
Seraphina Knox

Velvet Lies Power Romance


A Fake Engagement Billionaire Love Story





  

  Copyright © 2026 by Seraphina Knox


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Seraphina Knox asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Chapter One
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Two
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Three
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Four
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Five
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Six
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Seven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eight
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Nine
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Ten
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eleven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Sixteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twelve
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Thirteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Fourteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Fifteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Seventeen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eighteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Nineteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-Six
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  Chapter One

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




No Names, No Tomorrow

Elena – Three Years Earlier

If I’d known the night would end with flames licking the ceiling and a stranger’s hands on my skin, I might have worn better shoes.

Instead, I’m in cheap black heels that bite my toes and a dress I bought secondhand, standing under strobe lights in a club that smells like spilled vodka and burnt sugar. The bass thumps hard enough to rattle my ribs. Bodies press in on all sides—laughing, dancing, shouting to be heard over the music.

“Come on, Ellie, at least look like you’re not at a funeral,” Lila yells in my ear, tossing her copper waves over her shoulder as she shimmies in front of me.

I force a smile and lift my plastic cup. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Being here and being any fun are two different things.” She pokes my shoulder. “You work sixteen-hour shifts. You needed this.”

“I need sleep,” I shout back. “And rent money.”

Lila rolls her eyes. “Rent money is why I’m dragging you to meet my client tonight. He owns half this block. Network. Flirt. Maybe let him introduce you to a man whose idea of a goodnight text doesn’t include, ‘Sorry, my card got declined.’”

I laugh despite myself. She always makes everything sound simple, glitter-dusted. For her, it is. For me, not so much.

I tip my head back and take a sip of my drink—too sweet, too strong. The sugar hits my tongue; the burn follows a second later, warm in my chest. The lights smear across my vision in neon streaks. Maybe if I drink fast enough, I’ll stop thinking about the clinic, about overdue bills, about the way my feet ache in my knockoff heels.

“You promised you’d stay until at least midnight.” Lila glances at her phone, glossy lips curving. “And it’s only eleven.”

“I promised?” I raise a brow.

“You nodded while eating takeout, which is legally binding.” She grabs my hand. “Come on. Let’s find the VIP bar before they run out of anything decent.”

She tugs me through the crowd. People shift around us in waves—sweaty shoulders, perfume, laughter. The DJ drops a remix, and the floor jumps. I’m trying not to step on anyone when the air shifts.

It’s subtle at first. A faint, sharp sting in my nose. Then a second breath, and it’s stronger—burnt something, acrid and wrong, threading through the haze of cologne and cheap smoke machines.

“Do you smell that?” I shout.

Lila’s already scanning the room for someone. “Smell what?”

“Like… burning.” I sniff again, frowning. “Seriously, you don’t—”

A shrill alarm blares, slicing through the music.

The lights freeze mid-strobe and then stutter back on at full brightness. People groan, booing, thinking it’s part of some bad joke—until a wave of movement ripples toward the exits. The DJ’s voice crackles over the speakers, too fast and tense to be a gimmick.

“Everyone, calm down, head to the exits—”

Someone screams.

It’s raw and high and real.

My heart slams against my ribs. I turn toward the sound and see it: a dark, ugly blossom of smoke spilling out from behind the bar, climbing the wall like a living thing. Heat slaps my face a second later.

The club snaps into chaos.

“Fire!” someone shrieks. “Move, move!”

People surge toward the doors in a jagged, panicked wave. Drinks spill. Glass shatters. A woman trips and goes down, and three people shove past her without looking.

“Lila!” I grab for her, fingers slipping against sequins. “We need to go.”

She’s already gone. Lost in the crush of bodies, dragged by the current.

Adrenaline hits like a shot of ice water.

I push forward, trying to follow the others, but the crowd closes around me—shoulder to shoulder, elbow to rib. My heel catches on something—a dropped purse, a discarded cup—and snaps sideways. Pain lances up my ankle as I stumble.

Someone slams into my back. I get shoved sideways, off balance, and hit the sticky floor hard enough that the breath whooshes out of me.

The world shifts into flashes.

Shoes stampede around me. My palms burn against spilled alcohol and something sharp. The air thickens, smoke rolling low and hungry, clawing at my throat.

Get up, Elena. Get up.

I plant one hand, then the other, muscles shaking. Another body crashes into me, knocking me sideways again. My knee slams into the ground. Pain blooms up my leg, bright white.

“Stop pushing—!” I try to yell, but the words dissolve into a cough. The smoke tastes like chemicals and ash. My eyes water, vision blurring.

Someone’s going to step on you. You’re going to get trampled.

Panic flares hot and feral. My heart hammers so fast it hurts. Every breath scrapes.

A shadow falls over me.

Big. Solid.

A hand closes around the back of my dress, just below my shoulder blades, and yanks me up with a force that steals what little air I have left.

“On your feet.”

The voice is deep and calm, cutting through the sirens and screams. An accent rolls under the words, hard consonants, slavic edges that I’d normally stop to savor if my lungs weren’t on fire.

I sway, legs buckling. A second hand circles my arm, fingers strong and steady, keeping me upright.

“I—I’m okay,” I cough, even though I’m not. “My cousin—Lila—”

“She’s gone with the crowd.” He leans down, bringing his mouth close to my ear so I can hear. His breath is warm against my hair. “You are not.”

I blink the blur from my eyes and look up.

He looks like danger dressed in black. Dark hair cropped short at the sides, a little longer on top, pushed back from a face made of sharp lines and shadows. His jaw is dusted with stubble, his cheekbones cut in angles that shouldn’t be legal. There’s a thin scar at his temple, pale against olive skin. His eyes are the worst—or best—part. Ice-gray, focused, unyielding.

His hand tightens on my arm as someone shoves into us. He doesn’t move. The crowd breaks around him like he’s a rock in a river.

“Can you walk?” he asks.

“I… think so.” My voice comes out hoarse.

“Think is not good enough.”

He shifts, one arm sliding around my waist with shocking familiarity, pulling me against the hard line of his body. The heat of him is jarring after the cool artificial air. I can feel the solid strength under his fitted black shirt; he smells like smoke and something expensive and clean beneath it.

“Hold on to me.” He lowers his head, and his lips brush my ear. It sends an involuntary shiver down my spine. “Do not let go.”

I don’t argue. My fingers curl into the fabric at his chest, gripping tight.

He moves forward, using his body as a shield. People still jostle around us, but when they hit him, they bounce off, muttering apologies when they catch his glare. He doesn’t shout, doesn’t panic. He just pushes through, step by unyielding step, like he’s done this a hundred times.

The smoke thickens as we pass the bar. Flames lick behind it now, snapping and snarling, turning bottles into melting glass. Heat slams against my face. My eyes sting like they’ve been scrubbed with sand.

“How—” I cough. “How is this happening?”

“Faulty wiring, bad enemies, or someone is very stupid,” he says.

Those aren’t normal answers. My fear tries to latch onto the last one, the mundane one, but the first two hang in the air between us like a warning.

We reach the double doors. A bouncer is holding one open, shouting at people to move, to calm down. The second door swings wildly on its hinges as bodies slam through.

The stranger doesn’t wait. He shoulders through an opening, hauling me with him, and we burst into the night.

The air outside feels like a slap. Cold and sharp, it burns into my lungs with every desperate gulp. We’re in a side alley that spills onto the main street, blocked off now by police tape, flashing lights bouncing off brick. People spill out, coughing, crying, hugging themselves.

