. Fixed it up on weekends.”

“It’s nice.” I meant it. The place felt solid. Real. A home he’d built with his own hands.

He looked at me, gaze thoughtful. “Your mother. At lunch. What did she whisper to you?”

I remembered the words clearly. He has hands on him, that one. “She made an observation.”

“About me.”

“About your hands.”

The corner of his mouth lifted, private and pleased. He glanced down at his own hands resting on the table — broad, capable, marked with nicks and old calluses. “She’s not wrong.”

“No.” I took a sip of water. “What happens now, Diego? With work?”

He leaned back in his chair, studying me. “What do you want to happen?”

“I don’t know.” The truth sat plain between us. “This… complicates everything.”

“It does,” he agreed, no evasion in it. “But complicated isn’t the same as bad.” He reached across the table, his fingers brushing the back of my hand, the same gesture Martin had made hours earlier but carrying an entirely different weight. “Monday morning I’ll be on site at six-twenty. You’ll be in the office trailer. We’ll have the crew meeting. I’ll take my sheet and do my job.”

“And after?”

“After work?” He shrugged. “That’s up to you. The terms were for the weekend. The weekend’s over. What happened today… that was because I wanted it. And you wanted it.” His eyes held mine. “The ball’s in your court, boss.”

Boss. The word landed like a stone dropped in still water. A return of the title. The authority. He was giving it back, exactly as he’d said he would in the brief I’d never seen. Monday morning he would hand it all over again.

The power shift settled into place with quiet finality. He had taken it, used it, and now he was returning it to me changed. My authority no longer felt like a cold, solitary weight. It carried the memory of his mouth between my legs, his voice low in my ear, the chain resting against my skin.

“I want to see you after work,” I said. The words came out clear and certain.

He nodded as if he’d expected nothing else. “Okay.”

We cleaned the dishes together. Night had fallen hard outside the kitchen window. I could see the dark bulk of his garage and the ragged line of trees against a sky scattered with stars.

“I should go,” I said, though every muscle in my body resisted the idea. “I have an early site visit in Ithaca tomorrow.”

“I’ll drive you to your truck. It’s still at the Westchester site.”

He fetched my clothes from the living room floor where we’d left them. I changed in his bedroom, a spare room with a large bed made with precise military corners. The trousers, the sweater, the bra felt like a costume I was pulling back on. Underneath, the chain remained. The faint ache between my thighs remained. The small, hidden marks on my skin remained.

He drove through quiet streets, radio off. The silence between us felt comfortable and charged at once, thick with everything we’d done. He pulled up beside my pickup in the empty site lot. The skeletal frames of the buildings stood dark against the night sky.

He left the engine running but shifted into park. I turned to him.

“Thank you,” I said. “For today. For the lunch rescue. For… everything.”

He reached out, hooked two fingers through the chain at my throat, and gave it a gentle tug. “You don’t have to thank me. I got what I wanted.”

“And what was that?”

“You.” He said it simply, without flourish. “Out of your head. In my bed. Saying yes to me without a contract.” He released the chain. “Go to your meeting tomorrow. Run your company. I’ll see you on site Thursday.”

He was dismissing me. Gently. Clearly. Re-establishing the boundaries even while promising to cross them again.

I leaned across the console and kissed him. It was soft, closed-mouth, a quiet seal on the day. “Goodnight, Diego.”

“Goodnight, Saoirse.”

I climbed out, got into my own truck, and watched his taillights disappear down the access road. I sat there a long time, the cab growing cold around me, the chain the only warm thing against my skin.

When I finally started the engine, my phone buzzed with the calendar alert for tomorrow’s meeting. Reality shoved its way back into view. But the ground had shifted under it. I was no longer only navigating my mother’s expectations or the lawyer’s careful pressure. I was navigating the aftermath of a surrender that had left me stronger.

I drove home, and for the first time in years the empty rooms of my own house felt like a choice instead of a sentence. Because I knew exactly where I would be tomorrow night. The terms were mine to set now. And I knew precisely what I wanted.


