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CHAPTER ONE




“Five, six, seven, eight—Mrs. Madison, your hips are not a suggestion.”

I clap twice, sharp and precise, and watch seventy-three-year-old Doris Madison attempt to sway in time with the music. Attempt being the operative word. Her eighty-one-year-old partner, Arthur Hensley, who is convinced he was Fred Astaire in a past life, shuffles gamely along, his orthopedic shoes squeaking against the polished hardwood.

“Lovely,” I lie. “Now remember, the rumba is about connection. Feel the rhythm in your core.”

“My core feels like it needs a martini,” Doris mutters, but there’s a twinkle in her eye.

This is my Tuesday afternoon Seniors Social class—six couples, two widows who dance together because “men our age can’t keep up,” and enough determination to power a small generator. They’re not going to win any competitions. They’re not even going to remember most of what I teach them by next week. But they show up. Every Tuesday. Rain or shine.

Which is more than I can say for the beginner Latin class I had to cancel last month due to lack of enrollment.

The music swells, and I weave between the couples, adjusting a frame here, nudging an elbow there. The late afternoon sunlight streams through the tall windows that face Main Street, casting long golden rectangles across the floor. This building used to be a Woolworth’s, back when my grandmother was young and Bellamy Cove’s downtown was the heart of everything. Now those big display windows showcase me and my students to anyone walking by.

Free advertising, my mother used to say. Always smile when you’re visible from the street.

I smile. It’s automatic at this point.

“Beautiful, everyone. Let’s take it from the cross-body lead.”

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I ignore it. During class, the outside world doesn’t exist. The studio is my sanctuary, all exposed brick and gleaming mirrors and the faint ghost of decades-old floor wax. The ceiling is the original tin, painted cream, and the barre along the back wall is the same one my mother installed twenty-two years ago when she opened this place.

The music fades. I let it end naturally, then gesture toward the small refreshment table I always set up in the corner. “Excellent work today. Hydrate, stretch, and I’ll see you next Tuesday.”

The shuffle toward the water and the inevitable post-class socializing begins. I use the moment to finally check my phone.

Three messages from my accountant.

Wonderful.

I slip into the narrow hallway that leads to my office, a glorified closet sandwiched between the supply room and the single bathroom. A worn leather couch occupies the space beneath the window into the studio and my ancient roll-topped desk takes up half of the remaining floor space. The walls are covered with photographs. My mother in her competition days, all sequins and spray tan and teeth so white they practically glow. Me at six, in my first recital costume. Me at fifteen, holding a regional trophy with a smile that didn’t quite reach my eyes. Me at twenty-two, cutting the ribbon on the studio’s grand reopening after my mother’s retirement, before the word “retirement” became a euphemism for something darker and more complicated.

I sink into my desk chair and pull up the emails.

Quarterly projections attached. We need to discuss.

Following up on my previous email.

Isadora, please call me.

The numbers swim before my eyes. I already know what they say. I’ve been staring at variations of them for months. Student enrollment down eighteen percent year over year. Operating costs up twelve percent thanks to the ancient HVAC system that groans like a dying whale every time the temperature drops below fifty or above seventy-five. Revenue... well. Revenue is the polite word for “barely enough to keep the lights on.”

I close the email and lean back, pressing my palms against my eyes until I see stars.

It’s fine. Plenty of businesses have slow seasons.

The problem is, this slow season has lasted approximately fourteen months.

A knock on my open door makes me drop my hands. Doris Madison stands in the doorway, her silver hair immaculate despite an hour of rumba, her pearl earrings catching the fluorescent light.

“You’ve got that look again, dear.”

“What look?”

“The one where you’re calculating whether you can survive on ramen and dreams.”

I force a laugh. “I’m fine, Mrs. Madison.”

“Doris.” She’s been correcting me for three years, but I just can’t bring myself to use her first name. “And you’re a terrible liar. It’s one of your more endearing qualities.” She steps fully into the office, which means I have to scoot my chair back to avoid her sensible pumps crushing my toes. “I saw the sign they put up. On Route 7.”

My stomach drops. “Sign?”

“Big flashy thing. Purple and gold. ‘Momentum Dance Academy—Opening Soon! State-of-the-Art Facility, Award-Winning Instructors.’“ She wrinkles her nose. “Tacky, if you ask me.”

Momentum Dance Academy.

I’d heard rumors, of course. Bellamy Cove is small enough that whispers travel faster than WiFi. Some chain studio from Boston, supposedly, expanding into the suburbs and coastal towns. The kind of place with sleek branding and corporate backing and probably a juice bar in the lobby.

“It’s not in Bellamy Cove proper,” I say, and I hate how thin my voice sounds. “Route 7 is technically Crestwood.”

“Technically.” Doris gives me a look that says she wasn’t born yesterday, or even the day before that. “Close enough to poach every student within thirty miles who wants something ‘fresh and modern.’“

Fresh and modern. I wince before I can stop myself, and I know Doris notices.

I love this studio. Every scuffed floorboard, every temperamental light switch, every crack in the plaster that I’ve patched with more hope than skill. But I’m not naive enough to think love translates to profit. Not in a world where people want LED walls and Bluetooth speakers and instructors who TikTok their choreography to millions of followers.

“I should get back out there,” I say, standing. “Make sure everyone’s settled.”

Doris doesn’t move.

“You know,” she says, “I was at the town council meeting last night.”

I pause. Doris attends every town council meeting, every planning board session, every zoning hearing. If Bellamy Cove were a monarchy, she’d be the power behind the throne.

“And?”

“And Margaret Richardson—you know Margaret, lovely woman, runs the bakery—she mentioned the Bellamy Cove Showcase.”

The words hit me like a splash of cold water. The Showcase. I haven’t thought about it in years. It used to be an annual tradition—a combination arts festival and community celebration, featuring performances from every local creative group from the community theater to the high school marching band to the historical society’s interpretive reenactments. And, once upon a time, The Solis School of Dance.

But funding dried up. Sponsors moved on. The Showcase faded into memory, another casualty of changing times and tight budgets.

“They’re bringing it back,” Doris continues. “For the fifth anniversary of the restoration of the old pier. The tourism board is involved so there will be regional press coverage. Apparently there’s even prize money this year for the best performing arts presentation.”

My heart skips a beat.

“When?”

“Six weeks. Labor Day weekend.”

Six weeks. That’s nothing. That’s barely enough time to choreograph a piece, let alone rehearse it to showcase-worthy standards. I’d need students committed to extra rehearsals, costumes, music rights⁠—

“The winner gets featured in the tourism board’s fall campaign,” Doris adds casually. “Posters, brochures, social media. Plus the prize money. Ten thousand dollars.”

