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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.
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