He doesn’t stop moving until he’s dragged me out of the worst of the crowd, into a pocket of shadow between two dumpsters. Only then does he loosen his hold.

“Breathe,” he commands, as if my body needs the instruction.

I press my palm to the rough brick behind me, fingers trembling. The world spins, then slowly rights itself.

“I—thank you.” My voice shakes. “I fell and… they weren’t stopping.”

“I noticed.” He steps back half a pace, enough to look me over. His gaze flicks down my body with clinical focus, searching for injuries. “You are bleeding.”

I glance down, startled. There’s a thin cut along the side of my palm, already welling with bright red. I must have hit glass when I fell. I hadn’t even felt it.

“It’s nothing,” I mutter, adrenaline making me stupid. “I’ve had worse paper cuts.”

His mouth curves, but it’s not exactly a smile. “Paper does not leave shards in the skin.” He reaches inside his jacket.

For a heartbeat, my mind jumps somewhere it shouldn’t. Gun. He’s going to—

But he pulls out a folded white handkerchief instead, crisp and clean.

He takes my hand without asking. His fingers dwarf mine; they’re rough against my skin, calloused, strong. There are scars on his knuckles too—small, pale lines that look earned, not accidental.

“This might sting,” he says.

“I work at a clinic. I know how—”

He wraps the cloth around my palm anyway, binding it snugly. I shut up.

Up close, away from the chaos, he’s even more unreal. Every detail sharpens—the faint shadows under his eyes, the line of his throat, the way a muscle jumps in his jaw when an ambulance siren wails nearby.

“Thank you,” I say again, quieter. “For… everything.”

He looks up at me then, really looks. Those storm-gray eyes pin me in place, and every nerve in my body suddenly feels awake.

“It is nothing,” he says. “You were in front of me. I do not let people be crushed under idiots.”

I huff out a breath that might be a laugh. “That’s… a very specific life motto.”

He studies me for another beat. “You are shaking.”

“It was a fire,” I say. “And hundreds of drunk people. And some guy stepped on my leg. I think I’m entitled to shake.”

He exhales, the closest thing I’ve seen to a sigh. “We should get you checked by a medic.”

I shake my head instinctively. “I’m fine.”

“You are coughing, your eyes are red, and you fell hard. Fine is not the word I’d use.”

I cross my arms. “I can’t afford the ER bill if they decide to send me there.”

Something like irritation flickers across his face, quickly smoothed over. “I will pay.”

His tone is flat, matter-of-fact. Like he’s offering to buy coffee.

I stare at him. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know you were almost trampled, and the fire suppression in that place is shit.” His voice dips, dangerous for a reason that has nothing to do with me. “I also know I pushed you through smoke that may not have been just from cheap furniture. So. You get checked. Or I carry you to an ambulance and make them check you.”

The part of me that bristles at being told what to do bumps into the part that recognizes a good argument when it hears one. My lungs still burn. My head feels light.

“Bossy,” I mutter.

He shrugs one shoulder. “Alive.”

I hesitate, then nod once. “Fine. But you’re not carrying me anywhere.”

“Good.” His gaze flicks over my face again, softer this time. “You might kick.”

“I would,” I say.

His mouth twitches.

We step out of the alley and back into the controlled chaos. Firefighters are already hauling hoses, sending white arcs of water through broken windows. Smoke billows into the night like a dark ghost. A paramedic waves us toward a cluster of people lined up to be checked.

“Name?” she asks, as she fits a little clip onto my finger and watches the monitor.

“Elena Voss,” I say automatically.

The stranger stands close enough that his arm brushes mine, but not close enough to be obvious. He gives his name as “Alex,” nothing more.

The paramedic checks my pupils, listens to my lungs, takes my pulse. “Slight smoke inhalation, adrenaline through the roof, but you’re okay,” she says. “If you get chest pain or trouble breathing later, go straight to the ER, all right?”

I nod. “Thank you.”

She moves on to the next person, already overloaded.

Lila. I scan the crowd again, panic pricking. “I need to find my cousin.”

“The redhead in the gold dress?” Alex asks.

“Yes.” I blink at him. “You saw her?”

“I see many things.” He glances toward the opposite side of the street. “She left with a group and one of my men. She was loud and upset that the music stopped. She is fine.”

A breath I didn’t know I was holding escapes. I imagine Lila complaining all the way to safety, and my shoulders loosen a fraction.

“You should call her,” he adds. “Tell her you are not ash.”

“I will.” I push a hand through my hair, grimacing when my fingers snag on something sticky. “God, I probably smell like a campfire.”

His gaze slides over me, and there’s a flicker of something heated in his eyes that has nothing to do with smoke and everything to do with the way my dress clings where the fabric is damp.

“Smoke suits you,” he says quietly.

Heat pools low in my stomach. I look away quickly, cheeks burning hotter than they should.

This is ridiculous. I almost died. The building behind us is still on fire. People are crying, hugging, making frantic phone calls. And my brain has decided now is an excellent time to wonder what this man looks like without the black shirt and the cool control.

I clear my throat. “Thank you for… you know. Saving me.”

“You already said that.”

“Yeah, I just—” I shrug helplessly. “I don’t know how to repay a debt like that.”

He studies me for a moment, then tilts his head slightly.

“Do you want to?” he asks.

“Want to what?”

“Repay it.”

His tone is neutral, but something in his eyes has sharpened again, gone intent. The night air feels thicker.

I swallow. “I mean, I don’t like owing people things.”

“Good,” he says. “Neither do I.”

He glances back at the flaming club, then at me. A decision settles in the lines of his shoulders.

“There is a hotel around the corner,” he says. “The air here is bad. You should rinse the smoke from your lungs and the glass from your hair. Let me get you a room. You can shower. Rest. Call your cousin from somewhere calm.”

“A… room?” I repeat, brain stuttering.

“Yes.” His gaze doesn’t waver. “I will not leave you on the sidewalk with half your dress torn and your hands shaking. You are stubborn, but not invincible.”

“It’s just a little—” I glance down and finally notice the tear near my thigh where someone’s heel or hand or who-knows-what caught the fabric. My skin flashes pale through the rip.

Right. Okay.

“And you?” I ask, buying time. “You’ll go home after you drop me off like a stray cat?”

“I have business to attend to,” he says. “But I will make sure you are safe first.”

Some rational part of my brain raises a hand, screaming stranger-danger. Hot guy or not, I don’t know this man. I have no proof he’s not the exact type my mother warned me about: charming, dangerous, the kind that leaves wreckage behind him.

But I also remember how his body felt between me and the stampede. How he moved through the chaos like he’d memorized every exit. How he didn’t hesitate to put himself between me and the fire.

And there’s something else. Something in that blank, controlled expression when he looks at the burning building. This isn’t new to him. Fire, panic, danger—he’s used to them. It should scare me more than it does.

I lick my lips. His eyes flick to my mouth, then back up.

“One night,” I hear myself say. “One room. Then we’re even.”

Something sparks in his gaze. “Even,” he repeats slowly, like he’s tasting the word.

He offers his hand. Up close, it’s big, veins visible under the skin, knuckles scarred. I hesitate a heartbeat, then slide my fingers into his.

“Deal,” he says. His grip tightens around mine, warm and solid. “Come, Elena Voss who does not like debts.”

