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  INTRODUCTION


Ihit the city’s new Clean Celebrations officer with a confetti cannon. Now we’re fake-dating to co-plan the Mayor’s daughter’s wedding. He files noise complaints. I am the noise.
FRANKIE:Noah Kline showed up to my gala like a warning label—buttoned-up, grim-faced, and armed with a clipboard.Thirty seconds later, he was covered in compostable glitter and glaring like I’d keyed his soul.
Now we’re co-producing a political wedding.The city says I need “oversight.”The press says we’re in love.
So I let him hold my hand at press conferences.Smile through staged first-date photos.Pretend his steady touch doesn’t light me up like a sparkler.
But under the contracts and camera flashes,He sees me.The mess, the nerves, the girl who never stops performing—and doesn’t ask for help.
And I start to want him to stay.
NOAH:Frankie Dorsey is the opposite of safe.She talks with her hands, hugs like she means it, and somehow talks me into hanging fairy lights in a tree at midnight.
We’re supposed to be a PR stunt.A polished distraction.
But she makes chaos look like art.And I’m bending every rule I’ve ever written just to keep her smiling.
I was hired to keep her under control.Instead, I’m falling for her—loudly, quietly, all at once.
And when sabotage strikes, I only have one choice:
Expose the truth.Or lose the only thing I didn’t know I needed.






  
  Chapter 1 — Frankie 


The confetti cannon coughed like a sick cat. 
Which was alarming, because I’d named it Sir Poppersworth and promised the billionaire host it would deliver “a whisper of biodegradable magic” right as his speech hit the word legacy.
Instead, Sir Poppersworth made a sound like a wet trombone and fired a glittering blizzard of corn-starch petals directly into the champagne tower.
The tower shivered, considered its choices, and chose violence.
Crystal exploded. Guests screamed. Someone yelled, “My eyelash extensions!” like that was the emergency. A violinist kept playing because musicians are either heroes or dead inside.
I lunged for the cannon. “No. No no no. Not like this. Not in the Penthouse of Petty Money.”
“Frankie,” Priya hissed into my earpiece, voice tight with the familiar tone of a woman watching her best friend sprint toward career death. “Tell me that is stage fog.”
“It’s… celebratory compost,” I whispered.
“Stop branding your downfall.”
I yanked the emergency shutoff lever.
Sir Poppersworth belched again, like he took it personally, and fired one final plume—straight into the face of a man in a charcoal suit who looked like he’d been born holding a clipboard and disapproving of joy.
He didn’t flinch.
He just blinked once, slowly, as confetti-petals clung to his eyelashes like tiny pastel regrets.
The room hushed in that way rich people do when they think they might be watching someone else become poor.
I threw my hands up like a hostage negotiator. “Hi. I can explain.”
Charcoal Suit didn’t wipe his face. Didn’t even check his lapel.
He looked down at the petals drifting across the marble floor like a crime scene.
Then he looked at me.
His eyes were a clean, startling gray—storm clouds on a day you want to be sunny.
“You’re Francesca Dorsey,” he said.
Not a question.
My stomach didn’t drop so much as… tilt. Like the entire penthouse had decided gravity was optional and I was about to find out how much.
“I prefer Frankie. Francesca is for—”
“Court documents,” he finished, deadpan.
My smile died on the spot.
Priya’s voice crackled in my ear. “Who is that?”
“I don’t know,” I whispered. “But he’s allergic to whimsy.”
Charcoal Suit reached inside his jacket and pulled out a badge.
The badge flashed under the chandelier, and my soul tried to leave my body through my mouth.
“New York City Department of Sanitation,” he said. “Clean Celebrations Compliance. Noah Kline.”
He said his name like a warning label.
I swallowed. “This is a private event.”
“And that,” he said, gesturing toward the confetti now hugging every surface like an emotional support organism, “is a public sidewalk hazard the moment anyone tracks it outside.”
“It’s biodegradable,” I said, because it was the one fact I could cling to like a life raft.
“So are bananas,” he replied. “You don’t see me launching those into the air.”
Behind him, the host—Mr. Billionaire—hovered, face the color of a canceled donation. “Is this… safe?”
“Yes,” I said quickly. “It’s corn starch, dried flower dye, and plant-based pigments. We’re basically in a salad.”
A woman in a diamond choker coughed dramatically. “I can taste the… green.”
Noah’s gaze moved over the mess with unsettling efficiency. Then—without waiting for permission—he stepped around the champagne wreckage and crouched.
