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            Chapter One

          

          THE REVEAL

          JIANNA FOSTER

        

      

    

    
      The champagne was brut-dry and punishingly fizzy, guaranteed to deliver the headache I absolutely deserved.

      I crouched beneath the banquet table like a raccoon caught in a dumpster, heart thudding so hard my molars vibrated. The tablecloth reeked of industrial starch and hotel polish, lemon, beeswax, and the faint ghost of someone’s gardenia perfume. Panic gnawed the edges of my breath while the projector onstage warmed up with a thin, insecty whir.

      Above me, three hundred of Manhattan's finest influencers, executives, and professional social climbers clinked glasses and air-kissed as the screen bloomed to life. I’d built that deck. Six weeks of late nights tweaking kerning and color balance, smoothing transitions until the whole thing felt like silk sliding from a hanger. Tessa’s wellness brand was supposed to launch like a rocket.

      Instead, slide fourteen, slide fucking fourteen, stuck on a photo that was never, ever supposed to exist.

      My hand. Splayed across a set of abs I’d traced with my tongue approximately forty-seven hours ago.

      The image was cropped, artfully shadowed, clearly meant for someone’s private collection. But I knew that manicure, that exact burgundy I’d picked because it made me feel like I could walk into a room and not apologize for it. And I knew those abs because I had mapped them like a starving woman who’d finally found protein.

      How did that get in the file?

      The question pinged around my skull, but the room kept moving. Tessa’s voice hit the ballroom like struck crystal, engineered to carry without a mic squeal.

      “And I couldn't have done any of this without my incredible team,” she cooed. “Especially my stepsister, Jianna. Ji, where are you hiding?”

      Under a table, auditioning for the mice in the floorboards.

      Laughter rippled; silverware chimed. A draft snuck along the carpet and lifted the hem of the tablecloth. I pressed my spine to the table leg and inhaled starch, dust, and money, forcing my lungs to behave like a person who hadn’t just seen her hookup’s torso displayed at twenty feet.

      It had been anonymous by design. Fever’s “Filthy February” challenge, radical honesty, zero expectations. One night. No last names. No follow-up, no morning-after postmortem.

      Just me and a funny, careful Irish stranger who’d made me feel seen for the first time in years.

      He’d asked before he touched me. Every single time. Is this okay? Can I? Tell me what you want. My pleasure treated like a map he wanted to learn, not territory to conquer.

      I’d told him my name was Gemma. He’d told me his name was Finn.

      We were both liars, apparently.

      My phone buzzed against my thigh. I clawed it out of my clutch; the Fever notification glared at me like a tiny, glowing finger wag.

      Day 3 Prompt: Own your mistake. Growth lives on the other side of accountability.

      “Oh, fuck off,” I breathed into starch and carpet.

      “Jianna?” Tessa’s voice sharpened, that private-family edge that promised consequences later. “Come on up here, sis. Don’t be shy.”

      I couldn’t live under the table forever. The pragmatic part of me, the survival mechanism honed by twenty-eight years of being Tessa’s backstage crew, was already triaging. Slide fourteen flashed for maybe three seconds. The AV tech had shoved it forward. Most people probably registered “moody black-and-white” and nothing else.

      Smile. Wave. Fix it. Pretend the earth isn’t cracking.

      I duck-crawled to the tablecloth’s edge and pushed out into chandelier light, dignity somewhere under a chair leg, emerging like a groundhog predicting six more weeks of humiliation.

      “There she is!” Tessa beamed from the stage, honey-blonde extensions, skin with invisible pores, and a white dress like a threat. Tessa never did anything by accident. “My brilliant stepsister, everyone. The woman behind the visuals.”

      Applause scattered like coins. I smoothed the skirt of my emerald dress—a plus-size sheath that usually made me feel like a jewel, and threaded between tables. A chair leg clipped my ankle; someone’s cuff brushed my arm, leaving a trace of cologne and hairspray.

      Smile. Keep moving. Don’t vomit.

      “And speaking of brilliant,” Tessa trilled, that shimmer in her tone that prepped the room for a bomb, “I have one more announcement. Something I’ve been keeping secret for way too long.”

      My stomach lurched. Tessa’s “secrets” were never good news for anyone but Tessa.

      “As many of you know, Cavanagh Industries has been looking for a new VP of Brand Development. Someone to take their company into the next decade.” She paused, milking it. “Well, I’m thrilled to announce they found him. And I’m even more thrilled to announce that he’s my fiancé.”

      Fiancé hit my sternum like a heel to bone.

      “Everyone, please welcome the love of my life, Torin Cavanagh!”

      The ballroom doors opened.

      And my one-night stand walked through them.

      Time rubber-banded, stretching long enough for me to catalog every awful, electric detail.

      Charcoal suit, tailored within an inch of sin. Dark hair styled instead of sleep-tousled. Clean-shaven jaw sharp enough to shave ice. He moved like someone born to rooms like this, shoulders loose, step unhurried, as he cut through the crowd, clasped a silver-haired hand, accepted congratulations.

      And then he saw me.

      The polite smile stalled. Color drained. His flute tipped, bubbles slopping dangerously toward his cuff as recognition slammed into him.

      Gemma, his expression said. Gemma who isn’t Gemma, planted dead center in my fiancée’s launch like a bad omen.

      I couldn’t move. Couldn’t drag air all the way down. I stood there in emerald while the universe found a seat and ordered popcorn.

      Tessa came down from the stage like a swan gliding toward bread crumbs, skirt whispering. She reached Torin—Torin, not Finn, because nothing was real, and pressed a kiss to his cheek, leaving a perfect lipstick stamp.

      “Darling,” she purred. “Come meet my sister.”

      No. No, no, no⁠—

      “Jianna, this is Torin. Torin, this is the stepsister I’ve told you so much about.”

      His grip on the flute had gone dangerous-white at the knuckles.

      “We’ve—” His voice caught. He cleared it, smoothing that lovely lilt into corporate. “We’ve met.”

      Tessa’s microbladed brows arched. “You have?”

      “Briefly.” The word scraped out of a throat lined with sand. “At the, um. The thing. Last month. The industry thing.”

      Smooth, Jianna. Flawless.

      “The conference,” Torin said, recovering like a man used to filling dead air. “In Chicago. We were on a panel together.”

      We had not been on any panel. We had been fourteenth-floor, room-service-fry-grease in the air, door bolted.

      “Oh, how fun!” Tessa’s smile stopped an inch short of her eyes. It never reached when she didn’t hold every string. “Small world.”

      “Tiny,” I said. “Microscopic. Practically atomic.”

      Torin didn’t look away from me. Shock rolled through him, but under it, concern, a kind of braced tenderness that made something traitorous in me lean.

      Don’t. Do not care. Do not let me see you caring.

      “Well, I’m so glad you two know each other,” Tessa sang, reclaiming his arm. “Because Jianna’s doing all the design work for our engagement party. Isn’t that right, Ji?”

      The champagne flute slipped from Torin’s fingers.

      The glass tumbled end over end, catching chandelier light, then exploded against the marble in fizz and shrapnel.

      Silence grabbed the room by the throat.

      Torin stared at me, chest working like he’d sprinted or been told something fatal.

      “You,” he breathed.

      Just that. Not my name, an accusation, a confession, a question packed into one syllable.

      Tessa’s fingers dug crescents into his sleeve. “Darling? Are you alright?”

      “Fine.” He didn’t turn his head. Couldn’t seem to drag his attention anywhere but to me. “I’m fine. Just—clumsy. Jet lag.”

      A server swooped with broom and dustpan. A fresh flute materialized in Torin’s free hand. The room unfroze, conversation rising like static.

      His throat bobbed. His spare hand curled into a fist, then eased, like he was chaining it to his side. His attention kept dragging to my mouth, snapping up, and falling again.

      He remembered. Every charged second in that hotel room, he remembered like I did.

      And he was engaged to my stepsister.

      My phone buzzed again. I didn’t need to check.

      Fever Reminder: Accountability isn’t about perfection. It’s about presence. Stay in the room.

      I hate this app, I thought savagely. I hate this night. I hate that I thought I could have one thing that was mine.

      “Jianna.” Tessa’s tone went brittle. “You’re being weird. Stop being weird.”

      “I’m not being weird.” Lies in heels. “I just need some air. Excuse me.”

      I pivoted toward the terrace, pace measured, spine straight, face arranged into “mildly overheated” instead of “actively disintegrating.” A server pushing a tower of macarons veered; I slid past, palm skimming cool glass.

      The February night slapped me clean, cold on my cheeks, exhaust and hot dog water and a curl of cigarette smoke riding the wind. Taxi horns bleated below. I wrapped chilled fingers around the iron railing and let the metal leach heat from my skin.

      Okay. Think.

      Fact: I had slept with a stranger from an app. Fact: That stranger was Torin Cavanagh, heir to a hospitality empire and apparently Manhattan’s most eligible. Fact: He was engaged to Tessa. Fact: A photo of my hand on his abs had appeared in the presentation I designed, which meant sabotage. Fact: I was spectacularly, creatively screwed.

      “Jianna.”

      His voice slid out behind me, low, rough, Ireland threaded through it, and everything in me snapped tight.

      “Don’t.” I kept my back to him. “Whatever you’re about to say, just—don’t.”

      “I didn’t know.” Closer now. Heat rolled off him even in the cold, the same body I’d tucked into. “I swear to God, I didn’t know who you were.”

      “That makes two of us, Finn.”

      He flinched, sharp inhale, a shift of shoe on stone.

      “The engagement isn’t real.”

      That got me to turn. “Excuse me?”

      He looked wrecked. Polished ballroom Torin was gone; this version’s tie was slightly crooked, breath fogging, restraint scraped raw.

      “It’s a PR arrangement,” he said. “A favor to my father. Tessa’s brand needed legitimacy, and Cavanagh Industries needed—” He cut off, jaw ticking. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, it’s not real. We’ve never, I’ve never even kissed her.”

      “You’re wearing a ring.”

      He stared like he’d forgotten the weight of it. “For the cameras. I take it off the moment I’m alone. I took it off when⁠—”

      “When you were with me.” It came out bitter. “How convenient.”

      “It wasn’t like that.” He stepped in; I stepped back; we did that careful dance until cold iron pressed between my shoulder blades. “That night wasn’t planned. I wasn’t looking for, anything. I just wanted one night where I wasn’t him. Where I could breathe without the name and the expectations and the⁠—”

      “The fake fiancée?”

      “Yes.” His mouth flattened. “I know how it sounds. I have no right to ask you to believe me. But what happened between us, that was real. The realest thing I’ve felt in years.”

      My heart did something reckless. Hope flickered, unacceptable, given the facts.

      “It doesn’t matter if it was real,” I said. “Tessa is my stepsister. You are her fiancé, fake or not. In ten minutes she’ll notice we’re gone, and if she finds us out here⁠—”

      “I’ll end it.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “The engagement. I’ll end it tonight.” Something fierce broke through his practiced composure. “I should have ended it months ago. I should never have agreed to it. I’ll walk back into that ballroom and tell every person in there it’s over.”

      “You can’t do that.”

      “Watch me.”

      “Torin.” My hand landed on his forearm before I thought better of it. Heat jumped up my arm. “You can’t just, there are contracts. PR agreements. Your father’s company. You said this is business.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You should care. Care about your career, your reputation⁠—”

      “I care about you.”

      The words suspended between us, white breath curling around them.

      “You don’t know me,” I whispered. “We spent one night together. You don’t even know my real name.”

      “Jianna.” He said it like he’d been thirsty for it. “Jianna Foster. Graphic designer. Stepsister to the woman I’m fake-engaged to. Owner of a laugh that made me feel like I’d been living in black and white until I heard it.”

      My eyes stung; I blamed the wind.

      “This is insane.”

      “Probably.”

      “Tessa will destroy us both.”

      “Let her try.”

      “I can’t—” My voice frayed. “I can’t be the other woman. I can’t be the scandal. I’ve spent my whole life trying to be invisible, trying not to take up space, trying not to give anyone a reason to⁠—”

      “To what?” His hand lifted, cupped my cheek, thumb hovering like a question. “To see you? To want you? To choose you?”

      To be chosen without apology.

      The Fever prompt tolled in my skull, annoying and accurate.

      “The photo,” I said, grabbing for solid ground. “In the presentation. Someone did that deliberately. Someone wanted this.”

      Something shifted in him. The tenderness stayed; strategy slid in beside it, the look of a man raised on boardroom chess.

      “Who has access to your files?”

      “My team. Rae, mostly. And—” My stomach turned. “Brielle. The new girl. Tessa recommended her.”

      His jaw set. “Of course she did.”

      “You think Tessa⁠—”

      “I think your stepsister doesn’t take a breath without a reason.” He let his hand fall, and I missed the heat immediately. “I think she’s been setting a board, and we just stepped onto it.”

      The terrace door opened.

      “There you are!” Tessa’s voice rang bright and blade-thin. “I’ve been looking everywhere. What are you two doing out here in the cold?”

      I put two strides of chill air between Torin and me so fast I almost rolled an ankle.

      “Just catching up,” I said smoothly. “About the, um. The Chicago thing.”

      “The panel,” Torin said. “We were on a panel.”

      Tessa took us both in. Her gaze flicked over my flushed cheeks, his squared shoulders, the charged gap that was both too wide and not wide enough. She smiled.

      It was the smile she’d worn when red wine crawled down my prom dress. The smile she’d worn when she forgot to mention the boy I liked took her out instead. The smile that meant she knew, and she liked it.

      “We should get back inside,” she said, sliding her arm through Torin’s again. “The photographer wants couples shots.”

      Couples shots. Of her and the man who’d been naked in a room with me forty-seven hours ago.

      “Actually,” Torin said, voice gone cool-flat in a way I hadn’t heard, “I need to speak with you, Tessa. Privately.”

      Her smile hiccuped. “Now? In the middle of my launch party?”

      “Now.”

      Something bristled between them, silent and sharp. Then Tessa laughed, high and hollow.

      “Always so dramatic, darling. Fine. Jianna, go make sure the dessert course is ready, would you? I’ll handle my fiancé.”

      She said fiancé like a claim staked in steel.

      I should have stayed. Should have planted myself and refused to move. Instead I nodded like the good, invisible sister I’d trained myself to be.

      My body wanted out. My heart was pounding. Somewhere inside, my phone buzzed with another smug little Fever nudge.

      I went back in.

      I didn’t look back.

      The dessert course was fine. The dessert course was always fine because I made sure Tessa’s parties ran like clocks while I turned into wallpaper. The pastry crew had assembled a gleaming chocolate fountain; the smell of cocoa and warmed sugar drifted out in waves.

      Rae stood beside it, a gold slip catching every light, expression sharpened to a point.

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said. “Or committed a murder. Please say murder. I’m bored.”

      “Worse.” I skewered a strawberry, dunked it, and ate it without tasting anything but adrenaline. “Much worse.”

      “Spill.”

      “I can’t. Not here. Not—” My phone buzzed, and dread dragged my thumb to the screen.

      Fever Update: Your match “Finn” has sent you a message.

      I stared. Then, against all survival instincts that said fling this phone into the Hudson, I opened it.

