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A Note to the Reader

This book is a doorway, not a destination.



Inside, you’ll find the first book in four different series:

●  A billionaire whose accidental vows set his whole life on fire.

●  Lovers carrying scars that don’t always show on skin.

●  A quiet river town where grief runs deeper than the water.

●  A community that has forgotten how to speak, but not how to sing.

Each novel stands on its own, complete with its own main journey and emotional payoff—but every one of them is also the beginning of a larger story. If you fall in love with any of these worlds (or all of them), there are more books waiting for you.

Read them in order, read them out of order, or let your heart choose the first one that calls you.

Thank you for trusting me with your time, your emotions, and that fragile part of you that still believes stories can change something inside your chest.

— M.M.

​The Billionaire’s Accidental Vows:

​"Hearts on fire"

​book 1

“She wanted out, He wanted control, but love wanted something else”
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​Synopsis 
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What happens when a broke freelance writer is mistaken for a bride and “accidentally” marries a billionaire in front of half the internet?

Lena Mokoena wasn’t supposed to be on stage. She wasn’t supposed to hold that ribbon. She definitely wasn’t supposed to hear the words “technically binding” come out of a lawyer’s mouth the next morning.

Now she’s fake-married to Damian Blackwood: billionaire, tech genius, and human thundercloud with cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass. The deal is simple: thirty days of public civility, a stipend, and absolutely no kissing unless it’s “for optics.” Easy, right?

But between Auntie Rose live-streaming family commentary, Grandma dropping one-liners like grenades, and Lena’s inconvenient tendency to fall into passion (and potted plants), the line between fake and real begins to blur.

Full of laugh-out-loud banter, emotional twists, and just the right amount of heat, The Billionaire’s Accidental Vows is the kind of romance that makes you giggle, swoon, and stay up way past midnight. Perfect for fans of steamy rom coms with heart.

The Billionaire’s Accidental Vows

Hearts on fire
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​Book Introduction (Narrator Voice)
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My darlings, pour yourself a scandalous drink—gin, tequila, anything stronger than tea. This story isn’t for tea. It’s about my sweet Lena, bless her chaotic little heart, who tripped into a wedding arch one afternoon and came out with a husband richer than the national bank and moodier than a thunderstorm.

No, it wasn’t planned. Yes, it was hilarious. And oh, the things I could tell you about ribbon vows, viral hashtags, and kisses that last one heartbeat too long. But why listen to me alone? The girl herself will speak, and I’ll sprinkle in the truth she’s too shy to admit.

So, buckle up loves. This isn’t a fairy tale—it’s a catastrophe wrapped in orchids. Delicious, messy, romantic catastrophe.
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​Chapter 1 — The Wrong Wedding
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[Auntie’s Introduction]

My dears, destiny never knocks politely. It barges in, spills your drink, and leaves you scrambling for dignity. That is precisely how our Lena went to a luxury hotel to hunt for free olives and a cheeky story, only to walk out with a husband whose wristwatch could pay a country’s electricity bill. Don’t be alarmed. I was there. I judged her shoes. I clapped at the bouquet. And I, having survived three husbands and one scandal involving a fainting best man, I know chaos when it orders dessert. Lean closer—this is how a ribbon, a camera, and a grumpy billionaire tied a knot no one meant to tie.

[Grandma, muttering from her armchair] 

Terrible shoes. Excellent jawline. Priorities, children.

[Lena’s POV]

On the day I accidentally married a billionaire, I looked like a substitute teacher who had lost a bet.

The blazer was two sizes too big and smelled faintly of hotel soap. My shoes squeaked every third step like a warning siren: turn back while you can. My name badge read LEENA - EVENTS, which would have been convincing if I were Leena, if I worked in events, or if I had the faintest idea where the staff kitchen was. I was none of those things. I was Lena, with one “e”, a freelance writer, rent-dodger, and collector of overdue invoices.

The hotel lobby glittered like a jewelry box. Marble floors gleamed, waterfalls whispered against glass walls, and the orchids looked more expensive than my entire wardrobe. A security guard glanced at my badge, then at my shoes, and decided I wasn’t important enough to stop. He was correct.

Ballroom A hosted a tech conference. Ballroom B hosted Love in an Instant: a charity event where strangers stepped under an arch of orchids, improvised sixty-second vows, and posed for photographs. The resort donated to literacy programs for every “ceremony.” Cute. Chaotic. Exactly the kind of stunt I planned to satirize in a snarky article.

I intended to grab a canapé, jot a few notes, and escape before anyone noticed my outfit had the energy of a bad audition.

“Leena!” someone chirped behind me, clipboard in hand. “We’re short a bride!”

Before I could protest, a wave of influencers surged forward, placed a bouquet in my hands, and propelled me toward the stage.

The host in a tuxedo beamed as if I were precisely what he had ordered. “A big round of applause for our next couple!”

I opened my mouth to object, but then he appeared.

He was tall, deliberate in his movements, and dressed in the colors of expensive understatement: a charcoal suit, a white shirt, and a tie the shade of late-night decisions. His face was handsome in a sculpted, geometric way—the kind that photographed beautifully and frowned while doing it.

“Name?” he asked, offering me his elbow as though we were about to waltz.

“Lena. With one ‘e.’”

“Damian,” he said. Just that. No smile.

[Auntie, aside] 

A man who introduces himself like a résumé is either hiding a scandal or a yacht. Sometimes both.

