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            Chapter One

          

          BACK IN THE CITY, BAD AT FEELINGS

          TALIA

        

      

    

    
      I was not crying in front of a half-demolished foster home. I was aggressively blinking while a construction worker with a clipboard told me I had twenty minutes to claim whatever childhood belongings the city hadn't already thrown away, condemned, or buried under permits.

      “Twenty minutes,” he repeated, like I was hard of hearing instead of just standing there having a full-body emotional crisis in leggings and a jacket that had seen better decades. “After that, the whole east wing comes down.”

      “Got it,” I said, voice bright enough to power a small solar farm. “Twenty minutes. No problem. I'll just speed run my childhood trauma like it's an Olympic event.”

      He blinked at me. I smiled wider. He walked away. Good. I preferred my breakdowns without an audience and a safety vest. I turned back to Vale House—or what was left of it. The building looked like someone had taken a bite out of it and decided the flavor was municipal neglect with notes of broken dreams. Half the structure was already gone, reduced to rubble and rebar. The other half stood like a tooth that refused to fall out, all cracked windows and peeling paint and memories I had spent years trying to forget. The air smelled like dust, diesel, and every bad decision I'd ever made. My lungs, naturally, had opinions. I pulled my inhaler from my bag—the expensive one, the one my insurance liked to argue about every three months like we were in a toxic relationship—and took two puffs. Then I waited for my chest to stop feeling like someone was sitting on it while reading me poetry about my own mortality.

      Breathing: still the most underrated skill. My phone buzzed.

      Jessa: Tell me you're not standing outside that place having a Lifetime movie moment. Because if you are, I'm coming over there with snacks and a better therapist.

      Me: I'm fine.

      Jessa: You used a period instead of an exclamation point

      Jessa: You are the OPPOSITE of fine

      Me: I have 20 minutes to grab a box and leave. I am not spiraling.

      My best friend knew me all too well. Every time I felt like I had on my armor to face the world, life kept punching me in the gut. It didn’t seem to matter that I had a shitty childhood, and an even crappier adult life, bad things seemed to follow me. It was like I pissed in someone’s Cheerios and was now doomed to an eternal life of suffering.

      Jessa: Talia Marie Reed if you are about to do something reckless

      Me: Why would I do something reckless

      Jessa: Because you came back to this city for ONE NIGHT

      Jessa: You said you were going to pick up your stuff, see me, and leave

      Jessa: You did NOT say you were going to emotionally unravel in front of a condemned building

      Me: The unraveling is efficient multitasking

      Jessa: I'm downloading that dating app on your phone right now

      Me: DO NOT

      Jessa: Too late. One night. One stranger. No feelings. No past. Just you, some good decisions, and a man who doesn't know your damage

      Me: I have a STORAGE BOX to collect and LUNGS that are ACTIVELY HOSTILE

      Jessa: Which is why you need a distraction with shoulders

      Me: I hate you

      Jessa: You love me. Now go get your box and then meet me for drinks. I'm setting up your profile. You're going to have fun if it kills me.

      I shoved my phone back in my bag and stared up at Vale House. Fun. Right. Because nothing said fun like returning to the place where I'd learned that being sick made you inconvenient, being fat made you lazy, and being both made you a liar when you said something hurt. I took a breath—shallow, careful, the kind I'd been taking since I was eight years old and a doctor told me I was dramatic. Then I walked inside. The interior was worse than the exterior, which was saying something. The hallway looked like a horror movie set designed by someone who'd never actually seen a horror movie but had read a very depressing Yelp review about one. Peeling linoleum. Flickering overhead lights. Walls that had once been yellow and were now the color of regret. I followed the construction worker's directions to the storage area in the basement. My footsteps echoed. My lungs protested the dust. My brain helpfully provided a highlight reel of every terrible memory I'd ever had in this building, which was thoughtful but unwelcome.

      You're fine, I told myself. You're an adult. You have health insurance, an apartment in another city, and a very attractive best friend who is currently catfishing men on your behalf. You are fine. I was not fine. This was a constant lie I told myself whenever things became unbearable. Because if there was one thing I knew for certain, it was that I wasn’t fine at all. I was the kind of fine that came with breathing treatments, childhood flashbacks, and a bodyguard-shaped crush I had never quite managed to evict from my stupid, hopeful heart. Push it down. You got this. I shoved that thought down into the same mental box where I kept my medical anxiety, my weight-related rage, and the memory of Nico Vega's hands. The basement was worse than the hallway. Of course it was. Because basements in condemned foster homes were always worse. It was a rule. Probably in the building code somewhere between “exit signs” and “emotional devastation.”

      The storage area was a caged-off section in the corner, lit by a single bare bulb that flickered like it was trying to set a mood. Boxes were stacked haphazardly, labeled with names, dates, and the institutional efficiency of people who had stopped caring years ago. I found mine in the back. REED, TALIA - 2008-2015 Seven years of my life in a box the size of a microwave. I pulled it down. It was lighter than I expected. I didn't know whether to laugh or set something on fire. I chose neither and carried it to a folding table someone had left near the stairs. The box was taped shut, but the tape was old and peeling. I pulled it open. Inside: - A stuffed rabbit with one ear, which I'd named Doctor Bun Bun because I'd had a weird sense of humor even as a child.

      - Three drawings I'd made in art therapy, all of which featured houses with too many windows and not enough doors.

      - A journal I'd kept for exactly two weeks before deciding feelings were a scam.

      - A disposable camera I didn't remember owning.

      - A small velvet pouch.

      I opened the pouch. Inside was a bracelet. Silver. Delicate. With a tiny charm shaped like a bird. I stared at it. I didn't recognize it. I should have. It had been in my box. But I had no memory of ever owning a bracelet like this, and I was the kind of person who remembered everything, especially the things I wanted to forget. I turned it over. Engraved on the back of the charm, in letters so small I had to squint: M. My chest tightened. Not asthma this time. Something worse. Marisol. Marisol Vega. Nico's sister. The girl who'd been my friend, my protector, my favorite person in this entire terrible building. The girl who'd disappeared when I was thirteen. The girl they said ran away. The girl no one ever found. I hadn't thought about Marisol in years.

      That was a lie. I thought about her every time I saw a missing-person poster, every time someone said a teenage girl was troubled, every time I wondered if the people in charge were lying.

      I closed my hand around the bracelet. My phone buzzed. I pulled it out, expecting Jessa. It wasn't Jessa. It was a notification from a dating app I didn't remember downloading. WRONG SWIPE: You've been matched! The profile picture was a man in a black suit. No face. Just shoulders, a jawline that could cut glass, and hands that looked like they knew exactly how to break someone. Or hold them. I should have deleted it. I should have closed the app, thrown my phone into the nearest dumpster, and gone back to my regularly scheduled program of avoidance and poor decisions. Instead, I clicked. The profile loaded. No name. No bio. Just one line: One night. No questions. No past. I stared at it. My lungs were still angry. My hands were shaking. The bracelet was cold against my palm. And somewhere in the part of my brain that made terrible choices, a voice whispered: One night. No past. No feelings.