He picked up a shard of crystal with two fingers and slid it into a napkin from a passing tray before anyone’s designer shoe could discover it the hard way.
“Does anyone have a cut?” he asked the room, voice level.
Not performative. Not loud.
Just… concerned.
A server raised a trembling hand. “My finger—just a little.”
Noah was already reaching into his inner pocket. He produced a tiny first-aid packet like a man who planned for other people’s disasters.
“Rinse it,” he said, handing it over. “Wrap. Don’t keep working if it’s bleeding.”
The server blinked, stunned, then nodded and hurried away.
My chest did a stupid hiccup. Because fine, he could be annoying. He did not also get to be quietly decent.
Noah straightened and finally focused on me again.
His eyes flicked to my lanyard, my branded apron, my hands sticky with ribbon residue. “You’re operating a particulate dispersion device without proper containment.”
“That’s a confetti cannon,” I said, offended on Sir Poppersworth’s behalf.
“And it’s malfunctioning,” he replied, calm as a man reading a weather report, “in a building with open terrace access.”
Priya’s voice sharpened in my ear. “Frankie, do not antagonize the sanitation cop.”
“He’s not a cop,” I whispered. “He’s… a joy accountant.”
Noah took a small notebook from his pocket and clicked a pen. The sound was loud in the silence.
“Name of device,” he said.
“It’s Sir Poppersworth,” I blurted.
He paused. Looked up. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s Sir Poppersworth,” I repeated, because if I was going down, my machine deserved dignity.
Noah wrote something down, expression unchanged. “Manufacturer.”
“I built it.”
“That explains a lot,” he said, and my jaw dropped because who gave him permission to be both rude and hot?
Mr. Billionaire’s smile was glued on like expensive wallpaper. “Is there… a fine?”
Noah’s pen didn’t hesitate. “There will be, unless immediate remediation occurs to prevent offsite spread.”
Remediation.
It was a very Noah word, like he’d never had a good time that wasn’t properly labeled.
I clapped my hands—too loud, too bright—because if I stopped moving, the panic would catch me. “Okay! Team! Cleanup is sexy!”
It was not, as it turned out, a persuasive rallying cry.
The staff stared like I’d suggested we all lick the floor.
Then the server Noah had helped moved first, grabbing a towel cart with the fierce focus of someone who’d just been treated like a person.
One by one, the others followed.
Priya cut in through my earpiece. “I’m coming to you. Do not say anything else.”
“Too late,” I muttered.
As people began containing the mess, I scanned the room automatically—habit. Events are ninety percent vibes and ten percent identifying the one person about to make it weird.
That’s when I saw him.
A man with glossy, too-perfect hair, standing near the bar. He wasn’t calling for help or checking on anyone. He was holding up his phone, angled at the chaos like he was collecting proof.
His gaze met mine.
He smiled.
Not friendly.
More like: Found it.
A chill slid through me.
Then Noah stepped closer.
Confetti still clung to his hair, softening the sharp lines of him in a way that made my brain do something unhelpful—like whisper dangerous but pretty and then immediately try to delete itself.
“You’re lucky,” he murmured.
My heart leapt before it remembered self-respect. “I am?”
He leaned in just enough that I could smell clean soap and the faintest hint of mint—like he flossed for fun and judged you if you didn’t.
“Lucky,” he said, “that this happened before the Initiative announcement tomorrow.”
My heartbeat stumbled.
“What Initiative?”
Noah held my gaze, and for the first time his control slipped—just a fraction—like he was bracing for impact.
“The Mayor’s office is launching a citywide Clean Celebrations program,” he said. “And your company is on the shortlist.”
Priya’s voice in my ear went strangled. “Frankie. What did he just say?”
I stared at Noah, brain short-circuiting between shortlist and fine and his stupid perfect mouth.
“I’m on a—”
“You were,” Noah corrected.
The chandelier lights glittered overhead, mocking me.
Then he added, casually devastating, “Unless you agree to work with me.”
Priya finally reached my side, heels sharp, expression murderous. She looked Noah up and down like she was deciding where to hide the body.
Then she hissed at me, “Who did you punch in a past life?”
Noah extended a hand toward me like a contract offered by a man who never laughed. “Tomorrow morning. Eight a.m. City Hall. We discuss terms.”
My fingers twitched at my side.
Terms.
I’d built my entire business on sparkle and spontaneity, and now the universe was handing me a man made of rules and mint.
I should’ve said no.