[Grandma] 

Or a mother who never praised his handwriting. Explains the jaw.

We walked the two ceremonial steps to the arch. Cameras rose. A violinist played something that wanted to be a wedding march but kept getting distracted by jazz.

“Keep it light, keep it kind, keep it sixty seconds,” the host said, handing us microphones. “Who vows first?”

I considered running. Instead, I took a breath and leaned into humor—my only survival skill.

“I promise,” I began, my voice echoing into the microphones, “to be honest, even when it’s awkward. To return your hoodies within a week—mostly, and to always bring snacks. Especially to arguments.”

The crowd laughed warmly. Relief swept through me. Snacks always landed.

Damian took the microphone as if it were a pen signing a contract.

“I promise,” he said, low and deliberate, “to listen, even when I believe I know better. To ask what you need instead of assuming. And to share the window seat on flights—if we negotiate terms in advance.”

The laughter this time was surprised, softer. Empathy was not what people expected from a face carved out of marble.

A stagehand slipped forward and placed a silk ribbon in our hands. We looped each other’s wrists. The ribbon was warm from the lights, cool against my skin—the color of old money and new trouble.

“A kiss on the cheek!” the host announced, triumphant.

I aimed for his cheek and brushed his jawline instead. His skin was warm. He inhaled sharply—barely audible, but enough to make my heart stutter.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Cameras flashed. Screens lit. Somewhere in the crowd, history hit record.

We stepped aside, only to be ambushed by a blur of floral chiffon: my Auntie Rose, queen of meddling.

“LENAAAAA!” she cried, embracing me like she had given birth to me moments ago. “You didn’t tell me you were getting married today! My goodness, your taste is—” she looked Damian over like a jeweler inspecting a diamond “—adequate.”

“It’s not—Auntie, it’s a charity—”

But she was already taking selfies with the orchids, pulling Damian into frame. “Smile, my new nephew,” she instructed him.

To his credit, Damian smiled. It looked like an unfamiliar muscle flexing for the first time.

Then a man approached—stone-faced, tablet in hand. He murmured to Damian, who leaned down to listen. Together they stepped aside, conferring quietly. I drifted closer, pretending to admire the orchids.

On the tablet was a video of us. Ribbon. Bouquet. Almost-kiss. The caption read ACCIDENTAL VOWS. Above it, the numbers climbed like fireworks: views, shares, comments.

Damian’s jaw tightened.

Miles—the assistant, according to his badge—kept his voice low. “Legal from Blackwood Holdings has already called. They’d prefer this not be framed as... comedic.”

Blackwood. The name slotted into place like a puzzle piece. Of course. Damian Blackwood. The Blackwood empire: tech, lawsuits, endless headlines. My almost-husband had a Wikipedia page longer than my résumé.

Miles’s phone buzzed. He checked it. “Your father is calling.”

Damian silenced the screen without glancing. His gaze found me, steady, assessing. “It seems,” he said dryly, “we are popular.”

“I did promise snacks,” I replied, because panic makes me funny. “The internet likes snacks.”

For the briefest moment, his mouth almost curved.

The Wrong Wedding (continued)

♦ ♦ ♦
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Damian’s almost-smile disappeared as quickly as it had come. He gestured for me to follow him out of the ballroom, away from the violinist’s nervous jazz and Auntie Rose’s camera flashes.

We slipped into a side corridor lined with black-and-white photographs of imaginary oceans. The air was cooler here, the kind of expensive chill that reminded you this was no place for squeaky shoes or borrowed blazers.

Damian folded his arms, the ribbon still loose around his wrist. “Here is the problem,” he said. His voice was steady, clipped, like a man explaining market forecasts instead of marital mishaps. “That video will not die on its own. By tomorrow it could be everywhere. My grandfather’s trust contains clauses about... stability.”

“Stability,” I repeated, clutching the bouquet like a shield. “As in yoga?”

“As in marriage.”

“Oh.” My grip tightened. The ribbon tickled my wrist. “And the optics of this—” I gestured at my squeaky shoes, my polyester blazer, my general aura of chaos “—are unstable.”

“Potentially.” His eyes swept over me, sharp but not unkind. “There are two options. We can each issue clarifying statements: charity activation, misunderstanding, nothing more. Or—” He paused, recalibrating. “We steer into it. Briefly. To neutralize the story.”

I blinked. “Steer into it?”

“Yes. Pretend the marriage is real. Thirty days. Appearances, photographs, civility. After which we quietly... untie the ribbon.”

Thirty days. The number landed between us like a dare.

“You want to fake a marriage with me for a month?”

“Not want,” he said. “Need. To protect things that matter.”

He hesitated, then added, “There would be a stipend.”

The word stipend slid into my brain like a chocolate truffle. My bank account perked up. My cracked laptop screen hummed with possibility.

“And what exactly would you require from your temporary wife?” I asked cautiously.

“Public cooperation,” he said, “Attend a dinner. Hold my hand. Sit beside me without setting anything on fire.”

“I have set, at most, two things on fire in my life,” I defended. “And one of them was a candle that lied to me.”

“Noted.” His gaze softened, almost imperceptibly. “Also: no intimacy. Unless required for optics.”

“Good,” I said quickly. Too quickly. Relief and disappointment crossed paths in my chest, colliding like distracted pigeons. “I’m allergic to optics anyway. They make my eyes water.”

