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Prologue — Locks and Lists
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The first thing I do when I get home is check the lock.

Not because the neighborhood is dangerous. Ridgeway Heights is mostly strollers and dogs and the kind of joggers who look like they own three water bottles and a startup. Not because I’m paranoid, either. Not technically.

I check the lock because it’s a small, solid thing in a city that never stops moving. The deadbolt clicks. The chain slides. The world stays out.

Then I set my keys in the ceramic dish by the door—two taps against the rim, always—and slip off my shoes in the exact spot beside the entry mat, toes pointed toward the hallway like they’re waiting for instructions.

If you walked into my apartment, you’d probably say it feels calm. Warm light. A line of pothos plants that keep growing even when I forget to water them. A candle on the coffee table that smells like cedar and something sweet I can’t name. Art prints in simple frames—no photos, nothing too personal. Everything in its place.

What you wouldn’t see right away is how much effort it takes to keep it like this.

There’s a particular kind of exhaustion that comes from holding yourself together all day and then coming home to hold your space together too, like if the throw blanket sits crooked for too long the whole world might tilt.

I’m in my kitchen, still in my work clothes, staring at the stainless steel kettle like it’s going to tell me what to do next.

My phone buzzes on the counter.

TALIA: You ate?

I consider lying, thumb hovering over the screen.

ME: Define “ate.”

TALIA: Imani.

ME: I had coffee.

TALIA: Coffee is not a food group.

ME: It’s a lifestyle.

She sends back a voice note. I don’t play it right away. I already know the tone: amused, not fooled, love tucked inside annoyance. Talia doesn’t let me hide, not really. She’ll let me make jokes, she’ll let me change the subject, but she won’t let me vanish.

I put the kettle on anyway. The stove clicks and catches. The blue flame is steady. It’s the kind of steady I like.

Outside my living room window, Halcyon City breathes like it’s alive—traffic hiss on wet pavement, a distant siren that rises and falls, someone laughing on the sidewalk below. A bus sighs at the corner. Music leaks from a car passing too slowly, bass rolling under everything like a second heartbeat.

Ridgeway Heights in the evening smells like roasted garlic from the Italian place downstairs and rain that never fully leaves the air near the harbor. Autumn has settled in like it paid rent. The nights are cool enough that people start pulling out their good coats and pretending they aren’t relieved to have an excuse to wrap up.

I hang mine on the hook by the door, careful not to wrinkle it. Long camel wool, sharp shoulders, clean lines. Armor, but make it fashion.

There’s a version of me that other people see—Imani Carter, senior event producer, the one who can make a room feel expensive with lighting and timing and the right kind of silence. The one Priya trusts with clients who have impossible expectations and short tempers. The one who smiles like she’s got everything handled.

And there’s the version of me who stands in her kitchen at 9:47 p.m. listening to the kettle heat up, feeling like she forgot something important in another life.

I open my fridge and stare at the contents like I’m on a cooking show where the surprise ingredient is “loneliness.” Half a carton of eggs. A container of berries I bought because they looked responsible. Leftover rice in a glass dish. A jar of chili crisp. Two different mustards because I keep thinking I’ll become someone who hosts brunch.

I shut the fridge without taking anything out.

On the wall near the dining table is a corkboard with event timelines pinned in neat rows. Color-coded. Deadlines highlighted. Vendor lists printed in tidy fonts. My handwriting in the margins: confirm, confirm again, confirm again tomorrow.

I step closer and scan tomorrow’s schedule.

8:00 a.m. — load-in begins at the waterfront venue.

9:30 a.m. — floral installation.

11:00 a.m. — lighting check.

2:00 p.m. — run of show rehearsal.

6:00 p.m. — doors open.

7:15 p.m. — keynote.

8:30 p.m. — press walkthrough.

The sustainable housing initiative launch. Big money, bigger eyes. The kind of event that gets your agency talked about in rooms you’re not in yet.

The kind of event that could turn into my own someday folder.