Chapter 8 — The Terms Are Mine

Monday arrived the way Mondays did when you’d been inside your own head all weekend: loud, relentless, with the flat grey certainty of a site inspection after rain.

My alarm went off at four-thirty. I’d been awake since three-fifteen, lying on my back in the dark, cataloguing what was coming. The board meeting at nine — quarterly figures, the old partners who still called me honey in meeting rooms and then voted my proposals through because they had no choice. Site inspections at two. The inventory audit at the yard by five. A boss’s Monday, full and structured and grinding in the way that used to feel like armor.

The chain lay against my sternum. I’d worn it to bed without thinking about it, and woke to its cool weight the same way I’d been waking for weeks — the first tactile fact of the day, before light, before coffee, before memory fully assembled itself. It didn’t feel like his anymore. It felt like mine.

I showered. Put on the uniform: dark jeans, black t-shirt, the worn Brennan Framing canvas jacket that smelled of sawdust and the specific weight of ten years of decisions. I braided my hair back tight and stood in the bathroom for a moment, studying the woman in the mirror. Freckles. The shadow under her eyes. The silver chain catching the overhead light. She looked like she’d made choices she wasn’t going to take back.

Good.

I ate toast standing at the sink, washed the plate, left the house before the sky finished deciding what color it wanted to be.

The drive to the office was a rehearsal. I ran through the quarterly figures, the labor cost projections, the talking points for the board. My father’s old partners, men in their sixties who still called me “Saoirse, honey” in meetings, would be there. I had the numbers. I had the contracts. I had the authority.

But my hand kept drifting to my collarbone, seeking the silver.

The office was a converted warehouse on the industrial edge of town. My desk was on a mezzanine overlooking the main floor where the dispatch boards and drafting tables lived. It was six a.m., the space quiet and dark except for the pool of light from my desk lamp. I booted up my computer, spread out my files.

And I waited.

I knew he wouldn’t be early. Diego was never late, but he wasn’t early. He arrived exactly when he said he would, with exactly what was needed. It was one of the things I’d catalogued about him, professionally, over the years. Reliability as a form of artistry.

At six fifty-eight, I heard the heavy steel door at the far end of the warehouse open and close. Boots on concrete. Not the quick, light steps of the office manager, Maria, who came in at seven-thirty. This was a deliberate, solid tread. I didn’t look up from the blueprint I was pretending to study.

His shadow fell across my desk first. Then he was there, leaning a hip against the railing, a white paper cup in each hand. He was in work clothes: faded jeans, a grey henley with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, his tool belt slung over his shoulder. His face was clean-shaven, his dark hair still damp from a shower. He looked like he’d slept eight hours. He looked utterly, infuriatingly normal.

“Morning, boss,” he said. His voice was a low rasp, the same one that had whispered against my neck in the boathouse.

I finally looked up. “Diego.”

He held out one of the cups. “Coffee. Two sugars, no cream. Like you drink it on site.”

I took it. Our fingers didn’t brush. “Thank you.”

He nodded, took a sip from his own cup. His eyes were on me, a slow, assessing sweep that felt nothing like an employee’s glance. It was the look from the dock, from the dinner table, from the dark of his cabin. It stripped the canvas jacket and the desk and the title away. I was just the woman in his bed two nights ago.

“You have your meeting,” he said.

“I do.”

“You’re ready for it.”

It wasn’t a question. “I am.”

He smiled then, just a faint curve of his mouth. “Good.” He pushed off the railing. “My crew’s on the Finch Street retrofit today. We’ll be done with the second-floor framing by end of shift.”

“I’ll expect the photos in the portal by five.”

“You’ll have them.” He turned to go, his tool belt clinking softly.

“Diego.”

He paused, looked back over his shoulder.

The words were a stone in my throat. I’d practiced them in the dark of my bedroom, in the cab of my truck. They still felt foreign. “Tonight. My place. Seven o’clock.”