We walk away from the fire and into the city night.

The hotel he leads me to is one of those places I’ve only seen in movies. Marble floors, tall glass doors, a chandelier dripping light onto polished surfaces. The lobby is quiet this time of the night, the chaos from down the block not quite bleeding in.

The woman at the front desk looks up, eyebrows lifting at the sight of my torn dress and his smoky shirt. Alex doesn’t flinch.

“Suite,” he says, sliding a black card across the counter. His voice shifts, cool and authoritative. “Under Vor—”

He stops mid-syllable, catches himself, and changes direction smoothly. “Under Alex Volkov.”

Not his real last name, then. Or maybe just one of many.

The clerk’s eyes flick between us. For a second, I think she’ll ask questions. Then she catches the weight of his stare, flushes, and taps at her keyboard.

“Of course, Mr. Volkov,” she says quickly. “Top floor.”

He signs without looking at the paper. The clerk hands him a key card with both hands, like it’s some kind of ceremonial offering.

The elevator ride is a study in silence. The soft hum of machinery. The faint hiss of my own breathing. The burn of awareness where my arm brushes his.

I stare straight ahead at the doors, counting the floors in my head. Ten. Eleven. Twelve.

“Do you do this often?” I ask abruptly, because the quiet is too much.

He glances at me. “What?”

“Drag strange women from burning buildings and put them up in five-star hotels.”

His mouth tilts. “No. You are my first.”

I snort. “And you expect me to believe that?”

“You can believe what you like.” He shrugs. “It is still true.”

The doors slide open with a soft chime. The hallway is carpeted so thick my heels sink into it. The walls are lined with tasteful art and subtly hidden cameras.

He walks down the hall, stops at a door near the end, and swipes the card. The lock clicks. He pushes the door open and steps back, letting me enter first.

The suite is ridiculous. A wall of glass looks out over the city, lights spread like a scattering of stars. There’s a massive bed, all white linens and plush pillows, and a sitting area with a low table and leather chairs. A door stands ajar, revealing a bathroom lined with marble, a huge glass shower, and a soaking tub big enough for three.

I hover just inside the room, clutching the strap of my bag. The distance between the doorway and the bed feels shorter and more dangerous than the distance we just crossed through fire.

“Shower,” he says softly. “You will feel human again.”

I swallow, throat suddenly dry. “And you?”

“I have to make several calls.” He lifts his phone slightly. “There are… issues to handle.”

“Because of the fire?”

“Because of many things,” he says. “Do not worry about that.”

“I’m good at worrying,” I mutter.

“I noticed.” For the first time, genuine amusement warms his voice. “Go. There are towels. Soap that smells like hotels always smell. Take your time.”

“And then…?” I ask. The question hangs between us, heavier than it should.

He studies me, head tilted, as if weighing options.

“And then you eat something,” he says. “If you still feel like you owe me, we can discuss it after that.”

It’s almost disappointingly practical. Almost.

I nod. “Okay.”

The bathroom feels like another universe—bright, spotless, with clean air that doesn’t smell like panic. I peel off my ruined dress with shaking fingers and step under the hot water.

It hits my skin in a heavy rush, washing ash and sweat down the drain. I close my eyes, bracing one hand against the tile, letting the sound drown out the echo of alarms and screams.

My mind keeps circling back to him. To the way he moved through chaos like it was a familiar room. To the way those gray eyes looked at me as if they could see straight through every layer.

Alex Volkov. Or not. Whoever he is, he doesn’t belong in my world of overworked nurses and late rent. He’s something sharper, darker, carved from a different kind of life.

Don’t get attached, I tell myself. This is one night. One suite. Then tomorrow, back to reality. Back to fluorescent lights, paychecks that barely stretch, and parents who think my life is boring but safe.

The water beats down, steaming up the glass. For a moment, I imagine stepping out, putting my clothes back on, walking away without looking back.

And then I remember his hands on mine, the way he pulled me up when everyone else was busy saving themselves.

My chest tightens.

I turn off the water and wrap myself in a towel as fluffy as a cloud. There’s a plush white robe hanging on the hook. The tag says it costs more than my electric bill. I slip it on anyway.

When I step back into the suite, he’s by the window.

He’s changed his shirt. The new one is black too, but without the smoke stains, fitting across his shoulders like it was tailored specifically for him. Phone in hand, he’s speaking low in another language—Russian, I think—sharp consonants clipped, vowels cutting.

He ends the call as soon as he sees me and slides the phone into his pocket.

For a heartbeat, we just look at each other.

His gaze sweeps over me, taking in the robe, the damp ends of my hair curling around my shoulders, the faint red around my eyes. Something in his expression shifts, grows heavier, more focused.

“How do you feel?” he asks.

“Like I shouldn’t own anything white,” I say. “I’ll ruin it.”

“That robe has seen worse,” he says. “Trust me.”

I walk closer, the carpet soft under my bare feet. “Did you get your… issues handled?”

“For now.” He leans a shoulder against the window frame, city lights haloing him. “There will be more tomorrow. There are always more.”

I hesitate, then ask, “Is that kind of thing—” I nod toward the distant glow of the still-burning club “—normal for you?”

His eyes narrow slightly. “Fire?”

“Danger,” I say. “Chaos. You looked… comfortable in it.”

His jaw works, a tiny tell. “I am comfortable in control,” he says. “Everything else is noise.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No.” There’s the ghost of a smile again. “It is not.”

I cross my arms. The robe dips a little, and his gaze flicks down, then back up. Heat prickles my skin.

“Thank you for the shower,” I say, because it feels safer. “And for the room. I’ll… I can pay you back in installments or something.”

He shakes his head. “I already told you. I do not need your money.”

“Then what do you need?” I ask, the words out before I can swallow them.

The silence that follows feels like standing at the edge of something high and sharp.

He pushes off the window and takes one slow step toward me, then another. Every inch of space he closes makes the room feel smaller. My pulse kicks up.

“Names,” he says quietly. “We never exchanged them properly.”

“I told the paramedic,” I remind him, because my brain has apparently fried. “You heard.”

“I want to hear it from you.” He stops a breath away. I can see the dark ring around his irises now, the tiny flecks of silver. “Not as a line in a report.”

I swallow. “Elena,” I say. My voice sounds too soft in the big room. “Elena Voss.”

“Elena.” He says it with the slightest roll on the r, making it sound like something richer than it is. He nods once. “I am Alex.”

“Just Alex?” I ask.

“For tonight,” he says.

I know what he’s offering. What we’re both pretending not to say.

No past. No future. Just a night that doesn’t have to touch anything outside these walls.

I should say no. I should wrap the robe tighter around myself, thank him one more time, and sleep alone on that ridiculous bed. I should wake up early, leave a polite note, and vanish back into my carefully managed chaos.

But the way he’s looking at me right now—like the rest of the world is noise and I’ve become the one clear sound—makes my carefully stacked reasons wobble.

“Is this… your thing?” I ask, voice a little husky. “Picking up traumatized women and offering them hotel suites and mystery?”

His mouth curves. “No,” he says. “This is not my thing.” His gaze drops to my mouth, lingering. “This is… an exception.”

My heart stutters. “Why?”

He lifts one hand, slow enough that I could step back if I wanted to. I don’t. His fingers brush a damp strand of hair from my cheek, trailing water down my jaw.