      Finn/Torin: I meant what I said. Every word. I'm ending it tonight.

      Finn/Torin: And then I'm going to find you.

      Finn/Torin: And then I'm going to prove that what we had wasn't a mistake.

      Three dots pulsed.

      Finn/Torin: Own your mistake, the app said. But you weren’t a mistake, Jianna. You were the first right thing I’ve done in years.

      “Holy shit,” Rae whispered, reading over my shoulder.

      “Yeah,” I said, thin-voiced. “That about covers it.”

      Across the room, voices lifted, Tessa’s sharp and slicing, Torin’s calm turned immovable.

      Something was going to break.

      For the first time in my life, I didn’t know if I wanted to run from the wreckage.

      The ballroom lights cut out.

      In the sudden dark, Tessa’s scream ripped the air. The projector flickered back to life, bathing the crowd in cold blue.

      Me. Torin. The hotel room.

      And this time, nothing was cropped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          THE BLACKOUT

          TORIN CAVANAGH

        

      

    

    
      The whiskey went down rough, smoke and cheap peat scratching my tongue, heat blooming in my chest. Neon hummed over the chipped glass and sticky wood. The bar smelled like old beer sunk into the floorboards, fryer grease that never cooled, and a thin, medicinal sting of whatever the owner sprayed between shifts. I rolled the glass against my palm until the chill numbed my fingers, trying to remember what it felt like to be a person and not a glossy photo with a caption.

      Forty-eight hours before I had to stand beside Tessa Bellamy and smile for cameras as her devoted fiancé, I belonged exactly here: pressed into shadow with a fake name and a real need to breathe.

      My phone vibrated across the tacky bar top. Fever notification.

      Day 1 Prompt: Drop the mask. What do you want tonight?

      I thumbed the screen dark. What I wanted was simple and ridiculous at once: one honest hour. One conversation where nobody angled for access to Torin Cavanagh, heir apparent to a hospitality empire that worshiped image.

      “Another?” The bartender tipped her chin at my empty glass. A barbell piercing flashed under the Budweiser sign when she spoke.

      “Make it two.”

      She slid the doubles across the scarred wood. The first went down in a single burn, smoke and disinfectant and time scorching the last of the caviar-and-champagne taste from an hour ago. My father’s quarterly investors’ dinner: a roomful of men calling my engagement to Tessa a “smart consolidation play.” The second whiskey I let sit, the rim cool against my lip, the door in my periphery. Fever’s Filthy February challenge felt like a joke when it pinged my phone this morning, radical honesty and consensual connection for a month, as if an app could loft you out of a life built on PR. But the alternative was my penthouse ceiling and the clock’s relentless tick while I lay awake counting the seams in my lies.

      I’d set tight parameters. One night. No names. No personal details. Two adults, uncomplicated heat.

      Then she walked in.

      Rain threaded her dark curls, glittering under the neon as she shook them loose like a woman shedding a day’s worth of armor. She paused long enough to scrub a hand over her jaw, taking in exits, faces, threats. Curves wrapped in a dress the color of bruised plums. Burgundy nails tapping a quick beat against her thigh, probably to bleed off nerves. Gemma. The name she’d used on the app.

      She caught me watching. Recognition clicked, intent more than features. A small lift of her chin said come on, then. Don’t waste my time.

      I left the stool.

      Up close, she carried rain and something warm-spiced, cinnamon baked into skin, not perfume on the air.

      “Finn?” Her voice came low, textured. Something you felt in your ribs.

      “That’s me.” I angled my head toward the back booth. “Less neon, more privacy.”

      Her mouth curved. “Lead the way, Finn.”

      Sticky vinyl, a working bulb two tables over, and just enough room to breathe. We slid in across from each other. She nodded at the empties. “Long day?”

      “Funeral.” The lie dropped out like a reflex.

      One brow lifted. She didn’t bother to soften it. “Bullshit.”

      I almost laughed at the audacity. “Excuse me?”

      “You ordered two. You killed the first like you were racing it. That’s not grief. That’s either forget or fortify.” She tipped her head, tapping her fingernail once against the table. “Your jaw’s set but your hands aren’t clenched, so… dread?”

      A hoarse sound ripped out of me—unexpected and clean. “Christ. Are you a therapist?”

      “Designer. I read how things fit.” She leaned in, forearms on the table, close enough that rain cooled the space between us. “So? Dread-worthy thing, or just Monday?”

      “Both.” The truth cracked free and felt dangerous in my mouth. “Tomorrow I have to be someone else. Tonight, I want to be here without it costing me.”

      Her face eased, not pity, understanding. “Yeah. I get that.”

      We steered the conversation everywhere except where it hurt. Not my father’s expectations. Not Tessa’s curated affection. Not the brand crisis I was supposed to plaster over with a ring. Instead: the worst movies we’d secretly loved. The particular hell of assembling a dresser with instructions translated three times. The best 2 a.m. pie in the city. Hers: a diner in Queens she refused to give up. Mine: a bakery that sold out the back door after midnight if you knew to knock.

      Her laugh unlocked something under my sternum I hadn’t even realized I’d barricaded.

      Two hours slid away. Three whiskeys between us. Her knuckles grazing mine when she reached for a napkin, the contact a spark I pretended not to chase. Heat stretched taut between us, a wire you could pluck to hear the hum.

      “I should—” She tilted her head toward the door, hand finding the strap of her bag.

      Don’t. The plea landed physically, a knot under my ribs. “The night’s young.”

      “It is.” Her mouth twitched. “This bar, though, is depressing as hell.”

      A beat. A choice laid out plain.

      “My hotel’s three blocks,” I said, keeping my tone easy, leaving miles of room for no. “Better whiskey. Quiet. No sticky floors.”

      She studied me, taking in my tension, my posture, not the watch or the suit. That, more than anything, made me want her.

      “Okay,” she said.

      Just that. Just enough.

      We slid out of the booth together. I tossed cash—too much—for peace and speed. Outside, the rain had thickened into a full-on downpour, neon smeared across slick pavement. A taxi barreled past, kicking gutter water up over her shoes.

      “Shit,” she muttered, shaking out her ankle, droplets flying. “That’s a hate crime.”

      I moved to the curb and took the hit from the next wave. “This way.”

      We walked quick, shoulders bumping, rain soaking the wool of my suit until it got heavier and vaguely animal. Under an awning we paused, breathless and laughing, her curls dripping onto her collarbone.

      Then the streetlights died.

      A ripple of darkness swallowed the block, then the next. A low groan rolled through the street, tourists, commuters, anyone who had been pretending the city worked on magic instead of fragile systems.

      “Blackout?” she said, fingers finding my sleeve in the sudden blind.

      “Or the apocalypse.” I tried my phone. No bars. “Definitely blackout.”

      The hotel rose out of the dark like a ship, hulking and unlit.

      “Shit,” I said. “Stairs it is.”

      She squinted at the revolving door. “How many floors?”

      “Thirty-two.”

      Her groan was obscene and perfect. “I hate you a little.”

      “Fair.”

      Inside, the lobby buzzed with chaos. Emergency lights pulsed sickly against marble. Guests clustered in disoriented knots. A kid wailed, the sound knifing the air. A bell cart drifted unguided until a porter snagged it one-handed.

      “Torin!”

      I stopped cold. Greg from Finance, of all people, half-raised his arm near the concierge desk.

      Gemma’s fingers tightened for a breath on my sleeve, then let go. “Friend?”

      “Colleague.” I kept my voice low, head angled away. “He knows my real name.”

      Understanding moved fast across her face. “Right. Rules. Got it.”

      I cut toward the service corridor. “Back stairs. Fewer… colleagues.”

      The stairwell breathed concrete and damp metal. Voices bounced from below, echo on echo, a shuffle of bodies tackling the climb. I thumbed my phone’s flashlight on; the beam jittered across grey paint and the scuffed edges of steps.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “After you, Finn.”

      We climbed. Ten floors, then twelve. Our footfalls found a rhythm, her heel, my shoe, the little stutter when we hit a landing. The damp wool smell of my coat mixed with rain-spice off her skin. At fifteen she stopped, one palm flat against cinderblock, head tipped back to breathe.

      “I lied,” she said between breaths. “I hate you a lot.”

      Grinning came easy. “Want me to carry you?”

      “In these shoes?” She pushed off the wall, rolling her ankle once. “You’d end up in traction. And then who would keep us out of the stairwell pileup?”

      We kept going. Twenty floors. Twenty-five. My thighs burned in that good, punishing way I hadn’t felt since college ball. Thirty-two came like a small miracle.

      The corridor was a tunnel of shadow, carpet swallowing sound. Emergency power held the mag locks; the keycard’s magnetic strip was old-school but the reader clicked green.

      The suite opened to dark glass and more dark beyond. The blackout had erased the city’s face, leaving only the steady red pinpricks of far-off generators like low constellations.

      “Wow,” she breathed, the shape of her against the window edged in silver. She pressed her fingertips to the glass, then pulled back from its cold.

      I slid the deadbolt. Set my phone on the console and propped it to throw a flashlight cone at the ceiling, a makeshift lamp. My suit jacket hit the floor wet and heavy with a soft slap.

      She turned toward the glow. The city’s ghost-light made a halo out of her damp curl stuck to her temple. “Still want that whiskey?” I asked, already walking toward the bar.

      She crossed until we were three steps apart and stopped. Not coy, choosing. “What I want,” she said, voice low, heat threaded through it, “is for you to kiss me.”

      Nerves went live under my skin. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      I closed the space between us slow. One hand coming up to cup her jaw, thumb along the curve of her cheekbone. Rain cooled her skin; the softness under it made my own breath hitch.

      “May I?” I said. She drew in a breath; it shivered in the small space between us. “Yes.”

      The first press of her mouth cut everything else out. Soft, then surer. Her lips warmed under mine, parting when I asked them to. Rain and whiskey, the quiet sound she made when I deepened the kiss, the way her hands fisted in my shirt and hauled me closer like patience was a cruel joke.

      Nothing careful. Nothing strategic. Hunger, honest and clean.

      We banged into a doorway laughing, then forgot to laugh. A button skittered across hardwood. My belt buckle hit the floor with a rattle. Her dress slid down in a soft rush, puddling like shadow.

      The bed held cool linen and the faint scent of hotel soap. She tugged me down and then up again with a palm to my chest.

      “Wait.” I braced on my hands, breathing hard. “Condoms. Nightstand.”

      She went still underneath me. “Okay.”

      The drawer offered the small, blessed rattle of foil. I ripped one free, held it up so she could see the gleam in the flashlight’s cone.

      “See?”

      Her mouth curved. “Good.”

      “Anything you don’t want?” My voice came rough. “Anything off-limits?”

      Her hands slid up my back, nails a gentle scrape. “Just don’t stop.”

      I rolled the condom on, the simple, familiar act shot through with something that felt like reverence. Her gaze tracked my hands. Then she reached, wrapped her fingers around me, guided me between her thighs.

      “Look at me,” she murmured.

      I did. Not just her eyes, the set of her mouth, the concentration and surrender in it.

      “Tell me what you want,” I said.

      “You.”

      I pushed in, slow, giving her time to open around me, looking for any flinch I’d honor immediately. Her gasp slipped, half surprise, half relief, and wrecked me.

      After that, it was heat and friction and the wet slide of skin. Her nails dug crescents into my shoulders. My mouth found her throat, then lower, then the edge of a laugh against her ribs. Outside, the city held its breath; inside, the only light was our makeshift lamp painting long shadows on the ceiling.

      She came first, body bowing underneath mine, a sound torn out of her that I caught in my mouth. I followed, buried deep, my release punching through me so hard I had to swallow the shape of her name and let it break into a wordless groan against her skin.

      After, we sprawled in the dark, damp skin cooling, breath finding normal again. Her head fit under my chin, curls tickling my collarbone; my fingers traced the curve of her spine, the dip of her waist, aimless and content.

      “Still hate me?” I said into her hair.

      A huff of laughter warmed my chest. “Marginally less.”

      Silence stretched, not empty. It felt like living in your own body for once.

      “Tell me something true,” she said.

      Tessa flickered in my head. The sham engagement. The board. The photo op tomorrow. A wall of things I couldn’t say.

      “Tonight feels real,” I said instead.

      Her hand tightened on my hip like she’d grabbed a handhold. “Yeah. It does.”

      We slept, heavy, untroubled. Woke tangled. In the grey that crawled up from the street, we found each other again, slower now. She slid onto me, knees bracketing my hips, hair curtaining her face until I tucked it back and watched concentration sharpen to pleasure. She bit her lower lip when she got close; the sight knocked a curse out of me.

      “Look at you,” I murmured, hands guiding the rhythm she’d already chosen, “fucking glorious.”

      She came with a soft cry, collapsed forward, forehead against mine, breath catching on a laugh.

      “Breakfast?” I asked later, propped on one elbow as she stood by the chair gathering her dress, shaking water from fabric that hadn’t finished drying overnight.

      She paused, fingers on a button. “I should go.”

      Disappointment knifed in, stupid and immediate. “Right. Rules.”

      She picked up her bag. Crossed back to the bed and bent to kiss me, soft, lingering, like a promise and a boundary in one.

      “Talk soon?” I said before I could think better of it.

      A small smile. “Maybe.”

      She left with the quiet efficiency of someone who didn’t want to turn the moment into theatre. The latch clicked. The suite felt larger by half.

      An hour later, after a shower and a fight with my tie I hadn’t needed to put on yet, I found the keycard tucked under my pillow. Two cards issued; one nestled in my hand catching the fake lamp’s glow. She’d kept the other.

      I held it up, let it gleam, and smiled despite myself.

      Talk soon.

      Two days later, I would wish to every god I didn’t believe in that she’d thrown it in the fucking Hudson.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          THE MORNING AFTER

          JIANNA

        

      

    

    
      The fluorescent lights in Conference Room A buzzed at that migraine pitch, the kind that made thoughts scrape the inside of your skull. The room smelled like burned coffee, copier ozone, and the lemon cleaner they used to convince us everything was fine. I sat very still and breathed through it, letting the too-hot air dry the back of my throat.

      I’d taken a seat in the back row, wedged between Rae and a potted ficus whose leaves had gone matte with dust. Its soil was dry as sand. The plant and I had a lot in common this morning—wilting, parched, regretting every choice that led us here.

      Forty-seven hours ago, I’d been naked in a hotel room with a man who made me feel like the most interesting person in any room.

      Twelve hours ago, that man had dropped a champagne glass and said my name like it was a curse.

      Six hours ago, a photo of us, all of us, every inch that mattered—had been projected onto a twenty-foot screen in front of three hundred people.

      And now I was in an all-hands meeting, pretending my life hadn’t detonated like a glitter bomb in a wind tunnel.

      “You look like death,” Rae whispered, nudging her coffee my way. “Gorgeous death. But still death.”

      “I feel like death.” The cardboard sleeve scratched my palms; heat bled into my fingers. “Death would be an improvement. Death doesn’t have to sit through quarterly updates.”

      “What happened after I lost you last night? One minute you were by the chocolate fountain, the next—” She blew her cheeks out and made an explosion with both hands. A smear of cocoa dotted her knuckle. “Chaos. Screaming. Emergency exits.”