The kettle whistles. I pour hot water into a mug and watch steam bloom upward, fogging my glasses for a second. I don’t wear them often, mostly when I’m reading in bed or trying to pretend I’m someone who does crossword puzzles for fun. Tonight I put them on because they make me feel studious. Safe. Less... exposed.

I take the first sip and wince. Too hot.

It’s always something.

My phone buzzes again. This time it’s a call.

Dre.

I answer on the second ring because if I don’t, he’ll call again, and then he’ll text, and then he’ll show up, and my brother is many things—brilliant, stubborn, loud in the way public defenders have to be—but subtle isn’t one of them.

“Hey,” I say.

“You home?” Dre asks, and I can hear traffic behind him. He’s probably still at the office, still fighting someone else’s battles like they’re oxygen.

“Yeah.”

“You sound tired.”

“I am tired.”

“That’s not a personality trait, you know.”

“It’s seasonal,” I say, and it comes out sharper than I mean.

He pauses. “You okay, Imani?”

The question hits in that spot right below my ribs where I keep everything I don’t have time to deal with. My instinct is to make it smaller. Make it nothing. If it’s nothing, nobody can touch it.

“I’m fine,” I say.

Dre exhales through his nose like he’s reading a file he doesn’t like. “You working tomorrow?”

“Big event. The housing launch.”

“The Northline thing?”

“It’s not a Northline thing,” I correct automatically. “They’re a partner. It’s the initiative’s launch.”

“Uh-huh.” He doesn’t sound convinced. Dre doesn’t trust developers. He trusts them even less when his little sister is involved.

“It’s a good client,” I add. “It’s good work.”

“You eating?”

I glance at the mug in my hand like it can answer for me. “I had coffee.”

“You and Talia both be on me about food,” I say, trying for light.

“That’s because you act like you’re made of titanium until you crash,” he says. “And then you pretend it didn’t happen.”

I don’t respond.

Dre lowers his voice. “You still—”

He doesn’t finish the sentence, but I know what he means.

You still thinking about him?

You still angry?

You still hurt?

You still letting that man live rent-free in your head?

“I have to go,” I say, too quick.

“I wasn’t—Imani—”

“I have an early morning.”

A beat. Then Dre softens the way he does when he remembers I’m not a case to argue, I’m a person he loves.

“Okay,” he says. “Text me when you get up.”

“I’m not five.”

“You’re my sister.”

That’s his whole argument, always. Love as protection, even when it starts to feel like a hand around your wrist.

“I’ll text,” I promise, and hang up before he can add anything else.

The room feels too quiet after the call ends. I set my mug down and walk to the window, pressing my fingertips to the cool glass.

Across the street, a new café is still open, lights bright, people clustered inside like warmth is something you can share if you sit close enough. A couple stands outside, laughing, their bodies angled toward each other in that easy way that looks like belonging.

I try not to stare, but my eyes stick anyway, like part of me is hungry for something I can’t name.

It’s not even that I want romance like a movie. I’m not built for grand gestures. I don’t need someone to show up with flowers and apologies. I’ve had enough apologies to last me a lifetime. They’re easy. They’re cheap. They cost nothing if you don’t change.

No. What I want—what I miss, if I’m being honest—is the feeling of relaxing into someone without calculating the risk.

I used to have that.

I used to come home and throw my keys wherever and laugh at stupid things and fall asleep with my leg tangled with someone else’s, like the world couldn’t reach me there. I used to say we and mean it.

Then the we turned into a joke I was the last one to get.

It wasn’t a dramatic discovery. No lipstick on collars. No hotel receipts. It was worse, in a way—quiet. A notification on his phone while he was in the shower. A name I didn’t recognize. A message that started with babe.

I remember standing in his kitchen, my fingers numb around the phone, my stomach tight like I’d swallowed a stone. I remember the way my mind tried to fix it, explain it, make it anything else.

And then he came out, towel around his waist, steam in the air, and saw my face.

The way his eyes shifted told me everything before he said a word.

I gave him the phone without yelling. I didn’t throw anything. I didn’t scream. I just asked, very calmly, “How long?”

He didn’t even have the decency to lie well.

Afterward, people tried to make it clean. They told me I deserved better. They told me I was strong. They told me to get back out there.