“Because when the ceiling was about to fall,” he says, voice low, “you did not scream. You did not shove anyone else out of your way. You tried to stand up when you were on the ground.” His thumb grazes the edge of the bandage on my hand. “You are small, but you are not soft.”

“You don’t know that,” I murmur.

“I know enough.” His hand slides to the back of my neck, warm against my skin. “Say no, and I will leave. You can sleep. Tomorrow, I will make sure you get home, and we will forget this ever happened.”

“And if I don’t say no?” The words come out on a whisper.

His eyes darken. “Then I will make sure you have a night worth remembering,” he says. “And we will still forget it ever happened.”

It feels like standing at the edge of a cliff, wind in my hair, toes over nothing.

I think about the clinic, where I measure my coffee in careful spoonfuls. I think about my tiny apartment, about my parents’ voices telling me to be practical, to be safe, to be small. I think about the way my heart slammed against my ribs when the smoke filled my lungs, the sheer, animal panic of realizing how quickly everything can end.

Maybe that’s why I lift my chin and close the last half-step between us.

“One night,” I say. “No promises. No expectations.”

His fingers tighten on my neck, just enough to draw a line of heat down my spine.

“No names beyond tonight,” he agrees. “No questions.”

I nod. “No questions.”

His mouth comes down on mine.

There’s no hesitation in him. His lips are firm, sure, tasting of smoke and something dark and expensive. The first brush makes every nerve in me light up. The second drags a soft sound from my throat that I didn’t know I had in me.

He deepens the kiss, and the rest of the room disappears.

My hands find his shoulders, then his chest, fingers clenching in the soft cotton as if I can anchor myself there. He’s solid, heat pouring off him, the firm press of his body leaving no doubt how this night is going to go if I let it.

He walks me backward, slow and deliberate, until the backs of my knees hit the edge of the bed. His mouth never leaves mine, keeping me dizzy and drunk on something that has nothing to do with alcohol.

When he finally pulls back, just enough to look at me, his breathing is rougher.

“Last chance, Elena,” he murmurs. “Say stop.”

My heart is racing, my body humming, my mind oddly quiet.

“Don’t stop,” I say.

His eyes flash, satisfaction and something deeper flickering there. “Good.”

He lowers his head again, and the night unspools in a series of heated, breathless moments—his hands mapping the edge of the robe, my fingers skimming the scar at his temple, the quiet, broken sounds we pull from each other. The details blur, but the feeling brands itself into me: intense, consuming, like standing too close to a fire and choosing not to move away.

Later, when the city outside fades to a soft glow and the world narrows to the white sheets and his weight beside me, I fall asleep with the taste of him still on my lips and the faint ache of his grip on my hips.

In the morning, the bed is cool where he lay.

The space beside me is empty, the sheets smooth, like he never touched them. A black watch sits on the nightstand for a moment before I realize it’s mine—my cheap little wristwatch, the band broken in last night’s chaos and now fixed. The handkerchief is folded neatly next to it.

There’s no note. No number. No real name.

No promises.

I dress in the clothes he had sent up—a simple dress in my size, somehow—tidy my hair, and look at my reflection in the mirror. My eyes are clearer. My skin still hums with the memory of his hands.

One night.

I pick up my newly repaired watch, fasten it around my wrist, and walk out of the suite.

The door clicks shut behind me with a soft finality, like a period at the end of a sentence.

I tell myself this is the end of the story.

I have no way of knowing it’s only the prologue.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Two Pink Lines, One Decision

Elena – Weeks Later

The smell of coffee turns my stomach.

That’s how I know something is wrong.

Not the cheap, watery coffee at the clinic—that stuff barely qualifies as a scent. But the real stuff Lila buys from the café on the corner, the dark roast she calls “liquid motivation.” Usually I’m jealous when she drops by with a to-go cup and a pastry I can’t afford. Today, the moment she walks into our tiny kitchen, the aroma hits me like a punch.

I clamp my hand over my mouth and turn away from the sink.

“Morning, sunshine,” she sings. “Guess who got upgraded to manager for the Riverscape campaign? Also, you’re out of milk. And possibly edible food.”

The fridge door squeaks as she opens it. I focus on my breathing.

In. Out. Don’t puke on the tile.

“You call this a fridge and not a crime scene?” she mutters, rattling jars. “Half a lemon, some mystery takeout, three medical brochures, and… oh my God, is that celery water?”

“Don’t talk about food,” I say through my fingers.

She stops, frowning. “Okay, cranky. Who died?”

“My stomach did.” I squeeze my eyes shut as another wave rolls through me, hot and greasy. “And maybe my soul.”

The sink tap drips. A car honks outside. My own heartbeat thuds loud in my ears.

Lila closes the fridge and eyes me. “You look like you licked the floor of the Red Room.”

“That’s a very specific reference,” I manage.

She shrugs out of her coat, hanging it on the back of my one wobbly kitchen chair. Today she’s in a sleek black blazer and high-waisted jeans, hair twisted into a perfect messy bun that probably took thirty minutes and three styling products. I’m in scrubs with a fading cartoon print, hair scraped back, face pale in the morning light.

“Seriously,” she says. “Are you sick? Flu? Food poisoning? Because if it’s a stomach bug I should go before—”

“I’m fine.” The words come out sharper than I mean. I swallow. “Just… don’t wave coffee in my face.”

She glances at the cup in her hand. “This is the single best thing on this earth for under five dollars, and you don’t want it?”

“Stop describing it,” I groan.

Her eyes narrow, and my heart gives a weird little stutter. Because Lila, for all her sparkles and dramatics, can be razor-sharp when she pays attention.

“How long?” she asks.

“How long what?”

“How long have you been hating caffeine?” She sets the cup down carefully on the counter. “And how many mornings have you spent hovering over a sink pretending you’re not dying?”

“Could you not go full investigative journalist on me at eight a.m.?” I mumble.

“Elena.” Her voice drops. “How late are you?”

The question hangs in the air like a dropped plate, waiting to shatter.

I stare at the chipped edge of the sink. “I’m stressed,” I say. “Shift changes. The fire. Remember the fire? I’m allowed to be messed up after that.”

“That was three weeks ago,” she points out. “And you said the paramedics cleared you.”

“They did.”

“So the nausea isn’t from smoke inhalation anymore.”

I pick at a peeling patch of paint on the wall. “I’m tired,” I say. “My schedule’s crazy. I grabbed a gas station burrito last night. Maybe that’s—”

“You would never eat a gas station burrito,” Lila says flatly. “You would throw a pamphlet about salmonella at anyone who tried.”

“I’m evolving,” I say weakly.

She stares at me. Her eyes widen slowly, like someone turning up a dimmer switch.

“Oh my God.”

“Don’t,” I whisper.

She ignores me. “You’re late.”

“Lila.”

“You’re nauseous. You’re exhausted. You work at a clinic, you give people lectures about this all the time—”

“It’s stress.”

“Who did you sleep with?” she demands.

I flinch.

Just barely. A flicker. But her gaze is predator-sharp now, tracking every twitch.

“You sneaky little angel,” she breathes. “You didn’t tell me you broke your drought.”

I swallow, throat dry. “There was nothing to tell. It was—”

“One time?” Her eyebrows shoot up. “Wow. He must’ve been impressive if you’re still thinking about him weeks later.”

I look down at my bare feet. The tile is cold. I can almost feel his hands again, the press of his body, the way he said my name like it meant something more than four letters.

