

    
        
          Fake Wife, Real Heat

        

        
        
          Aurora North

        

        
          Published by Fractal Enigma, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FAKE WIFE, REAL HEAT

    

    
      First edition. June 10, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Aurora North.

    

    
    
      Written by Aurora North.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


The Lie That Grew Legs

The email arrived at 4:47 PM on a Tuesday, which was exactly the kind of time slot the universe reserved for delivering problems that couldn't be solved before the end of the workday.

Alyx read it twice. Then a third time, slower, as if the words might rearrange themselves into something less catastrophic.

Hi Alyx! Just confirming your cabin assignment for the Calloway Crest Retreat (Sept 12–15). You and your partner are in Birch Cabin — king bed, lake view, absolutely gorgeous. The couples' wine tasting is Thursday evening and the partner brunch is Sunday morning. Dress code is smart casual. Can't wait to finally meet your other half! — Lisa, on behalf of Vivian Whitfield

Your other half.

Alyx closed her laptop, pressed her fingertips against her eyelids, and contemplated the series of increasingly stupid decisions that had delivered her to this exact moment.

Eight months ago. A firm happy hour at that overpriced whiskey bar in Midtown. Three bourbons in, Jordan Pace had leaned across the table with that particular smile she weaponized in client meetings and said, loud enough for Vivian and both founding partners to hear, "Alyx, do you actually do anything besides work? I don't think I've ever seen you mention a single human being you spend time with voluntarily."

It had landed the way Jordan intended it to — light, teasing, with a razor blade tucked inside the joke. The partners had laughed. Vivian had tilted her head in that thoughtful way that meant she was filing something away for future reference.

Alyx, bourbon-brave and stung, had said, "I'm seeing someone, actually."

That was it. Four words. She hadn't offered a name, a gender, a single identifying detail. But she also hadn't corrected anyone when the assumptions started filling themselves in. When Vivian mentioned over coffee that she hoped Alyx would bring her partner to the holiday party. When a junior associate asked if her "girlfriend" was the woman in the photo on her desk — which was Riley, her roommate, in a candid shot from a rooftop barbecue, laughing with her head thrown back and the sunset catching her hair.

Alyx had said, "That's her," because it was easier than the truth, and because the truth was that she went home to an empty bedroom every night and the closest thing she had to a relationship was the woman on the other side of the wall who sang off-key in the shower and left watercolor-stained mugs on every flat surface in their apartment.

The lie had grown the way lies do when you stop feeding them but forget to kill them. Quietly. Passively. Like ivy on a wall — decorative until you realized it had gotten into the foundation.

And now she needed to produce a wife in ten days.

Alyx opened her laptop again and stared at the email. Birch Cabin. King bed. Lake view. The retreat was four days at a converted estate in the Hudson Valley, designed to feel like a luxurious getaway while functioning as an extended evaluation of who the firm's partners actually were when you stripped away the office. Vivian had started the tradition fifteen years ago, back when Whitfield & Calloway was small enough to fit in a single cabin. Now it was a whole production — thirty people, catered meals, structured bonding activities that sounded optional and absolutely were not.

Alyx needed this retreat to go well. The partnership vote was six weeks out. She'd spent three years building a portfolio that spoke for itself — residential designs that had won regional awards, a client retention rate that made the other senior associates look careless, a reputation for clean, innovative work that clients specifically requested. On paper, she was the obvious choice.

But Whitfield & Calloway didn't promote on paper. They promoted on fit. On the ineffable sense that someone was a whole person — grounded, stable, the kind of architect you'd trust with a thirty-year client relationship because they clearly had the emotional infrastructure to sustain one. Vivian had said it directly at last year's review: "We don't just want brilliant designers. We want people who've built lives worth protecting. That ambition translates."

So: a wife. She needed a wife.

Alyx ran through the options with the same methodical precision she applied to structural load calculations, and every single one collapsed under scrutiny.

She could say her partner was sick. Believable once, suspicious for four days. She could claim a last-minute breakup — but then she'd be the woman who got dumped right before the partnership vote, and pity was worse than suspicion. She could hire someone. An actress, a friend of a friend, a professional faker. But the partners had seen photos of her apartment. She'd hosted a small work dinner last spring, and Riley had been visibly living there — her art supplies on the desk, her jacket on the hook, her name on the mail. If Alyx showed up with a stranger, someone would notice the disconnect.

Which left the obvious option. The one she'd been circling for twenty minutes without letting herself land on it.

Riley.

Riley, who already knew her coffee order (black, one sugar, and don't talk to her before the first cup). Riley, who knew that she rearranged furniture when she was stressed and went silent when she was angry and cried exactly once a year, on her father's birthday, behind a locked bathroom door. Riley, who had lived with her for eighteen months and knew the topography of her daily life better than anyone Alyx had dated in the last decade.