His expression didn’t change, but something in the air between us tightened, charged. “Your terms?”

“Yes.”

His eyes stayed locked on mine, the silence stretching, until he answered with one deliberate, unhurried nod. “I’ll be there.”

Then he was walking away, boots echoing in the vast space, disappearing into the hallway that led to the yard. I sat there, the coffee burning my palm, the chain a secret brand under my shirt.

The meeting was a blur of polished mahogany and spreadsheet projections. I talked. I presented. I answered questions with crisp, confident answers. I watched the nods of approval, saw the lawyer—not my mother’s lawyer, the company’s lawyer—make a note. It was a victory. A solid, professional win.

All I could think about was the ink on Diego’s forearms in the morning light through my blinds.

I drove from the office to the Westchester sites, running inspections. The sun was high and hot. I traded my jacket for a hard hat, walked foundations and skeletal wooden frames. The smell of cut pine and fresh earth was usually a tonic, the smell of something being built. Today it smelled like the lake house. Like his skin.

I saw his crew’s work on the third site, a sprawling custom home on a ridge. The framing was impeccable, clean lines, perfect plumb. His signature. I ran my hand over a stud, the wood smooth under my palm. I thought of his hands on me. The specific, competent pressure.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. A text from an unknown number. The second-floor east wall is done. Photo uploaded at 3:07 p.m. No signature. I didn’t need one. I texted back. Acknowledged. Three dots appeared. Then: Seven.

A shiver went through me that had nothing to do with the breeze coming off the ridge.

I finished my rounds, drove back to the city. I stopped at the market. I bought things I never bought: a good steak, thick asparagus, potatoes. Wine. I felt like an actor assembling props for a role. But the flutter in my stomach wasn’t stage fright. It was pure, undiluted want.

My house was a neat, two-bedroom bungalow I’d bought five years ago. It was all clean lines and neutral colors, a peaceful blank slate. It had always felt like enough. Tonight, it felt like a set waiting for its scene.

I showered, washing the dust of the sites from my skin. I didn’t braid my hair. I let it dry in red waves down my back. I didn’t put on a sundress. I put on soft, black leggings and an oversized cream-colored sweater that fell off one shoulder. I was barefoot. The chain was the only jewelry I wore.

I cooked. It was a mechanical process, something to do with my hands. The sizzle of the steak in the cast-iron, the steam from the potatoes. I set the small table in the kitchen nook, lit a single candle. The sun was setting, painting the hardwood floors in orange and gold.

At one minute to seven, there was a knock on my front door. Solid. Unhurried.

I wiped my hands on a towel, took a breath that did nothing to calm my heartbeat, and went to answer it.

He stood on my porch, backlit by the fading twilight. He’d changed. Dark jeans again, but a black long-sleeve shirt that clung to his shoulders and arms. He had a six-pack of local beer in one hand. He looked at me, his gaze traveling from my loose hair down to my bare feet and back up, leaving a trail of heat.

“You’re on time,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt.

“I said I would be.” He stepped inside when I moved back. He closed the door behind him, the click of the latch loud in the quiet house. He set the beer on the entryway table and turned to me. The space in my small foyer suddenly felt minuscule, charged with the memory of every touch from the weekend.

“Something smells good,” he said, but he wasn’t looking toward the kitchen.

“Dinner’s ready.”

He reached out, not for me, but to hook a finger in the neckline of my sweater, tugging it down an inch to see the chain. “You’re wearing it.”

“You said it was the only thing I had to wear.”

“I did.” He let the fabric go. “Show me your house.”

It wasn’t a request. It was a quiet command. I led him through the living room, the spare bedroom I used as an office, the patio. He didn’t comment, just took it in. When we reached my bedroom, he stopped in the doorway. The bed was made, simple grey linen. The windows were open, the evening air cool.

He looked at the bed, then at me. “This where the terms get set?”

“That’s the idea.”

