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CHAPTER ONE

The Ring
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The salmon was overcooked.

That was the thought occupying approximately twelve percent of my brain while the other eighty-eight percent white-knuckled its way through the most important client dinner of my career. The fish was dry, the asparagus was limp, and I was about to close a six-figure rebranding deal with a man who believed women belonged in the kitchen—which, given the state of the food, was ironic.

"What Gemma is proposing," Martin said from the head of the table, gesturing toward me with his wine glass like I was a prize poodle he'd groomed himself, "is a complete repositioning of the Hargrove Hospitality brand for the under-forty luxury traveler. Gemma, walk them through the deck."

I stood, smoothing the front of my blazer, and clicked to the first slide on the screen behind me. Breathe. Sell. Close.

"The Hargrove name has sixty years of trust behind it," I said, making eye contact with Richard Hargrove Sr. first—the patriarch, the wallet, the man whose approval meant everything and whose resting expression suggested he'd rather be literally anywhere else. "But trust without relevance is a museum piece. Beautiful to look at. Nobody's booking a weekend there."

A flicker of something in his eyes. Not offense. Interest.

I walked them through the data—occupancy trends, competitor positioning, the social media audit that showed their Instagram looking like it was run by someone who'd learned the platform from a pamphlet. I didn't soften it. These people were hemorrhaging market share to boutique hotels with better lighting and a TikTok strategy, and they needed to hear it from someone who wasn't going to blow smoke up their asses for the retainer fee.

Twenty minutes later, I clicked to the final slide—projected revenue impact, phased rollout, the whole package tied up in a bow—and watched Richard Sr. lean back in his chair.

"That's ambitious," he said.

"That's the point."

His son, Richard Jr.—Ricky, because of course—grinned. "I told you she was good, Dad."

Richard Sr. ignored his son, which seemed to be a lifelong habit, and studied me for a long moment. Then he nodded once. "We'll move forward. Martin, have your team send the contracts."

Martin beamed like he'd personally birthed me from his forehead. "Excellent. I knew Gemma would impress you."

The table relaxed into post-deal small talk—wine refills, dessert menus, the performative bonhomie of men who'd just agreed to spend a lot of money and needed to feel good about it. I sat back down, tucked my portfolio under my chair, and let myself exhale for the first time in an hour.

You did it.

I reached for my water glass, and that's when it happened.

Richard Sr., seated to my left, glanced down at my hand—specifically at my left hand, where my grandmother's art deco ring sat on my fourth finger, right where it had sat every day for the last two years. It wasn't an engagement ring. It was a dead woman's cocktail ring that happened to look enough like one to keep handsy men at conferences from asking if I was "here alone." It was armor. A lie I wore so casually I'd forgotten it was one.

"Your fiancé's a lucky man," Richard Sr. said. Warmly. Like it was a compliment. Like he'd just decided I was a full human being because a ring on my finger suggested some man had claimed me.

My brain did the thing it does in crisis: it split into two tracks. Track one, the rational track, said: Correct him. It's not an engagement ring. It's your dead grandmother's. Simple, clean, no big deal.

Track two, the survival track, said: Martin is watching. Martin who told you last quarter that he "values stability." Martin who promoted Jeff Callahan over Lisa Park because Jeff "has roots in the community" and Lisa "seemed like she might leave." Martin who is deciding in the next eight weeks whether you or Brad Kemper gets the Associate Director title, and Brad is married with two kids and a Labrador named after a craft beer.

Track two won.

"He really is," I said. And smiled.

Richard Sr. smiled back, satisfied, and returned to his crème brûlée.

Martin, from across the table, caught my eye. He didn't say anything. He didn't have to. The look on his face said: Good. That's what I like to see.

I excused myself to the restroom, locked the stall door, and pressed my forehead against the cool metal partition.

What the fuck did you just do?

•  •  •
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The rest of the dinner was a blur of handshakes and cab logistics. Martin walked me to my car in the restaurant parking lot—a habit he had with female employees that he thought was chivalrous and I thought was mildly suffocating, but tonight I couldn't afford to care about that.

"Excellent work tonight, Gemma. Really first-rate."

