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Chapter 1

What Happened at the Coast House

My message to Mara stayed on the screen after I sent it.

At the coast house. Safe. Staying until morning. I am choosing this. Check-in at nine. I do not want questions tonight.

I read the last sentence twice.

Not because I regretted it.

Because six months ago I would have written sorry somewhere in it.

Sorry for worrying you. Sorry for not explaining. Sorry for making a decision before everyone I loved had finished deciding whether I was qualified to make it.

Tonight there was no apology.

Across Seraphina’s kitchen, the kettle clicked off.

She did not reach for it.

That was how I knew she had been watching me.

The coast house was quieter than I remembered. Beyond the dark windows, the ocean kept striking the rocks with the patience of something that knew it would win eventually. The kitchen lights were low. One lamp burned over the long wooden table. Seraphina stood beside the counter in black trousers and a dark green blouse with the sleeves folded once at her forearms.

No jacket.

No office.

No desk between us.

No paper waiting for a grade.

The absence of those things felt louder than any rule she had ever given me.

“Does Mara know where you are?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“That you intend to stay?”

“Yes.”

Her gaze dropped briefly to my phone.

I locked the screen.

“I told her I was choosing it.”

Something changed in Seraphina’s face.

Not much.

With anyone else I might have missed it.

With her, I had learned to measure earthquakes in millimeters.

“Good,” she said.

The word hit exactly where it always had.

My spine straightened.

Seraphina saw that too.

Of course she did.

I set my phone on the table before I could use it as armor.

“She’ll check on me at nine.”

“I would expect nothing less.”

“You say that like you like her.”

“I respect her persistence.”

“That is the most Seraphina Vale way possible to avoid saying you like someone.”

One eyebrow rose.

The old Clara would have wondered whether I had gone too far.

I waited for that panic.

It came as a small spark and died before it could catch.

Seraphina turned toward the cupboard.

“The guest room is prepared.”

I stared at her.

She took down a mug.

“The sheets are clean. There are towels in the adjoining bath.”

“You think I drove all the way out here for your guest room?”

Her hand stopped around the mug.

Slowly, she put it on the counter.

“I think you drove here because you needed somewhere private enough to decide what you wanted.”

“I already decided.”

The ocean struck the rocks again.

Seraphina faced me fully.

“Then tell me.”

There it was.

The opening.

And there, immediately behind it, was the old reflex.

What do you want me to say?

I could almost feel the sentence assembling itself.

I swallowed it.

Seraphina waited.

She did not rescue me.

That, at least, had not changed.

“I don’t want the guest room.”

“What do you want?”

My pulse kicked.

I could have made it smaller.

Your company.

A conversation.

Closure.

All true enough to hide inside.

I stepped away from the table.

Seraphina’s eyes followed me as I crossed the kitchen.

I stopped close enough to see the faint tension at the corner of her mouth.

Still she did not touch me.

That was familiar too.

For months, she had been the fixed point and I had been the thing learning how to approach without falling.

Tonight I lifted my hand.

I touched the folded edge of her sleeve.

Seraphina looked down at my fingers.

Then back at me.

“What are you doing?”

“Not waiting.”

Silence.

My heart was beating so hard I could feel it beneath my tongue.

But I did not take my hand away.

“You taught me not to take,” I said.

“Yes.”

“You taught me to ask.”

“Yes.”

“You never taught me what happens when I stop being afraid to offer.”

Her breath changed.

Barely.

Enough.

I had spent so long being the observed thing that discovering I could produce a reaction in her felt almost obscene.

“What are you offering?” she asked.

I slid my fingers from her sleeve to her wrist.

Not gripping.

Just touching.

“Start with a kiss.”

“That sounded suspiciously like an instruction.”

I almost smiled.

“Would you kiss me?”

“Better.”

“If you want to.”

“Clara.”

“Yes?”

“Do not make your wanting smaller to protect me from answering.”

The words went through me cleanly.

I looked at her mouth.

“Then kiss me.”

Seraphina’s hand came up beneath my chin.

Familiar.

The response in my body was familiar too.

What was different was that I had crossed the room first.

Her thumb rested just below my lower lip.

“Green?”

“Green.”

Then she kissed me.

There was nothing careful about the first second.

Weeks of distance vanished in the pressure of her mouth. My hand closed around her wrist. Her other hand found my waist and drew me forward until the front of my body met hers.

I made a sound I had not intended to make.

Seraphina caught it with her mouth.

The kitchen disappeared.

The complaint.

Ward.

The second reader.

Every miserable conversation in which strangers had discussed whether my choices were truly mine.

All of it receded until there was only the solid edge of the counter behind me and Seraphina in front of me and the astonishing fact that nothing except my own decision had put me there.

She broke the kiss.

I followed half an inch before I caught myself.

Her eyes sharpened.

“I saw that.”

“I stopped.”

“You did.”

I was breathing too quickly.

“So did you.”

The faintest change touched her mouth.

“Did I?”

“You’re enjoying this.”

“I have never claimed otherwise.”

“No. You just usually make me do all the admitting.”

“That has historically been necessary.”

I laughed once, breathless.

Then I reached for her.

Not her wrist this time.

Her waist.

My hand settled against the side of her blouse.

Seraphina went still.

I felt the reaction before I understood it.

Her abdomen tightened beneath my palm.

I moved my hand an inch.

Her fingers closed around mine.

“Careful.”

The old apology rose.

I bit it off.

“Why?”

Seraphina stared at me.

The question felt more intimate than touching her.

“Because,” she said, “you appear to have discovered something.”

“That you react?”

“I am human.”

“Evidence has occasionally been limited.”

“Clara.”

There was warning in it.

There was also heat.

I smiled.

A real one.

Not nervous.

Not placating.

Her gaze dropped to my mouth.

“That,” she said quietly, “is new.”

“What?”

“You know exactly what you are doing.”

“I have a theory.”

“You always do.”

I touched her waist again.

This time she let me.

I felt her inhale.

My whole body lit with the knowledge.

“Oh,” I whispered.

Seraphina’s eyes narrowed.

“That was unwise.”

“What was?”

“Looking pleased with yourself.”

I should have been nervous.

Instead I wanted to know what she would do about it.

“That sounds like a problem for you.”

Her hand moved from my chin to the back of my neck.

My breath caught.

“There you are,” she said.

The words were soft enough to hurt.

Then she kissed me again.

Slower this time.

Not gentler.

She made me feel every second of it.

Her hand at my neck. Mine at her waist. The press of her body. The deliberate way she refused to let urgency turn either of us careless.

I touched her because I wanted to know her.

That realization arrived with startling force.

In the office, in the apartment, beneath every rule we had built, I had been so occupied with what Seraphina saw in me that I had rarely let myself wonder what I could discover in return.

What made her breath catch.

What made her hands tighten.

What made that perfect voice lose its measured cadence.

I wanted to know all of it.

I moved my mouth from hers to the line of her jaw.

Seraphina’s fingers tightened at my neck.

There.

Another answer.

I kissed the place below her ear.

Her breath left her slowly.

I did it again.

“Clara.”

I stopped.

Not because the tone demanded obedience.

Because I heard something inside it I had never heard before.

Uncertainty.

I lifted my head.

Her face had closed.

The change was so quick that panic found me before thought did.

I stepped back.

“Of course.”

Seraphina’s hand remained suspended between us.

“No.”

I folded my arms.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You disappeared.”

The phrase struck harder than accusation would have.

“I’m standing right here.”

“Your body is.”

I looked toward the window.

The ocean was easier.

Seraphina did not touch me.

“Ask.”

I hated how quickly I understood.

I hated more that she was right.

“Why did you stop me?”

Her expression shifted.

Not relief.

Something more difficult.

“Because I wanted you to continue.”

I looked back at her.

“That makes no sense.”

“It makes perfect sense.”

“Not from where I’m standing.”

“No. From where you are standing, my wanting is still evidence that you should give more.”

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

Seraphina looked toward my hand, still clenched around my own elbow.

“I stopped because I needed a moment,” she said. “Not because you had done something wrong.”

“A moment for what?”

Her jaw tightened.

This answer cost her.

That alone made me listen.

“To remember that I am allowed to want this too.”

The room changed.

I had spent months treating Seraphina’s restraint as proof of strength.

For the first time I saw the other possibility.

Maybe restraint could be fear wearing excellent posture.

I unfolded my arms.

“Are you afraid of me?”

“No.”

Too quick.

I stared.

One corner of her mouth moved.

“Do not become insufferable.”

“That wasn’t a no.”

“It was literally the word no.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do.”

“Then answer the question I actually asked.”

Seraphina became very still.

A strange thrill moved through me.

I had done that.

Used her own demand against her.

When she answered, her voice was quieter.

“I am afraid of what becomes possible when I no longer have an institutional reason to refuse myself.”

I forgot how to breathe.

She continued before I could interrupt.

“And I am afraid that you will interpret my wanting as an obligation to satisfy it.”

“I won’t.”

“You cannot promise me a reflex will disappear because you dislike being told you have it.”

That irritated me because it was true.

“I can notice it.”

“Yes.”

“And ask instead of deciding.”

“Yes.”

I stepped toward her again.

“Then I’m asking.”

Seraphina waited.

“Do you want me to touch you?”

Her eyes held mine.

“Yes.”

“Where?”

A pause.

Then she took my hand and placed it against her waist again.

“Start with what you already know.”

The simplicity of it nearly undid me.

I touched her.

Not as a student receiving permission.

Not as someone trying to perform the correct answer.

I let curiosity lead.

The line of her waist. The warm skin at her wrist. The back of her neck when I kissed her again. Each small reaction became information I wanted because it was hers, not because it meant I had passed.

Seraphina’s control did not vanish.

It changed shape.

When I became too eager, she slowed me.

When I tried to hide my nerves in speed, she made me look at her.

When I laughed softly because I was overwhelmed, she asked, “True?”

And I answered.

“Yes.”

The word became easier every time.

At some point my cardigan ended up over the back of a chair.

At some point Seraphina’s blouse lost another button.

At some point I realized I was pressed against her with my face hidden at her throat and that she was holding me as if she had forgotten to maintain the exact amount of distance she usually considered safe.

I liked that most.

I liked being evidence that Seraphina Vale could forget herself.

When we finally separated, the kettle water had gone cold.

I looked at it.

Then at her.

“Your tea.”

Seraphina followed my gaze.

“I survived.”

“That sounds unpleasant.”

“It was not fatal.”

I moved before she could turn the moment into a joke at my expense.

I emptied the kettle, refilled it, and switched it on.

Behind me, Seraphina said nothing.

I took down the black tea.

Not the tin she kept for guests.

The stronger one.

Four minutes.

No milk.

Half a spoon of sugar.

I knew because I had watched.

Because remembering details about her had once felt dangerous and now felt like something I could simply possess.

When I set the mug in front of her, Seraphina looked at it.

Then at me.

“Why?”

I leaned against the opposite side of the counter.

“Because your tea was cold.”

“That is an observation.”

“You wanted an answer?”

“Yes.”

I thought about saying because you needed it.

Too easy.

Too close to making need into permission.

“Because I wanted to make something easier for you.”

Seraphina’s gaze stayed on me for a long moment.

Then she picked up the mug.

“I accept.”

Two words.

My entire body reacted.

Seraphina noticed.

Naturally.

“You liked that.”

I considered lying just to annoy her.

“Very much.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Good.”

I frowned.

“You’re pleased I don’t know?”

“I am pleased you did not invent an elegant answer to avoid admitting you don’t know.”

“That feels targeted.”

“It is.”

She drank the tea.

I watched her do it.

That was when I understood the first dangerous thing about service.

It was not the obedience that appealed to me.

It was attention.

The knowledge that I could learn someone closely enough to place exactly what she wanted into her hands.

I wanted more of that feeling.

The wanting scared me less than how natural it felt.

Seraphina set down the mug.

“The guest room remains available.”

I groaned.

“Are you deliberately trying to ruin this?”

“I am making sure an option remains an option after you become emotionally invested in refusing it.”

“I hate when you say things that make sense in an irritating voice.”

“This is my only voice.”

“That explains so much.”

Her expression almost became a smile.

Almost.

I crossed my arms again, but this time there was no retreat in it.

“I don’t want the guest room.”

“What do you want?”

“You asked me that already.”

“I am asking again.”

I looked at her.

Then I answered without decoration.

“Your room.”

Her face changed.

“Your bed.”

The air between us tightened.

“And you.”

There.

No apology.

No theory.

No footnote.

Seraphina stepped closer.

“You understand that staying in my bed does not obligate you to anything else.”

“Yes.”

“And it does not obligate me to give you everything you ask for tonight.”

“I know.”

“True?”

I rolled my eyes.

Her gaze sharpened.

I stopped.

Then smiled.

“Yes. True.”

“Better.”

She held out her hand.

Not a command.

An offer.

I took it.

The hallway was dark except for the amber light from the bedroom.

I had been in this house before, but following her now felt different.

There was no assignment waiting at the end.

No rule I had to satisfy to prove I belonged there.

Only a woman whose hand was warm around mine.

That should have made it easier.

It did not.

Freedom, I was discovering, was terrifying when there was no one left to blame for what you chose.

Seraphina’s bedroom faced the water.

The curtains were open.

Moonlight moved across the floor whenever the clouds shifted.

She released my hand just inside the doorway.

I expected instruction.

None came.

Seraphina waited.

I laughed softly.

“What?”

“You’re doing it on purpose.”

“Doing what?”

“Making me decide everything.”

“No.”

“You absolutely are.”

“I am declining to decide something for you.”

“That is an infuriatingly precise distinction.”

“It is nevertheless a distinction.”

I looked toward the bed.

Then at her.

“I want to sleep here.”

“Yes.”

“With you.”

“Yes.”

“I want you to touch me.”

Her eyes darkened.

“Yes.”

“And I want to touch you.”

A longer pause.

“Yes.”

The answer sent heat through me.

I stepped close enough to undo the next button of her blouse.

Seraphina watched my hands.

“Still green?” I asked.

Her eyes lifted to mine.

The question surprised her.

Good.

“Green.”

I opened another button.

She reached for the hem of my shirt.

“Clara.”

“Yes?”

“Arms.”

I raised them.

The shirt disappeared.

The old response to her voice moved through me—immediate, bright, almost embarrassingly deep.

But I was not disappearing inside it.

When her hand settled at my waist, I covered it with mine.

Not to stop her.

To keep it there.

Seraphina looked at our hands.

Then she kissed my shoulder.

The gesture was so unexpectedly tender that my eyes burned.

I hated that.

I loved it.

I turned and kissed her before she could see too much.

She saw anyway.

She always did.

But this time she let me decide whether to explain.

I did not.

We moved toward the bed slowly, learning the changed shape of us.

There was desire in it, unmistakable and mutual, but also something stranger: the first awkwardness of two people who knew each other intimately inside one structure and were suddenly discovering how much had belonged to the structure rather than to them.

I touched her face.

Seraphina leaned into my palm.

Only slightly.

It felt enormous.

“You did that,” I whispered.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Her eyes narrowed.

I smiled.

“Ask properly.”

That stopped her.

For one beautiful second, Seraphina Vale looked genuinely offended.

Then she laughed.

Not the quiet exhale she sometimes allowed herself.

An actual laugh.

It transformed her.

I stared.

“Do not,” she said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your face did.”

“I’ve heard that somewhere.”

“Clara.”

I kissed her.

This time she let me.

Later, when the room had gone quiet and the ocean had become a steady darkness beyond the glass, I lay beside her with my head on the pillow and one hand resting between us.

Not on her.

Not because I was forbidden.

Because I was deciding.

Seraphina was on her back, looking at the ceiling.

I turned toward her.

“I don’t want what we had.”

Every line of her body changed.

I felt it before she looked at me.

I did not rescue her from the sentence.

I did not rescue myself either.

“I want more.”

Seraphina turned her head.

“Define more.”

“I can’t.”

“Then do not ask for what you cannot define.”

“That sounds like something you would have told me before.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not the same person I was before.”

“No.”

“Then maybe I’m allowed to know the direction before I know the map.”

Seraphina studied me.

I pushed myself up on one elbow.

“I know I want to give you things.”

“What things?”

“I don’t know.”

“Clara.”

“I mean it. I don’t know yet.”

I looked toward the bedroom door, toward the kitchen beyond it.

“The tea felt different.”

“Because I accepted it?”

“Yes.”

“That is not enough reason to build a structure around service.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

I waited.

Then said the harder part.

“I liked paying attention to you.”

Seraphina said nothing.

“I liked knowing something you wanted without you having to ask. I liked giving it to you. I liked that you accepted it.”

My throat tightened.

“And I want to know what else feels like that.”

Seraphina’s expression had become unreadable.

I knew better than to fill the silence.

Eventually she asked, “What are you asking me for, Clara?”

The answer came before I could polish it.

“Teach me how to give you more.”

The room went still.

Seraphina’s hand moved across the sheet and touched my face.

“That is not a small thing to ask.”

“I know.”

“No.”

Her thumb traced once beneath my cheekbone.

“I don’t think you do.”

Maybe she was right.

That no longer meant I had to retreat.

“Then teach me.”

Seraphina looked at me for a long time.

Outside, the ocean struck the rocks.

Again.

Again.

Patient enough to change stone.

Her hand remained against my face.

She did not say yes.

She did not say no.

For once, I did not mistake the space between them for an answer.

I stayed.

And waited for the truth.


Chapter 2 

No Grade Between Us

I woke to the sound of a page turning.

For several seconds, I did not know where I was.

The ceiling was wrong. Pale instead of the familiar white above my apartment bed. Morning light moved across it in thin gray bands, interrupted by shadows from curtains breathing gently in the ocean wind.

Then I smelled tea.

Then I remembered.

The coast house.

Seraphina.

Teach me how to give you more.

My eyes opened.

Seraphina sat in the chair beside the windows with one ankle crossed over the other, a book open in her lap.

I had seen Professor Vale before eight in the morning. I had seen her after late seminars, during department emergencies, once after an overnight conference delay when half the faculty looked as though civilization had ended because the hotel coffee machine was broken.

I had never seen this woman.

Her hair was loose.

That should not have been shocking. It was hair. Human beings had it.

But Seraphina’s was usually arranged with such deliberate precision that seeing it fall over one shoulder made me feel as if I had accidentally opened a private letter.

She wore a charcoal robe over a black sleep shirt. Reading glasses rested low on her nose. One bare foot touched the floor.

I stared.

Without looking up, she said, “Good morning.”

I pulled the sheet higher.

“You knew I was awake.”

“You changed your breathing.”

“That’s creepy.”

“Observation is not inherently sinister.”

“Spoken like someone caught observing.”

She turned another page.

I looked toward the nightstand.

My phone read 8:53.

Seven minutes until Mara’s promised check-in.

I picked it up before the alarm could sound.

There were already two messages.

Mara: Alive?

Then, thirty seconds later:

Mara: This is me respecting your request for no questions by asking exactly one question.

I smiled.

Me: Alive. Safe. Still here. Leaving later. Will talk when I’m ready.

The typing indicator appeared immediately.

Stopped.

Appeared again.

Finally:

Mara: Fine. I am being incredibly normal about this.

I snorted.

Seraphina looked over the top of her glasses.

“Mara?”

“Yes.”

“Is she being incredibly normal?”

“Apparently.”

“I am relieved.”

“You don’t sound relieved.”

“I am containing myself.”

I put the phone facedown.

That was it.

No permission requested. No committee convened. No explanation of whether staying had been wise.

I had made a choice. Mara knew where I was. I was safe.

The world continued.

Seraphina returned to her book.

I watched her for another ten seconds.

“What are you reading?”

She showed me the cover.

I recognized the title from a conversation months ago.

“You said you hated that.”

“I said its argument was structurally dishonest.”

“That is academic for hate.”

“It is not.”

“You wrote four pages about why it was bad.”

“Three.”

“That’s worse.”

Her mouth shifted.

I sat up.

The sheet fell to my waist.

Seraphina’s eyes moved.

Only for a second.

I noticed anyway.

Last night I might have pretended not to.

This morning I let myself enjoy it.

“You never answered me.”

The book closed.

There.

Private Seraphina disappeared by degrees.

Not Professor Vale exactly.

Something adjacent.

More dangerous because I had asked for her.

“I answered several questions.”

“You know which one.”

“Yes.”

I waited.

Seraphina removed her glasses and placed them on the table beside her.

“Show me.”

I blinked.

“What?”

“You asked me to teach you how to give me more.”

“Yes.”

“Show me what you mean.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the beginning of one.”

I stared at her.

“You’re assigning me something.”

“No.”

“That’s clearly an assignment.”

“No.”

“Then what is it?”

Seraphina stood.

She crossed to the dresser and folded her glasses into their case.

I watched the robe move around her legs.

She looked irritatingly composed for someone who had just destabilized my entire morning with two words.

“You want me to tell you what to give,” she said.

“I asked you to teach me.”

“Those are not identical requests.”

I frowned.

“You enjoy this.”

“Occasionally.”

“So what am I supposed to do?”

Her eyes met mine.

“That question is precisely the problem.”

I groaned and fell backward onto the pillow.

“You’re impossible.”

“And yet you declined the guest room.”

“Repeatedly.”

“Yes.”

I stared at the ceiling.

“All right.”

Seraphina waited.

I sat up again.

“What do you want?”

“No.”

My irritation sharpened.

“You just told me to show you what I mean.”

“I did.”

“How am I supposed to show you if you won’t tell me what you want?”

“By beginning with what you want to give.”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

There was no rubric.

That was the problem.

Give me a page count and I could produce it. Give me a question and I could research until the footnotes became structural supports. Give me a rule and I could examine every edge until I understood exactly where it held.

Seraphina was asking me to begin without knowing the correct answer.

I hated it.

I got out of bed.

“Fine.”

I found my shirt draped over the chair and pulled it on.

Seraphina said nothing.

That silence became unbearable within thirty seconds.

I gathered the two empty glasses from the nightstand.

“What are you doing?”

“Cleaning up.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re empty.”

“That is an observation.”

I glared.

Her expression remained infuriatingly neutral.

“Because you like things orderly.”

“Do you want to clear them?”

I looked at the glasses.

Of course I did.

Except now that she had asked, I could hear the machinery underneath my answer.

Seraphina likes order.

Order pleases Seraphina.

Therefore produce order.

“I don’t know.”

“Then leave them.”

“That feels ridiculous.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re right here.”

“And?”

“And I can take them downstairs.”

“You can.”

I waited.

Nothing.

“You’re not going to tell me whether I should.”

“No.”

I put the glasses down harder than necessary.

Seraphina’s eyebrow rose.

“Careful.”

“They’re fine.”

“I meant you.”

That annoyed me more.

I paced to the window.

Below us, the ocean was steel gray.

I thought about kneeling.

The thought came automatically.

Not because she had asked.

Because kneeling belonged to us. Because I knew what happened to my head when I lowered myself in front of her. Because it would make the uncertainty stop.

I turned.

“I could kneel.”

“You could.”

“Would you like that?”

Seraphina studied me.

“Do you?”

I almost said yes.

Then I realized I had no idea.

I wanted the certainty of the position.

That was not necessarily the same thing.

“Maybe.”

“Then don’t.”

I laughed without humor.

“This is terrible teaching.”

“No. It is simply teaching you something you are not naturally good at.”

“Which is?”

“Beginning without being graded.”

That shut me up.

Seraphina crossed the room.

She stopped in front of me.

“Clara.”

I looked at her.

“You are trying to produce the answer you believe will satisfy me.”

“Isn’t satisfying you somewhat central to service?”

“Yes.”

The immediate answer surprised me.

“But?”

“But if satisfaction is the only information you use, you become a mirror.”

I swallowed.

“And you don’t want that.”

“No.”

“What do you want?”

Her expression changed.

I groaned.

“Right. Not the question.”

“Correct.”

I breathed out.

Then I looked at her.

Actually looked.

Loose hair. Bare feet. Robe. The faint crease between her brows that appeared when she was tired.

Last night’s memory returned: my mouth at her jaw, my hand at her waist, the nearly invisible break in her breathing.

What did I want?

Not what would prove I was good at this. Not what I thought a submissive was supposed to offer.

The answer made heat climb my neck.

“I want to learn you.”

Seraphina did not move.

I forced myself to continue.

“You spend so much time watching me.”

“Yes.”

“You know when I’m lying before I do. You know when I’m trying to disappear. You know when I want something and I’m trying to make it sound reasonable.”

Her gaze held mine.

“I want some of that back.”

“Explain.”

“I want to know what you like.”

“That is broad.”

“I know.”

“What are you offering?”

I took a breath.

“My attention.”

Seraphina’s face gave me nothing.

I continued anyway.

“I want to touch you and pay attention to what happens. I want you to let me learn instead of telling me every answer first.”

Something flickered behind her eyes.

“And what do you want from giving me that?”

There it was.

The question beneath the question.

I could have said nothing.

That would have sounded noble.

It would also have been a lie.

“I want to affect you.”

Seraphina’s breathing changed.

I smiled before I could stop myself.

Her eyes narrowed.

“Continue.”

“I like knowing I can.”

“Can what?”

“Make you react.”

“That sounds less like service and more like ambition.”

“Can it be both?”

Silence.

Then:

“Yes.”

The word landed warm and deep.

Seraphina reached for the belt of her robe.

Not removing it.

Just tightening the knot once.

My attention followed the movement.

“Then we begin there.”

I swallowed.

“How?”

“For the next half hour, you may offer.”

“Anything?”

“No.”

“Of course not.”

Her mouth almost moved.

“You may offer touch, attention, or a position. You will tell me what you want to do and why.”

“And then?”

“I may accept it, alter it, or refuse.”

I nodded.

“And if you refuse?”

“You will not apologize.”

I looked at her.

“That specific?”

“Yes.”

“Because you think I will.”

“I know you will.”

“That confidence is irritating.”

“Then prove me wrong.”

There she was.

I felt myself straighten.

Seraphina noticed.

“Green?”

“Green.”

She gestured toward the chair.

“Begin.”

I stared at her.

“You’re not even going to sit down?”

“You have already used thirty seconds complaining.”

“You said half an hour.”

“Twenty-nine minutes and thirty seconds.”

“You’re making that up.”

“Twenty-nine twenty-five.”

“Fine.”

I stepped closer.

Her hair drew my attention first.

“I want to brush your hair.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve never seen it down.”

“That is not why you want to brush it.”

I exhaled.

“Because I want to touch it.”

“Better.”

“And because you look less terrifying like this.”

“No.”

I smiled.

“That part was for me.”

“I gathered.”

She sat.

I found the brush on the dresser.

Standing behind her felt strange.

Seraphina was almost always positioned where she could see me.

Now I could see the line of her neck while she could only watch my reflection in the window.

I drew the brush carefully through the ends.

Her eyes closed for half a second.

There.

I slowed.

Another stroke.

Her shoulders lowered.

I felt absurdly pleased.

“Do not congratulate yourself yet.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your face is reflected in the glass.”

“That’s unfair.”

“Architecture rarely is.”

I laughed.

I brushed her hair until the movement stopped feeling like a test.

That was the surprise.

At first I had been cataloguing reactions.

Shoulders down.

Breath slower.

Eyes closed.

Evidence.

Then the evidence stopped mattering.

I simply liked doing it.

I liked the weight of her hair in my hand.

I liked knowing she had allowed me behind her.

I liked the intimacy of performing something that would have looked completely ordinary to anyone else.

When I stopped, Seraphina opened her eyes.

“Why did you stop?”

“Because I was finished.”

“Not because you thought I wanted you to?”

“No.”

“Good.”

The praise moved through me.

I let it.

Next I knelt.

Seraphina looked down.

“I did not hear an offer.”

“I want to kneel.”

“Why?”

“Because now I actually want to.”

“Why?”

I rolled my eyes.

Her expression changed.

“Because I like looking up at you.”

“That is honest.”

“And because it does something to my brain.”

“Also honest.”

“And because you’re going to make me explain every thought until I die.”

“That is not an offer.”

“It’s a forecast.”

Her hand came beneath my chin.

I leaned into it before I could think.

Seraphina’s thumb moved once.

“Accepted.”

The word made my stomach tighten.

I stayed there.

Not because I had been told to remain.

Because I wanted the position.

That difference was almost impossible to describe and impossible not to feel.

“What next?” Seraphina asked.

I looked at her.

The robe crossed over her chest.

Her throat was bare.

“I want to kiss you.”

“Where?”

I felt my face warm.

“Your knee.”

One eyebrow rose.

“Why?”

“Because I thought about it while I was brushing your hair.”

“Did you?”

“Yes.”

“And what do you want from it?”

I hesitated.

“I want to see if you like it.”

“Anything else?”

I looked up at her.

“I want to know what it feels like to choose something before you tell me.”

Seraphina’s gaze softened by a fraction.

“Accepted.”

I bent.

The kiss was simple.

The effect was not.

Seraphina’s hand tightened once against the arm of the chair.

I noticed.

I kissed her knee again.

Her fingers tightened again.

I looked up.

“Clara.”

“What?”

“You are becoming smug.”

“You told me to pay attention.”

“I did not tell you to gloat.”

“Maybe that’s what I want from giving it.”

Her hand returned to my chin.

“Dangerous answer.”

“True answer.”

A pause.

“Yes.”

The next offers came easier.

Not easy.

Easier.

I asked to kiss her wrist.

Accepted.

I asked to loosen the robe.

Redirected.

“One knot,” she said.

I loosened it.

The robe opened slightly at her throat.

I stared.

“Attention,” Seraphina reminded me.

“I am paying attention.”

“You are staring.”

“That’s a kind of attention.”

Her mouth twitched.

I asked to kiss the newly exposed skin at her collarbone.

Accepted.

My mouth touched her.

Her breath changed.

I did it again.

This time Seraphina’s hand settled at the back of my neck.

Not pushing.

Holding.

My pulse jumped.

I wanted more.

I wanted to follow every reaction until I found the one that made her forget to control it.

“I want to make you stop sounding so composed.”

Her fingers tightened.

“That is not service.”

“No?”

“That is ambition.”

I looked up.

“Can it be both?”

Her eyes darkened.

“You asked that already.”

“And you said yes.”

“I did.”

“So?”

Seraphina studied me for so long that my confidence began to fray.

I refused to fill the silence.

Finally:

“Offer.”

I swallowed.

“I want to keep touching you until you forget to hide that you like it.”

The room seemed to contract around us.

“And what do you want from that?”

“The truth.”

Seraphina’s gaze held mine.

“Accepted.”

The word changed everything.

The next stretch of time lost its clean edges.

There were still offers. Still answers. But they stopped feeling like exercises.

I learned the places where Seraphina’s composure thinned: the inside of her wrist, the line below her ear, the place at her shoulder where my mouth made her inhale sharply.

I learned that she liked deliberate touch more than tentative touch.

I learned that asking did not make desire less spontaneous.

Sometimes it made it worse.

Better.

Sharper.

Seraphina eventually drew me upward and kissed me.

It was no longer the measured demonstration of the night before. Her control remained, but it had heat underneath it now, and I had the dizzy satisfaction of knowing I had helped put it there.

My hands settled at her waist.

She let them remain.