He was quiet for a beat, studying me with an expression that was part calculation, part... something warmer.

“I’m not a liar,” I blurted, because my face always betrays me. “Every thought shows up like subtitles across my forehead. If we’re living together, you should know that.”

“I’ll allow subtitles,” he said, the corner of his mouth twitching. “And the stipend includes full transparency.”

I exhaled. My body ached with exhaustion, panic, and the faint thrill of doing something unthinkably stupid.

“And I have a cat,” I added. “Non-negotiable. He hates authority figures.”

“A stipend and a cat clause.” Damian nodded. “We can manage both.”

[Auntie, dryly] 

The man spoke as if she had asked for offshore accounts, not kibble.

[Grandma, chuckling] 

Cat will rule them both. Mark my words.

Miles appeared at Damian’s side like a conjured butler, tablet in hand. “Sir, if I may. The clip is already embedded by tech outlets. Legal advises treating the activation as potentially binding.”

“Binding?” I echoed. “You mean...?”

“Not legally,” Miles assured quickly, as if soothing a skittish horse. “But headlines don’t parse nuance. They take tone. And the tone, currently, is; surprise! billionaire wedding!”

I rubbed my temples. “Wonderful. I always wanted to be a punchline.”

Damian ignored the buzzing phone in his pocket—again. His gaze stayed on me. Sharp, unwavering. “So, Lena, with one-e—Will you help me steady the story?”

Thirty days. A stipend. A cat clause. A man who looked like he had never smiled but might, someday, if I annoyed him long enough.

It was mad. It was reckless. It was everything my rent bill demanded.

“Fine,” I said. “Thirty days. I’ll smile, hold your hand, and keep fires to a minimum. But I’m bringing snacks to every event.”

“Non-negotiable?”

“Essential.”

His eyes warmed, just slightly. “Done.”

We shook hands. His palm was cool, steady, and absurdly sure. Mine was clammy, ridiculous, and buzzing with nerves. The silk ribbon brushed between our wrists, as if reminding us both what had begun.

[Auntie]

And so the knot was tied tighter, my loves—not by law, not by vows, but by desperation and a shared sense of theater.

[Grandma] 

Theater? Hah. Call it what it is: foreplay with paperwork.

I laughed nervously and said the one thing guaranteed to make Miles choke on his tablet.

“Well then,” I told Damian, “Lead the way, husband.”

For a moment, his carefully controlled face faltered—something flickered, something real. Then it was gone, and his jaw set like stone.

The story had begun. And heaven help me, I had agreed to play the lead.
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​Chapter 2 — The Viral Vows
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[Auntie Intro]

In my day, gossip required a nosy neighbor with binoculars and at least a week. Now? One shaky video, a hashtag, and before you’ve even boiled water for tea—bam! —you’re famous. Poor Lena hadn’t even kicked off her squeaky shoes before her vows were sliced, remixed, and served to millions.

[Grandma]

Flat hair. Still went viral. Proof the internet’s blind.

[Lena’s POV]

I woke to seventy-three missed notifications and one very judgmental cat.

Pixel sat on my chest, tail flicking like a metronome of doom, staring at me as though I had embarrassed the entire feline species. My phone buzzed violently on the nightstand, vibrating toward self-destruction.

Bleary-eyed, I grabbed it. And there it was.

#AccidentalBride

#RibbonRomance

#VowsGate

♦ ♦ ♦ 
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The hashtags glowed like neon sins.

Every feed was full of me: squeaky shoes, wilted bouquet, Damian’s jawline sculpted by Greek tragedy. One TikTok slowed down the exact moment his hand brushed mine under the ribbon, set it to violin music, and titled it: “The Touch Heard Around the World.”

Three million views. Overnight.

Another account zoomed in on the almost-kiss. They added floating heart emojis. The comments were a mix of “OMG GOALS” and “I want what they have.” I wanted to crawl into a hole and live there. Preferably a hole with Wi-Fi so I could still freelance.

Then came the text messages.

MOM: Why didn’t you tell me???

MOM: Your aunt says you’re famous.

MOM: Call me NOW.

I groaned, flopped back onto the pillow, and tried to suffocate myself with it. My life had gone from “please pay this overdue invoice” to “please explain to your mother why the world thinks you married a billionaire” in twelve hours flat.

When I finally staggered into the penthouse kitchen, Damian was already there.

♦ ♦ ♦ 
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Of course he was. He probably rose at dawn, freshened the stock market, and brewed coffee that smelled like intimidation and heaven. Miles hovered nearby, tablet in hand, looking like he hadn’t slept since 1998.

“Good morning, wife,” Damian said smoothly, without glancing up.

I nearly choked on my toothpaste. “Excuse me?”

“That’s what half the internet is calling you.” He sipped his coffee like a man unbothered by hashtags. “Might as well embrace it before breakfast.”

Miles cleared his throat. “Actually, sir, there are... several trending terms.” He scrolled. “#BillionBride. #VowsCrash. #RibbonQueen.”

“Ribbon Queen?” I yelped. “That sounds like I won a county fair, not an accidental wedding!”

[Auntie, gleeful] 

A crown’s a crown, darling. Take it.

[Grandma] 

Better than Pig Queen. Your cousin still hasn’t lived that down.

Damian pinched the bridge of his nose. “The problem isn’t the jokes. The problem is the narrative.”

“The narrative,” I echoed, toothbrush still in hand.