      I took a long sip, let the bitter sit on my tongue. The projection had been up maybe thirty seconds before someone, Torin, I later learned, ripped the power cord from the wall. Thirty seconds was an eternity for phones. Enough time for screens to flash, for gasps to roll through the room, for my reputation to harden into a single, devastating image.

      “I left,” I said finally. “Through the kitchen. Like a coward.”

      “Like a survivor.” Rae’s fingers curved around my sleeve, a quick squeeze. “There’s a difference.”

      Bodies kept filtering in—account managers, designers, the whole marketing arm with their laptops and carefully neutral faces. Bags thumped onto carpet. Chairs squeaked. Glances slid in my direction and snapped away the second I looked up.

      They knew. Of course they knew. Manhattan moved gossip faster than the subway and with fewer apologies.

      “Have you seen the posts?” Rae asked, keeping her voice low.

      “No.” I’d killed my phone at 3 a.m., after the seventeenth notification from an unknown number. “Practicing radical avoidance. Like radical honesty, but for people who want to survive the week.”

      “Smart.” She hesitated, teeth catching the inside of her cheek. “Tessa’s been… active.”

      My stomach clenched hard enough to make the coffee slosh. “Define active.”

      “Seventeen Instagram stories. A TikTok. Something on Twitter that’s trending under—” She winced. “You know what? Never mind. Avoid away. I support it.”

      The side door opened, and the room’s hum sharpened.

      Torin walked in.

      He hadn’t slept; the stubble was darker, the planes of his face drawn tight. His suit wore last night’s creases, a wrinkle near the pocket, a champagne shadow on the cuff. He was flanked by a silver-haired woman with coup-proof posture and a younger man clutching a tablet like a flotation device.

      HR and Legal. Of course.

      His scan of the room found me with surgical accuracy, like heat seeking steel. Something flared, relief, guilt, a bare flash of naked worry, then vanished under boardroom calm.

      Don’t, I thought. Don’t look at me like that. Don’t look at me at all.

      He angled away and took his place at the front beside a podium that suddenly felt less like furniture and more like a block of wood for heads.

      “Good morning, everyone.” The voice was steady with a rasp under it, a rasp I’d heard when he said my name in the dark. “Thank you for coming in on short notice. I know there’s been… talk. About last night’s event. About the images that were displayed.”

      A ripple moved through the room. A cough. A buzzing phone, smothered under someone’s palm.

      “I want to address that directly.” He gripped the podium; tendons stood out along his hands. “The photos that appeared on screen were obtained and distributed without consent. They represent a serious breach of privacy, mine and someone else’s, and we are working with legal counsel to identify the responsible party.”

      Someone else’s. He didn’t say my name. He didn’t look at me.

      It should have felt like protection. It landed like a blade.

      “Additionally,” he said, pausing to swallow, “I need to make an announcement regarding my personal life. As of last night, my engagement to Tessa Bellamy has ended. The relationship was—” Another beat, longer. “It was a professional arrangement that should never have been presented as personal. I take full responsibility for that deception, and I apologize to anyone who feels misled.”

      The whispers surged, fake engagement, PR stunt, did you see the photo, bits of language skittering over the carpet like loose change.

      Rae’s hand found mine under the table and laced our fingers.

      “Going forward,” Torin said, voice climbing enough to cut the noise, “I will be recusing myself from any direct oversight of the creative department. Margaret Carson—” He nodded to the silver-haired woman. “—will handle all personnel matters related to that team. This is to ensure there is no appearance of impropriety or conflict of interest.”

      His attention skimmed my row for a single beat. Not a stare, just a brush, apology folded into the blink of a moment, a silent please understand.

      He’s protecting me, I realized. Or trying to.

      Protection had a cost. Being invisible again. Being erased.

      “Questions can be directed to HR or Legal,” he finished. “Thank you for your professionalism during this… transition.”

      He stepped aside. Margaret took the podium, slid into updated harassment policies and reporting procedures with a voice that could sand old paint. My focus tunneled.

      The rectangle of my phone weighed down my pocket like a brick. Off, but loud anyway, the phantom buzz of notifications, strangers chewing on my body with their teeth of opinion.

      Tessa’s been active.

      Seventeen Instagram stories. A TikTok. Something trending on Twitter.

      Nausea rose fast, metallic. I set the coffee down on the carpet and stood.

      “Bathroom,” I muttered to Rae. “Cover for me.”

      “Ji—”

      But I was already moving, shoulders tight, head down, threading through laptop cords and chair legs. Small. Invisible. Like I’d learned to be in Tessa’s orbit.

      The hallway was a blast of colder air and a different hum, HVAC and far-off printers. I pushed into the bathroom, let the heavy door thud shut, took the last stall, and slid the lock with a small, satisfying clack.

      Okay. Okay. Think.

      The photo was out. That couldn't be undone. Torin had ended the engagement, publicly, cleanly, in front of the company. That was… something. More than I expected.

      But Tessa.

      Tessa didn’t lose. Tessa didn’t even draw. And right now, she was out there, thumb on the scale, designing the story like it was a capsule collection, deciding who wore the blame.

      I pulled my phone free. The plastic bent and creaked under my grip. Power on.

      The screen woke into a flood. Texts from numbers I didn’t know. Instagram DMs. Twitter mentions. A wall of red badges. At the top of the feed, Tessa’s latest post.

      Her hand. Ringless, manicured, resting on a tissue box with a little lip of used Kleenex peeking over the top.

      Caption: Sometimes the people closest to us hurt us the most. Healing in progress. [image: broken heart] #Betrayed #FamilyFirst #StayStrong

      Three hundred thousand likes. Forty thousand comments.

      I scrolled. So sorry babe. She doesn’t deserve you. Who’s the homewrecker? I heard it was her SISTER. Post the receipts queen.

      My hands shook. The phone smudged under my thumb.

      Another notification. Tessa again. A photo of us from two Christmases ago, me in an ugly sweater with gingerbread men, her in cream cashmere, both of us smiling like our teeth were for ads.

      Caption: I gave her everything. My career. My connections. My FIANCÉ. And this is how she repays me. Some family. [image: wilted flower]

      Worse comments, sharper edges. Name and shame. What a snake. She’s not even pretty. Post the unedited pics. Karma’s coming.

      I closed the app. Opened it. Closed it again. The breath in my throat couldn’t decide whether to stay.

      Nightmare. Literal nightmare. Any second now I’d wake up in my own bed with the cheap box fan rattling in the window and laugh until it hurt.

      The bathroom door opened. Footsteps. A pause. Knuckles tapped my stall once, twice.

      “Occupied,” I managed.

      “Jianna.” Torin. Low, urgent, pitched for me and nobody else. “Please. I need to talk to you.”

      “This is the women’s bathroom.”

      “I know. I don’t care.” A breath. “Are you okay?”

      The laugh tore out sharp enough to sting. “Am I okay? My naked body was projected in front of three hundred people. My stepsister is telling the internet I’m a homewrecker. And you’re asking if I’m okay?”

      Silence pooled between us. Then: “I’m sorry. That was a stupid question.”

      “It was.”

      “Can you come out? Please? I can’t—” The last word frayed. “I can’t do this through a door.”

      I should have stayed put. Let the metal latch be the boundary I needed. Let him walk away and leave me with the bleach smell and the cracked tile and my small square of privacy.

      I was so tired of being smart. So tired of folding myself to fit.

      I slid the lock. The door swung inward on its hinges.

      Up close, the night had settled into the corners of him. Shadow under his cheekbones. The tiny ripple in his tie where he’d yanked at it. The champagne stain on his cuff like a bruise on fabric.

      “I didn’t know,” he said immediately, hands open at his sides. “About the photos. About any of it. I swear to God, Jianna, I would never⁠—”

      “I know.” It surprised me, but truth does that sometimes. Whatever else Torin was, liar, fake fiancé, corporate heir, he wasn’t cruel. He’d asked every time he touched me. A man who moved like that didn’t weaponize intimacy.

      “The engagement was fake,” he said, the words spilling fast, tripping. “A PR arrangement. My father’s idea after the charity scandal last year. Tessa’s brand needed legitimacy, and Cavanagh Industries needed—” He cut himself off with a small shake of the head. “It doesn’t matter what we needed. The point is, I never—we never⁠—”

      “You never slept with her.”

      “No.” His focus pinned me, fierce and unguarded. “I never even kissed her. Not once. The whole thing was a performance, and I hated every second of it, and when I met you—” He swallowed, throat working. “When I met you, I remembered what it felt like to be real.”

      My heart did that dangerous lift. Hope is a treacherous muscle.

      “The photos,” I said, forcing my brain to stay on the rails. “Someone put them in my presentation file. Someone with access to my work.”

      “Brielle.” His jaw set. “Tessa’s recommendation. I should’ve seen it sooner.”

      “You think Tessa planned this?”

      “I think your stepsister doesn’t do anything without a reason.” He stepped closer, careful, giving me time to stop him. Sandalwood and something darker slid under the lemon cleaner and cheap soap. “I think she’s been setting this up for weeks. The engagement, the launch party, the ‘reveal.’ She wanted to destroy both of us.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you have something she doesn’t.” His hand rose and hovered, fingers curling, then dropped back to his side. He was still asking even now. “You’re real, Jianna. People respond to that. And Tessa—” He exhaled, a sound like surrender. “Tessa’s empire is built on illusion. You’re a threat to everything she’s constructed.”

      I wanted to accept that. Wanted to be a target, not a villain.

      The internet did not care about nuance. The internet had already voted.

      “She’s posting about me,” I said. “Calling me a homewrecker. Saying I betrayed her.”

      “I saw.” His mouth hardened. “Legal’s already looped in. We’re going to⁠—”

      “We’re not going to do anything.” I stepped back, the metal edge of the partition grazing my hip, reclaiming inches. “You’re my boss, Torin. Or you were, until twenty minutes ago. Whatever happened between us, whatever this is, it can’t happen here. Not now. Maybe not ever.”

      “I recused myself⁠—”

      “From direct oversight. That doesn’t change the power dynamic. It doesn’t change how this looks.” I gestured to the sinks, the mirror with its fluorescent glare, the powdery hand soap pumps. “You’re in the women’s bathroom, cornering me after a company-wide meeting about our leaked sex photos. How do you think HR would characterize this conversation?”

      He flinched. Good. Let the shape of it land.

      “I’m not trying to pressure you,” he said, quieter. “I just, I needed you to know. That I’m ending it. All of it. The lies, the performance, the—” He raked a hand through his hair, breaking whatever neatness was left. Strands sprang up, human and messy. “I’m choosing you, Jianna. Publicly. Professionally. Whatever it costs.”

      “You can’t choose me.” The words scraped my throat on the way out. “You don’t even know me. We spent one night together. One night of lies and fake names and⁠—”

      “And the most honest conversation I’ve had in years.” He stepped closer again, an inch, and I didn’t retreat. “You asked what I wanted. Really wanted. And I told you the truth—that I wanted one night where I wasn’t him. Where I could just be… present. Real.” His search for me steadied. “You gave me that. You gave me you. I won’t pretend it didn’t matter.”

      My phone buzzed against my palm, a gnat insisting.

      “I have to go,” I said. “I have work. Actual work, that I might lose if I don’t⁠—”

      “You won’t lose your job.” Firm. Immediate. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” I shook my head. Hair slid over my shoulder and snagged on my lip gloss. “You can’t protect me, Torin. Not without making everything worse. The best thing you can do right now is stay away from me. Let the gossip die down. Let people forget.”

      “I don’t want people to forget.”

      “Well, I do.” The lie sat heavy and bitter. “I want to go back to being invisible. I want to design decks and drink bad coffee and never see my own body on a projection screen again. Can you give me that?”

      Silence stretched. The building’s pipes clicked somewhere in the walls.

      “If that’s what you want,” he said at last.

      “It is.”

      Another lie. Necessary armor.

      I eased past him, shoulder brushing cool suit fabric, and pushed into the hallway’s white-noise chill. The soles of my heels clicked too loud against tile. I kept my head down and counted steps back toward the bullpen.

      My phone thrummed again.

      I looked.

      Tessa had posted a new photo. The hand again, but now a diamond the size of a small planet threw shards of light across her skin.

      Caption: Plot twist: He proposed AGAIN. Some men know a good thing when they see it. Thanks for the upgrade, sis. [image: ring] #Blessed #TrueLovers #SheCouldNeverCompete

      She’d tagged the company account. Tagged Torin’s page. Tagged me.

      I stopped dead in the corridor. The air felt thinner.

      Tessa was claiming Torin had proposed again. After everything. After the breakup announcement, after the all-hands, after⁠—

      My phone rang. Unknown number.

      I answered because my body moved faster than my brain. “Hello?”

      “Jianna.” Tessa. Syrup over razor. “We need to talk. About your future at this company. And about what happens if you don’t stay the fuck away from what’s mine.”

      The line clicked dead.

      I stood there with the phone to my ear, pulse punching hard enough to rattle my teeth.

      What’s mine.

      Not just Torin. She meant everything—my job, whatever reputation I had left, the stability she liked to pretend she’d gifted me. Everything she’d helped build. Everything she could tear down.

      Another buzz.

      Fever notification.

      Day 4 Prompt: When someone shows you who they are, believe them. What will you do with the truth?

      The words wavered until they smeared.

      I powered the phone off, slid it face down into my pocket, squared my shoulders, and walked back to my desk.

      Professional armor on.

      War had just been declared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          THE RULES

          TORIN

        

      

    

    
      The corridor reeked of lemon disinfectant over stale coffee, the kind that lingers after a night shift. Printer toner hung in the recycled air; the vent above me ticked as it blew. The wall under my shoulder was rough, sandpapery, nothing like the hotel sheets I’d been not-thinking about for seventy-two hours. I hovered somewhere between actively hemorrhaging credibility and ready to sell my soul for five minutes of honest conversation.

      I’d been outside Conference Room B for seventeen minutes. Not stalking. Waiting. There’s a difference, though I suspected HR would put both in the same policy slide.

      Jianna was in there. Forty-three minutes earlier she’d walked in with her laptop tucked under her arm, shoulders squared like a soldier taking a hill. She didn’t so much as veer in my direction, despite the fact I was planted twelve feet away, about as subtle as a billboard.

      Professional distance. That’s what she’d asked for. That’s what I was failing spectacularly to provide.

      The door unlatched with a click. Three account managers spilled out, murmuring about timelines, badge lanyards brushing their chests. Rae followed, cutting me a look so sour it could have curdled the creamer in the kitchenette. Then Jianna, head down, thumb flicking across her screen, the glow lighting the smooth line of her cheek.

      “Jianna.”

      She stopped. Didn’t lift her head. “Mr. Cavanagh.”

      Mr. Cavanagh. Christ. Three days ago she’d gasped my fake name into my neck while I⁠—

      “Can we talk?” My voice came out rougher than I meant. “Please. Five minutes.”

      “I don’t think that’s appropriate.” She kept her attention on the phone. “Given the circumstances.”

      “The circumstances being that someone leaked intimate photos of us to sabotage your stepsister’s launch party, and now the entire internet thinks you’re a homewrecker?”