Then she shifted me between her knees and kissed me again, slower this time, as if she intended to make me notice every second I was being allowed to stay there. The loosened robe brushed my wrists. Her fingers closed in my hair.

I forgot about the clock.

I kissed the corner of her mouth, then her jaw, waiting each time for the small change in her breathing that told me I had found something worth remembering.

“You’re cataloguing me,” she murmured.

“You told me to pay attention.”

“Attention is not the same as acquisition.”

I pulled back enough to look at her.

“Then tell me to stop.”

Seraphina’s eyes darkened.

“I didn’t.”

That answer went straight through me. I kissed her again without trying to be impressive, and for several breaths she let me feel exactly how much she wanted it too.

When I became too intent on reading her, Seraphina caught my wrist.

“Clara.”

I looked at her.

“What do you want?”

“I’m doing what I want.”

“That was not the question.”

I frowned.

“You’re enjoying this.”

“Yes.”

“Then—”

“What do you want?”

I went still.

There it was again.

The instinct to make my desire irrelevant because I had chosen service.

Seraphina waited.

I looked at her.

“I want you to kiss me again.”

“Why?”

“Because I want you to kiss me.”

Her expression warmed.

“Accepted.”

She did.

I laughed softly against her mouth.

Her hand slid into my hair.

“You find something amusing?”

“You.”

“Unwise.”

“You keep saying that.”

“And you continue proving me correct.”

The half-hour ended without either of us noticing the exact minute.

That felt important.

Later, we sat at the kitchen table with breakfast between us.

I had made toast.

Seraphina had made eggs because I had started reaching for the pan and then stopped when I realized I did not actually want to cook.

She had noticed.

Naturally.

I was beginning to resent how often growth involved being mildly embarrassed before breakfast.

“Was that correct?” I asked.

Seraphina set down her fork.

I knew immediately I had stepped into something.

“What?”

“The exercise.”

“I heard you.”

“Then?”

“There is no grade.”

I looked at her.

“That’s cute.”

“It was not intended to be.”

“You absolutely practiced that sentence.”

“No.”

“You’ve been waiting months to say it.”

“Clara.”

I smiled.

Then her expression changed.

The joke died.

“There is no grade between us anymore,” she said.

The words settled differently this time.

I looked down at my plate.

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“You cannot earn an A in this.”

“I know.”

“You cannot perform perfectly enough to guarantee an outcome.”

My stomach tightened.

“That got dark quickly.”

“True?”

I hated that question.

Because it worked.

I looked at her.

“True.”

Seraphina leaned back.

“You may become exceptionally skilled at serving me.”

The bluntness of that made heat move through me again.

She saw it.

Continued anyway.

“You may learn every preference I have. You may become very good at reading me. None of those things purchase permanence.”

“I didn’t say they did.”

“No.”

“You think I think they do.”

“I think you have spent much of your life making yourself useful when you are afraid someone may decide you are inconvenient.”

I stared at her.

“That feels unfair before coffee.”

“You have coffee.”

“Then unfair before ten.”

Seraphina let me have the joke.

For now.

My phone buzzed on the table.

An email.

I glanced down automatically.

The subject line made me sit straighter.

Blackthorne Center for Archival Studies — Fellowship Application Update

Seraphina’s eyes moved to my face.

“What is it?”

“The archival fellowship.”

Her expression became unreadable.

I opened the message.

My application had advanced.

Final interviews in six weeks.

I read it twice.

Then a third time.

“Oh.”

“Congratulations.”

“It’s only an interview.”

“It is nevertheless an achievement.”

I looked at her.

The fellowship was competitive.

A year working with the Blackthorne collections and two partner archives. Research funding. A stipend. Access that could turn my thesis work into something publishable.

And Seraphina knew half the people involved.

Probably more than half.

My excitement collided with that fact.

“I was going to ask you—”

“No.”

The answer came so quickly it stung.

I stopped.

Seraphina’s face changed immediately.

Not regret.

Recognition.

“I will not write for the selection committee,” she said. “I will not contact them regarding your candidacy. I will not participate in any discussion in which your application is ranked.”

“I know.”

“Clara.”

“I said I know.”

The old hurt arrived anyway.

Small.

Embarrassing.

Ridiculous after everything.

Seraphina saw it.

Of course.

“I can help you identify someone independent who can review your materials,” she said. “If you want that.”

I pushed a piece of toast around my plate.

“You don’t have to explain.”

“I am not explaining. I am telling you what I can offer.”

That made me look up.

There it was.

Offer.

Not withdrawal.

Not rejection.

A boundary with something still inside it.

“I’d like that,” I said.

Seraphina nodded.

“Then I will give you three names.”

Not I will fix it.

Not I will make the call.

Three names.

I could choose.

I hated how much healthier that felt.

By noon, my bag was packed.

My cardigan was back on.

The coast had brightened into a pale, cold blue.

Seraphina stood beside the front door while I checked for my phone and keys.

Leaving felt stranger than staying had.

Last night I had arrived with adrenaline doing most of the work.

Now I had to choose what happened after.

I put my hand on the doorknob.

Then stopped.

Seraphina waited.

I turned.

“When do I see you again?”

“When do you want to?”

I closed my eyes.

“You’re doing that on purpose now.”

“Yes.”

“At least you’re admitting it.”

“I have always been willing to admit when I am right.”

“Thursday.”

Seraphina considered.

“Evening?”

“Yes.”

“Seven.”

“At your apartment?”

“No.”

My stomach dropped before I could stop it.

Seraphina saw.

I breathed.

Did not disappear.

“Why not?”

“Because I would prefer you here.”

Relief was almost embarrassing.

“Here?”

“Yes.”

“Thursday at seven.”

“Good.”

I opened the door.

“Clara.”

I turned back.

Seraphina held out a folded sheet of paper.

I stared at it.

“What is that?”

“Your next exercise.”

“I thought there was no grade.”

“There isn’t.”

I took the page.

Three lines were written in Seraphina’s precise hand.

Write down three things you want to give me.

Beside each one, write what you want from giving it.

If the second answer is “so you won’t leave,” cross it out and begin again.

I read the last line twice.

“That is vicious.”

“It is specific.”

“It’s homework.”

“There is no grade.”

“You are enjoying that sentence far too much.”

“Go home, Clara.”

I folded the page carefully.

Not because she had told me to.

Because I wanted it intact.

I stepped outside.

The wind caught my hair immediately.

Behind me, Seraphina remained in the doorway.

I walked toward my car carrying an assignment I had asked for, a fellowship interview she would not touch, and the uncomfortable knowledge that I could no longer measure either one by whether I pleased her.

For the first time, that did not feel like being abandoned.

It felt like having somewhere to begin.


Chapter 3 

Three Things

By Tuesday night, I had ruined four sheets of paper.

This was impressive considering the assignment contained six lines.

Three things I wanted to give Seraphina.

Three things I wanted from giving them.

That was all.

No bibliography. No theoretical framework. No minimum word count. No requirement to cite anyone who had died unhappy in Vienna.

I had still managed to turn it into a crisis.

The original page Seraphina had given me lay beside my notebook, folded neatly along the crease I had made at the coast house.

My first attempt sat beneath it.

Give: My time.

Want: To be useful.

Crossed out.

Second:

Give: Obedience.

Want: To make you happy.

Crossed out hard enough to tear the paper.

Third:

Give: Whatever you ask for.

Want:

Nothing.

I had stared at the blank space for twelve minutes before crumpling the page.

Mara found me on attempt five.

She came through the apartment door carrying groceries, took one look at the table, and stopped.

“Are you being audited?”

“No.”

“Did someone die?”

“No.”

She put the grocery bag on the counter.

“Then why does your table look like a Victorian woman has been trying to compose a suicide note?”

I covered the page with my hand.

Mara’s eyes narrowed.

“Oh my God.”

“Don’t.”

“It’s homework.”

“It isn’t homework.”

“That’s exactly what someone doing sex homework would say.”

“Mara.”

She grinned and started unloading groceries.

I waited.

She waited longer.

That was irritating.

Finally I said, “She asked me to write three things I want to give her.”

Mara put a carton of eggs in the refrigerator.

“And?”

“And what I want from giving each one.”

“Okay.”

“That’s it?”

“What do you want me to do, call the dean?”

“I thought you’d have an opinion.”

“I have many opinions. Most are excellent.”

“Mara.”

She shut the refrigerator.

“You want me to tell you what to write?”

“No.”

“Yes.”

I hated her.

She leaned against the counter.

“Clara, you have been staring at six lines for what looks like several presidential administrations.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Why?”

“Because every answer sounds wrong.”

“To whom?”

I opened my mouth.

Mara pointed at me.

“There. That face.”

“What face?”

“The one where you realize the obvious thing and get mad at whoever made you realize it.”

“I don’t have that face.”

“You absolutely have that face.”

I looked down.

To be useful.

That one bothered me most.

Because it was true.

And because I could hear Seraphina asking what sat beneath it.

Mara came around the table.

She did not read the page.

I noticed that.

Instead she pulled out the opposite chair and sat.

“You know you’re allowed to want something because it makes you feel good, right?”

I frowned.

“That sounds embarrassingly simple.”

“Most true things do.”

“What if what feels good is being useful?”

“Then write that.”

“What if that’s unhealthy?”

“Then I assume the terrifying woman with the cheekbones will have a thought.”

I laughed despite myself.

Mara leaned back.

“You keep writing answers about what she gets.”

I looked at her.

“You didn’t read it.”

“I don’t have to. I know you.”

“That is deeply invasive.”

“You’re welcome.”

She stood.

“I’m making pasta. You can either help or continue losing a fistfight to stationery.”

I looked at the page.

Then at her.

“Pasta.”

“Excellent choice.”

The answer came the next morning.

Not all three.

Just the first.

Attention.

I wrote it before I could improve it.

Beneath it:

I want access to the parts of you other people don’t see.

I stared at the sentence.

It sounded selfish.

Good.

I left it.

The second took until lunch.

Practical and intimate service when you want it.

Beneath that:

I like making your life easier. I like being useful to you.

I nearly crossed out the second sentence.

Instead I underlined it.

Once.

The third took until Thursday afternoon.

I knew the word before I knew why I was resisting it.

Control.

Too broad.

I scratched it out.

Chosen control over parts of our private life.

Better.

Then the second column.

I sat on my bed with the notebook balanced against my knees.

What did I want from giving Seraphina control?

Not approval.

Not exactly.

Not even pleasure, though there was plenty of that tangled through it.

I closed my eyes.

I remembered kneeling in front of her.

The strange quiet afterward.

The way a decision could become lighter once I deliberately placed it in someone else’s hands.

I wrote one word.

Relief.

Then, because Seraphina would ask:

Sometimes I want to stop managing every part of myself. I want somewhere I can choose not to be in charge and still be safe.

I read all three answers.

None sounded impressive.

That was probably the first sign they were mine.

At 6:55 Thursday evening, I pulled into the coast-house drive.

I sat in the car until 6:57 so I would not look deranged.

At 6:58 I gave up and went inside.

Seraphina opened the door before I knocked a second time.

Her hair was pinned loosely at the back of her head. She wore dark trousers and a cream blouse with the sleeves rolled to her elbows.

My eyes went directly to her forearms.

Apparently I had developed preferences.

“You’re early.”

“Two minutes.”

“Five.”

“I sat in the car for three.”

“That does not improve your case.”

“I thought it demonstrated restraint.”

“It demonstrates arithmetic.”

I stepped inside.

The house smelled faintly of cedar and rain.

Seraphina closed the door.

Her gaze dropped to the notebook in my hand.

“You brought it.”

“I considered setting it on fire.”

“Did you?”

“No.”

“Then your restraint is improving.”

I took off my coat.

“You’re very funny lately.”

“I have always been funny.”

“No one has ever accused you of that.”

“Several students have laughed in my presence.”

“Fear response.”

She held out her hand for my coat.

I gave it to her.

Not the notebook.

Seraphina noticed.

“Protective?”

“Maybe.”

“Good.”

That surprised me.

She hung the coat.

“Come.”

We went to the sitting room overlooking the water.

There was no desk.

I was grateful.

Two chairs faced the windows with a low table between them. Tea waited.

Seraphina sat.

I sat opposite her.

The notebook remained in my lap.

“Well?” I asked.

“Well what?”

“Aren’t you going to take it?”

“No.”

I stared.

“You made me write it.”

“Yes.”

“And now you don’t want to read it.”

“I want you to read it.”

My stomach dropped.

“No.”

Seraphina reached for her tea.

“That is an available answer.”

I hated when she did that.

“You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because you can hide in writing.”

“I can also hide while speaking.”

“Yes.”

“That seems like a flaw in your plan.”

“Read the first one, Clara.”

I looked down.

The handwriting seemed suddenly much smaller.

“Attention.”

Seraphina waited.

“I want to give you my attention.”

“And?”

“I want access to the parts of you other people don’t see.”

Her face did not change.

My pulse did.

“That sounds possessive when I say it aloud.”

“It is possessive.”

“Is that bad?”

“No.”

I looked up.

“No?”

“Possession as a feeling is not ownership as a fact.”

I considered that.

“You like it.”

“Your honesty?”

“The possessive part.”

A pause.

“Sometimes.”

Heat climbed my throat.

I looked back at the notebook before she could see how much that answer pleased me.

Too late, obviously.

“Second.”

“Practical and intimate service when you want it.”

“And what do you want?”

“I like making your life easier.”

Seraphina waited.

I knew that silence.

I sighed.

“I like being useful to you.”

“There.”

“What?”

“The answer you nearly omitted.”

“I didn’t omit it.”

“You considered it.”

“How do you know?”

“You underlined it.”

I looked down.

Right.

“Useful is dangerous for you,” Seraphina said.

I stiffened.

“I thought there was no wrong answer.”

“There isn’t.”

“That sounded like one.”

“It sounded like an observation.”

“Why is it dangerous?”

“Because usefulness can be withdrawn.”

I frowned.

“If you build your security on being needed,” she said, “every day I need less from you becomes evidence that you matter less.”

The words found something tender.

I looked toward the windows.

Rain had started.

Small drops stippled the glass.

“I don’t think that’s what I’m doing.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Good.”

I looked back sharply.

“You don’t believe me.”

“I believe you want it not to be true.”

“That is obnoxiously different.”

“Yes.”

I folded my arms.

Seraphina drank her tea.

I hated that she could do that after saying something devastating.

“Third,” she said.

I did not move.

“Clara.”

“I heard you.”

The third answer felt different from the others.

More exposing.

I looked at the page.

“Chosen control over parts of our private life.”

Seraphina became very still.

I continued before I lost my nerve.

“Positions. Rituals. Tasks. Correction if we agree what that means. Permission sometimes. Sexual structure.”

My voice had gone quieter.

“And what do you want from giving me that?”

“Relief.”

No hesitation this time.

Seraphina’s expression changed.

I kept going.

“Sometimes I want to stop managing every part of myself. I want somewhere I can choose not to be in charge and still be safe.”

Silence.

I could hear rain against the windows.

Seraphina set down her cup.

“That,” she said, “I understand.”

Something in my chest loosened.

“I thought you might.”

“I can accept authority you deliberately give me inside defined parts of our private relationship.”

I nodded.

“I will not accept authority over your career.”

“The fellowship.”

“Or your friendships. Your finances. Your professional work. Your right to disagree with me.”

“I know.”

“Your right to leave.”

I looked at her.

“Yes.”

“And if you want structure, you may ask for it.”

That stopped me.

“What?”

“You do not have to wait for me to impose something before you are permitted to want it.”

I thought about how many times I had done exactly that.

Waited.

Hoped.

Then treated Seraphina’s failure to guess correctly as evidence that I should not have wanted it.

“That seems obvious when you say it.”

“Many things do.”

“You and Mara would get along disturbingly well.”

“I will take that under advisement.”

I closed the notebook.

“So that’s the arrangement?”

“No.”

I stared.

“We just spent twenty minutes defining it.”

“We began defining it.”

“What else?”

“You tell me.”

I groaned.

Seraphina’s eyes warmed.

“You keep doing that.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because if I build the entire structure, you can eventually claim you were only following it.”

The answer silenced me.

That was unfair.

Because I could imagine doing it.

Not deliberately.

But someday, frightened and cornered, I could hear myself saying you told me to.

I looked down at my hands.

“Private ritual,” I said.

Seraphina waited.

“Things like kneeling. Positions. How we start a scene.”

“Yes.”

“Service tasks we both actually want.”

“Yes.”

“Erotic control.”

“Yes.”

My face warmed.

“Correction.”

“Defined before it is used.”

I nodded.

“Permission structures.”

“If we both want them.”

“And I can ask for structure.”

“Yes.”

I looked at her.

“But you don’t get the fellowship.”

“No.”

“Mara.”

“No.”

“My money.”

“No.”

“My work.”

“No.”

“My opinions.”

“Unfortunately not.”

I smiled.

“There she is.”

Seraphina’s mouth moved.

“And you don’t get to decide whether I can leave.”

“Never.”

The word was immediate.

I believed her.

Seraphina stood.

The conversation had tightened something inside me.

Not badly.

Just too much thought trapped in one room.

She crossed to the windows.

I watched her roll one shoulder.

Small movement.

Tension.

I noticed.

That pleased me.

“Offer,” I said.

Seraphina turned.

I stood.

“I want to take your hair down.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly.

“Why?”

“Because you’ve been rubbing the back of your neck for ten minutes.”

Her hand stopped halfway there.

I smiled.

“And?”

“And I want to touch you.”

“Anything else?”

“I like your hair down.”

“Accepted.”

I crossed the room.

Standing behind her was easier this time.

I found the pins carefully and removed them one by one.

Her hair loosened over my hands.

I placed the pins on the table.

Then I touched the back of her neck.

Seraphina exhaled.

“There.”

“There what?”

“That.”

“You are becoming smug again.”

“I was promised access to private information.”

“You were not promised immunity from consequences.”

“That sounded ominous.”

“It was intended to.”

I pressed my thumbs gently into the tense muscles at her shoulders.

Her head lowered a fraction.

I smiled where she could not see.

Then remembered the window.

Damn architecture.

“Better?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to continue?”

“Yes.”

I did.

There was something almost indecent about how much I liked this.

Not because it was dramatic.

Because it wasn’t.

Seraphina let me care for her.

That was the intimacy.

I worked slowly until the hard line of her shoulders softened.

Then my hands moved down her arms.

Her fingers caught mine.

“Enough.”

The word was calm.

My body did not care.

It heard stop and translated it into something colder.

I released her immediately.

“Of course.”

Seraphina turned.

“Clara.”

“It’s fine.”

Her expression sharpened.

“I have an early meeting tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

“So you will not stay tonight.”

The cold thing grew.

I smiled.

“Of course. That’s fine.”

Seraphina stared at me.

“What?”

“Where did you go?”

“I didn’t go anywhere.”

“You did.”

“No, I—”

“Clara.”

I stopped.

The room felt suddenly too bright.

“I said it’s fine.”

“That is not the same as being fine.”

“I can be disappointed without making it your problem.”

“Yes.”

I blinked.

Seraphina stepped closer.

“But you are not disappointed.”

“What am I?”

“Afraid.”

I hated the accuracy.

I looked away.

Her hand did not reach for me.

That made it worse.

Or better.

I still had to choose.

“I thought you were pulling away.”

“Because I have a meeting.”

“I know it’s stupid.”

“No.”

“It feels stupid.”

“That is different.”

I breathed.

The old instinct begged me to make it neat.

Tell her I understood.

Tell her she was right.

Become agreeable enough that the ugly feeling disappeared.

Instead I said, “Part of me heard you say you didn’t want me here.”

Seraphina’s face softened.

“I want you here.”

My throat tightened.

“I also want to sleep before my meeting.”

I laughed once.

“That is annoyingly reasonable.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You are allowed not to.”

That surprised me.

Seraphina watched me.

“You are allowed to dislike an answer.”

“Yes.”

“You are allowed to ask whether I am pulling away.”

“I know.”

“You are allowed to need reassurance.”

That one hurt.

I looked at her.

“What I cannot do,” she continued, “is answer a question you silently decided for me.”

The words landed.

I swallowed.

“So what do you want me to do?”

Seraphina’s eyebrow lifted.

I almost swore.

“Right. Right.”

I paced once.

“What do I think I should do?”

“Yes.”

“Tell you the truth before I make myself agreeable.”

“Shorter.”

“Of course you want shorter.”

“Clara.”

I thought.

The notebook sat on the chair.

Three offers.

All of them had required the same thing.

Not purity.

Not perfection.

Honesty.

“Offer honestly.”

Seraphina waited.

There was something missing.

That first night at the coast house returned to me.

Her voice in the kitchen.

You disappeared.

I looked at her.

“Don’t disappear.”

Seraphina’s gaze held mine.

Then she corrected me gently.

“Do not disappear.”

The formal wording should have made me laugh.

It didn’t.

“Offer honestly,” I said.

“Do not disappear.”

“Yes.”

I stared at her.

“That sounds like a rule.”

“It does.”

“My second one.”

Seraphina’s expression changed.

Not much.

Enough.

“If you want it.”

There it was again.

Not handed down.

Offered back.

I took a breath.

“I want it.”

“Then say it.”

“Offer honestly. Do not disappear.”

Seraphina stepped closer.

“Again.”

The old response moved through me.

Heat.

Focus.

Quiet.

“Offer honestly. Do not disappear.”

“Good.”

The word went through me.

This time I did not pretend otherwise.

Seraphina saw.

“What do you want right now?”

My mind immediately searched for the impressive answer.

Something service-oriented.

Something that proved I had understood.

I caught myself.

Seraphina waited.

“I want to kneel.”

“Why?”

“Because I want the quiet.”

Her gaze darkened.

“Anything else?”

“Yes.”

I smiled despite the nerves.

“I want you to look at me the way you’re looking at me now.”

“How am I looking at you?”

“Like you know exactly what this is doing to me.”

Seraphina’s hand came beneath my chin.

“Do I?”

“Yes.”

“Then kneel.”

Relief arrived before my knees touched the rug.

Not disappearance.

Not emptiness.

Relief.

I had chosen this.

That made surrender feel completely different.

Seraphina stood in front of me.

Her fingers moved through my hair.

I looked up.

“Still here?” she asked.

The question could have sounded clinical from anyone else.

From her, it was intimate.

I smiled.

“Unfortunately.”

Her mouth almost curved.

“Brat.”

The word surprised a laugh out of me.

“You can’t steal Lydia’s material.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Sure.”

Her fingers tightened lightly in my hair.

My laughter stopped.

There.

That look again.

Seraphina bent and kissed me.

I had to rise slightly to meet her.

She did not let me stand.

The position held.

So did I.

When she drew back, I followed before catching myself.

Seraphina noticed.

Naturally.

“Offer.”

“I want another.”

“Why?”

“Because that one wasn’t enough.”

“Accepted.”

The second kiss was slower.

My hands settled against her thighs.

I felt the tension in her body change beneath my palms.

I liked knowing I could feel it.

Liked even more that I no longer had to pretend the pleasure I took from affecting her was somehow less valid than the service itself.

When she finally stepped back, I was breathing harder.

Seraphina touched my cheek.

“Still here?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

The quiet remained.

That was what I had wanted.

Not to vanish.

To set something down.

There was a difference.

Later, Seraphina gave me a small card with three names written on it.

Independent reviewers for the fellowship.

No ranking.

No star beside a favorite.

No coded recommendation.

Just names.

I put it inside my notebook.

“I’ll look them up tomorrow.”

“Good.”

“You’re not going to tell me which one you’d choose?”

“No.”

“I knew you’d say that.”

“Then why ask?”

“Tradition.”

It was almost ten when I put my coat on.

I did not ask to stay.

I was still disappointed.

I was also okay.

Those things could apparently coexist.

At the door, Seraphina held out her hand.

“Your assignment.”

I gave her the notebook.

She opened to the page.

Then she looked at me.

“May I?”

I nodded.

Seraphina took the original folded sheet from where I had tucked it into the notebook.

She turned it over.

From the small table by the door, she picked up a pen.

At the top she wrote:

SECOND RULE

Beneath it:

Offer honestly.

Do not disappear.

She dated it.

No signature.

Then she handed it back.

I read the words.

Turned the page over.

On one side, three things I wanted to give.

On the other, the rule that might keep me present while I learned how.

“Is this one graded?”

Seraphina gave me a look.

I smiled.

“You will fail at it,” she said.

My smile vanished.

“Oh.”

“So will I.”

I looked up.

Seraphina’s face was calm.

Not cold.

Not distant.

Human.

“The point is not never to fail,” she said. “The point is to return before failure becomes the only story either of us believes.”

I looked at the page again.

There was no promise on it.

No guarantee.

Nothing saying she would always want me.

Nothing saying I would always be brave enough to stay visible.

Just a practice.

I folded the sheet along its old crease.

This time there were words on both sides.

I put it carefully inside my coat.

Then I left.

The rule did not promise Seraphina would stay.

It gave me a way to remain present while finding out.


Chapter 4  

In Public

By six fifteen, I had learned three things about fellowship information evenings.

First, nobody knew what to do with their hands when holding a paper cup of institutional coffee.

Second, the phrase informal networking opportunity was a lie told by people who had never experienced networking.

Third, Professor Seraphina Vale could make me feel abandoned from forty feet away without doing a single thing wrong.

That last one was inconvenient.

The Blackthorne Center for Archival Studies occupied the oldest wing of the library, where stone arches and leaded windows made even a fire-safety notice look historically significant. Tonight the reading room had been converted for the fellowship applicant workshop: chairs arranged in neat rows, name cards on two long tables, informational folders stamped with the Center seal.

I had been there twenty-three minutes.

Seraphina had looked at me twice.

Possibly three times.

I was trying not to count.

I was failing.

She stood near the front speaking with Dr. Miriam Hale, the Center’s program director, and two visiting archivists.

Dark suit.

White blouse.

Hair pinned perfectly.

Professor Vale.

Not the woman whose hair I had taken down with my own hands.

Not the woman who had stood over me while I knelt because I had asked for the quiet.

Not the woman who had written Offer honestly. Do not disappear. on the back of my assignment and dated it like a declaration neither of us knew how to make aloud.

Professor Vale did not look at my mouth when I entered a room.

Professor Vale did not laugh when I accused her of academic hatred.

Professor Vale certainly did not have a place below her ear that made her breathing change.

Unfortunately, I knew all three versions occupied the same body.

That made the suit considerably more distracting.

“Clara?”

I turned.

A woman with silver-framed glasses held out her hand.

“Evelyn Shaw.”

It took me half a second.

Then I nearly dropped my coffee.

“Dr. Shaw. Hi.”

Her handshake was warm and brief.

She was one of the three names Seraphina had given me.

I had chosen her Tuesday night after reading two articles, a faculty biography, an interview about archival ethics, and approximately seventy pages of a book I had promised myself I would only skim.

Not because Seraphina preferred her.

I had no idea whether Seraphina preferred her.

“I got your email,” Dr. Shaw said. “Send the materials tomorrow. I can give you comments by Monday.”

“Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

“You’re working on the Halden correspondence?”

“Yes.”

“That alone makes me curious. Most people avoid that collection because the cataloguing is a nightmare.”

“I think that’s why I like it.”

She smiled.

“Good answer.”

My body did the stupid thing.

A little spark of pleasure.

Good answer.

I noticed it.

Did not build a religion around it.

Progress.

Dr. Shaw glanced toward the front.

“Miriam’s about to start.”

We moved toward the chairs.

That was when Seraphina looked at me again.

One second.

Less.

Her gaze moved from my face to Dr. Shaw and back.

Nothing inappropriate.

Nothing anyone could identify.

But I knew the tiny movement of her right hand.

Thumb against the side of her index finger.

Once.

Tension.

I almost smiled.

Seraphina’s gaze sharpened.

I definitely smiled.

Then Dr. Hale stepped to the lectern and the room settled.

“Thank you all for coming.”

I sat.

Seraphina remained at the side of the room.

Professional.

Untouchable.

Mine nowhere anyone could see.

The thought arrived before I could interrogate the word.

Mine.

Not fact.

Feeling.

Seraphina had taught me that distinction.

It did not make the feeling less potent.

The workshop itself was useful.

Dr. Hale explained the interview format, the research-placement options, the partner archives, the expectations for fellows presenting work at the end of the year.

I took notes.

Real ones.

Not Seraphina notes.

Mostly.

At one point Dr. Hale invited several faculty and partner scholars to introduce themselves.

Seraphina stepped forward.

“Professor Seraphina Vale. Department of Literature and Cultural History.”

Her voice changed in public.

Not dramatically.

The edges became cleaner.

“I work primarily on textual transmission, private correspondence, and interpretive ethics. I have no role in this year’s fellowship selection.”

The last sentence was simple.

Necessary.

My stomach still tightened.

Nobody looked at me.

Why would they?

The statement was about process.

About transparency.

About exactly the boundary we had already discussed.

My body heard something else.

No role.

No claim.

No connection.

Nothing.

I wrote the words partner archive logistics in my notebook so hard the pen nearly tore the paper.

Ridiculous.

I knew better.

Knowing better was becoming one of my least useful skills.

After the presentation came the networking portion.

I survived seventeen minutes.

Then a current fellow named Hannah joined the conversation I was having with Dr. Shaw.

“I heard they tightened the conflict procedures this year,” she said.

Dr. Shaw nodded.

“Probably wise.”

“Especially after last term.”

Hannah looked embarrassed the instant she said it.

Dr. Shaw redirected smoothly.

“The written guidance is clearer now. That’s better for everyone.”

“Yes. Definitely.”

Hannah took a sip of wine.

“At least Professor Vale recused herself completely. I heard she was very strict about it.”

My face stayed neutral.

“She’s careful,” Dr. Shaw said.

“Exactly. It must be a relief to have all that behind her.”

There it was.

An ordinary sentence.

Not cruel.

Behind her.

I looked across the room.

Seraphina was speaking to Dr. Hale.

She did not look at me.

Something old opened inside my chest.

Of course.

This was the real world.

The coast house was a room outside it.

A temporary exception.

Here, under institutional lights, Seraphina was Professor Vale and I was an applicant whose name she had professionally removed from her hands.

Maybe this was what she wanted.

Maybe private was tolerable because nobody had to see it.

Maybe—

No.

I knew this turn.

I knew where the road went.

By the time I reached the end, I would have constructed an entire abandonment out of Seraphina standing twenty feet away doing exactly what she had promised to do.

I excused myself.

The hallway outside the reading room was cooler.

I leaned against the stone wall and took out my phone.

My hands were shaking slightly.

That annoyed me.

I opened our messages.

Typed.

Deleted.

Typed again.

I know why you’re keeping distance. I still hate how it feels. I’m starting to tell myself it means something it doesn’t. I don’t need you to fix it. I needed not to disappear.

I stared at the message.

It looked needy.

It looked dramatic.

It looked true.

I sent it.

Then I put my phone away before I could apologize for it.

Thirty seconds later, it buzzed.

Received. Still here. We will speak privately.

Fourteen words.

My eyes burned anyway.

“Damn you,” I whispered.

I went back inside.

Seraphina still did not come to me.

More importantly, she had not used my honesty as an excuse to violate the boundary.