"Thank you, Martin. The Hargrove account is going to be a great case study for—"

"I wanted to mention," he said, stopping beside my car with his hands in his pockets, rocking on his heels like a man about to deliver good news he wanted credit for, "the AD decision is coming up. You know that."

"I'm aware." I have a countdown app on my phone, Martin. I'm aware.

"You've been doing exceptional work. The Hargrove close tonight—that's exactly the kind of performance we're looking for at the leadership level."

"I appreciate that."

He paused. Glanced at my hand again. The ring.

"I have to say, it's nice to see you settling in personally, too. I know that's not a professional consideration"—it absolutely was a professional consideration—"but it matters to the culture here. We promote people who are building something. A life, not just a résumé." He smiled. "Your fiancé seems like a great guy. When's the wedding?"

The parking lot was cold. My blazer was too thin. My heart was hammering so hard I could feel it in my teeth.

"We haven't set a date yet," I said, because that was the only answer that didn't require inventing a human being on the spot. "We're enjoying the engagement."

"Smart. Don't rush it." He patted my shoulder. "Drive safe, Gemma."

He walked to his Audi. I got in my car, closed the door, and sat in the dark with my hands on the steering wheel.

You just confirmed a fake engagement to your boss. Your boss who is deciding your career trajectory. Your boss who now expects to eventually meet a man who does not exist.

I dropped my head against the steering wheel and the horn blared. A valet twenty feet away startled. I waved an apology and pulled out of the lot.

•  •  •
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The drive home was twenty-two minutes of escalating panic disguised as NPR.

By minute five, I'd convinced myself I could walk it back. Martin, I misspoke. It's a family ring. I'm not engaged. Funny misunderstanding! Except he'd told Richard Hargrove. And Richard Hargrove had told Ricky. And Ricky had winked at me on the way out and said, "Congrats on the engagement and the account." So now the client—the six-figure client I'd just closed—also believed I was engaged, and correcting it would make me look either dishonest or unstable.

By minute twelve, I'd decided I could just... never mention it again. Let it fade. People forget things. Maybe Martin would forget.

Martin did not forget things. Martin had a memory like a vindictive elephant and a calendar full of team-building events where spouses were invited.

By minute eighteen, I was catastrophizing at full capacity: fired for fraud, blacklisted from the industry, living in my parents' basement while my mother said "I told you so" about something, though I wasn't sure what yet. She'd find the angle.

I parked in front of my building—a converted brick rowhouse split into four apartments in a neighborhood that was either "up and coming" or "recently gentrified," depending on who you asked—and sat in the car for a long minute, collecting myself.

When I finally got out, I saw him.

Nate Corsaro. My across-the-hall neighbor. Sitting on the front stoop in the yellow glow of the porch light, legs stretched out, a beer in one hand and a sketchbook in the other. He was wearing a gray henley pushed up to his elbows, and even from fifteen feet away, I could see the ink on his forearms—dark lines and botanical shapes disappearing under the bunched fabric.

He looked up when he heard my heels on the sidewalk.

"Hey, neighbor." Easy grin. Dark eyes. The kind of face that made you forget, briefly, that you were in the middle of a personal crisis. "Fancy tonight."

"Client dinner," I said, and my voice sounded almost normal.

"You win?"

"I always win."

He laughed—a low, warm sound that carried in the quiet street. "Yeah, you do."

I climbed the steps past him, fishing for my keys. My hands were shaking slightly, which I hated. I didn't shake. I was a person who held things together.

"You okay?" he asked. Not pushing, just noticing.

"Fine. Long night."

He nodded, went back to his sketchbook. As I opened the front door, I caught a glimpse of what he was drawing: a detailed peony, half-finished, all delicate linework and shadow. His hand moved across the page with the kind of easy confidence that made you want to watch.

I didn't watch. I went upstairs, unlocked my apartment, kicked off my heels, and stood in my dark kitchen staring at the ring on my finger.

Then I called Priya.

She picked up on the second ring. "Tell me everything. Did you close it?"

"I closed Hargrove."

"Gemma! That's amazing! That's—"

"And I also accidentally told my boss and the client that I'm engaged."

Silence. Then: "I'm sorry, you what?"