      Just you and a stranger who doesn't know you're broken. I looked back at the box. At the drawings of houses with too many windows. At the bracelet that shouldn't have been there. At the disposable camera I didn't remember. At seven years of my life that someone had packed away and forgotten. Then I looked at my phone. At the app. At the man with no face and dangerous hands. I should have walked away. I didn't. I typed:

      Me: One night?

      The reply came immediately.

      Him: One night.

      Me: No past?

      Him: No past.

      Me: No feelings?

      There was a pause. Then:

      Him: No promises.

      I laughed. It sounded slightly unhinged, even to me. Then I shoved the bracelet in my pocket, closed the box, and walked out of Vale House for what I told myself was the last time. I was halfway to my car when my phone buzzed again. WRONG SWIPE: Your match has suggested a location. I opened it. The address was for a private lounge downtown. Upscale. Discreet. The kind of place where people went when they wanted to be seen but not recognized.

      Him: Tonight. 8pm. I'll be wearing black.

      Me: Everyone wears black

      Him: Then you'll have to look harder.

      I should have said no. I should have gone back to Jessa's, eaten my feelings, and let her set me up with someone safe and boring and utterly forgettable. But I didn't want safe. I didn't want boring. I wanted one night where I wasn't Talia Reed, the fat girl with bad lungs and a box full of someone else's memories. I wanted one night where I was just a woman in a dress with a stranger who didn't know my name. So I typed:

      Me: See you at 8.

      Then I drove back to Jessa's apartment, raided her closet, put on a dress that made me feel like I could ruin someone's life in the best way, and tried very hard not to think about the fact that the last time I'd felt this reckless, I'd been seventeen years old and in love with a boy who'd looked at me like I was something worth protecting. A boy named Nico Vega. A boy I'd left behind. A boy I'd spent years trying to forget. My phone buzzed one last time. I looked down. The app had updated the match profile. The faceless man in the black suit now had a single detail added: A tattoo on his wrist. A small, black bird. My heart stopped. No. It couldn't be. It wasn't possible. But I knew that tattoo. I'd seen it before. On the wrist of the boy who'd taught me how to throw a punch, how to breathe through panic, and how to survive a place like Vale House. The boy who'd gotten that tattoo the year his sister disappeared.

      The boy who'd never let anyone close enough to hurt him again. I stared at my phone. At the bird. At the impossible, ridiculous, catastrophic coincidence the universe had just dropped in my lap like a bomb with a bow on it. Then I laughed. Because of course. Of course the one reckless night I tried to have would match me with the one man I'd spent a decade trying not to want. Of course the app would fail me this spectacularly. Of course Nico Vega would be waiting for me at 8pm in a private lounge, wearing black, with no idea I was about to walk through that door and ruin both our lives. I looked at the bracelet in my hand. At the bird charm. At Marisol's initial. Then I looked at the app. At Nico's tattoo. At the match I should delete. One night, I told myself. No past. No feelings. Just you and the man you've wanted since you were fifteen years old and didn't know better. I put the bracelet in my bag.

      I finished my makeup. And I told myself this was fine. This was absolutely, completely, catastrophically fine. It was not fine. It was the beginning of the best and worst decision I would ever make. But I didn't know that yet. All I knew was that in four hours, I was going to walk into a room and come face-to-face with the bodyguard I couldn't have. And I was going to have him anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          THE MATCH HE SHOULD DELETE

          NICO

        

      

    

    
      I was standing in a private security office, bleeding from a split knuckle after removing a drunk client from a charity event, when my phone buzzed with a dating app notification I had no memory of authorizing. WRONG SWIPE: Talia Reed liked you. I stared at the screen. Then I looked at Roman, who was leaning against the doorframe with the expression of a man who had just committed a felony and was very pleased about it.

      “No,” I said.

      “You don't even know what I did yet,” Roman said.

      “You made me a dating profile.”

      “I made you a chance at human connection.” He smiled. “You're welcome.”

      I looked back at my phone. At her name. Talia Reed. The name I had spent twelve years trying not to think about, trying not to search for, trying not to wonder if she was safe, happy, breathing easily, living somewhere far away from men like me.

      “Delete it,” I said.

      “No.”

      “Roman.”

      “Nico.” He crossed his arms. “You have spent the last decade working yourself into an early grave protecting rich men who don't deserve protection while refusing to admit you're in love with a woman you haven't seen since she aged out of the system.”

      “I'm not in love with her.”

      “You got a tattoo of a bird because she used to call Marisol little bird and you wanted to remember someone who made your sister smile.”

      I said nothing. Because he was right. And I hated him for it.

      “One date,” Roman said. “One night. What's the worst that could happen?”

      I could think of several things. I could want her more than I already did. I could touch her and ruin the one good memory I had left from that place. I could fail to protect her the way I'd failed to protect Marisol. I could become the kind of man who took things he had no right to take.

      “She's not in the city,” I said. “She left years ago.”

      “Check the profile location.”

      I didn't want to. I checked anyway. Current location: Downtown. Available tonight. My chest tightened. Talia was here. In the city. Close enough to find. Close enough to ruin.

      “Delete the match,” I said again.

      Roman raised an eyebrow. “You know I can see your screen from here, right? You've been staring at her profile picture for ninety seconds like a man who's about to make a very bad decision and enjoy it.”

      “I'm not going to⁠—”

      My phone buzzed again. WRONG SWIPE: Talia Reed sent you a message. I opened it before I could stop myself.

      Talia: One night?

      I should have closed the app. I should have thrown my phone into the river, resigned from my job, moved to a different country, and started a new life as someone who didn't know what Talia Reed's smile looked like when she was trying not to cry. Instead, I typed:

      Me: One night.

      Talia: No past?

      Me: No past.

      Talia: No feelings?

      I stared at that question. No feelings was a lie. I'd had feelings for Talia Reed since I was seventeen years old and she'd punched a boy who'd called her fat, then immediately needed her inhaler, then told me to stop looking at her like she was broken. I'd had feelings when she left Vale House and didn't look back. I'd had feelings every time I saw a woman with dark hair and a sharp mouth and realized it wasn't her. I'd had feelings when I got the tattoo, when I took jobs I hated, when I stayed in this city because leaving felt like admitting she was never coming back. But I couldn't say that. So I said:

      Me: No promises.

      Her reply came fast.

      Talia: See you at 8.

      I looked up. Roman was grinning like he'd just won a prize for ruining my life.

      “I'm going to kill you,” I said.

      “You're going to thank me,” he corrected. “Right after you panic, overthink it, and show up anyway because you're incapable of staying away from that woman.”