That’s the smart-girl move. The responsible-adult move. The move where you do not agree to be supervised by a man who weaponizes the word remediation.
Instead, my mouth—traitor—said, “Fine.”
Noah’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes did. Like a lock clicking.
“Good,” he said. “Bring documentation for your materials. Testing, sourcing—anything you have.”
“I have—” I started, then my brain supplied a vivid image of my supplier emails scattered across three inboxes and one folder labeled IMPORTANT!!! that I hadn’t opened since last spring.
“And bring the device,” he added.
“You mean Sir Poppersworth,” I said, because if I was going down, my cannon deserved to go down with honor.
Noah paused, like he was deciding whether to correct me or pretend he hadn’t heard it.
Then, very calmly, he said, “Bring your Sir.”
And walked away.
He didn’t look back. He didn’t need to. The room was still watching me—donors and diamonds and the violinist still playing like the world wasn’t on fire.
Priya grabbed my elbow. “Tell me you didn’t just agree to meet the sanitation man at City Hall.”
“I didn’t agree,” I said automatically.
Priya’s stare went lethal.
“I… complied,” I corrected.
Priya exhaled through her nose like she was trying not to commit a felony with a centerpiece stand. “Okay. We can fix this. We can spin this. We can—”
My phone buzzed in my pocket.
A calendar notification.
NEW EVENT: CITY HALL — 8:00 A.M. Location: NYC City Hall Notes: Compliance terms. Vendor shortlist.
The words sat on the screen like a stamp.
Priya leaned in to read it. “Oh my God.”
I stared until the letters stopped behaving like language and started behaving like destiny.
Then another buzz.
A text from an unknown number.
UNKNOWN: Confetti-gate is going to look adorable in tomorrow’s headlines.
Cold slid under my ribs.
I lifted my head, searching the room for a face that didn’t belong—someone too still, too pleased, too ready to watch me crack.
All I saw were rich people pretending they’d never made a mess in their lives.
Across the penthouse, Noah’s broad shoulders disappeared into the crowd with the certainty of a man who already had the upper hand.
And for the first time all night, I didn’t feel like the queen of celebration.
I felt like a target.
And apparently, I had a meeting about it at eight a.m.
In City Hall.
With a man who thought bananas were a safety hazard.






  
  Chapter 2 — Noah 


Ididn’t wipe the confetti off my suit until I got to the elevator. 
Not because I enjoyed wearing pastel evidence—God, no—but because if I started brushing at it in the middle of that penthouse, I might have done something worse.
Like smile.
Or—worse—laugh.
Both were unacceptable.
The elevator doors slid shut with a soft, expensive hush, sealing me inside a mirrored box with my own reflection. I looked like a man who’d lost a fight with a craft store.
Petals clung to my hairline. One sat on my eyebrow like it had squatted there out of spite. A bright smear of pink had landed on my collar, as if the night itself had tried to brand me.
I pinched a petal free and held it up.
Biodegradable, she’d said.
Sure.
So were my boundaries. And yet here we were.
The elevator descended in silence. The petal in my fingers was weightless. The consequences were not.
In the lobby, a doorman tried very hard not to stare at my lapel like it might shed. He failed politely.
I walked past him, then stopped.
My therapist would’ve called it “a choice.” My body called it “I hate mess.”
I turned toward the concierge desk.
“Spill kit,” I said.
The concierge blinked. “Sir?”
“Brooms, wet-floor signs, trash bags,” I clarified, keeping my voice even. “There’s broken glass and particulate upstairs. It needs containment before it migrates into the elevator bank.”
The concierge’s eyes widened. “Right away.”
“And—” I paused, because admitting I noticed humans was apparently a moral failing. “A server cut their finger. Make sure they actually wash it. Bandage it. Don’t tell them to keep working.”
A beat. Then the concierge nodded, a little less robotic. “Yes, sir.”
I walked out before I could overthink the fact that I’d just cared in public.
Outside, winter air hit my face like a reset button. Taxi exhaust. Streetlight glare. The city’s constant argument with itself.
Normal.
I headed toward my car, confetti still clinging stubbornly to the front of my coat as if it had developed ambition.
My phone buzzed.
DEPUTY CHIEF OF STAFF — MAYOR’S OFFICE
Of course.
I answered on the first ring because politics didn’t reward hesitation.
“Officer Kline,” I said.
Her voice came through crisp and clipped, like she spoke in bullet points. “Tell me you’re not still at the penthouse.”
“I’m leaving.”