I sank onto my couch—shoes off, blazer still on, one leg tucked under me—and told her the whole thing. The ring. Richard Sr.'s comment. My brain short-circuiting. Martin in the parking lot, glowing about "stability" and "building something."

"So let me get this straight," Priya said slowly. "Your boss now thinks you have a fiancé. The client thinks you have a fiancé. And neither of them has met this fiancé because he doesn't exist."

"Correct."

"And the promotion you've been killing yourself for—the one you've wanted since you started at that firm—is now partially riding on this fictional man."

"Also correct."

"Gemma."

"I know."

"Gemma."

"I know, Priya."

I heard her exhale. I pictured her in her apartment, legs crossed on her bed, doing the face she made when I told her something spectacularly stupid—a blend of affection and disbelief that she'd perfected over eight years of friendship.

"Okay," she said. "Okay. Let's think about this rationally."

"Let's."

"You can't walk it back without looking like a liar."

"I am a liar."

"You're a strategist who made a snap decision under pressure. That's different."

"It's not, but I appreciate the spin."

"So your options are: come clean and risk tanking the promotion, or..." She trailed off.

"Or what?"

"Or find a fiancé."

I stared at the ceiling. "Priya, I can't just find a fiancé."

"Not a real one. A fake one. Someone who can show up at a couple of events, shake Martin's hand, be charming, and then quietly disappear after you get the title."

"That's insane."

"More insane than what you did tonight?"

Fair point.

"Who would I even ask?" I said. "I can't hire an actor. I can't use a dating app—'seeking: man willing to commit light fraud for professional advancement.' I'd need someone I actually know, someone who can be convincing, someone who—"

"Someone hot," Priya said. "Let's be honest, Martin's going to judge."

"Martin's going to—yes, fine, someone who looks the part."

"And someone who'd actually do it. Who owes you a favor, or who you could trade something with."

I was quiet for a moment, and in the quiet, I thought about the front stoop. The henley. The tattoos. The sketchbook.

"No," I said.

"What?"

"Nothing. I didn't say anything."

"You went quiet, which means you thought of someone. Who?"

"My neighbor."

"The tattoo artist? The one you said looks like—how did you put it—'if a romance novel cover learned to make conversation'?"

"I was wine-drunk when I said that."

"You were right, though. I've seen him."

"Priya, I can't ask my neighbor to pretend to be my fiancé."

"Why not? He's hot. He's charming—you said he talks to everyone on the block. He's got that whole rough-around-the-edges thing that would actually play well against your corporate polish. Martin would love the contrast."

"You're insane."

"And you're fake-engaged. We're both operating outside normal parameters here." She paused. "Does he owe you anything?"

I thought about it. Three months ago, Nate had mentioned wanting to grow his business—more custom work, higher-end clients. He'd gotten interest from a lifestyle magazine but didn't have the brand materials to capitalize on it. He'd been frustrated about it in the hallway one night, leaning against his doorframe, running his hand through his hair while I nodded along and thought about how unfair it was that someone could look like that while complaining about marketing.

I knew marketing. I was marketing.

"Not exactly," I said slowly. "But there might be something I could offer him."

"Gemma Cross, are you scheming?"

"I'm strategizing. There's a difference."

"There's not, but I appreciate the spin."

I looked at the ring again. My grandmother's ring. She'd worn it for forty years—through a marriage, three kids, a career as a school principal when women didn't have careers as school principals. She'd been practical and fierce and she would have thought this entire situation was ridiculous.

She also would have told me to fix it instead of crying about it.

"I'm going to think about it," I said.

"You're going to overthink about it."

"Good night, Priya."

"Ask the hot neighbor, Gemma!"

I hung up.

I brushed my teeth, washed my face, changed into an old t-shirt and shorts. Went through the whole nighttime routine on autopilot while my brain ran scenarios and risk assessments and probability calculations like a deranged computer.

Before I turned off the light, I stood at my bedroom window. My apartment faced the street, and from this angle, I could see the stoop below—empty now, Nate gone inside, just the porch light and a crushed beer can he'd left on the railing.

I thought about the way he'd looked up at me tonight. The easy "you okay?" without pressure. The laugh that settled somewhere warm in my chest.

I thought about his hands on that sketchbook, steady and precise, and the tattoos that ran up his arms like a roadmap to somewhere I'd never been.