      He wasn't wrong. I hated that he wasn't wrong. I looked back at my phone. At the message thread that shouldn't exist. At the date I should cancel. At the woman I had no right to want. Then I sent her an address. Six hours later, I was standing outside the private lounge I'd suggested, wearing black, bleeding control from every deliberate breath, and wondering if it was too late to fake my own death. It was not too late. It was absolutely not too late. I could leave. I could message her. I could say something came up, which wasn't even a lie, because what had come up was my sanity briefly returning to remind me this was a catastrophically bad idea. My phone buzzed.

      Roman: If you leave I'm firing you

      Me: You don't employ me

      Roman: Emotional employment. You're fleeing the scene of your own happiness. Stay.

      Me: I'm blocking you

      Roman: Stay. Let yourself have one good thing. She liked you. She messaged you. She said yes. Stop punishing yourself for things that weren't your fault.

      I stared at that message. Things that weren't your fault. Marisol's disappearance. The bruises I hadn't stopped. The system that had failed all of us. The night I'd let Talia leave without telling her I wanted her to stay. I shoved my phone in my pocket. Then I walked inside. The lounge was exactly what I'd expected: low lighting, private booths, music soft enough to talk over, and enough shadows to disappear into if you wanted to. I didn't want to disappear. I wanted to see her before she saw me. I wanted one moment where I could look at Talia Reed without her knowing, without having to control my face, without pretending I hadn't thought about her every day for twelve years. So I waited near the bar. And then she walked in. Every thought I'd ever had stopped. She was wearing green. Dark green, the kind that looked black until the light hit it, in a dress that wrapped around her body like it had been designed specifically to destroy me. It clung to her hips, her waist, her thighs—the body I had wanted to touch since before I'd had the words for wanting. Her hair was down, dark and loose around her shoulders. Her mouth was painted red.

      She looked like a woman who'd walked into this place to ruin someone. I wanted to be ruined. She scanned the room. I should have moved. I should have stepped forward, said something, made this easier for both of us. I didn't. I watched her. She was nervous. I could see it in the way she touched her bag, the way she took a breath that was slightly too shallow, the way her fingers brushed her side like she was checking for her inhaler. Old instinct. She'd done that at Vale House, too. Every time she was anxious, every time the air was wrong, every time someone said something cruel and she had to decide whether to fight or flee. She always fought. Even when it cost her. Especially then. Her gaze landed on me. She stopped walking. For three seconds, neither of us moved. Then she smiled. Not the bright, sharp smile she used to wield like a weapon. This smile was smaller. Softer. The kind of smile that said oh no and of course and I should leave but I won't.

      I knew that smile. I'd seen it once before, the night before she'd aged out of the system, when I'd found her sitting on the fire escape and she'd looked at me like she wanted to ask me to come with her but knew better. She walked toward me. Every step felt like a countdown. When she stopped in front of me, close enough that I could smell her perfume—something warm and sweet that made me want to put my mouth on her neck—she tilted her head and said:

      “You catfished me with shoulders.”

      Her voice. I had forgotten what her voice did to me. Low and warm and just rough enough to make me think about things I had no business thinking about in public.

      “I didn't know you'd actually show,” I said.

      “Liar.” She looked me up and down, slow and deliberate, like she was cataloging every difference between the boy I'd been and the man I was now. “You knew exactly what you were doing when you sent me this address.”

      “And you came anyway.”

      “I did.” She smiled again, sharper this time. “So now what, Nico Vega? You going to buy me a drink and pretend we're strangers, or are we going to skip to the part where you tell me this was a terrible idea?”

      “It's a terrible idea,” I said.

      “Good.” She stepped closer. Close enough that I could see the pulse in her throat. Close enough that if I moved one inch, I'd be touching her. “I like terrible ideas. They're more honest than good ones.”

      I should have stepped back. I should have put distance between us before I did something I couldn't take back. Instead, I said, “You're staying in the city?”

      “Just tonight.” Her eyes were dark, unreadable. “I came back to pick up some things from Vale House. I'm leaving tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow,” she confirmed. “So if you're going to tell me we shouldn't do this, now's the time.”

      She was giving me an out. She was standing there in a green dress that made me forget my own name, offering me an escape, and all I had to do was take it. I didn't take it.

      “I reserved a table,” I said.

      Her smile turned devastating.

      “Then let's see if you're as good at conversation as you are at looking like you're about to commit a felony.”

      The table was in the back corner. Private. Quiet. Three exits, two cameras, and one waiter who looked competent enough not to interrupt unless necessary. I'd chosen it carefully. Talia noticed.

      “Are you on a date with me or the exits?” she asked as she slid into the booth.

      “The exits are less dangerous,” I said.

      She laughed. The sound hit me like a fist to the chest. I had forgotten how she laughed. Full and bright and entirely without shame, like she refused to apologize for taking up space even when the world told her she should.

      “You haven't changed,” she said.

      “Neither have you.”

      “Liar.” She leaned back, studying me. “You got taller. Broader. More—” She gestured vaguely at my face. “—aggressively handsome. It's very rude.”

      “Aggressively handsome.”

      “It's a complaint.”

      “Noted.”

      The waiter appeared. Talia ordered wine. I ordered water. She raised an eyebrow. “You don't drink?”

      “Not when I'm working.”

      “You're working right now?”

      “I'm always working.”

      She tilted her head. “Is that what this is? Work?”

      “No.”

      “Then drink, Nico. I'm not going to sit here and get tipsy alone while you brood at me with water.”

      I ordered whiskey. She smiled like she'd won something. When the waiter left, she said, “So. Twelve years. You going to tell me what you've been doing, or are we pretending the past doesn't exist?”

      “We said no past.”

      “We also said no feelings, and you've been looking at me like you have several.”

      She wasn't wrong. I had feelings. I had enough feelings to fill the space between every word I wasn't saying.

      “I work private security,” I said.

      “Bodyguard?”

      “Close enough.”

      “For who?”

      “People who need protecting.”

      “From what?”

      “Themselves, mostly.”

      She laughed again. “That sounds like hell.”

      “It pays well.”

      “And that's enough?”

      No. It wasn't enough. It had never been enough. But I didn't say that. Instead, I said, “What about you?”

      “I work remote. Tech writing. Boring but stable.” She took a sip of her wine. “I moved to Charlotte after I aged out. Stayed there ever since.”

      “You like it?”

      “It's fine.” She said it too quickly. “It's far enough away that I don't have to think about this place.”

      “But you came back.”

      “I came back for a box.” Her voice shifted, just slightly. Enough that I heard the edge underneath. “Vale House is being demolished. They told former residents to pick up whatever was left in storage or lose it.”

      I knew. I'd gotten the same notice. I hadn't gone.

      “You went inside?” I asked.

      “Basement storage. Twenty-minute time limit. Very efficient emotional devastation.”

      “Talia—”

      “Don't.” She held up a hand. “We said no past, remember? I didn't come here to talk about that place. I came here because a dating app matched me with a faceless man in a suit, and I thought—” She stopped. Looked at me. “I thought it would be easier if it was a stranger.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I'm sitting across from you, and it's not easier.” She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. “But I'm still here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I spent twelve years wondering what you looked like when you weren't trying to save someone.” She leaned forward. “So show me, Nico. One night. No past. No saving. Just you and me and whatever this is.”