Riley, who was not her wife. Not her girlfriend. Not anything except her roommate and, if Alyx was being honest with herself — which she made a point of avoiding — the person she most looked forward to seeing at the end of every day.

That was a problem for later. Right now she needed a solution for September 12th.

Alyx closed her laptop, gathered her things, and left the office at 5:15, which was early enough to earn a raised eyebrow from Jordan on her way out.

"Hot date?" Jordan called.

"Something like that," Alyx said, and didn't look back.

• • •
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The apartment smelled like garlic and turpentine, which was either a sign that Riley was cooking or that she'd gotten paint thinner near the stove again. Both had happened before.

Alyx dropped her keys in the bowl by the door — a ceramic thing Riley had made in a pottery class and painted with tiny, slightly lopsided stars — and stood in the entryway for a moment, listening. Music from the living room, something acoustic and warm. The soft scratch of pencil on paper. A faint humming that never quite found the melody.

She rounded the corner and there was Riley, cross-legged at her desk in the corner of the living room, bent over a half-finished illustration with her headphones around her neck and a pencil behind each ear. She was wearing an oversized cream sweatshirt with a smear of cerulean paint on the left cuff, leggings that had seen better days, and the kind of thick wool socks that made her look like a cozy, rumpled painting of someone who'd never once worried about making partner at anything.

Alyx watched her for a beat too long. The way Riley's brow furrowed when she was concentrating. The way she chewed her lower lip, leaving it pink and slightly swollen. The way the late afternoon light caught the auburn in her hair and turned it copper.

Stop it.

"Hey," Alyx said.

Riley looked up. The furrow smoothed into a grin that was unreasonably warm for a Tuesday. "Hey. You're early. Who died?"

"No one died."

"Then who's about to? You have your murder-planning face on." Riley pulled the pencils from behind her ears and set them down, giving Alyx her full attention. That was the thing about Riley — when she looked at you, she looked at you. No half-measures. No split focus. It was flattering and slightly terrifying.

"I don't have a murder-planning face."

"You absolutely do. It's the same face you make when the delivery guy forgets the extra soy sauce. Calm, focused, lethally disappointed." Riley unfolded from her desk chair with the boneless grace of someone who hadn't been sitting in an ergonomic office setup for nine hours. "Tea?"

"Please."

Riley padded to the kitchen without being asked anything else. She knew. She always knew — the difference between Alyx's I-need-wine stress and her I-need-tea stress, the difference between her I-want-to-talk silence and her please-don't-ask silence. It was the accumulated fluency of shared space, eighteen months of parallel living that had built its own language without either of them noticing.

Alyx followed her into the kitchen and leaned against the counter while Riley filled the kettle. Their kitchen was small — a galley layout in a pre-war Brooklyn building, barely enough counter space for two people to stand side by side without their elbows touching. They'd learned the choreography months ago. Riley at the stove, Alyx at the counter, a negotiated dance of reaching and passing and the occasional hip-check when someone was in the way.

"So," Riley said, dropping a tea bag into Alyx's favorite mug — the plain white one, no handle, because Alyx had opinions about mug handles that Riley found endlessly amusing. "What's the crisis?"

Alyx had rehearsed this. On the subway, in the elevator, in the forty-five seconds between the front door and the kitchen. She'd drafted three different versions of the ask, each one more clinical and professional than the last, each one designed to make this sound like a reasonable, transactional favor between adults.

What came out was: "I need you to pretend to be my wife for a work retreat."

Riley's hand stopped halfway to the sugar bowl. She stood very still for exactly two seconds — Alyx counted — and then turned around with an expression that was doing something complicated between shock, amusement, and something else Alyx couldn't identify.

"I'm sorry," Riley said. "You need me to what?"

"It's a four-day retreat. Hudson Valley. The partners bring their spouses and significant others. I may have... implied, several months ago, that I was in a relationship. And people may have... assumed that relationship was with you. Based on photographic evidence and the fact that you live here."

Riley blinked. "Photographic evidence."

"The rooftop photo. On my desk."

"The one where I'm laughing at the pigeon that stole Greg's hot dog?"

"That's the one."

Riley pressed her lips together. Alyx could see her fighting something — a laugh, a question, some reaction she was deliberately containing. The kettle started to hiss behind her.

"Let me make sure I'm understanding this correctly," Riley said, turning to pour the water with an absolutely infuriating composure. "You told your colleagues you had a girlfriend. They assumed it was me. You didn't correct them. And now you need me to show up at a fancy retreat and pretend to be your wife for four days so you don't blow your shot at a partnership you've been working toward for three years."

"That's... accurate, yes."

Riley handed her the tea. Their fingers brushed on the mug. Alyx pretended not to notice.