      That got her attention. Her head snapped up; the muscle along her jaw cut hard. “Keep your voice down.”

      “Then give me five minutes.” I tipped my chin toward the empty conference room. “Private. Professional. I just need to explain⁠—”

      “Explain what?” She stepped in, close enough for warmth to reach across the foot of space between us. Her perfume rose, amber and cardamom, a slow heat that made my chest ache. “Explain how you forgot to mention you were engaged? Explain how you let me believe—” She stopped, throat working. “It doesn’t matter what I believed. What matters is that I have a job to protect, and right now, being seen with you is the fastest way to lose it.”

      “You won’t lose your job.”

      “You keep saying that.” Her laugh scraped at the edges. “Like you have any control over what happens next. Like your family’s name means anything when the court of public opinion already decided I’m the villain.”

      “Tessa’s the villain. She orchestrated this entire⁠—”

      “I know.” Quiet, frayed. “I know she did. But knowing doesn’t change anything. The photos are out there. The narrative is set. And every minute I stand here with you is another minute someone can point a lens, write a caption, and build the case that I’m exactly what she says I am.”

      She was right. I hated that she was right.

      “Five minutes,” I said again. “In the conference room. Door open, if you want. I just—” I dragged a hand through my hair, wrecking whatever product was left. Static lifted a few strands. “I need you to know the truth. All of it. And then if you want me to stay away, I will. I swear.”

      She held there, weighing it. The HVAC hummed; someone laughed down the hall. Her thumb worried the edge of her phone case. Jianna Foster didn’t do anything without thinking it through. It was one of the things I lo⁠—

      One of the things I admired about her.

      “Door open,” she said at last. “And if anyone walks by, we’re discussing the Henderson account.”

      “The Henderson account. Got it.”

      We stepped into Conference Room B. The place smelled faintly of dry-erase markers and old coffee ringed into the table. She chose the far chair, putting as much walnut laminate between us as possible. I stayed on my feet at first, too wired to sit, every muscle keyed to the risk of saying one wrong word.

      “The engagement was Tessa’s idea,” I started. “Or her team’s idea, pitched to my father’s team after the charity scandal last year.”

      “The embezzlement thing?” Her brow pinched; she set the phone face down, screen a black mirror. “I thought that was resolved.”

      “Resolved, not forgotten. Cavanagh Industries needed a polish. Tessa’s wellness brand needed legitimacy and capital. Someone pitched a fairy-tale romance to fix both.” I hooked my fingers over the back of a chair. The metal bit into my palm. “I should’ve said no. I wanted to say no. But my father—” I cut that off. This wasn’t about him. “It doesn’t matter why I agreed. What matters is I did, and I let it run far longer than it should have, and when I met you⁠—”

      “When you met me, you were wearing an engagement ring.”

      “I took it off.” Too fast. Too hungry. “Before I messaged you. Before we met. I took it off because I wanted one night where I wasn’t him. Where I wasn’t Torin Cavanagh, heir to the hospitality empire, fake fiancé to the wellness influencer. I just wanted to be⁠—”

      “Finn.” Flat. “A lie.”

      “A version of the truth.” I rounded the table and stopped when I saw her shoulders tense. I left a chair between us. “Finn is my middle name. My mother’s maiden name. She died when I was twelve, and I—” I shook my head once, sharp. “I’m not dressing it up as an excuse. I’m explaining. When I’m Finn, I remember who I was before all this. Before the company and the expectations and the endless performance.”

      Something eased at the corners of her mouth. Not forgiveness, not even close, but a small tilt away from fury. Understanding, maybe.

      “You should’ve told me,” she said, softer. “Before we—” Color flushed up her neck. “Before.”

      “I know. I should’ve told you a lot of things.” I pulled the chair out and sat, the vinyl creaking under my weight. The cold edge of the table pressed into my forearms. “I should’ve told you that meeting you was the first time in years I felt like a person and not a press release. I should’ve told you your laugh made me want to be someone worth laughing with. I should’ve told you that when I woke up and you were gone, I spent twenty minutes staring at the keycard you left, trying to figure out how to find you again without trampling every boundary you’d drawn.”

      Her breath hitched, barely there. The tendons along the inside of her wrist tightened where her hand lay flat on the table.

      “The engagement,” she said, steering us back to ground that didn’t shake. “Tessa pitched it as a brand collaboration?”

      “A ‘strategic partnership with romantic optics.’” Bitterness edged the words. “That’s what her deck called it. We’d appear together at events, post coordinated content, let the tabloids chew. After the merger, we’d have a ‘conscious uncoupling’ and go our separate ways. Clean. Professional. Mutually beneficial.”

      “And you never⁠—”

      “Never.” I met her straight on, willing the truth across the distance. “We never kissed. Never held hands except for cameras. Never spent a moment alone that wasn’t scripted and supervised. Tessa made it clear from the start I was a prop.”

      “Then why did she—” She stopped. The neat mind I admired clicked through possibilities. “She wanted to control the ending. She wanted to be the one who walked away, not the one who got left.”

      “Tessa doesn’t lose,” I agreed. “Ever. When she realized I was going to end it—publicly, before she was ready—she decided to burn everything down instead. The photos, the projection, the social campaign. It’s all damage control. If she can’t be the winner, she’ll salt the field.”

      Silence stretched. She traced an absent pattern against the tabletop with her fingertip, the same small circuit she’d made on the hotel nightstand before deciding to trust me with her name.

      “I need your approval on the Henderson account,” she said finally.

      I blinked. “What?”

      “The Henderson account. The rebrand we’ve been developing for six weeks. Your signature is required on the final creative brief before we can move to production.” She squared her shoulders, the steel back where everyone could see it. “That’s a conflict of interest now. You’re my boss’s boss. You have direct authority over my work, my performance reviews, my career trajectory. Whatever happened between us—whatever this is—can’t occupy the same space as that power dynamic.”

      She was right. Again. I hated the frequency with which she was right almost as much as I loved it.

      “I recused myself from creative oversight⁠—”

      “From direct oversight. You’re still in the approval chain. You still have influence over decisions that affect my livelihood.” She leaned forward a fraction; the light caught on the chain at her throat. The spice of her perfume lifted again. “I’m not saying I don’t believe you. I’m not saying I don’t—” She steadied herself. “I’m saying that right now, in this building, we can only be colleagues. And even that needs to be carefully managed.”

      “What are you proposing?”

      “Rules.” She unlocked her phone, opened a notes app, thumbs poised. The faint tapping underscored every syllable. “First: all communication goes through official channels. Email only. No texts, no calls, no—” She gestured toward the doorway with the phone. “—ambushing me in corridors.”

      “I wasn’t ambushing. I was waiting.”

      “Same thing, different marketing.” The corner of her mouth ticked. “Second: no private meetings. If we need to discuss something, it happens in a conference room with the door open, or in the presence of a third party. Preferably someone from HR.”

      “You want an HR chaperone?”

      “I want documentation.” Her tone left no room for negotiation. “I want a paper trail that proves every interaction between us was professional and appropriate. Because when Tessa’s lawyers come calling—and they will—I need to be able to show I didn’t sleep my way into anything.”

      The words landed like a body blow. I steadied my hands against the table’s edge.

      “Jianna—”

      “I know you don’t think of it that way. I know I don’t think of it that way. But perception matters. Narrative matters. And right now, the narrative is that I fucked my way into my stepsister’s relationship and her fiancé’s good graces.” She lifted a palm to cut off my instinct to fight smoke with fire. “I’m not asking you to fix it. I’m asking you to help me survive it.”

      I wanted to argue. To promise that I’d salt my own earth before I let anyone reduce what happened between us to a transaction. But she didn’t need a knight. She needed control. Agency. Room to steer.

      “Okay,” I said. “Email only. Open doors. HR in the room if needed.” I blew out a breath. “What else?”

      “Third: you end things with Tessa. Completely. Publicly. In a way that can’t be misinterpreted or walked back.”

      “I already⁠—”

      “You announced that the engagement was over. That’s not the same thing.” She set the phone down and met me head-on. “Tessa posted a photo this morning. Ring on her finger. Caption claiming you proposed again.”

      Cold wicked through me, clean as ice water. “What?”

      “She’s controlling the narrative. Making it look like you came crawling back, like the breakup was a lovers’ quarrel.” Her voice stayed level, but hurt lived under it like a bruise. “If you want me to believe this is real—if you want anyone to believe it—you need to shut that down. Definitively. With no room for interpretation.”

      “I’ll call a press conference.”

      “No.” She shook her head once. “Too dramatic. It feeds the story. You need a statement. Calm, factual, boring. ‘The engagement between myself and Tessa Bellamy ended on [date]. There is no reconciliation. I wish her well in her future endeavors.’ That.”

      “You’ve thought about this.”

      “I’ve had seventy-two hours with nothing to do but think about this.” A bitter breath of a laugh. She tugged her blazer sleeve straight. “While you were doing damage control with legal, I was awake at three, mapping every possible way this could break me. Contingencies are what I do.”

      I wanted to reach across the table. To take her hand, pull her in, swear I’d fix it all. That wasn’t what she asked for.

      “I’ll issue the statement today,” I said. “Before close of business. And I’ll have legal send a cease-and-desist to Tessa regarding the false claims about our status.”

      “Good.” Some of the tightness left her shoulders. She rolled her pen between her fingers, small, precise. “That’s good.”

      “Is there a fourth rule?”

      She hesitated. A flicker crossed her features, want, maybe, or just the echo of it. Then the professional mask slid back, clean as a light turning off.

      “Give me forty-eight hours,” she said. “To figure out what I want. What I can handle. Right now, everything is too—” She made a small circle with her hand that took in the whiteboard, the building, the mess. “I need space to think. Without you looking at me like⁠—”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I’m something precious.” The last word caught, thin as a splinter. “Like I matter.”

      “You do matter.”

      “I know.” She pushed back her chair, gathering her laptop, her notebook, the pen she’d been rolling. “That’s what makes this so hard.”

      She was almost at the door when my phone buzzed on the table. Then hers. Then both again, notification pings ricocheting off the glass walls of the conference room.

      I glanced at the screen. Fever notification.

      System Alert: Fate Retry feature activated. Your previous match has been re-queued due to incomplete connection. Would you like to try again?

      Below it, a photo. The same profile picture I’d swiped right on five days ago. Dark curls. Laughing eyes. A bio that said: Looking for someone who asks before they touch.

      “What the hell?” Jianna’s attention dropped to her phone; the color drained from her face. “I deleted this app. I deleted it three days ago.”

      My screen showed the same alert. Same formatting. Except the photo on mine was my own profile—anonymous headshot, face turned away from the camera, deliberate as a shield.

      Fate Retry: Your match “Gemma” is nearby. Connection probability: 98%. Would you like to try again?

      “It’s a glitch,” I said, and even I didn’t buy it. This wasn’t a glitch. This was Tessa—or someone in her orbit—finding a new way to twist the knife.

      “Or it’s a sign.” Jianna’s voice went distant, scraped clean. She lifted her head, mouth set, something unreadable moving behind the calm. “The app’s whole premise is radical honesty. Owning your choices. What if⁠—”

      “What if what?”

      She shook it off. “Nothing. Forget it. I need to go.”

      “Jianna—”

      “Forty-eight hours, Torin.” She paused in the doorway, one hand on the frame, shoulders squared to the hallway traffic. “Give me forty-eight hours. And then—” She swallowed. “And then we’ll figure out what comes next.”

      She left. The door swung almost shut, checked by the stopper, and rebounded an inch. I was alone with the fluorescent hum, the institutional carpet underfoot, and my phone, screen still burning with that impossible prompt.

      Would you like to try again?

      I stared at the question until my reflection ghosted over the glass of the table. Then I typed a response.

      Yes.

      The app pinged. A new message slid into view from a profile I didn’t recognize. No photo. No bio. Just a username: TruthHurts.

      She’s not who you think she is. Ask her about the keycard. Ask her what she was really doing at that hotel.

      Ice sluiced through me.

      Someone knew. About the keycard, the hotel, all of it. And they were using the app—the same app that brought us together—to pry us apart.

      I took a screenshot. Forwarded it to legal with my thumbs moving fast, the way they do when instinct outruns caution. Then I opened my email, pulled up Jianna’s contact, and started typing.

      Professional channels only. That was the rule.

      But some things don’t wait for protocol.

      Jianna—

      We need to talk. Something’s wrong. Check your Fever app.

      —T

      Send. Three dots bloomed on my screen, vanished, bloomed again. The vent rattled; my pulse kept rough time with it.

      Her reply landed thirty seconds later.

      Conference Room C. Ten minutes. Bring HR.

      I snatched my jacket from the back of the chair and headed for the door.

      Forty-eight hours, she’d said. I had a bad feeling we didn’t have that long.

      The game had just changed. And whoever was pulling the strings had just made their first mistake.

      They’d given us a common enemy.
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      Cold pizza clung to the conference room air, grease gone waxy. Someone had abandoned the box hours ago; the slices lay in a cardboard coffin, red oil freckles stiff. The legal pad under my fingers rasped, cheap stock that threatened to splinter if I pinched too hard. Cautiously optimistic, but braced, waiting for the other stiletto to drop.

      Forty-eight hours. That’s what I’d asked for. That’s what I’d gotten, plus an additional twelve while Torin’s legal team drafted statements and fielded calls from tabloid reporters who’d somehow gotten hold of my work email.

      Conference Room C. HR chaperone present, per protocol. Torin Cavanagh dismantled his fake engagement on live television.

      The press conference ran on the wall-mounted screen, volume low so Margaret Parker, silver hair, sharper mind, allergic to nonsense, could take notes without shouting. Torin stood behind a podium stamped with the Cavanagh Industries logo. Under the LED lights, he looked like he’d aged five years in three days, his suit sitting a little looser, his tie knot drawn too neat, like armor you tie in a mirror and then hope holds.

      “I want to be clear,” he said, steady despite the camera flashes. “My engagement to Tessa Bellamy was a professional arrangement that should never have been presented as personal. I take full responsibility for that deception. The relationship ended definitively on February 14th, and there has been no reconciliation. Any claims to the contrary are false.”

      A reporter shouted something about leaked photos. His jaw went hard.

      “I won’t be commenting on private matters that were shared without consent. What I will say is this: the person in those images deserves privacy and respect, not public speculation. I’m asking—” A hitch, barely there. “I’m asking everyone to extend her the same courtesy they would want for themselves.”

      Something in my rib cage loosened then seized, like an inhale that forgot how to become an exhale.

      “He’s good,” Rae murmured beside me. She’d insisted on being here, claiming moral support but probably angling for front-row seats to the live drama. “Like, annoyingly good. Is he always this articulate under pressure?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” The lie sat flat on my tongue. I knew exactly how articulate Torin was under pressure. I knew the cadence of his voice when he whispered my name—my fake name—while his hands mapped my body like a study he meant to ace.

      On screen, he wrapped up. “I want to be absolutely clear: my engagement to Tessa Bellamy is over. Permanently. There will be no reconciliation, no second proposal, no rekindling of any kind. The ring she has been photographed wearing was not given by me, and any suggestion that we are back together is categorically false. I am ending this publicly and definitively so there can be no further misrepresentation. Going forward, I’ll be focusing on my work at Cavanagh Industries and my personal growth. I wish Tessa well in her future endeavors. That’s all.”