      I looked at her. At the woman she'd become. At the girl I'd wanted to protect. At the person who'd never needed protection as much as she'd needed someone to see her as more than her lungs, her body, her history. I'd failed her once. I wouldn't fail her again.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Okay?”

      “One night,” I said. “No past.”

      She smiled. And for the first time in twelve years, I let myself believe I could have something good without destroying it. We talked. Not about Vale House. Not about Marisol. Not about the years between then and now. We talked about nothing. Her terrible apartment. My worse clients. The dating app's aggressive notifications. The fact that she'd named her inhaler.

      “You named your inhaler,” I said.

      “His name is Charles. He's judgmental but reliable.”

      “You're ridiculous.”

      “You're smiling.”

      I was. I hadn't realized. She noticed everything. The waiter brought food. Talia ate without hesitation, without apology, and I watched her the way I'd watched exits and threats my entire adult life—carefully, constantly, cataloging every detail. The way she tilted her head when she was thinking. The way she smiled when she was about to say something sharp. The way she touched her ribs absently, like she was checking her breathing without wanting to draw attention to it. I noticed. I always noticed. Halfway through the meal, she paused. Took a slow breath. Reached for her bag. I had her inhaler in my hand before she did. She froze. I set it on the table between us.

      “How did you—” She stopped. Stared at me. “You went through my bag?”

      “No.”

      “Then how⁠—”

      “You keep it in the side pocket. You've been touching that spot every fifteen minutes. Your breathing changed three minutes ago. Not enough for panic. Enough for precaution.”

      She blinked. Then she laughed. Soft. Surprised.

      “You're insane,” she said.

      “I pay attention.”

      “To exits and threats.”

      “To you.”

      The air between us changed. She picked up the inhaler. Used it. Two puffs, practiced and efficient. Then she set it down and looked at me like she was seeing me for the first time.

      “You can't do that,” she said.

      “Do what?”

      “Pay attention like that and then expect me to keep my hands to myself.”

      My pulse kicked.

      “Talia—”

      “One night, Nico.” She leaned forward. Close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in her dark eyes. “No past. No promises. Just this.”

      I should have said no. I should have paid the bill, walked her to her car, and let her leave the way I'd let her leave twelve years ago. But I didn't want to. I wanted her. I had always wanted her. And for once—just once—I was going to let myself take something I wasn't supposed to have.

      “My place,” I said. “It's close.”

      Her smile was pure devastation.

      “Then let's go.”

      We didn't talk in the car. I drove. She sat in the passenger seat, her hand on the door handle, her breathing steady, her perfume filling the space between us like a promise I was about to break. When I pulled into the parking garage beneath my building, she said:

      “If you have a murder board in your apartment, I'm leaving.”

      “No murder board.”

      “Weapons?”

      “Some.”

      “How many is some?”

      “Enough.”

      She laughed. “This is either the best or worst decision I've ever made.”

      “Which one?”

      She looked at me.

      “I'll let you know in the morning.”

      We took the elevator to the eighth floor. I unlocked my door. She walked inside. And stopped.

      “Nico.”

      “What?”

      “You have an air purifier.”

      I did. Three of them.

      “I like clean air,” I said.

      “You have unscented everything.”

      “I don't like strong smells.”

      “You have a backup inhaler on the counter.”

      Shit. She turned to look at me. Her expression was unreadable.

      “How long have you been planning this?” she asked.

      “I wasn't⁠—”

      “You removed every trigger.” Her voice was soft. Too soft. “You prepared for me.”

      I said nothing. Because she was right. The moment I'd seen her name on that app, I'd gone through my apartment and removed everything I knew could hurt her. Candles. Cologne. Cleaning products. Anything with fragrance, smoke, or particulates. I'd told myself it was precaution. It wasn't. It was hope.

      “Nico.” She stepped closer. Put her hand on my chest. “You can't do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Care this much and then pretend it's nothing.”

      “It's not nothing.”

      “Then what is it?”

      I looked down at her. At the woman I'd wanted for half my life. At the person I'd failed to protect. At the chance I didn't deserve.

      “It's everything,” I said.

      Then I kissed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          WORST DATE, BEST SHOULDERS

          TALIA

        

      

    

    
      I was standing outside a private lounge where my anonymous dating app match had told me to meet him, actively regretting my dress, my lipstick, my lungs, and every life choice that had led to this moment of spectacular emotional stupidity. The dress was Jessa's. The lipstick was overconfidence in a tube. The lungs were mine, unfortunately, and they had opinions about the cold air, my anxiety, and the fact that I was about to walk into a room and pretend I didn't know exactly who was waiting for me. Because I knew. I'd known the moment I saw the tattoo on his wrist in that app photo. The small black bird. The one Nico Vega had gotten the summer after Marisol disappeared, when he was eighteen and angry and looking for a way to make permanent the grief he couldn't speak out loud. I'd been there when he'd gotten it. I'd held his other hand while the artist worked, because Nico Vega—the boy who'd taken punches without flinching, who'd stood between me and every cruel thing Vale House had to offer—had been afraid of needles.

      He'd never told anyone that. Just me. And now, twelve years later, the universe had decided to match us on a dating app designed for people who wanted one reckless night with a beautiful stranger. Except Nico Vega wasn't a stranger. He was the first boy I'd ever wanted. The first person who'd looked at me like I was more than my medical file. The first man I'd taught myself to stop thinking about because wanting him felt like wanting something that would never be mine. I should leave. I should get back in my car, drive to Jessa's, eat my feelings, and let her mock me for the next decade about the time I almost hooked up with my childhood crush via accidental app match. My phone buzzed.

      Jessa: Tell me you're inside

      Jessa: Tell me you're drinking something expensive

      Jessa: Tell me you're about to make TERRIBLE decisions with a man who has EXCELLENT bone structure

      Me: I'm outside

      Me: I haven't gone in yet

      Jessa: TALIA MARIE REED

      Jessa: You are NOT allowed to run

      Jessa: You came back to this city for ONE NIGHT

      Jessa: You are GOING INSIDE

      Jessa: You are going to flirt with that man until he forgets his own name

      Jessa: And then you are going to come back here and tell me EVERYTHING

      Me: What if it's a bad idea

      Jessa: It's definitely a bad idea

      Jessa: DO IT ANYWAY

      I looked up at the building. Expensive. Discreet. The kind of place where people went when they wanted privacy, dim lighting, and plausible deniability. I could do this. I could walk in there, pretend I didn't know who he was, and have one night where I wasn't the girl who'd left, the woman who'd spent twelve years building a life far enough away that I didn't have to remember what it felt like to want someone I couldn't have. I could be reckless. I could be wanted. I could let myself have something good for once without overthinking it into oblivion. I was absolutely overthinking it into oblivion. I had already named the oblivion and given it a detailed financial plan.