"What kind of wife?" Riley asked.

Alyx frowned. "What do you mean, what kind?"

"I mean, what's my vibe? Trophy wife? Supportive wife? Mildly resentful wife who drinks too much at dinner and makes pointed comments about your work schedule?" Riley leaned against the opposite counter and crossed her arms, and the grin that spread across her face was slow, delighted, and deeply dangerous. "I need to know my character."

"This isn't a game, Riley."

"Oh, it's absolutely a game. It's the most interesting thing you've said to me in eighteen months of cohabitation, and I'm including the time you explained load-bearing walls for forty-five minutes after two glasses of Pinot."

"That was relevant. You wanted to hang a shelf."

"I wanted to hang a small shelf. You treated it like a structural crisis." Riley took a sip from her own mug — a lumpy handmade thing glazed in uneven teal that she'd found at a flea market and loved with an intensity Alyx found inexplicable and oddly charming. "So. Fake wife. Four days. King bed, I assume?"

Alyx's jaw tightened. "There's one bed. I can sleep on the floor."

"You're not sleeping on the floor. You have that thing with your back." Riley waved a hand. "We've shared a couch during movie nights. A king bed is basically two separate zip codes. It'll be fine."

"You're saying yes?"

"I said yes thirty seconds ago. Keep up, Monroe."

She had. Alyx realized, replaying the conversation, that Riley had never actually hesitated. The questions, the teasing, the character-vibe bit — it was all performance. She'd said yes the moment Alyx asked. Maybe before.

That should have been reassuring. Instead, it sat in Alyx's chest like a question she didn't know how to ask.

"There are logistics," Alyx said, reaching for the safer ground of planning. "We need a backstory. How we got together, how long we've been dating, who said I love you first, that kind of thing. I'll put together a document—"

"Oh my God."

"What?"

"You're going to make a spreadsheet for our fake marriage."

"A shared document. With talking points. So our stories are consistent."

Riley set her mug down and looked at Alyx with an expression of pure, radiant delight. "Alyx Monroe. You are the most unhinged woman I have ever met, and I've met a lot of women."

"This is a serious professional situation."

"You're faking a marriage to get a promotion and your first move is project management. This is the best day of my life."

"You're enjoying this way too much."

"I'm enjoying this exactly the right amount." Riley pushed off the counter and walked past Alyx toward the living room, close enough that her shoulder brushed Alyx's arm. The contact was casual, meaningless, the kind of incidental touch that happened twelve times a day in a small apartment between two people who'd long since stopped maintaining buffer zones.

Alyx felt it in her spine.

She followed Riley to the couch, where Riley had already dropped into her usual corner and was pulling a throw blanket over her legs. Alyx sat on the other end — her usual spot — and Riley immediately swung her legs across Alyx's lap. Also usual. They'd sat like this a hundred times. Two hundred. It was the default configuration. Riley's socked feet against Alyx's thigh, Alyx's hand resting absently on Riley's ankle, the television on or off, the evening stretching out in comfortable domestic routine.

Normal. Completely normal.

Except that Alyx was now hyperaware of every point of contact. The weight of Riley's calves across her legs. The warmth radiating through the blanket. The way Riley's foot flexed when she shifted, toes pressing briefly against Alyx's thigh in a way that sent a thread of heat somewhere it absolutely should not go.

"Okay," Riley said, pulling out her phone and opening the notes app with the enthusiasm of someone planning a heist. "Backstory. We need a meet-cute. Obviously we can't say Craigslist roommate ad—"

"Obviously."

"—so we say we met through mutual friends. That's boring enough to be believable. We hit it off, started dating about... a year ago? That gives us enough time to be serious but not so long that anyone's suspicious we haven't gotten married yet."

"We are married. Fake married."

"Right. So. When did we get married?"

"Courthouse," Alyx said automatically. "Small ceremony. We're private people."

Riley raised an eyebrow. "I'm not a private person. I once told a barista my entire romantic history because she looked like she was having a bad day."

"In this scenario, you are a person who respects my preference for privacy."

"Sounds fake."

"It's all fake, Riley."

Riley grinned. "Touché." She typed something. "Courthouse wedding, six months ago. Small. Just a few friends. We didn't make a big deal of it because — why?"

"Because the relationship was already serious and the paperwork felt like a formality."

Riley looked up from her phone. The grin was still there, but underneath it was something quieter. Something that looked almost like tenderness. "That's actually romantic, Alyx."

"It's strategic."

"Sure." Riley went back to typing. "Who said I love you first?"

The question landed in the space between them like a dropped glass. Alyx opened her mouth, closed it, and realized she didn't have a prepared answer for this one. Her document — the one she was definitely going to make, despite Riley's mockery — had a blank cell next to this entry.