She had simply received it.

I could survive that.

Probably.

Near the end of the evening, survival became more complicated because Dr. Hale brought Seraphina directly into my conversation.

“Clara Bell, yes?”

I straightened.

“Yes.”

“Professor Vale mentioned your Halden work in a departmental report last year.”

My pulse jumped.

Seraphina’s face remained perfectly composed.

Dr. Hale continued, “The proposal is interesting.”

“Thank you.”

Seraphina looked at me.

Not Clara.

Not the woman who knew her bare feet.

An applicant.

“Miss Bell.”

Two syllables.

Professional.

Correct.

Absolutely devastating.

“Professor Vale.”

Her eyes held mine for one second.

There was something in them.

Not enough.

Too much.

Dr. Hale asked Seraphina a question about collection access.

Seraphina answered.

I stood there while the woman I had kissed beneath her jaw discussed archival permissions as if she had never once held my face in both hands.

It should not have been erotic.

It was.

It should not have hurt.

It did.

Apparently my emotional life had become committed to efficiency.

When the event finally ended, I waited.

Not obviously.

I spoke with Dr. Shaw again.

Confirmed the materials.

Collected my folder.

Put on my coat.

Seraphina left separately.

Of course she did.

My phone buzzed as I reached the parking lot.

My apartment. Twenty minutes.

I stared at the message.

Not a command.

Context mattered.

Still, heat moved through me with embarrassing speed.

I typed:

Yes.

Then:

That sounded suspiciously like an instruction.

Her reply came before I reached my car.

You are free to decline.

I smiled.

I know. Twenty minutes.

Seraphina’s apartment was twelve minutes from campus.

I took eighteen.

I was proud of myself.

She opened the door still wearing the suit.

That was somehow worse.

Or better.

I stepped inside.

She closed the door.

For one second neither of us moved.

Then I said, “You looked through me.”

Seraphina’s expression tightened.

“I was protecting your candidacy.”

“I know.”

“Clara—”

“No. I know.”

I took off my coat and put it over the chair.

“I know why you did it. I know you had to be professional. I know every single reasonable explanation.”

Seraphina waited.

“You were protecting it so hard you made me feel imaginary.”

Silence.

I hated the vulnerability of the sentence the instant it existed.

I almost softened it.

Almost laughed.

Almost told her I was being dramatic.

The Second Rule held.

I stayed with the sentence instead of softening it.

Seraphina looked away first.

That surprised me.

“I overcorrected.”

The admission came quietly.

I stared.

“You did?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Seraphina unbuttoned her suit jacket.

Not seductively.

Like she needed room to breathe.

“Because I was afraid.”

My anger changed shape.

“Of what?”

“Of someone seeing something.”

“We didn’t do anything.”

“I understand.”

“Then what would they see?”

Seraphina looked at me.

“Me wanting you.”

That shut me up.

She removed the jacket and laid it carefully over the back of a chair.

“I know how I look at you privately.”

Heat climbed my throat.

“So do I.”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“And I did not trust myself to know where the line was tonight.”

“So you moved ten feet behind it.”

“Yes.”

I folded my arms.

“That sucked.”

“I know.”

“You called me Miss Bell.”

“That is your name.”

“Don’t.”

A tiny movement touched her mouth.

I pointed at her.

“Absolutely not.”

“What?”

“You don’t get to be funny after emotionally assassinating me with my own surname.”

“I admitted the mistake.”

“You admitted.”

“Would you like an apology?”

I thought about it.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because you didn’t do something wrong by being professional.”

Seraphina waited.

“I want you to admit you were hiding too.”

Her face stilled.

There.

I had found it.

Not Professor Vale’s mistake.

Seraphina’s.

“You were,” I said.

“Yes.”

The answer was immediate enough to hurt.

“I used professionalism to avoid having to feel how much I disliked the distance.”

My arms loosened.

“That’s disappearing.”

“Yes.”

“You broke the rule.”

“Yes.”

A dangerous little satisfaction moved through me.

Seraphina saw it.

“Do not become pleased with yourself.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

“You failed first.”

“I am aware.”

“This is huge for me.”

“Clara.”

I smiled.

There she was.

Not Professor Vale.

I crossed the room.

Stopped in front of her.

“Offer.”

Seraphina’s eyes changed.

“I want to take your hair down.”

“You already know I like that.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because you spent three hours pretending nothing affected you.”

“And?”

“I want proof.”

“Of?”

“That I still can.”

Seraphina inhaled.

“Honest.”

“I’ve been practicing.”

“I noticed.”

“Accepted?”

A pause.

Then:

“Accepted.”

I reached behind her head.

The first pin came free.

Then the second.

Her hair loosened.

I set the pins on the table.

Ran my fingers lightly through the length.

Seraphina’s eyes closed.

One second.

There.

I leaned closer.

“Professor Vale looked very composed tonight.”

Her eyes opened.

“Did she?”

“Almost convincing.”

“Careful.”

I smiled.

“That again?”

Her hand settled at my waist.

The smile disappeared.

“Yes,” she said. “That again.”

I swallowed.

Public Seraphina had kept her hands to herself for three hours.

Private Seraphina apparently intended to compensate.

She drew me closer.

I touched the place below her ear.

Her breath caught.

“Not so composed.”

“Clara.”

“True?”

Her eyes narrowed.

“True,” she said.

The answer went through me.

I kissed her.

No audience.

No titles.

No careful distance.

Her hand tightened at my waist as she kissed me back, and the restraint of the evening came with her. Not gone. Redirected.

I felt it in the precision of her grip.

In the way she stopped the kiss just long enough to make me follow.

In the quiet command when she said, “Look at me.”

I did.

“Still angry?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

That surprised me.

“You don’t want me over it?”

“I want you honest.”

I laughed softly.

“That’s inconvenient.”

“Yes.”

I kissed her again.

My hands moved to her shoulders.

Tension.

Still there.

I broke away.

Seraphina’s eyes opened.

“What?”

“I want to take care of you.”

The words came without polish.

Her expression changed.

“How?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“That is not an offer.”

“Fine.”

I looked at her.

“You’re tight through your shoulders. You keep touching your cuff when you’re anxious. You’ve done it all night.”

Seraphina glanced down.

Her right hand was, in fact, at her cuff.

I grinned.

She released it.

“Insufferable.”

“You taught me to pay attention.”

“I am beginning to regret the thoroughness of my education.”

“No, you’re not.”

“No.”

I touched her wrist.

“I want to make some of that tension stop.”

“And what do you want from it?”

I thought.

Not long.

“I want you to let me.”

Seraphina’s gaze softened.

“Accepted.”

I guided her toward the sofa.

Not commanded.

Guided.

She sat.

I stood behind her and put my hands on her shoulders.

For several minutes, neither of us spoke.

I worked carefully.

Seraphina’s head lowered.

Her breathing slowed.

The hard line beneath my palms softened by degrees.

This was different from Thursday.

Then I had been proving I could notice.

Now I simply noticed.

Her body gave me information and I responded.

When my thumbs found a particularly tense place near the base of her neck, Seraphina exhaled sharply.

I paused.

“Good?”

“Yes.”

I continued.

Her hand reached back and caught my wrist.

Not stopping me.

Holding.

Something about that nearly undid me.

Seraphina did not need help sitting on a sofa.

She did not need me to loosen her shoulders.

That was not why it mattered.

She had accepted care she could have lived without.

Useful did not have to mean necessary.

Maybe I needed to learn that distinction too.

I bent and kissed her temple.

Seraphina turned her head.

Our mouths met.

The angle was awkward.

Neither of us cared.

She pulled me around the sofa.

I ended up standing between her knees.

Her hands settled on my hips.

“Offer honestly,” she said.

The words were quiet.

“What do you want?”

The answer came hot and immediate.

“You.”

“Too broad.”

I laughed.

“Of course.”

Her hands tightened.

I looked at her.

“I want you to stop being Professor Vale.”

Something changed in her face.

“I want you to look at me like you did Thursday.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes.”

My voice went softer.

“I want to feel chosen after spending all night pretending I didn’t need to.”

Seraphina stood.

The movement brought us almost chest to chest.

“You were chosen before you entered that room.”

My throat tightened.

“I know.”

“No.”

Her hand touched my jaw.

“Know it now.”

Then she kissed me.

The anger did not vanish.

Neither did the hurt.

They stopped being lonely.

That was better.

Later, when my breathing had settled and Seraphina’s suit jacket remained abandoned over the chair like evidence of a crime, I sat beside her on the sofa with my head against her shoulder.

“My reviewer agreed.”

“Dr. Shaw?”

I lifted my head.

“You remembered.”

“Yes.”

“You’re dying to know what she says.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re not going to ask.”

“No.”

I stared at her.

“That physically hurts you, doesn’t it?”

“More than you know.”

I laughed.

She kissed my forehead.

Then I remembered something.

“I don’t want to be your secret.”

Seraphina went still.

I sat up.

“I’m not asking you to announce anything. I know the fellowship complicates it.”

“Yes.”

“But tonight—”

“I remember.”

I waited.

Seraphina looked toward the dark window.

“Private is not secret.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Privacy means not everyone is entitled to us.”

“And secrecy?”

“Secrecy would mean denying you where acknowledgement is appropriate.”

I considered that.

“And when is it appropriate?”

“That is the difficult question.”

“So we’re not solving it tonight.”

“No.”

“Annoying.”

“Yes.”

I leaned back against her.

For a while, the apartment was quiet.

Then I said, “I hated tonight.”

“I know.”

“I almost disappeared.”

“You didn’t.”

“Neither did you.”

Seraphina said nothing.

I looked up.

“Eventually.”

Her eyes narrowed.

I smiled.

Then I noticed her hand.

Thumb against index finger.

Once.

Still tension.

Still control.

I reached for it.

Seraphina let me.

“Next time,” I said, “I want you to let me take care of that.”

“Take care of what?”

I rubbed my thumb over the place where her fingers met.

“All that control you’re pretending doesn’t cost you anything.”

Her composure shifted.

Small.

Mine to notice.

Not mine to own.

“When?” I asked.

Seraphina’s eyes held mine.

“Friday.”

Heat moved through me.

“Is that an invitation?”

“No.”

I frowned.

Her mouth curved.

“It is an acceptance.”


Chapter 5 

Let Me

I had spent forty-eight hours planning how not to make a plan.

This turned out to require an unreasonable amount of planning.

By Friday evening, I had reduced my preparations to one overnight bag, a paper sack from the small Thai place Seraphina liked, and a bottle of the unscented massage oil Mara kept in our bathroom cabinet.

I had asked before taking it.

Mostly because Mara had caught me.

“Romantic evening?” she’d asked.

“No.”

She had looked at the oil in my hand.

“Tax audit?”

“Goodbye, Mara.”

Now I stood outside Seraphina’s apartment at seven exactly, trying not to think about the fact that I had brought supplies to care for a woman who regarded accepting help with roughly the same enthusiasm most people reserved for dental surgery.

The door opened.

Seraphina looked at the bag in my hand.

Then the food.

Then me.

“You brought luggage.”

“It’s an overnight bag.”

“I can see that.”

“You said Friday.”

“I did.”

“You didn’t specify an expiration time.”

Her mouth moved.

“Come inside.”

I did.

The apartment was different.

Not visibly, at first.

Then I noticed.

No laptop on the dining table.

No stack of papers beside the sofa.

No book open facedown on the armchair despite Seraphina’s repeated insistence that breaking a spine was an act of bibliographic violence.

Her phone sat on the entry table.

Face down.

Silent.

I looked at her.

“You prepared.”

“No.”

“You absolutely prepared.”

“I cleaned.”

“You always clean.”

“I put away my work.”

“Yes.”

“Which is not unusual.”

“On a Friday?”

Seraphina’s eyes narrowed.

I smiled.

“You prepared to receive spontaneous attention with military precision.”

“I am reconsidering this evening.”

“No, you’re not.”

Her thumb moved against the side of her index finger.

Once.

I pointed.

“You’re doing the finger thing.”

She stopped.

“That doesn’t make it less true.”

“Clara.”

“I’m just observing.”

“You are enjoying observing.”

“Yes.”

That silenced her for half a second.

Progress.

I held up the food.

“Dinner first.”

“Is that an instruction?”

“No. It’s me informing you that if I try to do anything emotionally significant while hungry, this relationship will end in a homicide investigation.”

“That seems dramatic.”

“You haven’t seen me at eleven thirty without dinner.”

“I have seen you after departmental meetings.”

“Exactly.”

Seraphina took the bag from me.

I let her.

That felt important too.

Service did not mean I had to wrestle every useful action away from her.

We ate at the small table by the windows.

I had remembered her order.

Of course I had.

Seraphina noticed after the second bite.

“You remembered.”

“You sound surprised.”

“I am not.”

“Good.”

“You are pleased with yourself.”

“A little.”

“Dangerous.”

“There it is.”

She gave me the look.

I grinned into my noodles.

For twenty minutes we talked about nothing important.

Mara’s war with the upstairs neighbor’s washing machine.

A faculty email Seraphina described as “a hostage note with bullet points.”

A book I had started and hated.

Dr. Shaw came up once.

“My materials are with her,” I said.

Seraphina’s hand moved toward her cuff.

I pointed my fork.

“No.”

“I said nothing.”

“Your hand did.”

“I was adjusting my sleeve.”

“You were about to ask when she expects to return comments.”

Seraphina stared.

“Monday.”

“I know.”

“Then why were you going to ask?”

“I was not.”

“You’re adorable when you’re lying.”

The silence afterward was exquisite.

I smiled sweetly.

“Eat your dinner, Clara.”

“Yes, Professor.”

Her eyes sharpened.

Heat moved through me.

That was not why I had said it.

Mostly.

After dinner, I cleared the containers.

Seraphina started to stand.

“No.”

She paused.

I did too.

The word had come out firmer than I intended.

Not wrong.

Just new.

I put my hands on the edge of the table.

“Offer.”

Seraphina sat back.

I took a breath.

“Tonight I want you to let me pay attention without making me prove every observation first.”

Her expression became still.

“And if I dislike something?”

“Tell me.”

“If I want something?”

“Tell me.”

“If you become uncomfortable?”

“I tell you.”

Seraphina waited.

I knew there was another question.

I leaned closer.

“But don’t make me answer twenty questions because you’re afraid to receive.”

There.

Her eyes changed.

Not anger.

Recognition.

“That is presumptuous.”

“Is it wrong?”

A pause.

“No.”

“Then let me.”

The words landed between us.

Seraphina looked at me for several seconds.

“Green,” she said.

“Green.”

That was enough.

I carried the dishes into the kitchen.

When I returned, Seraphina had moved to the sofa.

She was wearing black trousers and a dark green blouse, softer than what she wore at Blackthorne. Her hair was pinned loosely, but not loose enough.

I stood behind her.

“May I?”

“Yes.”

I removed the first pin.

Then another.

Her hair fell slowly across her shoulders.

I ran my fingers through it.

Seraphina exhaled.

“Better.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“I was giving you information.”

“Acceptable.”

She turned her head slightly.

“Acceptable?”

“I’ve decided to become unbearable.”

“You are several years late.”

I laughed.

Then I took off her watch.

One question.

One yes.

I placed it beside her phone.

No time.

No work.

No Professor Vale unless I decided to be annoying.

I touched her shoulders.

Hard.

Not the woman.

The muscles.

“You’ve been carrying this all week.”

“I have been working.”

“That wasn’t a question.”

“Clara.”

“Let me.”

Silence.

Then her shoulders lowered.

Barely.

I began slowly.

I knew more now.

Where the tension collected near her neck.

How much pressure made her lean into my hands instead of away.

The place below her shoulder where she would inhale sharply and then pretend she had not.

I found it.

Her breath caught.

I smiled.

“Do not.”

“Do not what?”

“Become smug.”

“I’m serving.”

“You can do two things at once.”

“That sounds like praise.”

“It was not.”

I worked my thumbs into the tight muscle again.

Seraphina’s head dropped.

There.

Not dramatic.

Not surrender.

Just weight she had stopped holding for one second.

I wanted more of it.

Not because I needed to prove I could produce it.

Because I wanted her to have it.

That distinction still felt fragile.

I kept going.

Eventually Seraphina reached up.

Her fingers closed around my wrist.

My hands stopped immediately.

She looked back at me.

“I was going to move you.”

“Then move me.”

A flicker.

There.

She released my wrist.

“You may sit.”

I came around the sofa and sat beside her.

Seraphina turned toward me.

I waited.

She lifted a hand toward my face.

I caught it gently.

“No.”

Her eyebrow rose.

“You are becoming reckless.”

“Probably.”

“What are you attempting?”

I smiled.

“You’re doing it.”

“Doing what?”

“Turning this into my oral examination.”

“I asked a question.”

“You always ask a question when you’re about to make this about me.”

Seraphina went quiet.

I held her hand.

“You accepted.”

“Yes.”

“Then receive.”

Her gaze dropped to our hands.

For the first time since I had known her, Seraphina looked uncertain about what to do with silence.

It made my chest ache.

I lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles.

Once.

Then her wrist.

Her breathing changed.

I knew that reaction now.

I followed it.

Not greedily.

Not yet.

I kissed the inside of her wrist again.

Seraphina’s eyes closed.

“Clara.”

“That’s my name.”

Her eyes opened.

“Brat.”

“You like me.”

“An unfortunate condition.”

I smiled against her skin.

Then I moved closer.

I kissed her jaw.

The place beneath her ear.

Her fingers tightened around mine.

I did it again.

This time Seraphina turned and caught my mouth.

The kiss had none of Professor Vale in it.

That was the first thing I noticed.

The second was how quickly she tried to take control of it.

Her hand went to the back of my neck.

Her mouth changed the angle.

Her body turned toward mine.

Familiar.

Safe.

And exactly what she always did.

I pulled back.

Seraphina stared at me.

“What?”

“You’re terrible at this.”

“At kissing?”

I laughed.

“At being taken care of.”

“I was unaware I was being evaluated.”

“You’re not. There is no grade.”

Her expression went flat.

I nearly lost it.

“I’m sorry.”

“You are not.”

“Not even slightly.”

She reached for me again.

I put a hand on her shoulder.

“Let me.”

The humor faded.

Something deeper replaced it.

Seraphina’s hand lowered.

I kissed her this time.

Slowly.

No chasing.

No test.

I let my attention move where it wanted.

Her mouth.

Her jaw.

Her throat.

Her shoulders finally soft beneath my hands.

Every time she started to direct me, I felt it.

A shift.

A hand.

A breath becoming words.

Sometimes I followed.

Sometimes I waited.

That was new too.

Not every desire needed to be guessed.

Not every silence needed to be rescued.

Eventually I stopped.

Seraphina opened her eyes.

I knew she wanted me closer.

I could see it.

I did nothing.

Thirty seconds passed.

Then another ten.

“You are enjoying this,” she said.

“Immensely.”

“Cruel.”

“Ask.”

Her eyes narrowed.

I waited.

My heart was beating hard enough to make patience difficult.

Seraphina could outwait committees.

Students.

Department chairs.

Probably geological events.

But this was different.

Finally:

“Kiss me.”

Simple.

Quiet.

No polish.

The satisfaction that went through me was almost frightening.

Not victory.

Trust.

I moved immediately.

“Yes.”

I kissed her.

Seraphina’s hands found my waist, but this time she did not turn the moment into a lesson or a command.

She held me.

Received me.

When I shifted closer, she let her forehead rest briefly against mine.

I could feel the effort it cost her not to put herself back together.

“Let me,” I whispered.

Her eyes closed.

She nodded.

The rest of the room seemed to recede.

There was only attention.

The sound of her breathing.

The changing pressure of her hands.

The way my name sounded when she stopped shaping it before speaking.

I had wanted to affect her.

I had admitted that from the beginning.

Now there was no pretending I didn’t.

Every small break in her composure pulled something warm and fierce through me.

I teased her once and earned the narrowed look I wanted.

I kissed her until the look disappeared.

I followed every reaction she let me see.

And when Seraphina finally said my name with nothing controlled left around it, she turned her face against my shoulder as if the sound itself had exposed her.

My first instinct was triumph.

My second was tenderness.

The second won.

I put my arms around her.

Did not laugh.

Did not tease.

Did not say I knew it.

I simply held her while her breathing slowed.

For a long time, Seraphina did not move.

Then, very quietly:

“This is difficult.”

“Yes.”

“I dislike that you know.”

“I know that too.”

A breath that might have been a laugh moved against my shoulder.

There.

New.

Not the controlled almost-smile.

Not the dry amusement.

A tired, helpless little laugh she had not meant to give me.

I loved it so immediately that fear arrived right behind it.

There.

The trap.

I knew this feeling.

I had given her something.

Something private.

Something rare.

Something nobody else got.

And the ugly little bargain inside me whispered:

Now she needs you.

I went still.

Seraphina noticed.

Of course.

“What?”

I swallowed.

“I just did the thing.”

She lifted her head.

“Which thing?”

“Made this mean I’m harder to leave.”

Seraphina did not rush to deny it.

That helped more than denial would have.

“And?”

I breathed.

The answer was already there.

“And that’s not why I gave it.”

Seraphina watched me.

“No.”

“I still liked being useful.”

“You are allowed to.”

I laughed softly.

“That’s going to take a while.”

“Yes.”

“You could lie.”

“I could.”

“Tell me I’m completely healed.”

“No.”

“Terrible girlfriend.”

Seraphina’s eyebrow lifted.

The word had escaped.

Girlfriend.

We both heard it.

I waited for panic.

Mine.

Hers.

Nothing exploded.

Seraphina touched my cheek.

“Would you prefer a better one?”

My throat tightened.

“No.”

“Then stop complaining.”

I smiled.

“There she is.”

We stayed on the sofa until the apartment grew colder.

Eventually I got up.

Seraphina reached for the blanket.

I took it first.

She gave me a look.

“Let me.”

“That phrase is becoming manipulative.”

“You accepted the terms.”

“I accepted an evening.”

“Details.”

I covered her legs, brought water, and sat beside her again.

Seraphina took the glass.

Then she pulled me against her.

Not because I asked.

Not because I served correctly.

Because she wanted me there.

Her fingers moved through my hair.

Mutuality.

Apparently that was another thing I had been making unnecessarily complicated.

“You may stay,” she said.

I looked up.

“That sounded like permission.”

“It was.”

“I already brought pajamas.”

“I noticed.”

“So really this is ceremonial.”

“Clara.”

“Yes?”

“Drink your water.”

I obeyed.

Mostly because I was thirsty.

Later, after I changed, I found Seraphina standing near the entry table.

She had something in her hand.

Small.

Metal.

My stomach did something strange.

“No.”

Seraphina frowned.

“No what?”

“You cannot dramatically produce objects after emotionally significant evenings. That’s how people end up engaged.”

For one astonishing second, she looked genuinely startled.

Then she held out the object.

A key.

I stared.

“To the apartment?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Seraphina’s expression became almost smug.

“What does your rule say?”

I glared.

“Offer honestly.”

“So ask honestly.”

I looked at the key.

Then at her.

“What does this mean?”

“It means you have a key.”

“That is infuriating.”

“It is also true.”

“Seraphina.”

Her face softened.

“I want you to have it.”

That was enough to hurt.

In a good way.

Mostly.

I took the key.

It was warm from her hand.

My mind tried immediately to build architecture around it.

Permanent.

Chosen.

Necessary.

Safe forever.

I stopped.

A key was a key.

A want was a want.

Neither needed to become a guarantee to matter.

“When can I use it?”

“For agreed plans. If I am delayed. If I ask you to come before I arrive.”

“So not at three in the morning because I miss you.”

“Correct.”

“What about three in the afternoon?”

“Clara.”

“Clarifying scope.”

“You are enjoying this.”

“Immensely.”

She shook her head.

I added the key to my ring.

The sound was tiny.

It felt enormous.

In bed, Seraphina surprised me again.

She rested against me.

Not dramatically.

Not as an announcement.

She simply shifted closer until her head was near my shoulder and one hand lay loose against the sheet between us.

I looked at that hand.

No cuff.

No pen.

No tension in the fingers.

Nothing being held.

I thought about Friday.

About the suit.

The pinned hair.

The controlled voice.

The cost of being Professor Vale so completely that even Seraphina sometimes hid inside her.

I had not fixed that.

I had not fixed her.

She had simply let me see the cost.

That was better.

The room went quiet.

Her breathing deepened.

Then:

“Clara.”

“Yes?”

A pause.

“Thank you.”

Every instinct I possessed prepared a joke.

For once, I let it die.

I touched her hair.

“You’re welcome.”


Chapter 6 

No Notes

Dr. Evelyn Shaw ruined my Monday at 10:17 in the morning.

This was unfair because she was being helpful.

Helpful people were much harder to resent.

I was at a narrow desk in the Blackthorne archive with three folders of Halden correspondence open around me when her email appeared.

Subject: Fellowship Materials — Comments

My stomach dropped.

I stared at it for eleven seconds.

Then I opened it.

The first paragraph was encouraging.

That made everything worse.

Dr. Shaw liked the project. She called the archival work careful, the central question promising, and my handling of the uncatalogued 1928 correspondence “particularly perceptive.”

I read particularly perceptive four times.

Then I reached the paragraph that mattered.

You have assembled persuasive evidence for several existing interpretations. I am less certain what you want to claim that belongs specifically to you. The proposal currently demonstrates that you understand the conversation extremely well; I want a clearer sense of what changes because Clara Bell has entered it.

I sat back.

“Oh, fuck you.”

The graduate student two desks over looked up.

“Sorry,” I whispered.

She returned to her laptop.

I read the paragraph again.

It did not improve.

Worse, it was true.

I opened Seraphina’s messages.

Shaw sent notes. Can I come over tonight?

My thumb hovered.

I added:

I need you to read them.

Looked at it.

Deleted the second sentence.

That felt suspiciously like growth.

I sent the first.

Seraphina answered nine minutes later.

Yes. Department meeting may run late. Seven. Use your key if I am not home.

I read use your key twice.

Then I put my phone facedown because I was at work and had apparently become the kind of person who could be emotionally destabilized by locksmithing.

For the next six hours, I tried to solve Dr. Shaw’s criticism.

I failed in increasingly sophisticated ways.

By six thirty, I had: - rewritten the opening paragraph twice; - changed the thesis four times; - restored the original thesis three times; - added two citations; - removed four; - become convinced that I had never had an original thought in my life.

Excellent Monday.

At seven exactly, I stood outside Seraphina’s apartment.

Nobody answered.

Of course nobody answered.

She had told me she might be late.

I reached into my bag.

The key was on my ring between my apartment key and a tiny plastic library-card tag I had owned since college.

It looked ordinary.

That annoyed me.

Important objects should glow slightly.

Or hum.

Or at least have a more dramatic shape.

I put it in the lock.

Turned it.

The door opened.

That was all.

No music.

No revelation.

No ancient voice announcing that I had been granted passage.

Just Seraphina’s apartment.

Empty.

Quiet.

Waiting.

I stepped inside and locked the door behind me.

Shoes off.

Bag on the chair.

Laptop on the table.

I went into the kitchen and filled the kettle because I knew where it was.

That stopped me.

I knew where the kettle was.

I knew which mug Seraphina reached for when she was tired.

I knew the second drawer stuck unless you lifted it slightly.

I knew she kept good tea in the cabinet above the sink and terrible emergency coffee behind it.

Three months ago, Professor Vale’s office had felt like foreign territory.

Now I was standing alone in her kitchen judging her coffee.

The key had not made anything dramatic happen.

It had made this ordinary.

Somehow that was worse.

The kettle clicked off.

I made tea.

Then I sat at the table and opened Shaw’s comments again.

At 7:24, the lock turned.

Seraphina entered carrying a leather bag and the expression of a woman who had spent ninety minutes hearing people say strategic priorities.

She stopped when she saw me.

Something in her face changed.

Small.

Private.

“Hello.”

“Hi.”

Her gaze moved to the mug.

“You found the tea.”

“I have infiltrated your domestic infrastructure.”

“I see.”

“Your emergency coffee is an embarrassment.”

“It is for emergencies.”

“Nothing is that serious.”

Seraphina closed the door.

She wore a charcoal skirt, black blouse, and the expression of Professor Vale from the neck up.

Her hair was still pinned.

I hated how much I liked the transition.

She put down her bag.

“Dr. Shaw replied.”

“Yes.”

“How bad?”

“Not bad.”

Seraphina waited.

“Which is somehow worse.”

“That sounds unlikely.”

I grabbed my laptop.

“Here.”

I turned it toward her.

Seraphina did not move.

“Read this paragraph.”

“No.”

I blinked.

“You haven’t even seen it.”

“Correct.”

“Seraphina.”

She removed her coat.

“No.”

“You’re not even going to look?”

“No.”

The frustration that had been waiting all day found a target.

“You aren’t on the committee.”

“I know.”

“Shaw isn’t on the committee.”

“I know.”

“You gave me her name.”

“I gave you three independent names and you chose one.”

“Yes, which means this is independent feedback.”

“Yes.”

“So read it.”

“No.”

I stared at her.

“You are extraordinarily irritating.”

“I have been told.”

“By me.”

“Frequently.”

I stood.

“People ask their partners for professional advice all the time.”

“Yes.”

“You know this field.”

“Yes.”

“You know my work.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve read versions of this project before.”

“Yes.”

“Then what exactly is the problem?”

Seraphina looked at the laptop.

Not the screen.

The object.

Then at me.

“I cannot remove my name from the process in public and put my hands back into it in private.”

My anger hit a wall.

Not because I agreed.

Because I did.

I hated that.

“You wouldn’t be putting your hands into the process.”

“I would be privately coaching a fellowship applicant through comments from a reviewer I helped her identify.”

“You didn’t pick Shaw.”

“No.”

“You don’t decide who gets the fellowship.”

“No.”

“Then—”

“Clara.”

I stopped.

Seraphina’s voice softened.

“I know the technical distinctions.”

“Apparently you love them.”

“I do not.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

She let that pass.

“If I help shape your response to Shaw, my recusal remains formally correct and substantively dishonest.”

I looked away.

The tea had gone cold.

Of course it had.

“I just want your opinion.”

“I understand.”

“No.”

I looked back at her.

“I want your opinion because yours is the one I believe.”

There.

That was uglier.

More honest.

Seraphina’s face changed.

Not flattered.

Sad, maybe.

“That,” she said quietly, “is precisely why I have to be careful with it.”

I laughed once.

No humor.

“Great.”

“Clara.”

“Fantastic.”

I closed the laptop harder than necessary.

“So what am I supposed to do?”

“What do you want from me?”

“I just told you.”

“What do you want that I can give you?”

I almost said nothing.

I felt the word arrive.

Sharp.

Punishing.

Designed to make her regret the boundary.

I swallowed it.

Second Rule.

Not as a sentence.

As a choice.

I stayed.

“I’m angry with you.”

“I can see that.”

“I also know you’re right, which is making it worse.”

“Yes.”

“I hate when you’re calm.”

“That is unfortunate.”

“I hate that answer more.”

A tiny curve touched her mouth.

I pointed at her.

“Do not become charming now.”

“I would never.”

“Liar.”

That helped.

Not much.

Enough.

Seraphina came to the table and sat across from me.