Ten thousand dollars. That’s a new HVAC system. That’s three months of breathing room. That’s enough to actually invest in some marketing that doesn’t involve me handing out flyers at the grocery store like a desperate college freshman.

“You think I should enter.”

Doris gives me the patient smile of someone who’s been gently manipulating people into good decisions for seven decades. “I think you should do whatever feels right, dear. But for what it’s worth?” She pats my arm. “That flashy new place doesn’t have a single thing this studio has.”

“Which is?”

“History. Heart. A teacher who actually gives a damn.” She turns to leave, then pauses at the door. “Also, your rumba is better than anything they’ll truck in from Boston. Everyone knows it. Including you.”

She disappears down the hallway, leaving me alone with the photographs on the walls and the numbers in my head.

The studio empties slowly. I do what I always do: mop the floor, check the locks, organize the costume closet that’s been threatening to avalanche since June. Busywork. The kind of mindless tasks that let your hands move while your brain runs in circles.

The Bellamy Cove Showcase.

I remember being ten years old, standing on that pier stage with my mother’s hand pressing between my shoulder blades. Posture, Isadora. Chin up. They’re watching. I remember the sea breeze tangling my carefully pinned hair, the taste of salt and hairspray, the roar of applause that felt like the whole world opening up.

We won that year. Best Youth Performance. My mother framed the certificate and hung it in the studio, where it still hangs today, slowly fading behind its glass.

I pause in front of it now, dust rag in hand.

The girl in the photograph is smiling—really smiling, not the professional mask I’ve worn so long it’s become my default face. She doesn’t know yet that her mother’s expectations will become a weight she can never fully lift. She doesn’t know that “good enough” will never be good enough. She doesn’t know that one day she’ll inherit this studio and wonder, constantly, if she’s running it into the ground.

You’re spiraling, I tell myself. Stop.

I finish cleaning and lock up, then step out into the evening air.

Bellamy Cove at dusk is like something out of a painting. The harbor glitters with the last of the golden light, fishing boats bobbing at their moorings, and the smell of brine and fried clams drifts up from the waterfront restaurants. The brick buildings of Main Street glow warm and amber under the old-fashioned streetlamps the town council installed after a particularly heated debate about “historical character.”

I walk the two blocks to my cottage on autopilot, nodding at the familiar faces I pass. Tom Wilson, closing up his hardware store. The Nguyen family, walking their absurd little pug. Officer Brixton, doing his evening rounds and pretending not to sneak a donut from the bakery bag under his arm.

My cottage is tiny—a converted fisherman’s house with a wide front porch, a garden I tend with more hope than skill, and a view of the ocean that makes the cramped kitchen and questionable plumbing worth it. I sink onto the porch swing with a glass of wine I probably shouldn’t be drinking on a weeknight and watch the sun finish its descent into the water.

Momentum Dance Academy.

Bellamy Cove Showcase.

Ten thousand dollars.

The math isn’t complicated. If I don’t do something big, something visible, something that reminds this town why The Solis School of Dance matters, I’ll be closing my doors within the year.

I can cut expenses to the bone, cancel the classes that aren’t filling, and maybe pick up more private lessons for the wealthy summer people who want to learn a waltz before their daughter’s wedding. But that’s not a business. That’s hospice care.

The wine is crisp and dry and does nothing to quiet the chaos in my head. I pull out my phone and, against my better judgment, search for Momentum Dance Academy.

Their website loads instantly. Of course it does. It’s gorgeous—all slick video headers and testimonials from satisfied customers and a “Meet Our Team” page featuring instructors with jaw-dropping credentials and professionally shot headshots that make them look like dancing supermodels.

Award-winning choreographer. Former competitive national champion. Specialist in Latin, ballroom, and contemporary fusion.

I think about my own bio on my own very-much-not-professionally-designed website. Isadora Solis, owner and lead instructor. Trained in classical ballroom from age three. Dedicated to serving the Bellamy Cove community.

It sounds like a PTA newsletter.

I close the browser and toss my phone onto the cushion beside me. The porch swing creaks as I push off, setting it into motion.

Six weeks.

Could I even pull together a showcase-worthy performance in six weeks? I’d need dancers—real dancers, not just my beloved seniors who can barely remember which foot goes where. I’d need a concept, choreography, costumes, music. I’d need to believe, actually believe, that I’m capable of creating something worth seeing.

My mother’s voice echoes in my head: Second place is first loser, Isadora. If you’re not going to commit fully, don’t bother at all.

She wasn’t wrong. That’s the hardest part. She was demanding, impossible, and relentless, but she was also a brilliant dancer and an incredible teacher. Everything I know, I learned from her. Including, apparently, the inability to accept anything less than perfection.

The last of the daylight fades. The harbor lights flicker on, their reflections dancing on the dark water like scattered stars. Somewhere down the street, someone is playing music, laughter floating through the evening air.

Bellamy Cove is alive. My studio should be too.

I finish my wine in one long swallow and stand, the decision crystallizing in my chest like ice forming on a winter pond.

I’m doing this.

Six weeks. No safety net. Every ounce of skill and discipline and sheer stubborn determination I possess. The Bellamy Cove Showcase is going to save my studio, or it’s going to destroy me.

Right now, staring out at the darkening sea, I honestly can’t tell which one is more likely.

I’m going to sign up tomorrow. First thing. Before I can talk myself out of it, before the numbers can whisper their warnings, and definitely before the ghost of my mother’s voice can remind me that I’ve never quite been good enough.


CHAPTER TWO




The door to my Wednesday evening beginner ballroom class crashes open seventeen minutes after we’ve started.

I don’t turn around immediately. I’m in the middle of demonstrating basic frame with Roger Peabody—a retired postal worker with two left feet and an enthusiasm that makes up for his complete lack of natural rhythm—and professionalism dictates that I finish the movement before acknowledging interruptions.

But my students’ reactions give away enough. Mrs. Lowell’s penciled eyebrows shoot toward her hairline. Marissa Okonkwo, a thirty-something accountant who signed up “to finally learn something sexy,” goes completely still. Even Roger stutters in his counting, which is impressive given that he usually bulldozes through any distraction with the single-mindedness of a man determined to conquer the foxtrot before his sixtieth birthday.

What in the⁠—

I release Roger’s frame and turn.

The man standing in my doorway looks like he got lost on his way to a magazine photoshoot and accidentally stumbled into small-town Massachusetts. Easily six-three with shoulders that strain the seams of what I’m certain is a very expensive charcoal suit jacket, currently worn with the collar open and no tie, in a way that somehow screams “I don’t need to follow dress codes because the universe makes exceptions for me.”