"You did," Riley said, not looking up. "I said it first. That's more believable. You're not a first-move person."

"I asked you to fake-marry me. That's literally a first move."

"That's a crisis-management move. Different category." Riley's thumbs moved across her screen. "I said I love you first. You panicked, then said it back three days later in the middle of a completely unrelated conversation, probably about architecture. That tracks."

It did track. It tracked so well that Alyx felt slightly exposed, like Riley had just described something that hadn't happened yet.

"Fine," Alyx said. "You said it first."

"I always do," Riley said lightly, and Alyx was almost certain she imagined the slight catch in her voice.

They spent the next hour on the couch, building their fake marriage piece by piece. Favorite restaurants, shared hobbies, vacation preferences, how they split chores (accurately, because the truth was easier to remember). Riley was good at this — she wove real details into the fiction with an ease that was either impressive or alarming. Their first date was the night Riley actually moved in, when they'd ordered Thai food and sat on the kitchen floor because the furniture hadn't arrived yet. Their song was the one Riley always hummed while she worked, even though she never got the melody right. Their biggest fight was about the thermostat, which was real, and had been resolved by Riley buying a second blanket, which was also real.

Every fabricated detail was built on something true, and Alyx couldn't tell if that made the lie more stable or more dangerous.

"One more thing," Riley said, setting her phone down. The room had gotten dark around them, the only light the glow of the kitchen spilling through the doorway. Neither of them had moved to turn on a lamp. "The physical stuff. We'll need to be convincing."

Alyx's hand, still resting on Riley's ankle, went very still. "What do you mean?"

"I mean, married couples touch each other. Casually, constantly. Hand on the back, arm around the waist, kiss hello, kiss goodbye." Riley ticked them off on her fingers like a grocery list. "We already do some of that. But we'll need to be... more deliberate about it. More consistent."

"Right. Yes. Deliberate."

"We should probably practice."

The word practice hung in the air between them. Riley's expression was open, casual, the kind of breezy suggestion she might make about trying a new restaurant or rearranging the furniture. But her eyes, in the low light, were steady and watchful and not casual at all.

"We can practice at the retreat," Alyx said, and she hated how thin her voice sounded. "In context."

"If we fumble the first kiss in front of your boss, the whole thing falls apart."

She was right. She was annoyingly, tactically right, and Alyx knew it, and Riley knew she knew it, and the knowing sat between them like a lit match over a pool of gasoline.

"Tomorrow," Alyx said. "We'll rehearse tomorrow."

Riley held her gaze for one beat. Two. Then she smiled — warm, easy, a little crooked — and said, "Tomorrow."

She swung her legs off Alyx's lap and stood, stretching in a way that lifted the hem of her sweatshirt and exposed a strip of pale stomach that Alyx absolutely did not look at. Except she did. She looked, and then she looked away too fast, and the looking-away was louder than the looking.

"Goodnight, wife," Riley said from the hallway, and disappeared into her bedroom.

Alyx sat on the couch in the dark for a long time after that. She could hear Riley through the wall — the creak of the bed, the rustle of sheets, the soft ping of her phone as she texted someone. Probably Dani, her best friend. Probably telling her everything.

Alyx pressed her palm flat against the couch cushion where Riley's legs had been. It was still warm.

She was in trouble.

She'd known it before she asked, if she was honest. Known it the way you know a building's weight distribution is off before you run the numbers — a gut sense, a structural intuition, a feeling in the bones of the thing. She'd asked Riley because Riley was the logical choice. Because Riley already knew her life. Because Riley would be convincing.

But underneath all those rational, defensible reasons was a truth Alyx could feel pressing against the inside of her ribs: she'd asked Riley because she wanted to.

She wanted Riley's hand in hers. Wanted Riley beside her at dinner, laughing, charming, making everyone fall in love with her the way she made everyone fall in love with her. Wanted to call her my wife and feel the words in her mouth and pretend, for four days, that the best thing in her life wasn't a lie she'd built out of loneliness and bourbon and a throwaway comment at a happy hour.

This is a professional arrangement, she told herself, standing up, turning off the kitchen light, walking to her own bedroom on the other side of the wall from Riley's. This is strategic. Transactional. Controlled.

She brushed her teeth. She washed her face. She got into bed and stared at the ceiling and listened to the old building settle around her, and through the wall she heard Riley laugh softly at something on her phone, and the sound went through Alyx like a current.

You're in trouble, she thought again.

And then, quieter, in the part of her brain she kept locked and dark and carefully unexamined: You've been in trouble for months.

She rolled onto her side, pulled the covers up, and didn't sleep for a very long time.
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Rehearsal

Riley had been in love with Alyx Monroe for eleven months, two weeks, and roughly four days, and she'd gotten very good at pretending she wasn't.