      I took a breath—shallow, careful, the kind that didn't trigger my lungs into filing a formal complaint—and walked inside. The lounge was exactly what I'd expected. Low lighting. Soft music. Private booths designed for people who wanted to be seen together but not observed too closely. The kind of place where you could have a conversation, a drink, or a spectacularly bad decision, and no one would interrupt unless you asked them to. I scanned the room. And then I saw him. Nico Vega. Standing near the bar like he'd been designed specifically to ruin my life in the best and worst possible way. He was taller than I remembered. Broader. He'd always been built like someone who knew how to use his body as a weapon, but now he looked like he'd spent the last twelve years turning that knowledge into a profession. Dark suit. Dark hair. Dark eyes that tracked movement the way predators tracked prey.

      He looked like danger. He looked like safety. He looked like every fantasy I'd had and every fear I'd buried, wrapped up in expensive fabric and a jawline that could cut glass. And he was looking right at me. For three seconds, neither of us moved. I should say something. I should walk over there, make a joke, do the thing I always did when I was terrified—turn fear into comedy and hope no one noticed I was bleeding underneath the punchline. But I couldn't. Because Nico Vega was looking at me like I was the only person in the room. Like he'd been waiting for me. Like twelve years hadn't passed and I hadn't left and we weren't two people who'd survived the same terrible place and walked away without saying the things we should have said. I smiled. Not the big, bright smile I used to disarm people. The small one. The real one. The one that said I know this is a terrible idea and I'm doing it anyway.

      Then I walked toward him. Every step felt like a countdown to something I couldn't take back. When I stopped in front of him—close enough to smell whatever cologne he was wearing, something clean and sharp and unfair—I tilted my head and said:

      “You catfished me with shoulders.”

      His mouth didn't move. But his eyes did something that made my stomach flip.

      “I didn't know you'd actually show,” he said.

      His voice. Deep. Rough. The kind of voice that sounded like it didn't get used for anything soft very often. I had forgotten what his voice did to me.

      That was a lie.

      I hadn't forgotten anything about Nico Vega.

      I'd just gotten very good at pretending I had.

      “Liar,” I said. “You knew exactly what you were doing when you sent me this address.”

      “And you came anyway.”

      “I did.” I looked him up and down, slow and deliberate, cataloging every difference between the boy I'd known and the man standing in front of me. Broader chest. Sharper jaw. Hands that looked like they knew exactly how to break someone. Or hold them. “So now what, Nico Vega? You going to buy me a drink and pretend we're strangers, or are we going to skip to the part where you tell me this was a terrible idea?”

      “It's a terrible idea,” he said.

      “Good.” I stepped closer. Close enough that if he moved one inch, he'd be touching me. “I like terrible ideas. They're more honest than good ones.”

      Something shifted in his expression. Not a smile. Nico Vega didn't smile easily. But something that looked like he was considering it.

      “You're staying in the city?” he asked.

      “Just tonight. I came back to pick up some things from Vale House. I'm leaving tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow,” I confirmed. “So if you're going to tell me we shouldn't do this, now's the time.”

      I was giving him an out. I was standing there in a borrowed dress that made me feel like I could ruin someone's life, offering him an escape, and all he had to do was take it. He didn't take it.

      “I reserved a table,” he said.

      I smiled. The kind of smile that felt dangerous.

      “Then let's see if you're as good at conversation as you are at looking like you're about to commit a felony.”

      The table was in the back corner. Private. Quiet. Perfectly positioned so that Nico could see the entire room, both exits, and probably the kitchen staff's emotional state. I slid into the booth. He sat across from me. And I realized, with the kind of clarity that felt like a punch to the chest, that I had no idea what to say to him. Twelve years. Twelve years of distance, silence, and the kind of unfinished business that didn't fit into small talk.

      “Are you on a date with me or the exits?” I asked.

      “The exits are less dangerous,” he said.

      I laughed. I couldn't help it. Because that was so perfectly Nico—the boy who'd learned to assess threats before he'd learned to trust people, who'd spent his entire childhood looking for escape routes and had turned it into a career.

      “You haven't changed,” I said.

      “Neither have you.”

      “Liar.” I leaned back, studying him. “You got taller. Broader. More—” I gestured vaguely at his face. “—aggressively handsome. It's very rude.”

      “Aggressively handsome.”

      “It's a complaint.”

      “Noted.”

      The waiter appeared. I ordered wine because I needed something to do with my hands. Nico ordered water. I raised an eyebrow. “You don't drink?”

      “Not when I'm working.”

      “You're working right now?”

      “I'm always working.”

      Of course he was. Nico Vega had probably been born working, cataloging threats, memorizing exits, and refusing to let himself want anything that might make him vulnerable.

      “Is that what this is?” I asked. “Work?”

      “No.”

      “Then drink, Nico. I'm not going to sit here and get tipsy alone while you brood at me with water.”

      He ordered whiskey. I smiled like I'd won something. When the waiter left, I said, “So. Twelve years. You going to tell me what you've been doing, or are we pretending the past doesn't exist?”

      “We said no past.”

      “We also said no feelings, and you've been looking at me like you have several.”

      His jaw tightened. Just slightly. Just enough that I knew I was right.

      “I work private security,” he said.

      “Bodyguard?”

      “Close enough.”

      “For who?”

      “People who need protecting.”

      “From what?”

      “Themselves, mostly.”

      I laughed. “That sounds like hell.”

      “It pays well.”

      “And that's enough?”

      He didn't answer. Which was an answer.

      “What about you?” he asked.

      “I work remote. Tech writing. Boring but stable.” I took a sip of wine. “I moved to Charlotte after I aged out. Stayed there ever since.”

      “You like it?”

      “It's fine.”

      I said it too quickly. He noticed. Of course he noticed. Nico Vega noticed everything.

      “But you came back,” he said.

      “I came back for a box.” I heard my voice shift. Sharper. Thinner. The voice I used when I was trying very hard not to feel something. “Vale House is being demolished. They told former residents to pick up whatever was left in storage or lose it.”

      His expression didn't change. But something in his eyes did.

      “You went inside?” he asked.

      “Basement storage. Twenty-minute time limit. Very efficient emotional devastation.” I smiled. It felt like a performance. “But I got my box. So that's done.”

      “Talia—”

      “Don't.” I held up a hand. “We said no past, remember? I didn't come here to talk about that place. I came here because a dating app matched me with a faceless man in a suit, and I thought—” I stopped. Looked at him. Really looked at him. “I thought it would be easier if it was a stranger.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I'm sitting across from you, and it's not easier.” I leaned forward. “But I'm still here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I spent twelve years wondering what you looked like when you weren't trying to save someone.” I held his gaze. “So show me, Nico. One night. No past. No saving. Just you and me and whatever this is.”

      For a long moment, he didn't say anything. He just looked at me. Like he was memorizing me. Like he was afraid I'd disappear if he looked away.

      “Okay,” he said finally.

      “Okay?”

      “One night,” he said. “No past.”