His hair is dark and just slightly too long, the kind of effortlessly tousled that probably takes forty-five minutes to achieve. Strong jaw. Full lips quirked in a smile that says he knows exactly what kind of entrance he just made.

And his eyes - they’re the color of whiskey in sunlight, warm and brown with hints of amber and something darker that makes me feel like I’m being assessed and cataloged.

Don’t stare at his eyes. You’re a professional.

“Terribly sorry I’m late.” His voice is smooth and pitched low, with an accent I can’t quite place. Vaguely Greek, perhaps? “Traffic was murder. Quite literally, in some realms, but that’s neither here nor there.”

Realms? Traffic?

There is no traffic in Bellamy Cove on a Wednesday evening. There is barely traffic in Bellamy Cove on a Saturday afternoon. The fact that this man thinks that’s an acceptable excuse means he’s either delusional or not from around here.

Both options are equally likely.

“You must be Mr. Vexis,” I say, my voice steadier than I feel. “Our new student.”

“The one and only.” He flashes a grin that transforms his face from merely handsome to devastating. “Unless you have others. Should I be concerned?”

There’s a ripple of laughter from my students. Of course there is. He’s charming. Effortlessly so, in that way certain people have that makes everyone else feel like they’re standing in warmer sunlight.

I am not charmed.

“Class started seventeen minutes ago,” I say, and I hear the precise clip to my words that has made more than one person describe me as “cold.” I prefer “focused.”

“I’ll catch up.” He waves a dismissive hand, as if the concept of being late is a minor inconvenience for lesser mortals. “I’m a quick study. Supernaturally quick, one might say.”

“Mr. Vexis⁠—”

“Just call me Malachi. And you must be the famous Isadora Solis.” He executes what I think is supposed to be a bow but ends up looking more like an interpretive dance move.

“Famous?”

“In certain circles.” His eyes glitter. “I’ve heard wonderful things.”

I have absolutely no idea what circles those might be, but I don’t have time to interrogate him. My students are watching this exchange like it’s better than whatever Netflix series they’ve been binging, and we’ve already lost three minutes of class time.

Fine. Let him stay. He’ll either learn something or he’ll leave.

“Take off your shoes,” I say flatly.

One dark eyebrow arches. “Excuse me?”

“Your shoes. They’ll destroy my floors. There are practice shoes in the basket by the door. Find a pair that fits.”

Something I can’t read flashes across his face, but then that insufferable smile returns and he saunters toward the basket, shrugging off his jacket to drape it over the barre with a carelessness that makes me twitch.

“Practice shoes,” he murmurs, examining the collection of worn leather and canvas like they’re alien artifacts. “How... practical.”

I turn back to my students. “All right, everyone. Let’s pair up and work on the basic box step. Remember—slow, slow, quick-quick. Gentlemen, your frame is everything. Ladies, trust your partner’s lead but don’t forget you have a spine.”

The class shuffles into formation. Roger finds his regular partner, a nervous elementary school teacher named Beth who blushes every time their hands touch. Mrs. Lowell pairs with Mr. DeLuca, both of them widowed, both of them pretending they’re not clearly developing feelings that extend beyond a dance partnership. Marissa is left without a partner, which happens sometimes with odd numbers⁠—

“Allow me.”

Malachi Vexis materializes at Marissa’s side, having somehow shoved his feet into practice shoes that are at least one size too small. He offers his hand with a flourish that would make a Victorian rake proud.

Marissa looks at me, eyes wide. I give her a tiny shrug. Your funeral.

The music starts, a gentle waltz chosen specifically because it’s nearly impossible to screw up completely, and I begin circling the room, making corrections.

“Roger, your left foot. That’s still your right. There you go.”

“Mrs. Lowell, lovely frame. Mr. DeLuca, stop looking at your feet.”

I deliberately save Malachi for last, hoping that by some miracle he’ll have figured out the basic rhythm on his own.

He has not.

What he’s doing bears no resemblance to a waltz. Or a foxtrot. Or any recognized dance form in human history. He’s moving Marissa around the floor with an energy that’s somehow both languid and chaotic, his feet doing things that seem to defy physics, his arms positioned like he’s preparing to wrestle a bear rather than guide a partner.

And yet, Marissa is laughing. Not the nervous laughter of a woman being manhandled by an incompetent partner, but genuine, delighted laughter that makes her whole face light up.

“Mr. Vexis.”

He spins—actually spins, a full one-eighty that nearly takes out Beth and Roger—and beams at me. “Yes, instructor?”

“What are you doing?”

“Dancing.” He says it like the answer is obvious. “Rather well, I thought.”

“That’s not dancing. That’s... I don’t know what that is.”

“Creative interpretation. The music speaks to me, and I respond.” He dips Marissa without warning, catching her with an ease that suggests his muscles know exactly what they’re doing even if his brain doesn’t. She squeaks with surprise but doesn’t fall. “See? Improvisation.”

Oh, for the love of⁠—

“There’s no improvisation in beginner ballroom,” I say, and I can hear my mother’s voice layered under mine, all that rigid discipline I swore I’d soften but never quite managed to shed. “There’s technique. There’s form. There’s learning the steps before you decide you know better than centuries of tradition.”

Malachi straightens, bringing Marissa with him. His expression shifts, just slightly, that cocky smile dimming into something more curious. He’s looking at me like I’m a puzzle he’s decided to solve.

“Show me, then.”

“What?”

“The proper technique. Show me.” He releases Marissa with a little bow and steps toward me. “Unless you’d rather just criticize from the sidelines?”

Every eye in the room is on us. I can feel the weight of their attention like a physical pressure, all those familiar faces suddenly watching to see how their instructor handles this disruption.

Don’t let him get under my skin. I’m the professional here.

“Fine.” I extend my hand. “Basic frame. Hand here.” I place his palm against my back, positioning it properly between my shoulder blades. His fingers are warm, warmer than they should be, and there’s a moment where I catch a scent of something unexpected—smoke and spice and something darker. “Your other hand holds mine. Elbow up. No, up. You’re not a marionette with cut strings.”

“Such flattery.”

“Now. The box step. You step forward with your left foot while I step back with my right. Then we⁠—”

He moves, and it’s completely, utterly wrong. He steps forward with his right foot, nearly crushing my toes, his frame collapses like a house of cards, and yet somehow he makes it look intentional. Like this is all part of some elaborate joke only he’s in on.

“Whoops.” He doesn’t sound remotely sorry. “Perhaps I’m more of a visual learner.”

I step back, reclaiming my personal space. My heart is beating faster than it should be. Irritation, probably. Definitely irritation.

“Then watch.” I grab Roger, who yelps in surprise. “Mr. Peabody, would you mind demonstrating?”