He nodded slowly. “Alright. Let’s eat first.”

Dinner was a strange, suspended hour. We talked about the Finch Street retrofit, about the board meeting, about the load-bearing walls on a custom home his crew was halfway through in the hills above the city. Familiar ground. The language we’d spoken for five years — clean, technical, collaborative. But underneath every sentence about plumb lines and quarterly margins ran another conversation entirely, wordless and continuous.

His knee pressed against mine under the small table and stayed there. He watched my mouth when I spoke with an openness he no longer tried to hide. I drank wine. He drank a beer, slow and unhurried, like a man who had nowhere else to be and no interest in pretending otherwise.

I was the boss in this kitchen. I had set the table. I had cooked the food. I had said my terms and meant it with every part of my bones. And he’d shown up exactly when I’d told him to, with beer and a quiet certainty in his posture, and was now sitting in my chair and watching me with the particular focused patience of a man who has decided to wait for something and isn’t going to flinch.

When the dishes were done and the last of the wine was gone, he set his beer bottle on the counter and turned to look at me across the kitchen.

“Alright, Saoirse,” he said, the name low in his chest, somewhere between familiar and reverent. “You said the terms were yours tonight. I’m here. What are they?”

I stood across the kitchen from him, the width of the room feeling like a canyon. I had planned speeches. Lists. Now my mind was a blank, white noise. All I had was the want, a physical ache between my hips.

“I want you,” I said, the words raw. “Not for my family. Not for a show. For me.”

“You had me at the lake house.”

“I had a performance. I want the thing behind it.”

He pushed off the counter, took two steps toward me, stopping just out of arm’s reach. “And how do you want it?”

“I want you to take this off me,” I said, plucking at the fabric of my sweater. “And I want you to use your mouth on me. And I don’t want to be quiet.”

A muscle jumped in his jaw. His eyes went black. “Where?”

“The bedroom.”

He closed the distance then, his hand coming up to cup the back of my neck, his thumb stroking the line of my jaw. “That’s a start. What else?”

“I want to be on top,” I breathed. “I want to set the pace. I want to watch you come apart.”

A low, rough sound rumbled from him, almost a growl. “You’ve been thinking.”

“For two days.”

“Good.” He bent his head, his lips a breath from mine. “Then lead the way, boss.”

I turned and walked out of the kitchen, down the short hall to my bedroom. I heard him behind me, his footsteps sure. I walked to the foot of the bed and turned to face him. The last of the sunset was gone, the room lit only by the ambient glow from the city outside my windows.

He stood just inside the doorway, a silhouette of contained energy. “Your first term,” he reminded me. “The sweater.”

My hands felt clumsy as I caught the hem of the oversized sweater between my fingers. The knit dragged up my ribs, catching for a moment before I pulled it over my head and let it drop. Cool air slid across my bare skin and tightened my nipples into hard peaks. The silver chain rested between my breasts, its chill a sharp contrast to the heat already building low in my belly.

His gaze tracked over me, slow and heavy. I felt it like fingertips. “The leggings.”

I hooked my thumbs in the waistband and shoved the fabric down, stepping free. Naked except for the chain, I stood in the spill of city light from the window. My pulse beat hard at my throat. I’d never felt more stripped bare, or more certain of what I wanted.

“Christ, Saoirse,” he whispered. The rough edge in his voice landed low between my legs.

“Your turn,” I said. My voice trembled once, then steadied.

He stripped without hesitation. The black shirt came off in one motion, revealing the broad plane of his chest, the dark hair scattered across it, the warm brown skin. Ink covered both arms in dense, interlocking patterns that ran from shoulder to wrist—geometric knots, sharp lines, older script I couldn’t read. He kicked off his boots, pushed his jeans and briefs down together, and stepped out of them.

His cock stood thick and flushed against his stomach. My mouth went dry at the sight of it.

“Come here.”