She'd pinpointed the exact moment it started, because she was an illustrator and illustrators noticed details, and the detail that had ruined her life was this: Alyx Monroe, barefoot in their kitchen at 6 AM on a Sunday, hair unbrushed, wearing a faded Yale t-shirt with a hole near the collar, making pancakes from scratch because Riley had mentioned — once, in passing, three weeks earlier — that she missed the ones her grandmother used to make.

She hadn't asked for pancakes. She hadn't hinted. She'd mentioned it the way you mention a childhood memory, offhand, mid-conversation, barely a footnote. And Alyx had heard it, filed it, and produced a stack of pancakes that were slightly too thick and a little burned on the edges and so earnest in their imperfection that Riley had to excuse herself to the bathroom to get her face under control.

That was the moment. Burned pancakes. Bare feet. The quiet, devastating competence of a woman who showed love through acts of service and would rather die than admit that's what she was doing.

Eleven months later, Riley was sitting on her bed, staring at the ceiling, and processing the fact that Alyx had just asked her to be her fake wife.

Her wife.

The universe had a sick sense of humor, and Riley was apparently its favorite punchline.

She picked up her phone. Put it down. Picked it up again. Opened her text thread with Dani, typed three different messages, deleted all of them, and finally just sent: So Alyx asked me to pretend to be her wife for a work retreat.

The three dots appeared immediately. Dani was always online. Dani was a bartender with insomnia and strong opinions about Riley's love life, which made her either the best or worst person to tell.

I'm sorry WHAT

4 day retreat. Hudson Valley. I have to be convincing.

Riley.

Yes.

You are IN LOVE with this woman.

I'm aware.

And you said YES???

Immediately. Like, embarrassingly fast. I think I said yes before she finished the sentence.

girl you are going to DIE

probably

Dani sent a string of skull emojis followed by a single flame, which was either solidarity or a prediction. Riley set her phone face-down on the nightstand and stared at the wall that separated her bedroom from Alyx's.

She could hear Alyx moving around on the other side. The creak of her desk chair — she was probably making the spreadsheet. The spreadsheet. For their fake marriage. Because Alyx Monroe's response to emotional crisis was always, without exception, to open a Google Doc and start organizing her feelings into columns.

Riley pressed her hand against the wall and let herself want, just for a second, without managing it. The wanting was so familiar now it had its own texture — warm and aching and a little bit pathetic, like a dog pressing its nose against a window.

She'd agreed to this because she couldn't say no to Alyx. She'd never been able to say no to Alyx. But she'd also agreed because a small, reckless, possibly self-destructive part of her brain had done the math instantly: four days of holding Alyx's hand. Four days of calling her pet names and leaning into her warmth and sleeping in the same bed. Four days of being allowed to touch her the way Riley had been stopping herself from touching her for almost a year.

It was going to destroy her, and she was going to let it, and she was going to enjoy every single second of the destruction.

She rolled over and pulled the blanket over her head and tried very hard not to think about king beds.

• • •
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The next evening, Alyx came home with a printed document.

Not emailed. Not shared via Google Drive. Printed. Double-sided, stapled in the upper left corner, with section headers in bold and a table of contents.

Riley took it from her hand, looked at the cover page — which read *OPERATION BIRCH CABIN: Talking Points & Scenario Planning* — and experienced a feeling so complex it could only be described as horny exasperation.

"You put a title on it," Riley said.

"It's a working document."

"It has a table of contents, Alyx. There are subsections. Did you — is this a risk assessment matrix on page four?"

"Potential questions we might face and pre-drafted responses. It's thorough."

Riley flipped to page four. It was, in fact, a risk assessment matrix. The columns were labeled QUESTION, RISK LEVEL (1-5), RECOMMENDED RESPONSE, and REDIRECT STRATEGY. Riley scanned the entries. How did you two meet? (Risk: 2). When did you get married? (Risk: 3). Do you want kids? (Risk: 4 — deflect, do not engage).

"You rated 'do you want kids' a four," Riley said.

"It introduces too many variables. Better to deflect."

Riley looked up from the document. Alyx was standing in the kitchen doorway, still in her work clothes — slim charcoal trousers, a cream blouse with the sleeves rolled to her elbows, her dark hair in the low bun she wore to the office. She looked the way she always looked after work: precise, composed, and slightly too beautiful to be standing in their shitty Brooklyn kitchen under fluorescent lighting.

"You are," Riley said slowly, "the most psychotic person I've ever been fake-married to."

"I'm the only person you've ever been fake-married to."

"And already the most psychotic. It's a strong debut." Riley tossed the document onto the counter. "Okay. We're not doing it this way."

"What way?"