      I smiled. And for the first time since I'd walked into this place, I let myself believe this might actually happen. We talked. Not about Vale House. Not about Marisol. Not about the years we'd spent apart or the reasons we'd never kept in touch. We talked about small things. My terrible apartment with the shower that only produced two temperatures: hypothermia and lava. His worse clients, including a tech billionaire who'd hired him to protect him from his own fans and then got mad when Nico wouldn't let him crowd-surf at a charity gala. The dating app's aggressive notifications, which kept asking if I was still looking even though I was literally on a date the app had arranged.

      “I named my inhaler,” I said.

      He looked at me like I'd just announced I was fluent in dolphin.

      “You named your inhaler,” he repeated.

      “His name is Charles. He's judgmental but reliable.”

      “You're ridiculous.”

      “You're smiling.”

      He was. Just barely. But it was there. A small, almost-invisible curve at the corner of his mouth that made him look like the boy I remembered—the one who'd smiled so rarely that when he did, it felt like winning something. The waiter brought food. I ate without hesitation, without apology, without doing the thing I'd been trained to do by years of bad dates and worse doctors—make myself smaller, eat less, apologize for taking up space. I was done apologizing. And Nico— Nico watched me like I was the most fascinating thing he'd ever seen. Not in a creepy way. In a way that made me feel seen. Halfway through the meal, I felt it. The tightness in my chest. The slight pull in my breathing. Not bad. Not panic-level. Just my lungs reminding me they had opinions about cold air, stress, and the fact that I'd been breathing manually for the last twenty minutes because I was too aware of Nico's eyes on me.

      I reached for my bag. And then Nico's hand was on the table between us, holding my inhaler. I froze.

      “How did you—” I stopped. Stared at him. “You went through my bag?”

      “No.”

      “Then how⁠—”

      “You keep it in the side pocket. You've been touching that spot every fifteen minutes. Your breathing changed three minutes ago. Not enough for panic. Enough for precaution.”

      I blinked. Then I laughed. Soft. Surprised. A little bit helpless.

      “You're insane,” I said.

      “I pay attention.”

      “To exits and threats.”

      “To you.”

      The air between us changed. Shifted. Became something I didn't have a name for. I picked up the inhaler. Used it. Two puffs, practiced and efficient, the routine I'd been doing since I was eight years old. Then I set it down and looked at him. Really looked at him. At the man who'd just handed me my medication before I'd asked for it. Who'd noticed my breathing when I'd been trying to hide it. Who'd been watching me the way he watched threats—carefully, constantly, like I was something worth protecting.

      “You can't do that,” I said.

      “Do what?”

      “Pay attention like that and then expect me to keep my hands to myself.”

      His eyes darkened. Just slightly. Just enough.

      “Talia—”

      “One night, Nico.” I leaned forward. Close enough that I could see the pulse in his throat. Close enough that if I wanted to, I could close the distance between us and find out if he tasted the way I remembered. “No past. No promises. Just this.”

      For a moment, he didn't move. Didn't speak. Just looked at me like he was weighing every possible consequence and deciding whether I was worth the risk. Then he said, voice low and rough:

      “My place. It's close.”

      My heart kicked against my ribs.

      “Then let's go.”

      He paid the bill. I didn't argue. We walked to his car in silence, the kind of silence that felt like a held breath, like we were both afraid that if we spoke, we'd break whatever fragile agreement we'd just made. His car was exactly what I expected. Black. Clean. Expensive in a way that said I have money but I don't care if you know it. He opened my door. I slid inside. And then we were driving through the city, and I was trying very hard not to think about the fact that I was about to sleep with Nico Vega. The boy I'd wanted when I was too young to know what wanting meant. The man I'd taught myself to forget. The person I'd come back to this city to avoid.

      “If you have a murder board in your apartment, I'm leaving,” I said.

      His mouth twitched. “No murder board.”

      “Weapons?”

      “Some.”

      “How many is some?”

      “Enough.”

      I laughed. “This is either the best or worst decision I've ever made.”

      “Which one?”

      I looked at him. At his profile in the dim light. At the man who'd removed every scented product from his apartment because he'd known I was coming.

      “I'll let you know in the morning,” I said.

      His apartment was on the eighth floor of a building that looked like it catered to people who valued security, privacy, and not having to interact with their neighbors. He unlocked the door. I walked inside. And stopped.

      “Nico.”

      “What?”

      “You have an air purifier.”

      I did a slow turn. Three air purifiers. Unscented laundry detergent on the counter. No candles. No cologne bottles. No air fresheners. And on the kitchen counter, next to his keys: A backup inhaler. The same brand as mine. I turned to look at him. He was standing in the doorway, watching me with an expression I couldn't read.

      “How long have you been planning this?” I asked.

      “I wasn't⁠—”

      “You removed every trigger.” My voice came out softer than I meant it to. “You prepared for me.”

      He said nothing. But I could see it in his face. The truth he wasn't saying. He'd known I might say yes. And he'd prepared. Not because he was trying to control me. But because he wanted me to be safe.

      “Nico.” I stepped closer. Put my hand on his chest. Felt his heart beating too fast under my palm. “You can't do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Care this much and then pretend it's nothing.”

      “It's not nothing.”

      “Then what is it?”

      He looked down at me. And I saw it. All of it. Twelve years of wanting. Twelve years of staying away. Twelve years of believing he didn't deserve this.

      “It's everything,” he said.

      Then he kissed me. And I forgot every reason I'd ever had for leaving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          RULES ARE FOREPLAY

          NICO

        

      

    

    
      I was trying not to stare at Talia's mouth while she ate dessert across from me and systematically destroyed my self-control with commentary about my “bodyguard funeral wardrobe.”

      “I'm just saying,” she said, pointing her fork at me in a way that should not have been attractive but absolutely was, “you dress like you're perpetually attending a very elegant assassination. All black. All the time. Do you own anything that isn't the color of brooding?”

      “I own gray,” I said.

      “Gray is just brooding's emotionally distant cousin.”

      “I'm not brooding.”

      “You're always brooding. You brooded through appetizers. You brooded through the entrée. You're currently brooding at my tiramisu.”

      “I'm not brooding at your tiramisu.”

      “Then what are you doing?”

      Memorizing the way you look when you're happy. Cataloging the sound of your laugh. Trying to figure out how to keep you here past tomorrow without sounding like a man who's been half in love with you since he was seventeen years old.

      “Thinking,” I said.

      “About?”

      “Exit routes.”

      She laughed. “Of course you are. Let me guess—you've already identified three ways out of this restaurant, assessed which patrons are potential threats, and decided exactly how you'd evacuate me if someone walked in with a weapon.” She wasn't wrong. Two exits, not three. The kitchen door was blocked by wait staff and would slow us down by four seconds. The man at the bar had been nursing the same drink for forty minutes and kept checking his phone with the kind of anxiety that suggested he was waiting for someone, not planning violence. The couple three tables over were on a first date that was going badly enough that they wouldn't notice if the building caught fire. And Talia— Talia was wearing a dress that had been designed specifically to make me forget every tactical principle I'd ever learned.