He crossed the space between us until the heat of his body reached mine. I flattened my palms against his chest. His skin burned under my hands, smooth where the muscle was hard. I leaned in and pressed my mouth to the center of his chest, tasting salt and the faint trace of soap. I kissed across the width of his pectorals, following the ridge of muscle down his abdomen. My fingers traced the edges of his tattoos, learning the raised lines of ink on warm skin.

I sank to my knees.

His breath punched out of him. My hands settled on his hips, thumbs pressing into the grooves above bone. I looked up the length of his torso and met his eyes, then took him into my mouth.

He was hot and heavy on my tongue, the taste of him sharp and clean. I worked over him slowly, learning the ridge beneath the head, the way the vein pulsed when I pressed my tongue flat against it. His thighs shook when I took him deeper. I set a deliberate rhythm, hollowing my cheeks, one hand braced on his hip while the other curled around the base of his cock. His breathing fractured into low curses in Spanish, the words ragged and filthy.

The tension in his hips coiled tighter. I pulled off before he could spill, letting him slip from my lips with a wet sound.

He stared down at me, eyes dark. “Saoirse—”

“My terms,” I said, voice low and rough. I stood. “On the bed. On your back.”

He held still for a beat, jaw tight, then gave a single sharp nod and moved to the bed. He stretched out on the rumpled linen, one arm behind his head, the other resting on his stomach. His cock lay hard against his belly, the head dark and slick.

I climbed over him, straddling his thighs. Bracing my hands on his chest, I leaned down and kissed him, open-mouthed and deep. He tasted like wine and heat. His hands roamed my back, gripped my ass, dragged me closer until the length of him pressed against my stomach.

“The second term,” I whispered against his mouth. “Your mouth on me.”

I moved up his body until my knees bracketed his head. One hand found the headboard. I lowered myself slowly. His palms slid up my thighs and settled on my hips, guiding me the last inches down.

The first drag of his tongue over my cunt made my vision blur. I gasped, fingers tightening on the wood. He didn’t tease. He licked broad and wet, then focused on my clit with firm, circling pressure. His teeth grazed me, gentle, then his tongue pushed inside. I rocked against his mouth, the chain swinging forward to brush my nipples with every movement. The wet sounds of his mouth filled the room along with my breathing.

“Diego… right there…” The words broke apart as he sucked harder. My thighs trembled around his head. I was loud, every moan and curse spilling out exactly as I’d promised myself I would be. His grip on my hips was unyielding, holding me exactly where he wanted while he drove me higher.

The orgasm hit without warning, a sudden clench that locked my muscles and tore a raw cry from my throat. I shook over him, thighs clamping, the chain cold against my overheated skin. He kept licking, gentler now, drawing it out until the sensitivity became too much and I had to pull away, collapsing sideways onto the mattress.

He moved the moment I was clear. He rolled me onto my back and came over me, his body blocking the light. His cock, still hard and flushed, nudged at my entrance. His eyes were wild, the last threads of his control visibly fraying.

“Your last term,” he said, voice scraped raw. “You on top. You set the pace. But Saoirse… I need to be inside you. Now.”

It came out half plea, half command. I reached between us, wrapped my hand around his cock, and guided him to my cunt. “Then come in.”

He pushed inside with one long, steady thrust. The stretch burned, a thick, perfect fullness that forced the air from my lungs. He buried himself to the hilt and stopped, every muscle locked, his forehead pressed to mine. His breath came hot and uneven against my lips.

“Fuck,” he groaned. “Saoirse…”

I hooked my ankles at the small of his back and pulled him deeper. My hands slid up his arms, over sweat-slick shoulders, into his hair. I was full of him, the weight of his body pinning me, the heat of him everywhere. I had set every rule. He had followed them. Now he was shaking with the effort of holding still inside me.

“My pace,” I whispered, and rolled my hips.

He made a broken sound. I lifted and sank again, taking him deeper on the downstroke. He met me, matching my rhythm but letting me lead. The slap of skin and the creak of the bedframe filled the quiet. I kept my eyes open, watching every flicker across his face—the way his mouth parted, the tension in his jaw, the surrender in his eyes when I clenched around him.