None of them understood that it wasn’t just heartbreak. It was humiliation. It was realizing I’d built an entire future in my head using bricks made of someone else’s lies.

It’s a specific kind of shame—knowing you were faithful to something that didn’t exist.

That’s the part I can’t forgive easily. Not because I’m petty. Because it changed the way I move through the world.

Now I don’t lean on love. I lean on plans. I lean on work. I lean on locks and lists and the certainty of a schedule that doesn’t text someone else babe.

My phone lights up again—Talia, another message.

TALIA: I’m coming by. Don’t argue.

ME: It’s late.

TALIA: So is your cortisol. Unlock your door.

I stare at the text, lips twitching despite myself.

ME: I already checked the lock.

TALIA: That’s not the flex you think it is.

Ten minutes later, there’s a knock—two quick taps, then one slower. Her signature. I open the door and she breezes in like my apartment is also hers, which, honestly, it kind of is. She sets a paper bag on the table and pulls off her knit beanie, shaking out her short hair.

“Before you say no,” she says, “I brought dumplings.”

I close the door behind her. “You’re bribing me.”

“I’m nourishing you,” she corrects, eyeing the mug. “Tea. That’s cute. That’s not dinner.”

She’s wearing scrubs under a long puffer coat, and her eyes look tired, the way they do when she’s had a hard shift. Talia works in a NICU; she lives in a world where tiny lungs and tiny fists fight for space. It makes her fierce about the people she loves because she sees, every day, how fragile everything is.

She opens the bag and the smell hits the room—soy, ginger, something savory that makes my stomach wake up like it’s been waiting.

“Sit,” she commands.

I sit.

She plates the dumplings like she’s feeding a child, which is insulting, except I take the first bite and my throat tightens because it tastes like care.

We eat in comfortable silence for a few minutes. Talia watches me the way she does, like she’s monitoring my vital signs without equipment.

“How’s tomorrow?” she asks finally.

“Big,” I say. “Important. Priya’s on edge.”

“Priya’s always on edge.”

“Yeah, but tomorrow she’s... sharper.”

Talia nods. “Because she’s betting on you.”

That lands heavier than it should, because it’s true. Priya doesn’t coddle. She doesn’t give gold stars. She gives you responsibility because she believes you can carry it, and then she expects you to prove her right.

I swallow. “I can handle it.”

“I know you can,” Talia says. “That’s not the same as you should do it alone.”

I open my mouth, ready with a joke, but she lifts one brow like she can see the words forming.

“Don’t,” she says. “Not tonight.”

My fork pauses.

She leans back, studying me. “You’ve been... quiet lately.”

“I’m always quiet.”

“You’re quiet in the way someone gets when they’re holding something under water,” she replies. “Like if you loosen your grip it’ll shoot to the surface and smack you in the face.”

I look down at my plate. The dumplings glisten under the warm light, small, perfect. Contained.

“I’m fine,” I say again, because it’s the only line I know.

Talia sighs. “I don’t want you to be fine. I want you to be real.”

The words pinch. My jaw tightens automatically.

“Real is messy,” I say.

“And?” she challenges.

I don’t have an answer that doesn’t sound like fear.

Talia reaches across the table and taps my wrist, light. “Tomorrow’s big. You’ll do your thing. But after? You’re coming to Bellharbor with me. We’re walking. We’re breathing. You’re not allowed to turn into a machine.”

I almost laugh. “You can’t ban me from being efficient.”

“I can try,” she says, dead serious.

There’s a softness in her eyes that makes my throat feel strange.

“What’s missing, Imani?” she asks quietly. “Not what you’re supposed to say. What’s actually missing?”

My first instinct is to answer with something practical.

More time.

More sleep.

A second assistant.

But that’s not the question she’s asking.

What’s missing is the part of me that used to believe love could be safe.

What’s missing is the ease I see in strangers outside cafés, the kind that comes from trusting someone not to turn your tenderness into a joke.

I swallow hard and focus on the edge of the table.

“I don’t know,” I say, which is true and not true at the same time.