      “You're doing it right now,” she said.

      “Doing what?”

      “Scanning the room. You just looked at every exit, assessed that man at the bar, and came back to me.” She tilted her head. “Are you on a date with me or conducting a security assessment?”

      “Both.”

      “That's very romantic.”

      “You're the one who asked.”

      “I'm starting to think you don't know how to turn it off.”

      She was right. I didn't. I'd been assessing threats since I was eight years old and learned that survival meant noticing things before they noticed you. Foster care had taught me to watch hands, voices, doors. The military had refined it. Private security had made it profitable. But watching Talia wasn't about threat assessment. It was about something else entirely.

      “Your breathing changed,” I said.

      She paused, fork halfway to her mouth. “What?”

      “Thirty seconds ago. You took a shallow breath. Then corrected it.”

      “I—” She set down her fork. Stared at me. “You're tracking my breathing?”

      “I'm always tracking your breathing.”

      “That's—” She stopped. Laughed. “I can't decide if that's incredibly sweet or deeply unhinged.”

      “Both.”

      “You're doing the honesty thing again.”

      “You said you liked honesty.”

      “I do. I'm just not used to it from men who look like they could kill someone with a dinner fork.”

      “I couldn't kill someone with a dinner fork.”

      “Liar.”

      “I'd need a steak knife minimum.”

      She laughed again, and the sound did something to my chest that had nothing to do with tactical assessment and everything to do with the fact that I'd spent twelve years wondering if I'd ever hear that laugh again. The waiter appeared with more wine. Talia accepted. I watched the man's hands as he poured—steady, professional, no tremor, no hesitation—then dismissed him as a threat and went back to watching Talia. She noticed. Of course she noticed.

      “You just assessed the waiter,” she said.

      “Habit.”

      “He's sixty years old and looks like someone's grandfather.”

      “Grandfathers can be threats.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “I'm just saying⁠—”

      “You're paranoid.”

      “I'm careful.”

      “You're sitting in a five-star restaurant treating the wait staff like potential assassins.”

      “They have access to knives and your food.”

      She stared at me. Then she started laughing so hard she had to put down her wine glass.

      “You're serious,” she said.

      “Completely.”

      “You actually—” She stopped. Wiped her eyes. “You actually just said that with a straight face.”

      “It's a legitimate concern.”

      “It's insane.”

      “It's risk management.”

      “It's you being unable to relax for thirty consecutive seconds.”

      She wasn't wrong. I'd been tense since the moment she'd walked into the lounge wearing that dress and smiling like she'd decided to ruin my life on purpose. No. That was a lie. I'd been tense since I'd seen her name on that app. Since I'd realized she was in the city. Since I'd understood that twelve years of distance hadn't changed the fact that Talia Reed could walk into a room and make me forget every reason I'd stayed away.

      “You're doing it again,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Brooding.”

      “I'm not⁠—”

      “Your jaw just tightened. Your shoulders went up. You looked at me like I'm a problem you're trying to solve.” She leaned forward. “I'm not a problem, Nico.”

      “I know.”

      “Then stop treating me like one.”

      “I'm not treating you like a problem.”

      “Then what am I?”

      Everything I want and nothing I deserve.

      “Complicated,” I said.

      “Complicated.”

      “Yes.”

      “That's your answer? I'm complicated?”

      “You asked.”

      “I asked what I am, not for a risk assessment.”

      “Same thing.”

      She sat back. Studied me with those dark eyes that saw too much. “You know what I think?”

      “What?”

      “I think you're scared.”

      My pulse kicked. Just once. Just enough.

      “I'm not scared,” I said.

      “Liar.” She smiled. “You've been scared since I walked in. You're scared right now. You're sitting there in your tactical funeral suit, cataloging exits and wait staff, because you don't know what to do with me.”

      “Talia—”

      “You want me,” she said. Simple. Direct. Devastating. “But you don't know how to want me without turning it into a security protocol.”

      She was right. She was absolutely right. I'd spent the last two hours trying to figure out how to keep her safe, keep her comfortable, keep her here—and I'd been doing it the only way I knew how. Observation. Assessment. Control. The same tools I used to protect clients who paid me to stand between them and danger. But Talia wasn't a client. And I didn't want to stand between her and danger. I wanted to pull her closer and find out if twelve years had changed the way she tasted.

      “You're right,” I said.

      She blinked. “I'm—what?”

      “You're right. I don't know what to do with you.”

      “Oh.”

      “I've spent twelve years not thinking about you.”

      “That's—”

      “That's a lie.” I leaned forward. “I've spent twelve years thinking about you and pretending I wasn't. Wondering where you were. If you were safe. If you were happy. If you ever thought about me.”

      Her breath caught. Just slightly. Just enough that I heard it.

      “Nico—”

      “You asked what you are,” I said. “You're the person I stayed in this city for. You're the reason I took jobs I hated. You're the name I never searched for because I was afraid of what I'd find.” I held her gaze. “You're everything I told myself I couldn't have.”

      For a long moment, she didn't say anything. Just looked at me like she was seeing me for the first time. Or maybe the last. Then she said, voice soft:

      “And now?”

      “Now you're here.”

      “For one night.”

      “For one night,” I agreed.

      “And then I leave.”

      “And then you leave.”

      She picked up her wine glass. Took a slow sip. Set it down with the kind of deliberate care that meant she was thinking. I waited. I was good at waiting. I'd waited twelve years. I could wait thirty more seconds.

      “Okay,” she said finally.

      “Okay?”

      “One night. No past. No promises.” She looked at me. “But I have rules.”

      “Rules.”

      “Yes.”

      “What kind of rules?”

      She smiled. Slow. Dangerous. The kind of smile that made my pulse forget how to behave.

      “First rule,” she said. “You stop treating me like a client.”

      “Done.”

      “I'm not finished.”

      I waited.

      “Second rule: You stop cataloging exits.”

      “I can't⁠—”

      “For the next—” She checked her phone. “—four hours. You stop cataloging exits, assessing threats, and treating waiters like potential security risks.”

      “That's—”

      “Non-negotiable.”

      I looked at her. At the woman who'd just asked me to turn off every instinct I'd spent twenty years developing.

      “Four hours,” I said.

      “Four hours.”

      “And then?”

      “And then you can go back to being paranoid.” She leaned forward. “But right now? Right now you're going to sit here and be present. With me. Not with the exits.”

      She was asking me to be vulnerable. To turn off the part of my brain that kept me alive. To trust that nothing would go wrong for four hours. It was a terrible idea.

      “Okay,” I said.

      Her eyes widened. “Okay?”

      “Four hours. No exits.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      “I—” She stopped. Laughed. “I honestly expected more of a fight.”

      “You want me to fight you?”

      “No, I—” She shook her head. “I'm just surprised.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you've been wound so tight since I walked in that I thought you might actually shatter if someone said boo.”