Roger is not a good dancer. He’s an enthusiastic dancer. He’s a determined dancer. But under my lead, he manages a passable box step, his face screwed up in concentration, his feet landing approximately where they should.

“See?” I release Roger and turn back to Malachi. “Simple. Clean. No improvisation required.”

Malachi tilts his head, studying me with an intensity that makes my stomach flutter. “You’re quite rigid, aren’t you?”

“Excuse me?”

“Not an insult. Merely an observation.” He glances around the room, at the mirrors reflecting our cluster of students and the row of awards. “You run a tight ship. Everything in its place. Every movement controlled.”

“That’s called discipline. It’s how you learn.”

“Hmm.” He doesn’t sound convinced. “Or it’s how you stay safe.”

My spine immediately stiffens and my chin lifts—a defensive posture, my mother would call it. Never let them see they’ve hit a nerve.

“Let’s try again,” I say, and my voice comes out cold and flat. “Everyone back to your partners. We’re doing the box step until it’s muscle memory.”

The rest of the class passes in a blur of corrections and counting and the steady one-two-three of waltz music. Malachi continues to be terrible. He trips over his own feet. He holds Marissa too close, then too far away, then at an angle that suggests he’s attempting some form of interpretive modern dance. He asks questions that make no sense—”What if the music is lying?”—and ignores my answers entirely.

But he doesn’t leave. And worse—far worse—he keeps making my students smile.

Mrs. Lowell, who has barely cracked a grin in three weeks of lessons, actually laughs when he accidentally tangos past her. Mr. DeLuca claps him on the shoulder during a water break like they’re old friends. Even Roger, sweet earnest Roger who takes everything too seriously, loosens up enough to attempt a little flourish at the end of the final dance.

By the time I dismiss the class, I’m exhausted in a way that has nothing to do with physical exertion.

The students trickle out, calling goodbyes and “see you next week” and, in Marissa’s case, shooting a lingering glance at Malachi that he either doesn’t notice or chooses to ignore. I busy myself with the stereo, resetting the playlist, not looking at him.

Please just leave. Please just⁠—

“That was educational.”

His voice comes from right behind me. I spin, heart lurching, and find him leaning against the barre, his arms crossed and that infuriating smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

“Glad you found it enlightening,” I manage. “Class registration is online. If you’d like to come back next week⁠—”

“I was thinking something more... intensive.”

I narrow my eyes. “Meaning?”

“Private lessons.” He pushes off the barre, moving toward me with a predator’s grace—smooth, unhurried, and utterly confident. “One-on-one instruction. You and me, no distractions.”

Ha. “Mr. Vexis⁠—”

“Malachi. Please. Or Mal.”

“Mr. Vexis,” I repeat firmly, “I don’t know where you got the impression that you can just waltz in here—pun absolutely intended—and demand special treatment, but that’s not how this works. I have a waiting list for private lessons. There’s a process. An application. References.”

“References.” He sounds amused. “You require character witnesses for dance instruction?”

“I require knowing that my students are serious about learning.”

“Oh, I’m very serious.” For a moment his playful mask slips just enough to show something harder underneath. “I need to learn to dance, Ms. Solis, quickly and properly. And I’m willing to pay handsomely for the privilege.”

“Handsomely?”

He reaches into his jacket pocket and produces a checkbook. An actual, physical checkbook, like something out of a period drama. “Name your price.”

“That’s not how⁠—”

“Five thousand dollars.”

I stop.

He’s writing as he speaks, heavy silver fountain pen moving across the check with elegant strokes. “For a month of private instruction. Let’s say three sessions per week, an hour each. I’ll work around your schedule, naturally. Whatever time suits you best.”

Five thousand dollars. That’s my entire marketing budget for the year. That’s half a new HVAC system. That’s⁠—

“You’re joking.”

“I never joke about money.” He tears the check free and holds it out. “Well. Almost never.”

I don’t take it. My hands stay at my sides, clenched into fists I’m only barely aware of. Five thousand dollars, and this man can barely tell his left foot from his right. Five thousand dollars, and he looks at me like I’m a challenge to be conquered rather than a teacher to be respected. Five thousand dollars, and something about him makes every instinct I have scream danger in a voice that sounds suspiciously like anticipation.

“Why?”

The question surprises both of us, I think. His eyebrows rise.

“Why what?”

“Why do you need to learn to dance so badly? And why here? If you’ve got money to throw around, there are studios in Boston with award-winning instructors and actual facilities. Why come to—” I gesture around at my beautiful, shabby, hopelessly outdated studio. “Why come to me?”

For a long moment, he doesn’t answer. The silence stretches, filling the space between us. Outside, I can hear the distant crash of waves against the pier, the cry of seagulls, the ordinary sounds of Bellamy Cove settling into evening.

Then he smiles. Not the cocky grin he’s been wearing all night, but something softer. Almost genuine.

“Let’s just say I have excellent taste in teachers.” He sets the check on the barre beside him. “Think about it. You know where to find me.”

“I absolutely do not know where to find you.”

“Then I’ll find you.” He heads for the door, pausing with one hand on the frame. “Same time tomorrow?”

“I have a class tomorrow at six-thirty. Intermediate salsa.”

“Perfect. I’ll be here at five.” He actually winks, like a character in a romantic comedy who doesn’t know he’s insufferable. “Wear comfortable shoes, Ms. Solis. I have a feeling we’re going to be spending a lot of time together.”

And then he’s gone, the door swinging shut behind him, leaving nothing but the faint scent of smoke and spice and a check for five thousand dollars sitting on my mother’s barre.

I stare at it for a long time.

My phone buzzes. My accountant again, probably. The Showcase registration deadline is in three days. Momentum Dance Academy is opening in eight weeks. And a stranger with too much money and no discernible dancing ability just offered to solve at least part of my financial problems.

This is a terrible idea.

I pick up the check and find a business card underneath it. The paper is thick and expensive, the kind of stationery that comes from an actual stationary store. Malachi Vexis, Acquisitions and Negotiations. The print is a shade of red so dark it’s almost black. No company name. No address. Just a phone number and an email that ends in an extension I don’t recognize.

The check is also written on heavy, expensive paper. His handwriting is old-fashioned, all elegant loops and flourishes, like something out of another century. The signature at the bottom is almost illegible but somehow still manages to look smug.

Five thousand dollars.

I should tear it up. I should march outside, find him, and tell him exactly where he can shove his money and his charming smile and his complete inability to follow basic instructions. Instead, I fold the check carefully around the business card and slip it into my pocket.

Right now, I have a showcase to plan and a studio to save, and absolutely no time to think about the infuriating man who just turned my Wednesday evening upside down.

No time at all.


CHAPTER THREE




“And one, two, three—lovely, Sofia! Jilly, remember to point your toes. Pointing toes makes dancing magic, yes?”