“Good,” she said. “I just got three texts and one email about ‘Confetti-gate.’”
“It’s not a gate,” I replied. “It’s a malfunction.”
“It’s trending,” she said. “Which means it’s a gate.”
I slid into my car and shut the door, sealing myself inside leather, quiet, and my own restraint. My suit looked even more absurd in the dim interior light—charcoal wool with pastel shrapnel.
“We need a status report,” the deputy continued. “The Initiative announcement is tomorrow. The Mayor wants no surprises.”
No surprises.
The phrase sat in my chest like a hand. I hadn’t had surprises in years. I’d had headlines.
“I handled it,” I said. “Fine will be assessed if remediation doesn’t occur.”
“You and your remediation,” she muttered. “Listen. We’re launching Clean Celebrations because we’re sick of looking like we outlawed fun. We need an eco-friendly vendor who makes compliance look like a choice, not a punishment.”
I stared at the confetti on my lapel.
Fun had never been my strong suit. Containment had.
“The Mayor wants Francesca Dorsey involved,” she said. “She polls well. Small business. ‘Joy.’”
The word joy landed wrong. Like something you could buy and brand and sell to voters in biodegradable packaging.
“She’s chaotic,” I said.
“She’s charismatic,” the deputy corrected. “There’s a difference.”
Charisma without containment became debris. I didn’t say that, because I’d already met the kind of person who would smile at that line and make it sound like flirting.
I hated that my brain supplied her face—wide eyes, hands sticky with ribbon residue, mouth too quick with jokes like she could outrun humiliation by being entertaining.
She’d stood there under a chandelier with half the room waiting for her to fail, and she’d still tried to rally a cleanup team like it was a pep rally.
Cleanup is sexy.
Ridiculous.
Also… weirdly brave.
“She violated protocols,” I said, because it was safer to be clinical than curious.
“Then write her protocols,” the deputy replied. “And make her sign them. Tomorrow. Eight a.m. City Hall. Terms.”
My grip tightened on the steering wheel.
“Understood.”
“And Noah,” she added, voice lowering a fraction—the tone people used when they were aiming. “Do not let your history become part of this.”
My spine went rigid.
“My history isn’t relevant.”
Her silence said she didn’t believe me. Or she did—and that was the problem.
I ended the call before I said something unprofessional. Before I admitted that the word history felt like a hand at the back of my neck.
I started the engine and pulled away from the curb.
At the first red light, my phone buzzed again.
A number I didn’t recognize.
I ignored it.
The phone buzzed again, more insistent.
I ignored it again, because some instincts weren’t logic.
They were scars.
The light turned green. I drove.
The phone buzzed a third time, the vibration angry now, like whoever it was didn’t understand boundaries.
At the next red light, I flipped the phone over and opened the message.
UNKNOWN: Saw you tonight.
My stomach didn’t drop. It tightened—clean and cold—like a belt pulled one notch too far.
I stared at the screen until the words stopped looking like text and started looking like a threat.
Another buzz.
UNKNOWN: We should talk. Before City Hall.
City Hall.
Tomorrow.
Eight a.m.
Terms.
The same word Dorsey had repeated in that penthouse, stunned—like she couldn’t decide if she was being rescued or sentenced.
My thumb hovered over the keyboard.
A third message arrived before I could decide.
UNKNOWN: Don’t pretend you don’t know who this is.
Air went thin in my lungs.
I set the phone down again, slower this time, like it might explode if I moved too fast. The dashboard clock glowed: 10:51 p.m.
Outside, the city kept moving. People laughed on sidewalks. Taxi horns argued. Somewhere, someone launched something shiny into the air and called it a celebration.
My phone had been quiet for months.
That silence had felt like a truce.
Now it felt like someone had ripped the treaty in half and thrown it at my feet.
I drove the rest of the way home with confetti still clinging to my suit and an unseen name sitting in my cupholder like a loaded gun.
In my garage, my calendar notification lit up bright and unforgiving.
CITY HALL — 8:00 A.M. Notes: Confetti Clause meeting. Vendor terms.
I stared at it until the edges of my vision went tight.
I reached for the last stubborn petal on my lapel, pinched it free, and held it in my palm.
It was soft. Harmless.
It shouldn’t have had any power.
And yet it felt like an omen.
Tomorrow, I’d set rules. Tomorrow, I’d contain chaos. Tomorrow, I’d prove I could control the variables.
But tonight, with my phone buzzing again in the cupholder, all I could think was that someone out there had watched me stand under a chandelier and pretend my past wasn’t waiting in the shadows.