She kept the closed laptop between us.

“What can I do?”

I stared at her.

“You can read the notes.”

“No.”

“Worth trying.”

“Yes.”

I exhaled.

“What can you do?”

“I can listen while you complain.”

“Generous.”

“I can make dinner.”

“Better.”

“I can sit here while you work.”

I waited.

“I can ask what you think.”

“That sounds suspiciously academic.”

“It is not.”

“And you won’t tell me whether I’m right?”

“No.”

“Cruel.”

“Yes.”

“And no editing?”

“No.”

“No thesis suggestions?”

“No.”

“No terrifying Professor Vale face when I say something stupid?”

“That one may be beyond my control.”

I smiled despite myself.

“So no notes.”

Seraphina’s gaze held mine.

“No notes.”

I opened the laptop.

Turned it back toward myself.

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

“I still hate this.”

“You are permitted.”

I found Shaw’s paragraph.

Did not show it to her.

“She says I understand the existing conversation but she doesn’t know what I’m claiming that belongs specifically to me.”

Seraphina said nothing.

I looked up.

Nothing.

Not even an eyebrow.

“This is horrible.”

“What is?”

“You listening.”

“You asked me to.”

“I didn’t know you’d be so aggressive about it.”

A pause.

Then:

“Do you think she’s right?”

I narrowed my eyes.

“Do you?”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

“I know. I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Temporarily.”

“Do you think she’s right?”

I looked at the screen.

The answer sat there like something I had been avoiding all day.

“Yes.”

Seraphina waited.

“Partly.”

Still nothing.

“You’re enjoying this.”

“I am making dinner.”

She stood.

“That isn’t a denial.”

Seraphina went into the kitchen.

I followed her with my eyes.

She rolled her sleeves to the elbow.

My attention derailed.

Annoying woman.

“I think I’ve been hiding,” I said.

Seraphina took vegetables from the refrigerator.

“Behind what?”

“Citations.”

She glanced at me.

That was all.

“Everyone important who has written about Halden has an explanation for the inconsistencies. Memory failure. Editorial contamination. Deliberate concealment.”

Seraphina began chopping.

I turned my chair toward the kitchen.

“And I keep arranging them.”

“Mm.”

“Don’t mm me.”

“You asked me to listen.”

“Less judgmentally.”

“I made one sound.”

“It was an academic sound.”

Seraphina’s mouth twitched.

I continued.

“The letters don’t match.”

She chopped.

“Dates change. Details change. Sometimes Halden says the winter journey happened before the funeral. Sometimes after. In one letter, she says she was alone. In another, Eleanor was there.”

I stood.

My mind was moving now.

Not toward Seraphina.

Through the problem.

“I kept trying to decide which account was reliable.”

Seraphina put something into a pan.

“But the inconsistencies aren’t random.”

I stopped.

That sentence felt different.

I went back to the laptop.

Opened my notes.

Pulled up the transcription table.

Recipient.

Date.

Event described.

Variation.

I had built the table weeks ago.

I had been looking at it wrong.

“Everyone keeps asking which version is true.”

Seraphina went still behind me.

I saw it in the reflection of the dark window.

I did not turn.

“I think that’s the wrong question.”

Nothing.

Good.

I kept going.

“When Halden writes to Eleanor, she makes herself uncertain. She admits fear. She remembers people differently.”

My fingers moved over the trackpad.

“When she writes to Mercer, everything becomes cleaner. More decisive. She cuts Eleanor out of events Eleanor was definitely present for.”

I opened another letter.

“And with her sister, she makes herself funny.”

I laughed softly.

“Oh.”

There it was.

Not an answer.

A door.

“She isn’t failing to preserve one stable version.”

Seraphina remained silent.

“She is changing the telling for the person receiving it.”

I looked up.

Seraphina was watching me.

Her eyes sharpened. Her whole attention locked.

Professor Vale was fascinated.

I pointed.

“Say it.”

“No.”

“You have that look.”

“I have many looks.”

“The academic one. The terrifyingly interested one.”

“I am not commenting.”

“You want to.”

“Yes.”

That admission thrilled me more than praise would have.

I looked back at the screen.

“The letters are relational.”

Still silence.

“They aren’t failed records of one truth. They’re performances of intimacy.”

The words landed.

I felt them become mine as I said them.

“When the archive collects them together, it makes us think there must be one authoritative Halden underneath all the versions. But maybe that’s the flattening. Maybe the different selves are the record.”

My heart was beating faster.

I looked at Seraphina.

She said nothing.

I waited.

She lifted one eyebrow.

“What?”

“You are staring at me.”

“I just said something brilliant.”

“Did you?”

“You are evil.”

Seraphina turned back to the stove.

I stared at her.

Then she said, without looking at me:

“Write what you just said.”

I went still.

Not good.

Not correct.

Not that’s your thesis.

Write it.

I sat.

And wrote.

Dinner happened around me.

Seraphina put a plate beside my laptop.

I ate half of it without knowing what it was.

At some point she disappeared and returned in soft black trousers and a cream sweater, hair down.

Private Seraphina.

No announcement.

No transformation scene.

She simply lived here.

I did too, apparently.

For tonight.

That was enough.

An hour later, I had rewritten the same paragraph six times.

The first version was too broad.

The second sounded like I had swallowed a conference program.

The third contained the phrase epistolary multiplicity and deserved death.

The fourth was almost human.

The fifth ruined it.

The sixth was the fifth with a different semicolon.

“Stop.”

My hands froze.

So did everything else.

One word.

My body knew that voice.

I looked up.

Seraphina sat at the other end of the sofa with a book.

Her eyes were on me.

Heat moved low through my stomach before my brain caught up.

“That was not an editorial instruction,” she said.

“Shame.”

Her gaze changed.

I closed the laptop.

Seraphina set down her book.

“Come here.”

That one was not academic either.

I stood.

Walked to her.

Stopped.

The day’s frustration was still in me.

So was the relief.

The difference between those things had become strangely erotic.

Seraphina looked up.

“What do you need?”

I knew.

That surprised me.

“Quiet.”

Her eyes softened.

“Ask properly.”

I exhaled.

“May I kneel?”

“Yes.”

I lowered myself onto the rug in front of her.

The position worked exactly as it had before.

Not magic.

Not submission as disappearance.

A narrowing.

One decision already made.

Then another.

Seraphina touched the back of my neck.

My eyes closed.

“Breathe.”

I did.

Her thumb moved once along the place beneath my hairline, then again, slower. The touch was almost nothing. My body treated it like an answer.

No thesis.

No fellowship.

No grade.

Just pressure.

Warmth.

Her hand.

I leaned into it.

Seraphina’s fingers tightened gently.

“Look at me.”

I did.

She bent and kissed me. Once. Then again when I followed her without thinking. The second kiss lasted longer, enough to pull the static out of my chest and replace it with something warmer.

“I asked for quiet,” I whispered.

“You are being quiet.”

“Internally, I am making several objections.”

“Keep them internal.”

I laughed against her mouth. She kissed the laugh away.

“Better?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

I opened one eye.

“You’re grading me again.”

Seraphina stared.

I smiled.

Her hand tightened lightly at the back of my neck.

“Brat.”

“There she is.”

She drew me upward.

I came willingly.

The kiss was brief at first.

Then not.

All the tension I had spent the day trying to convert into sentences found somewhere else to go.

Seraphina’s hand stayed at my neck.

Mine caught at the soft sweater beneath her waist.

I kissed her harder.

She answered.

No hesitation.

No lecture.

When she finally pulled back, my breathing had changed.

So had hers.

“Still angry?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

I laughed.

“You really like that answer.”

“I like when you remain present inside it.”

That almost became a rule conversation.

I refused to let it.

“Don’t ruin a perfectly good kiss by becoming wise.”

Seraphina kissed me again.

Problem solved.

Later, I sat sideways on the sofa with my feet in her lap and the laptop balanced against my knees.

Seraphina removed my feet.

I put them back.

She looked at me.

I smiled.

She removed them again.

I waited three seconds.

Put them back.

“Clara.”

“Girlfriend privilege.”

“That is not a recognized category of law.”

“You’re not licensed in this jurisdiction.”

Seraphina stared at me.

I returned to my paragraph.

Her hand settled around my ankle.

She left my feet where they were.

Victory.

Small.

Petty.

Perfect.

At 10:08, I finished.

Not the proposal.

One paragraph.

One claim.

Mine.

I read it twice.

My first instinct was immediate.

Turn the screen.

Ask.

Watch Seraphina’s face.

Find out if I had done it correctly.

I looked at her.

She was reading.

Actually reading.

Her own book.

Not watching me.

The key on my ring pressed against my leg through my pocket.

I thought about opening the apartment door earlier.

What it had given me.

Not this.

The key did not grant access to Seraphina’s judgment.

It gave me access to her life.

Her kitchen.

Her terrible coffee.

Her sofa.

Her hand around my ankle while I worked.

Those things did not become lesser because another door remained closed.

Maybe boundaries were not walls around intimacy.

Maybe sometimes they were its shape.

I opened an email to Dr. Shaw.

Attached the revised paragraph and wrote three sentences asking whether the new framing addressed the question of interpretive ownership.

Then I stopped.

“Seraphina.”

“Yes?”

“I’m sending Shaw the revision.”

Seraphina looked over.

“You’re not going to ask me to read it?”

“No.”

Her eyebrow lifted.

“Don’t look so shocked. It’s insulting.”

“I said nothing.”

“Your face did.”

“Apparently I have become transparent.”

“To me?”

I clicked send.

“A little.”

The email disappeared.

My stomach dropped immediately.

“Oh God.”

Seraphina closed her book.

“How do you feel?”

“Terrified.”

“And?”

I looked at the closed laptop.

At the paragraph she had not approved.

At the email already gone.

At the work that could now be wrong in my own name.

I smiled.

“Like it’s mine.”

Seraphina held out her hand.

No comment.

No evaluation.

No notes.

I went to her.


Chapter 7 

Plus One

Dr. Shaw replied at 8:06 Tuesday morning.

I was brushing my teeth.

There are moments in a person’s life that deserve dignity.

Apparently mine did not.

I stood in our bathroom with toothpaste foam in my mouth, Mara pounding on the door because I had been in there for twenty-three minutes, and read:

Yes. This is considerably stronger.

The relational argument gives the project an interpretive center rather than merely a field of evidence. Keep the claim narrow enough that the letters can sustain it, but this now reads as an argument you are making rather than a literature review you are extending.

Revise the full proposal accordingly. I would be comfortable seeing the next version.

I read it again.

Then a third time.

Mara knocked.

“You die in there?”

I opened the door with my toothbrush in my mouth.

She looked at me.

I held out the phone.

She took it.

Read.

Looked at me.

“Is this good?”

I nodded violently.

“Very good?”

More nodding.

“Are you going to spit?”

I remembered toothpaste.

Thirty seconds later, I followed Mara into the kitchen.

“She said it’s mine.”

Mara opened the refrigerator.

“She literally did not.”

“Conceptually.”

“Academics must be exhausting.”

“We are.”

“You’re not an academic yet.”

I stared at her.

She grinned.

“Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

My phone was already in my hand.

I opened Seraphina’s messages.

Shaw replied.

Three dots appeared almost immediately.

And?

I smiled.

She says the new framing is considerably stronger. Wants the full revision.

The dots returned.

Stopped.

Returned.

I waited.

Good.

I stared at the word.

Mara leaned over my shoulder.

“Oh my God.”

“What?”

“She gave you one word.”

“She isn’t allowed to comment.”

“She could use two words.”

“She’s respecting the boundary.”

“Hot.”

I looked at her.

Mara took orange juice from the refrigerator.

“I know your relationship is deeply committed to administrative restraint.”

“Go away.”

“I live here.”

My phone buzzed.

A second message.

Are you pleased?

That changed everything.

Not Is Shaw pleased?

Not Is the proposal good?

Me.

Yes. Terrified about the full revision. But yes.

Seraphina answered:

Then be pleased before you become terrified again.

I saved that one.

Not literally.

Emotionally.

Which was worse.

At eleven thirty, Hannah found me in the archive break room eating crackers over the sink.

“You’re disgusting.”

“Efficient.”

“Those are communal crackers.”

“I am communally consuming them.”

She put a cream envelope on the counter.

“What is this?”

“Invitation.”

“To your murder?”

“My birthday.”

“Oh.”

“You forgot.”

“No.”

“You forgot.”

“I remembered the month.”

“It’s Saturday.”

“I remembered the week.”

“Clara.”

“I remembered you were born.”

“Touching.”

I opened the envelope.

Hannah had rented the upstairs room at Bellweather, a wine bar near campus that charged enough for olives to make me distrust the concept of olives.

There was a handwritten note beneath the printed invitation.

Bring someone. Seriously. Everyone else is coupled and I refuse to let you spend another party arguing with Daniel about archival ethics because you’re bored.

I stared at it.

Hannah noticed.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s your lying voice.”

“I have a lying voice?”

“You have about six.”

“I might bring someone.”

Hannah froze.

Then turned toward me with such speed I took a step backward.

“Someone?”

“Don’t.”

“You have a someone?”

“Possibly.”

“Clara Bell.”

“I regret speaking.”

“Who?”

“No.”

“Do I know her?”

I looked at Hannah.

That was enough.

Her eyes widened.

“Oh my God, I know her.”

“You know many women.”

“Is it Mara?”

“What? No.”

“Good. That would be weird.”

“Mara is dating Lydia.”

“I know. I’m narrowing the field.”

“Please don’t.”

Hannah leaned against the counter.

“You’ve been weird for weeks.”

“Thank you.”

“Good weird.”

“Worse.”

“You leave on time now.”

“I’ve always left on time.”

“You once slept under your desk during inventory.”

“That was one time.”

“Twice.”

“The second time was weather-related.”

“You smile at your phone.”

“I hate you.”

“And last week you had a key on your ring that wasn’t there before.”

My hand went automatically toward my pocket.

Hannah’s face changed.

Not triumphant.

Soft.

“Oh.”

I hated that more.

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Be happy for me before you know anything.”

“I am happy for you.”

“Premature.”

“Is she awful?”

“No.”

“Married?”

“No.”

“Republican?”

“Hannah.”

“I’m establishing risk.”

I laughed.

Then the laugh ended because the invitation was still in my hand.

Bring someone.

Simple.

Normal.

People did it every day.

They had birthdays.

They brought girlfriends.

Nobody convened an ethics panel.

Except my girlfriend was Seraphina Vale.

Professor Seraphina Vale.

Who was recused from a fellowship I was applying for at the institution where we had both once occupied roles that made every public interaction feel radioactive.

Hannah watched me.

“You don’t have to tell me.”

That surprised me.

“I know.”

“You also don’t have to bring her.”

That should have made me feel better.

It didn’t.

Because suddenly I knew I wanted to.

Not to prove anything.

Not exactly.

I wanted Seraphina beside me at a bad wine bar while Hannah complained about turning thirty-two.

I wanted to know what Seraphina ordered when the menu had six kinds of olives.

I wanted someone to say, Clara, this is—

And I wanted to answer.

My girlfriend.

The desire was so ordinary it hurt.

“I’ll ask,” I said.

Hannah smiled.

“Okay.”

“Do not interrogate her.”

“I don’t interrogate people.”

“You asked Daniel’s boyfriend whether he had debt.”

“He brought up graduate school.”

“That is not consent to financial disclosure.”

“I was making conversation.”

“You’re why I don’t bring people places.”

“Apparently you do now.”

I folded the invitation.

Maybe.

That evening, I was at Seraphina’s apartment again.

Not because of the key.

Because she had asked me to dinner.

I had spent the walk there rehearsing ways to mention Hannah’s birthday casually.

By the time Seraphina handed me a glass of water, I had rejected fourteen openings.

She noticed.

Of course.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Seraphina leaned against the kitchen counter.

I hated the sweater she was wearing.

Not aesthetically.

Morally.

Dark blue. Soft. Sleeves pushed to her forearms.

Private Seraphina had become an increasingly serious threat to my ability to form sentences.

“You have been looking at me as though I am about to administer an examination.”

“Trauma response.”

“Clara.”

I put the glass down.

“Hannah’s birthday is Saturday.”

“Yes?”

“She rented the upstairs room at Bellweather.”

“I know it.”

“Of course you do.”

“I have lived here longer than you.”

“Unnecessary.”

Seraphina waited.

“She told me to bring someone.”

There.

Nothing happened.

The refrigerator continued refrigerating.

A car moved past outside.

Seraphina’s expression did not change enough for anyone else to see.

I saw her thumb touch the side of her index finger.

Once.

I looked at it.

She noticed me noticing.

Neither of us spoke.

Finally:

“Do you want me to come?”

I had expected a dozen other questions.

What kind of event?

Who will be there?

Does Hannah know?

Would faculty attend?

What is the institutional risk?

Instead:

Do you want me to come?

“Yes.”

The answer was immediate.

That felt good.

Then terrifying.

“Yes,” I said again. “I do.”

Seraphina nodded once.

“All right.”

I blinked.

“All right?”

“Yes.”

“You’re coming?”

“If you want me there.”

“That was suspiciously easy.”

“Would you prefer resistance?”

“No.”

“You appear disappointed.”

“I prepared arguments.”

“I am sorry to have wasted them.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“You’re enjoying this.”

“A little.”

I came around the counter.

“What does coming mean?”

Seraphina’s amusement faded.

There it was.

The actual question.

“I don’t know.”

“Then we should.”

I groaned.

“Please don’t make this a summit.”

“I asked four words.”

“You have summit energy.”

“Clara.”

“Fine.”

I leaned against the opposite counter.

“Hannah knows there’s someone.”

“Does she know who?”

“No.”

“Who else will be there?”

“Friends. A few people from the archive. Daniel and his boyfriend. Maybe two people from the Center.”

That mattered.

Seraphina’s eyes sharpened.

“Faculty?”

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t know.”

“No.”

I crossed my arms.

The old feeling arrived.

Here it comes.

The shrinking.

The carefulness.

The part where our relationship became something that only existed behind a locked apartment door.

I felt myself prepare to say:

Forget it.

The words reached my tongue.

I stopped.

Offer honestly.

Do not disappear.

“I don’t want to go alone because you’re afraid someone might see us.”

Seraphina became very still.

“I am not afraid to be seen with you.”

“Then what are you afraid of?”

“That seeing us will be interpreted as information about a process from which I have deliberately removed myself.”

“That sounds like the same thing with better vocabulary.”

“No.”

“Feels similar.”

“I know.”

I hated that answer because it did not defend itself.

I pushed away from the counter.

“I’m not asking you to make out with me on the fellowship application.”

“No.”

“I’m asking you to come to a birthday party.”

“Yes.”

“As my girlfriend.”

There.

The word landed differently when I used it on purpose.

Seraphina’s gaze held mine.

“Yes.”

My pulse jumped.

“You said that very calmly.”

“How should I say it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe thunder.”

“I will arrange weather.”

I laughed despite myself.

Then Seraphina stepped closer.

“Clara.”

“What?”

“If I come, I will not pretend I arrived accidentally.”

Something in my chest loosened.

She continued.

“I will not introduce you as a former student.”

“Good.”

“I will not behave as though knowing you privately is an embarrassment.”

“Good.”

“But I also will not turn Hannah’s birthday into a declaration designed to answer every question anyone might have about us.”

I thought about that.

“Okay.”

“And if someone connected to the fellowship asks a professional question, I will leave it unanswered.”

“Also okay.”

“If someone asks whether we are together—”

She stopped.

I waited.

Seraphina looked at me.

“I will say yes.”

That did it.

Not dramatically.

No tears.

No swelling music.

Just a deep, almost embarrassing relief.

“Okay.”

“Is that enough?”

The old me would have said yes immediately.

Would have taken whatever was offered and made myself grateful.

I checked.

Actually checked.

“Yes.”

Seraphina nodded.

“Then I will come.”

I looked down.

Her hand was beside mine on the counter.

Not touching.

I moved my fingers over hers.

“Thank you.”

Seraphina turned her hand and caught mine.

“You did not ask me for something unreasonable.”

“I remember.”

“Do you?”

“Working on it.”

Her thumb moved over my knuckles.

I looked at our hands.

“Can I ask something else?”

“Yes.”

“Would you have come if there were faculty?”

Seraphina considered.

“I would need to know who.”

My stomach tightened.

She felt it through my hand.

“That is not shame.”

“I know.”

“Clara.”

“I know.”

“You can dislike the constraint without changing what it means.”

I looked up.

“That sounds suspiciously like wisdom.”

“I apologize.”

“Don’t do it again.”

Seraphina pulled me closer.

I went.

The kiss was not an answer.

That mattered.

It did not solve the fellowship.

It did not define public policy.

It was simply what happened after a difficult conversation when we still wanted each other.

Her hand settled at my waist.

Mine caught at the front of that morally objectionable sweater.

“You wore this on purpose.”

“What?”

“This.”

“My sweater?”

“Yes.”

“I was unaware knitwear constituted provocation.”

“Then you’re irresponsible.”

Seraphina’s mouth curved against mine.

“Perhaps you should leave.”

“No.”

“Interesting.”

“I have a key.”

“You continue to misunderstand the key.”

I kissed her again.

She let me for exactly long enough to make me forget what I was arguing about.

Then she drew back.

“Dinner.”

I stared.

“Cruel.”

“You agreed to dinner.”

“I did not agree to interrupted kissing.”

“You will survive.”

“Unclear.”

She released me.

I followed her toward the table because apparently dignity had limits.

Saturday arrived too quickly.

At six forty-eight, I stood in front of my bedroom mirror and hated everything I owned.

Mara sat cross-legged on my bed.

“The black dress.”

“It looks like I’m trying.”

“You are trying.”

“I don’t want to look like I’m trying.”

“Then wear sweatpants.”

“I hate you.”

“Everyone hates me when I’m useful.”

I turned.

“Don’t say useful.”

Mara raised both hands.

“Sorry. Apparently that’s an emotional land mine now.”

I threw a sock at her.

She caught it.

“So Seraphina is actually coming?”

“Yes.”

“As your girlfriend?”

“Yes.”

Mara’s grin appeared slowly.

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You have a face.”

“Apparently that’s contagious.”

I looked at myself again.

Black dress.

Simple.

Not too formal.

Boots.

Hair down.

I looked like myself if myself had spent forty minutes pretending she had spent ten.

My phone buzzed.

Downstairs.

My stomach flipped.

Mara saw my face.

“Oh, that’s disgusting.”

“What?”

“You like her.”

“Obviously.”

“No, like-like.”

“We are adults.”

“Adults can like-like.”

“Please never speak again.”

I grabbed my coat.

Mara called after me.

“Have fun introducing Professor Vale to civilians.”

I stopped at the door.

That was exactly the problem.

Then I opened it anyway.

Seraphina was waiting beside her car.

Not Professor Vale.

Not entirely.

Black trousers. Long charcoal coat. Hair down.

She looked expensive and controlled and unfair.

Her gaze moved over me.

Stopped.

I waited.

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Say something.”

“You look beautiful.”

All my prepared sarcasm vanished.

“Oh.”

Seraphina opened the passenger door.

I stared at her.

“That was dirty.”

“What?”

“You can’t just answer sincerely.”

“I will try to be less offensive.”

I got in.

Bellweather was already loud when we arrived.

Not club loud.

Adult birthday loud.

Glasses.

Music.

Too many people talking at once.

The upstairs room had exposed brick walls and hanging lights that made everyone look slightly more attractive than they deserved.

Hannah saw me first.

Then she saw Seraphina.

Her mouth opened.

I gave her a warning look.

She closed it.

Progress.

We crossed the room.

Seraphina’s hand rested briefly at the small of my back.

Not possessive.

Not performative.

Just there.

Hannah looked between us.

“Hi.”

“Happy birthday,” I said.

“Thank you.”

I handed her the gift.

She took it without looking away from Seraphina.

“Hannah, this is Seraphina.”

I felt Seraphina’s attention shift toward me.

I could have stopped there.

Nobody would have accused me of lying.

I didn’t.

“My girlfriend.”

The word existed in public.

Nothing broke.

Hannah smiled.

“It’s nice to finally meet you.”

Seraphina offered her hand.

“Happy birthday.”

“Thank you. Clara has told me almost nothing about you.”

“An admirable display of restraint.”

I looked at Seraphina.

Hannah laughed.

“Oh, I like her.”

“Please don’t encourage her.”

Seraphina’s hand returned to my back.

This time I knew it was deliberate.

The first hour was almost offensively normal.

That was the strangest part.

Seraphina talked to Daniel about a museum exhibition.

Hannah asked her where she had found her coat.

Someone handed me wine.

I discovered Seraphina disliked the twelve-dollar olives too.

“You were right,” she said quietly.

I stared at her.

“I’m sorry?”

“The olives.”

“Say it again.”

“No.”

“Please.”

“Never.”

I smiled into my glass.

Then Dr. Miriam Hale walked into the room.

Of course she did.

Because God was bored.

I saw her before Seraphina did.

Program director of the Blackthorne Center for Archival Studies.

The woman overseeing the fellowship process.

The person Seraphina had formally recused herself from discussing me with.

Dr. Hale removed her coat near the door.

My body went cold.

Seraphina noticed immediately.

“What?”

I looked toward the entrance.

She followed my gaze.

Her face changed.

Not panic.

Calculation.

Professor Vale arriving behind her eyes.

I hated how quickly I recognized it.

“Did you know she was coming?” Seraphina asked.

“No.”

“Neither did I.”

Dr. Hale saw us.

There was a fraction of a second.

Recognition.

Then she approached.

“Seraphina.”

“Miriam.”

“Clara.”

“Dr. Hale.”

Her gaze moved between us.

Not rudely.

Which somehow made it worse.

“Hannah invited me,” she said. “Her mother and I worked together years ago.”

“Small world,” I said.

I wanted to die.

“Yes.”

A pause.

Dr. Hale looked at Seraphina.

“I didn’t realize you two were acquainted socially.”

There it was.

The door.

Seraphina could step away.

Former student.

Archive colleague.

Coincidence.

Anything technically true and emotionally cowardly.

Her hand touched my back.

Steady.

“Yes,” she said.

Nothing else.

Dr. Hale waited.

Seraphina continued.

“Clara is my partner.”

My heart stopped.

Not girlfriend.

Partner.

Clearer.

Adult.

Impossible to misread.

Dr. Hale’s eyebrows rose slightly.

Then her expression settled.

“I see.”

Seraphina did not remove her hand.

“I recused myself from Clara’s fellowship candidacy before the applicant workshop,” she said. “I have had no involvement in her materials or review.”

Dr. Hale nodded.

“I know. Your recusal is documented.”

That was it.

No scandal.

No sirens.

No dean rappelling through the window.

Dr. Hale looked at me.

“I hope the process is going well.”

Every instinct in my body wanted to look at Seraphina.

I did not.

“It is,” I said. “Dr. Shaw has been reviewing my proposal.”

“Evelyn is excellent.”

“She is.”

“Good luck with the revision.”

“Thank you.”

Hannah appeared beside us carrying a tray of tiny desserts.

“Dr. Hale, you came!”

The conversation moved.

Just like that.

Dr. Hale was absorbed into birthday logistics.

I remained beside Seraphina.

My pulse was trying to escape through my throat.

“Partner?” I whispered.

Seraphina looked at me.

“Would you prefer girlfriend?”

“No.”

“Clara.”

“No. I—”

I swallowed.

“I liked it.”

Her expression softened.

“Good.”

I laughed under my breath.

“That one wasn’t a grade?”

“No.”

“Checking.”

Seraphina’s fingers brushed mine.

I caught them.

For three seconds, in a crowded room, I held her hand.

Then I let go because I wanted to.

Not because I was afraid.

That distinction felt enormous.

Later, Hannah cornered me near the stairs.

“You’re dating Professor Vale.”

“Yes.”

“The Professor Vale.”

“Please stop saying it like she’s a cryptid.”

“She kind of is.”

“Hannah.”

“I’m happy for you.”

I looked toward the room.

Seraphina was speaking to Daniel.

She caught me looking.

Her gaze stayed.

No pretending.

No sudden fascination with the wall.

Just Seraphina looking at me because I was hers to look at.

Privately.

Publicly.

Not universally.

Not recklessly.

But truly.

“I know,” I said.

Hannah bumped my shoulder.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”

And I was.

Mostly.

Which meant something was definitely about to go wrong.

At ten fifteen, Seraphina drove me home.

We were quiet for the first few blocks.

Not bad quiet.

Full quiet.

I watched streetlights move across the windshield.

Finally:

“You didn’t have to tell Hale.”

“Yes, I did.”

I turned.

Seraphina kept her eyes on the road.

“You could’ve just said we know each other socially.”

“That would have been misleading.”

“You really hate technical dishonesty.”

“I hate using technical truth to conceal substantive reality.”

I smiled.

“That sounded like you.”

“I should hope so.”

I looked out the window again.

“Thank you.”

Seraphina’s hand left the gearshift.

She held it palm up between us.

I put mine in it.

“I meant what I said before. I don’t want to be a secret.”

“You are not.”

“Yes.”

The answer came easily.

That was new.

At my building, Seraphina walked me to the door.

I turned on the step.

“You could come up.”

“I could.”

I smiled.

“That sounds promising.”

Seraphina touched my chin.

“Not tonight.”

My smile died.

Not dramatically.

But enough.

She saw it.

I hated that she saw everything.

“Why?”

“Because you are about to turn tonight into proof.”

My stomach tightened.

“No, I’m not.”

Seraphina waited.

I looked away.

Damn her.

Dr. Hale.

Partner.

Hand on my back.

The public word.

The enormous relief.

And underneath it, already growing:

Now it was real.

Now it was safe.

Now I could stop worrying.

Except that was the bargain again.

Different currency.

Same bargain.

I looked back.

“Maybe a little.”

“Yes.”

“I hate when you know.”

“I know.”

I shoved my hands into my coat pockets.

“So you’re leaving me sexually frustrated for personal development?”

One eyebrow.

“That is not what I said.”

“It’s what I’m hearing.”

Seraphina leaned closer.

The kiss was slow.

Warm.

Enough to make my fingers curl inside my pockets.

Then she stopped.

Deliberately.

I stared at her.

“Monster.”

“Saturday.”

“It is Saturday.”

“Next Saturday.”

“What happens next Saturday?”

Her thumb moved once along my lower lip.

“Something you will not confuse with reassurance.”

Heat moved through me so fast I forgot the cold.

“Oh.”

Seraphina’s mouth curved.

There it was.

The warning.

The promise.

Something else waited behind her eyes, deliberate and private.

I stepped closer.

“Is that an invitation?”

“No.”

I blinked.

Seraphina kissed the corner of my mouth.

“It is an instruction.”

Then she walked back toward her car.

I stood on the step, furious and smiling.

“Seraphina.”

She turned.

“Yes?”

“You’re unbearable.”

“I know.”

She got into the car.

I watched her leave.

For once, being left standing there did not feel like being left.

It felt like anticipation.


Chapter 8  

No Reward

By Saturday, I had developed several sophisticated theories about what Seraphina meant by instruction.

All of them were indecent.

None of them were useful.

This did not stop me from developing more.