“El,” she says softly. “You think you might be pregnant?”

The word lands like a dropped stone in a well.

I don’t answer. I don’t need to. My silence makes the air heavy.

Lila swallows. “Okay,” she says, voice shifting. Less teasing, more serious. “Okay. Have you… tested?”

“Not yet.”

“Why not?”

“Because if I don’t test, it’s not real.” The confession slips out before I can stop it. I grip the edge of the sink until my knuckles go white. “It’s just being late and nauseous and tired. Which I am, all the time, for a hundred other reasons. I can blame it on work and stress and bad life choices.”

“El…”

“If I pee on that stick and it shows two lines, I can’t pretend anymore,” I whisper. “I can’t unknow it.”

Lila is quiet for a long moment. Then she moves, brisk and determined.

“Okay,” she says. “First things first. You’re not doing this alone.”

“You have work.”

“I have a flexible client and a very understanding assistant who owes me three favors,” she says. “Also, being your cousin outranks attending a meeting where a middle-aged CEO explains why his logo has to be bigger on everything.”

I huff out a breath that might be a laugh or might be a sob. “Lila, you don’t have to—”

“Yes, I do,” she says. “And you’re stalling. We both know there are like three new boxes of pregnancy tests at the clinic because you reordered. You are absolutely stealing one.”

“That’s… unethical,” I protest out of habit.

“So is dying alone on your kitchen floor of anxiety,” she says. “You can put a dollar in the donation jar later. Come on.”

She grabs my arm and tugs me toward the door.

“Now?” I squeak.

“Yes, now. Before you talk yourself into waiting ‘one more week’ and end up throwing up on a patient.”

The walk to the clinic is only ten minutes, but every step feels like a countdown. The wind off the river is cold, whipping at my cheeks, cutting through my thin scrub top. Lila chatters about nothing—ads, upcoming events, some influencer’s meltdown—but I only catch a few words. My brain is busy replaying everything I’ve tried not to think about.

His mouth on mine. The way his hands pinned my hips. His voice in the dark, low and rough, saying my name like he’d carved it into stone. The way he was gone by the time I woke up.

I tell myself it can’t be. I’ve always been careful. Birth control, timing, all the charts they drilled into us at the clinic. We were drunk on adrenaline, but not that drunk. I remember reaching for the condom, the little foil wrapper, the slide and snap.

Still.

Still.

We slip into the clinic through the side entrance. Morning rush hasn’t hit yet; the waiting room is only half full. Mrs. Campbell nods from her usual seat, clutching her knitting bag. A dad wrestles a toddler into a chair. The hum of fluorescent lights and the faint antiseptic smell feel familiar, grounding.

“Hey, Elena,” calls Rosa from behind the counter. “You’re early.”

“Yeah,” I say, forcing a smile. “Thought I’d get a head start on charting.”

Lila waves at her like she owns the place. “Borrowing her for a minute,” she chirps.

Rosa raises an eyebrow. “As long as you don’t steal her permanently. We need her.”

“Trust me,” Lila says. “You can’t get rid of Elena. She’d feel guilty and haunt your break room.”

I flip her off behind my chart, and she grins.

We slip down the hallway to the supply closet. It smells like paper, latex, and faint lemon cleaner. I shut the door and lean against it, heart pounding.

“You sure about this?” Lila asks quietly.

“No,” I admit. “But I don’t think I can breathe until I know.”

She nods, face serious. “Okay.” She pops open a cabinet like she’s stealing cookies. “Brand preference, nurse Voss?”

I manage a weak laugh. “They all work the same.”

She grabs a plain white box and presses it into my hand. “Go,” she says, nodding toward the staff bathroom. “I’ll stand guard. No one interrupts this moment.”

My legs feel like they’re made of cotton as I walk down the hall. The staff bathroom is small, the mirror over the sink slightly warped, the fluorescent light buzzing. I shut the door, lock it, and stare at my reflection.

Pale face. Dark circles. Hair pulled back in a ponytail that’s losing the battle against flyaways.

“You’re fine,” I whisper to myself. “You’re overreacting. It’s probably nothing.”

My hands tremble as I open the box.

The instructions are printed in friendly, calming language. I’ve recited them to patients a hundred times. Pee on the stick. Wait the recommended time. One line, no pregnancy. Two lines, pregnant.

My fingers fumble with the plastic, almost dropping it into the toilet. I close my eyes, take a breath, and do what I’ve told so many teenage girls to do.

Afterward, I set the test carefully on the edge of the sink and wash my hands longer than necessary. The water runs too hot; my skin pinks under it.

The test lies there, innocuous and terrifying.

I flip it over so I can’t see the window and set my phone timer for three minutes. The longest three minutes of my life.

One minute in, my imagination starts racing.

What if it’s negative? Relief rushes through me. I’ll laugh this off, blame it on stress, promise myself I’ll be more careful. I’ll forget the way his eyes looked in the half-light. I’ll tuck that night away as a reckless, anonymous mistake.

What if it’s positive?

The word sits there like a stone.

I see diapers, bills, sleepless nights. I see my mother clutching her rosary. My father pinching the bridge of his nose. Lila trying to fix everything with glitter and optimism. Me, older than the girls I lecture but not by much, standing in front of a mirror with a belly that’s not just from too much pizza.

Two and a half minutes.

My chest is tight.

The buzzer on my phone finally goes off. The sound makes me jump.

My hand shakes as I reach for the test.

I flip it over.

Two pink lines stare back at me.

For a second, the world goes very, very quiet.

No buzzing light, no hum of vents, no murmur of voices down the hall. Just me and those two small, bright lines that rearrange everything I thought I knew about my life.

My first reaction is insane: I put the test back down and step away like I can distance myself from the reality.

Then the practical part of my brain stirs.

Positive. Very positive. No faint maybe-lines. No squinting.

No doubt.

My knees wobble. I sink down onto the closed toilet lid, the test cradled in my palm like a live wire.

Breath in. Breath out.

I know what happens now. I know the pamphlets, the options, the scripts. I’ve walked other people through them. Parenting. Adoption. Termination. Each one with its own path, own consequences, own weight.

I always told myself if it ever happened to me, I’d be sensible. Think of my career, my finances, my utter lack of a stable partner. Make the decision that kept me on the track I’d mapped out.

I close my eyes, hand pressed flat over my stomach.

I don’t know if it’s real or just my imagination, but for a second I feel… not exactly a flutter, but a pull. A thread tying me to something new. Something small and terrifying and weirdly miraculous.

“Oh,” I breathe. “Oh, God.”

There’s a knock on the door, gentle.

“El?” Lila’s voice, quiet for once. “You okay in there?”

I look at the test. Look at my reflection. Pale, wide-eyed, a little stunned.

I open the door.

Lila takes one look at my face and wraps her arms around me so fast I almost drop the stick.

“Is it—”

I hold up the test between us.

Her breath catches. “Oh.”

“Yeah,” I say.

We stand there in the narrow hallway, hugging, the smell of disinfectant and printer toner weirdly comforting.

She pulls back enough to see my eyes. “How do you feel?” she asks.

I laugh, but it comes out wet. “Like someone shook the Etch A Sketch of my life while I wasn’t looking.”

“That’s a very Elena metaphor.”

“Dizzy,” I say. “Scared. And… weirdly…” I search for the word. “Protective?”

Her eyes soften. “That makes sense.”