      He stepped away from the podium. The screen cut to a news anchor already spinning theories about secret affairs and corporate intrigue. The studio lighting made his teeth look too white.

      Margaret muted the television with the remote, a decisive little click. “Well. That was definitive.”

      “Was it enough?” The words came smaller than I meant. “To stop the narrative?”

      “It’s a start.” She flipped through her legal pad, pages whispering. “The cease-and-desist went out this morning regarding Ms. Bellamy’s false claims about a renewed engagement. Her legal team has until end of business tomorrow to issue a retraction or we escalate.”

      “And the photos?”

      “Still circulating, unfortunately. But we’ve filed DMCA takedowns with the major platforms, and our cybersecurity team is working to identify the original source of the leak.” Margaret’s pen tapped a slow metronome against the table. “The Fever app angle is… interesting. Someone used the platform’s infrastructure to distribute those images. That suggests either a sophisticated hack or an inside job.”

      “Brielle,” I said. The name cut on the way out. “Tessa’s recommendation. She had access to my files.”

      “We’re investigating.” Margaret’s expression didn’t give a thing away. “In the meantime, I need to discuss your working relationship with Mr. Cavanagh.”

      Here it comes. The HR conversation I’d been dreading since the first ping from a tabloid showed up in my inbox.

      “He’s recused himself from my chain of command,” I said quickly. “We agreed, email only, open doors, documented interactions. I have the guidelines written down if you want to⁠—”

      “I’ve seen your guidelines.” A thread of approval, almost hidden. “They’re thorough. More thorough than most employees would think to implement.”

      “I’ve had practice.” It slipped out before I could catch it. “Managing optics. Staying ahead of narratives. My stepsister taught me well.”

      Her pen stilled. Heat crept into my neck, the way it did when a teacher called on me and I wasn’t sure if the answer I had would help or detonate.

      “Ms. Foster,” she said at last, “I want to be clear about something. This company does not have a policy against workplace relationships between consenting adults, provided appropriate safeguards are in place to prevent conflicts of interest. Mr. Cavanagh’s recusal was the correct first step. Your documentation protocols are the correct second step.”

      “But?”

      “But.” She leaned forward, forearms on the table. “The court of public opinion doesn’t care about our policies. They care about stories. And right now, the story is that you slept with your stepsister’s fiancé and leveraged that relationship for professional gain.”

      The words landed like punches to soft tissue. I knew the narrative. Hearing it said in clean office light bruised anyway.

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “I know.” Softer, by a shade. “The timeline doesn’t support that interpretation. You and Mr. Cavanagh met through a dating app before his role at this company was announced. The engagement was a PR fiction. None of that matters to people who’ve already decided what they believe.”

      “So what do I do?” I hated the thinness of my voice. The helpless scrape of it. “How do I fight a story that’s already been written?”

      “You write a better one.” Margaret stood, smoothing a corner of her notes with a thumbnail. “You do excellent work. You show up. You let your competence speak louder than the gossip.” At the door, she paused, hand on the handle. “And if you decide to pursue a relationship with Mr. Cavanagh, which is your right, as consenting adults, you do it transparently. In daylight. With nothing to hide.”

      She stepped out. The door thumped shut, and I was alone with Rae, the cold pizza, the low electric buzz of the muted TV cycling Torin’s press conference on loop.

      “Well,” Rae said. “That was surprisingly not terrible.”

      “She basically told me I’m allowed to date him.”

      “She basically told you to stop acting like you have something to be ashamed of.” Rae swung to face me, ankle hooked over knee, her sneaker toe bumping the leg of my chair. “Do you? Have something to be ashamed of?”

      I sat with it. For the first time since this nightmare started, I didn’t shove the question away.

      I’d matched with a stranger on a dating app. Met him in a bar. Gone back to his hotel room for consensual, careful, genuinely wonderful sex. Left in the morning because that was the deal—one night, no strings, no expectations.

      Nothing shameful there. Nothing wrong.

      What was wrong: Tessa’s manipulation. The leaked photos. The smear campaign engineered to salt the earth of my reputation because I’d stumbled into something real with a man she’d never actually wanted.

      “No,” I said slowly. “I don’t have anything to be ashamed of.”

      “Then stop acting like you do.” Rae stood, arms stretching overhead until her spine popped. “Now. I believe you have a meeting to get to.”

      “What meeting?”

      She grinned, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “The one where Torin Cavanagh asks you out for coffee. Publicly. Like a normal person who isn’t hiding anything.”

      My heart stuttered; the room tilted a degree. “How do you know about that?”

      “Because he emailed you twenty minutes ago, and you’ve been too busy watching his press conference to check your inbox.” She nudged my chair with her knee on her way to the door. “Conference Room A. He’s waiting. And Ji?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Say yes.” A quick wink. “You deserve something good.”

      Conference Room A smelled like fresh coffee and warm milk, a little cinnamon from someone’s discarded chai. Torin had ordered from the good place, the one three blocks away that charged eight dollars for a latte and actually earned it. Two cups sat between us, steam unwinding toward the fluorescents.

      He looked better than he had on television. Still tired, still strung tight, but some weight had shifted. The rigidity across his shoulders had eased a fraction, like a knot that finally let go under a thumb.

      “You watched,” he said. Not a question.

      “I watched.” I wrapped both hands around my cup; heat bled into my fingers. “It was good. The statement. Very… definitive.”

      “That was the goal.” He took a sip of his own coffee, knuckles pale against the cardboard sleeve. “Margaret said you had concerns about the narrative.”

      “Margaret talks too much.”

      “Margaret is terrifyingly efficient.” The corner of his mouth tipped, the closest thing to a joke I’d seen on him all week. “She also told me that if I wanted to pursue a relationship with you, I needed to do it transparently. In daylight. With nothing to hide.”

      My breath caught, shallow. “She told me the same thing.”

      “Great minds.” He set his cup down, leaned in, forearms braced on the table. “Jianna. I know the past few days have been… a lot. I know you asked for space, and I’ve tried to give it to you. But I need you to know⁠—”

      “I know.” It leapt out. “I know you didn’t plan this. I know the engagement was fake. I know Tessa orchestrated the whole thing to destroy us both.” The confession scraped something raw and tender inside me. “You’re not the villain in this story.”

      “Neither are you.” Iron in his voice now. “No matter what anyone says. No matter what Tessa posts or the tabloids print or the internet decides. You are not the villain, Jianna. You never were.”

      Wanting to believe him hurt in a clean, bright way.

      “She called me,” I said quietly. “Tessa. The day after the launch party. Told me to stay away from what’s hers.”

      His posture tightened, an almost audible click. “What did you say?”

      “Nothing. She hung up before I could respond.” I traced the rim of my cup, thumb catching on a ripple in the paper. “But I’ve been thinking about it. About what she meant. And I realized, she wasn’t talking about you.”

      “No?”

      “No.” I lifted my head. “She was talking about everything. My job. My reputation. My entire life. Everything she helped build, everything she thinks she owns.” Air moved easier when I said it. “I’ve spent years making myself small for her. Staying in the background. Managing her brand while she took all the credit. And I told myself it was fine, because at least I had stability. At least I had a career.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I’m realizing that stability built on someone else’s approval isn’t stability at all.” The words landed like a key in the right lock. “It’s a cage. And I’m tired of living in it.”

      Torin sat with that, quiet. Then he reached across the table, palm up. An invitation, not a demand.

      “I can’t promise this will be easy,” he said. “Tessa isn’t going to stop. The press isn’t going to stop. There will be more stories, more speculation, more people with opinions about things that are none of their business.”

      “I know.”

      “But I can promise you this.” His voice steadied, low and sure. “I will never lie to you again. I will never hide things from you to protect my own image. And I will never, ever make you feel like you have to be small to be with me.”

      My hand moved before my brain caught up. Slid across the table. Settled into his palm.

      His fingers closed around mine. Warm. Solid. Real.

      “I want more,” I said. It felt like stepping off a cliff and discovering the drop was less than I feared. “After all of this, the mess, the scandal, the absolute shitstorm of the past week, I still want more. With you.”

      “Yeah?” His smile unfurled slow, relief and something bright loosening his features. “What kind of more?”

      “The kind where we figure this out together. In daylight. With nothing to hide.” I squeezed his hand. “But I need to take it slow. I need⁠—”

      “Whatever you need.” He brought my hand to his lips, pressed a quick kiss to my knuckles. “Name it.”

      “Coffee.” The word came out steadier than I felt. “Public place. Somewhere with witnesses and good lighting and absolutely no opportunity for Tessa to spin this as a secret rendezvous.”

      “Coffee.” A real grin now, small lines fanning at the corners of his mouth. “I can do coffee. When?”

      “Tomorrow. That place on Madison you mentioned, the one with the terrible croissants but the amazing espresso.”

      “You remembered.”

      “I remember everything.” It was true. Every conversation in that hotel room, every low laugh, every whispered confession in the dark. All cataloged like fabric swatches. “Is that weird?”

      “It’s perfect.” He stood, still holding my hand, giving the slightest tug before releasing. “Tomorrow. Madison. Terrible croissants and amazing espresso. I’ll be there at ten.”

      “Make it eleven.” I rose too, suddenly aware of the inches between us, of how easy it would be to lean in and erase them. The door was open. The glass wall looked onto the hallway where had a habit of materializing. “I have a presentation to finish.”

      “The Henderson account?”

      “The Henderson account.” I couldn’t help the smile. “Turns out my career didn’t actually implode. Who knew?”

      “I knew.” He squeezed once, then let go. “You’re too good to implode, Jianna. The world’s just starting to figure that out.”

      I was halfway back to my desk when my phone buzzed. Tessa’s name lit the screen, attached to a text that iced my veins.

      Saw the press conference. Cute. But you should know, I have more than just photos. I have the hotel security footage. Every. Single. Minute.

      My mouth went dry; the coffee sat sour at the back of my throat.

      You have 24 hours to convince your boyfriend to issue a retraction. Tell the world he lied. That the engagement was real, that I ended it, that you’re nothing but a desperate homewrecker who threw herself at another woman’s man.

      Another message. A video thumbnail. I didn’t need to press play to know what it showed.

      Or I release everything. Your choice, sis.

      I stood in the hallway, phone slick in my palm, the hum of the HVAC too loud.

      Twenty-four hours.

      Twenty-four hours to decide whether I was going to let Tessa win, or finally, finally, fight back.

      My phone buzzed again. A Fever notification slid across the screen.

      Day 7 Prompt: The truth will set you free. But first, it will piss you off. What are you going to do about it?

      I stared until the letters steadied. Then I screenshot Tessa’s threats, forwarded them to Margaret Parker, and typed a message to Torin.

      Change of plans. We need to talk. Now. Bring legal.

      His reply landed in seconds.

      On my way. Whatever it is, we handle it together.

      Together.

      I pocketed my phone, squared my shoulders, and walked toward Conference Room A.

      Tessa wanted a war? Fine.

      But she’d forgotten one crucial thing: I’d spent years learning how she operated. Years running her playbook, managing her crises, bleaching her messes out of carpets at 2 a.m.

      I knew every trick she had.

      And I was done playing defense.

      The coffee date happened anyway.

      Not the next day—that got swallowed by legal meetings, crisis management, and a very satisfying call where Margaret, in her politest voice, reminded Tessa’s lawyers that blackmail was, in fact, a crime and that our general counsel was looped in with receipts. We sent files. We logged threats. We didn’t flinch.

      Three days later, on a Saturday morning that smelled like wet concrete and cut tulips in a bucket outside the bodega, I walked into the café on Madison and found Torin at a corner table. Two espressos. Two terrible croissants on paper plates that shone with butter. And a smile that made my chest ache in the best possible way.

      “You came,” he said.

      “I said I would.” I slid into the seat across from him, the chair legs skittering against tile. “Though I have to warn you, there’s a photographer across the street. Probably tabloid.”

      “I know.” He nudged an espresso toward me. “I saw him when I walked in. Waved.”

      “You waved at the paparazzi?”

      “Seemed rude not to.” Mischief sparked at his mouth. “Besides, isn’t that the point? Daylight. Nothing to hide.”

      A laugh escaped, real and sharp, like a window thrown open. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Probably.” He reached across the table, palm up. Same invitation. Same choice. “But I’m your ridiculous. If you want me.”

      I looked at his hand. At the café around us, Saturday brunch was balancing plates, a barista banging spent espresso pucks out of a portafilter, a toddler in dinosaur pajamas waving a spoon like a conductor’s baton. At the photographer across the street, pretending a lamppost made a good friend while he adjusted his lens.

      Then I looked at Torin. At the hope there, steady. The patience. The absolute certainty that whatever I decided, he would take it.

      I put my hand in his.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I want you.”

      His smile wasn’t fireworks. It was heat, low and steady, the kind you don’t notice until your shoulders drop and you can finally breathe.

      “Good.” He squeezed my fingers. “Because I have plans.”

      “Plans?”

      “Many plans. Most of them involve terrible croissants and excellent company.” He lifted my hand, pressed a kiss to my knuckles, right there, in public, in front of God and the paparazzi and everyone. “But first, coffee. And conversation. And figuring out what comes next.”

      “Together?”

      “Together.”

      I picked up my espresso with my free hand, took a sip, and let myself smile.

      A flash popped across the street.

      Let them take their pictures. Let them write their stories.

      I was done hiding.

      And whatever came next, Tessa’s threats, the public scrutiny, the endless exhausting work of building something real in the middle of a media circus, I wasn’t facing it alone.

      That, I decided, was worth any number of terrible croissants.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          THE WORDS

          TORIN

        

      

    

    
      Rain hit my tongue, metal and exhaust and ozone, with a green bite from the planters forcing their way through cracked pavement. It soaked my shirt in seconds, plastering fabric to skin, a cold that made my teeth ache and my shoulders hitch against it. Reckless. Stupid. Worth it, as long as the press didn’t catch us like this.

      Jianna laughed beside me, clear as a bell through the downpour, cutting the storm into ribbons. Her burgundy dress, the one from the night we met, the one I’d clocked across a boardroom table an hour ago, was a sodden second skin, clinging to curves I’d been pretending not to catalog.

      “You’re staring, Cavanagh.” She shoved wet curls off her forehead; raindrops clung to dark lashes and the bow of her mouth. “Problem?”

      “No problem.” I dragged my attention from the way water traced her hip. “Just admiring your commitment to the drowned-rat aesthetic. Very avant-garde.”

      She snorted. “Says the man whose suit costs more than my rent and is currently absorbing enough rainwater to irrigate a small farm.”

      “It’s Italian wool,” I protested, wringing out my tie. “It’s supposed to repel⁠—”

      A white gash of light split the rain.

      Fuck. “Down here!” someone shouted from across the street. “Cavanagh and the homewrecker!”

      Jianna’s humor snapped tight. “Shit. Paparazzi?”