Twelve small faces beam up at me with varying degrees of focus. The Little Stars class is my favorite hour of the week, even if it leaves my shins peppered with bruises from enthusiastic but poorly aimed pirouettes. These kids don’t care about perfect technique. They care about sparkly tutus and pretending to be swans and the absolute joy of spinning until they fall over giggling.

It’s everything my childhood dance lessons weren’t.

“Miss Izzie, watch me!” Seven-year-old Thomas launches into what I think is supposed to be a grand jeté but looks more like a frog attempting to leap over an invisible log. He lands with a thump that rattles the mirrors.

“Beautiful air, Thomas. Let’s work on the landing next time.”

His grin could power a small city.

The door to the studio opens. I don’t need to look to know who it is. The way the energy in the room shifts tells me everything. The mothers perched on the benches near the entrance suddenly sit up straighter, their murmured conversations dying in mid-sentence. One of them actually gasps, like we’re in a Regency novel and the duke just walked in.

Forty-five minutes early. Because of course he is.

I keep my attention on the children. “All right, everyone, let’s practice our révérences. Sofia, you lead.”

Sofia, a serious-eyed six-year-old with a natural grace beyond her years, performs a curtsy that would make royalty weep. The other children follow with varying degrees of success, Thomas turning his into something more closely resembling a dramatic death scene.

“Wonderful work, all of you. Same time next Thursday?”

Tiny voices chorus assent, and then the room becomes chaos as children scatter toward their parents, grabbing water bottles and discarded shoes and stuffed animals that apparently could not survive forty-five minutes of separation. I help little Jilly find her missing hair ribbon and accept a handful of dandelions from Thomas that he apparently picked from the parking lot crack on his way in.

“For you, Miss Izzie. ‘Cause you’re the best teacher.”

My heart clenches. “Thank you, Thomas. These are perfect.”

Through it all, I’m aware of Malachi Vexis, standing just inside the door with his hands in his pockets and that insufferable half-smile on his face, watching me like I’m the most interesting thing he’s seen in years. He’s wearing another suit today, this one dark blue and fitted in a way that makes it impossible not to notice the breadth of his shoulders and the narrow cut of his waist. His shirt is unbuttoned at the collar. Again.

Does the man not own ties?

The last of the children files out, one mother shooting me a meaningful look over her shoulder that clearly communicates who is THAT? I ignore her. I ignore him. I turn to the stereo and begin resetting the playlist with more concentration than the task requires.

“Charming.”

His voice is closer than I expected. I don’t jump. I absolutely do not jump.

“The children. Very charming.” He’s moved to lean against the piano, an ancient upright that hasn’t been tuned since before I was born but looks nice in photographs. “You’re good with them.”

“They’re easy to teach. They actually listen to instructions.”

“Subtle.”

“I wasn’t being subtle.”

“No,” he agrees, and there’s a warmth in his voice that makes me glance up despite myself. “I suppose you weren’t.”

He’s closer than I realized. Close enough that I catch that strange scent again—smoke and spice, underlaid with something darker, something almost sulfurous. His eyes seem to spark crimson in the afternoon light streaming through the windows.

Stop staring. You’re being ridiculous.

“You’re early,” I say flatly.

“I’m enthusiastic.”

“You’re annoying.”

“Also that.” His smile widens. “Shall we begin?”

I take a deliberate step back, reestablishing professional distance. There’s a private lesson room upstairs designed specifically for one-on-one instruction. It’s smaller and more intimate, with better acoustics and a sprung floor that’s easier on the joints.

I don’t mention it.

“Fine. Center of the room. Shoes off.”

He sighs dramatically but complies, toeing off his expensive Italian shoes. I notice he’s wearing socks patterned with tiny flames in a way that seems unnecessarily on-brand.

“Now what?”

“Now we assess.” I circle him slowly, the way my mother used to circle me before competitions. Looking for weaknesses. Finding them. “Stand naturally.”

He stands.

It’s all wrong, of course. His weight is distributed unevenly, more on his heels than the balls of his feet. His shoulders are back but in a way that seems more like habitual arrogance than proper posture. His chin is tilted at an angle that suggests he’s posing for a portrait rather than preparing to dance.

But there’s something there. Something in the way he holds himself that suggests his body knows things his conscious mind hasn’t learned. He moves like someone who’s studied movement, even if he’s never bothered to apply that study to anything as pedestrian as ballroom dancing.

“Worse than I thought,” I say.

“Wonderful.” He doesn’t sound bothered. “Where do we start?”

“Basics. You clearly missed them the first time around.” I move to stand in front of him, close enough to correct his posture but not close enough to touch. “Feet parallel, hip-width apart. Weight on the balls of your feet, not your heels. Shoulders down and back—no, down, not up, you’re not a vulture preparing to take flight.”

He adjusts. Badly.

“Your left shoulder is higher than your right.”

“Perhaps I’m naturally asymmetrical. A charming quirk.”

“Perhaps you’re not listening. Drop. Your. Shoulder.”

Something flickers across his face—not offense, exactly, but surprise. Like he’s not used to being spoken to so directly. He drops his shoulder. Almost correctly.

“Better. Now, arms.”

He raises his arms.

Oh, for the love of⁠—

“That’s not a frame. That’s a surrender.”

“I’m surrendering to the music.”

“There isn’t any music.”

“Not yet.” He waggles his eyebrows. “I can hear it in my soul.”

I close my eyes and count to five. I remember that five thousand dollars could fix the roof, update the HVAC, and maybe even fund a proper advertising campaign for the Showcase.

“Arms up,” I say through gritted teeth. “Elbows out. Imagine you’re holding a beach ball against your chest. No, not a yoga ball—a beach ball. Smaller. More control.”

I step forward and physically move his arms into position, ignoring the warmth radiating from his skin. “Here. Your left hand goes here, at my shoulder blade. Your right hand holds mine.” I slot our hands together, my fingers curling around his. They’re fever-hot, like he’s been standing next to a fire. “Keep your wrist firm but not rigid. You’re guiding, not dragging.”

“I feel like a work of art being sculpted.” His voice is pitched low, almost a murmur.

“You feel like a disaster waiting to happen. Now. Basic box step. We’re doing this until you can manage it without crushing my feet.”

“I would never crush your feet.”

“You nearly amputated Marissa’s toes last night.”

“You exaggerate.”

“She was limping.”

He grins, utterly unrepentant. “Character building.”

I take a breath and step back into frame. “On my count. One, two, three. One, two, three. Step forward with your left foot⁠—”

He steps forward with his right foot.