I thought about asking him to pretend to love me in public, and something in my stomach turned over—not quite dread, not quite excitement, something restless and unnamed that I didn't have the bandwidth to examine tonight.

I pulled the curtain closed.

I took off the ring and set it on my nightstand.

Then I lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling, and began to plan.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Pitch
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The needle hummed against skin and I watched the ink settle into the dermis like it belonged there—because it did. That was the thing people didn't understand about tattoos. A good tattoo didn't sit on a body. It became part of it. The skin accepted the pigment the way soil accepted rain, and if you understood that—if you worked with the body instead of against it—the result was something that looked like it had always been there, waiting to surface.

"You're quiet today," Marcus said from the chair, his left arm extended across the rest while I worked the shading on a geometric wolf that wrapped from his inner forearm to his elbow. Third session. Two more to go.

"I'm always quiet when I'm working."

"Nah, you're usually talking shit. Sports, women, whatever dumbass thing your brother did."

"Dom didn't do anything dumbass this week. It's a miracle."

Marcus laughed, then winced. "Don't make me laugh while you're on the tender part."

"Don't have tender parts and we won't have a problem."

I finished the shadow work on the lower jaw, wiped, studied it. Clean. The lines from session one had healed perfectly—Marcus took care of his skin, which made my job easier. Nothing worse than a client who ignored aftercare and then complained about patchiness like I was the one who took a cheese grater to it in the shower.

Iron Saints was small—one chair, one station, a waiting area with a leather couch and a coffee table covered in design books and tattoo magazines that nobody read. I'd built it from scratch two years ago after spending my twenties apprenticing, guesting, and saving every dollar I didn't spend on rent and ramen. The space was mine: exposed brick, good lighting, my artwork on the walls, a sound system that was currently playing Khruangbin low enough to work to. No flash on the walls. No walk-ins. Every piece was custom, designed by me, for a specific person and a specific body. I had a six-month waitlist and a growing Instagram following, and some days I still couldn't believe any of it was real.

Other days—like today—I was reminded of everything I didn't have.

My phone buzzed on the counter. I ignored it until I finished the section, then set the machine down and checked.

Email from Drift magazine. The lifestyle publication that had reached out two weeks ago about a feature on independent tattoo artists. I'd been trying not to get excited about it, because getting excited about things and then watching them not happen was a hobby I'd retired from.

But the email was good. They wanted to move forward. They wanted to schedule a shoot at the shop. They wanted a link to my website and portfolio for their editorial team.

My website was a single-page WordPress template I'd set up three years ago with four photos and an email address. The portfolio section said "Coming Soon." It had said "Coming Soon" for three years.

I set the phone down.

"Everything good?" Marcus asked.

"Yeah. Great." I picked the machine back up. "Let's finish this section."

•  •  •
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I closed up at six. Cleaned the station, autoclaved the tubes, mopped the floor, locked the door. The routine was meditative—the same motions every night, the shop settling into quiet around me like a held breath.

I walked home. It was twelve minutes on foot—one of the reasons I'd picked this neighborhood. Close enough to the shop to not need a car most days, far enough from downtown to afford rent on a one-bedroom that didn't require roommates or compromises I was too old to make.

The building was a converted brick rowhouse, four units, the kind of place that had "character," which was real-estate code for "the radiators sound like someone's being murdered and the hot water is a suggestion, not a guarantee." I liked it. The ceilings were high, the windows were original, and my across-the-hall neighbor was—

Well.

My across-the-hall neighbor was Gemma Cross, and thinking about Gemma Cross was something I tried not to do more than four or five times a day, because any more than that started to feel like a problem.

She'd moved in eight months ago. I'd been carrying groceries up the stairs and she'd been wrestling a bookshelf through her doorway, wearing paint-stained leggings and a ponytail that was losing the war against her hair, swearing at the doorframe like it had personally offended her. I'd set my groceries down and helped her angle it through. She'd said, "Thanks, I'm Gemma, I owe you a drink." I'd said, "Nate, and I'll collect."