      “Worse.” I caught her hand and tugged her deeper into the recessed doorway we’d been using for shelter. “Tabloid vultures. Faster and meaner. And that one—” the figure splashed off the curb, camera up— “works for The Whisper. They ran the ‘Secret Sex Tape’ headline yesterday.”

      Her grip tightened. “The alley. Now.”

      We ran, not a rom-com sprint, but a slipping, cursing scramble through ankle-deep runoff. My dress shoes turned treacherous on slick pavement. Her heels became weapons against her; she kicked them off mid-stride, bare feet smacking cold concrete, toes recoiling from grit. “Left!” she gasped, yanking me around a corner into a narrow service alley.

      Dumpsters hunched along brick walls, lids propped on swollen bags. The air was ripe—wet cardboard, sour coffee grounds, a fungal tang that crawled up the back of my throat. We pressed into the rough, cold brick, chests stuttering, rain ticking on the metal lids like impatient fingers.

      Footsteps splashed past the mouth of the alley. Slowed. A muttered curse. Then moved on.

      “Clear?” Jianna breathed.

      I edged to the corner and took a quick check. Empty street, rain sheeted under streetlamps, traffic a distant smear of red and white. “For now.”

      She slumped against the wall, exhale fogging in the damp air. “God, I hate this. Can’t even walk home from a damn client dinner without⁠—”

      Her phone buzzed. Mine followed, that distinctive double-chime that lived somewhere between thrill and dread.

      We stilled. The blue light from her screen washed her cheekbones, turned raindrops into tiny beacons. We hadn’t touched Fever since the Fate Retry fiasco. We hadn’t needed to. We’d stuck to daylight, emails, HR-sanitized meetings, coffee dates staged for the long lens across the street.

      But the app never left. It lurked.

      She slid her phone from her clutch and read. “Day 14 Dare.” Her voice went flat. “‘Use your words. Name one thing you want but are afraid to ask for. Then ask.’”

      My screen matched it. The timing felt like a cosmic joke. Or Tessa’s.

      “Well?” She lifted her chin, challenge layered over a shiver that ran through her. The rain had dropped the temperature; the concrete leached heat from her bare feet. “What’s your deep, terrifying desire, Cavanagh? World peace? A lifetime supply of terrible croissants?”

      I pushed off the wall and closed the sliver of space between us. She didn’t retreat. Her breath feathered my throat; rain ticked in her hair.

      “You,” I said. The word went out raw. “Warm. Dry. Safe. Here, now, tonight. Not because the press chased us into an alley. Not because some fucking app poked us. Because you want it too.”

      Her breath faltered. “Torin…”

      “Use your words, Jianna.” I echoed the dare and kept my hands at my sides. No touching. Not yet. “What do you want? What are you afraid to ask for?”

      Her teeth caught her bottom lip, a habit I’d memorized. “I want…” She swallowed, started again. “I want to not feel like a scandal waiting to happen every time I touch you. I want to kiss you in my own apartment without wondering if someone’s got a telephoto lens trained on my window. I want…” She braced a palm against cold brick. “I want to be alone with you. Properly alone. Without HR, without bodyguards, without the whole fucking world watching.”

      The ache in my chest punched hard and clean. “Jianna⁠—”

      “And I’m afraid,” she said, voice steadying as she named it, “that if we do that, if we’re alone, just us, no witnesses, I’ll forget how to be careful. I’ll want too much. This—” her fingers flicked between us, a small helpless circle— “will become the only thing that matters, and I’ll lose everything else I’ve built.”

      The honesty landed like a body-blow. The steel under her wit. The woman who had learned to make herself smaller to survive a house with a tyrant at the center. The woman who believed wanting something for herself would cost her everything.

      “Okay,” I said, quiet but sure. “So we’ll be careful. And alone.” I lifted my palm, open like I had in that conference room weeks ago. Same offer. Same choice. “Can I take you home, Jianna?”

      She studied my hand, then my mouth, then the rain dripping off my jaw. Cold had her trembling now; her curls clung to her neck, water beads skimmed the curve of her cheek and collected in the hollow of her throat.

      She set her hand in mine. “Yes.”

      Her apartment was a ten-minute shadow-run: back ways, service doors, the hush of side streets. The city steamed and hissed. We moved fast, heads down, shoulders brushing. The normalcy once we reached her building felt surreal—key fob beep, heavy door thump, an old elevator rattling up, flickering floor numbers. On five, the hallway smelled like lemon cleaner and someone’s overcooked garlic. She unlocked her door with quick, practiced motions; the deadbolt thunk felt like a barrier dropping.

      Home hit first, linen and citrus under a warmer note that was just her. The space was small, thoughtful as a mood board: deep green velvet sofa, books overflowing their shelves, abstract canvases that held storm and sea in layered paint. Evidence of her was everywhere: a half-finished sketch mid-gesture on the coffee table, a mug lipsticked coral, ridiculous fluffy slippers abandoned by the mat.

      “Bathroom’s down the hall.” She wrestled out of her rain-heavy coat, shoulders working under the strain. “Towels in the cabinet. I’ll find you something dry.”

      “Jianna—”

      She turned. The dress clung shamelessly now that we were inside. She squared up, chin high; her arms folded across her midriff, not quite a shield. “Rules, Torin. We agreed. We do this carefully.”

      “I know.” I stepped closer, slow enough for her to stop me. “But careful doesn’t mean I can’t look at you. Doesn’t mean I can’t tell you you’re the most breathtaking thing I’ve ever seen, standing here dripping on your own rug.”

      Color rose under her damp skin. “You’re soaked too.”

      “I am.” Another step. Her heat reached me under the rain-chill; city and storm clung to her. “Can I kiss you?”

      She searched my face, not for permission, I’d asked, but for steadiness. For whether I meant it. “Yes.”

      I closed the last inch. The first touch was a careful brush, rain-cool mouths warming fast. Her lips parted with a soft sound that arrowed straight to my cock. My palms slid up her arms, over wet silk, and gooseflesh lifted under my hands. She tasted of rainwater and the faint, expensive tartness of dinner’s Barolo; the kiss smelled like her skin and laundry soap and a hint of orange from the diffuser by the bookshelf.

      She pulled back first, breath short and sweet against my cheek. Want hooded her expression, heat loosening the set of her mouth. “Towels,” she managed. “Dry clothes. Before we catch pneumonia.”

      Practical. Grounded. Mine to match. “Lead the way.”

      She handed me soft gray sweatpants and a vintage band tee that stretched across my shoulders and carried the clean, sun-dried notes of her detergent. I changed in the small bathroom, the mirror fogging from the heat of the apartment and our wet clothes. Candles lined the shelf—amber glass, cedar and smoke; expensive skincare perched like tiny sculptures; a hairbrush anchored with dark curls.

      When I came out, she was barefoot on the rug, wrapped in faded leggings and an oversized hoodie, sleeves pushed to her elbows. Damp curls fanned around her face. Softer like this. Sharper, somehow, for the lack of armor.

      “Better?” She passed me a mug that steamed citrus and mint.

      “Much.” Our fingers knocked; the heat of the cup seeped into my cold-numb hands. “You?”

      “Getting there.” She folded onto the sofa and tucked her feet under her, knees angling toward me, one hand curved around her mug. With the door locked and no one else’s gaze to perform for, the vulnerability surfaced again.

      “So. Here we are. Properly alone.”

      “Here we are.” I took the cushion beside her, leaving a deliberate foot of space. The velvet was cool through borrowed cotton. “How does it feel?”

      “Terrifying.” She sipped, the mug hiding a smile that finally crept free. “And… good. Really good.” She tipped her chin at me. “Your turn, Finn. Use your words. What do you want? Right now.”

      Rain ticked a steady rhythm on the window; my pulse tried to keep time and failed, surging ahead.

      “I want,” I said, holding her, “to touch you. Not just kiss you. To feel your skin under my hands without wet silk between us. To map the places that make you sigh and the ones that steal your breath.” I set the mug down on a coaster because my hands shook, and I wanted them free. “And I want you to tell me what you want. Exactly. So I’m giving you that—not what I assume.”

      She exhaled like the truth had reached somewhere deep. She slid her mug aside, turned her body fully toward me, one knee bumping my thigh. The hoodie slipped off one shoulder, exposing warm skin and a simple black strap against it.

      “Okay,” she whispered. “Words.”

      Her hand lifted slowly, hover-light near my jaw. “Can I touch your face?”

      “Yes.”

      Her fingertips grazed along stubble, skated down my neck, pressed over the thrum in my throat. Careful, exploratory touches that drew shivers I didn’t bother hiding.

      “I want you to kiss me again,” she said, voice gaining weight. “Like at the door. But slower. Like we have all the time in the world.”

      “We do.” I went back to her mouth. Slower, deeper, a lazy, hungry tide that pulled a soft moan from her and melted her against me. I bracketed her jaw and angled her, deepening the kiss until everything else dulled, the lamp’s hum, the radiator’s tick, everything but the taste of her and the little sounds that escaped her when my tongue stroked hers.

      We broke apart because breath demanded it. Her lashes lowered; heat flushed her chest. “Your hands,” she murmured. “On my skin. Under this hoodie. Please.”

      “Can I take it off?” My fingers already found the hem, waiting.

      “Yes.”

      I peeled the hoodie up, slow enough to watch the reveal: warm skin, the scalloped edge of black lace, soft belly that made my lungs go tight with want. I traced her waist with both thumbs, felt the shiver race through her.

      “Beautiful,” I breathed into the space below her ear. “So fucking beautiful, Jianna.”

      Color rose across her throat. “I want your mouth here,” she said, touching her collarbone. “And here.” Her fingers brushed the curve of her breast above the lace. “And… everywhere else. But slowly. So slowly it drives us both mad.”

      “I can do slow.” I mouthed the place she’d pointed to, salt and skin and the ghost of rain still there. She arched, fingers threading into my hair, a catch in her breath when I drifted lower.

      “And here?” I hovered over lace.

      “God, yes.”

      I took my time. Kisses and a lazy scrape of teeth through lace until it dampened against her and her sounds turned urgent. One hand slid across her stomach, down the soft flank of her hip to the waistband of her leggings.

      “Can I?” My voice wasn’t steady. She nodded, eyes fluttering.

      “Yes. Please.”

      I hooked my fingers and eased fabric down over hips, thighs, the curve of her knees. She lifted obligingly, toes flexing to free the leggings and the scrap of silk beneath. The sight of her open on her own sofa, lamplight gilding curves and shadowing the sweet line of her waist, the dark, slick heat between her thighs, just about ended me.

      “Look at you,” I said, palm smoothing up her inner thigh, stopping a breath away from where she was wet. “Fucking glorious.”

      Her hand covered mine and guided me higher. “I want you to touch me. Here.” She set the rhythm, the pressure, her mouth parting when I slid through slick heat. “Oh… fuck… yes.”

      I followed her instruction like gospel, watching her come apart. Her head tipped back, throat bared; her hips rolled into my hand, seeking more, urgent and honest.

      “Torin…”

      “I’m here.” I kissed the inside of her thigh, tasted salt and her. “What do you need?”

      “More.” She forced her eyes open, desperation naked now. “You. Inside me. Now.”

      Need slammed through me. “Condom.” My voice came out rough. “Wallet. Jacket pocket.”

      She pushed off the sofa and crossed to the door, skin glowing in lamplight, water-dark curls sticking to her shoulders. She dug through my jacket with quick, sure fingers, found the wallet, fished out the foil, and came back with a tiny smile that said she wanted this just as much and knew it.

      The foil tore under shaking hands. I shoved the sweatpants and borrowed boxers down and off, my cock heavy and aching. She rolled the condom on me with deliberate care, the drag of latex and the heat of her palms making my knees weak. She never looked away.

      “How do you want me?” I brushed a damp curl off her brow; it sprang right back.

      She glanced at the sofa, then at me, a slow, wicked smile unfurling. “Here. Like this.” She guided me back into the cushions and straddled my hips, lowering herself with infuriating, exquisite patience until I was buried deep in her heat.

      “Jesus Christ.” My hands found her hips and gripped, a groan torn up from somewhere low and helpless. She was tight and wet and perfect, the kind of perfect that felt like a mistake to touch and a sin not to.

      She braced her hands on my shoulders and rolled her hips, testing what made both of us swear. “Good?”

      “Better than good.” My palms slid up her back beneath the loose strap, fingertips memorizing warm skin, the staccato of her breath. “Can I take this off?”

      I took over, following her instruction, tracking the way pleasure gathered under her skin. Her head tipped back against the cushions, lips parting on breath she couldn’t quite catch. Her hips rose to meet my hand, greedy for more.

      “Torin…”

      “I’m here.” I kissed the inside of her thigh, tasted salt and clean soap and the warm, dark musk that was hers alone. “Tell me.”

      “Your mouth,” she gasped, spreading wider, heels digging into the sofa. “Here. Now.” The punch of want shot through me. No hesitation. I slid off the sofa and dropped to my knees on the rough rug between her legs. Heat steamed off her, the scent of her arousal, musky, sweet, edged with salt, rolling over me. I pressed in, breathed her in, then dragged my tongue through her slick in one long, unhurried stroke.

      She cried out, both hands fisting in my hair. “Fuck! Yes!”

      I ate like a starving man. Licks and sucks, the flat of my tongue circling her clit before sealing my mouth around it and drawing hard. Her thighs locked around my temples as she arched off the cushions, saying my name like a litany. Two fingers slid into her, curling up, finding that rough, electric place that made her break open. She tasted like salt, heat, and faint citrus from her bath oil, the copper-sweet tang of blood nowhere near; just her, clean and hot and addictive since that first time. I swallowed every drop, my cock throbbing in the borrowed sweatpants as she jerked against my mouth.

      “Don’t stop! Oh god, Torin, don’t stop!” Her voice was raw, torn up. I doubled down, fucking her on my fingers while my tongue lashed her clit. Her inner muscles gripped around my hand, a tight pulse that quickened into fluttering panic.

      “I’m—I’m coming!”

      The orgasm crashed through her. She flooded my mouth, cries sharp and breaking as she rode my face, grinding until the tremors ebbed. I softened the grip, licked her through the aftershocks until she pushed at my head, oversensitive and shaking.

      “Condom,” I rasped as I surged to my feet, need sparking along my nerves. My cock shoved at the sweatpants. “Now.”

      She scrambled off the sofa, went for my jacket draped over a chair. Foil tore with an urgent rip between her shaking fingers. I shoved the sweatpants down, freed the ache. She rolled the condom on, firm, steady, palm warm. Her lashes were heavy; her mouth had that slack, dazed curve that killed me.

      “How do you want me?” My voice came out thick.

      She answered by shoving me back onto the sofa. One smooth swing of her leg and she straddled my hips, hands tight on my shoulders as she sank down, inch by slow inch, until I was buried to the hilt in the slick heat of her.

      “Fuck,” I groaned, hands clamping on her hips. She was heaven, tight, wet, perfect. Her body rippled around me, rhythmic squeezes that knocked the air from my lungs. “Christ, Jianna…”

      She braced, rolled her hips in slow circles that scraped every nerve raw. Exquisite. Maddening. My palms slid up her back under the loose bra strap, heat and silk and gooseflesh. “Can I take this off?”