“Touch me,” I said.

His hand slid between our bodies. His thumb found my clit and rubbed in tight circles, never breaking the pace I’d set. The added pressure made my rhythm stutter, then sharpen into something faster, more desperate. He followed, hips rolling up to meet mine, giving me the control even as his thumb drove me higher.

The second orgasm built fast, tighter than the first. My breath came in short, sobbing gasps. “Diego—I’m—”

“I know,” he gritted out. His thrusts were losing their smoothness, growing jerky. “Come for me. Let me feel it.”

The command pushed me over. Pleasure detonated low in my belly and ripped outward, a hard, pulsing release that locked my muscles around him. I arched hard, a raw scream tearing from my throat as I came.

He came apart over me — a long, shuddering groan, his whole body going rigid before the tremor rolled through him in one unmistakable wave. He pressed himself deep and held there, cock pulsing inside me, and I felt every throb of his release against my inner walls. His face was buried in my neck and his breath came hot and ragged against my skin while I held him through it, hands skating over his sweat-slick back, drawing him in as if I could contain the whole moment.

He went still. Then heavy. His weight settled over me like something that had been waiting to happen, solid and inevitable.

Our hearts hammered against each other through skin and bone. Slow seconds passed. The room smelled of sex and the faint cedar trace of his soap and the particular intimacy of two bodies that had stopped pretending anything.

After a long quiet, he pushed up on his elbows and looked down at me. The intensity in his eyes had softened into something I couldn’t fully name — sated but present, watching me like I was a structure he was still learning to read. He brushed damp hair back from my forehead. His thumb traced the line of my cheekbone.

“Terms met?” he asked.

A laugh escaped me, shaky and real. “More than.”

He kissed me — slow and searching, the kind that had nothing to prove. Then he rolled onto his back and drew me with him, one easy sweep of his arm, until I lay sprawled across his chest with my leg hooked over his thigh. His hand moved idly through my hair, fingers finding the silver chain where it lay between my breasts.

We stayed tangled in the dim city light, breathing slowing, the outside world muffled to a distant hum. The board meeting, the retrofit, the inventory audit at the yard — all of it had receded to a foreign country. Here there was only the solid heat of his body under me, the deep and satisfying ache between my legs, the chain cool against my skin, and the quiet sound of his heartbeat under my ear, gradually steadying.

“I should clean up,” I murmured, not moving.

“In a minute.” His voice rumbled under my ear. His hand stilled in my hair. “Tell me something.”

“What?”

“The first time. When you knew you wanted this. Not the fake dating. This.”

I didn’t have to search for the answer. “The safety meeting. Last spring. That rainstorm.”

I felt his faint smile against my hair. “The one where the Porta-John tipped over?”

“No.” I shifted, propping my chin on his chest so I could see his face. “Before that. You were at the whiteboard, explaining the new fall-protection rigging. The marker was dying, squeaking every time you tried to write. You got frustrated, tossed it aside, and just started talking with your hands. You explained it so clearly, so patiently, to men who’d been doing the work for thirty years. You never talked down to them. You just knew what you were saying. And they listened.” I swallowed. “I was in the back of the trailer. And I thought, I want those hands on me. I want that voice in my ear. I want that patience turned on me. It hit like a truck.”

He was quiet for a moment, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw. “For me, it was the pay dispute. With the Carlson crew.”

I remembered. A subcontractor had tried to short three of my guys. Diego had come to my office with the paperwork, calm and steady. He’d laid out every fact without raising his voice. Then he’d looked me in the eye and said, “They’re not stealing from them, Saoirse. They’re stealing from you.” He’d said it like a promise. “And I don’t let people steal from what’s yours.”

“You were fierce,” he said, voice low. His thumb traced the line of my spine. “You picked up the phone, called the project manager, and eviscerated him. Still polite. When you hung up, your hand shook. Then you looked at me and smiled—this sharp, victorious thing. And I thought, ‘I am so fucked.’”