And they’d decided it was time to step into the light.






  
  Chapter 3 — Frankie 


City Hall smelled like old paper, floor polish, and the slow death of dreams. 
I arrived at 7:52 a.m. because Priya had threatened to replace my coffee with decaf if I was late, and she meant it in the same tone people use when describing war crimes.
She walked beside me, expression sharp, hair perfect, carrying a tablet like it was a weapon.
“You will not freestyle this,” she warned.
“I never freestyle,” I lied.
Priya stopped at the security line and turned me by my shoulders so I had to look at her. “Frankie. Listen. This is a contract situation. A high-stakes, public-facing, do-not-make-a-joke-about-bananas situation.”
“Bananas started it,” I muttered.
“Do not,” she said, eyes narrowing, “make the city associate you with fruit-based chaos.”
“I can be professional.”
Priya looked me up and down.
I was wearing my “serious” outfit: black jumpsuit, blazer, boots I could run in. My hair was in a bun that said I own a stapler. The only giveaway was the emergency roll of holographic tape tucked into my pocket like a comfort animal.
Priya exhaled. “Okay. We can work with this. Step one: apologize. Step two: accept oversight. Step three: smile like a woman who definitely isn’t fantasizing about shoving a compliance officer into a recycling bin.”
“Why would I—”
She lifted a brow.
I sighed. “Fine.”
We cleared security. My bag got flagged because apparently scissors and an industrial-strength ribbon cutter counted as “concerning.” I smiled politely while a guard rummaged through my supplies like he was expecting to find contraband confetti.
If only he knew.
We reached the conference room.
The door was open. Voices drifted out—bureaucratic, clipped. The kind of tone people used when they were deciding your fate and calling it “process.”
Then I saw him.
Noah Kline stood at the head of the table in the same charcoal suit, minus confetti, unfortunately. His hair was neat. His posture said he’d never had to dig through couch cushions for his keys.
He held a folder. He looked up the moment I entered.
And for half a second—just half—I saw something in his face soften.
Then it snapped back into place like a lock.
“Ms. Dorsey,” he said.
“Officer Kline,” I replied.
Priya brushed past me with the smile of a woman about to sell someone their own skeleton. “Hello! Priya Shah, crisis PR. I’m here to ensure alignment and positive outcomes.”
Noah’s gaze flicked to her, assessing. “Noted.”
At the table sat a deputy chief of staff (the voice Noah probably heard in his nightmares), two sanitation staffers, and—
—oh God.
Him.
Glossy hair. Perfect suit. A smile that didn’t warm his eyes.
Sterling Vale.
My stomach didn’t drop. It tightened. Because I knew that face.
He’d been the guy at the gala, filming chaos like it was entertainment. The one who’d smiled at me like he’d found a loose thread to pull.
Sterling’s eyes slid over me. “Frankie,” he purred. “Heard you had… a moment.”
“A moment implies it ended,” I muttered.
Priya’s elbow hit my ribs like a warning shot.
Noah opened his folder. “We’re here to discuss your participation in the Clean Celebrations Initiative and the Mayor-family wedding.”
My heart did a chaotic little cartwheel and then immediately remembered it had bills to pay.
The Mayor’s daughter’s wedding. The contract. The visibility. The thing that could keep my company from dying a slow, humiliating death in the middle of Q1.
Noah slid a single-page document across the table toward me.
In bold letters at the top:
CONFETTI CLAUSE — CONDITIONS OF PARTICIPATION
I blinked. “Is this… named after me?”
“It’s named after the hazard,” Noah said.
Sterling coughed, like he found my existence contagious.
Noah didn’t glance at him. Didn’t give him the satisfaction.
He continued, voice smooth and merciless. “You’ll be permitted to supply biodegradable celebratory materials under strict compliance oversight. Any dispersal devices must be pre-approved. Any residue must be contained. Any violation will result in immediate removal from the vendor roster.”
My throat tightened. “So I’m on probation.”
“You’re on a leash,” Sterling murmured, smiling.
Noah’s eyes went sharp. “This is oversight, not punishment,” he said flatly. “And we’re not doing commentary.”
Sterling’s smile twitched—barely.
It shouldn’t have mattered. It did anyway. Something in my chest loosened like I’d been holding my breath since last night.
Priya leaned forward. “My client is happy to comply with reasonable guidelines. We’d also like to discuss the scope of deliverables and publicity terms, given her brand value.”