“Yes,” Miles said, sliding the tablet toward me. “Media outlets are framing this as a whirlwind romance. Influencer accounts are dissecting your body language.”

I skimmed the headlines, horrified:

TECH TYCOON SECRETLY MARRIED?

WHO IS DAMIAN BLACKWOOD’S MYSTERY BRIDE?

THE VOWS THAT BROKE THE INTERNET.

“Oh no,” I groaned. “This is worse than that time BuzzFeed called me a ‘quirky menace’ for eating soup on a bus.”

Damian ignored me, his tone clipped. “Damage control?”

“I’ve drafted two statements,” Miles replied. “Option A: clarify the misunderstanding, emphasize the charity stunt, minimize contact. Option B: lean into the narrative—control optics, appear united, let it fade after thirty days.”

“Option B,” Damian said immediately.

I nearly dropped the tablet. “You’d rather fake a marriage than... tell the truth?”

“Truth is malleable,” he said flatly. “Narratives stick.”

“Truth is malleable?” I gasped. “That’s what dictators say before they start banning soup flavors.”

The corner of his mouth twitched—dangerously close to a smile. “You exaggerate.”

“I don’t!” I flailed the toothbrush like a sword. “My mom thinks I’m married. Do you know what happens when African moms think you’re married? There are cows involved!”

“Cows?” Damian repeated, blinking.

“Long story. Requires tea. And trauma.”

Miles coughed. “Public sentiment is currently favorable. If we lean in now, we can control the story. If we deny it, they’ll dig. And they will find... more.”

Damian nodded once, decisively. “Option B.”

“Thirty days,” I muttered, sinking onto a barstool. “The deal.”

“Exactly.” He looked at me like a man signing a merger. “We let them believe what they already want to believe. And when it fades, so does the marriage.”

I groaned into my hands. “This is the stupidest plan I’ve ever agreed to.”

[Auntie, smug] 

Disaster tastes sweetest when it’s mutual.

[Grandma] 

At least there’s coffee.

By noon, I was zipped into a borrowed designer dress that clung in places I hadn’t approved, wobbling on heels that clearly hated me.

“This is absurd,” I muttered as Miles fussed with my necklace. “I don’t belong at press calls. I belong in sweatpants, yelling at TV detectives.”

“You belong where the cameras say you belong,” Damian replied smoothly, sliding into his jacket.

“Did you rehearse that line in the mirror?”

He ignored me. Of course he did.

The car rolled up to a luxury hotel where paparazzi swarmed like caffeinated pigeons. Flashes detonated the moment we stepped out. Damian extended his hand, calm, practiced.

I took it, because falling on my face would trend faster than #RibbonQueen.

“Smile,” he murmured. His fingers tightened around mine, steadying me.

The questions came like bullets.

“Damian! Who’s the bride?”

“Lena, are you in love?”

“Accidental or fate?”

I froze. Damian smiled faintly, perfectly, angling his body toward the cameras.

“Say something,” he whispered.

My brain blanked. And then survival mode kicked in—the mode that made jokes at funerals.

“I promised snacks,” I blurted into the microphones, “and I always keep my promises.”

The crowd howled with laughter. Phones shot skyward. Someone shouted, “#SnackVows!”

brows lift Damian’s ed, but his lips curved—almost imperceptibly—into approval.

[Auntie, delighted] 

Humor, my darlings, is sharper than diamonds.

[Grandma] 

And cheaper than therapy.

Then the chant began: “Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!”

I turned to Damian, horrified. “Do we have to?”

“Yes,” he said softly. And for once, he didn’t sound like a billionaire. He sounded like a man about to jump off a cliff.

His hand slid to my cheek, gentle but sure. The flashes screamed. The world held its breath.

And then he kissed me.

It was supposed to be staged. Shallow. Quick.

It wasn’t.

It was warm, careful, lingering just long enough to make my knees buckle. His lips brushed mine once, twice—soft but devastating. For one wild heartbeat, the crowd disappeared. The world shrank to the space between us.

When he pulled back, my face was aflame. His thumb brushed my jaw before he let go, a ghost of tenderness.

The crowd erupted. Miles looked like he needed CPR. Auntie Rose was in the background taking selfies with us mid-kiss. Grandma was at home live-streaming commentary in her floral armchair.

“Smile,” Damian murmured again, but this time softer, teasing.

And I did.

Because despite the insanity, despite every logical cell in my body screaming mistake—

I liked it.

Which was the most dangerous vow of all.

[Auntie Outro]

And there it was, my loves—the kiss that lit the internet like dry tinder. Supposed to be fake, staged, convenient. Yet anyone with eyes—and hearts—knew it was anything but.

[Grandma]

Fake kiss? Hah. My arthritis is faker.
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​Chapter 3 — The Deal
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[Auntie Intro]

Every romance has its bargain, my darlings. Some involve roses, others jewelry. This one? Lawyers, contracts, and the occasional threat of cows. Damian offered money, Lena offered snacks, and together they signed themselves into thirty days of delightful catastrophe.

[Grandma]

Paperwork? Hah. Man was already married in his eyes. The paper just made it official slower.

[Lena’s POV]

The kiss was still burning on my lips when Damian called for contracts. Contracts. Not champagne. Not roses. Contracts.

We sat across from each other at the massive dining table in his penthouse, a space so sleek it made my cluttered brain itch. Miles stood at one end with a folder so thick it could have stopped a bullet.