“I have no idea what I’m doing,” I confess. “I’m barely keeping myself afloat. I live in a shoebox. My savings account is a punchline. I own mismatched plates.”

“So we buy baby plates,” she says. “And a bigger shoebox, eventually.”

I swallow. “Lila.”

“I’m not saying it’ll be easy,” she says. “It won’t. It’ll be hard and messy and you’ll forget what sleep is. But… you always wanted kids. You told me once you’d rather figure it out than never get the chance.”

“Yeah, when I was picturing a partner and a mortgage and a functional car.”

“You have me,” she says. “And my terrible driving. And your clinic people. And Mom and Dad, once they get over the initial ‘our baby had a baby’ meltdown.”

I picture my parents. My mother’s face when she hears the news. My father’s silence.

“I don’t even know his last name,” I whisper.

Lila tilts her head. “The guy?”

“Yeah.”

“What about his first?”

My chest tightens. “Alex.”

“Alex what?”

“I don’t know,” I say, frustration bubbling. “He almost said a last name at the hotel, but he changed it. Volkov. Volk-something. I think that was fake. He paid for the suite with a card that had a different name, but the clerk said it too fast. And then—I left.”

“You didn’t think to, I don’t know, peek at his wallet or something?” she says.

“He saved me from a burning building,” I snap. “I was distracted.”

“Fair.”

I sink back down onto the closed toilet lid. “Even if I knew his name… what then? Go knocking on strangers’ doors? ‘Hi, remember that one-night stand we had after a fire? Surprise, you’re a dad now. Don’t mind the crushing responsibility.’”

“Stranger things have happened,” she says.

“He could be married,” I say.

“He wasn’t wearing a ring.”

“Maybe he took it off.” The thought makes something sharp knife through my chest. “He could be an actual criminal. Or a businessman. Or both. He moved through that chaos like he’d done it before. He had people,” I remember suddenly. “He said one of his men took you out.”

Lila blinks. “His men?”

“His phrasing, not mine.”

“Huh.” She squints, replaying that night. “The guy who guided me out was—yeah, now that you mention it, he was dressed like a security detail. Earpiece, that blank bodyguard face. I thought he was from the club, but…” She trails off.

We both go quiet, thinking.

“Okay,” she says finally. “This might come as a shock, but maybe—and I mean this with love—you do not want to go hunting down the mystery man who has men.”

“You think?”

“I think if Fate wanted you to know who he was, she would’ve arranged a less dramatic meet-cute,” she says. “You walked away alive. You both got what you wanted. Maybe… that was the point.”

“What I wanted,” I echo. “Did I want this?”

“I meant the night,” she says gently. “This… is a consequence. A big, life-shaping, terrifying consequence, but… not necessarily a bad one.”

I look at the test again. The lines blur through my tears.

“What are you going to do?” she asks.

It’s the question I’ve been circling since the moment the timer went off.

I could end this. Make an appointment. Tell the doctor I’m not ready, that my life is a stack of dishes already threatening to topple. Walk out of the clinic lighter and heavier at the same time.

Or I could choose the other path. The long one. The one with diapers and night feeds and daycare forms. The one where I figure out how to love someone more than my own exhaustion.

When I picture myself making that call—to end it—my throat closes. I imagine going through the motions, coming home to my quiet apartment, waking up the next day and going back to work like nothing changed.

It feels wrong.

Not morally—this is my body, my choice—but wrong for me. Like stepping sideways from the path my heart is already on, even if my brain hasn’t caught up.

“I don’t know how I’m going to do it,” I say slowly. “But I think… I know what I have to do.”

Lila’s eyes shine. “Yeah?”

“I can’t… not give them a chance,” I say. The word them feels fragile and enormous. “That night was reckless and stupid and everything my parents warned me about, but it happened. And this happened. And now there’s… someone. A cluster of cells right now, sure, but… someone.”

She exhales, relief mixing with worry. “Okay. Okay. Then we plan.”

“Plan?”

“Yeah.” She lifts her chin, business mode sliding into place. “We map out what you need. Doctor appointments. Work hours. Budget. Childcare. I can talk to some clients about flexible schedules if you need me to pick up the baby sometimes. Mom will absolutely volunteer for free babysitting. Dad will grumble but show up with a toolbox and build cribs.”

“You’re getting way ahead of yourself,” I say, but my heart eases a fraction.

“We have to get ahead,” she says firmly. “Because if we don’t, life runs us over.”

I smile despite the tears. “Since when did you get so wise?”

“Since my cousin decided to have a fireman’s one-night stand,” she says.

“He wasn’t a fireman.”

“He pulled you out of a burning building. Close enough.”

I laugh, and the sound feels like a crack in the wall around my fear.

A knock sounds on the supply closet door down the hall. Rosa’s voice carries.

“Hey, Voss, you hiding? We’ve got a walk-in with a fever and a dramatic mother.”

I wipe my cheeks with the back of my bandaged hand. “Coming!”

Lila squeezes my shoulder. “We’ll talk more after your shift,” she says. “For now, maybe don’t faint when you draw blood.”

“I never faint,” I protest.

“You do now,” she says. “You’re pregnant. Sit down if you feel woozy. I’ll be in the waiting room for an hour until my meeting, okay?”

“You don’t have to—”

She raises an eyebrow. “Try and stop me.”

I tuck the test into my bag, wrapped in a tissue, like a secret talisman. Then I plaster on my professional smile, step out into the hallway, and do what I always do: take care of people.

Only now, every time I feel a flutter of nausea, every time my hand rests unconsciously over my stomach, I remember that there’s someone else to take care of too.

Hours later, when the last patient leaves and the clinic quiets, I sit at my desk and open a fresh notepad. The paper is crisp, the lines neat.

At the top, I write:

Baby Plan

The letters look tiny and scary and real.

I list out costs I can remember off the top of my head. Prenatal vitamins. Appointments. Maternity clothes. Diapers. Crib. It’s a rough, incomplete list, but it’s something. It’s a start.

I circle the word “insurance” three times and make a note to call tomorrow, to ask what’s covered, what’s not.

On impulse, I flip to a new page and write another heading:

Things I Want for Them

Safe home.

Enough food.

No shouting.

To know they were wanted.

My chest tightens.

I remember my father’s quiet withdrawal when their bills piled up, my mother’s sharp voice. The way the house always felt like a powder keg where money was the match. I remember promising myself I’d never bring a child into that kind of tension.

“You’re doing it anyway,” I murmur. “So fix it.”

I underline “safe home” and tap my pen against my lip.

My apartment is small, but it’s mine. The neighborhood isn’t fancy, but it’s not the worst. The clinic is stable, if not lucrative. If I pick up more shifts, if I cut back on everything that isn’t essential, if I let Lila help—maybe it will be enough.

I press my hand over my stomach again. The gesture is becoming a habit, a reflex.

“I don’t know who your father really is,” I whisper. “I don’t know his real name or where he grew up or what he does when he’s not dragging strangers out of fires.”

I pause, remembering the scar on his temple, the way his men moved, the cold focus in his eyes. There’s a part of me that’s curious, that wants to unravel the mystery. Another part knows that curiosity and survival don’t always walk hand in hand.

“But I know he saved my life,” I continue softly. “Without him, I wouldn’t be here. You wouldn’t be here. So… I guess that’s something.”

The idea of tracking him down, of telling him, floats up again like a bubble and pops just as quickly. It feels like inviting a stranger to rewrite my entire life. A stranger who might not want a second draft.