Our knees collide, and I stumble. His arm tightens around my back, catching me before I can fall, and suddenly we’re much closer than proper frame allows. I can see the individual stubble on his jaw, the slight crook in his nose like it was broken once and healed wrong, and the way his pupils seem to expand when our eyes meet.

“Sorry.” He doesn’t sound sorry. “Muscle memory.”

“You don’t have any muscle memory. That’s the problem.” I push back, reestablishing distance. “Again. And this time, listen.”

We try again.

And again.

And again.

Thirty minutes later, I’m seriously considering murder.

“No, your other left⁠—”

“Left is a social construct.”

“Left is the opposite of right. It’s not that complicated.”

“Depends on your frame of reference.” He spins when he should step, pulling me with him in a move that’s half-waltz, half-tornado. “From my perspective, right is left and left is merely a suggestion.”

“That’s not how directions work!”

“Says who?”

“Says everyone. Says the entire history of human dance. Says me, right now, telling you that if you don’t stop improvising I’m going to⁠—”

He dips me.

Without warning, without preparation, his arm a steel band around my waist, my back arching over empty air, my hair swinging loose from its bun to brush the floor. The world tilts. My heart slams against my ribs. And for one suspended moment, all I can do is stare up at his face, upside-down and grinning, looking absurdly pleased with himself.

“You were saying?”

I should be furious. I am furious. My hands grip his shoulders hard enough to wrinkle his expensive jacket, and my legs are scrambling for purchase even though his hold is infuriatingly confident.

“Put. Me. Down.”

“As you wish.” He sweeps me back up in one fluid motion, and I stagger when my feet hit the floor. “See? Natural chemistry.”

“There’s nothing natural about any of this.” My voice comes out more breathless than I’d like. I step back, smoothing down my practice dress, tucking loose strands of hair behind my ears. “You can’t just decide to dip someone. It’s part of a choreographed sequence. There are signals, preparations⁠—”

“Rules.”

“Yes! Rules! Dancing has rules!”

“And what happens when someone breaks them?”

They get hurt, I want to say. They ruin everything. They fail.

But the words stick in my throat because he’s watching me with that curious intensity again, like he can see right through my professional veneer to something rawer underneath.

“Let’s take a break,” I say instead, turning away. “Five minutes. Water’s on the table.

I busy myself with the stereo, not really doing anything, just pressing buttons and adjusting volume levels that don’t need adjusting. My hands are shaking. Adrenaline, probably, or frustration. Definitely not anything else.

In the mirror, I watch him wander toward the water station. He moves like a cat, all lazy grace and coiled power, somehow making even the act of opening a plastic bottle look elegant. As he raises the water bottle, my attention snags on the bracelet around his left wrist. Cracked black leather woven with tarnished silver, and set into it, seven stones that look like they might have been onyx once but have faded to a dull, lifeless black.

The whole thing looks ancient, crudely made, like something you’d find in an antique shop or a museum display about medieval craftsmanship. It doesn’t match the designer suit, and yet he wears it like it’s welded to his skin.

“See something interesting?”

I snap my gaze up. He’s watching me with an expression I can’t read, something guarded lurking behind the easy charm.

“Just surprised,” I say, keeping my voice light. “You don’t seem like the type for costume jewelry.”

“It’s not a costume.” His smile doesn’t waver, but something in his eyes sharpens. “Family heirloom. Very sentimental value. Very uncomfortable to remove.”

Uncomfortable how? I don’t ask. I have a policy about not getting personally involved with students, and Malachi Vexis is already testing that boundary without me giving him any additional openings. But something about the bracelet keeps drawing my eyes back to it.

“You’re staring again.” His voice is back to its usual amusement, and I jerk my gaze away.

“I’m assessing your posture.”

“Mmm.” He doesn’t sound convinced. “And what’s your assessment?”

“Terrible. You walk like you’ve never had a spine.”

“Bold words from a woman wound tighter than a clock spring.”

My shoulders stiffen reflexively, which only proves his point. Damn him.

“Five minutes are up.” I stride back to the center of the floor. “We’re trying the waltz again. This time stop trying to guess where you’re going and just go where I tell you.”

“But I know where I’m going.”

“You don’t. That’s the point. You’re just... chaos in human form.”

He laughs at that, a genuine sound that transforms his face from handsome to something more dangerous. “You have no idea how accurate that is.”

I ignore the comment. I ignore a lot of things about Malachi Vexis—the way his hand feels against my back when we attempt a practice hold, warmer than it should be through the thin fabric of my practice top. The way his eyes track my movements with an intensity that makes my skin prickle. The way he smells like something burning in the best possible way.

Focus. I’m a professional.

I queue up a slow, simple piece, something I use for absolute beginners who’ve never heard a three-count in their lives. “Remember: one-two-three, one-two-three. The emphasis is on the one. You step forward on one, side on two, close on three.”

The music starts, and Malachi immediately does... something. Not a waltz. Not a foxtrot. Not any dance I’ve ever seen. He’s moving to the music, yes, but in a way that seems to actively defy the rhythm, his feet finding beats that don’t exist, his body swaying in patterns that belong to no choreographed form.

“What are you doing?”

“Dancing.” He spins me—actually spins me, without warning, without proper technique, his hand catching mine and pulling me into a turn that I only survive through sheer reflex. “Can’t you feel it? The music wants us to move like this.”

“The music wants you to count to three!”

“Music doesn’t count. Music breathes.” He dips me again, and I grab his shoulder to keep from toppling. His face is inches from mine, those amber-threaded eyes bright with something that might be mischief or might be madness. “You’re so focused on the steps that you’re not feeling the dance.”

I shove myself upright, breaking his hold. My heart is pounding—from the near-fall, obviously. From the physical exertion. Absolutely not from the way he looked at me like he could see straight through to something I keep carefully hidden.

“This isn’t about feeling. This is about technique.”

“But—”

“You hired me to teach you to dance. If you wanted to just... flail around to music, you could do that at home. For free.” I fold my arms. “So either learn the steps I’m teaching you, or we’re done here.”

He’s quiet for a moment. The music continues playing, a gentle one-two-three that suddenly sounds absurdly inadequate. His expression is unreadable, all that playful arrogance stripped away to reveal something more complicated underneath.

Then he sighs. “Very well. Show me again.”

We try again. And again. And again.

He’s still terrible, but somewhere around the seventh attempt, I notice that he’s actually trying. The improvisation has scaled back, replaced by a genuine effort to follow my instructions. His feet still land in the wrong places and his frame still collapses at inopportune moments, but there’s a concentration in his face that wasn’t there before.

“Better,” I admit grudgingly.

“High praise indeed.”

“Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Too late. My head is already enormously swollen with pride.” He grins, and despite everything, I feel the corner of my mouth twitch. “See? I saw that. You nearly smiled.”