      “I don't shatter.”

      “Everyone shatters, Nico. You just hide it better than most people.”

      She wasn't wrong. I'd learned young that showing weakness meant becoming a target. That fear was something you buried. That wanting something too much meant losing it. But sitting here, looking at Talia— I didn't want to hide. I wanted to reach across the table and touch her. Wanted to find out if her skin was as soft as I remembered. Wanted to hear what sound she'd make if I put my mouth on the place where her neck met her shoulder and⁠—

      “You're staring,” she said.

      “I'm aware.”

      “Your four hours of not cataloging exits has turned into four hours of cataloging me.”

      “Is that against the rules?”

      “No.” She bit her lip. “But it's distracting.”

      “Good.”

      “Good?”

      “You've been distracting me since you walked in wearing that dress.”

      “This dress?”

      “That dress.”

      “What about it?”

      It's the color of something I want to peel off you slowly. It fits you like it was designed to destroy my self-control. It makes me want to find out what you're wearing underneath it and then forget my own name.

      “It's green,” I said.

      She laughed. “That's your observation? It's green?”

      “It's a good color on you.”

      “Nico Vega just gave me a compliment. Someone alert the media.”

      “I've given you compliments.”

      “You told me I was complicated.”

      “That was a compliment.”

      “That was a risk assessment.”

      “Same thing.”

      She shook her head, but she was smiling. “You're impossible.”

      “You like impossible.”

      “I like honesty.”

      “Then I'll be honest.” I leaned forward. Close enough that I could smell her perfume. Close enough that if I wanted to, I could close the distance and find out if she'd let me. “I've been thinking about that dress since you walked in. I've been thinking about what you look like under it. I've been thinking about whether you'd let me take it off you or if you'd make me work for it.”

      Her breath caught.

      “That's—”

      “Honest,” I said.

      “That's forward.”

      “You said you wanted honesty.”

      “I did. I just—” She stopped. Took a breath. “I didn't expect it to sound like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you've been thinking about this for a while.”

      “I have.”

      “How long?”

      Twelve years. Twelve years of wondering what it would feel like to touch you. To hear you say my name when you weren't scared or hurt or leaving. To have one night where I didn't have to pretend I didn't want you.

      “Long enough,” I said.

      She looked at me for a long moment. Then she stood up. My heart stopped. She was leaving. I'd pushed too hard, said too much, scared her off with honesty when I should have— She held out her hand.

      “Take me home, Nico.”

      Not a question. A command. I stood. Took her hand. And followed her out of the restaurant like a man who'd just been given permission to ruin his own life in the best possible way. The drive to my apartment took twelve minutes. It felt like twelve hours. Talia sat in the passenger seat, her hand on the door handle, her breathing steady, her perfume filling the car with something warm and sweet that made me want to pull over and find out if she tasted the way she smelled. I didn't. I drove. Carefully. Deliberately. Like I was transporting something fragile. She noticed.

      “You're driving like I'm made of glass,” she said.

      “You're not wearing a seatbelt properly.”

      “I'm wearing it fine.”

      “The shoulder strap is too close to your neck.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “If we got in an accident⁠—”

      “We're not going to get in an accident.”

      “You don't know that.”

      “I know that you drive like someone's grandmother and we're going fifteen miles under the speed limit.”

      “I'm being careful.”

      “You're being paranoid.”

      “Same thing.”

      She laughed. “Your four hours of not cataloging exits has turned into four hours of cataloging traffic patterns.”

      “I'm allowed to drive safely.”

      “You're allowed to relax.”

      “I am relaxed.”

      “Your hands are at ten and two. Your jaw is tight. You just checked all three mirrors in under five seconds.” She reached over and put her hand on my thigh. “Relax, Nico. I'm not going to break.”

      Her hand on my thigh was not helping me relax. It was doing the opposite of helping me relax. It was making me think about pulling over, pushing her seat back, and finding out exactly how much noise I could make her make before she told me to stop.

      “You're doing it again,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Thinking too hard.”

      “I'm driving.”

      “You're spiraling.”

      “I don't spiral.”

      “Everyone spirals. You just do it quietly while cataloging exit routes.”

      She wasn't wrong. I'd been spiraling since the moment I'd matched with her on that app. Spiraling through every possible outcome. Every way this could go wrong. Every reason I should turn around and take her back to her hotel and let her leave tomorrow without complicating her life with mine. But I didn't want to. I wanted to be selfish. Just this once. Just for one night. I pulled into the parking garage beneath my building. Talia looked up at the building and said:

      “If you have a murder board in your apartment, I'm leaving.”

      “No murder board.”

      “Weapons?”

      “Some.”

      “How many is some?”

      “Enough.”

      “That's not reassuring.”

      “You asked.”

      “I'm starting to regret that.”

      I parked. Turned off the engine. Looked at her. She was smiling. Not the sharp, defensive smile she used as armor. The real one. The one that made her eyes crinkle at the corners and made me forget every reason I'd stayed away.

      “Last chance,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “To change your mind.”

      “Are you trying to talk me out of this?”

      “I'm giving you an exit.”

      “I don't want an exit.” She leaned closer. Close enough that I could see the pulse in her throat. “I want you to stop giving me exits and start giving me a reason to stay.”

      Then she kissed me. And every thought I'd ever had about control, caution, and consequences disappeared. We made it to the elevator. Barely. Her back was against the wall, my hands on her hips, her mouth on mine like she'd been waiting twelve years to do this and wasn't going to waste another second. The elevator dinged. We broke apart. An elderly woman with a small dog got on. Talia smiled at her like she hadn't just been thirty seconds away from letting me put my hands under her dress in a semi-public space.

      “Evening,” Talia said brightly.

      The woman looked at me. Then at Talia. Then at my hand, which was still on Talia's hip.

      “Evening,” the woman said dryly.

      We rode to the eighth floor in silence. The moment the elevator doors closed behind us, Talia started laughing.

      “Did you see her face?”

      “I was trying not to.”

      “She looked at you like you were corrupting me.”

      “I am corrupting you.”

      “I'm corrupting you.”

      “We're corrupting each other.”

      “That's fair.”

      I unlocked my apartment door. Talia walked inside. And stopped.

      “Nico.”

      “What?”

      “You have three air purifiers.”

      “I like clean air.”

      “You have unscented everything.”

      “I don't like strong smells.”

      “You have a backup inhaler on the counter.”

      Shit. She turned to look at me. Her expression was unreadable.

      “How long have you been planning this?” she asked quietly.

      “I wasn't⁠—”

      “You removed every trigger.” Her voice was soft. Too soft. “You prepared for me.”

      I had. The moment I'd seen her name on that app, I'd gone through my apartment and removed everything that could hurt her. Every candle. Every scented product. Every cleaning chemical with fragrance. I'd bought backup inhalers, electrolyte packets, and three different air purifiers with HEPA filters. I'd told myself it was precaution. It wasn't. It was hope.
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