“Thirty days,” Damian said, his tone all business. “Public appearances together, cooperative demeanor, handholding, occasional smiles. No unsanctioned improvisation.”

“Un-sanctioned?” I squawked. “I’m not nuclear weapons.”

Miles adjusted his glasses. “Clause 4B covers public statements. If you refrain from jokes involving dictators or soup, we’ll avoid potential liability.”

I gasped. “Soup is universal! Soup unites nations!”

Damian’s mouth twitched. Just a little. “Clause 4B stands.”

I leaned back in the chair, glaring. “Fine. What do I get out of this circus, besides internet memes?”

“A stipend,” Damian said smoothly. “Generous compensation, deposited weekly.”

My ears perked. “Define generous.”

Miles slid a sheet of paper across the table. I read the number, choked on my own spit, and nearly died.

♦ ♦ ♦
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“That’s not a stipend,” I wheezed. “That’s— That’s several cows. That’s a whole farm!”

[Auntie, smugly] 

Told you, darlings. Cows always show up eventually.

[Grandma] 

Better milk them while they’re here.

I pressed my palms to my cheeks, half horrified, half-dazzled. “You can’t just—pay me like that.”

“I can,” Damian said flatly. “And I am. Compensation for cooperation.”

“Cooperation,” I repeated. “That sounds like we’re staging a hostage negotiation.”

“Are you refusing?” His eyes pinned me, cool and steady.

I swallowed hard. I thought of my unpaid rent. My dying laptop. My mother’s texts about weddings and cows. My cat’s taste for premium salmon kibble.

“No,” I whispered. “I’m... reluctantly intrigued.”

“Then sign.” Damian slid the pen across the table.

I stared at it. The weight of the decision settled like bricks on my chest. Thirty days of pretending to be his wife. Thirty days of cameras, dinners, kisses-for-optics. Thirty days of standing beside a man who kissed like he meant it.

“Wait,” I said suddenly. “Two conditions.”

Damian arched a brow. “You’re negotiating?”

“Of course I’m negotiating!” I jabbed the pen at him. “One: I bring Pixel. My cat is family. Non-negotiable. Two: snacks. At every event. If I’m going to survive this, I need cheese cubes.”

Miles blinked. “Clause 7C: dietary preferences?”

Damian sighed, but there was the faintest hint of amusement in his eyes. “Done.”

I grinned, triumphant. “Then we have a deal.”

I scrawled my name across the paper, my handwriting shaky but defiant.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Damian signed his name with smooth, confident strokes. It looked like he’d been signing billion-dollar contracts since birth.

When the pens clicked closed, I expected relief. Instead, I felt a shiver run through me. Because in some strange, dangerous way, it felt... real.

[Auntie] 

And so, my loves, they tied themselves together with ink and stubbornness. Thirty days, they said. Only thirty. But hearts don’t read contracts.

[Grandma] 

Hearts always miss the fine print.
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​Chapter 4 — Penthouse Problems
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[Auntie Intro]

A man’s home, my loves, is his soul with furniture. Damian’s penthouse was glass, steel, and silence—like living in a very expensive museum. Then Lena arrived with squeaky shoes, pizza boxes, and socks that multiplied like rabbits. You can’t cage chaos, darling. You can only watch it redecorate.

[Grandma]

Girl sheds socks like autumn trees. The penthouse never stood a chance.

[Lena’s POV]

I had seen museums friendlier than Damian’s penthouse.

The place was all sharp edges and glass walls, gleaming surfaces that dared you to touch them. Even the air felt expensive, like it had been imported from Switzerland and charged by the ounce.

“Make yourself at home,” Damian said, as if that were remotely possible in a space where the couch looked allergic to sitting.

Pixel hopped out of his carrier, sniffed the marble floor, and immediately began plotting world domination. Damian eyed him like he’d just discovered a small alien invasion.

“He sheds,” I warned cheerfully. “Everywhere. Consider it a blessing.”

“Blessing,” Damian repeated, as though testing a foreign word.

I kicked off my heels and immediately sighed in relief. “Ah. That’s better.”

He stared at the shoes like they had personally insulted him. “You intend to walk barefoot on Carrara marble?”

“Yes. My feet intend to survive the month.” I wiggled my toes against the chill surface. “Besides, it’s character-building.”

He didn’t reply, but the twitch in his jaw suggested marble didn’t need character.

I began unloading my essentials: laptop, notebook, the emergency stash of chocolate, and a suspiciously large collection of socks. One by one, I deposited them on the pristine couch.

Damian’s eye twitched.

“You can’t possibly need that many socks,” he said.

“Oh, but I do. Socks are like emotions—if you don’t keep extras, life gets cold.”

[Auntie, snorting]

Girl could open a sock emporium.

[Grandma] 

Better than men. Socks don’t argue.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Pixel leapt onto Damian’s spotless coffee table and promptly knocked over a bowl of minimalist decorative orbs. One rolled off the edge, bounced twice, and shattered.

I froze.

Pixel licked his paw.

Damian inhaled slowly through his nose, as though reciting a mantra to keep from imploding. “That bowl was hand-blown Murano glass.”

“Now it’s... modern art,” I offered weakly.

To my shock, a sound escaped Damian’s throat—half laugh, half growl. He ran a hand over his face, muttering something about insurance.

I grinned. Progress.