At 6:42 Saturday evening, I changed my shirt for the third time.

At 6:47, I changed it back.

At 6:51, Mara found me standing in front of the hallway mirror adjusting a neckline that had not moved in twelve minutes.

“You know she has seen you before.”

I looked at her reflection.

“Unhelpful.”

“Naked, even.”

“Deeply unhelpful.”

Mara grinned.

I turned away from the mirror.

The problem was not the shirt.

The problem was that Seraphina had given me exactly one week to think about four words.

It is an instruction.

A reasonable person might have spent that week living her life.

I had spent it conducting forensic analysis.

Instruction meant expectation.

Expectation meant plan.

Plan meant Seraphina knew something I did not.

That last part had lodged beneath my skin and stayed there.

“What time are you supposed to be there?” Mara asked.

“Seven thirty.”

She looked at the clock.

7:03.

“Then why are you wearing shoes?”

“I like punctuality.”

“You like panic.”

“Those are not mutually exclusive.”

My phone buzzed.

I grabbed it.

Mara laughed.

It was an automated reminder from my calendar.
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I had forgotten I put it there.

I dismissed it.

The fellowship had occupied most of the week in theory. Shaw’s comments were good. The revision was moving. I had rewritten the project description twice and resisted the urge to ask Seraphina whether the second version was better.

Mostly.

I had asked once.

She had looked at me over her coffee.

I had said, “Never mind.”

Growth.

Now the fellowship could wait until tomorrow.

Tonight had become a different kind of problem.

Mara watched me pick up my bag.

“You’re leaving twenty minutes early.”

“Traffic.”

“She lives twelve minutes away.”

“Traffic can be unpredictable.”

“At seven on a Saturday?”

I opened the door.

“Goodbye, Mara.”

“Have fun being instructed.”

I stopped.

She smiled sweetly.

“I hate you.”

“Text me if you’re not coming home.”

“I usually do.”

“I know. I’m being responsible.”

“It’s upsetting.”

I left before she could say anything worse.

I arrived at Seraphina’s building at 7:22.

Too early.

I sat in my car.

At 7:24, I checked the time.

At 7:25, I considered going inside.

At 7:26, I rejected this because seven thirty meant seven thirty.

At 7:27, I wondered whether arriving exactly at seven thirty would look performative.

At 7:28, I realized I was trying to solve punctuality.

At 7:29, I got out of the car.

At 7:30, I knocked.

The door opened almost immediately.

Seraphina wore black trousers and a dark green blouse with the sleeves rolled once at the wrist.

No jacket.

No shoes.

Her hair was down.

That last detail felt unfair.

She looked at me.

Then at the clock behind me.

“Good evening.”

“You checked.”

“I noticed.”

“That’s checking with plausible deniability.”

“Come in, Clara.”

I stepped inside.

Seraphina closed the door.

I waited.

She waited.

I lifted my eyebrows.

Nothing.

“Hello?”

“I said good evening.”

“Yes. Very moving.”

Seraphina’s mouth shifted.

I looked around.

The apartment looked normal.

No ominous equipment.

No candles.

No visible evidence of whatever I had spent seven days imagining.

This was suspicious.

“What?”

Seraphina was watching me.

“Nothing.”

“You’re inventorying the room.”

“I am observing.”

“For clues.”

“No.”

“Clara.”

“Yes.”

Seraphina held out her hand.

“Bag.”

I gave it to her.

She placed it on the entry table.

“Coat.”

I took it off.

She hung it.

Then:

“Sit.”

I looked toward the sofa.

“Where?”

“Your choice.”

That was almost offensive.

I sat at the near end.

Seraphina remained standing.

I waited.

She walked into the kitchen.

I turned my head.

She poured water.

Not wine.

Not anything interesting.

Water.

She carried one glass back and handed it to me.

“Drink.”

I drank.

She took the empty glass.

Then sat in the chair opposite the sofa.

I stared.

She picked up a book.

I stared harder.

She opened it.

“That’s it?”

“For now.”

“You’re enjoying this.”

“Very much.”

I leaned back.

“Good to know.”

Seraphina read.

Or pretended to.

I suspected she was actually tracking every movement I made from behind the page.

I crossed one leg over the other.

Nothing.

Uncrossed it.

Nothing.

Adjusted my sleeve.

Nothing.

“Are you going to tell me what we’re doing?”

“No.”

“Do you know what we’re doing?”

“Yes.”

“Reassuring.”

“I thought you were trying to stop collecting reassurance.”

“That was a joke.”

“I understand.”

I narrowed my eyes.

Seraphina turned a page.

I waited another thirty seconds.

“You told me to sit. You didn’t tell me not to talk.”

“No.”

“So technically—”

“You are being technically obedient.”

I smiled.

“My favorite kind.”

“I know.”

The book lowered slightly.

“Tonight, however, I am not interested in your ability to find loopholes.”

“That seems discriminatory.”

“Against whom?”

“Scholars.”

“Tragic.”

She returned to the book.

My pulse had started doing something stupid.

Nothing had happened.

That was the problem.

Seraphina had removed the puzzle and somehow made the absence of information feel like pressure.

I could not prepare.

Could not optimize.

Could not anticipate the next instruction and become excellent at it before she gave it.

I had to sit there.

With her attention.

With mine.

At 7:41, according to the clock over her shoulder, Seraphina closed the book.

“You are not being tested tonight.”

I laughed.

“That sounds exactly like something someone says before a test.”

“There is nothing to pass.”

“That’s worse.”

“Why?”

“Because then I don’t know what success looks like.”

Seraphina’s expression changed.

Barely.

There.

I had said something true by accident.

She set the book aside.

“Come here.”

I stood.

Started toward her.

“Slowly.”

I stopped.

She waited.

I resumed.

Slowly.

This was ridiculous.

I knew how to walk.

Apparently not like this.

Every step made me aware of my legs, my breathing, my hands, the distance between us.

When I reached her, Seraphina looked up.

“Hands at your sides.”

I obeyed.

She touched one finger to the inside of my wrist.

That was all.

My pulse betrayed me immediately.

Her eyes flicked down.

“Traitor,” I muttered.

“Your pulse?”

“Yes.”

“I find it useful.”

“Of course you do.”

Her finger moved slowly up my forearm.

Nothing explicit.

Nothing I could reasonably object to.

My body reacted anyway.

Seraphina watched.

I hated being watched.

I loved being watched.

This remained inconvenient.

Her hand reached my elbow.

Stopped.

“Look at me.”

I did.

She held my gaze.

Then withdrew completely.

I inhaled.

“You’re evil.”

“Already?”

“You’re pacing yourself.”

“Yes.”

“That is worse.”

Seraphina stood.

Close.

Not touching.

My entire body leaned toward her without actually moving.

She noticed.

Of course.

“What do you want?”

I had prepared for this.

Unfortunately, I had prepared several answers.

“An itinerary.”

“No.”

“A hint.”

“No.”

“Your intentions stated clearly and preferably in writing.”

“No.”

I smiled.

Seraphina did not.

Well.

She almost did.

“What do you want, Clara?”

“You.”

“Vague.”

“That feels unnecessarily critical.”

“Try again.”

I swallowed.

“To know what you’re going to do.”

“No.”

I frowned.

“That is what I want.”

“That is what you want to know.”

Annoying distinction.

Seraphina waited.

I looked at her mouth.

Then her hands.

Then back at her face.

“I want you to take over for a while.”

There.

Her gaze sharpened.

“Why?”

My brain immediately opened twelve tabs.

Because I trust you.

Because the rule.

Because last Saturday.

Because you promised.

Because I want quiet.

Because I want to know what happens if I stop trying to predict—

I stopped.

The simplest answer sat underneath all of them.

“Because I want it.”

Seraphina’s face softened.

“Good.”

Heat moved through me.

One word.

Ridiculous.

“Color?”

“Green.”

“Then hands behind your back.”

I obeyed.

Seraphina stepped closer.

Her fingers touched my jaw.

Then my throat.

Then the line of my collar.

Every contact was brief enough to make me chase it internally.

I stayed still.

Mostly.

When her thumb brushed my lower lip, I turned my head just enough to catch it.

Seraphina froze.

I looked innocent.

“Did I tell you to do that?”

“No.”

“Then why did you?”

“Reflex.”

“Lie.”

“Creative interpretation.”

Her thumb returned to my mouth.

This time I did not move.

“Better.”

The praise landed low and immediate.

I hated that she knew.

Her mouth touched mine.

Once.

Gone.

I followed half an inch.

Seraphina caught my chin.

“No.”

I glared.

“You kissed me.”

“Yes.”

“That creates expectations.”

“For you.”

“Correct.”

“Manage them.”

I laughed once.

She kissed me again.

Longer.

Enough that my hands flexed behind my back.

Enough that when she stopped, I made an involuntary sound I would later deny.

Seraphina’s eyes darkened.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You made a sound.”

“Unproven.”

“I heard it.”

“Hearsay.”

She kissed the corner of my mouth.

My jaw.

Below my ear.

Then stopped again.

I closed my eyes.

“This is petty.”

“You asked me to take over.”

“I did not ask you to become unbearable.”

“No?”

Her mouth touched my throat.

My answer failed.

Seraphina laughed quietly against my skin.

That was deeply offensive.

I opened my eyes.

“You’re very smug for someone who hasn’t actually done much.”

The second I said it, I knew.

Seraphina drew back.

There was amusement in her face now.

Real amusement.

“Oh?”

I had committed.

Might as well continue.

“I was promised something I wouldn’t confuse with reassurance.”

“Yes.”

“So far I’ve been given water and a wrist examination.”

“You are trying to make me prove something.”

“Is it working?”

“No.”

“Damn.”

Seraphina stepped away.

Actually away.

Two full feet.

I stared.

“You don’t get to manufacture my decisions by misbehaving.”

“I wasn’t misbehaving.”

“You were attempting to provoke escalation.”

“That sounds like an accusation.”

“It is an observation.”

“You can’t prove intent.”

“I don’t need to.”

She sat on the sofa.

Then patted the cushion beside her.

“Sit.”

I did.

Immediately.

Too immediately.

She noticed.

I noticed her noticing.

This was going badly.

Seraphina turned toward me.

“Knees together.”

I obeyed.

“Hands on your thighs.”

Done.

“Look at me.”

Done.

“Very good.”

The praise hit.

I held still.

Seraphina kissed me again.

Slow.

Controlled.

Her hand settled on my waist.

Mine remained exactly where she’d put them.

She drew back.

“Stay.”

I stayed.

Her fingers traced my side.

My breathing changed.

Still stayed.

She moved closer.

Kissed me.

Stopped.

Waited.

I stayed.

Another instruction.

Another.

I became very, very good.

Because now I understood.

Or thought I did.

This was the structure.

Waiting.

Control.

Precision.

If I did everything correctly, if I stopped provoking, if I gave her exactly what she asked for—

I would get there.

Whatever there was.

Release.

Praise.

The thing she’d planned.

The reward at the end.

I could do that.

I was excellent at earning things.

Seraphina stopped.

Her hand was still at my waist.

“What are you doing?”

I blinked.

“What you told me.”

“No.”

Her eyes held mine.

“What are you trying to earn?”

My stomach dropped.

“Nothing.”

“Clara.”

“I am literally obeying you.”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t that the point?”

“No.”

That irritated me.

“Then this is badly designed.”

Seraphina’s hand left my waist.

I immediately missed it.

She saw that too.

“Five minutes ago, you were argumentative.”

“I can grow.”

“You were teasing.”

“I contain multitudes.”

“You were impatient.”

“I’ve found inner peace.”

“Clara.”

I looked away.

“Look at me.”

I did.

Seraphina’s expression was not angry.

Worse.

Patient.

“I watched you decide there was an endpoint.”

I said nothing.

“And then I watched you start performing for it.”

“That is an extremely hostile interpretation of excellent behavior.”

“Is it wrong?”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

Damn her.

“What if there is no reward tonight?”

I stared.

“That’s evil.”

“Answer.”

“I did.”

“You called me evil.”

“Yes.”

“That was commentary.”

“It was accurate commentary.”

“Clara.”

I exhaled.

My body was still charged from every interrupted kiss, every touch, every second of being made to wait.

The idea that none of it necessarily led where I had decided it should felt almost insulting.

“What do you mean, no reward?”

“I mean exactly what I said.”

“So you brought me here to frustrate me.”

“No.”

“You’re doing a convincing impression.”

Seraphina leaned closer.

“I brought you here because you asked me to take over.”

“Yes.”

“And because I wanted to.”

That stopped me.

Her voice had changed.

Not softer.

More direct.

“I wanted your attention. I wanted your obedience. I wanted your mouth when it was being clever and when it wasn’t. I wanted to decide the pace.”

My pulse kicked.

Seraphina continued.

“I did not promise you a particular ending.”

“No.”

“You invented one.”

“Yes.”

“And then you began treating everything you gave me as payment toward it.”

That stung because it was true.

I looked down.

Seraphina touched my chin.

“Stay.”

The Second Rule sat between us, unspoken.

I looked at her again.

“If I give you nothing else tonight, do you regret giving me this?”

I wanted to answer fast.

Fast answers were dangerous.

I made myself wait.

Did I regret coming?

No.

Did I regret sitting there while she made anticipation feel like a physical thing?

No.

Did I regret asking her to take over?

Absolutely not.

Did I want more?

God, yes.

Those were not the same question.

“No.”

Seraphina’s thumb moved once along my jaw.

“No?”

“I don’t regret it.”

“Why?”

I rolled my eyes.

“You always need the essay.”

“One sentence.”

I thought.

“Because I wanted the part that already happened.”

Something in her face eased.

“And?”

“And I still want more.”

There.

Honest.

Not currency.

Not a demand disguised as obedience.

Want.

Seraphina smiled.

“Good.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“Don’t look pleased. I’m still annoyed.”

“You may be annoyed.”

“I may?”

“Yes.”

“Generous.”

“You may also stop.”

I looked at her.

“Do you want to?”

“No.”

“Then stop offering exits every time I complain.”

Seraphina went very still.

I realized what I had said.

Not don’t let me stop.

Not ignore me.

Something else.

Trust the structure we already had.

Trust me to use the words if I needed them.

Her gaze held mine.

“All right.”

The answer sent a shiver through me.

No speech.

No reassurance.

Just adjustment.

Seraphina’s hand returned to my waist.

“Stand.”

I did.

“Turn around.”

I obeyed.

“Hands on the back of the sofa.”

I put them there.

My heart was beating hard enough to make the room feel smaller.

Seraphina stepped behind me.

Close enough that I felt her warmth before she touched me.

“Still green?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“Green.”

“Good.”

Her hands settled at my hips.

I exhaled.

The next stretch of time stopped behaving normally.

Seraphina controlled it.

A touch that lasted too little.

A kiss at my shoulder that lasted too long.

A hand sliding over fabric and stopping exactly when my body had begun to anticipate more.

Every time I thought I understood the rhythm, she changed it.

Every time I shifted toward her, she made me still.

Every time I got clever, she gave me silence until I heard myself.

I complained.

Frequently.

“This is inefficient.”

“No one asked you to optimize it.”

“I could.”

“I know.”

“You’re wasting resources.”

“Which resources?”

“My patience.”

“You have very little.”

“Exactly. Scarce.”

Her mouth touched the back of my neck.

My argument collapsed.

“Unfair.”

“Yes.”

At some point she turned me around and kissed me until my knees felt unreliable.

I reached for her.

She caught both wrists.

“No.”

I stared at her.

“You are touching me.”

“Yes.”

“I see a structural imbalance.”

“Yes.”

“Hypocrisy.”

“Possibly.”

I laughed breathlessly.

“You admit it?”

“I don’t need to win every argument.”

“Who are you and what have you done with Professor Vale?”

Seraphina’s expression changed.

“Professor Vale is not here.”

Heat went through me.

Private.

Chosen.

Mine to enter.

Not mine to own.

I stopped smiling.

Seraphina saw that too.

“Clara.”

“I remember.”

“What?”

“I want this.”

Her grip loosened slightly.

Not release.

Choice.

I could have pulled away.

I didn’t.

Seraphina kissed me again.

This time I stopped trying to predict when she would stop.

That was harder than obedience.

It was also better.

I stayed with each thing while it happened.

Her mouth.

Her hands.

The pressure at my wrists.

My own breathing.

The humiliating little tremor in my legs.

The warmth that had become impossible to ignore.

When she slowed, I did not immediately assume I had failed.

When she praised me, I let it feel good.

When she denied me the next thing I wanted, I complained because I wanted to complain, not because I thought complaining would purchase escalation.

Mostly.

I was still me.

“You’re enjoying this too much.”

“Yes.”

“At least pretend this is difficult.”

“No.”

“Cruel.”

“You keep using that word.”

“You keep earning it.”

Seraphina laughed.

Then stopped herself.

I caught it.

“Oh.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“You laughed.”

“I do that.”

“Not when you’re trying to look terrifying.”

“I am not trying to look terrifying.”

“Good, because the blouse undermines it.”

Seraphina looked down at herself.

“What is wrong with my blouse?”

“Nothing. It’s very attractive.”

“That was a poor insult.”

“It distracted you.”

“It did not.”

“You looked.”

Seraphina’s hand tightened at my waist.

I smiled.

There she was.

And there I was.

Not flattened.

Not transformed into some serene version of myself who never made jokes at inappropriate moments.

I could give her control and still irritate her on purpose.

Apparently this was one of life’s great pleasures.

Later, when I was breathless and warm and profoundly tired of waiting, Seraphina sat beside me on the sofa.

I leaned against her.

Not because she told me to.

Because I wanted to.

She put an arm around me.

For a while, neither of us spoke.

My body remained painfully aware of everything she had not promised.

The wanting had not disappeared.

It had changed shape.

Less like a contract waiting to be fulfilled.

More like weather.

Present.

Real.

Not owed.

I tilted my head back.

“I still think you’re evil.”

“You may file a complaint.”

“With whom?”

“Mara.”

I groaned.

“She’d take your side.”

“Probably.”

“Corrupt system.”

Seraphina’s fingers moved slowly along my arm.

I closed my eyes.

Then she said, “I have spent a great deal of time worrying that wanting this from you made me dangerous.”

I opened my eyes.

Her gaze was on our hands.

Not me.

That alone told me the sentence had cost something.

“And now?”

Seraphina was quiet.

“Now I think refusing to listen to what you actually want would be its own kind of arrogance.”

I considered that.

“You can still be dangerous.”

She looked at me.

I smiled.

“You own several fountain pens.”

Her face went blank.

“Clara.”

“Extremely sharp nibs.”

“I was attempting sincerity.”

“I know.”

I squeezed her hand.

Then, because I could:

“So was I.”

Seraphina looked at me.

I did not explain.

She understood anyway.

Her thumb moved across my knuckles.

That was enough.

After a while, she stood.

I immediately looked suspicious.

“What?”

“Water.”

“Oh.”

“Disappointed?”

“Maybe.”

Seraphina returned with a glass.

I drank it.

She sat again and drew me back against her.

No withdrawal.

No coldness.

No lesson delivered through absence.

Her hand stayed on me.

Her attention stayed on me.

The thing I had mistaken for a prize had been present the entire time.

Care.

Not earned.

Not purchased by being good.

Not revoked because the evening did not follow the ending I had invented.

That realization was almost annoyingly simple.

I rested my cheek against her shoulder.

“Was that the reward?”

“No.”

I smiled.

“You’re committed to the bit.”

Seraphina held me closer.

I waited.

The old questions came.

Of course they did.

Did I do well?

Was she pleased?

Did she still want this?

Did tonight mean next Saturday existed?

They arrived like familiar salespeople.

Persistent.

Uninvited.

I did not have to buy anything.

I looked at Seraphina.

“Are you going to tell me I did well?”

She studied me.

“Do you need me to?”

I thought about it.

Actually thought.

“No.”

A pause.

“But I’d still like it.”

Seraphina smiled.

“You did beautifully.”

The praise landed exactly where praise always landed.

Warm.

Deep.

Dangerously satisfying.

I let myself enjoy it.

No argument.

No conversion into evidence.

No attempt to make beautifully mean forever.

Just beautifully.

Tonight.

I smiled against her shoulder.

“Good.”

Seraphina’s eyebrow lifted.

“Good?”

“Yes.”

“You asked for praise and then evaluated it?”

“I contain multitudes.”

“You are impossible.”

“And yet.”

I closed my eyes.

For once, I did not ask what came next.


Chapter 9 

Before You Ask

For four days after Saturday, I was psychologically healthy.

It was unbearable.

I slept. I worked. I revised six pages of the fellowship proposal without once wondering what Seraphina would have written instead.

By Wednesday, I had become so stable that I bought tea.

This was where everything went wrong.

Not immediately. That would have been easier.

Seraphina had mentioned that she was nearly out of the black tea she liked. I passed the shop, remembered, and bought a box.

When she saw it in her cabinet that evening, she paused.

“You bought tea.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I didn’t thank you yet.”

“You were about to.”

“I see last Saturday did nothing for your humility.”

“I was humble for almost forty-eight hours.”

“Remarkable.”

She picked up the box.

“This is the right one.”

“Obviously.”

“Thank you.”

Warmth spread through my chest.

Perfectly normal warmth.

Healthy girlfriend warmth.

I kissed her cheek.

“I am an excellent girlfriend.”

“You bought tea.”

“Exactly. Heroism.”

The tea was not the problem.

The problem was that Thursday had dinner.

Seraphina texted that a department meeting was running late. I knew she would get home tired, so I picked up ingredients and cooked.

She came through the door, smelled the air, and her shoulders dropped.

“You cooked.”

“Try to contain your horror.”

“I am considering whether I have the energy to object.”

“You don’t.”

She kissed me.

“Thank you.”

There it was again.

Warmth.

Not proof. I knew that now.

Just pleasure.

Except Friday, I returned a library book she had left by the door because I was going to Blackthorne anyway.

Saturday, I picked up the dry cleaning.

Sunday, I noticed she was almost out of detergent.

Monday, there was detergent.

None of these things were wrong.

They were useful. Reasonable. Kind.

And every time Seraphina said thank you, some small piece of me settled more firmly into her apartment.

By Tuesday, I had a toothbrush in her bathroom.

By Wednesday, there was half a drawer.

Seraphina had cleared it herself.

I stared at it.

“You’re staring.”

“I’m appreciating.”

“It is six inches of cedar.”

“It is commitment furniture.”

“It is half a drawer.”

“Exactly. We’re practically married.”

“No.”

“Cruel.”

At Blackthorne, meanwhile, I was becoming alarmingly competent.

Dr. Shaw had my full revised proposal. I had sent it without showing Seraphina.

The work felt mine now.

Professional autonomy.

Domestic detergent.

Balance.

Mara disagreed.

She found me Thursday morning with my phone open to a building-maintenance page.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

“That is never true when you say it.”

“Seraphina’s washing machine keeps stopping before the spin cycle.”

“Tragic.”

“She mentioned it twice.”

“And?”

“And I’m seeing whether her building handles appliances.”

Mara slowly closed the refrigerator.

“What?”

“Are you dating her or managing her?”

“Both. I’m versatile.”

“That’s not what versatile means.”

“Coward.”

“Did she ask you?”

“She doesn’t have to ask. I know what she needs.”

Mara’s face did something.

“No.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

“I was going to ask whether you heard yourself.”

“I am helping.”

“I know.”

That should have reassured me.

It didn’t.

The washing machine became my project at 11:14.

The building manager’s office called back. Tenant-owned appliances were not covered, but they had a preferred repair company.

The company had a cancellation Friday afternoon.

Seraphina had office hours.

I had the key.

Through a sequence of individually reasonable decisions, I ended up in Seraphina’s apartment while a man named Greg removed the front panel from her washing machine.

“This belt’s going.”

“Can you replace it?”

“Got one in the van.”

Twenty-eight minutes later, the washing machine worked.

Even better, the service call cost Seraphina nothing under the building’s arrangement.

I was brilliant.

She came home at five thirty-eight.

“Hello,” I called.

Seraphina stepped inside, looked at me, then at the quietly running washing machine.

“Fixed.”

She did not smile.

“What is fixed?”

“The washer.”

“I can see that.”

“Good news. It was the belt.”

“Who repaired it?”

“Greg.”

“Who is Greg?”

“An appliance repair guy.”

“He was in my apartment?”

“I was here.”

“You arranged this?”

“Yes.”

“Without asking me.”

“You said it needed to be fixed.”

“I said I needed to do it.”

There was the distinction.

I heard it.

I did not like it.

“You were busy.”

“Yes.”

“I had time.”

“Yes.”

“It didn’t cost anything.”

“That is fortunate.”

“I used the building’s preferred company.”

“I understand.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“You did not ask me.”

I laughed.

“You’re upset because I fixed your washing machine.”

“No. I am concerned because you arranged for a stranger to enter my home without asking whether I wanted you to.”

That sounded worse.

“I was here.”

“That is not the point.”

“I have a key.”

“The key does not authorize you to make decisions about my apartment.”

“Yes.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

Seraphina waited.

“This feels ridiculous.”

“Why?”

“Because I helped.”

“I know.”

“You didn’t have to do anything.”

“I know.”

“You came home and the problem was gone.”

“I understand.”

“Could you stop saying that?”

“Yes.”

I stared.

“You were busy. I had time. It needed doing.”

“That does not make the decision yours.”

“I knew you’d want it fixed.”

“Probably.”

“Then why does asking matter?”

Seraphina’s expression changed.

“Why didn’t you?”

“What?”

“Ask.”

“You were busy.”

“You could have texted.”

“It was easier.”

“For whom?”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

“I wanted to surprise you.”

“That may also be true.”

“It is true.”

“I believe you.”

That stopped me.

“Why didn’t you ask?”

“I knew you’d say yes.”

Seraphina was quiet.

“Then asking would have cost you nothing.”

My stomach dropped.

I moved toward the kitchen.

There were groceries on the counter. Groceries I had bought.

Tea in the cabinet.

Detergent under the sink.

Her library book returned.

Dry cleaning collected.

Dinner twice.

My toothbrush in the bathroom.

Half a drawer.

Suddenly the apartment looked full of evidence.

“I like doing things for you.”

“I know.”

“Then what exactly are we fighting about?”

“That is not the part I am questioning.”

“When was the last time you came here without bringing something?”

“What?”

“Or fixing something. Or returning something. Or arranging something.”

“That’s not fair.”

“It is a question.”

I could not answer.

Seraphina’s voice softened.

“I like when you take care of me.”

I looked at her.

“I do. I liked the tea. I liked coming home to dinner. I liked that you remembered the book. I like the way you notice things.”

“Then—”

“But I do not want to discover what you need by noticing what you have already done to make yourself necessary.”

The room went quiet.

“That isn’t what I’m doing.”

Seraphina said nothing.

“I wasn’t trying to make you owe me.”

“I know.”

“Then why does it feel like you’re accusing me of it?”

“Because you are accusing yourself of something I did not say.”

Damn her.

“I don’t know how to do this without being useful.”

There.

That was the thing.

Seraphina’s face softened.

“You already are useful.”

“That isn’t what I meant.”

“I remember.”

“I come here and I see things I can do. And I like doing them. And then you say thank you and it feels good.”

“Yes.”

“Like I’m becoming part of this.”

I gestured at the apartment.

“Your life.”

“You are part of my life.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“I thought I did.”

Too sharp.

I pressed my palms against my eyes.

“This is stupid.”

“No.”

“I fixed a washing machine and somehow we’re having an existential crisis.”

“You are having an existential crisis.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

I dropped my hands.

“See? That’s exactly the kind of thing that makes me want to break up with you for six seconds.”

“Only six?”

“Don’t push it.”

A little air returned.

Then I started talking too quickly.

“I wasn’t consciously thinking if I buy detergent you’ll keep me, and I wasn’t trying to take over your apartment, and Greg was fully insured—”

“Clara. Stop.”

I stopped.

Instantly.

Her expression shifted, private and precise.

“Come here.”

I moved.

“Sit.”

I sat on the sofa.

She sat beside me and rested a hand on my thigh.

“Look at me.”

I did.

“If I tell you no, what happens?”

“What kind of no?”

“One you dislike.”

“Very specific.”

“Clara.”

“If you tell me no to what?”

“Helping. Staying. Making dinner. Anything you offer.”

“I become emotionally mature and accept it gracefully.”

Seraphina waited.

“Fine.”

Still waiting.

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do.”

I looked down.

“I stay.”

Her thumb moved once against my leg.

“Yes.”

“I stay.”

“You do not have to replace the rejected offer with another one.”

“That feels targeted.”

“It is.”

“Rude.”

“Yes.”

“And if you don’t need anything?”

“I may still want you here.”

Something unclenched.

I leaned against her.

We stayed that way for a while.

Eventually I said, “Would you like me to make tea?”

Seraphina was silent.

Suspicion arrived immediately.

“No.”

My entire body went alert.

It was tea.

I could make coffee.

Or get water.

Or—

I caught it.

Stopped.

“Okay.”

Seraphina looked down at me.

“You did that on purpose.”

“Yes.”

“Manipulative.”

“Instructional.”

“Worse.”

“Stay.”

I stayed.

No tea.

No task.

No productive outcome.

Seraphina picked up her book.

I opened mine.

Twenty minutes passed.

Then thirty.

My hands stopped looking for something to do.

I stretched out.

My feet ended up near her.

Seraphina looked at them.

I looked at her.

“Don’t.”

She lifted my ankles into her lap.

I stared.

“Girlfriend privilege?”

“Do not make me reconsider.”

I smiled at my book.

Her hand eventually rested absently around my ankle.

Not because I had earned it.

Not because the washing machine worked.

Just because I was there.

The next morning, Seraphina made breakfast.

I sat on a stool and contributed nothing except commentary.

“You use too much pepper.”

“You are welcome to cook your own.”

“No. I’m practicing.”

“Practicing what?”

“Being decorative.”

“You are doing very well.”

I gasped.

“Was that praise?”

“No.”

“Liar.”

After breakfast, I reached automatically for both plates.

Stopped.

“Would you like me to clean up?”

Seraphina considered.

“Yes.”

Warmth rose in me.

Immediate.

Embarrassing.

“Don’t.”

“I said nothing.”

“You saw my face.”

“I did.”

“That feels different.”

Her expression softened.

“I know.”

I picked up the plates.

This time the pleasure felt different.

Not smaller.

Cleaner.

At the sink, Seraphina said, “Tomorrow, if you still want to help, I would appreciate you picking up the dry cleaning.”

I turned.

“You’re asking me?”

“Yes.”

The smile happened before I could stop it.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Clara.”

“I like being asked.”

“Yes.”

I had spent a week trying to become necessary.

Seraphina asked me for one ordinary thing.

Embarrassingly, that felt better.


Chapter 10 

In Her Own Name

Dr. Evelyn Shaw returned my fellowship proposal at 8:07 on Monday morning with twelve comments, three questions, and one sentence that ruined breakfast.

The central argument is substantially stronger. I am less convinced by the certainty with which you assign motive to Halden in Section IV.

I read it four times.

Mara looked up from her cereal.

“Bad?”

“No.”

“Your face says someone died.”

“My face is nuanced.”

“Your face is threatening your laptop.”

I rotated the screen toward her.