Talia doesn’t push. She just nods like she’s taking a note for later.

When she leaves, she kisses my forehead like I’m twelve and tells me to eat the last dumpling. I do, because arguing feels like too much work.

After she’s gone, the apartment returns to stillness.

I wash the dishes immediately, because leaving them overnight feels like admitting I’m not in control. When the sink is clean, I wipe the counter. When the counter is clean, I straighten the chairs. When everything looks perfect, I stand in the center of my living room with nothing left to fix and nowhere left to put my hands.

My phone sits face-down on the coffee table.

I turn it over, open my calendar. Tomorrow is a wall of appointments stacked tight. I zoom out to the week view and it looks like a game of Tetris designed by someone who hates peace.

At the bottom of the screen is a reminder I set months ago and forgot about:

CALL DAD.

I stare at it until my eyes sting, then close the app without tapping it. Another thing I’m not ready to deal with.

I go to bed early and don’t sleep much.

I drift in and out, tangled in half-dreams about venues and lighting cues and conversations that don’t happen the way I script them. At some point, rain starts. I hear it tapping the window in a steady rhythm like fingers on a desk.

At 5:12 a.m., my eyes open and I don’t know why.

The room is dim, the air cool. The city sounds are muted under rain. My sheets are twisted around my legs, and my hair has flattened in strange directions. I stare at the ceiling until my brain starts cataloging tasks.

Confirm vendor arrival times.

Reprint lanyards.

Check seating chart.

Make sure press area is cordoned.

My body is tired, but my mind acts like it didn’t get the memo.

I swing my legs out of bed and pad to the bathroom. Cold tile under my feet. I splash water on my face and stare at my reflection.

I look like myself—brown eyes, tired but sharp, lips pressed into a line that means don’t ask me about my feelings. Gold hoops sit on the counter; I’ll put them on later. My curls are pulled into a loose puff that’s more intention than style right now.

I lean closer to the mirror, studying my own eyes like they might confess something.

“What are you doing?” I whisper to myself.

The question isn’t about work. Work makes sense. Work follows rules. Work has cause and effect. You do the thing, and the thing happens, and if it doesn’t, you troubleshoot until it does.

Life doesn’t do that.

Love definitely doesn’t.

I brush my teeth, rinse, and go back into my bedroom. My phone lights up on my nightstand. A new email. Then another. Then my screen fills with notifications like the day is already throwing punches.

I sit on the edge of the bed and open my inbox.

SUBJECT: URGENT — CATERER ISSUE

SUBJECT: PLEASE CALL ASAP — RENTAL DELIVERY

SUBJECT: Re: FINAL CONFIRMATION (no response)

My pulse stays steady, even though something tightens behind my ribs. This is familiar. Chaos is familiar. It’s the emotional part that isn’t.

I slide out of bed, pull on leggings and a sweater, and move through my apartment like I’m already at work—efficient, quiet, focused.

Coffee. Always coffee.

While the machine gurgles, I open the first email.

The caterer is asking to confirm a change in headcount.

I open the second.

The rentals company is “running behind” due to weather.

I open the third.

The venue manager hasn’t responded.

Fine. Fine. Fine.

I take a sip of coffee. Bitter, grounding.

When I arrive at Marrow & Muse a little after 7:00, the office is already bright and buzzing. The place smells like printer ink and perfume and anxiety. A junior coordinator rushes past me holding a stack of lanyards like they’re the last lifeboat on the Titanic.

Priya’s voice cuts through the open floor plan—sharp, controlled, the way a blade is controlled.

“—I don’t want excuses, I want solutions,” she says, and then she sees me and her eyes narrow slightly like she’s measuring whether I’m ready. “Imani.”

“I’m here,” I say, and my voice comes out steady.

She gestures toward the glass-walled conference room that’s already full of binders and laptops and half-drunk coffees. The war room.

“We need to lock final logistics,” Priya says. “Now. Before the city wakes up and decides to ruin our day.”

“Already working on it,” I tell her.

As I follow her into the conference room, my phone buzzes again. A call this time. Unknown number.

I ignore it.

Then it buzzes again immediately. Same number.