Noah’s gaze stayed on me, not Priya. “Can you operate within boundaries, Ms. Dorsey?”
Something hot and stubborn flared in my chest. The twelve-year-old waiting by the window for a dad who promised one more party hated the way he said boundaries, like he expected me to fail.
“I can,” I said, too fast. “I just need clarity.”
Noah’s mouth twitched, like he appreciated competence even when it showed up wrapped in chaos. “Clarity is what I do.”
His pen clicked once. A small sound. It landed in my spine like a line drawn.
Sterling leaned back. “Frankie, darling, you should let professionals handle the wedding. The Mayor wants sophistication, not… compost glitter.”
I opened my mouth to commit a felony.
And then Juniper Reyes walked into the room.
Like the universe timed it to punish Sterling.
She wore a thick scarf and the expression of a woman bracing for nonsense. Her gaze swept over us, landed on Sterling, and she visibly hardened.
Then she looked at me.
“Frankie Dorsey?” she asked.
I stood. “Yes—hi. Congratulations. I love your nonprofit’s work. The mural project in Queens made me cry in the rain like an idiot.”
Juniper’s mouth softened. “Thank you. I cried in the rain too. Queens does that.”
Sterling cleared his throat loudly. “Juniper, I was just saying—”
“I know what you were just saying,” Juniper cut in, voice sweet as a knife. “And I didn’t ask.”
Priya’s eyes glittered with delighted violence.
Juniper turned to Noah. “So. This is the part where you tell me my wedding is now a political initiative?”
Noah’s jaw tightened. “This is the part where we ensure your wedding doesn’t become a sanitation incident.”
Juniper stared. “Is that why you’re here? To stop joy?”
Noah didn’t blink. “To stop debris.”
Juniper’s gaze shifted to me. “And you’re here to supply the joy?”
I swallowed. “I’m here to supply celebration without leaving a trail of regret across Fifth Avenue.”
Noah’s eyes flicked to mine, like he didn’t expect me to be capable of self-awareness.
Juniper nodded slowly. “Good. Because I want biodegradable everything. I want local vendors. I want the city to stop pretending ‘clean’ means ‘boring.’”
Sterling’s smile strained. “Of course, Juniper. That’s why I—”
Juniper held up a hand. “Sterling, I’ve seen your work. It’s beautiful. It’s also… sterile. Like a hotel lobby that charges you to breathe.”
Priya made a sound that might’ve been a cough but was absolutely a laugh.
Sterling’s cheeks tightened.
Juniper turned back to me. “Frankie. Show me something. Not now—later. Something that feels like me. Not like a press release.”
Relief hit so fast it made my eyes sting. “Done.”
Noah spoke, measured. “Then we’ll proceed, pending Ms. Dorsey’s signature.”
He tapped the Confetti Clause.
I stared at it.
Ink. Commitment. Rules.
My instincts screamed don’t get trapped.
But my business screamed louder.
My hands shook—just a little—before I forced them still. Not because I was scared of Noah.
Because I was scared of wanting this so badly it could break me.
I picked up the pen.
Noah’s voice dropped, just for me. “If you sign, you do this my way.”
I met his gaze. “And if I don’t?”
His eyes darkened—the tiniest crack in his control. “Then you lose the contract.”
Juniper watched us like she could see sparks we were pretending weren’t there.
Priya leaned close and whispered, “Sign. We’ll seduce the rules later.”
I snorted despite myself.
And I signed.
Noah took the paper back like he’d just acquired a dangerous animal. Then—quietly, almost begrudgingly—he slid a second sheet toward me.
A checklist.
Testing documents. Supplier certifications. Containment procedures. A line that said Remediation Plan in bold.
“This is what you need,” he said, not unkind. “If you’re missing anything, you tell me now. We fix it before it becomes a headline.”
For a second, I couldn’t find my voice.
Because he’d just said we in the only language he trusted: prevention.
The deputy chief cleared her throat. “One more thing. The press has picked up last night’s incident. Confetti-gate is trending.”
My stomach didn’t drop this time. My skin prickled. “It is?”
Sterling’s smile returned, shark-bright. “Oh yes. Very entertaining.”
The deputy continued, “We need to control the narrative before the Initiative announcement. If the public perceives infighting, this becomes a story about incompetence, not clean celebration.”
My mouth went dry. “So what do you want from me.”
The deputy’s gaze flicked between Noah and me like she was measuring the distance. “Unity.”
Noah’s shoulders went rigid. “Define unity.”