I hadn't collected. Not because I didn't want to—Christ, I wanted to—but because Gemma Cross was the kind of woman who existed slightly outside my gravitational field. Polished. Professional. The kind of put-together that came from discipline, not accident. She left for work in blazers and heels and came home in blazers and heels and I'd never once seen her look anything less than like she was about to chair a meeting. She was smart in a way that made you pay attention, funny in a way that snuck up on you, and so tightly wound that I sometimes wanted to put my hands on her shoulders and say relax, nothing is on fire just to see what her face would do.

We were friendly. Hallway conversations. Borrowed sugar once—she'd been baking at midnight, stress-baking, she'd admitted, flour on her cheek. I'd handed her the sugar and thought about licking that flour off her face and then immediately shut that thought in a box and set the box on fire.

She was not for me. Women like Gemma ended up with men in suits who had retirement accounts and opinions about wine regions. Not guys with ink-stained hands and a shop called Iron Saints.

I knew this because I'd learned it the hard way. And the scar Tessa left was old enough to not hurt anymore but fresh enough to remind me what happened when I forgot my lane.

I climbed the stoop, unlocked the front door, and went upstairs. Her door was closed. Faint light under the crack. I could hear her moving around—the particular rhythm of Gemma unwinding, which I'd memorized against my will: heels dropped, something set on the counter, the creak of her couch.

I went into my apartment, showered, changed into sweats and a t-shirt, grabbed a beer, and went back outside to the stoop. It was warm enough for mid-spring, and I had a new design to work on—a commission, a koi and chrysanthemum sleeve—that I wanted to sketch freehand before I went digital.

Twenty minutes later, she came home. Or rather—she'd already been home, I'd heard her—but she came outside. In her work clothes. Face tight. Hands slightly unsteady as she dug for her keys.

"Hey, neighbor," I said. "Fancy tonight."

"Client dinner," she said, and her voice was almost normal. Almost.

"You win?"

"I always win."

I laughed because she meant it and because the confidence was genuine, not performed, and that was one of the things about her that made the box I'd put my thoughts in rattle on its shelf.

"Yeah, you do."

She climbed past me. Close enough that I caught her scent—something clean and sharp, like grapefruit and fresh linen, cut with the faint sweetness of wine from dinner. I kept my eyes on my sketchbook.

"You okay?" I asked. Because she wasn't. I could see it in the set of her jaw, the way she held her keys like a weapon.

"Fine. Long night."

She went inside. I listened to her footsteps on the stairs, her door opening and closing. Then I went back to my koi fish and tried not to think about what had put that look on her face.

I failed.

•  •  •
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Three days passed.

I didn't see her, which wasn't unusual—our schedules overlapped in the margins. I'd hear her leave early, hear her come home late. Sometimes we'd catch each other at the mailboxes or in the hallway, exchange a few words, and I'd go back to my apartment and stand in my kitchen for a minute, replaying whatever dumb thing I'd said and wondering if it had been charming or just dumb.

This was my life. I was thirty-two years old and I had a crush on my neighbor like a goddamn teenager.

On Thursday night, I was in my apartment cooking—actual cooking, not the bachelor-stereotype frozen pizza bullshit. Chicken thighs with lemon and rosemary, roasted potatoes, a salad because Dom had recently informed me that I was "getting old enough to eat vegetables on purpose." The apartment smelled good. Music was on. I was in a decent mood for someone whose website said "Coming Soon" and whose love life said roughly the same thing.

The knock on my door came at seven-fifteen.

I wiped my hands on a dish towel, crossed the apartment, and opened the door.

Gemma Cross was standing in my hallway holding a bottle of Bulleit bourbon like it was a live grenade. She was still in work clothes—black trousers, a cream blouse with the top two buttons undone, which was more of her chest than I'd ever seen and which I was absolutely not going to look at—but her shoes were off. Bare feet on the hardwood. Red toenails. Her hair was in the sleek, professional blowout she wore to work, but there was a crease in her forehead that suggested the polish was load-bearing.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi."

"Can I come in?"

I stepped aside. She walked past me and I caught the grapefruit scent again, sharper this time, like she'd just reapplied something before knocking. The thought that she'd prepped to come to my door did something to my chest that I ignored.