I step aside, thumb hovering, annoyance spiking.

If it’s another vendor, they can email like a civilized person.

I answer. “This is Imani Carter.”

A man’s voice, breathless. “Imani—this is Marco from Horizon Floral. I’m so sorry, but—”

I close my eyes.

Here we go.

He keeps talking, words tumbling. Something about a delivery truck. Something about an accident on the highway. Something about not being able to make the install time.

Priya turns, reading my face.

I hold up one finger—wait.

I listen, calm on the outside, brain already rearranging the day like puzzle pieces.

“Okay,” I say into the phone. “Text me what you have available. Right now. And send photos. I’ll call you back in five.”

I hang up and look at Priya.

Her gaze is sharp. “What now?”

I set my coffee down on the conference table, roll my shoulders back, and feel my body snap into the version of me that the city trusts.

“The florals are compromised,” I say. “But it’s not going to sink us.”

Priya’s mouth tightens. “It’s always something.”

I nod once, already pulling up my vendor list. “It’s fine. We adapt.”

The war room fills with the sound of keyboards and the hum of too-bright lights. Outside the glass wall, Halcyon City keeps moving, rain turning the windows into blurred streaks of gray.

And as I start issuing calls and reorganizing the impossible, the day that will change everything begins.
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Chapter 1 — The Night That Doesn’t Go as Planned
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The first crisis of the day comes with a smiley face.

“Good morning!!” the email begins, like the sender isn’t about to wreck my timeline.

Priya stands at the head of the conference table with her arms crossed, chin slightly lifted, the posture of someone who has never once begged a problem to be kinder. Around us, the war room glows too bright—glass walls, whiteboards, neat stacks of binders that look optimistic in a way I don’t trust.

My laptop pings again. Another “quick update.” Another “just confirming.” Another “small issue.”

Small issues are how disasters introduce themselves.

I scroll with two fingers while my coffee cools untouched beside my notebook. The air smells like printer toner, citrus hand sanitizer, and the collective panic of a team that’s trying very hard to pretend this is normal.

“It’s not going to sink us,” I say, mostly for the benefit of the junior coordinator whose eyes are starting to glass over.

Priya’s gaze pins me. “It’s already trying.”

“I know.” My voice stays even. The trick is to keep your tone calm so everyone else borrows it. “We adapt.”

The rentals company is behind because of the weather. The venue manager is “in transit.” Horizon Floral’s truck is stuck on the highway, and the backup stems they can get to us in time are... acceptable. Not stunning. Acceptable is a word I only like when it’s paired with “bonus.”

I click open my vendor sheet. Color-coded. Updated last night, then updated this morning, then updated again because optimism is a hobby I refuse to drop.

“Okay,” I say. “We’re pivoting floral to an architectural look. Cleaner. Less dependent on specific blooms. We’ll lean into greenery, candles, and lighting.”

A couple heads nod like they’re relieved I said something concrete. Priya doesn’t nod. Priya rarely does. Approval from Priya is quiet; it’s usually just the absence of criticism.

She points with her pen. “Your plan saves the visual?”

“It can,” I say. “If lighting is flawless and the stage backdrop reads intentional.”

Priya’s mouth tightens. “Then make it read intentional.”

“Yes,” I answer, because that’s the only response that matters.

My phone vibrates against the table.

TALIA: You ate?

I don’t respond yet. If I answer, she’ll ask follow-ups, and I cannot afford follow-ups today.

Priya claps once—sharp, commanding. “Load-in in forty-five. Everyone moves. Imani, you’re lead on site. Text me status every hour.”

“Every hour,” I repeat.

“Not ‘I’ll try.’”

“I won’t try,” I say. “I’ll do it.”

Priya holds my eyes for a beat. Then she nods once, like she’s giving me the baton and daring me to drop it.

By the time we’re outside, Halcyon City has decided to be dramatic.

Rain hangs in the air without committing, the sky a flat, stubborn gray. The street smells like wet concrete and coffee venting from corner cafés. Ridgeway Heights is waking up—delivery trucks, stroller wheels, a dog barking like it’s offended by the concept of weather.