"The binder way. The spreadsheet way. The way where you try to turn our fake marriage into a TED Talk." Riley grabbed Alyx's wrist and pulled her toward the living room. "We're going to sit on the couch and be normal humans who are in love and we're going to practice being natural, not rehearse a script."

Alyx let herself be pulled, which was notable. Alyx didn't get pulled anywhere. She made decisions about where her body went with the same deliberation she applied to everything else. But Riley's hand was on her wrist and she followed without resistance, and Riley filed that away in the growing folder of things Alyx does for me that she doesn't do for anyone else.

They sat on the couch. Close, the way a couple would sit — Riley's thigh against Alyx's, their shoulders touching. Riley turned to face her.

"Okay," Riley said. "First thing. You need to stop sitting like you're in a job interview."

"I'm sitting normally."

"You're sitting like someone shoved a yardstick up your ass. Your shoulders are at your ears, Alyx. If we walk into that retreat and you look like you're being held hostage, no one's going to believe I'm your wife. They're going to think I'm your parole officer."

Something flickered across Alyx's face — not quite a smile, but the muscle memory of one. She exhaled and let her shoulders drop. Her posture softened incrementally, like a building settling.

"Better," Riley said. "Now. When we're in public, I'm going to touch you. A lot. That's what couples do. Especially couples who still like each other." She put her hand on Alyx's knee. Casual. Light. The way she might touch her own knee, if her own knee made her pulse do that stuttery thing. "Is this okay?"

"It's fine." Alyx's voice was even, but Riley could feel the tension in her leg — a slight tightening of the muscle under her palm.

"I'm going to lean into you when we're sitting together. Like this." Riley shifted her weight, pressing her shoulder into Alyx's, tilting her head so it was close to resting on Alyx's shoulder. "And sometimes I'm going to whisper things to you. Not because I have anything secret to say. Because couples do that. They share private frequencies."

She turned her head and put her lips close to Alyx's ear, close enough that she could smell her — that clean, specific scent that was partly expensive shampoo and partly just Alyx, warm skin and something faintly like cedar. "Like this," Riley murmured. "Can you handle this?"

Alyx's hand had come to rest on Riley's thigh at some point. Neither of them had acknowledged it. "I can handle it."

"Can you? Because you've got a death grip on my leg right now."

Alyx looked down. Her fingers were, in fact, pressing into Riley's thigh with an intensity that was less casual-affection and more white-knuckle. She released immediately. "Sorry."

"Don't be sorry. Just be aware." Riley covered Alyx's hand with hers and put it back on her thigh, gently this time. "Touch me like you want to, not like you're bracing for impact."

Something shifted in Alyx's expression. A softening. A crack in the controlled facade that Riley wanted to press her fingers into and pry open.

"What else?" Alyx asked quietly.

"Eye contact. You're good at professional eye contact — the kind that says 'I'm competent and I'll win this negotiation.' That's not what we need. We need the kind that says 'I'm the only person who knows what you sound like when you wake up.'" Riley held Alyx's gaze as she said it, and she watched the words land — watched Alyx's pupils dilate slightly, watched her lips part a fraction of an inch. "Like that. Whatever your face is doing right now. That."

Alyx looked away first. Riley counted that as a win and a warning.

"We should practice the kiss," Riley said.

The air in the room changed. It didn't get heavier — it got sharper. Like the pressure before a storm, everything suddenly too clear.

"That's not necessary," Alyx said, with the conviction of someone who knew it was absolutely necessary and was terrified of what would happen when they proved it.

"If we fumble the first kiss in front of your boss, every other thing we've rehearsed is worthless. People can forgive awkward hand-holding. They can't forgive a married couple who kisses like they just met in a parking lot." Riley kept her voice light. Practical. The voice of a reasonable woman making a reasonable suggestion, not a woman whose heart was slamming against her ribs so hard she could feel it in her teeth. "One kiss. Just to calibrate."

Alyx studied her for a long moment. Her dark eyes were doing that thing they did when she was calculating load-bearing tolerances — measuring, assessing, determining exactly how much weight a structure could hold before it cracked.

"One kiss," Alyx said.

"One kiss."

They were already close enough. That was the problem and the gift of it — they'd been sitting pressed together for the last ten minutes, and there was no performative leaning-in to do, no dramatic crossing of distance. Riley just tilted her chin up and Alyx tilted hers down and they were right there, mouth to mouth, breathing the same air.

"Ready?" Riley whispered.

"No," Alyx said, and kissed her.

Riley had prepared for this. She'd told herself, in the twenty-four hours since Alyx had asked, that the kiss would be mechanical. Clinical. Two mouths meeting for the purpose of practice, like rehearsing a handshake. She would keep it light, keep it short, keep her feelings buried deep enough that Alyx wouldn't taste them.