She looked around my apartment. I watched her take it in—the plants on the windowsill, the framed prints on the walls (a Basquiat reproduction, a Japanese woodblock, some of my own work), the bookshelves, the worn leather couch, the kitchen with actual food being cooked in it. Her eyes moved over everything with the efficiency of someone who cataloged information for a living, and I saw the tiny recalibration happen in real time. This isn't what she expected.

Good. I liked being unexpected.

"Something smells incredible," she said.

"Chicken thighs. Lemon and rosemary. You want some?"

"I want to talk to you about something, and I brought whiskey because I think we'll both need it."

I raised an eyebrow. "That's either the best or worst opening to a conversation I've ever heard."

She set the bottle on my counter, and I noticed her hand was shaking. Not a lot. Just enough. I grabbed two glasses—actual glasses, not coffee mugs—and poured us each two fingers without asking.

She took a sip. Then a bigger sip. Then she set the glass down and looked at me with the expression of a woman who was about to say something she'd rehearsed in the mirror and still wasn't sure about.

"I need a fake fiancé," she said.

I waited for the punchline. It didn't come.

"I'm sorry—what?"

She told me. All of it. The ring, the client dinner, her boss assuming she was engaged, the promotion riding on it, the fact that she'd confirmed the lie and was now in too deep to walk it back without professional consequences.

She told it like a case study—organized, logical, minimal emotion—but I'd been reading body language for a living since I was twenty-three. Every nervous client who'd ever sat in my chair had taught me something, and what Gemma's body was telling me right now was that she was terrified. Not of me. Of the situation she'd built around herself.

When she finished, I took a long drink of bourbon and leaned against the counter.

"Let me make sure I'm understanding this," I said. "You told your boss you're engaged. He's using that as part of his decision to promote you. And now you need someone to be the fiancé."

"Yes."

"And you came to me."

"Yes."

"Because...?"

"Because you're—" She stopped. Regrouped. The corporate composure flickered. "You're convincing. You're charming. You made my mother's neighbor cry laughing at the building barbecue last summer. And you're..." She gestured at me vaguely. "You look like that."

"Like what?"

She gave me a look that said she knew exactly what I was doing. "Like someone a woman would say yes to."

Something warm spread through my chest. I kept my face neutral. "So you need me to pretend to be in love with you in front of your boss and your family."

"My boss, primarily. A few work events. And my sister's wedding next month—my family already knows about the ring, and my mother has been asking questions."

"How many events are we talking?"

"Three or four. Maybe five, depending on how long the promotion decision takes. Eight weeks, tops."

I studied her. She was standing in my kitchen barefoot with bourbon on her breath and desperation in her eyes, and she was still the most put-together person I'd ever met. There was something almost painful about it—the effort it took her to keep all the plates spinning, the refusal to let a single one drop.

"What's in it for me?" I asked. Not to be a dick. Because I'd learned that transactions without balance tipped over eventually, and I wasn't interested in being someone's charity case or, worse, their favor-bank.

She straightened. Back on solid ground—negotiation was her language.

"I'll build your brand. Full marketing overhaul. Professional website—not the template you have now, something real, with a portfolio section, booking integration, SEO. I'll write your copy, plan your social media content strategy, and prep you for the Drift magazine feature."

"How do you know about Drift?"

"You mentioned it in the hallway two weeks ago. You were stressed about it. I listened."

She'd listened. She'd remembered. She'd filed it away and pulled it out at exactly the right moment.

Gemma Cross didn't do anything by accident.

"That's a lot of work," I said.

"I'm good at what I do."

"I know you are." I meant it in more ways than she probably heard.

I poured us both another measure of bourbon. The chicken was done—I turned off the oven, pulled the pan, set it on the stove. Domestic motions while my brain processed the most absurd proposition anyone had ever brought to my door. And people had brought some absurd propositions to my door.

"Why me?" I asked. "Really. Not the elevator pitch. Why me."

She was quiet for a moment. The composure shifted, and I saw something underneath—not vulnerability, exactly. More like honesty that cost her something to offer.

"Because you're the only person I trust enough to ask," she said. "And because you're the only person I've met in the last two years who talks to me like I'm a person and not a résumé."

That landed somewhere I didn't expect. Somewhere soft and unguarded that I'd spent three years packing with concrete.