She read Shaw’s comment.

Then she looked at me.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“That is the same face you made about the washing machine.”

“I have a versatile face.”

“You do have a problem with certainty.”

“I absolutely do not.”

Mara stared.

“Professionally.”

She kept staring.

“Shut up.”

Shaw’s next comment was worse.

The archive demonstrates divergence. It does not necessarily demonstrate why the divergence exists. Separate evidence from interpretation more rigorously.

I knew that.

Of course I knew that.

The problem was that knowing it privately and seeing it highlighted by the woman deciding whether my work deserved institutional support were different experiences.

At the bottom was an invitation to Thursday’s internal fellowship workshop. Twenty minutes presenting the revised argument. Questions afterward. The committee would use the workshop to determine which proposals advanced.

My stomach dropped.

Mara leaned closer.

“Oh.”

“Yes.”

“That’s good.”

“Yes.”

“You look sick.”

“Yes.”

I confirmed before I could reconsider.

My phone buzzed.

Seraphina.

Would you pick up the dry cleaning this afternoon?

Something warm and stupid happened in my chest.

Mara saw.

“Is that her?”

“No.”

“You smiled.”

“I smile.”

“Not like that.”

I typed:

Yes. Your dependence on me grows alarming.

Her reply came thirty seconds later.

I will attempt to survive the shame.

I smiled again.

Mara made a gagging noise.

Thursday became real when Shaw sent the workshop agenda.

Dr. Shaw.

Dr. Miriam Hale.

Professor Nathan Kessler.

Amelia Ruiz, senior archivist.

Two current fellows.

And:

Professor Seraphina Vale — faculty respondent, Modernist Materials session

I stopped breathing.

Not literally.

Probably.

I called Seraphina.

She answered on the third ring.

“Hello.”

“You’re going to be there.”

A pause.

“I assume you have received the agenda.”

“You’re going to be there.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I am the faculty respondent for the session after yours.”

“That feels suspiciously convenient.”

“It was scheduled in January.”

“Can you unschedule it?”

“No.”

“Can I?”

“No.”

“Can we burn down Blackthorne?”

“Also no.”

I leaned back.

“This is terrible.”

“I suspected you might feel that way.”

“You’re going to sit there.”

“Yes.”

“With your face.”

“I had intended to bring it.”

“Don’t.”

“I will consider alternatives.”

I closed my eyes.

Professor Vale would be in the room.

Not Seraphina barefoot in her kitchen.

Not Seraphina asking me to stay.

Professor Vale.

The woman who had once written unsupported in the margin of a paper so many times that I briefly considered changing my major.

“You haven’t seen the proposal,” I said.

“No.”

“And you’re not going to.”

“No.”

“I know.”

Silence.

Then:

“You want to ask me something.”

“No.”

“Clara.”

“I hate you.”

“I know.”

I rubbed my forehead.

“I hate that you can’t tell me if it’s good.”

Her voice softened.

“I can tell you that I believe you are capable of determining whether it is good.”

“That is an infuriatingly different sentence.”

“Yes.”

“I could ask one hypothetical question.”

“No.”

“One tiny theoretical—”

“No.”

“What if I don’t tell you which section?”

“Clara.”

“Fine.”

“Would you like to have dinner tonight?”

“Yes.”

“Seven?”

“Yes.”

“And would you stay?”

There it was.

A simple question.

No hidden contract.

No promise of permanence.

No proof.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

That word still worked on me.

Annoyingly.

I did not show Seraphina the proposal that night.

This deserves emphasis because it nearly killed me.

I brought my laptop.

I left it zipped inside my bag.

We ate.

At one point I said, “Hypothetically, if a historical figure repeatedly—”

“No.”

“You didn’t even let me finish.”

“You began with hypothetically.”

“Maybe I was going to ask about murder.”

“Were you?”

“No.”

“Then no.”

I glared at her.

Later, I nearly left a printed page on the coffee table.

I actually put it down.

Seraphina looked from the paper to me.

I snatched it back.

“Nothing.”

“I said nothing.”

“Your eyebrows did.”

“My eyebrows are not part of the fellowship committee.”

“Debatable.”

She did not ask what the page said.

That helped.

It also made me want to show her more.

I didn’t.

Wednesday night, Mara became my practice audience because Lydia was working late and Mara had made the tactical error of existing near me.

“I don’t understand any of this,” she said.

“Perfect.”

“How is that perfect?”

“You’re hostile and uninformed. You’re basically academia.”

“Good start.”

I stood at the end of our living room.

Mara sat on the couch with a notebook.

I began.

Halden’s surviving correspondence showed a repeated divergence between the language she used privately and the rhetorical positions she adopted in published essays during the final six years of her career.

I explained the pattern.

The dates.

The correspondence.

Mara interrupted.

“So Halden definitely meant that?”

I stopped.

“What?”

“You said the change clearly reflects her attempt to protect the private relationship.”

“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“The letters.”

“Do the letters say, ‘Hello, I am changing my public argument to protect my secret girlfriend’?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know?”

“Because the timing—”

“That’s not knowing.”

I stared at her.

Mara looked pleased.

“I hate you.”

“I’m excellent at scholarship.”

“You barely read.”

“I read things that have dragons.”

I looked at my notes.

There it was.

Clearly.

Shaw had circled the same word.

Fuck.

I crossed it out.

“What do you know?” Mara asked.

“That the private correspondence continues.”

“Okay.”

“That the public language changes.”

“Okay.”

“That the changes happen repeatedly.”

“Okay.”

“And that the divergence becomes more pronounced when the relationship is under greater public scrutiny.”

Mara nodded.

“So say that.”

“I do.”

“No. You say all that, then you get nervous and say what she definitely meant.”

I stared.

Mara pointed her pen at me.

“You’re welcome.”

“You’re insufferable.”

“Learned from Lydia.”

Thursday arrived anyway.

At one thirty, I stood in a Blackthorne bathroom and considered climbing out the window.

The window did not open.

Institutional oppression.

At 1:51, I entered the workshop room.

Shaw was already there.

So was Hale.

Kessler stood near the screen speaking to Amelia Ruiz.

The fellows occupied the back row.

Seraphina sat at the far end of the second row.

Dark suit.

White shirt.

Notebook on her knee.

Professor Vale.

My body recognized her before my brain did.

Shoulders straight.

Pulse up.

Every old instinct snapping into place.

What will she think?

Will she see the weakness?

Seraphina looked at me.

One second.

Neutral.

Professional.

No secret smile.

No reassuring nod.

Nothing I could use.

Good.

I hated it.

Shaw approached.

“Ready?”

“No.”

She smiled.

“Excellent.”

At two, I stood at the front.

My first three minutes were perfect.

I knew because I remembered none of them.

Then my brain returned.

I saw Shaw listening.

Hale taking notes.

Ruiz watching the slide.

Kessler with his arms folded.

And Seraphina.

I looked at her.

Professor Vale’s face gave me nothing.

My stomach tightened.

I looked again thirty seconds later.

Still nothing.

Then I heard myself.

I was not speaking to her.

This was not an oral exam.

She was not grading me.

I turned toward Shaw.

And kept going.

The difference was immediate.

I simply stopped trying to detect the correct answer on Seraphina’s face.

I talked about the archive.

The chronology.

The divergence.

The limits.

Especially the limits.

When I finished, Shaw thanked me.

Then Kessler leaned forward.

“I’m not sure I accept the interpretive move in your fourth section.”

Of course.

I nodded.

“Which part?”

“You treat the absence of direct acknowledgement as strategic silence. Why isn’t it simply absence?”

My first instinct was physical.

Look at Seraphina.

I felt my head almost turn.

It didn’t.

I looked at Kessler.

“The pattern around the absence.”

“That’s not quite an answer.”

He was right.

Annoying man.

I took a breath.

“The surviving correspondence gives us repeated private references to the relationship during periods when Halden’s public rhetoric moves in the opposite direction. I’m arguing that the divergence is meaningful.”

“But meaningful in what way? You use the word strategic.”

There.

The weak point.

“I do.”

“So you are assigning motive.”

My mouth went dry.

I could retreat.

Or bluff.

Old Clara liked both.

Instead I looked at my own slide.

“I think the draft overstates that.”

Silence.

Listening silence.

“I can’t prove motive from the surviving correspondence. What I can demonstrate is a repeated divergence between the private record and the public language. The timing allows an interpretation of strategic silence, but the archive doesn’t give me access to intention.”

Kessler uncrossed his arms.

“So what survives of your argument if intention is removed?”

Everything, I thought.

Then I said it better.

“The divergence itself. Halden maintains one private relational vocabulary while progressively narrowing what she is willing to articulate publicly. Whether that narrowing is deliberate strategy, fear, pragmatism, or some combination is a secondary question. My argument doesn’t need certainty about motive. It needs the pattern.”

Ruiz nodded.

Shaw wrote something.

My pulse was still hammering.

But it was mine.

Kessler asked another question.

I answered.

One of the fellows asked about a missing year in the correspondence.

I said we did not know.

And the ceiling did not collapse.

Then Hale asked about the relationship between my reading and an older interpretation of Halden’s final essays.

I disagreed with the older interpretation.

Politely.

Mostly.

At one point Kessler glanced toward Seraphina.

“Professor Vale, given your work on the public essays—”

Seraphina’s posture did not change.

“Clara’s argument is hers to defend.”

My heart did something violent.

Not because she had abandoned me.

Because she hadn’t.

She had left the space open.

Mine.

Kessler looked back at me.

“So?”

I smiled.

“Professor Vale is right.”

Seraphina’s eyebrow moved approximately one molecule.

I continued before it could become evidence.

The discussion ended at 2:47.

I survived.

More troublingly, I had enjoyed parts of it.

Shaw caught me in the hallway afterward.

“Walk with me.”

She stopped outside her office.

“You backed away from the motive claim.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because Kessler was right.”

Shaw nodded.

“He’ll be devastated to hear it.”

I laughed.

“The stronger argument is the one you gave in the room.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Revise Section IV to match it.”

I waited.

Shaw closed her folder.

“I’m moving your proposal forward to final committee consideration.”

Everything inside me stopped.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“I did. I just wanted to make you say it again.”

“No.”

Cruel woman.

“When?”

“Final interviews are next Friday.”

“Oh.”

“That’s generally the reaction.”

“I think I might throw up.”

“Not in my office.”

“I’ll schedule it elsewhere.”

Shaw smiled.

“Good work today, Clara.”

Then she went inside.

I stood in the hallway.

Final committee consideration.

I had done it.

Not all of it.

Not yet.

But this part.

Mine.

“Clara.”

I turned.

Seraphina stood several feet away.

Still Professor Vale in the suit.

But her eyes were warmer now.

“You didn’t rescue me,” I said.

“No.”

“I hated it.”

“I know.”

“I think I was good.”

Seraphina studied me.

I waited for the old thing.

The grade.

The verdict.

Instead she said, “You looked like you knew exactly whose argument it was.”

My throat tightened.

“Mine.”

“Yes.”

That was enough.

Almost.

“Was Kessler always like that?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I was worried it was personal.”

“It rarely is.”

“I think that’s worse.”

“It often is.”

Seraphina glanced toward the room.

“I have to go back.”

“Right.”

Professional world.

Boundary.

No stolen kiss.

No secret reassurance.

I stepped back.

“Dinner?” Seraphina asked.

“Your place?”

“Yes.”

“Seven?”

“Yes.”

I smiled.

“Look at you asking for things.”

“Clara.”

“Seven.”

At 7:03, I stood inside Seraphina’s apartment with the entire day still vibrating under my skin.

She had changed.

Dark trousers.

Soft gray sweater.

No Professor Vale.

Thank God.

I dropped my bag.

Seraphina watched me pace once across the living room.

Then twice.

“You are very loud.”

“I haven’t said anything.”

“Exactly.”

I stopped.

“What do you want?”

That question used to terrify me.

Tonight, I knew.

“Control.”

Seraphina’s gaze sharpened.

“Ask properly.”

My pulse jumped.

There she was.

Not Professor Vale.

Something chosen.

Something private.

I stepped closer.

“Will you take over for a while?”

Seraphina considered me long enough to be irritating.

“Yes.”

The word landed differently after the afternoon.

No academic authority attached.

No grade.

No fellowship.

Nothing she could give or take from my professional future.

Just us.

“Put your bag by the door.”

I did.

“Come here.”

I did.

“Hands behind your back.”

I obeyed.

Seraphina stepped close enough that I could feel her warmth without touching.

“You’re smiling.”

“I had a good day.”

“You were pacing.”

“I can contain multitudes.”

“Quiet.”

I closed my mouth.

She kissed me.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

All the adrenaline I had carried from Blackthorne changed shape.

Her hand settled at my waist.

I leaned forward.

She moved back half an inch.

I made an offended sound.

“Did I say you could chase?”

“No.”

“Then don’t.”

I smiled again.

“You enjoy this too much.”

“Quiet.”

I obeyed for nearly seven seconds.

“Historically, I’m bad at that.”

Seraphina’s mouth curved.

“I am aware.”

Her fingers traced my jaw.

The room narrowed.

No committee.

No archive.

No Professor Vale.

Only the pressure of her hand and the strange relief of not having to decide the next thing.

After a while she guided me toward the sofa.

“Sit.”

I sat.

Seraphina remained standing.

I looked up at her.

“This is weird.”

“What is?”

“You telling me what to do here doesn’t feel anything like you telling me what my argument should be.”

“Good.”

“That’s all?”

“Did you require a lecture?”

“Historically, yes.”

That earned me a real smile.

Then she touched my face.

“No lecture.”

“Growth.”

“Possibly.”

She kissed me again.

I let the day leave me in pieces.

Not responsibility.

Not ownership of my work.

Just the tension.

When she finally sat beside me, I leaned into her.

Her fingers threaded through mine.

“My interview is next Friday.”

“I heard.”

“You heard?”

“Shaw announced the candidates after I returned to the session.”

“Oh.”

A new knot formed.

Seraphina felt it.

“Do not ask.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were about to.”

“I was thinking.”

“Dangerous.”

“Very.”

I looked at our hands.

“You can’t help me.”

“No.”

“I know.”

“And?”

I thought about Kessler.

The slide.

The moment I had said I couldn’t prove motive and somehow become stronger rather than weaker.

“I’ll figure it out.”

Seraphina squeezed my hand once.

“Yes.”

Later, I was half asleep against her when she shifted.

“Clara.”

“Mm?”

“Come here.”

“I am here.”

“Closer.”

I moved into her arms.

Seraphina tipped my face up and kissed me with none of the careful professional distance she’d worn all afternoon. I made a pleased sound I would have denied under oath.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Peer-review noise.”

“Again.”

“Absolutely not.”

She kissed me until I made it again.

I caught the front of her shirt.

“Cheating.”

“There is no rubric.”

I stared at her.

“You waited all day to use that against me.”

“Yes.”

This time I kissed her first. The workshop was still somewhere in my head, but it no longer occupied the whole room. Seraphina’s hand settled at my waist, steady and possessive only in the temporary, chosen way we understood.

When she pulled back, my breathing had changed. So had hers.

That was enough. Not a reward for performing well. Not reassurance that I would win. Just desire allowed to exist beside uncertainty.

Seraphina settled me against her.

Then, after a moment:

“Stay?”

I opened one eye.

“You’re getting very good at asking me for things.”

“Clara.”

I smiled and tucked myself closer.

“Yes.”


Chapter 11  

What You Can Take

By Wednesday night, I had answered the same fellowship question seven times.

Mara claimed it was six.

She was wrong.

“You’ve practiced that answer six times.”

“Seven.”

“That wasn’t a correction.”

“Accuracy matters.”

Mara looked at the index cards spread across our kitchen table.

There were twenty-eight of them.

This was not excessive.

There were four committee members. Four people could theoretically ask hundreds of questions. Twenty-eight cards demonstrated restraint.

Mara picked one up.

“What would you say is the primary limitation of your interpretation?”

I reached for it.

She held it away.

“I know that one.”

“I know you know that one. I heard you answer it at 6:12, 6:28, 6:41, and—”

“The 6:41 answer was different.”

“Yes. You changed ‘suggests’ to ‘indicates.’”

“Important distinction.”

“No one cares.”

“I care.”

“That’s the problem.”

I stared at her.

Mara dropped the card.

“You’re not preparing anymore.”

“I am literally preparing.”

“You’re trying to make Friday unable to surprise you.”

“That would be ideal.”

“It would also require psychic powers.”

“I have until Friday.”

“Jesus Christ.”

I reorganized the cards.

Mara reached across the table and put both palms over them.

“No.”

“You cannot embargo my scholarship.”

“I can embargo these.”

“You don’t have jurisdiction.”

“I pay half the rent.”

“Domestic jurisdiction does not extend to fellowship preparation.”

“It does when fellowship preparation has colonized the kitchen.”

I looked around.

There were cards on the table.

Two on the counter.

One beside the toaster.

That one had been accidental.

“This is a reasonable amount.”

Mara picked up the toaster card.

“Why is this one labeled HOSTILE QUESTION?”

“Because committees occasionally ask hostile questions.”

“It says, ‘What if your central premise is wrong?’”

“Yes.”

“That’s hostile?”

“Emotionally.”

Mara sighed.

I took the card back.

The worst part was that I knew she was right.

I knew my argument.

I knew the archive.

I knew where the interpretation was strongest and where it depended on inference.

I knew what evidence would make me change my mind.

I knew how to say I don’t know without immediately dying.

Probably.

Shaw had advanced me.

Kessler had challenged me.

I had survived both.

Seraphina had not rescued me.

That was the point.

And yet my brain had apparently concluded that the remaining uncertainty was a clerical error I could eliminate with enough stationery.

My phone buzzed.

Seraphina: Dinner is at seven.

I looked at the time.

6:36.

Mara saw my face.

“Go.”

“I have twenty-four minutes.”

“You have twenty-four cards too many.”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Get out.”

I gathered them.

Mara slapped my hand.

“No.”

“What?”

“Leave them.”

“I’m not bringing them to Seraphina.”

“You were absolutely going to put them in your bag.”

“For later.”

“Leave. Them.”

I stared at the cards.

Then at Mara.

Then slowly put my empty bag over my shoulder.

“This feels unsafe.”

“Good.”

“You’ve become cruel.”

“I learned from your girlfriend.”

I pointed at her.

“Defamation.”

“Go.”

I went.

Seraphina opened the door at 7:01.

She looked at me.

Then at my empty hands.

“No papers?”

“No.”

“Cards?”

“No.”

“Laptop?”

I lifted my bag.

“Wallet. Keys. Lip balm.”

Seraphina stepped aside.

“Very brave.”

“I was coerced.”

“By Mara?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll thank her.”

“Traitor.”

Dinner was normal.

That was almost irritating.

Seraphina had made pasta. I told her the sauce needed more pepper. She told me I was welcome to cook next time. I said criticism was a form of participation.

She did not ask about the interview until we had finished eating.

Then:

“Are you prepared?”

I opened my mouth.

There were many possible answers.

I could be more prepared.

There were twelve questions I had not practiced.

My opening answer was nine seconds too long.

I still disliked the phrase methodological restraint even though it was accurate.

“Yes.”

The word surprised me.

Seraphina nodded.

“Then stop preparing.”

I stared at her.

“That’s horrifying.”

“Yes.”

“You say that as if it’s easy.”

“No.”

“What am I supposed to do tomorrow?”

“Live Thursday.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“Suspiciously philosophical.”

“It is a day of the week.”

“And Friday?”

“Attend your interview.”

“That’s your entire plan?”

“My plan?”

I caught it.

“Right.”

Seraphina leaned back.

“Your argument is yours.”

“I remember.”

“And you know it.”

“Yes.”

“Then Friday is allowed to contain things you did not predict.”

I hated that sentence.

“Can I object?”

“You just did.”

I pushed my plate away.

Seraphina watched me.

I looked at her hands.

Then at her face.

Something had been sitting underneath the interview anxiety all week.

Different.

Not a request to make the interview easier.

Not a request for reassurance.

A want I had been circling because saying it plainly made me feel more exposed than twenty-eight index cards.

“Can I ask you for something?”

“Yes.”

“Private.”

Seraphina’s attention sharpened.

“Yes.”

I rubbed my thumb along the edge of the table.

“I don’t want you to make it easy tonight.”

Silence.

Seraphina did not misunderstand.

That was one of the advantages of being known.

“More control?”

“Yes.”

“More correction?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to be able to argue?”

I looked at her.

“That sounds like a trick.”

“It isn’t.”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to stop you from using the argument to escape?”

My stomach tightened.

“Yes.”

Seraphina studied me.

“What are you asking for, Clara?”

There was the opening.

I could make a joke.

I almost did.

Instead:

“I want to find out how much I can give you without turning into somebody else.”

Seraphina went very still.

Then:

“I have no interest in somebody else.”

My throat tightened.

“That was alarmingly efficient.”

“You asked me not to make it easy.”

“Right.”

Seraphina stood and collected our plates.

“That’s it?”

She glanced over her shoulder.

“What else did you expect?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then stop trying to predict it.”

I sighed.

“You’re enjoying tonight already.”

“Yes.”

“Concerning.”

Seraphina washed her hands, dried them, then turned toward me.

“Academic material remains outside this.”

“Yes.”

“Colors remain active.”

“Yes.”

“You can stop.”

“I know.”

Her eyes held mine.

“Good.”

That was the entire conversation.

No essay.

No tribunal.

We knew the structure.

We knew each other.

My pulse still jumped when Seraphina walked toward me.

“Stand.”

I stood.

“Hands behind your back.”

“They’re attached to me. That was already the general plan.”

Seraphina waited.

I put them behind my back.

“Better.”

“You encourage tyranny.”

“Quiet.”

“See?”

Her mouth twitched.

“Clara.”

I shut up.

Temporarily.

Seraphina stepped closer.

She did not touch me.

That was worse.

“Look at me.”

I did.

“Still.”

I was.

Her fingers touched my chin.

She tilted my face and simply looked at me.

I waited.

Seraphina leaned closer.

I thought she was going to kiss me.

She stopped before her mouth reached mine.

I moved.

Barely.

Chasing.

Her hand closed around my jaw.

“No.”

I smiled.

“That was involuntary.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

“Can you prove that?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“You’re smiling.”

I stopped smiling.

Seraphina raised an eyebrow.

“This is my neutral face.”

“It is not.”

“You’ve become very judgmental.”

“Hands.”

I realized one had shifted.

I put it back behind me.

“Good.”

The praise warmed me.

Seraphina kissed me once.

Then stopped.

I leaned after her again.

This time deliberately.

Her eyes narrowed.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You were told to stay still.”

“I stayed mostly still.”

“Mostly is not an instruction.”

“Your standards are oppressive.”

Seraphina took one of my wrists, then the other.

The familiar soft-lined cuffs appeared.

The sight of them changed my breathing.

She watched my face.

“Green.”

I said it before she asked.

Seraphina’s mouth curved.

“Impatient.”

“Efficient.”

She secured my wrists behind me.

Not tight.

Contained.

My shoulders settled differently.

Less possibility.

Less decision.

More awareness.

Seraphina stepped in front of me again.

“Still.”

I laughed quietly.

“What?”

“You’ve made stillness significantly easier.”

“That is the idea.”

“Cheating.”

“No.”

She kissed me.

When she withdrew, I could not follow with my hands.

I followed with my mouth anyway.

Seraphina caught my chin.

“Persistent.”

“You said you wanted the difficult version.”

“I do.”

“That sounds like encouragement.”

“It is not.”

“Mixed messaging.”

Seraphina’s gaze sharpened.

“Do you need me to be clearer?”

The question landed.

I swallowed.

“No.”

“Good.”

She guided me two steps.

“Stop.”

I stopped.

“Turn.”

I turned.

“Face the wall.”

I looked over my shoulder.

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“This is aesthetically uninspired.”

“Face forward.”

I did.

Her voice had changed.

Lower.

Less conversational.

Seraphina stood behind me, close enough that I could feel her warmth before her hands settled at my waist.

“Still.”

“I am still.”

“You’re talking.”

“You did not say quiet.”

A pause.

Then:

“Quiet.”

I smiled at the wall.

Her hand moved slowly along my side.

I shifted.

Barely.

Seraphina stopped.

I froze.

“Again.”

“What?”

“You moved.”

“I breathed.”

“You moved.”

“Breathing causes movement.”

“Clara.”

“Scientific fact.”

Seraphina turned me around.

Her expression was composed.

Too composed.

I smiled.

“You look annoyed.”

“I’m not.”

“Disappointed?”

“No.”

“Overwhelmed by my scientific rigor?”

“No.”

“What, then?”

“Deciding.”

That shut me up.

She looked at my face, my shoulders, my bound hands, then back at my eyes.

“Sit.”

I sat at the edge of the sofa.

“Back straight.”

I adjusted.

Seraphina stood close.

Not touching.

Again.

Always the absence first.

“This is a deeply inefficient use of proximity.”

“You are not in charge of efficiency.”

“Someone should be.”

Seraphina touched my mouth with two fingers.

I stopped.

“There.”

“What?”

“Quiet.”

I kissed her fingertips.

Her eyes changed.

“Was that allowed?”

“No.”

“Then why are you smiling?”

“I’m not.”

“Liar.”

Seraphina withdrew her hand.

I immediately regretted my success.

She saw that.

“Consequences.”

“That seems dramatic.”

“You wanted more correction.”

I had.

I did.

Seraphina bent until our faces were level.

“Ask for the kiss.”

I smiled.

“Please kiss your extremely well-behaved girlfriend.”

“No.”

“That was asking.”

“That was hiding.”

“Behind what?”

“Performance.”

I looked at her.

Damn.

She waited.

“Kiss me.”

“Again.”

I frowned.

“Why?”

“Because you’re annoyed now.”

“I was annoyed before.”

“Yes.”

“Kiss me.”

“Better.”

She did.

Not long enough to satisfy me.

“Again,” I said.

“No.”

“You literally just trained me to ask.”

“I asked you to ask honestly.”

“And I am honestly asking.”

“Yes.”

“So?”

“No.”

I stared.

“You are a menace.”

“Yes.”

The calm agreement made it worse.

She moved away.

I tugged once against the cuffs, feeling them.

Seraphina noticed.

“Comfortable?”

“Yes.”

“Hands?”

“Fine.”

“Shoulders?”

“Fine.”

“Color?”

“Green.”

“Good.”

Then she made me wait.

Not like the Saturday before.

I knew the difference immediately.

The Saturday before, waiting had been the point.

No guaranteed reward.

No endpoint to purchase.

Tonight, Seraphina was controlling every inch of the road.

A kiss when she chose.

Contact when she chose.

Permission to shift when she chose.

My body became increasingly offended by her timing.

My mouth became increasingly offensive in response.

“Do you have a schedule?”

“Yes.”

“Can I see it?”

“No.”

“Is there a complaints process?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent.”

“I ignore it.”

“Authoritarian.”

“You keep using that word as if it discourages me.”

I laughed.

Then Seraphina touched my face and the laugh broke.

She noticed.

“Still.”

I tried.

I genuinely tried.

I shifted.

Seraphina corrected the position.

I shifted again.

“Clara.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Then hold it.”

I did.

For maybe fifteen seconds.

Then I moved again.

Seraphina stopped.

“No.”

“I’m trying.”

“Yes.”

“That sounded patronizing.”

“It wasn’t.”

“Do it again.”

“What?”

“The patronizing part.”

Seraphina looked at me.

I smiled.

Armor.

There it was.

I knew it even before she asked.

“What are you afraid will happen if you stop performing?”

The question cut straight through the joke.

I looked away.

Seraphina touched my chin.

“Look at me.”

I did.

The answer was embarrassing.

Which usually meant it was real.

“That there won’t be enough of me left.”

Seraphina’s expression did not soften into pity.

Thank God.

She simply held my gaze.

“Are you gone?”

“No.”

“Again.”

I frowned.

“What?”

“Still.”

I inhaled.

Held the position.

Seraphina moved closer.

Touched my jaw.

My neck.

My shoulder.

Every instinct wanted to turn it into something.

A joke.

A challenge.

A way to demonstrate that Clara Bell remained present.

I stayed.

“Are you gone?”

“No.”

“Again.”

She kissed me.

I did not chase when she withdrew.

My entire body wanted to.

I stayed.

“Are you gone?”

I smiled.

“No.”

“Good.”

Something inside me loosened.

Not vanished.

Not cured.

Just contradicted.

I was still here.

Bound.

Directed.

Frustrated.

Wanting.

Still Clara.

I looked at Seraphina.

“You know this experiment has methodological flaws.”

Her eyes warmed.

“There you are.”

I laughed.

Seraphina kissed me again.

This time she let me have enough of it to make the denial afterward genuinely cruel.

“You’re enjoying my suffering.”

“You are not suffering.”

“Subjective.”

“You’re smiling.”

“That proves nothing.”

“It proves enough.”

Seraphina released one cuff.

Then the other.

I flexed my hands.

Before I could reach for her:

“Behind your back.”

I stared.

“You just freed them.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“So you could choose to put them there.”

That hit differently.

I slowly placed my hands behind my back.

Seraphina’s eyes followed the movement.

“Good.”

She stepped closer.

“I asked for you, not obedience with your face attached.”

“That is an alarming sentence.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes.”

“I want the difficult version.”

“Poor judgment.”

“Possibly.”

“You could have someone much easier.”

“I do not want someone easier.”

My chest tightened.

“You can argue and still do as you’re told.”

“That sounds dangerous to establish.”

“I know.”

“You’ll never know peace.”

“I have met you.”

I laughed.

Then she took my wrists again.

Not cuffed this time.

Just held.

“I know exactly who is giving this to me.”

The humor disappeared.

“Do not make yourself smaller for me.”

I swallowed.

“I’m trying not to.”

“Then stay exactly as troublesome as you are.”

“That may be the nicest thing you’ve ever said.”

“It was not praise.”

“It absolutely was.”

The intensity climbed after that.

Not because she became cruel.

Because she stopped cushioning every instruction.

She expected me to answer.

Expected me to use the structure we had built.

Expected me to remain present enough to tell her what I could take.

The confidence in that expectation was its own kind of pressure.

And I wanted it.

Seraphina kept my wrists in one hand and drew me closer with the other.

“Still.”

“You keep choosing impossible assignments.”

“And you keep accepting them.”

“Under protest.”

“Noted.”

Her thumb moved once over the inside of my wrist.

A tiny touch.

Completely unfair.

I shifted toward her.

Seraphina stopped me before I got what I wanted.

“No.”

“That was barely movement.”

“It was enough.”

“You have become extremely literal.”

“I learned from you.”

I laughed, and she used the distraction to kiss me.

Not gently.

Not hurriedly either.

She controlled the kiss with the same maddening patience she had used on everything else, letting it deepen only when I stopped trying to anticipate her. Every time I pushed, she slowed. Every time I settled, she gave me more.

I figured out the pattern.

Naturally, I tried to exploit it.

Seraphina pulled back.

“You’re calculating.”

“I’m participating.”

“You’re trying to game the system.”

“There is a system?”

“Clara.”

“Sorry. Continue.”

“No.”

I stared at her.

“That was an invitation.”

“It was not.”