She was wrong.

Alyx kissed her the way Alyx did everything — with competence and precision and a focus that bordered on intensity. Her mouth was warm and firm and she knew what she was doing, and for the first two seconds it was almost manageable, almost a thing Riley could survive intact—

And then Alyx's hand came up to her jaw.

It was a small gesture. Fingers along her jawline, thumb against her cheek, cradling her face with an exactness that made Riley's breath catch. The angle shifted. Alyx's mouth opened slightly against hers, and the kiss went from performative to something else entirely — something deep and slow and searching, like Alyx was trying to find the answer to a question she hadn't asked yet.

Riley made a sound. A small one, barely audible, from somewhere in the back of her throat. She didn't mean to. It just happened, the way breathing happened, involuntary and essential. Her hand found the front of Alyx's blouse and fisted in the fabric, pulling her closer without deciding to, and Alyx responded by sliding her hand from Riley's jaw to the back of her neck, fingers threading into her hair, and oh God this was not practice.

Ten seconds. Maybe fifteen. Long enough for the kiss to develop its own momentum, its own gravity. Long enough for Riley to catalog the taste of Alyx — mint tea and something darker underneath, something warm and specific. Long enough for Alyx's other hand to land on Riley's hip and grip, not casually, not gently, with a possessiveness that sent a bolt of heat straight through Riley's center.

Alyx pulled back.

They stared at each other. Close enough that Riley could see the ring of gold around Alyx's dark irises, could count the places where her lipstick had transferred to Alyx's mouth. Alyx's hand was still on her hip. Riley's fist was still bunched in Alyx's blouse, the fabric wrinkled and warm from her grip.

Neither of them said anything for three full seconds, which was long enough for Riley to think I am so fucked and also do that again do that again do that again.

She made herself let go. Smoothed Alyx's blouse with a hand that wasn't entirely steady. Sat back. Manufactured a grin from whatever materials were available, which at this point was mostly adrenaline and self-preservation instinct.

"See?" Riley said. Her voice sounded normal. A miracle. "Convincing."

Alyx blinked. Swallowed. "Right. Yes. Convincing."

"We'll be fine."

"Absolutely fine."

The silence that followed was the loudest silence Riley had ever sat inside, and she'd once spent a weekend at a silent meditation retreat where she'd lasted four hours before sneaking out to a gas station for Doritos.

"So," Riley said, clapping her hands together because she needed to do something with them or she was going to grab Alyx's face again. "Wardrobe. What am I wearing to this thing?"

The pivot was graceless, and she was pretty sure Alyx saw right through it, but Alyx seized the lifeline anyway. "Smart casual for most of it. There's a dinner on Thursday that's more formal."

"Define 'more formal.' Are we talking cocktail dress or 'my wife is an architect and we have taste' dress?"

"The latter."

"So the green one. The wrap dress."

Alyx hesitated. "I haven't seen the green one."

"Wait here."

Riley retreated to her bedroom with the urgency of someone fleeing a fire, which emotionally was not inaccurate. She closed the door, pressed her back against it, and let herself have five seconds of unmanaged reaction: eyes closed, hand over her mouth, heart hammering, the ghost of Alyx's mouth still imprinted on hers like a bruise.

One kiss. Just to calibrate.

She had calibrated herself directly into catastrophe, and the retreat was still eight days away.

She opened her closet, found the green dress — a deep emerald wrap that she'd bought for a friend's wedding and worn exactly once — and changed into it. She checked herself in the mirror. The dress was good. It cinched at her waist and fell just above her knees and showed exactly enough cleavage to be interesting without trying. She left her hair down, tousled from the couch, and didn't bother with shoes because they were in their apartment and the point wasn't fashion. The point was Alyx's face.

She walked back to the living room.

Alyx was standing by the bookshelf, apparently in the middle of pretending to examine a book she'd read twice already. She turned when she heard Riley's footsteps, and her expression went through a sequence of adjustments that Riley watched with predatory attention.

First: surprise. The quick widening of eyes that said I wasn't prepared for this.

Second: assessment. The slower, more deliberate sweep of her gaze from Riley's face to the neckline of the dress to the curve of her waist to the hem and back up. Not clinical. Not casual. Hungry, if Alyx Monroe were the kind of woman who let herself be hungry, which she was not, except that right now, in this room, with the kitchen light catching the angles of her face, she very clearly was.

Third: control. The mask sliding back into place. The jaw tightening. The eyes going cool and professional.

Riley saw all three. She'd have to be blind to miss them, and Riley had spent eleven months studying Alyx Monroe's face with the obsessive attention of a woman illustrating a portrait she'd never be allowed to show anyone.

"That works," Alyx said.

Two words. Neutral. Delivered with the emotional resonance of a building permit.