“I’m not saying you don’t deserve a father,” I tell the quiet room. “You do. You deserve the world. But for now, you get me. And Lila. And grandparents who will probably overfeed you. We’ll… figure out the rest later.”

The decision settles in me like a stone in a riverbed. Heavy, but not wrong. The current of my life rearranges around it.

By the time I leave the clinic that night, the sky is streaked with orange and pink. The air has that crisp edge that says fall is coming. I walk home slowly, one hand in my coat pocket, the other drifting to my stomach again and again.

There’s fear, yes. There’s a lot I don’t know. There’s a whole future ahead of me that looks nothing like what I imagined.

But under all that, pulsing like a quiet drumbeat, there’s something else.

Hope.

Three months later, when I hear the rapid thud-thud-thud of a tiny heartbeat on the ultrasound machine, it drives everything home. Lila squeezes my hand so hard she nearly cuts off circulation. I cry into a thin clinic tissue and laugh and cry again.

“That’s them,” the doctor says gently.

My baby. The consequence of one reckless night with a man I’ll probably never see again.

I watch the grainy screen and silently make a promise.

“I don’t know much,” I think. “But I know this: I’m going to be there. For every step, every cry, every stupid school recital. Even if I have to work three jobs and live on ramen. You are not a mistake. You’re mine.”

Years from now, standing in a river of light at a rehearsal dinner, I’ll realize I was wrong about one thing.

Our story with him wasn’t over. It was waiting.

But right now, in this small exam room with its faded posters and humming machines, all I know is that there are two pink lines and one decision, and I’ve made it.

I’m keeping my baby.
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Rehearsal Dinner

Elena – Present Day

The zipper on my dress jams halfway up my back.

Of course it does.

I twist, contorting like a low-budget circus act, fingers fumbling for the tiny metal tab. The mirror over my dresser reflects my increasingly red face, the secondhand navy dress, the cheap silver necklace I dug out of a box labeled “Special Occasions / Maybe Someday.”

“Come on,” I mutter through my teeth. “You and I had a deal.”

The zipper does not care about our deal.

A small voice pipes up from the bed. “Mama, why you fighting your clothes?”

I catch Niko’s reflection over my shoulder. He’s perched in the middle of my unmade bed, legs crisscrossed, wearing pajama pants with cartoon rockets and a T-shirt that says “DINOSAUR EXPERT” in crooked letters. His dark curls are a mess from his nap, sticking out in every direction like he’s been licked by static. He’s holding my stethoscope, the bell pressed to his stuffed dragon’s chest.

“I’m not fighting.” I huff, giving the zipper one last tug. It grudgingly slides the final inch. “We’re… negotiating.”

“‘Gotiatin’?” His brow furrows. “What’s that?”

“It’s when two sides try to get what they want without going to war.” I smooth the dress over my hips, trying to ignore the way it pulls a little more than it used to. “In this case, I want to be able to breathe at your auntie’s rehearsal dinner, and the dress wants to remind me I ate too many cupcakes at the clinic bake sale.”

He gasps. “You ate my cupcakes?”

“They were for the fundraiser,” I say. “You helped decorate them. You also licked half the frosting before it went on.”

“That’s ‘cause I was ‘sperimenting,” he says solemnly. “Science, Mama.”

“Right. You and your very important research.” I pick up my mascara and lean close to the mirror, carefully dragging the brush through my lashes. “Don’t tell the other kids.”

“They know,” he says proudly. “I told ‘em I’m a frosting ‘spert.”

I snort, blinking away a smudge. The apartment is too warm, the little fan on my dresser doing nothing against the humidity sneaking in through the window. Outside, the city hums—car horns, a distant siren, someone yelling at a dog to “get back here, you menace.”

I pull back and take in the full picture.

The dress is simple: navy, knee-length, with cap sleeves and a neckline that suggests I own at least one necklace. It cost me fifteen dollars at the consignment shop and swallowed nearly all of my “things-that-aren’t-bills” budget for the month. My hair is tamed into soft waves with the help of a curling iron older than my nephew. Minimal makeup: concealer, mascara, a hint of lipstick that promises sophistication and not “please hire me, I swear I’m not tired.”

“Wow,” Niko says, eyes wide. “You look like the princess on the cereal box.”

I turn, laughing. “That’s not a princess, that’s a cartoon dentist.”

“She got shiny hair,” he insists. “Like you.”

Heat prickles at the back of my eyes. Compliments from three-year-olds shouldn’t hit this hard.

I sit beside him on the bed, careful not to wrinkle the already-questionable dress. “You really think so?”

“Uh-huh.” He reaches out and pats my cheek with sticky fingers. There’s a faint smear of purple marker on his thumb. “You pwetty, Mama.”

“Flatterer,” I say, kissing his forehead. His skin is warm and soft, the little bones of his skull solid under my lips. “Okay, Professor Frosting, ground rules for tonight.”

He wriggles onto his knees, eyes bright. “Okay!”

“One,” I say, holding up a finger. “You’re not actually coming to the dinner. You’re having a very fun sleepover with Grandma and Grandpa.”

He deflates a little. “But I wanna see Auntie Lila’s dress.”

“You’ll see it tomorrow at the wedding,” I promise. “Tonight is boring grown-up rehearsal stuff. Lots of speeches and tiny food on sticks.”

He considers this. “Do they got cake?”

“Probably not.”

“Then I don’t wanna go.” He flops onto his back dramatically. “Cake is the boss of parties.”

“Your priorities are admirable,” I say, trying not to laugh. “Two: you listen to Grandma and Grandpa. No climbing the bookcases, no feeding the neighbor’s cat your vegetables.”

“He likes ‘em,” Niko argues.

“He tolerates them. There’s a difference.”

“Grandpa gives him bacon,” he informs me smugly.

Of course he does.

“Three,” I say, fighting a smile. “If you miss me, you can call. But only after you brush your teeth and let Grandma read you at least one book that doesn’t have a dragon.”

He gasps. “But dragons are the best.”

“I know. But variety is important. You don’t want the other books feeling left out.”

He thinks about it, then nods solemnly. “Okay. One book with no dragons. But it gotta have animals. Or trucks. Or… ‘splosions.”

“No explosions,” I say firmly.

“Tiny ones?” he wheedles.

“No explosions,” I repeat, trying to sound stern and not amused. “Deal?”

He sighs, long-suffering. “Deal.”

A knock rattles the thin apartment door. Lila doesn’t wait for me to answer. It swings open and she breezes in like she owns the place, heels clicking on the worn hardwood.

“Tell me you’re not still in pajamas,” she says, then stops short. “Oh. Wow.”

She takes me in from head to toe, eyes widening. “Okay, Miss Voss. Look at you.”

“It’s just a dress,” I say, suddenly self-conscious.

“It’s a dress that fits like you have secrets,” she says approvingly. “Spin.”

“No.”

“Spin.”

I roll my eyes and do a slow turn anyway. The dress swings around my thighs. I try not to think about how long it’s been since anyone looked at me this way.

Lila whistles. “If you don’t get hit on at least twice at this dinner, I’m filing a complaint with the universe.”

“I’m there for you, not for being hit on,” I say. “Which reminds me—” I glance at the clock. “We should leave if we don’t want to be late to your own rehearsal.”

She flutters a hand. “Relax. I built the schedule. The schedule obeys me.”