“It contained the word continue.”

Her grip tightened just enough to remind me that my hands were exactly where she wanted them.

“Ask.”

I could have made it funny.

Instead I looked directly at her.

“Please keep going.”

Seraphina held my gaze for one long second.

Then she did.

The reward was immediate enough to make honesty feel dangerous.

Her hand slid to the back of my neck. She kissed me until my posture stopped being something I was consciously maintaining and became something I was giving her because she had asked for it.

When she withdrew, I stayed where she had put me.

Barely.

Seraphina noticed.

“Good.”

My eyes closed.

“That word is becoming a problem.”

“For you?”

“Obviously.”

“Then perhaps you should stop earning it.”

I opened my eyes.

“That sounds like a challenge.”

“It isn’t.”

“Everything sounds like a challenge when you say it like that.”

“Still.”

I obeyed.

This time without commentary.

For almost half a minute.

Then Seraphina traced one slow line along my shoulder and I broke position again.

She corrected me without a word.

I exhaled through my teeth.

“You are enjoying this.”

“Yes.”

“At least pretend to be conflicted.”

“No.”

The answer sent another pulse of heat through me.

There was no academic justification here. No lesson plan. No professional role she could retreat into. She wanted the control because I had offered it, and I wanted the pressure because it was hers.

Seraphina looked at me as if she could see the exact second that realization landed.

“Still Clara?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Good.”

I smiled.

Then she made the next instruction harder.

And the next.

Not dramatically.

Incrementally.

Enough that the accumulated effort became its own sensation: being watched, being corrected, being allowed to argue without being allowed to use the argument as an exit.

I wanted more.

I also wanted one degree less.

Those two facts arrived almost together.

Until, abruptly, the second one mattered more.

Nothing dramatic happened.

No panic.

No sudden sense that the scene had gone wrong.

My body simply reached a point where everything felt too close at once.

Her grip.

My breathing.

The prolonged stillness.

The accumulation of anticipation.

The effort of staying present inside all of it.

“Yellow.”

Everything changed by one degree.

Not gone.

Not broken.

Seraphina’s grip eased immediately.

Her body remained close.

“Here?”

“Yes.”

“Stay with me.”

“I am.”

“Good.”

One hand moved from my wrist to my shoulder.

Grounding.

The other remained where I could feel it without feeling contained by it.

I breathed.

Seraphina waited.

Not retreating.

Not asking twelve questions.

Not looking disappointed.

The room slowly returned to normal size.

I looked at her.

“You’re supposed to be devastated.”

“No.”

“I ruined your terrifying plan.”

“No.”

“Your evening is in shambles.”

“No.”

“This is difficult material.”

“I know.”

I smiled.

Seraphina’s eyes narrowed.

“You recovered quickly.”

“Resilience is one of my strengths.”

“Apparently.”

There.

I had said yellow.

Nothing collapsed.

Seraphina had adjusted.

I was still wanted.

And, apparently, still annoying.

Excellent.

“Green,” I said.

Seraphina studied me.

“Green?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want the same intensity?”

“No.”

“Good.”

I blinked.

“Good?”

“You answered the question.”

“Oh.”

“Do you want to continue?”

“Yes.”

“At the adjusted level?”

“Yes.”

“Then come here.”

I did.

No punishment for the adjustment.

No attempt to reclaim the previous intensity.

She simply took the information and changed course.

I rested my forehead briefly against her shoulder.

Seraphina touched the back of my neck.

“Still Clara?”

I laughed.

“Unfortunately.”

“For everyone else, perhaps.”

I lifted my head.

“That was smooth.”

“I regret it.”

“You should.”

“I already do.”

“Too late. I’m keeping it.”

Seraphina sighed.

The rest of the evening stayed inside the new boundary.

Still controlled.

Still frustrating.

Still enough to make me complain repeatedly about human-rights violations.

But I stopped measuring depth by how much I could tolerate.

That had been another trap.

More was not automatically better.

Harder was not automatically more honest.

The point was not to prove I could take everything.

The point was that I could give what I actually wanted to give and remain there while I gave it.

When Seraphina finally released the structure, she did it without ceremony.

“Come here.”

I was already close.

“Closer.”

I moved until I could fold against her.

Her arms came around me.

For several minutes, neither of us spoke.

Then:

“You really don’t want me easier.”

“No.”

“That’s deeply inconvenient.”

“For whom?”

“Everyone.”

“I am not everyone.”

I smiled.

“No.”

Her hand moved slowly along my back.

“You were difficult tonight.”

“Thank you.”

“That was not a compliment.”

“I’m taking it as one.”

“I expected you would.”

I tilted my head.

“Did I do what I asked?”

Seraphina looked down at me.

“What did you ask?”

“To find out how much I could give you without turning into somebody else.”

“And?”

I thought about it.

“I think I asked the wrong question.”

Seraphina waited.

“I was treating ‘how much’ like a number.”

“Yes.”

“As if there was some maximum depth where I’d either pass or disappear.”

“Yes.”

I frowned.

“You could pretend not to have seen this coming.”

“No.”

“Rude.”

Seraphina’s mouth curved.

“I don’t think the answer is how much.”

“What is it?”

“How honestly.”

That silenced both of us.

“I gave you more tonight.”

“Yes.”

“And then less.”

“Yes.”

“And neither one made me somebody else.”

“No.”

I looked at her.

“Annoying.”

“Why?”

“Because this would be easier if the answer were a spreadsheet.”

“I understand.”

“Don’t sound pleased.”

“I am pleased.”

The old reflex stirred.

Pleased means safe.

I recognized it.

Let it pass.

“Good,” I said.

This time I meant only that.

Later, in bed, Friday still sat in my head like a bright object.

I let it stay there without turning it into another question.

The next morning, I went home.

Mara was eating cereal at the kitchen table.

The index cards were stacked exactly where I had left them.

She looked at me.

Then at the cards.

“Done?”

There were still more than twenty-four hours in which I could ruin everything by improving it.

I picked up the stack.

Put a rubber band around it.

Dropped it into my bag.

“Done.”

Mara stared.

“Who are you?”

“Shut up.”


Chapter 12 

No Correct Answer

At 7:14 Friday morning, I discovered I had become the kind of person who could stare at six index cards and resent them personally.

On Thursday, I had reduced twenty-eight cards to six. This should have counted as restraint.

They were lined up on Mara’s kitchen table in a neat row.

Not because they needed to be.

Because at 6:52 I had decided the order was wrong.

At 7:01 I had decided the original order was better.

At 7:08 I had changed one word on card four from demonstrates to suggests, then changed it back, then compromised with indicates, which I hated because it sounded like something a traffic sign did.

I picked up card four.

Mara walked into the kitchen.

“No.”

I looked at her.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re holding the cards.”

“They’re my cards.”

“You said you were done.”

“I am done.”

“You’re holding a pen.”

I looked at my hand.

This was unfortunately true.

“I like pens.”

“You’re sick.”

“I have an interview.”

“You have an interview at two.”

“Exactly. I’m behind.”

“Behind what?”

I looked at the clock.

Mara looked at the clock.

I put the pen down.

She opened the refrigerator.

“You’ve practiced that answer six times.”

“Seven.”

“That wasn’t a correction.”

“Accuracy matters.”

She took out orange juice.

“I thought Lydia was intense.”

“Lydia doesn’t have a fellowship committee.”

“Lydia is a fellowship committee.”

I considered that.

“Fair.”

Mara poured a glass.

I picked up card four again.

She pointed at me.

“No.”

“You cannot no me in my own home.”

“This is also my home.”

“Then I’m being oppressed by a coalition government.”

“Put the card down.”

I stared at the sentence.

The problem was not that I didn’t know the answer.

I did.

That was the irritating part.

I knew the archive.

I knew the chronology.

I knew which letters mattered, which gaps mattered, which conclusions I could defend, and which ones became attractive only after midnight when confidence and delusion started sharing clothes.

I knew what Shaw had challenged.

I knew what Kessler had challenged.

I knew how I would answer both of them now.

What I did not know was what they would ask next.

Which meant there was still danger somewhere.

An unprepared corner.

A question I hadn’t imagined.

A word I might use wrong.

A pause that might last two seconds too long and reveal to everyone that I was secretly three raccoons in a blouse.

I put the card down.

Mara watched.

“You’re not changing them?”

“I’m thinking about changing them.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

I slid all six cards into my bag.

“No.”

Mara stared at me.

“Should I call someone?”

“Probably.”

“Do you have a priest?”

“Seraphina would object to the methodology.”

Mara sat across from me.

“You know you’re done, right?”

“I know I’m prepared.”

“That’s what I said.”

“No. Prepared and done are different.”

“How?”

“Prepared means I have done enough work. Done means there is nothing else I could possibly do.”

Mara drank her juice.

“That second thing isn’t real.”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

I hated when she wandered accidentally into wisdom.

“Go put on pants,” she said.

“I am wearing pants.”

“Better pants.”

I looked down.

Sweatpants.

“Fine.”

My phone buzzed while I was deciding between two nearly identical black trousers.

Seraphina.

Breakfast?

One word.

No hidden message.

No reminder about the interview.

No How are you feeling? disguised as a summons to perform emotional stability.

Just breakfast.

I typed:

Already ate.

Deleted it.

I had eaten half a piece of toast.

That was legally food but morally dishonest.

Yes.

Her reply:

Twenty minutes.

I looked at the trousers.

Then at myself in the mirror.

“Do these say serious emerging scholar or regional bank employee?”

Mara called from the hall.

“They say black pants.”

“You are useless.”

“Good luck!”

Seraphina was already dressed when I arrived.

Of course she was.

Dark trousers, blue blouse, sleeves buttoned at the wrist.

Not the suit.

Thank God.

The suit belonged to Professor Vale and Professor Vale had been banned from my nervous system until at least Monday.

Seraphina opened the door and looked at me.

Her gaze moved once from my face to my shoes and back.

I waited.

Nothing.

“What?”

“You appear dressed.”

“That is an incredibly evasive answer.”

“You asked no question.”

“I implied one.”

“I don’t grade implications before coffee.”

I walked past her.

“Cruel.”

Breakfast was eggs, toast, fruit, and coffee I barely touched because my heart was already attempting independent flight.

Seraphina did not ask about my research.

She asked whether Mara had remembered to call the landlord about the leaking faucet.

She told me a story about a faculty meeting in which Kessler had spent twelve minutes objecting to a font.

I laughed hard enough to almost forget what day it was.

Almost.

At 12:43, I looked at the clock.

Then again at 12:44.

Seraphina noticed.

“Would you like me to walk with you?”

My first answer rose immediately.

Yes.

Not because I needed directions.

Not because I was afraid of Blackthorne.

Because if she walked with me, I could borrow her steadiness all the way to the door.

I looked at her.

“No.”

She nodded once.

No disappointment.

No argument.

That made the answer easier to keep.

“I think I need to go in alone.”

“All right.”

I picked up my bag.

Then stood there.

Seraphina waited.

The question formed so quickly I almost didn’t recognize it.

Do you think I’m ready?

My mouth opened.

Closed.

Her eyebrow lifted.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“That was almost a question.”

“It was.”

“Do you want to ask it?”

I thought about the cards in my bag.

Shaw’s comments.

Kessler leaning forward.

The moment I’d stopped looking at Seraphina and started defending my own argument.

“No.”

“Why?”

I swallowed.

“I know the answer.”

Something changed in her face.

Small.

Warm.

Proud, maybe.

She didn’t say it.

She stepped close instead.

Her hand touched the side of my neck.

She kissed me once.

Not long enough to turn the afternoon into anything else.

When she pulled away, I stayed close for half a second.

“That’s all?”

“You have somewhere to be.”

“I hate responsible adults.”

“I know.”

I adjusted the strap of my bag.

Seraphina opened the door.

“Go.”

So I went.

Blackthorne looked offensively normal.

Students crossed the quad.

Someone sat on the library steps eating yogurt.

Two undergraduates argued about parking.

The entire institution had apparently declined to recognize that my future was happening at two o’clock.

Rude.

The interview room was smaller than the workshop room.

That helped.

Then I saw the table.

That did not.

Dr. Shaw sat at the center.

Dr. Hale to her right.

Amelia Ruiz beside Hale.

Two committee members I knew by reputation rather than personally: Dr. Priya Sen from Comparative Literature and Professor Martin Ellis from History.

Five people.

Five folders.

Five water glasses.

No Seraphina.

I knew she wouldn’t be there.

Still, the absence registered.

There was nowhere to look except at the people actually asking me questions.

Shaw stood.

“Clara. Come in.”

I sat.

My bag went beside my chair.

The note cards stayed inside it.

That felt important.

Or stupid.

Possibly both.

Shaw gave the usual explanation.

Thirty minutes.

Questions about the project, methodology, fellowship plan.

Time at the end for anything I wanted to add.

I nodded.

Ellis began.

“Give us the project in two minutes.”

I had practiced this.

Seven times.

Possibly eleven.

I began.

The first answer came easily.

Halden’s late private correspondence.

The divergence between private relational language and increasingly constrained public rhetoric.

The project’s focus on what that divergence could tell us without pretending the archive offered certainty it did not contain.

Ruiz asked about the archive itself.

Easy.

Sen asked why the fellowship mattered now.

Less easy, but expected.

I answered.

Hale asked what I intended to accomplish during the fellowship period.

I started too broadly.

“The first phase would establish a complete—”

No.

I stopped.

Five faces watched me.

My stomach tightened.

“No. That’s too broad. Let me answer that again.”

Shaw’s expression did not change.

I tried again.

Specific archive work.

A revised chapter.

A complete catalog of the correspondence subset.

A conference paper if the evidence supported it.

Better.

Nobody died.

Interesting.

Ellis asked about scope.

Ruiz asked about access restrictions.

Then Sen looked down at my proposal.

“What evidence would make you abandon your current interpretation?”

Nothing in my bag had prepared me for that.

I knew because my brain immediately tried to locate a card anyway.

I paused.

One second.

Two.

Three.

Too long.

Definitely too long.

Say something.

Anything.

No.

That was the old reflex.

Fill the silence before someone else decided what it meant.

I let myself think.

“If we found correspondence that contradicted the chronology I’m using, that would do it.”

Sen waited.

I continued.

“If the private-public divergence I’m identifying clearly predates the relationship, I’d have to reconsider whether I’m assigning the relationship too much causal weight. Same if the language pattern appears consistently in unrelated correspondence. At that point what I’m calling relationally significant might actually be stylistic.”

“And if the evidence supports a different explanation entirely?”

I looked at her.

“Then the argument changes.”

“Even after you’ve built the fellowship proposal around this interpretation?”

There was the trap.

Except maybe it wasn’t a trap.

Maybe it was just a question.

“If the archive gives me a better explanation, I have to let it win.”

Sen’s pen stopped.

“Even now?”

“Especially now.”

I heard the answer after I gave it.

It sounded like me.

Not Professor Vale.

Not Shaw.

Not the version of me who wanted every uncertainty sealed shut before anyone could inspect it.

Me.

Ellis leaned back.

“Then let me push the other direction. If your argument can survive without proving Halden’s motive, what makes the divergence significant enough to sustain a full fellowship project?”

There it was.

My shoulders tightened.

Because I had an answer.

A good one.

And because something in his wording irritated me.

I started too quickly.

“The project isn’t dependent on motive, and I think reducing the significance to—”

Stop.

I heard myself becoming defensive.

Ellis hadn’t reduced anything.

I had.

“I think I’m answering the question I wish you asked.”

One corner of Hale’s mouth moved.

Ellis did not smile.

“Then answer the one I did.”

Fair.

Annoying.

Fair.

I took a breath.

“The divergence matters because it changes how we read the public essays against the private record. Not because one secretly explains the other, but because they coexist. The archive lets us see a writer maintaining two different rhetorical possibilities at the same time.”

Ellis nodded slightly.

I continued.

“If the fellowship only produced an answer to why Halden did that, it would be too narrow. What I’m interested in is what becomes visible when we stop assuming the public record contains the whole intellectual position.”

Better.

Ellis wrote something.

I refused to interpret the angle of his pen.

Ruiz asked about the missing year.

I said we didn’t know.

No embellishment.

No rescue attempt.

Just:

“We don’t know.”

Then Hale asked, “Why are you the right person to do this work?”

That one hit differently.

My mind offered answers.

Because Professor Vale—

No.

Because Shaw—

No.

Because the committee—

No.

I looked at Hale.

“Because I know the material.”

Simple.

I continued.

“I’ve spent long enough with the archive to know where my argument is strongest and where it isn’t. I know which gaps I can responsibly interpret and which ones are just gaps. And I’m willing to change the argument when the evidence asks me to.”

I hesitated.

Then added the least sophisticated answer of the afternoon.

“And because I want to finish it.”

Hale nodded.

Shaw looked down at her notes.

I had no idea whether that was good.

The remaining questions were practical: dissemination, access, and what I would do if a collection stayed closed. I answered without trying to turn uncertainty into catastrophe.

Then Shaw closed the folder.

“Thank you, Clara. We’ll be in touch.”

There are sentences designed by civilization to inflict suffering.

We’ll be in touch is one of them.

“Thank you.”

I stood.

Did I stand too quickly?

Probably.

I picked up my bag.

The note cards remained untouched.

I left the room.

The door closed behind me.

I made it twenty feet down the hall before my brain began the autopsy.

Three-second pause on Sen’s question.

Maybe four.

Ellis wrote something after the second answer.

Was it positive?

Hale smiled once.

Or almost smiled.

Shaw had written more during my methodology answer than during the archive answer.

Bad?

Good?

Maybe the methodology answer was weak.

Maybe it was interesting.

Maybe she was drawing a horse.

I pulled out my phone.

My thumb opened Seraphina’s messages.

I typed:

How bad was that?

Then stared at it.

She hadn’t been there.

She couldn’t know.

That had never stopped me from wanting her to know before.

I deleted it.

My phone buzzed while I was still looking at the blank field.

Mara.

Alive?

I typed:

Technically.

Three dots.

Then tacos.

I laughed in the hallway.

A student passing me looked concerned.

Reasonable.

I put the phone away.

For ten whole seconds.

Then took it back out to check my email.

Nothing.

Obviously.

The interview had ended ninety seconds ago.

I hated everyone.

By five, I had convinced myself I had either won the fellowship or destroyed my academic career.

There was apparently no middle condition.

Mara bought tacos.

I ate two.

Then half of a third while insisting I wasn’t hungry.

At 6:18, Seraphina texted.

Would you like to come over?

I looked at the message.

Not:

How did it go?

Not:

What happened?

An invitation.

I answered:

Yes.

Then:

I am bringing my catastrophic uncertainty.

Her reply:

I assumed it would accompany you.

When I arrived, Seraphina opened the door and took one look at me.

“How do you think it went?”

I hated her.

“I don’t know.”

“All right.”

“That is not an acceptable response.”

“You said you don’t know.”

“You’re supposed to infer.”

“No.”

I dropped my bag beside the door.

“I paused too long on one question.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then perhaps not long enough to warrant a measurement.”

“Hale made a face.”

“Hale has several.”

“Shaw wrote something.”

“She often does.”

I glared at her.

Seraphina walked toward the kitchen.

“Tea?”

“Yes.”

She filled the kettle.

I followed.

“I think Sen liked one answer.”

“Which?”

“The one about changing the interpretation.”

“Did you like the answer?”

That stopped me.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because it was true.”

Seraphina turned on the kettle.

I leaned against the counter.

“I answered honestly.”

“Were they your answers?”

“Yes.”

“Then you did what you could.”

I waited.

That was apparently the whole sentence.

“You’re not going to tell me they would be idiots not to choose me?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because they are not choosing whether you are intelligent.”

“That feels related.”

“They are deciding whether this project receives this fellowship this year under this committee.”

I hated how much that helped.

Seraphina stepped closer.

“The outcome matters.”

I looked at her.

“But it is not a verdict on whether the work belongs to you.”

My throat tightened.

“No.”

“No.”

The kettle clicked off.

Seraphina made tea.

I did not offer.

That occurred to me only after she had already handed me a cup.

Progress was occasionally boring.

We moved to the sofa.

I tucked one leg beneath me.

Seraphina sat beside me.

For a few minutes neither of us spoke.

Her hand rested at the back of my neck.

Warm.

Steady.

I leaned into it.

“What do you want tonight?” she asked.

The question had become familiar.

That didn’t make it easy.

“Would ‘a favorable committee decision’ be outside your jurisdiction?”

“Yes.”

“Tragic.”

“Clara.”

I looked at her.

“You.”

“That is imprecise.”

“I contain multitudes.”

“I have noticed.”

I smiled.

Then tried again.

“I don’t want to think about the interview.”

Seraphina waited.

“I also don’t want you to make me stop thinking about it.”

Her thumb moved once against my neck.

“I just want to be here.”

“With me.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

No command followed.

No structure.

No correction.

She simply opened one arm.

I moved into it.

That should not have felt as vulnerable as asking for control.

It did.

Maybe more.

Control had edges.

Instructions.

Something to succeed at.

This was just closeness.

Nothing to perform.

Nothing to earn.

I rested my head against her shoulder.

After a while, I kissed the side of her jaw.

Then her mouth.

Seraphina kissed me back.

Slow.

Warm.

Unhurried.

When I pulled away, she looked at me.

“What?”

“You appear disappointed.”

“I was considering stealing another.”

“You cannot steal something freely given.”

“That ruins the romance.”

“I’ll attempt to be less cooperative.”

“Thank you.”

I kissed her again.

Later, while Seraphina read and I pretended to read, I checked my email.

Nothing.

Ten minutes later, I checked again.

Nothing.

At 9:16, Shaw finally sent an email.

My heart stopped.

I opened it.

Thank you again for interviewing today. Final fellowship decisions will be released Tuesday afternoon.

Tuesday.

Tuesday was four days away.

This was illegal.

I showed Seraphina.

She read it.

“Tuesday.”

“I can read.”

“I was confirming your suffering.”

“Thank you.”

Four days.

Ninety-six hours.

Five thousand seven hundred and sixty minutes.

I began calculating seconds.

Stopped.

Growth.

Seraphina returned to her book.

I stared at my phone.

Nothing I did now could change the interview.

That fact was horrifying.

I couldn’t revise it.

Couldn’t send a better answer.

Couldn’t walk back into the room and say, Hello, I have improved since three o’clock.

The work was finished.

The decision was elsewhere.

I looked around Seraphina’s living room.

My shoes were beside the door.

My charger was plugged into the outlet near the sofa.

A paperback I’d left two nights ago sat on the side table with a receipt marking my page.

There was a mug in the kitchen that had somehow become mine without anyone announcing it.

Upstairs, one drawer held enough of my clothes that calling it a guest drawer would have required legal creativity.

None of it felt like evidence tonight.

It was just there.

So was I.

Seraphina looked up from her book.

“Which nights are you staying next week?”

I blinked.

“What?”

“You said Mara has plans Wednesday.”

“She and Lydia are doing something.”

“And Thursday?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“All right.”

That was it.

No symbolic weight.

No discussion of what the drawer meant.

No negotiation over whether three nights constituted cohabitation.

Just next week.

Ordinary.

I liked ordinary.

That realization might have frightened me once.

Tonight it made me tired in a pleasant way.

By ten thirty, we were in bed.

My phone sat on the nightstand.

Face up.

I checked it.

No email.

Obviously.

I put it down.

Two minutes later, I checked again.

Seraphina opened one eye.

“It will still exist if you stop looking at it.”

“Unproven.”

“Clara.”

I turned the phone face down.

“There.”

“Thank you.”

“I hate waiting.”

“I know.”

I waited.

For the reassurance.

For you did well.

For you’ll get it.

For the promise Seraphina could not honestly make.

She didn’t make it.

Her hand rested between my shoulder blades.

Nothing else.

And after a moment, the absence stopped feeling empty.

I had answered the questions.

I had defended the work.

I had admitted what I didn’t know.

I had walked into the room alone.

I had walked out still myself.

Tuesday would come whether I worried correctly or not.

I shifted closer.

Then stopped.

Seraphina looked at me.

For once, I asked first.

“Stay?”

Her expression softened.

Then she smiled.

“Yes.”


Chapter 13 

When Nothing Is Wrong

I woke Saturday morning to discover that nothing had happened.

No email.

No crisis.

No institutional complaint.

No emotional revelation before coffee.

Frankly, it felt irresponsible.

For a full thirty seconds, I lay still and waited for the universe to correct itself.

Nothing.

Beside me, Seraphina slept on her back with one arm outside the blanket and her hair everywhere.

That was becoming one of my favorite sights.

Not because it was dramatic.

Because it was not.

Professor Vale had hair arranged with intent.

Seraphina at seven eighteen on a Saturday morning had hair that had lost an argument with a pillow.

I smiled.

Her eyes opened.

“You’re staring.”

“You’re disheveled.”

“I was asleep.”

“Convenient excuse.”

She closed her eyes again.

I waited.

Nothing.

No command.

No interrogation.

No suspiciously precise insight into my childhood.

Just morning.

I shifted closer.

Seraphina opened one eye.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You moved.”

“I am allowed.”

“Yes.”

“That sounded dangerously permissive.”

“Go back to sleep, Clara.”

I grinned.

There.

Better.

I got out of bed.

The floor was cold.

I crossed to the dresser and opened my drawer.

Then stopped.

My drawer had become a problem.

Not because it was too small.

Because it wasn’t a drawer anymore.

Not really.

It was a territory.

Two pairs of sleep shorts.

Underwear.

Socks.

A black blouse.

A cardigan.

The soft gray shirt I had worn home three Thursdays ago and apparently never taken back.

Beside it, folded with insulting neatness, was a second pair of jeans.

I stared.

Behind me, Seraphina said, “What?”

I looked over my shoulder.

She had pushed herself up against the headboard.

“You folded my jeans.”

“They were on the chair.”

“So you annexed them.”

“I put them away.”

“In my drawer.”

“Yes.”

I turned back.

There was also a toothbrush in her bathroom.

Face wash.

A spare charger.

My preferred tea.

A mug I had not purchased but which had somehow become mine through repeated use.

And now the drawer had developed depth.

“I think I’m colonizing your furniture.”

“You have one drawer.”

“That’s how empires begin.”

Seraphina watched me.

Then:

“Would you like another?”

The room changed.

Not dramatically.

Nothing external moved.

The radiator clicked.

A car passed outside.

My stomach tightened anyway.

Another drawer.

That was all.

Six more inches of cedar.

Nothing anyone wrote vows about.

Nothing legally binding.

Nothing impossible to undo.

And somehow I had no idea what answer I wanted.

Seraphina did not help.

Of course she didn’t.

“You can’t ask things like that before coffee.”

“I just did.”

“Unethical.”

“Probably.”

I looked at the drawer again.

“What does another drawer mean?”

Seraphina’s expression barely changed.

“We have covered this.”

“I remember.”

“A drawer means you have a drawer.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Temporarily.”

She waited.

I hated that too.

Not because she was making me decide.

Because she was refusing to make the decision feel more important than it was.

No grand speech.

No hidden answer.

Did I want more space here?

Maybe.

The word felt honest.

“Maybe.”

Seraphina nodded once.

“All right.”

That was it.

I stared.

“You’re terrible at romance.”

“I asked you if you wanted more space in my home.”

“Yes, and then responded to my emotional vulnerability like a zoning board.”

Her mouth moved.

“Coffee?”

“Finally.”

By nine thirty, I was at my own apartment.

That mattered.

I still lived there.

My rent still existed.

Mara still left cereal bowls in the sink as though dishwashers were a bourgeois myth.

My half-read books still occupied every horizontal surface.

My life had not quietly been transferred to Seraphina’s apartment while I wasn’t looking.

I dropped my overnight bag beside my bed.

Then immediately began repacking it.

Mara appeared in the doorway.

“Are you moving?”

“No.”

“You have six pairs of underwear.”

“I like preparedness.”

“You live twelve minutes away.”

“Disaster respects no commute.”

Mara leaned against the frame.

I held up a sweater.

“Do I leave this here or take it?”

“Where do you want it?”

I looked at her.

She smiled.

“No.”

“What?”

“You’re doing the Seraphina thing.”

“What Seraphina thing?”

“Making me answer my own question.”

“Maybe she’s right sometimes.”

“Don’t say that where she can hear you.”

I folded the sweater.

Put it in the bag.

Mara watched.

“You spend a lot of nights there.”

“I know.”

“You okay with that?”

I waited for panic.

None came.

That was almost disappointing.

“I like being there.”

Simple.

True.

Mara nodded.

“Okay.”

“That’s all?”

“What do you want, a moving truck?”

“No.”

“Then okay.”

Apparently everyone in my life had conspired to stop giving ordinary choices ceremonial significance.

I hated it.

I also felt better.

Saturday afternoon passed badly because Tuesday continued to exist.

The fellowship decision sat three days away like a threat written on a calendar.

At 1:12, I checked my email.

Nothing.

At 1:19, I checked again.

Still Saturday.

At 1:37, I opened the inbox and stopped before refreshing.

Closed it.

Mara noticed from the sofa.

“Growth?”

“Violence.”

“Same thing sometimes.”

I threw a pillow at her.

Sunday was worse because Sunday had fewer excuses.

Seraphina and I went to the grocery store.

That was it.

No dramatic outing.

No Blackthorne.

No public test.

No private crisis.

Groceries.

I learned that Seraphina bought pears based on texture rather than ripeness and regarded supermarket bread with academic contempt.

“You’re reading the label.”

“I am checking ingredients.”

“You’re judging bread.”

“I am evaluating bread.”

“Professor Vale remains undefeated.”

Seraphina put the loaf back.

“It contains corn syrup.”

“So?”

“So we are not buying it.”

“We?”

Her eyes met mine.

I smiled.

“Dangerous pronoun.”

“You are welcome to purchase inferior bread independently.”

“Cruel.”

We bought different bread.

At her apartment, I unpacked groceries while Seraphina put away the cold items.

I stopped before reaching for the tea.

Asked:

“Do you want me to put this away?”

“Yes.”

The answer still pleased me.

Not because she needed me.

Because she had said yes.

I put it away.

Then Seraphina asked what I wanted for dinner.

I answered.

Later she asked what I wanted to watch.

I answered.

Then where I wanted to sit.

Then whether I wanted wine.

Then whether I wanted to stay.

Every question was reasonable.

Healthy.

Respectful.

Infuriating.

By eight forty, I was annoyed.

This made no sense.

I had spent months learning how to answer questions honestly.

Now Seraphina was asking them.

And I wanted to throw one at her.

“What?”

Seraphina looked over from the sofa.

I was standing near the bookshelves with my arms crossed.

“You have been glaring at me for thirty seconds.”

“I am thinking.”

“Hostilely.”

“Maybe.”

“What is wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Seraphina waited.

I became more irritated.

That was useful information.

“Nothing is wrong,” I said.

“Yes.”

“That might be the problem.”

One eyebrow.

I came over and sat opposite her.

“Do you realize how many choices you’ve made me make today?”

Seraphina considered.

“Several.”

“Dinner.”

“Yes.”

“Wine.”

“Yes.”

“Movie.”

“Yes.”

“Where I sat.”

“That was your choice regardless.”

“You asked.”

“I did.”