I step into a rideshare with two garment bags, a clipboard, and a box of emergency supplies that lives permanently in my life now: extra tape, extra markers, extra phone chargers, extra everything.

The driver glances in the mirror. “Big day?”

“Something like that,” I say.

He turns the radio up, low R&B drifting through the car. The bass vibrates under the seat, steady and soothing in a way my brain refuses to interpret as comfort.

Downtown, the city changes its face. Ridgeway’s brownstones fade into glass towers and wide sidewalks where people move like they’re late to somewhere important. Halcyon City always looks like it’s auditioning for a commercial—shiny, busy, slightly out of reach.

The waterfront venue sits like a polished jewel near the harbor, all steel beams and floor-to-ceiling windows that make the skyline part of the décor. Inside, it smells like fresh paint, sawdust, and money that expects to be impressed.

Load-in is already chaos.

A lighting tech yells over a rolling case. Someone pushes a rack of chairs too fast and nearly takes out a floral stand. The caterer’s team stands by the service entrance looking innocent in matching black aprons, like they didn’t email me a smiley-face disaster at dawn.

I slip into my role the way I slip on lipstick before a client walk-through—automatic, practiced, non-negotiable.

“Gabe,” I call, spotting my AV lead. “Where’s the stage wash?”

He points with a wrench. “We’re running the last cables now. Venue power’s being weird.”

“It’s always weird,” I say. “Make it behave.”

He laughs like that’s a joke. It’s not.

I thread my way across the room, heels clicking against concrete floors that will look elegant later under rugs and warm lighting. Right now it’s just raw, exposed, full of potential and liability.

My phone buzzes again.

TALIA: Imani. Don’t ignore me.

I type without stopping.

ME: After load-in.

TALIA: That’s not an answer.

ME: I’m alive.

TALIA: Low bar.

I almost smile. Almost.

“Imani?” A breathless voice. One of my coordinators, Lina, appears beside me with a clipboard and a face that says she’s about to cry but is trying to be professional about it. “The rentals truck is... here, but it’s missing half the cocktail tables.”

My brain does the quick math—guest flow, drink stations, press walkthrough, timing. Half the tables missing turns our cocktail hour into a crowded, sweaty mistake.

“Okay,” I say. “We’ll split the lounge furniture. Pull from the VIP area. We’ll adjust.”

Lina blinks. “But—won’t VIP look—”

“It’ll look intentional,” I say, and the words come out like a promise I have to keep. “Go. I’ll handle it.”

I find the rentals rep near the loading dock, a man with a branded polo shirt and the haunted look of someone who has decided today is not his day.

He starts talking before I finish walking up. “I’m so sorry, we had—”

“I know,” I cut in, not unkind, just efficient. “What do you have on the truck?”

He stammers out inventory. I nod, already rearranging.

“Send someone back to your warehouse for the missing tables,” I say.

He shakes his head. “That’s—traffic is bad, and—”

“And this is a high-profile event,” I say, keeping my voice level. “So traffic is your problem. Please call your dispatcher. I’ll wait.”

He makes the call. I stare out at the harbor while he talks, watching waves slap the seawall like the water is impatient too.

Behind me, forklifts beep. Someone laughs too loudly. The city hum is constant, threaded through everything.

A memory flashes—my ex’s kitchen, the steam from the shower, the phone in my hand, the word babe on the screen like it’s mocking me.

My stomach tightens, not from nausea, from reflex.

I push it down the way I always do. There is no room for ghosts today.

By late afternoon, the venue looks like a different world.

The concrete floors are covered. The stage backdrop stands tall, sleek, modern, deliberately minimal in a way that makes the missing florals look like a design choice instead of a crisis. Greenery climbs in controlled arcs. Candles flicker on mirrored surfaces. The lighting warms everything until the steel beams feel almost soft.

Priya arrives for the final walkthrough at four thirty, wearing a suit so sharp it could cut glass. She moves through the space like she’s inspecting a product she might buy.

“Not bad,” she says at last, and that is the closest thing to praise she will ever offer out loud.