Later, while unpacking, I stumbled into his study. 

♦ ♦ ♦ 
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Unlike the rest of the penthouse, this room had warmth. Shelves lined with books, a faint scent of old leather and coffee.

“You read?” I asked, surprised.

Damian glanced up from his laptop, brow arched. “Yes.”

“Like, real books? With pages?”

“Yes.”

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Not just manuals on hedge funds?”

“Not exclusively.”

I spotted the spines—philosophy, history, even a novel or two. My heart tugged despite itself. A crack in the marble man.

Before I could comment further, Pixel darted in, carrying one of Damian’s ties like a prize.

“Pixel!” I lunged after him. “Drop the tie!”

The cat bolted under the desk. Damian sighed, leaned back, and gave me a look I couldn’t quite read—half irritation, half... amusement.

“Welcome home,” he said dryly.

And for the first time, it almost felt like one.

[Auntie Outro]

So, my darlings, the museum gained clutter, the billionaire gained socks, and the cat claimed victory. A household born of chaos is the most stable kind.

[Grandma]

Stable? Hah. Wait until she finds his hidden coffee stash.
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​Chapter 5 — The Public Kiss
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[Auntie Intro]

The first kiss, my loves, should be private. Trembling. Tender. This one? Paparazzi, flashbulbs, and a crowd chanting “kiss” like it was a football game. Fake, they said. Strategic, they said. Yet their knees disagreed.

[Grandma]

Nothing fake about that grip. He held her like a man drowning.

[Lena’s POV]

If hell exists, it looks exactly like a charity gala filled with five hundred influencers and three hundred flashbulbs.

I clutched Damian’s arm as we walked into the ballroom. Correction: I clung to him like a barnacle clings to a sinking ship.

“Relax,” he murmured under his breath.

“Relax?” I hissed. “I’m in a rented gown, standing beside a billionaire who looks like he ate the concept of joy for breakfast. Relax is not on the menu.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

A waiter passed with champagne. I snatched a glass like it was oxygen.

Miles appeared, already sweating. “Remember: smile. Wave. Minimal words.” He eyed me sternly. “No improvisation.”

I saluted him with the champagne flute. “Yes, Captain Buzzkill.”

Damian’s lips twitched. Again. Twice now in one week—I was becoming a miracle worker.

The evening blurred into interviews and photographs. Damian was flawless, of course. Calm, smooth, practiced. Meanwhile, I smiled so hard my face ached, answered questions with rambling humor, and nearly tripped over a decorative swan made of ice.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Then it happened.

We were cornered by reporters near the stage.

♦ ♦ ♦

[image: ]


Questions flew faster than my brain could process.

“Damian, how did you two meet?”

“Lena, when did you know he was the one?”

“Is it true you’ve already moved in together?”

I sputtered, choking on words. Damian slid an arm around my waist, his grip firm, steadying me. He leaned down, his voice velvet in my ear.

“They want a moment,” he said.

“A moment?” I squeaked.

He turned us slightly toward the crowd, perfectly angled to the cameras. His eyes—dark, unreadable—held mine.

And then he kissed me.

Not the quick, awkward stage-kiss from before. This was slower. Deliberate. His lips brushed mine once, then deepened just enough to blur every line between performance and reality. My hands, traitors, clutched his lapel. His thumb stroked the curve of my waist, subtle but searing.

The crowd roared. Cameras exploded. Somewhere, Auntie Rose was shrieking into a livestream.

I pulled back, breathless, heart pounding. Damian’s face remained composed, but his eyes flickered—just for a heartbeat—with something raw.

“Smile,” he murmured, lips close enough to graze mine.

And I did. Because if I didn’t, the world would see the truth written across my face:

I liked it. Too much.

[Auntie, gleeful] 

Oh, my darlings, did you feel that? Sparks hotter than scandal. A kiss meant for optics, yet it burned right through the stage lights.

[Grandma] 

Fake? My bunions have more truth in them.

[Auntie Outro]

So there it was—the kiss that shifted fault lines. Not a mistake, not an accident, but a choice. One they’ll both pretend meant nothing... until it means everything.

[Grandma]

And she still thinks it’s pretend. Adorable.
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​Chapter 6 — Auntie vs. Assistant
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[Auntie Intro]

Every love story needs a meddler, my darlings. Or two. In this case: me and Miles. He had his clipboard, I had my wine glass, and between us sat Damian, poor man, watching his empire crumble over roasted chicken. Never underestimate the power of a sharp tongue—or an aunt with a Wi-Fi connection.

[Grandma]

Sharp tongue? Ha. Woman’s tongue could slice diamonds. 

[Lena’s POV]

It was supposed to be dinner. Just dinner. Quiet, civilized, uneventful.

Spoiler: it was none of those things.

The long oak dining table was set like something out of a royal documentary. Silverware gleamed, crystal glasses sparkled, and napkins folded with military precision. Damian sat at the head, stoic as always. Miles perched to his right, tablet already open, as though dinner were a board meeting.

And then Auntie Rose swept in like she owned the place.

“My loves!” she declared, arms wide. “Did you miss me? Don’t answer, I know you did. Damian, darling, this penthouse looks like an airport lounge. No wonder you’re moody.”

I groaned. Damian blinked. Miles turned the color of skim milk.

“Auntie,” I hissed. “Behave.”

“I’m behaving,” she said innocently, then winked at Damian. “More than I can say for you, mister accidental vows.”