He exhaled, long and slow. “Two years of that. Two years of watching you. Wanting you. Walking away.”

The words settled between us, heavy and bare. I pressed my mouth to the center of his chest, felt the steady beat under my lips. “We’re not walking away now.”

“No.” His voice settled, certain. “We’re not.”

Eventually the world pressed back in. We untangled, slow and reluctant, and he followed me to the bathroom. I turned the shower on and steam rose fast, coating the mirror in a thin grey fog. We stepped under together. The water came down hard and hot. He turned me without asking and washed my back — hands slick, movement unhurried, tracing the line of my spine from the nape of my neck to the small of my back. Not perfunctory. Thorough in the way he was thorough with everything, like the work deserved the full attention it was given.

I turned and returned it. My fingers moved over the ink I’d only ever glimpsed, or felt in the dark — and now I traced it in stillness, in the clear close light of the shower. A compass rose on his left shoulder blade, detailed enough to navigate by. A mountain range across his ribs in dense, patient linework. Roman numerals down his spine, clean and unhesitating. And just above his heart, where the pectoral muscle was hardest, a stylized bird in full flight, wings out, head forward.

My fingers stopped there.

“My brother,” he said, voice quiet under the shower’s hiss. “He’s a pilot. Air Force.”

I didn’t ask for anything else. I just pressed my mouth to the ink, briefly, a promise to ask about it another time when we had more of those.

We dried off with the thick towels stacked under the sink. He found my comb on the vanity and worked it through his wet hair with the same methodical patience I’d watched him apply to everything — blueprints, crew problems, me. I handed him a toothbrush still in its wrapper. He raised an eyebrow. I shrugged. He unwrapped it without comment and brushed his teeth at my sink, and it was the most ordinary intimate moment of the whole wild weekend of ordinary intimate moments, and it settled something in my chest that I would think about for a long time.

Back in the bedroom he pulled on briefs and jeans but left his shirt on the floor. I slipped the oversized sweater back on — nothing underneath, silver chain the only other thing against my skin. In the kitchen he opened two beers while I put the leftover steak in the fridge. We carried the bottles out to the small patio, the night air cool and damp against our skin, the city spread below us in a scatter of amber and white, sharp and indifferent and beautiful.

“Thursday,” he said after a long pull from his bottle. “On site. It goes back to normal.”

I studied him. The word felt thin. “What’s normal?”

“I’m your foreman. You’re the boss. We run the job.” He held my gaze. “This stays off the clock. And off the site.”

A thin thread of cold moved through me. “And after hours?”

The tension broke. A real smile reached his eyes for the first time all night, the kind that erased the careful professional distance entirely. “After hours, you’re the woman wearing my chain. And I’m the man you invite over for steak.”

“It’s that simple?”

“It has to be, Saoirse. Your company is you. I won’t be the thing that messes with that. I respect what you’ve built too much.”

The truth of it landed, warm and heavy. He was protecting my authority even while he stripped it from me in private. The cleanest kind of contradiction. “Okay,” I whispered.

“Okay.” He reached across the table and covered my hand with his. His palm was rough, still warm from the shower. “Now tell me about the board meeting. The real version.”

So I did. I told him about the lawyer’s notes, the old partners nodding along, the swell of pride I’d felt—and the way my thoughts kept drifting back to him. He listened, asked sharp questions about the labor projections, offered an insight about material delays from a supplier his crew used. We talked shop with our hands still linked. The two worlds—the one where I signed his checks and the one where I came apart under his mouth—sat in the same space, balanced by the quiet rules he’d laid down.

It was past midnight when he stood. “I should go. Early pour on Finch Street tomorrow.”

I walked him to the door, bare feet quiet on the hardwood. He shrugged into his shirt, gathered his jacket. In the narrow entryway he looked solid, real, like he belonged there.

He turned, cupped my face in both hands. “This was a good set of terms.”