“Thank you,” I answer, because anything else is risky.

She stops near the stage, eyes narrowing. “Where’s Northline’s rep?”

“On his way,” says the initiative director, a cheerful woman named Dana who has worn optimism like a scarf all day. “Traffic.”

Priya’s eyebrow twitches. “Of course.”

Dana laughs, oblivious. “It’ll be fine.”

I keep my smile in place and make a mental note: it is never fine until it’s over.

Guests begin arriving at six. The city is darkening outside the windows, rain finally giving up and falling for real, streaking the glass in diagonal lines. Halcyon City at night is all reflections—streetlights smeared on wet pavement, headlights like quick comets, the harbor black and glossy.

I stand near the service corridor, headset on, clipboard in hand, watching everything at once.

Caterers slide through with trays of tiny food. Press badges flash. A couple of donors talk too close to the stage like they own the microphone. I adjust the flow with hand signals, small steps, gentle redirects.

Then the front entrance shifts.

Not physically—energetically.

Lina appears at my side, eyes wide. “Northline is here.”

I turn, expecting a group. Instead, it’s one man stepping into the venue with the easy confidence of someone used to walking into expensive rooms.

He’s tall—taller than most people in the space, which makes him noticeable before his face even registers. Lean-athletic build under a dark coat he shrugs off as he walks. His hair is neat, low fade, no fuss. When he looks up, his eyes catch the light—gray-brown, stormy, focused.

He scans the room like he’s not trying to dominate it, but he’s aware of it. Like he understands space and power and how quickly a moment can turn.

Dana is already greeting him, hand out, bright smile.

“Malcolm! You made it,” she says.

Malcolm. That’s the name, then.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” he says, and his voice is calm—low, steady, not loud, but it carries.

Dana gestures toward the room. “It looks incredible. Imani and her team—”

Priya is nearby, watching with that expression she reserves for people she expects to disappoint her.

Dana waves me over. “Imani! This is Malcolm Hale, Northline’s project manager.”

Malcolm turns fully toward me, and I feel the attention like a spotlight, not hot, just exact.

His gaze dips briefly—my gold hoops, my structured tote, my clipboard—then returns to my face like he’s cataloging who I am without making it creepy.

“Imani,” he says, and he says it like he means to remember it.

“Malcolm,” I reply, professional smile in place.

Dana beams between us. “I’m going to steal Priya for a second—sponsor photo.” She floats off, leaving me with Malcolm and the city’s expensive noise.

“Looks like you pulled off a miracle,” Malcolm says.

“It’s not a miracle,” I answer. “It’s logistics.”

His mouth curves slightly. “Logistics under pressure counts.”

I don’t know what to do with that—praise that isn’t heavy, that doesn’t ask for something back. So I default to work.

“We’ll do the press walkthrough in ten,” I say. “Dana will bring you along.”

“Got it.”

I glance at the entrance. Guests continue arriving, coats damp, laughter bright. A server passes with champagne flutes that catch the light like small suns.

“All right,” I say, shifting my clipboard. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to—”

A commotion erupts near the main floor.

A lighting cue hits early—stage lights flare too bright, washing the backdrop in an unflattering white that makes the minimalist design look harsh. A donor squints and laughs like it’s entertainment. A photographer raises his camera at the wrong moment.

Gabe swears softly into his headset.

I’m already moving, heels steady, jaw relaxed. “Gabe,” I say into my mic. “Kill stage wash. Now. Warm it up. We’re not doing hospital lighting tonight.”

“Copy,” he replies, and I hear frantic typing.

I reach the stage area just as Lina rushes up.

“The layout change—Dana wants the sponsor table moved closer to the stage,” Lina says quickly. “She says it’ll look better in photos.”

My stomach drops. The sponsor table is positioned for flow, not aesthetics. Move it and we clog the aisle. Clog the aisle and we create a bottleneck right as press arrives.

“No,” I say. “It stays.”

Lina’s eyes dart past me. “She’s—she’s bringing Malcolm.”

I turn and see them approaching—Dana animated, Malcolm listening, hands in his pockets, coat draped over one arm.
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