I took a drink. Set the glass down.

"If we're doing this," I said, "we're doing it right."

Her eyes widened. "You're saying yes?"

"I'm saying if I'm going to be your fake fiancé, I'm not going to half-ass it. Your boss is going to believe it. Your family is going to believe it. Whoever this Brad guy is that you're competing with—he's going to believe it."

She exhaled—a full-body thing, her shoulders dropping three inches from where they'd been living next to her ears. "Thank you. Nate, seriously—"

"I have conditions."

She straightened again. "Name them."

"One: the marketing stuff is real. You're not just throwing together a quick website and calling it even. I want the full strategy—what you'd build for a paying client."

"Done. That's what I was offering."

"Two: I'm not going to be your secret. If we're doing this in front of your boss and your family, I'm not hiding what I am. I'm a tattoo artist. I have ink. I don't own a tie. If your boss has a problem with that, we figure it out together—you don't apologize for me."

Something shifted in her expression. Surprise, maybe. Or recognition.

"I would never apologize for you," she said. Quietly. Like it mattered.

"You'd be the first."

She opened her mouth, then closed it. I could see the question forming—who apologized for you before?—but she had the instinct or the grace not to ask. Not yet.

"Three," I said. "We have a clear exit strategy. When the promotion comes through, we stage a mutual, amicable breakup. Nobody gets hurt, nobody looks bad. Clean."

"Agreed."

"Then yeah." I extended my hand. "You've got yourself a fake fiancé."

She took my hand. Her grip was firm—she shook hands like someone who'd learned early that a weak handshake was a liability—but her skin was soft and her fingers were cool from the glass and she held on for a beat longer than a handshake required.

I held on too.

When she pulled her hand back, I saw color high on her cheeks. She covered it by picking up her glass and draining the rest of her bourbon in one swallow.

"So," she said, setting the glass down with a precision that suggested she was reassembling her composure one piece at a time. "Logistics."

"Now?"

"No time like the present. Sophie's wedding is in four weeks. Martin's summer mixer is in ten days. We need a cover story, we need to coordinate, and we need to not look like two strangers when we show up together."

"Gemma."

"What?"

"Sit down. Eat something. You're vibrating."

She blinked. Then looked at the stove, where the chicken was resting and the potatoes were golden and the kitchen smelled like a home someone actually lived in.

"I didn't come here to eat your dinner."

"You came here to recruit me for a long-term deception involving your boss, your family, and a fake diamond ring. The least I can do is feed you."

A crack in the composure. Not a fracture—a crack. A small, surprised smile that she tried to fight and couldn't.

"Fine," she said.

I made her a plate. She sat at my counter on one of the mismatched barstools I'd found at a flea market, and she ate my chicken with an expression of genuine surprise that I found unreasonably satisfying.

"This is really good."

"Don't sound so shocked."

"I'm not shocked. I'm... recalibrating."

"Recalibrating what?"

"My assumptions about you." She speared a potato. "I had you filed under 'beer and takeout.'"

"You had me filed?"

"I file everyone. It's a thing."

"What else is in my file?"

She chewed, considering. "Friendly. Talented. Possibly too charming for his own good. Keeps plants alive, which statistically correlates with emotional maturity. Arms that should be illegal."

She said the last part like it was a data point. Like she was reading it off a spreadsheet. But the color on her cheeks said otherwise.

"Arms that should be illegal," I repeated.

"It's an observation, not a compliment."

"It's definitely a compliment."

"Don't let it go to your head."

"Too late."

She fought the smile again. Lost again. And I sat across from her in my kitchen, watching Gemma Cross eat my food and drink my bourbon and slowly, reluctantly let her shoulders come down from her ears, and I thought: This is a terrible idea and I'm going to say yes to every part of it.

I already had.

We talked logistics for another hour. Cover story: we'd been seeing each other casually for six months, kept it quiet because we're neighbors and didn't want it to be awkward if it didn't work out. I proposed in her apartment, low-key, no big production. The story was boring enough to be believable—nobody fabricated a boring proposal.

She took notes on her phone. Of course she did. I watched her thumbs move across the screen, organizing our fake relationship into bullet points, and I felt a mix of amusement and something else—something heavier—at the idea that this woman's instinct, when faced with a problem, was to make a spreadsheet about it.