“Time doesn’t obey you,” I point out.

“It does if you wear the right shoes.” She strides toward the bed like she’s on a runway. Her dress is a soft champagne color that looks like it was spun out of light. Her hair is a cascade of copper waves, pinned on one side with a tiny comb that catches the light.

Niko sits up. “Auntie Lila! You look like a fairy.”

“Obviously,” she says, sweeping him into a hug. “I brought my wings, but they clashed with the dress. Hi, baby. You ready for your sleepover?”

He clings to her neck. “Do Grandma got cookies?”

“She always has cookies,” Lila says. “Even when she claims she doesn’t, they appear if you say the magic word.”

“What’s the magic word?” he breathes.

“Please,” we both say at once. Then we look at each other and laugh.

For a moment, everything feels normal. Warm. Easy. My cousin glowing with bridal excitement, my son caught between us like the world’s happiest tether.

“Okay, kiddo.” I set Niko’s little backpack by the door. The straps are fraying, but it holds his pajamas, his toothbrush, his favorite dragon, and a thin, well-loved picture book with a dog on the cover. “Grandma and Grandpa are waiting downstairs. Can you put on your sneakers?”

He hops off the bed and scampers to find them, humming something that sounds like the theme song from his favorite show. Lila watches him go, fondness softening her face.

“You sure you’re okay with him staying over?” I ask. “You’ve got a million things to do—”

“El, my fiancé has an entire staff,” she says. “I can spare one night to make sure my favorite tiny human gets extra dessert and stays up past his bedtime.”

“My parents are the ones watching him,” I remind her. “You’re not allowed to undermine my rules.”

“Define undermine,” she says innocently.

“Niko,” I call. “Sneakers. Now.”

He reappears, one shoe on the wrong foot, the other held like a trophy. Lila kneels to fix it.

“So,” she says casually as she ties laces. “Tonight you finally meet the mysterious fiancé for more than two minutes.”

“You could have introduced us sooner,” I say. “Like at any point in the last six months.”

“You were always working,” she protests. “Or Niko had a fever. Or I was knee-deep in seating charts, and Aleksy was on calls. Plus—” she glances up, eyes bright “—I kind of liked the idea of a big reveal.”

“A reveal?” I echo. “Like he’s a new menu item?”

“Close.” She grins. “He’s… a lot. I wanted you to see him when you had time to form a full opinion.”

“Is he nice?” Niko asks, curious. “He gonna be my uncle?”

I swallow. We haven’t really talked about that part. In Niko’s world, the concept of “uncles” is fuzzy and mostly related to who brings the best presents at Christmas.

“He’s very busy,” I say carefully.

“He’s intense,” Lila says. “But he’s good to me. He listens. He makes me feel like I can walk into any room and own it.”

“That already describes you,” I point out.

“Exactly,” she says smugly. “We make sense.”

Her words settle in my chest like a small pebble of unease. Months ago, when she told me she was seeing someone serious, she was coy about the details at first. Big client, huge contracts, dinner in private rooms with private security. I wrote it off as Lila-Drama, her love of sweeping statements and glossy narratives.

Then she told me his name: Aleksy.

I’d smiled. Said it was pretty. Rolled it around on my tongue. Thought nothing of it except that it sounded expensive.

A different name surfaces in my memory now. Alex. The way it had felt in the dark, packed with weight. The way he’d almost said another name at the hotel, then changed it.

No. My brain tries to connect dots that are oceans apart. Aleksy is a common enough name in some parts of the world. Alex is practically everywhere. There’s no reason to think—

“Earth to Elena.” Lila waves a hand in front of my face. “Where’d you go?”

“Nowhere.” I force a smile. “Just thinking about the mountain of dishes waiting for me when I get back.”

She makes a face. “Don’t. Tonight is about me, remember?”

“Lucky you.” I stand, smoothing my dress again. “Do you really need my help at this thing? Won’t you be surrounded by people who know which fork to use and how to pronounce ‘hors d’oeuvres’?”

“First of all, it’s little foods on plates,” she says. “Second, of course I need you. You’re my emergency eye contact when someone corners me with boring gossip. You’re my ‘I need to pee’ signal. You’re my human emotional support.”

“That’s a lot of pressure for someone whose fanciest event in recent memory was a staff potluck,” I say.

“You’ll be fine.” She straightens my necklace, fingers light against my skin. “Just… breathe, okay? And don’t let Mom critique your dress.”

“She’s going to critique it no matter what I wear.”

“True,” Lila says. “But you have me now. I’ve got a ring; I’m unstoppable. Come on. Your chariot awaits.”

My “chariot” is my parents’ aging sedan, currently idling at the curb downstairs. The air outside is cooler than in the apartment, carrying the faint scent of exhaust and fried food from the deli on the corner. The sky is turning that soft, early-evening blue that makes the city lights look brighter.

My father is in the driver’s seat, hands at ten and two like he’s in a defensive driving course. My mother sits beside him, lips pursed, wearing the beige cardigan she reserves for “important occasions.”

“Oh, look at you,” she says as I open the back door. “You should dress like this more often.”

“Hi, Mom,” I say, choosing to interpret that as a compliment.

“Hello, my darling,” Dad says, eyes crinkling in the rearview as Niko scrambles into his booster seat. “Ready for your night with us, buddy?”

“Yes!” Niko pumps his fists. “We gonna watch dragons.”

“No dragons before bed,” my mother says automatically.

“One dragon,” my father bargains. “A small one. Not too fiery.”

“You’re all conspiring against me,” I mutter, buckling Niko in.

Lila leans in through the other side to kiss my parents. “You two behave tonight,” she says. “Don’t embarrass me in front of the fancy people tomorrow.”

“We are the fancy people,” my mother sniff s. “Our daughter is marrying into money.”

“Into respectability,” my father corrects gently. “Money we can’t spend still doesn’t pay my electric bill.”

Lila laughs. “He’s not that kind of rich, Dad. It’s complicated.”

“Complicated money still spends,” Mom says. “We just hope he is kind and not… crooked.”

“Mom,” I say quietly.

She shrugs. “What? You watch the news. Men with bodyguards and cars with drivers are not usually kindergarten teachers.”

“He runs security companies and real estate,” Lila says. “Everything’s legal. Mostly.” She winks.

My mother does not find that as charming as Lila does.

“It will be fine,” Dad says, reaching over to pat Mom’s hand. “We’ll meet him properly tomorrow. For tonight, we take care of our boy and watch television that will rot all our brains.”

“Yay!” Niko crows.

I lean in and kiss his cheek. “Text me if he turns into a pumpkin,” I tell my parents.

“I’ll send you a picture,” Dad says.

We say our goodbyes. Lila and I step back onto the sidewalk as the car pulls away, Niko waving wildly from the back window. My chest feels simultaneously lighter and heavier watching him go.

“Mom switch to full interrogation mode yet?” I ask as we head toward the subway.

“She’s been in pre-interrogation mode for a week,” Lila says. “I think she’s saving the real stuff for tomorrow, when she has him trapped near the cake.”

“Good luck.”

She links her arm through mine. “I don’t need luck,” she says. “I have seating charts.”

The subway ride is short and crowded. I stand holding the pole, trying not to worry about wrinkles in my dress or whether my shoes will survive a night of standing. Every time the train jerks, someone bumps into me. I remind myself that this is normal, that the only thing different about tonight is the price












































































