“A friendly appearance,” she said. “Tonight. The Mayor’s holiday lights event. Photos. Smiles. Collaboration.”
Juniper’s eyes lit with wicked humor. “Make them date.”
I choked on air. “No.”
Noah’s head snapped toward Juniper. “Absolutely not.”
Juniper shrugged. “Then come up with something better than ‘They hate each other but trust us.’”
Priya looked like someone had just been handed a loaded glitter cannon. “No one said anything about real dating.”
Noah’s stare cut to Priya—murderous.
Then it cut to me.
And I recognized the look instantly: the look of a man calculating exactly how much damage my existence could do to his carefully constructed life.
The deputy chief tapped the table. “Tonight. Seven p.m. We want you both present. Together.”
“Together how,” I asked, already hating the answer.
Priya’s smile was sweet as cyanide. “Close enough that a camera can’t crop you apart.”
Noah’s jaw tightened. “We agreed to oversight. Not—”
“Optics,” the deputy chief interrupted. “This program is political. Your feelings are not the priority.”
Juniper leaned closer to me, whispering like she couldn’t help herself. “If you two kiss under the lights, I will personally fund your business.”
“Juniper,” I hissed.
Priya’s eyes gleamed. “Juniper, no.”
Juniper grinned. “Juniper, yes.”
Noah pushed his chair back slightly, like the room had become too small. “This is a mistake.”
The deputy chief’s satisfied nod made it clear this wasn’t a meeting invite.
It was a leash with better lighting.
Noah’s gaze held mine for one sharp second—storm-gray and warning.
Then he slid the Confetti Clause folder back toward himself, as if reclaiming the only thing he could control.
“Seven,” he said. “Be on time.”
And the way he said it—like it wasn’t a request, like it was already inevitable—sent a cold ribbon of dread curling down my spine.
Because suddenly, this wasn’t just about my business.
It was about my face—next to his—in photos that would live forever.






  
  Chapter 4 — Noah


There were rules for emergencies. 
Fire: evacuate.Flood: contain.Public relations: deny, deflect, redirect.
Fake dating was not in the handbook.
“Absolutely not,” I said, because it was the only sane response.
Across the table, Priya Shah’s smile didn’t flicker. She had the calm of someone who could sell you a parachute after pushing you out of a plane.
The deputy chief of staff folded her hands. “Officer Kline, we’re not asking for a rom-com. We’re asking for optics.”
Juniper Reyes leaned back in her chair like this was live theater. “You two have chemistry. It’s obvious.”
“It is not,” Frankie said at the same time I did.
Juniper’s grin widened. “See? Banter. Electric.”
Frankie’s eyes flashed. Mine narrowed.
Chemistry wasn’t the same thing as a proximity-based threat response. The city had plenty of both.
“I’m not compromising my position,” I said, careful with each word. “I will do the job. I will enforce compliance. But I will not—”
“Hold a hand?” Priya offered, sweet. “Stand close? Smile like you don’t want to throw yourself into the Hudson?”
“I don’t smile on command,” I said.
Juniper tilted her head. “That’s tragic.”
“It’s professional.”
“Same thing, sometimes,” she said brightly.
I didn’t dignify that with an answer.
Sterling Vale—glossy hair, expensive teeth, the kind of suit that looked offended by oxygen—leaned forward like he’d been waiting for his cue.
“Perhaps,” he said, voice smooth, “the city should select a vendor without scandal. Someone reliable.”
His gaze flicked to Frankie as if she were a stain.
Frankie’s posture went rigid. The humor that had carried her through the morning vanished, replaced by something sharp and bare.
Priya’s hand slid across the table toward Frankie’s folder in a protective gesture. A small thing. Instinctive.
My phone buzzed in my pocket.
Once.
A private vibration. A private warning.
I didn’t move.
Not in front of them. Not with Sterling watching like he wanted me to twitch.
I kept my hands on the table, steady, because Frankie’s entire business was already hanging on a thread and I refused to be the man who yanked it just to feel in control.
The deputy’s eyes stayed on me. “Confetti-gate is trending. The Initiative announcement is tomorrow. If the public perceives infighting, this becomes a story about incompetence, not clean celebration.”
Incompetence.
The word hit like a familiar bruise.
I’d lived inside that label once—when the investigation started, when my name became a punchline in architectural forums, when reporters wrote “alleged” like it was seasoning and still served the dish as truth.
It hadn’t mattered that I hadn’t forged anything.