Riley wanted to scream.

"Just 'works'?" She did a slow turn, letting the dress move. "I need more than 'works,' Monroe. I need 'the senior partners are going to forget your name because they'll be too busy being charmed by your gorgeous wife.' Give me that."

Something flickered in Alyx's eyes. That crack again — the one Riley kept finding, the one that let her see past the polish to the woman underneath. "You look..." Alyx started, and then stopped, and the stopping was its own kind of confession.

"I look what?"

"You look like someone I'd actually marry," Alyx said quietly. And then, as if she'd heard herself, she added quickly: "For the purposes of the retreat. You look convincing."

Convincing. The word was starting to feel like a cage.

"Great," Riley said, with a brightness that cost her. "Convincing is what we're going for."

They spent the next hour running through scenarios — the rapid-fire questions they might face from nosy colleagues, the casual inquiries from partners' spouses, the inevitable someone-at-dinner who'd had too much wine and would ask something too personal.

"What if someone asks about our sex life?" Riley said, because she was a masochist and also because it was a legitimate question.

Alyx choked on her tea.

"It could come up," Riley continued, enjoying the flush spreading up Alyx's neck more than she should. "Couples' retreat, cocktails, someone's going to get flirty with the questions. What's our answer?"

"We deflect."

"What if we can't deflect?"

"We deflect harder."

"Alyx. If someone asks 'so are you two still in the honeymoon phase' and you make your deflection face — which, by the way, looks like a robot receiving incompatible data — they're going to know something's off." Riley leaned forward. "The answer is: vague and smug."

"Vague and smug."

"Mm-hm. Like this." Riley adopted an expression of languid, half-lidded satisfaction — the look of a woman who'd been recently and thoroughly taken care of. She let her lips curve. Let her eyes go soft. Let her whole body telegraph I am very well-fucked and I know things about this woman that would make you blush. "Someone asks about our sex life, I make this face and you make your 'I'm not discussing this' face, which is your regular face, and the combination reads as 'incredible sex, very private about it.' Confirmed?"

Alyx was staring at her. The flush was past her neck now, climbing her cheeks, darkening the tips of her ears. Her mouth was slightly open. She looked like she'd been hit with something and was still processing the impact.

"Confirmed," Alyx said, a full four seconds too late.

Riley smiled. Filed that away too.

• • •
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At eleven o'clock, they called it. Alyx retreated to her bedroom with the printed document, which now had Riley's handwritten annotations in the margins — smiley faces, sarcastic comments, and a drawing of a tiny cat in the corner of the risk assessment matrix. Riley went to hers, changed out of the green dress, pulled on her rattiest sleep shirt, and got into bed.

She lay in the dark and pressed her fingers to her lips. She could still feel it. The pressure of Alyx's mouth. The grip of her hand on Riley's hip. The specific, devastating gentleness of her fingers on Riley's jaw — holding her like something valuable, something that might break or might be stolen, something worth being precise about.

One kiss. Practice. Calibration.

Riley had kissed a lot of women. She'd kissed women at parties, women in bars, women in the back seats of cars and the bathrooms of restaurants and the rain-soaked doorways of Brooklyn brownstones. She'd had good kisses and bad kisses and forgettable kisses and kisses that were technically excellent but emotionally vacant.

She had never been kissed the way Alyx Monroe kissed her on that couch. Like it mattered. Like it was architecture — structural, intentional, built to bear weight.

Her phone buzzed. Dani.

How'd it go

Riley stared at the ceiling. Through the wall, she could hear Alyx brushing her teeth. The water running. The soft click of a light switch.

We practiced kissing

AND???

And I'm going to be her fake wife for four days and share a king bed and hold her hand and call her baby and pretend to be in love with her

You ARE in love with her

Yeah. That's the problem.

So tell her

Can't. She'll freak out. She needs this to be transactional.

Babe. You literally cannot do transactional. You cried at a commercial for dish soap last week.

It was a really emotional commercial. The dad was learning to cook for his daughter.

You are going to get your heart obliterated.

Riley set her phone on her chest. Through the wall: silence. Alyx was in bed. Probably lying on her back, the way she always slept, one arm above her head, the sheets pulled to her waist. Probably staring at the ceiling too. Probably thinking about the kiss and telling herself it was strategic. Convincing. Fine.

Riley picked up her phone and typed one more message.

I know. But she kissed me like she meant it, Dani. And I'd rather have four days of that than never.

Dani's response was a single red heart emoji. No commentary. No jokes. Just the heart, sitting on the screen like a warning and a blessing in the same breath.

Riley turned off her phone, pulled the covers up, and closed her eyes.

Eight days until the retreat.

Eight days until she'd be sleeping next to the woman she loved, in a bed they were supposed
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