      “Yes.” Her breath hitched. I popped the clasp and pushed the lace away, revealed full, soft weight in my hands. I palmed one breast, thumbed her nipple until it peaked, then took it into my mouth and sucked, greedy. She gasped, hips stuttering. “Oh god… like that…”

      She rode me in earnest then, lifting until only the head of my cock was inside before slamming back down. Skin on skin cracked through the small apartment, braided with our wrecked breathing. Her face tightened, then loosened as she found an angle that made her shiver. She cradled my head against her, fingers tangled in my hair while I laved her nipple, teeth scraping. “Look at you,” I rasped against warm skin. “Fucking magnificent. Taking me deep… taking everything…”

      Her pace kicked into frantic. Her thighs trembled against mine. “Torin… I’m close… again…”

      “Come for me,” I urged, thrusting up to meet her drop. “Let me feel you.”

      She shattered with a rough cry, her body clamping down like a vise. The grip ripped my own release loose, pleasure punched through me hard enough to blank everything. I shouted her name, hips jerking as I emptied into the condom deep inside her.

      We collapsed on the sofa, a tangle of hot, damp limbs. Her cheek settled to my chest, her heartbeat racing against my ribs. I held her, stroked damp hair off her neck, the room thick with sex, salt, sweat, her, the faint wooly smell of the rug and the wet denim of our shed clothes.

      After a minute, she stirred. Her hand drifted down my stomach, fingers wrapping around my softening cock, latex still snug at the base. She peeled the condom off, tied it, tossed it toward the trash, then stroked me lazy and sure. Heat flickered under her touch, blood pooling again. “Still good?” she murmured against my chest, words brushing warm over my skin.

      “Always.” My voice scraped. “What are you doing?”

      Her mouth tipped into a wicked half smile. “Returning the favor.” She slid down my body, tongue tracing the line of my sternum, over the notch at my belly. At my cock, she didn’t hesitate—took me, deep, her tongue swirling over the crown before sinking until her nose brushed my skin.

      Lightning. I hardened in her mouth, her hand braced at the base, twisting, pumping in counterpoint. Her hair spread over my thighs, heavy and clean and faintly citrus. I slid my fingers into it—not to guide, just to feel that thick weight move.

      “Jianna…” Breath broke out of me as she took me deeper, her throat working around me. “Christ, your mouth…”

      She hummed, vibration shooting straight to my balls. She pulled off with a wet pop, lips slick and swollen. “Turn over,” she commanded, voice roughened.

      I rolled onto my hands and knees on the cushions. She moved behind me, palms firm on my hips. Warm breath ghosted the base of my spine, then the wet stroke of her tongue over the curve of my ass. I shuddered, braced my forearms. “Tell me what you want,” she murmured against skin.

      “You,” I managed. “Any way you’ll have me.”

      Her hand slipped between my legs, cupped my balls, stroked the sensitive skin behind them with slow intent. Then she slid under me, onto her back. “Down here.” I lowered, hovering over her face. She took me into her mouth again, sucked hard while her tongue worked the underside. At the same time, I found her heat with my mouth, tongue pushing into her. The position was awkward and intimate and obliterating. The taste of her flooded everything—salt and sweetness and that deep musk. Her moans vibrated around my cock; my own sounds muffled against her. We moved in a desperate loop of give and take, wet and loud in the quiet room, rain tapping steady on the windows beyond. Her thighs clamped around my head; her nails bit my hips. Pressure built low, a slow, dangerous burn.

      “Jianna,” I gasped, pulling off her long enough to speak. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

      She let me go with a breathy “How?”

      I rolled, dragged her up and turned her to hands and knees on the sofa. “Like this.” Another condom from my wallet, fingers fumbling rubber and foil, the snap as it seated. I lined up behind her, one hand anchoring her hip, the other guiding in. “Ready?”

      “Yes! Fuck, yes!”

      I pushed in with one smooth, deep thrust. She cried out, shoved back to take more. The angle hit perfectly; every drive pulled a sharp sound from her. I gripped her hips and set a brutal rhythm, using leverage and the give of the cushions, the sofa creaking under us. Her back arched; her breasts swung with each slam; she offered herself back without reservation. The sight hit something primal—her round ass meeting my hips, the slick slap of our bodies, her broken little sounds thick in the air.

      “Harder!” she demanded, pushing back, greedy for it. “Fuck me harder, Torin!”

      I gave her everything. My balls swung and struck against her with each thrust, the slap nudging her sensitive flesh and drawing sharp, shocked cries. One hand slid around to her front and found her clit, rubbed tight, fast circles. Her muscles clenched around me, the grip turning frantic.

      “Come with me,” I ground out, my own release coiling tight. “Let go, Jianna. Now.”

      She came, a scream tearing loose as she convulsed around my cock. It dragged me over with her. I drove deep and stayed, shouted her name as release ripped through me, vision flashing white for a second. We tipped and collapsed into a sweaty heap, breath sawing. I held her from behind, pressed my face into her damp hair, both of us dragging air in like we’d run. The room smelled like sex and steam and her shampoo; in the walls, the old pipes ticked, and outside the rain kept time against glass.

      After a long, loose moment, she stirred. “Bath?” she murmured, voice thick with satisfaction.

      “Bath,” I agreed.

      Her bathroom was small but indulgent—deep soaking tub, expensive candles clustered on tile, towels fat enough to be blankets. I ran the water almost hot, poured in a cap of her citrus-herbal bath oil while she coaxed wicks to life. Steam softened the sharp edges of the mirror and the day.

      She shed the last of her clothes and stepped in, sighing from somewhere low in her chest. I followed, settled behind her; hot water rose around us. She leaned back into me, damp curls teasing my collarbone. For a while we said nothing. Heat worked into tired muscle; citrus and beeswax and matches burned down the sharp parts. It was peaceful. Intimate in a way the frantic parts weren’t. This felt… like the beginning of something we could build on. “Your hair,” I murmured, tracing a wet curl on her shoulder. “Can I wash it?”

      She went still, then melted against me again. “Yeah. Please.”

      I reached for her shampoo, expensive, green, rosemary and something deeper. I worked it through heavy curls, massaged her scalp with careful fingers. A low purr rolled out of her, vibrating through my chest where she rested.

      “Feels amazing,” she mumbled, eyes closed, body gone loose.

      “Good.” I rinsed the suds, reached for conditioner. “You deserve amazing things, Jianna Foster.” Water drummed off her shoulders. She was quiet.

      “Sometimes I forget that.”

      “I know.” I smoothed conditioner through, careful not to tug, fingers detangling patiently. “I’ll remind you. Every damn day, if you let me.”

      She turned just enough to glance back over her shoulder; candlelight threw soft gold over everything. Her mouth softened. “What if it’s too much? The press? Tessa? The constant… scrutiny?”

      “Then we handle it.” I held that soft, vulnerable moment between us. “Together. Straight. Like we handled the HR protocols. Like the coffee date. We set the rules. We don’t let them write it for us. We own our story.”

      A slow smile built, easing the last tension from her face. “I like that. Owning our story.”

      “It’s a good one.” I kissed her temple, water beading on her skin. “Hot Irish executive falls for brilliant, beautiful designer who accidentally swiped right on him during Filthy February. There are worse plots.”

      She laughed, the sound bouncing off tile and steam. “When you put it like that…”

      We soaked until the water cooled, trading nothing-talk—the terrible client dinner we’d escaped, the ridiculousness of paparazzi hiding in hedges, why her favorite beans tasted like chocolate and mine like smoke. Easy conversation. Comfortable quiet. It felt… normal. Precious.

      Later, wrapped in thick towels, we drifted to her bedroom. She pulled on soft pajamas; I dragged the sweatpants up again. We climbed into her bed—a queen-sized island of cool sheets and down pillows—and she tucked into my side, head to my chest, my arm heavy over her waist.

      “Today was good,” she murmured, already sinking. “Chaotic. But good.”

      “The best days usually are,” I said, stroking damp curls and listening to her breathing even out.

      My phone buzzed on the nightstand. Then hers. Then both again, insistent.

      Jianna groaned. “Ignore it. Whatever it is can wait till morning.”

      Cold slid through my gut. I reached for my phone anyway, thumbed it awake.

      Not Fever. A news alert from The Whisper.

      EXCLUSIVE: Cavanagh & His Curvy Mistress Caught in Steamy Alley Tryst!

      Under the headline, a blurry, rain-streaked shot. Taken from down the alley where we’d ducked to get out of the weather. We were pressed together against wet brick, my hand cupping her face, her body angled into mine. The angle made it look like something it hadn’t been. Like a kiss. Like the prelude to something uglier.

      My stomach dropped.

      “Jianna,” I said quietly.

      She lifted her head, took the phone, took in the photo. The softness of the last hour drained out of her, replaced by the old, heavy dread she knew too well.

      “Oh,” she whispered. Small. Ragged. “So much for owning our story.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          THE LIABILITY

          JIANNA

        

      

    

    
      The conference room reeked of burnt coffee, hot plastic from overworked chargers, and the sour tang of antiperspirant baked into carpet. The emergency brief in my hands was slick with fresh toner, edges faintly warm from the rush print. Hold the line. Shoulders back. Breathe through the acid pocket sitting just under my breastbone.

      8:47 a.m. Thirteen minutes until the Henderson presentation was due. Twelve hours since The Whisper ran that alley photo of Torin and me. Six hours since this meeting moved from routine update to emergency triage.

      “The optics are concerning.” Richard Henderson sat at the head of the table like a judge with an early tee time, mouth a hard line around very expensive dental work. “When we hired your firm, Ms. Foster, we expected discretion. Professionalism. Not—” He flicked two fingers at the tablet propped in front of him, The Whisper’s homepage glaring blue-white. “This.”

      I lined the brief with the table’s beveled edge and kept my chin level. Don’t glance at Torin. Don’t give that photo oxygen. Face the man who could tank six months of work with a single email.

      “I understand your concerns, Mr. Henderson.” My voice held steady. “But the work itself—this rebrand⁠—”

      “Is irrelevant if it’s associated with scandal.” He cut me off with the practiced ease of someone who’d never had his private life stolen and sold. “My board is already asking why our refresh is fronted by someone trending on social media for all the wrong reasons.”

      The phrasing hit like body blows. Trending. Wrong reasons. As if my professional worth was one grainy alley shot.

      Torin’s chair creaked. A muscle jumped along his jaw. His hands flattened on the table, fingertips blanching. The defense building in him was almost audible—the impulse to shield and scorch on my behalf.

      Don’t, I thought. Don’t light another fire.

      “Perhaps,” Margaret Parker said from her post by the door, voice smooth as glass, “we should focus on the deliverables. The presentation is due in ten minutes, and Ms. Foster has prepared⁠—”

      “I’ve prepared a comprehensive rebrand projected to increase Henderson Industries’ visibility by thirty-seven percent.” I opened the brief, paper whispering against paper, and slid my laptop from the bag. “Targeted campaigns that speak to your emerging demographic without alienating your legacy base.”

      Richard’s brow pulled taut; the skin at his temples gathered. “And how do I know this wasn’t influenced by… personal distractions?”

      The air went taut. Even the HVAC’s hum felt suspended.

      This was the pivot point. Crumble or stand. Be more than gossip fodder, more than Tessa’s collateral damage, more than a walking headline.

      I set the laptop on the table, cable clicking into the projector port. The fan spun up; the screen blinked to life. The deck I’d finessed for six weeks. The one I’d tightened after the bath, after the leak, after Torin held me while I stared at the ceiling and counted the cracks in the plaster.

      “Let me show you exactly what I’ve been doing,” I said, syncing the display. “While the tabloids spun fiction, I analyzed your consumer data.”

      The title slide washed the wall, clean and sharp. Months of research condensed into crisp lines.

      “Your current brand leans on tradition,” I said, flipping to a color palette study. “That resonates with your established base but pushes out younger consumers. Our refresh keeps your core values while introducing elements that⁠—”

      “Ms. Foster.” He knifed into my rhythm. “How do I know it wasn’t compromised by your… situation.”

      I stopped. Met him head-on. Something settled in me then—not rage so much as a click into place.

      “Because I’m a professional,” I said. “Because I’ve done this job for five years with a perfect client satisfaction rate. Because the quality of my work isn’t measured by my personal life—just as your messy divorce last year didn’t dictate your ability to run Henderson Industries.”

      A small, uncontained sound cut the air—Rae, by the window, trying not to let approval show.

      Color climbed Richard’s neck. “That’s hardly⁠—”

      “Relevant?” I advanced to revenue projections. Numbers, charts, timelines, cold proof that didn’t care who I kissed in what alley. “I agree. So let’s focus on what is. Your brand is hemorrhaging market share to competitors who understand authenticity beats polish. This solves that. Not my private life. Not tabloid bait. This work.”

      I moved through the deck like muscle memory. Slide, talk, point. The projector’s heat warmed my forearms. The clicker was a small, steady metronome in my hand. I didn’t look at Torin. Didn’t track Richard’s shifting discomfort. I stayed with the work.

      Because the work was good. It was surgical. And I wasn’t letting anyone demote it to a gossip sidebar.

      When the last slide held, the room stilled. Projected figures glowed on the wall: revenue increase, market positioning, implementation timeline. Bulletproof.

      “Questions?” I shut the laptop with a decisive click. The sound felt like a door closing.

      “The timeline—” someone began.

      “Is aggressive but achievable,” I said. “If we move without delay. Every week you wait, you bleed more market share to competitors not pausing for this conversation.”

      Richard’s jaw worked like he’d bitten into a lemon rind. You could see the math happening, distaste for scandal weighed against the undeniable.

      “I’ll need to discuss this with my board,” he said at last.

      “Of course.” I stacked my materials, corners squared. “The proposal stands as presented. If Henderson Industries decides tabloid gossip outweighs performance, that’s your prerogative.”

      A gamble. A stupid, glorious, spine-stiffening gamble. I was done playing defense. Done apologizing for existing in my own life.

      “Ms. Foster⁠—”

      “Has another meeting,” Margaret cut in, smooth as silk over razors. “We’ll await your decision. In the meantime, I trust you’ll evaluate the proposal on its merits rather than… external noise.”

      I stood. Walked out. Spine straight, steps measured. Professional. Contained.

      I made it to the bathroom before the tremor hit.

      “That was fucking brilliant.” Rae burst in half a minute later, breath quick, cheeks flushed. Admiration fought with worry in her expression. “Also possibly career suicide. But brilliant.”

      I braced my palms on the cool porcelain, the sting of antiseptic cleaner sharp in my nose, fluorescent lights buzzing like a trapped bee in the fixture. My lipstick was immaculate. My blazer sat just right. The mirror offered a woman assembled from angles and effort, not a person whose life was actively caving in.

      “He’s going to pull the account,” I said, flat. “Six months, gone. Because of a photo. Because of⁠—”

      “Because of bullshit.” Rae came closer; her hand hovered, then landed firm on my forearm. “You just gave the best presentation I’ve ever watched. If he pulls, he’s a fool.”

      “His loss doesn’t pay my rent.” It came out sharp, tinny. “His loss doesn’t fix my reputation or stop Tessa’s campaign or⁠—”

      My phone buzzed. Unknown number. Instinct battled self-preservation; I swiped anyway.