Miles cleared his throat, voice crisp. “Ms. Rose, we appreciate your... colorful presence. However, for optics, it’s best to minimize—”

“Oh, hush,” Auntie snapped, plucking his tablet right out of his hands. “What is this? A seating chart? A risk analysis of the breadbasket? Child, relax!”

Miles flailed like she’d stolen his firstborn. “That is confidential!”

“Confidential?” She scrolled with one perfectly manicured finger. “Ooh, look at this—Clause 12C: No public consumption of fried foods. Damian! You married my niece and banned her from chicken wings?”

Damian exhaled through his nose. “It’s for appearances.”

“It’s a crime against humanity,” Auntie retorted.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Pixel the cat chose that moment to leap onto the table, nose diving straight into the mashed potatoes.

Miles made a strangled noise. “The—The cat is on the—”

“Yes, darling, he is,” Auntie said, patting Pixel’s back like a proud stage mom. “He’s contributing. Unlike some people with clipboards.”

I covered my face with both hands. “Please let the ground swallow me.”

[Auntie, smugly]

Never, darling. The ground knows better than to interfere in my stories.

[Grandma] 

Clipboard boy’s doomed. I like it.

Damian, to his credit, didn’t explode. He simply pinched the bridge of his nose and muttered, “Why me?” under his breath.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Auntie heard him, of course. She always did. “Because, darling,” she said brightly, raising her wine glass, “you needed chaos. And Lena is chaos with a bow. You’re welcome.”

Miles spluttered. Damian sighed. And I? I laughed so hard I nearly cried.

Because for once, the penthouse didn’t feel like a museum. It felt like family.

[Auntie Outro]

And that, my loves, was dinner. No peace treaties signed, but a few mashed potatoes lost in action. Miles would never recover, Damian would never admit he smiled, and Lena? She belonged at that table, chaos and all.

[Grandma]

Family dinners: cheaper than therapy, louder than hell.
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​Chapter 7 — The Almost Date
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[Auntie Intro]

Not every date comes wearing roses and calling itself a date, my loves. Sometimes it arrives disguised as “optics,” escorted by a calendar invite and a man who swears he doesn’t smile. He lies. Tonight, he smiles, and the world notices.

[Grandma]

If he feeds her, it’s a date. I don’t make the rules; I enforce them.

[Lena’s POV]

Miles called it a “controlled public sighting,” which sounded like we were rare zoo animals being coaxed into daylight with snacks.

“Not a dinner,” he said. “Too intimate. Not a concert,” he added, “too loud. We need something approachable, photogenic, and unscripted in a way that looks scripted.”

“So... life,” I said.

“Precisely,” he replied, without humor.

By six, a car dropped us near the riverfront night market that unfurled in a glitter of bulbs and steam. Stalls lined the promenade: skewers, dumplings, neon drinks that looked illegal; laughter rising and falling like the tide; music thrown together from speakers and buskers and the soft percussion of feet.

Damian stepped from the car in the billionaire version of casual: dark jeans that had never met a washing machine, a navy sweater over a white tee, a jacket that whispered Italian before it zipped. He looked... human, which felt unfair to the skyline.

“You’re sure about this?” he asked, scanning the crowd. “There are no reservations.”

“That’s the point,” I said. “No reservations. No napkins folded by PhDs. Just us and noodles and whatever sauce ends our reputations.”

He considered the word us, as if it were a technology pilot he hadn’t approved. Then he offered his hand.

“Shall we blend with the public?” he said dryly.

“Lead on, citizen.”

We started at a stall where skewers sizzled over a grill. Smoke curled into the evening, perfumed with cumin and something sweet. I reached for my wallet; he reached faster.

“I can pay,” I said.

“I know,” he said. “But allow me the illusion of chivalry before the internet decides I don’t tip.”

“Fair. Also, I forgot my wallet,” I admitted. “But the sentiment stands.”

We ate standing up, sauce dripping dangerously toward silk. I watched his face the first time street food hit it—surprise, then pleasure, both carefully smothered by years of board meetings. The man was an emotion bank with strict withdrawal limits.

“It’s good,” he said, as if that were contraband information.

“It’s great,” I corrected around a mouthful. “You can say great. Your tongue won’t get audited.”

A teenager recognized us first. “Oh my god—Ribbon Queen!” she squeaked at me, and then, to Damian, reverently: “Sir, you’re trending for laughing.”

“I’m... what?” he said, genuinely startled.

“You laughed in that paparazzi clip outside the gala,” she said. “It’s a meme. People think you’re soft when you look at her.”

She scurried away before he could ask for a citation. He turned to me, alarmed.

“I’m soft when I look at you?” he asked, as if we were discussing a medical condition.

“Relax,” I said, bumping his shoulder with mine. “It’s the sauce. It makes everyone sentimental.”

We wandered. He bought candied fruit, which stuck to my teeth and childhood simultaneously. He bought a soda in a bag. He bought a paper cone of something fried, looked at the clause Miles had written about “No public consumption of fried foods,” and ate two before the guilt could find him.

“You’re enjoying this,” I accused.

“I’m... tolerating it successfully,” he said, but his mouth betrayed him.

We paused at a booth of handmade notebooks. Leather, linen, paper that begged for ink. My hands itched. Writing was a muscle, and mine had been knotted by fear and rent and the way life sometimes eats your art and burps.