"I should go," she said finally, standing. "Early morning."

"You always have early mornings."

"Hence the standing policy."

I walked her to the door. She stepped into the hallway, turned back. The light from my apartment caught her face—the sharp jaw, the dark eyes, the mouth that was always set in a line of concentration that made me want to say something ridiculous just to see it soften.

"Thank you," she said. "For not making me feel stupid about this."

"It's not stupid. It's a strategy."

"It's a little stupid."

"Maybe. But I've heard worse plans."

"Have you?"

"No. This is objectively the worst plan I've ever been part of. But I'm committed."

She laughed. A real one—not the controlled professional laugh she used at events, but something bright and unguarded that echoed in the stairwell and settled in my chest like a fist closing around something I wasn't ready to name.

"Good night, Nate."

"Night, Gemma."

She crossed the hall. Her door opened, then closed. I stood in my doorway for a moment, listening to the building's silence, smelling the ghost of grapefruit and clean linen in the air.

Then I went back inside, cleaned up the kitchen, and sat on my couch with the bourbon she'd left on my counter.

I thought about Tessa. About what it felt like to be someone's good time but not someone's good enough. About the careful, clinical way Gemma had pitched this—a transaction, a trade, a clean arrangement with an exit strategy.

I thought about the way she'd held my hand a beat too long.

I thought about her bare feet on my hardwood floor and the two buttons undone on her blouse and the way she'd said arms that should be illegal like it was something she'd thought before and hadn't meant to say out loud.

I took a drink.

"You're an idiot, Corsaro," I said to the empty room.

The room didn't argue.
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CHAPTER THREE

Rules of Engagement

[image: ]


I showed up at his apartment the next evening with a legal pad, two colored pens, and a folder of printed reference photos from Martin's last three company events.

Nate opened the door in a black t-shirt and jeans, barefoot, hair still damp from a shower. He smelled like sandalwood and something warmer underneath—skin, maybe, or whatever soap he used that made the hallway smell like a place I wanted to stay.

He looked at the legal pad. Then at the folder. Then at me.

"You brought a binder."

"It's a folder."

"You brought a folder to plan our fake relationship."

"Would you prefer I wing it?"

"I'd prefer you come inside before Mrs. Kowalski in 3B sees you standing at my door with office supplies and starts a rumor."

"We want rumors. We're fake engaged."

"Not to Mrs. Kowalski. That woman knows things before they happen. She'd see through us in ten seconds."

He stepped aside and I walked in. His apartment was the mirror layout of mine—same bones, completely different body. Where mine was organized and neutral (Priya called it "corporate monk chic," which I chose to take as a compliment), Nate's was warm and textured and lived-in. A deep green accent wall behind the couch. A Turkish rug in jewel tones over the hardwood. Bookshelves that were actually full—art books, graphic novels, a few novels with cracked spines, a stack of sketchbooks held together with a rubber band. Plants on every surface that caught light: a fiddle leaf fig in the corner, pothos trailing from a high shelf, something succulent and architectural on the windowsill.

His art was on the walls. Not his tattoo work—paintings. Bold, textured acrylics in deep blues and burnt oranges, abstract but deliberate. I'd seen them last night but hadn't had the bandwidth to process them. Now I stopped in front of one—a piece that looked like a city seen from above at night, all light and geometry and controlled chaos.

"You painted these," I said. Not a question.

"Years ago. Art school dropout perk—you get to keep the canvases."

"You went to art school?"

"Two years. Then money ran out and I apprenticed instead." He said it without self-pity, just fact. "Tattooing pays. Fine art pays if you're lucky or connected, and I was neither."

I filed that away. Added it to the increasingly inadequate mental folder I'd been keeping on Nate Corsaro, which had started at "hot neighbor, good arms" and was rapidly expanding into territory I wasn't prepared for.

He'd set up the counter with the bourbon from last night, two glasses, and a bowl of pistachios. Casual host. Effortless in a way that would have taken me forty-five minutes of deliberation.

"Okay," I said, settling onto a barstool and uncapping a pen. "Let's build this."

"You're really going to take notes."

"I take notes on everything. It's how I think."

​
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