      “Jianna Foster?” Female. Professional. Unfamiliar.

      “Yes.”

      “This is Patricia Wong from the Times. I’m working on a story about power dynamics in creative industries, particularly the Cavanagh situation. Would you like to comment⁠—”

      I hung up. Blocked the number. Three more calls popped in, unknowns stacking like a game I didn’t want to play.

      “They smell blood,” Rae said softly. “The photo gave them permission to dig.”

      “Into what?” I laughed, brittle. “There’s nothing. I slept with a man I met on a dating app. He turned out to be my stepsister’s fake fiancé. We’re now dating with full HR documentation. End of story.”

      “You know that’s not the story they’ll run.”

      I did. I knew the version they’d love: the plus-size designer seducing a VP, the jealous stepsister, the climber using her body for a ladder. Not true. Convenient anyway.

      The bathroom door swung. Margaret stepped in, expression schooled.

      “Henderson’s staying,” she said, no preamble. “Conditional on you remaining lead. Apparently, his CFO appreciated your… directness.”

      Relief buckled my knees so fast I grabbed the sink to keep from dropping. “Staying?”

      “With a caveat.” Margaret’s tone didn’t give much. “He wants assurance your personal situation won’t impact delivery. I assured him it won’t.” A beat. “Accurate?”

      “Yes.” It came out clear, clean. “My work is my work. It stands.”

      “Good.” She turned, paused. “For what it’s worth, Ms. Foster, that was one of the best presentations I’ve seen in twenty years. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”

      She left. Rae squeezed my shoulder, knuckles pressing comfort.

      “See? Brilliant.”

      “Lucky.” My laugh was thin. “If his CFO hadn’t⁠—”

      “If his CFO hadn’t, the work would still be excellent.” Rae’s look dared me to argue. “Stop treating yourself like a liability. You’re the best designer in this building.”

      My phone buzzed again. This time, a name I knew.

      Torin: You were incredible in there. Professional. Powerful. Perfect.

      Torin: I wanted to destroy him when he questioned your integrity.

      Torin: But you didn’t need me. You handled it. God, Jianna. You’re extraordinary.

      Something warm unwound in my chest. Not pride exactly, quieter. Steadier.

      I typed: Just doing my job.

      His reply landed almost before my thumbs lifted: No. You were doing more.

      “He’s right,” Rae said, shamelessly reading. “You stood in front of a man who could set your career on fire and told him to use a fire extinguisher labeled Merit. That’s not just a job. That’s a rebellion.”

      “It’s necessary.” I slid my phone away, tugged my blazer straight, smoothed the lapel with my thumb. “If I don’t advocate for myself, who will?”

      “Exactly.” Rae grinned, feral. “Now come on. We have actual work to do. Revolutionary work that has nothing to do with who you’re kissing in alleys.”

      We walked back to the design floor. The air was cooler here, full of paper dust and the ozone bite of printers. Heads tilted as we passed, curiosity, sympathy, calculation. Whispers trailed behind us like a draft.

      Did you see the photo? I heard Henderson almost pulled out. She told him off about his divorce. Cavanagh was in the room. How is she so calm?

      Keep moving. Let them murmur. The work waited.

      My desk was as I’d left it: color swatches fanned like fallen leaves, annotated mockups, three empty coffee cups ringed with dried brown half-moons. Familiar. Containable. Mine.

      I’d barely settled when Brielle materialized at my shoulder.

      “Rough morning?” she asked, voice sugared and thin. “I saw the photo. Must be so hard, having your private life exposed like that.”

      I pivoted slowly. Brielle, Tessa’s recommendation. The one who’d conveniently slipped that photo into my draft deck weeks ago.

      “Actually,” I said pleasantly, “it’s liberating.”

      One perfect eyebrow arched. “Liberating?”

      “Mm.” I opened the Henderson files; the trackpad clicked under my fingers. “When everything’s out, there’s nothing left to weaponize. No secrets to trade. No leverage to cozy up to.” I flicked my glance to her, just enough. “That must be frustrating for people who trade in that currency.”

      Her smile hiccupped. Barely. Enough.

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I’m sure you don’t.” I returned to my screen. “Did you need something, Brielle? Or just doing a lap for gossip cardio?”

      “I was offering help on Morrison,” she said, frost forming. “Since you seem… overwhelmed.”

      “That’s kind.” I didn’t gift her my face. “But I’m good. The Morrison deck is complete. Submitted at six this morning.” I tapped a timestamped email. “Before I was trending for all the wrong reasons.”

      Silence. Then her heels bit the floor as she left.

      “That was beautiful,” Rae murmured from her desk. “Like watching a surgeon wield a scalpel.”

      “She’ll report to Tessa.” My fingers kept moving, a steady percussion on the keys. “Tell her I’m not crumbling. The work continues. Her plan isn’t⁠—”

      My computer chimed. Priority flagged.

      From: TCavanagh@CavanaghIndustries.com

      To: JFoster@DesignCollective.com

      Subject: [FORMAL] Recognition of Excellence

      Ms. Foster,

      I want to formally acknowledge your exceptional presentation to Henderson Industries this morning. Your ability to maintain professional excellence under personal pressure exemplifies the highest standards of our industry.

      The board has been notified of Henderson’s continued partnership, with specific commendation of your strategic vision and uncompromising professionalism.

      Your work stands on its own merits. It always has.

      Respectfully,

      Torin Cavanagh

      VP Brand Development

      Cavanagh Industries

      CC: MParker@HR, RHenderson@HendersonInd, Board@CavanaghIndustries

      I read it twice. The CCs. Not just Margaret. Henderson himself. The entire Cavanagh board.

      “Holy shit,” Rae breathed. “He just staked his name to yours. In writing. For anyone who matters to see.”

      My throat tightened. “He didn’t need to⁠—”

      “He did.” Rae’s voice sharpened. “That’s support. Not capes and rescues. Collateralized faith in public.”

      My cell lit again. Unknown. I let it roll to voicemail.

      Then another. And another. Reporters. Bloggers. Vultures.

      The landline on my desk rang, an artifact I almost forgot existed.

      “Design Collective, Jianna Foster speaking.”

      “Ms. Foster.” Crisp, familiar. “Patricia Wong again. From the Times. I know you hung up, but⁠—”

      “I have no comment.” I reached for the receiver cradle.

      “Wait. Please.” Something in her tone tugged. “I’m not calling about the photo. I’m calling about your work.”

      “My work?”

      “The Henderson rebrand. I’ve been following it—the way you’ve reoriented ‘authentic’ from buzzword to measurable strategy. I want to write about that. About maintaining design excellence while navigating…” A careful pause. “External pressure.”

      I leaned back, the chair’s lumbar support pressing between my shoulder blades. “You want to write about my design. Not the scandal.”

      “I want to write about the designer who told Richard Henderson to judge her work on its merits and won.” I heard the smile. “That’s the story. Not who you’re dating. The work. The talent. The woman refusing to be reduced to a headline.”

      Could be a trap. Another angle with softer lighting. But that voice—curious, not hungry.

      “Send your questions in writing,” I said. “I’ll review and decide.”

      “Thank you. You won’t regret this.”

      I hung up. Stared at the receiver like it might bite.

      “You okay?” Rae asked.

      “I don’t know.” I faced my monitor again, blessed by a grid of shapes and colors that didn’t care about gossip. “But maybe that’s okay, too.”

      The next stretch blurred into lived beats instead of fog. I refilled my chipped mug with sludge from the communal pot and added powdered creamer that clumped, fished it out with a stir stick. Slack pinged; I triaged three client pings while a printer jam whined, then yanked the warm paper free, edges scalding my fingertips. I rebuilt a headline hierarchy, traded two tight emails with a cantankerous vendor, and tuned out the newsroom buzz of the floor until the shapes finally agreed to be a layout.

      Almost noon when the next bomb landed.

      “Jianna.” Margaret appeared at my desk, jaw set. “Conference room. Now.”

      Stomach drop. “What happened?”

      “Tessa released a statement.” She held up her tablet. “You need to see it before it spreads.”

      I followed. Rae slid in behind me. The conference room still held the stale coffee smell, layered with a whiff of Henderson’s cologne ghosting around the table. Margaret opened a page—Tessa’s blog, glossy as a magazine.

      The headline stole heat from my hands.

      The Truth About Betrayal: My Sister’s Seduction

      Below it, a photo, not the alley shot. Christmas two years ago. Tessa in designer red; me in solid black, half a step behind. Caption: I gave her everything. This is how she repaid me.

      “Read,” Margaret said quietly. “All of it.”

      I sat. The tablet’s glass was cool against my fingertips. Words marched.

      She’d mentored me. Opened doors. Introduced me around. Brought me into her life, her success, her happiness. Trusted me with her relationship, her fiancé, her future.

      And I, according to her, had targeted Torin. Pursued him. Used a dating app as cover for an affair months in the making. Manipulated him into ending an engagement, all jealousy and spite.

      “She’s lying.” My voice sounded like it was coming from outside me. “None of this is true.”

      “We know.” Margaret’s tone was gentler than usual. “But truth rarely outruns betrayal in the feeds.”

      I kept going. In Tessa’s version, I’d plotted for months, seeding doubts about her relationship. Dressing for him. Positioning myself.

      “She says the burgundy dress was a plan.” I let out a laugh that scraped. “Like I bought a three-year-old dress to stage a seduction.”

      “There’s more,” Rae said. “Scroll.”

      I did, and my pulse stuttered.

      Screenshots. Texts between Tessa and a contact saved as “J.”

      J: He’s not right for you.

      J: You could do better.

      J: Someone who actually appreciates you.

      “Not me.” My voice climbed. “Those aren’t me.”

      “The number’s spoofed,” Margaret said. “We’ve checked. But⁠—”

      “But it won’t matter.” I stared at the screen, those fake bubbles piling up. “People will believe it. They want to. The jealous fat sister stealing the pretty one’s man—what a tidy story.”

      “Jianna—”

      “No.” I stood too fast; the chair legs screeched. I needed air. Space. I went to the window and pressed my palm against the cold glass. “She wins. Even with the truth. Even with Torin’s support and the work. She wins because she fed them the narrative they want. I’m the villain.”

      My phone vibrated. Torin.

      I picked up before thinking. “Did you see?”

      “I saw.” His voice was low, controlled fury braided through. “Legal’s already moving. We’ll demand a retraction. We’ll sue⁠—”

      “It won’t matter.” The city below blurred into blocks and motion. “It’s out. The harm is done.”

      “Then we fight back.” His words hit with heat. “We tell our side. The real one.”

      “The real story is that I fucked my stepsister’s fiancé.” The confession scraped my throat. “Everything else is window dressing.”

      “The real story,” he said, each word a deliberate placement, “is that two people met honestly and chose each other despite obstacles. The real story is that you’re brilliant and you refuse to be made small. The real story is that I am in love with you.”

      The words struck like impact. Love.

      “Torin—”

      “I know it’s fast. I know the edges are sharp. But hear me.” His voice gentled. “I love you, Jianna Foster. Not because of scandal or spite or any story Tessa is hawking. Because of you. Because you stood in that conference room this morning and refused to apologize for existing. Because of your laugh, your spine, and the way you wash your coffee cups when you’re nervous.”

      Heat pooled behind my sternum. Pressure burned my sinuses.

      “You can’t⁠—”

      “I can. I do. And I’ll keep saying it until you believe me.” A rustle, as if he turned, pacing. “You don’t have to say it back. You don’t have to feel it now. But whatever happens next, that’s my truth. You are not a scandal or a mistake or a liability. You are the woman I love. And anyone who tries to tell you otherwise can come through me.”

      I rested my forehead against the glass, the chill anchoring me. “She’s saying I planned it. That I pursued you.”

      “Then we dismantle it.” His certainty steadied something inside me. “We have the Fever app records. Hotel keycard logs. A timeline showing we met before I was announced as VP. We have proof.”

      “Since when has truth won this game?”

      “Since you made it win.” Paper rustled on his end, a rhythm. “This morning. You forced truth to the front of the room. You can do it again.”

      I wanted to believe him so badly it ached.

      “There’s a reporter,” I said, slow. “From the Times. She wants to write about my work.”

      “Talk to her,” he said. “Tell your story. The real one.”

      “What if it backfires? What if she twists it?”

      “What if she doesn’t?” He exhaled. “What if, for once, someone tells the truth about you? About us?”

      I thought about his email, the public weight of it. About hearing love when the ground under me felt like a trapdoor.

      “Okay,” I whispered. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

      “That’s my girl.” Pride warmed his voice. “Strong. Brilliant. Extraordinary.”

      “I have to go.” I pulled away from the window, wiped the damp print my forehead left on the glass with my sleeve. “There’s work. Designs to finish. Clients to dazzle. A career to⁠—”

      “You don’t need to salvage anything.” His tone softened. “Just keep being you.”

      I ended the call and turned. Margaret and Rae watched me, worry and resolve in tandem.

      “Well?” Rae asked.

      “We fight.” I squared my shoulders. “With work. With truth. With everything we’ve got.”

      Margaret nodded. “I’ll handle legal on Tessa’s post. You focus on deliverables. And, Jianna?” Her hand hovered over the door handle. “For what it’s worth, I think Mr. Cavanagh is right. You are extraordinary. Don’t let Tessa, the press, or your doubts shrink that.”

      She left. Rae stepped closer, fierce again.

      “So. War?”

      “War.” I grabbed my phone and scrolled to Patricia Wong’s number. “On our terms. With our weapons.”

      “Which are?”

      I looked at my monitor, the designs waiting there, the work that had nothing to do with scandal and everything to do with who I am.

      “Excellence,” I said. “Authenticity. And the radical idea that I get to exist in my own life without apology.”

      Rae’s grin flashed. “I like those weapons.”

      “Me too.” I dialed. “Me too.”

      Two rings.

      “Ms. Foster?”

      “Ms. Wong.” I drew breath, let it out, and chose. “Let’s talk about the real story. All of it. Starting with the work.”

      “I’m listening.”

      For the first time since that photo hit, something like hope pushed up in my chest.

      The truth might never trend the way scandal did.

      But it was mine. And I was finished letting anyone else write it.

      My phone buzzed again. A notification banner slid across the top of the screen—Fever.

      System Alert: User “TruthHurts” has uploaded new content. View now?

      Cold slid down my back. The same anonymous user who’d messaged Torin about the keycard.

      I tapped with a thumb gone clumsy.

      A video thumbnail popped: grainy, dark. But unmistakable.

      The hotel hallway. That night. Torin and me, off-balance and laughing, his hand tangled in my hair, my body pressed to his while he fumbled the keycard.

      Timestamp: 11:47 p.m. Three minutes before we entered his suite.

      Below, a message:

      This is just the preview. Full footage drops in 24 hours unless you both resign. No police. No lawyers. Just walk away, or everyone sees exactly what kind of woman you really are.

      The phone slid from my numb fingers and clattered against my desk, skidding into a pile of color chips.

      “Jianna?” Rae’s voice tunneled from far away. “What is it? You just went⁠—”

      “Get Margaret,” I whispered. “Get her now.”
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