“Whether I was staying.”

“Yes.”

Seraphina’s face became suspiciously neutral.

I stared.

“You know.”

“Yes.”

My stomach tightened.

“You know why I’m annoyed.”

“I have a theory.”

“Unbelievable.”

“Would you like to hear it?”

“No.”

Her mouth moved.

I pointed.

“Don’t.”

“I’m doing nothing.”

“Exactly.”

There.

I heard it when I said it.

Nothing.

No structure.

No deliberate control.

No pressure.

No relief.

Just choice after choice after choice because there was no crisis to justify anything else.

The realization embarrassed me.

That made it more likely to be true.

“I miss it.”

Seraphina did not rescue me.

“Miss what?”

“You are being deliberately obtuse.”

“Yes.”

I groaned.

“You know what I want.”

“Yes.”

I waited.

She waited.

I hated her.

“You’re awful.”

“Ask.”

My pulse moved.

There it was.

Not fear.

Not spiraling.

Not need in the emergency sense.

Want.

Clean.

Sharp.

Mine.

“I want the rule tonight.”

Seraphina’s eyes changed.

“Which rule?”

I stared.

“You know which one.”

“Clara.”

Of course.

I breathed out.

“Offer honestly. Do not disappear.”

The words sounded different tonight.

No wound opened behind them.

No argument.

No fear.

Just recognition.

Seraphina waited.

“Not because I’m spiraling,” I said.

“I know.”

“Not because I need you to fix anything.”

“Yes.”

“I just want it.”

Her gaze held mine.

“Good.”

Heat moved through me.

Immediate.

Embarrassing.

Perfect.

I smiled.

“There it is.”

“What?”

“That voice.”

Seraphina set her book down.

“Come here.”

I got up.

Deliberately slowly.

She watched.

I stopped just out of reach.

“You said come here. You did not specify speed.”

“Clara.”

“Technically compliant.”

“Barely.”

“My favorite kind.”

Seraphina’s eyes narrowed.

I smiled wider.

This was different.

I knew it even before she moved.

I was not hiding.

Not using the joke to get away.

I was poking her because I wanted the look.

And Seraphina knew.

Her hand caught my wrist.

Not hard.

Certain.

“Closer.”

I stepped between her knees.

“Better.”

“Was that praise?”

“No.”

“Disappointing.”

“Hands behind your back.”

I obeyed.

Mostly.

One hand went behind me.

The other paused.

Seraphina looked at it.

I looked at her.

“You appear to be having difficulty counting.”

“I am emotionally overwhelmed.”

“You are enjoying yourself.”

“Yes.”

The answer came easily.

That made Seraphina smile.

Not much.

Enough.

I put both hands behind my back.

She touched my jaw.

Then my mouth.

Not kissing.

Just tracing.

I leaned.

She moved away.

I glared.

Seraphina’s mouth curved.

“Still.”

“Cruel.”

“Still.”

I stayed.

This was not Wednesday night.

No edge to test.

No fear to locate.

No question about whether I could survive intensity.

We both already knew I could.

This was play.

That made it hotter.

I tilted my head.

“Was that an instruction?”

“Yes.”

“You could say please.”

Seraphina looked at me.

I smiled.

“Or not.”

Her hand moved to the back of my neck.

My smile disappeared.

“There,” she said quietly.

“There what?”

“The part where you remember you asked for this.”

“I had not forgotten.”

“You were becoming ambitious.”

“I am ambitious.”

“Yes.”

She kissed me.

Briefly.

Then stopped.

I followed.

Her hand tightened.

“Did I say you could move?”

“No.”

“Then?”

I sat back.

“Oppression.”

“Ask.”

“For what?”

“You know.”

I did.

The game had become obvious.

I wanted her attention.

Her full attention.

The kind that made everything else in the room become irrelevant.

I could have baited her longer.

Wanted to.

Instead:

“Kiss me again.”

“Why?”

“Because I want you to.”

Seraphina’s eyes warmed.

“Better.”

Then she did.

Long enough to make me forget the word Tuesday existed.

When she pulled back, I smiled against her mouth.

“I hate this rule.”

“No, you don’t.”

I looked at her.

“No.”

My pulse was still high.

“I really don’t.”

Seraphina’s thumb traced my lower lip.

“Then stop pretending you want me to rescue you from it.”

Heat climbed my throat.

“I want you to make me ask.”

“For what?”

Of course she would do that.

I could have hidden inside a joke. Instead I put my hands behind my back before she asked for them.

Her gaze dropped to the movement.

“A kiss,” I said. “A real one. And I want you to decide when I get the next.”

Seraphina went very still.

“Green?”

“Green.”

The first kiss was immediate. The second was not.

She made me wait through the space between them, close enough to feel her breath, not close enough to steal what I had asked her to control. I complained once. She raised an eyebrow. I shut up.

When she finally kissed me again, the waiting had turned something simple into something sharp. My hands stayed where I’d put them. Hers did not.

“Still hate it?” she asked against my cheek.

“Deeply.”

“Liar.”

“Yes.”

That landed.

Seraphina went still in the smallest possible way.

I noticed.

Attention.

The whole architecture we had built was suddenly there without needing explanation.

I wanted this when I was afraid.

I wanted it when I was angry.

I wanted it when I was overwhelmed.

And now, apparently, I wanted it on a Sunday evening after buying pears.

That mattered more than I expected.

Seraphina touched my cheek.

“What?”

“I don’t think I want this only when I ask for a scene.”

Silence.

Not bad.

Seraphina waited.

I continued.

“I don’t mean all the time.”

“I know.”

“I don’t mean my work.”

“I know.”

“Or the fellowship.”

“I understand.”

“Or everything I do.”

“Clara.”

“Right.”

I breathed.

“I mean here.”

I gestured vaguely.

“The private part. Us.”

Seraphina’s expression had become very still.

“What do you want that to mean?”

The question was dangerous because I had an answer.

Not perfect.

But real.

“When I’m here, I don’t want every instruction to need a summit first.”

Her mouth moved.

“I want to be able to ask for an adjustment if I need one.”

“Yes.”

“I want colors to stay.”

“Yes.”

“I want service to stay something you ask for or I offer.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t want you deciding my work or my money or who I see or anything outside this.”

“No.”

“And I want you to be able to tell me where you want me.”

Seraphina watched me.

“Or what you want me to do.”

“Yes.”

“Without me making you explain why you asked every single time.”

A pause.

“I can do that.”

Heat moved through me again.

“And if I hate an instruction?”

“You may say so.”

“What if I complain?”

“I expect you to.”

I smiled.

“What if I’m extremely annoying?”

“I have planned around that.”

“Rude.”

“Yes.”

I looked at her.

“This is weirdly easy.”

“No.”

Seraphina’s hand rested around my wrist.

“It is easier because we have already done the difficult part.”

“What was that?”

“Learning that either of us can say no and remain.”

That shut me up.

For once.

Then:

“That’s annoyingly good.”

“I know.”

I leaned closer.

“Is that the whole negotiation?”

“For tonight.”

“Thank God.”

Seraphina’s eyebrow lifted.

I grinned.

“You know, for a woman who loves rules, you are surprisingly anti-meeting.”

“I am anti-repetition.”

“Same.”

“Quiet.”

I smiled.

“See? That’s exactly what I mean.”

Seraphina kissed me until I stopped talking.

Temporarily.

The rest of the evening felt almost indecent in how normal it was.

Not less erotic.

More.

The authority sat inside ordinary things.

“Bring me the water.”

I did.

“Sit here.”

I did.

“Wait.”

I complained.

Seraphina enjoyed that.

I could tell because the corner of her mouth betrayed her every time she tried to look severe.

At one point I deliberately sat on the wrong end of the sofa.

Seraphina stared.

“What?”

“You know where I told you to sit.”

“You said beside you.”

“I indicated the place.”

“Ambiguous language.”

“Clara.”

I smiled.

Then moved where she wanted.

She put an arm around me.

“Better.”

I leaned into her.

“Praise?”

“Observation.”

“Coward.”

Her fingers tightened lightly in my hair.

I laughed.

Not armor.

Just joy.

That realization hit somewhere in the middle of being obnoxious.

My sarcasm had always been fast.

Protective.

Something I could throw between myself and vulnerability before vulnerability got close enough to hurt.

But this?

This was different.

I knew what I was doing.

Seraphina knew what I was doing.

Neither of us was confused.

I poked.

She corrected.

I grinned.

She enjoyed the grin even while telling me not to.

It was play.

That made me ridiculously happy.

Later, when the apartment had gone quiet and I was half curled against her, Seraphina said:

“Would you like another drawer?”

I lifted my head.

“You remembered.”

“Yes.”

“That’s romantic.”

“It is memory.”

“Let me have this.”

Seraphina waited.

I looked toward the bedroom.

One drawer.

Half my things.

No hidden promise.

No trap.

No guarantee.

Just space.

“Yeah.”

Seraphina’s face softened.

“Yes?”

“Yes.”

“All right.”

I stared.

“You could make that more romantic.”

“I could.”

“And?”

“I chose not to.”

I laughed so hard I had to hide my face against her shoulder.

Seraphina kissed my hair.

Monday was ordinary.

That was almost more shocking than Saturday.

I went to Blackthorne.

Worked.

Did not have anything to revise for the fellowship because there was nothing left to submit.

That part was terrible.

I catalogued correspondence instead.

At noon, Seraphina texted:

Would you bring your black sweater tonight?

I stared.

Why?

You left it here and then took it home.

I laughed.

You miss my sweater?

I miss you complaining that you’re cold.

I typed:

Romance.

Her reply:

Seven.

I went at seven.

Brought the sweater.

Also myself.

Apparently sufficient.

Tuesday morning arrived with the emotional subtlety of a car accident.

Decision day.

I woke before the alarm.

Checked my phone.

Nothing.

Of course nothing.

It was 6:11.

The committee was probably unconscious.

I showered.

Checked again.

Nothing.

At breakfast, I checked.

Seraphina watched.

“It is not afternoon.”

“Time is a social construct.”

“Not one the fellowship committee appears to share.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“You’re enjoying this.”

“No.”

“Liar.”

She handed me coffee.

I looked toward the bedroom.

Two drawers now.

The second was not full.

That mattered.

Space before occupation.

An invitation without a demand.

I liked that.

My charger still occupied its outlet.

My book was still on the table.

My mug was clean.

Nothing had transformed overnight because a committee somewhere was going to send an email.

That realization steadied me.

Seraphina picked up her bag.

“You’re leaving early.”

“Meeting.”

“Gross.”

“Yes.”

She came around the counter.

“Tonight?”

I knew what she meant.

Will you come back?

Will you stay?

No test.

No contract.

“Yes.”

Seraphina kissed me.

I caught her wrist before she could step away.

“And I want the rule.”

Her gaze changed.

Warm.

Dark.

Familiar now.

“I know.”

I smiled.

“I still like asking.”

Seraphina touched my jaw.

“I know that too.”

My phone buzzed on the counter.

Both of us looked at it.

My heart stopped.

I picked it up.

Not email.

Mara.

Tuesday is fake. Don’t trust it.

I laughed.

Seraphina raised an eyebrow.

“Nothing?”

“Nothing.”

Not yet.

And for once, not yet was not unbearable.

I put the phone in my pocket.

Then I left for Blackthorne.


Chapter 14  

In My Own Name

At 2:13 Tuesday afternoon, my inbox became a weapon.

I had been pretending to work.

Poorly.

There were three open archival folders on the desk in front of me, one pencil behind my ear, one in my hand, and exactly four lines of notes written in forty-seven minutes.

The fourth line said:

check date against Mercer letter

The third line said the same thing.

I had apparently invented repetition as methodology.

At 2:14, I refreshed my email.

Nothing.

At 2:15, I refreshed again.

Still nothing.

At 2:16, Hannah walked past my desk and said, “You’re going to sprain your finger.”

“I am conducting research.”

“You’re refreshing Gmail.”

“Digital humanities.”

She kept walking.

I hated everyone.

At 2:21, an email arrived from the library about revised summer hours.

My heart stopped anyway.

Then restarted solely to resent the library.

At 2:34, Shaw emailed the entire fellowship applicant list about a reading-room closure next month.

I nearly threw my phone.

At 2:41, I decided the committee had forgotten me.

At 2:43, I decided they had chosen someone else and were drafting a particularly compassionate rejection.

At 2:46, I decided compassion was insulting.

At 2:52, I remembered Seraphina telling me it was not afternoon when I checked at breakfast.

It was definitely afternoon now.

Therefore I was entitled to suffer.

At 3:07, the email arrived.

Halden Fellowship — Final Decision

I stopped moving.

No dramatic sound.

No sudden silence in the archive.

The ventilation system kept humming.

Someone turned a page two tables away.

A cart squeaked in the hallway.

My entire future had apparently chosen to arrive inside normal Tuesday noise.

I stared at the subject line.

Then at the sender.

Evelyn Shaw

My first instinct was to text Seraphina.

Not even words.

Just her name.

My thumb moved toward messages.

Stopped.

No.

Not because she did not matter.

Because this did.

To me.

First.

I opened the email.

The first sentence blurred.

I blinked.

Read again.

Dear Clara Bell,

On behalf of the Halden Fellowship Committee, I am pleased to inform you that you have been selected—

I stopped.

Selected.

That was enough.

I read the word again.

Then the entire sentence.

Then the next paragraph, which contained dates and funding and access language I was currently incapable of understanding.

Then back to the first sentence.

Selected.

My chair felt suddenly too small.

I stood.

Sat.

Stood again.

The graduate student across from me looked up.

“You okay?”

“Yes.”

My voice came out too high.

I cleared my throat.

“Yes.”

She looked concerned.

Reasonable.

I walked out of the reading room before I committed an archival disturbance.

The hallway was empty.

I leaned against the wall.

Read the email again.

My eyes filled.

“Oh, absolutely not.”

Apparently my tear ducts had opinions.

I wiped my face.

Laughed.

Then cried harder because the laugh had broken something open.

This was humiliating.

I looked at the recipient line to make sure they had not sent it to the wrong Clara Bell.

There was only one.

Me.

My project.

My interview.

My stupid answer about letting the archive win.

Mine.

The word arrived quietly.

Not triumph.

Recognition.

“Mine,” I said.

The hallway did not object.

For one full minute, I let myself have it alone.

Then I texted Mara.

I GOT IT.

My phone rang before I could lock the screen.

I answered.

“Please do not scream.”

“YOU WHAT?”

I pulled the phone away.

“Mara.”

“YOU GOT IT?”

“Yes.”

“Oh my God.”

“I told you not to scream.”

“YOU GOT THE FELLOWSHIP.”

“Yes.”

A crash in the background.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

“Mara.”

“I dropped a pan.”

“Why are you holding a pan?”

“I was making eggs.”

“It is three in the afternoon.”

“YOU GOT THE FELLOWSHIP.”

Apparently explanation had ended.

I laughed.

Mara continued making sounds that were not words.

Then:

“I knew it.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“I absolutely did.”

“You said the committee might hate me.”

“I was keeping you humble.”

“You are a terrible friend.”

“You love me.”

“Unfortunately.”

“Are you telling Seraphina?”

The question changed something.

Not fear.

Warmth.

“Yes.”

“Right now?”

I looked at the message thread with Seraphina.

At all the ordinary things there.

Would you bring your sweater?

Dinner?

Seven.

Stay?

I could call.

I wanted to see her face.

“No.”

Mara went quiet.

“I want to tell her in person.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t make that sound.”

“What sound?”

“That soft one.”

“I said oh.”

“You said it romantically.”

“You’re impossible.”

“I won a fellowship. Respect me.”

“Go tell your terrifying girlfriend.”

“I will.”

“Then come home later because we’re celebrating too.”

“Yes.”

“I’m buying cake.”

“No grocery-store frosting.”

“You don’t control me.”

“Buy good cake.”

Mara hung up.

I looked at Seraphina’s messages.

Typed:

Tonight still good?

Her reply came two minutes later.

Yes. Seven.

Nothing else.

She did not know.

I smiled so hard my face hurt.

At 6:58, I stood outside Seraphina’s apartment with a bottle of champagne I had bought despite knowing almost nothing about champagne and a paper bag containing pastries because I had panicked in a bakery.

I had also changed clothes twice.

This was unnecessary.

I did it anyway.

The door opened.

Seraphina looked at me.

Then at the bottle.

Then the pastries.

Her face sharpened.

“What happened?”

I stepped inside.

She closed the door.

I waited until she looked at me again.

“I got the fellowship.”

For half a second, Seraphina Vale forgot how to arrange her face.

That was worth every committee question.

Her eyes widened.

Then she smiled.

Not the small private smile.

Not the almost-smile I collected like contraband.

A real one.

Open.

Bright.

Beautiful enough to make me forget the champagne.

“You did.”

I laughed.

“That sounds fake when you say it.”

Seraphina crossed the space between us and took my face in both hands.

Then kissed me.

Hard enough that the bottle knocked lightly against my leg.

I laughed into her mouth.

She kissed me again.

When she pulled back, her hands remained on my face.

“You did,” she repeated.

My throat tightened.

“I did.”

Seraphina looked at me for a long moment.

“I knew the work was yours.”

I went still.

“I did not know what the committee would decide.”

Exactly.

No retroactive certainty.

No I knew you’d win.

Just the truth.

“I read the email six times.”

“Only six?”

“Approximately.”

“And?”

“I still can’t understand the funding paragraph.”

“We can celebrate your literacy tomorrow.”

I laughed.

Then hugged her.

Not elegant.

I put my arms around her and held on.

Seraphina held me back.

No structure.

No posture.

No rule.

Just joy.

For several minutes, I talked too much.

I told her about the email.

About Mara screaming.

About the graduate student asking whether I was okay.

About saying mine in the hallway and immediately feeling ridiculous.

Seraphina did not call it ridiculous.

She poured champagne.

I discovered I disliked champagne.

This did not stop me from drinking it.

“I’m a fellow.”

“You are.”

“That sounds fake.”

“It is apparently documented.”

“Can they change their minds?”

“Clara.”

“Right. Celebration.”

We ate pastries for dinner because adulthood was a lie.

At 7:43, Mara video-called.

Seraphina answered because my hands were full.

Mara’s face appeared.

She saw Seraphina.

“Oh good. You’re there.”

“I live here,” Seraphina said.

“Right. Weird.”

I took the phone.

“Why are you calling?”

“To make sure you’re actually celebrating instead of immediately constructing a new anxiety.”

I looked away.

Mara pointed through the screen.

“See?”

“I am drinking bad champagne.”

Seraphina lifted her glass.

“It is not bad champagne.”

“I dislike it.”

“That is different.”

Mara grinned.

“You two are disgusting.”

“Goodbye.”

“Cake tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“And Clara?”

“What?”

“You did it.”

I stopped.

Mara’s expression softened.

“I remember.”

“Okay.”

She hung up.

I stared at the dark screen.

Then Seraphina touched my wrist.

I looked at her.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You have a face.”

“Everyone says that now.”

“Because you do.”

I set the phone down.

The apartment looked exactly as it had yesterday.

Two drawers upstairs.

My mug in the kitchen.

My charger beside the sofa.

The fellowship had not altered any of it.

It also had not made those things suddenly more legitimate.

They had already been real.

I liked that.

Seraphina collected the glasses.

I watched her.

“What do you want tonight?”

The question moved through me differently now.

No panic.

No searching.

No need to choose the most emotionally impressive answer.

I smiled.

“I told you this morning.”

“Tell me again.”

Of course.

I stood.

“I want what I asked for this morning.”

Seraphina put the glasses down.

“Why?”

There it was.

The final question.

Not complicated.

I knew the answer.

“Because nothing is wrong.”

Her eyes changed.

“Because I won.”

I stepped closer.

“Because I’m happy.”

Closer.

“Because I want you.”

Seraphina’s breathing shifted.

“And because I don’t need to disappear to give you anything.”

Silence.

Not empty.

Charged.

Seraphina touched my chin.

“Offer honestly.”

“I am.”

“Good.”

My pulse jumped.

I smiled.

“There it is.”

“What?”

“That voice.”

“Do you want me to stop?”

“No.”

“Then?”

I stepped into her space.

“Kiss me.”

Seraphina’s mouth curved.

“Better.”

She kissed me.

The whole evening changed.

Not from soft to hard.

From celebration to appetite.

The difference mattered.

I had not come here shattered.

I had not come needing to be put back together.

I had come with good news and bad champagne and too many pastries.

And I still wanted this.

That realization was almost as intoxicating as the kiss.

Seraphina drew back.

“Coat.”

I took it off.

“Shoes.”

I kicked them off.

“Properly.”

I looked at the shoes.

Then at her.

“You are asking a lot on my victory night.”

Seraphina waited.

I bent and set them neatly beside the door.

“Authoritarian.”

“Come here.”

I walked toward her.

Then stopped one step too early.

Seraphina looked at me.

I looked innocent.

She did not believe me.

“Again.”

“I did it.”

“You performed an interpretation.”

“I’m a scholar.”

“Not tonight.”

“That sounded suspiciously academic.”

Seraphina stepped closer.

“Would you like to continue arguing?”

“Very much.”

Her hand settled at the back of my neck.

My answer disappeared.

Seraphina smiled.

“That is what I thought.”

“Abuse of authority.”

“Authority you requested.”

“Details.”

She kissed me again.

I deliberately chased when she pulled away.

Her grip tightened.

“Still.”

I smiled.

“First half,” Seraphina said.

The phrase hit immediately.

Offer honestly.

Not the joke.

Not the bait.

What did I actually want?

“Another kiss.”

“Why?”

“Because I like what happens when you stop pretending you’re unaffected.”

That got her.

Not much.

A breath.

A tiny break in composure.

Enough.

I smiled wider.

“Smug.”

“Yes.”

“That was not permission.”

“For what?”

“You know.”

“I am an innocent fellow of the Halden Institute.”

“Center.”

I blinked.

“What?”

“The Halden Fellowship is administered by the Center.”

I stared.

“You corrected me academically.”

Seraphina’s face went still.

Then I laughed so hard I had to lean into her.

She closed her eyes.

“Unintentional.”

“Violation.”

“Clara.”

“I’m filing a complaint.”

“With whom?”

“Dr. Hale.”

Seraphina looked horrified enough that I laughed harder.

Then she kissed me to stop it.

Effective.

The private structure settled around us with almost no effort.

No ceremony.

No opening speech.

No long review.

We already knew.

I could complain.

I could ask.

I could say yellow.

I could say red.

I could refuse.

I could remain.

Seraphina could want.

Could direct.

Could enjoy.

Could ask something of me without having to apologize for wanting it.

That was the part I noticed most tonight.

How little hesitation remained in her.

“Hands behind your back.”

I did it.

Correctly this time.

“Good.”

My stomach tightened.

“Praise?”

“Yes.”

I blinked.

“That was suspiciously generous.”

“I can withdraw it.”

“No.”

“Then quiet.”

I lasted eight seconds.

“Technically, quiet has no defined duration.”

Seraphina stared.

I smiled.

“You asked for this.”

“I did.”

“Follow it.”

Heat moved through me.

“Yes.”

No apology.

No performance.

Just yes.

She moved slowly after that.

Not because she was uncertain.

Because she knew what anticipation did to me.

She made me wait for kisses.

Made me stay where she put me.

Made me ask instead of reaching when she knew perfectly well what I wanted.

And every time I complained, that almost-smile appeared.

“You enjoy this.”

“Yes.”

“Monster.”

“Yes.”

“Unfair.”

“Frequently.”

I laughed.

The laughter mattered.

Months ago, laughter would have been armor.

Tonight it was simply pleasure leaking out.

At one point Seraphina told me to wait while she moved away.

I followed with my eyes.

Not my body.

She noticed.

“Very good.”

“I’m growing.”

“Do not ruin it.”

“Too late.”

Her composure broke again.

A small laugh.

Mine.

Not as ownership.

As access.

As something she gave me because she wanted to.

When she returned, I lifted my chin.

Seraphina’s eyes narrowed.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“That is rarely true.”

“I was appreciating.”

“What?”

“You.”

The answer landed harder than the teasing.

Seraphina went quiet.

I could have covered it with a joke.

Didn’t.

“Offer honestly,” I said.

Her expression softened.

Then she kissed me with enough force that I lost track of what I had planned to say next.

Good.

At some point, the intensity sharpened.

Seraphina’s control became more exact.

Her voice lower.

Mine less reliable.

Not because I disappeared.

Because wanting made eloquence optional.

I made a joke anyway.

A bad one.

Seraphina stopped.

“Second half.”

The words went through me.

Do not disappear.

I recognized what I had done.

Not gone.

Just starting to hide in noise.

I looked at her.

Really looked.

“I want more.”

There.

No joke.

No euphemism.

No apology.

Seraphina’s gaze changed completely.

“There you are.”

I smiled.

“I was always here.”

“Yes.”

The answer felt like everything we’d been building fitting into one word.

Seraphina kissed me again.

The rest of the scene unfolded with the confidence we’d spent months earning.

No test.

No lesson.

No proof.

Seraphina took my wrists and placed them where she wanted them, then waited until I met her eyes.

“Stay.”

One word.

I stayed.

She kissed down my throat slowly enough that obedience became an active thing rather than the absence of movement. Every instinct I had wanted to reach, chase, hurry. I let the wanting remain visible instead.

“Good,” she said.

My breath caught.

“Again.”

“Good.”

I laughed once, shaky. “You found a button.”

“I have known where that button was for months.”

“Arrogant.”

“Accurate.”

Her hand moved along my side. Mine remained exactly where she’d put them. The contrast made every touch feel louder.

“What do you want?”

The old question.

No old panic.

“More.”

“More what?”

I glared.

Seraphina waited.

I made myself say it plainly: more pressure, more kissing, more of her voice telling me where to be and then watching to see whether I chose to stay there.

Her expression changed with every honest word.

“Yes,” she said when I finished.

Then she gave it to me.

Not all at once. That would have been merciful.

She drew the wanting out until my jokes shortened into fragments. She made me ask twice when the first request came out evasive. She stopped when I tensed unexpectedly, waited for my color, and continued only after I said green with my eyes open.

That pause did not break the heat.

It deepened it.

Because she believed me.

Because I believed myself.

Because neither of us needed perfect mind-reading anymore.

At some point she moved me to the bedroom. I went laughing, breathless, still arguing about whether victory night entitled me to procedural leniency.

“No,” Seraphina said.

“I haven’t even made my case.”

“Denied.”

“Tyrant.”

“Hands.”

I put them behind my back.

Her eyes darkened.

That reaction was mine to notice, not mine to own. I noticed it anyway.

“You like that.”

“Yes.”

The immediate answer stripped the tease out of me.

Seraphina wanted this. Not merely because I wanted it. Not because it helped me. Not because she was taking care of me.

She wanted me obedient and bright-eyed and still unmistakably myself.

The knowledge hit harder than any command.

“Say it again,” I whispered.

“Hands behind your back.”

I obeyed even though they were already there.

Seraphina’s composure cracked.

There.

I smiled.

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your face did.”

I laughed, and she kissed me until the laugh broke into a gasp.

After that, time became less useful. There was only the sequence we made together: instruction, choice, touch, answer. Waiting until I shook with impatience. Relief when she finally closed the distance. My name in her voice when I stopped performing and simply let myself want.

The second climb was slower and worse in exactly the way I wanted. By the time pleasure finally broke through me, I had no clever line left to hide inside. I held her gaze as long as I could. When I lost it, she said my name and brought me back.

I came back.

That was the difference.

I did not vanish into what she wanted. I met her there.

And Seraphina met me just as openly.

I saw it when her breath broke.

When one command came out rougher than the others.

When my deliberately perfect obedience got a sharper reaction than my bratting had.

Naturally, I commented.

“You’re losing composure.”

Seraphina’s hand tightened.

“Careful.”

“I thought we established I was difficult.”

“We did.”

“Good.”

“That was not praise.”

“Coward.”

The look she gave me nearly ruined me.

Worth it.

Later, when the room had gone quiet again, I lay with my head against Seraphina’s shoulder and drank water because she had handed it to me and stared until I obeyed.

“You are impossible,” she said.

“And yet I have two drawers.”

Seraphina sighed.

“An administrative failure.”

“And a fellowship.”

“Yes.”

“And terrible champagne.”

“You bought it.”

“I was emotional.”

“Clearly.”

I laughed.

No post-scene panic arrived.

No desperate inventory.

Did I do well?

Was she pleased?

What did this mean?

The questions existed somewhere far away, stripped of emergency.

I knew what this meant.

Tonight.

Us.

Wanted.

Chosen.

Enough.

Seraphina’s fingers moved through my hair.

Then she said:

“I have something for you.”

I immediately narrowed my eyes.

“If this is a third drawer, I’m leaving.”

“It is not.”

“Jewelry?”

“No.”

“Deed to the apartment?”

“No.”

“Excellent. I was worried we’d become sentimental.”

Seraphina stood.

She went to the entry table and came back with my key ring.

I recognized it immediately. My apartment key. Mara’s spare. The tiny plastic library charm.

And hers.

The key she had given me months ago.

Seraphina held the ring out.

I took it slowly.

“You already have the key,” she said.

“I had noticed.”

“You continue to treat using it without a specific plan as though you are committing a minor felony.”

“I respect property law.”

“Clara.”

Her tone changed.

Serious now.

I stopped.

“I want you to stop waiting in the hallway when you arrive before me.”

I looked at her.

“You mean—”

“I mean the access I gave you is not a test. You do not need a fresh invitation every time we have already agreed you are coming here.”

Something warm and frightening opened behind my ribs.

Not a new key.

A new meaning for the old one.

“Standing access,” I said.

“Within the boundaries we already use. Yes.”

“I’m not moving in.”

“Correct.”

“I still have my apartment.”

“I am aware.”

“And this isn’t unrestricted access to your entire life.”

“Also correct.”

I turned the ring in my palm.

Two homes.

Not ownership.

Not dependence.

Space.

Choice.

I looked at her.

“You know, for someone with this many rules, you are very bad at telling me what anything means.”

Seraphina looked at the old key between my fingers.

“Do you need me to?”

Once, I would have.

I would have needed the definition.

The guarantee.

The clause that prevented loss.

Now I understood enough to let a key be access and trust without forcing it to become prophecy.

I closed my fingers around it.

“No.”

“Good.”

I smiled.

“But I still want the rule.”

Seraphina’s gaze changed.

“Tomorrow too?”

“Yes.”

“The day after?”

“Yes.”

“Until?”

That question could have terrified me.

Forever was a trap.

Always was a trap.

Certainty was a trap.

I thought about it.

“Until one of us doesn’t.”

Seraphina went still.

Then smiled.

“That is a very good answer.”

I pointed at her.

“Grade.”

“Observation.”

“Liar.”

Seraphina touched my cheek.

“The rule remains yours to choose.”

“I know.”

I stepped closer.

“I’m choosing it.”

Her hand moved to my waist.

“Ask.”

Of course.

I smiled because I still liked asking.

“I want the rule.”

“Which one?”

I laughed.

She made me say it anyway.

“Offer honestly. Do not disappear.”

Seraphina touched my face.

“Then stay.”

I kissed her.

“Gladly.”
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