My signature had been on the renderings. My face had been on the website. My name was what people remembered when they needed someone to blame.
I forced my breathing to stay even.
“We can issue a joint statement,” I said. “We can do a press appearance about safety and innovation. No personal angle.”
Priya’s smile turned pitying. “The internet doesn’t share statements, Officer Kline. It shares stories.”
Juniper nodded. “Exactly. Give them something they can ship.”
Frankie made a strangled sound. “Please don’t say ‘ship’ about me.”
Juniper’s eyes sparkled. “Too late.”
Sterling lifted a hand, polite as poison. “If the city insists on ‘stories,’ perhaps a vendor with experience managing high-profile events would be a wiser choice.”
His gaze slid to the deputy. “Someone who doesn’t accidentally weaponize party supplies.”
Frankie’s fingers tightened around her pen. Her face went still, too still—the kind of stillness that meant she’d been hit somewhere tender and refused to show it.
I didn’t like it.
I didn’t like Sterling’s satisfaction even more.
“This isn’t a vendor audition,” I said.
Sterling’s brows lifted. “Isn’t it?”
“It’s a compliance meeting,” I continued, voice flat. “And we’re not doing commentary.”
Sterling’s smile twitched, the smallest crack in the polish.
Juniper’s mouth quirked. Priya looked delighted in a way that made me suspicious.
Frankie didn’t look at me. She stared at the Confetti Clause like it might bite.
The deputy chief’s expression remained calm, which in politics meant she was about to apply pressure.
“Officer Kline,” she said, “if you can’t cooperate, we’ll find someone who can. We need this initiative to launch clean. We can’t afford another surprise.”
My pulse spiked.
They wouldn’t replace me. Not easily. Not with twenty-four hours’ notice and a program that needed enforcement teeth.
But politics didn’t reward logic.
Politics rewarded sacrifice.
My phone buzzed again.
Twice this time.
I kept my face neutral.
Frankie shifted in her chair, and her knee bumped the table leg. A tiny, nervous movement she probably didn’t know she’d made.
She was trying to be composed. Trying to be professional in a room designed to strip her down to a headline.
Her voice—too bright—had softened at the edges since last night. The humor was still there, but it wasn’t armor anymore.
It was effort.
I hated that I noticed.
Juniper leaned forward, resting her chin on her hand. “So? Are you going to fake-date or what?”
“I’m not fake-dating,” I said immediately.
Priya sighed like I’d disappointed her personally.
“But,” I added, because the deputy chief was staring at me like a countdown clock, “I’ll do a photo op.”
Priya’s eyes lit up. Juniper looked thrilled. Sterling looked annoyed.
Frankie’s head snapped up. “Excuse me?”
“On my terms,” I said, cutting off the celebration before it became momentum. “Public appearance. Collaboration language. No physical intimacy. No improvised comments.”
Frankie blinked. “You can’t stop me from speaking.”
“I can stop you from becoming a headline,” I said.
The words came out sharper than I meant, but they landed.
Frankie’s face tightened.
Priya’s gaze flicked between us like she was watching a tennis match and placing bets.
The deputy chief nodded once. “Good. Tonight. Seven p.m. The Mayor’s holiday lights event. We want you both present. Together.”
“Together how,” Frankie asked, and I heard the edge under the humor. Fear disguised as irritation.
Priya answered before anyone else could. “Close enough that a camera can’t crop you apart.”
Frankie shot her a look. “Traitor.”
Priya smiled. “Partner.”
Juniper laughed. “This is going to be amazing.”
“It won’t,” Frankie muttered.
The deputy chief slid a folder toward me—internal talking points, presumably. “We’ll coordinate with press staff. We need you both to look aligned.”
Aligned.
A word that sounded neutral until it wasn’t.
Sterling lifted his phone—subtle, quick—and I caught the angle. He wasn’t taking notes.
He was collecting a moment.
I remembered Frankie’s story from the penthouse—the way she’d scanned the room like she was used to spotting danger before it smiled.
Now I saw it too.
Sterling’s camera wasn’t aimed at the deputy. It was aimed at Frankie.
At her hand. Her pen. Her signature.
Evidence.
“Mr. Vale,” I said, quiet.
Sterling looked up, innocent. “Yes?”
“Put your phone away.”
His mouth tilted. “I’m documenting.”
“You’re performing,” I said. “And you’re done.”
The deputy chief’s eyes widened a fraction. Priya’s smile sharpened like she’d just tasted blood.
Sterling
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