“I did not.”

“You did. It was small and brief, like a butterfly landing on a cactus, but I witnessed it.”

“That’s a terrible metaphor.”

“I have many more. Would you like to hear them?”

“Absolutely not.”

We continue. The sun shifts through the windows, casting long shadows across the studio floor. I lose track of time, which almost never happens—I’m usually hyper-aware of every passing minute, mentally cataloging what I should be doing next, what tasks are waiting, what deadlines are approaching.

But teaching Malachi requires my full attention. Not because he’s difficult, although he is, but because there’s something hypnotic about trying to get through to him. Like he’s a puzzle that keeps rearranging itself every time I think I’ve found a piece that fits.

By the time I call the session to a close, we’ve covered approximately one-tenth of what I’d planned, my voice is hoarse from counting out loud, and I have a headache forming behind my left eye.

“Same time tomorrow?” He’s pulling on his ridiculously expensive shoes, somehow making even that look like a modeling pose.

“No. I have an opening at 10:00 AM for a private lesson.”

“Ten o’clock? In the morning?” He gave me a horrified look.

“If you insist on these lessons.”

“Oh, I insist.” He stands, and for a moment he just looks at me, that strange intensity back in his gaze. “You’re not what I expected, Isadora Solis.”

“What did you expect?”

“Someone who teaches by the book. Someone who cares about form over substance.” He tilts his head. “You do care about form, obviously. Obsessively. But there’s something else there. Something you’re not showing your students.”

“That’s quite an analysis from someone who still can’t count to three.”

He laughs and heads for the door. “Until tomorrow, then.”

“Don’t be late.”

“I make no promises.”

The door swings shut behind him, and the studio falls silent. I stand in the middle of the floor for a moment, collecting myself and cataloging everything that needs to happen before tomorrow. Clean the mirrors. Check the registration for Saturday’s children’s class. Email the Showcase committee about performance requirements.

I turn toward the mirrors to start wiping them down. And freeze.

There’s something in the reflection, hovering at about knee height near the basket of practice shoes. Two spots of luminous yellow that look almost like⁠—

Eyes.

I spin around to check the basket, my heart hammering. Nothing. I spin back to the mirror but there’s nothing there now. I scan the studio, searching for any explanation, any source of reflected light that could account for what I saw. The windows. The overhead fluorescents. Nothing.

I’m tired. I’m stressed. I imagined it.

I take a breath, then another, and force my shoulders down from where they’ve crept up around my ears. This is ridiculous. I’m seeing things because I spent two hours trying to teach an infuriating man how to put one foot in front of the other.

I head for the practice shoe basket to tidy up—and stop.

I count. I count again.

There should be twelve pairs of practice shoes. It’s a number I know intimately, because I’m the one who orders replacements when they wear out and budgets for new ones each quarter. Twelve pairs, various sizes, a rainbow of worn leather and scuffed canvas.

Now there are eleven pairs and a single left shoe, size ten. The other shoe is missing. I search the studio. I check under the piano, behind the barre, in the corners where dust collects despite my best efforts. I even check the bathroom, though why a practice shoe would end up there defies explanation. Nothing.

Where the hell⁠—

My phone buzzes. A text from my part-time assistant Bianca. I’d discussed the showcase with her since it would require more time and effort from her, and she’d immediately jumped on the idea with her usual optimism.

Bianca: Have you registered yet? The deadline is tomorrow.

I stare at the message, then at the basket of mismatched shoes, then at the mirror where I’m almost certain I saw something that shouldn’t exist.

The showcase. The studio. The bills piling up on my desk. The strange man who paid me five thousand dollars to teach him skills he seems determined not to learn. And now, apparently, a missing shoe and possible hallucinations.

Just another Thursday.

I grab my phone and text back.

Me: Yes. We’re doing this.

Bianca: Yay! It’s going to be great!

I can’t help smiling at her enthusiasm as I put my phone away. Then I head to the stereo to pull up the salsa playlist and try very hard not to think about glowing yellow eyes in the mirror, or the way Malachi’s skin felt too warm against mine.

I don’t succeed.


CHAPTER FOUR




“He’s hot.”

Bianca’s assessment comes from somewhere behind the front desk, where she’s supposed to be organizing registration forms for the showcase. I don’t look up from the competition requirements I’m annotating. If I ignore her, maybe she’ll focus on her actual job.

“Like, objectively hot. Scientifically hot. If scientists studied hotness, they would use him as a control sample.”

“Bianca.”

“What? I’m just stating facts. Facts are educational.” Papers rustle. “He’s also looking at you right now. Through the window. Very intensely.”

My pen stutters across the page, leaving an ugly streak of blue ink across the section about costume requirements. I force myself not to glance toward the front window. “He’s probably just checking the time.”

“There’s a clock on the wall behind the desk. He’s not looking at the clock.”

“Maybe he’s admiring the studio décor.”

“We have motivational posters about following your dreams and a silk plant that’s actively dying. Nobody admires that.” A pause. “He’s still looking.”

I finally abandon the pretense of working and meet Bianca’s eyes. She’s grinning at me with the particular brand of delight she reserves for moments when she thinks she’s discovered something interesting about my personal life. Her curly blonde hair is escaping its ponytail in approximately seven different directions, and there’s a smudge of ink on her cheek from the ancient printer that refuses to die.

“You’re enjoying this.”

“Immensely.” She leans her elbows on the desk. “So. Hot mystery man who paid you a small fortune for private lessons. What’s his deal?”

“His deal is that he can’t dance and apparently has unlimited funds to throw at his own inadequacy.”

“Harsh.”

“Accurate.” I glance at the clock—a full five minutes before his scheduled lesson. At least he’s not forty-five minutes early §this time. Progress. “He’s also infuriating, impossible to teach, and convinced that rules are merely suggestions.”

“Sounds like someone has a type.”

“I don’t have a type.”

“Everyone has a type. Yours is apparently tall, dark, and allergic to structure.”

“Bianca—”

The door opens before I can finish whatever defense I was about to mount, and suddenly Malachi Vexis is here, filling up the small reception area with his presence and his ridiculous suits and that smell of smoke and spice that seems to follow him everywhere.

Today’s suit is charcoal gray, fitted within an inch of its life, with a shirt the color of fresh blood underneath. His collar is still unbuttoned. I’m starting to think he does it on purpose.

“Ladies.” His voice is warm velvet and dark chocolate, and I absolutely do not notice the way it makes something in my chest flutter. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Not at all.” Bianca’s smile has gone slightly dazed. I know the feeling—Mal has that effect on people—but I refuse to let it affect my professionalism. “Izzie was just telling me how much she enjoys teaching you.”