“I have more,” I said, the words out before I could pull them back.

His eyes darkened. “I hope you do.” He kissed me, deep and thorough, the taste of beer and something steadier underneath. “Lock the door behind me.”

Then he was gone. The night took him. I locked the door and leaned my forehead against the cool wood. The house was quiet again, but the silence felt different. It held the shape of his laugh, the low sound he’d made when he came, the way he’d said my name like it was already his.

I went to the bedroom. The sheets still smelled like us. I crawled in, body heavy with a deep, satisfied fatigue. The chain lay cool against my skin. I touched it, a new habit forming.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand. A text. Home. Sleep well, boss.

I smiled in the dark. You too. See you Thursday.

The three dots appeared, lingered, then vanished. The silence that followed said enough.

I fell asleep with the phone still in my hand. I didn’t dream of board meetings or falling Porta-Johns. I dreamed of ink under my fingertips, a patient voice in the rain, and the solid, certain weight of a man who knew exactly what he was taking—and exactly what he was giving back.



Thursday morning came grey and damp, a sharp edge of autumn in the air. I dressed with deliberate care: work boots, jeans, a fitted grey henley, hair pulled into a severe braid. The canvas jacket. The uniform of command. The chain stayed hidden, a secret pressed against my sternum.

The Finch Street retrofit was a three-story brownstone conversion in a neighborhood climbing fast. The site already hummed—delivery trucks idling, the high whine of saws, the steady thud of nail guns. I parked beside the construction trailer and let my game face settle into place.

I saw his crew first. They were on the second floor, the open wood frame stark against the sky. Movement, coordination, the easy rhythm of men who knew their work. Then I saw him. He stood on the ground floor talking to the concrete foreman, a blueprint unrolled across a pair of sawhorses. Dark beanie, thermal shirt, tool belt slung low. He pointed at something on the plans, expression focused and serious.

He looked up as if he’d felt me there. Our eyes met across the churned mud of the yard.

For one suspended second the world narrowed to the space between us. I tasted him again in memory. Then his gaze shifted, professional, respectful. He gave me a short nod.

“Boss,” he called, voice carrying over the noise. “We’re on schedule. You want to see the east wall before they sheath it?”

And just like that we were back on the clock. The map hadn’t changed. He was my foreman. I was the boss.

“Lead the way,” I said, voice crisp.

He finished his conversation with the concrete foreman, rolled the blueprint with one efficient motion, and headed for the stairs without looking back. I followed, boots crunching gravel, the chain a silent and steady weight against my sternum with every step. His pace was sure. The set of his shoulders was the same as it had been every morning for five years — focused, unhurried, committed to the work.

The terms were set. The lines were drawn. But as I climbed the stairs behind him and looked up at the clean, careful geometry of what his crew was building — each beam set plumb, each joint true, a whole structure rising from nothing into something that would outlast all of us — I understood something I hadn’t when I’d walked into the break trailer with two thousand dollars in my pocket.

The most dangerous part hadn’t been the fake dating. It hadn’t been the family watching, or the chain around my neck, or my mother’s cold, assessing eyes.

It was this: watching him work, knowing exactly what kind of man he was down to the bones, and not having a single good reason left to pretend I wasn’t in it entirely.

He glanced back when he reached the second-floor landing, finding me where I was. One short nod. Professional. The foreman checking on the boss.

I climbed the last few stairs and stepped up onto the deck beside him, the clean scent of new pine sharp in the autumn air.

“Show me the east wall,” I said.

“Right here,” he said, and turned toward the frame.


Also by Jenna Sahara

Thanks for reading. If you enjoyed this story, here are a few more you might like:

The Foot Worship Club

Read The Foot Worship Club on Amazon

Collateral Swap: A Body Swap Story

Read Collateral Swap: A Body Swap Story on Amazon

Hotwife Theater: The Center Stage Affair

Read Hotwife Theater: The Center Stage Affair on Amazon
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