He noticed. Of course he did. “Choose one.”

“No, that’s—” I began. “These are expensive.”

“So am I,” he said simply. “And you keep your snack promises. Fair exchange.”

I ran my fingers along a cover the color of strong tea. Inside, the paper had texture; it whispered write in the small brave voice that lives at the bottom of good decisions.

“This one,” I murmured.

“Consider it an advance on your bestseller,” he said, and I laughed because the alternative was to cry in public.

A busker started playing something soft on a violin—a song that sounded like the memory of summer under streetlights. A few couples swayed in the open space, small circles on the pavement. I glanced at them, longing, then away. Dancing is intimacy with witnesses.

“Shall we?” he asked, too casual.

“Do you dance?” I countered, because I’m brave when I’m not.

“Competently,” he said. “It was required at certain boarding school events.”

“Of course it was,” I said, already stepping into his orbit.

He set one hand on my waist. The other gathered mine. The city blurred a little. The violin threaded between our ribs, and we moved—not perfectly, not gracefully, but enough to convince gravity it had competition. The world had narrowed to the warmth of his palm, the steady line of his shoulder, the ridiculous thud of my heart.

“You’re smiling,” he observed.

“You’re noticing,” I returned.

“Occupational hazard.”

“Of being a billionaire?”

“Of wanting to do this again,” he said before he could leash it.

We both heard it. He went still, the words hanging in the cool air like laundry you hope the rain won’t find. Then he recovered with a tiny breath, the kind you only notice if you are already falling.

“Optics,” he amended. “If required.”

“Right,” I said. “For optics.”

A small boy darted past and collided with us. We staggered, laughed, and apologized. Someone snapped a photo at the exact moment Damian’s forehead tipped toward mine, laughter carving a rare crease at his cheek. Another picture caught my mouth open in joy, hands at his lapels like I’d always known where they belonged.

I didn’t feel the cameras then. I felt his chest rise. I felt the wish my body made when my brain wasn’t looking.

We wandered again, slower. He told me about boarding school in a country where the rain was punctual, about summers he spent building radios from kits and getting grounded for hacking a system that was never meant to be hacked.

“You were a menace,” I said, impressed.

“I was bored,” he corrected. “Boredom in clever boys is dangerous.”

“And now?”

He considered the river, lights braided into it by the wind. “Now I’m never bored. I am... tired.”

It slipped out so quietly I almost missed it. Tired in a way sleep doesn’t fix.

“What would not-tired look like?” I asked.

“Something that matters,” he said, eyes still on the water. “Not a market share. Not an acquisition. Something... that has my grandfather’s name nowhere on it.”

“The literacy fund,” I guessed, thinking of the charity activation, the way his voice shifted when the word landed.

He glanced at me, surprised I’d seen it. “I’ve been building a platform,” he admitted. “Low-cost access, local languages, community tutors. We’re close. My father calls it a vanity project.”

“Your father also calls me a hobby,” I said. “He’s wrong about many things.”

“That he is,” he murmured, then seemed startled at his own treason.

I told him, in exchange, about freelancing, the gig economy that ate your days and sold you the feeling of freedom while keeping the profit; about the stories I wanted to write that lived in my throat and scratched to get out.

“Write them,” he said, without flourish.

“It’s not that simple.”

“It is,” he said, with the arrogance of the resourced. Then, softer: “It can be less hard if someone believes you will.”

For a heartbeat, no one breathed. Then a vendor shouted about dumplings and the spell broke into laughter and steam.

♦ ♦ ♦
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We ended up on a bench facing the river, a paper box of those dumplings between us, our knees knocking like they’d practiced.

“You have sauce on your mouth,” he said, and reached without thinking—thumb tracing the corner of my lip. My pulse sprinted. His hand hovered an inch too long, heat mapped into me, then he pulled back like the touch had burned.

“Optics,” I said weakly, because it had become the only safe word we both knew.

“Of course,” he said, and the lie sat between us, polite and devastating.

The paparazzi found us eventually; they always do.

♦ ♦ ♦
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A ripple in the crowd. A shimmer of lenses. Miles materialized from a bush (I am not making this up) and said, “We should head back.”

“Just a second,” I said, irritated at the universe. “Let me have one minute of pretending we were people before we were content.”

We stood. A reporter called, “Lena! Is it love?”

I could have said no. It would have been safe. It would also have been a little death.

“It’s dinner,” I said instead, smiling. “And dumplings. And the best soda in a bag I’ve ever had. Let’s start there.”

“Will you kiss?” someone yelled.

Damian’s hand found mine. “Not for you,” he said, perfectly pleasant, absolute steel.

The crowd exhaled disappointment. A camera clicked anyway, catching our linked fingers, my grin, his actual—God help us—smile.

We walked back toward the car. Rain arrived like a rumor that turned out to be true. It dotted his sweater, threaded my hair with silver. We laughed and ran the last few steps, the kind of run adults forget how to do.

Inside the car, breathless, damp, grinning, we looked at each other like idiots.

“I had fun,” I said.

“I noticed,” he said.

Then the phone between us vibrated. Miles glanced at the screen and winced. “Your father,” he told Damian. “He’s seen the photos.”

“Of the dumplings?” I asked brightly.

“Of the smile,” Miles said grimly. “He... has concerns.”

“Of course he does,” Damian murmured, something cold and old clicking back into place behind his eyes.
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