“Was she now?” His gaze slides to me, amusement dancing in those amber-flecked eyes. “How flattering.”

“That’s not what I—” I shoot Bianca a look that promises retribution. “We should get started. The studio’s free.”

“I’m eager to begin.” He falls into step beside me as I head for the main room. “I’ve been practicing.”

“Have you?”

“In my mind. Very thoroughly.”

“Mental practice isn’t real practice.”

“Tell that to Olympic athletes. They visualize constantly.”

“Olympic athletes also do the actual physical work.”

“Details.” He holds the studio door open for me with an elaborate bow. “After you, maestro.”

I brush past him, catching another whiff of that strange smoke-and-sulfur scent. In the daylight streaming through the windows, his skin looks almost golden, and there are shadows under his eyes like he hasn’t been sleeping well. The bracelet is still there on his wrist, that crude leather band with its dull black stones, looking more out of place than ever against the fine fabric of his sleeve.

Stop noticing things about him. He’s a student. A means to an end.

“Shoes off,” I say, moving to the stereo. “We’re picking up where we left off.”

“The waltz of eternal suffering?”

“It’s a basic box step. Toddlers can do it.”

“Toddlers have lower centers of gravity. Unfair advantage.”

Despite myself, I feel my mouth twitch. I ruthlessly suppress it. “Center of the room. Frame position. Now.”

He sighs dramatically but complies, and we begin.

The first ten minutes are exactly as frustrating as I expected. He steps when he should slide, slides when he should pivot, and at one point attempts what I can only describe as a jazz walk in the middle of a foxtrot sequence. I correct, adjust, demonstrate, and resist the urge to grab his shoulders and physically move him into position.

But then⁠—

“No, weight on the ball of your foot—yes, like that. Now transfer, don’t hop—better. Again.”

He does it again. Correctly.

“Good. Now the turn—no, tighter—there. Hold it. Hold—good.”

The surprise must show on my face because he grins. “Told you I practiced.”

“You practiced by actually practicing?”

“Shocking, I know. There may be hope for me yet.”

There might be. The thought hits me sideways, unexpected and slightly alarming. Because underneath all the attitude and the improvisation and the deliberate chaos, Malachi Vexis has something. A natural grace that emerges when he stops fighting the structure and lets himself move with it. Raw talent, buried under layers of stubbornness.

We continue. He still makes mistakes, but the ratio of success to disaster is shifting. By the half-hour mark, we’ve completed an entire waltz sequence without him stepping on my feet once. It’s practically a miracle.

“Again,” I say. “From the top. And this time, try to⁠—”

“Feel the music, not just count it?”

I pause. “I was going to say maintain your frame through the turns, but yes. That too.”

He holds out his hand. After a moment, I take it.

The music begins—a slower piece, romantic and sweeping, something I usually save for intermediate students. His left hand settles against my shoulder blade with more confidence than he’s shown before, and when I step into the frame, our bodies align with surprising ease.

One-two-three.

We move.

It’s not perfect. His transitions are still rough, his footwork occasionally approximates rather than executes, and there’s a moment during the progressive turn where I’m fairly certain we’re both just guessing. But there’s something there. A connection I haven’t felt since⁠—

Since David.

The thought slices through me, sharp and unwelcome. I push it away, focusing on the physical mechanics. Weight transfer. Frame alignment. The pressure of his hand against my back, too warm, too solid, too present.

The music swells. He spins me—properly this time, with actual technique, his arm guiding rather than dragging. I come out of the turn and find myself closer than I expected, close enough to see the slight stubble on his jaw and the way his pupils have expanded in the low light.

“Better?” His voice is rougher than usual.

“Better.” My own voice sounds strange to my ears. Breathless. “Much better.”

We stand there for a moment, frame still intact, the music fading into silence. His eyes are fixed on mine with an intensity that makes my skin prickle, and there’s something almost hungry in his expression.

The Showcase. The thought surfaces from somewhere practical, somewhere that hasn’t been completely compromised by proximity and pheromones and whatever spell this man seems to cast. He could do it. With more practice, with proper training, he could⁠—

“I have a proposition.”

The words come out before I’ve fully decided to say them. His eyebrows rise.

“Do you now?”

“The Bellamy Cove Showcase. It’s in six weeks.” I step back, breaking the frame, needing distance to think clearly. “I was planning to enter solo, but the couples’ division has better prize visibility. Better press coverage. Better—” Better chances of saving my studio. I don’t say that part out loud.

“You want me to be your partner.”

“I want you to consider it.”

“Isadora Solis.” He says my name like he’s tasting it, rolling it around on his tongue. “Are you asking me to dance with you?”

My face heats. This is ridiculous. I’ve partnered with dozens of students over the years, entered countless competitions, stood in front of judges and performed routines that required far more intimacy than a simple waltz. There’s no reason for this to feel so monumental.

But it does.

“It would be... mutually beneficial.” I force my voice to stay level. “You’d get accelerated training, real performance experience, and I’d get⁠—”

“A partner who can actually keep up with you.” He’s smiling now, that crooked smile that transforms his face from handsome to devastating. “I’m flattered.”

“It’s not flattery. It’s strategy.”

“Of course. Pure business.” He takes a step closer, and I hold my ground through sheer force of will. “No other motivations whatsoever.”

“None.”

“Purely professional interest in spending six weeks in close physical proximity.”

“Purely professional.”

“Dancing together. Practicing together. Developing the kind of chemistry that makes audiences believe we’re⁠—”

“Are you going to say yes or not?”

The words come out sharper than I intended, and he stares at me with an expression I can’t read before bowing his head.

“Yes.”

“Yes?”

“Was that not clear?” He extends his hand again. “I would be honored to dance with you, Isadora. For the showcase. For whatever comes after.”

I should correct him. I should establish boundaries, expectations, and a strict professional framework that will keep this from becoming anything more complicated than a business arrangement. But his hand is waiting, and the music is still echoing in my ears, and before I can stop myself, I take it.

“One run-through,” I say. “To see if we’re compatible.”

“Aren’t we already?”

I ignore that. I move to the stereo and queue up the piece I’ve been choreographing on the nights when I can’t sleep. It’s dramatic, passionate, and technically demanding—exactly the kind of routine that would make judges sit up and take notice.

“Tango?” he asks, reading the title over my shoulder.

“Is that a problem?”

“Not at all.” His smile widens. “I do love a challenge.”

The music begins. I take position, and after a beat, he joins me.

What follows is chaos. Beautiful, frustrating, exhilarating chaos. He doesn’t know the steps, but he follows my lead with an intuition that borders on supernatural, anticipating my movements half a second before I make them. We clash, we stumble, we find each other again. His hand on my hip burns through the fabric of my practice dress. My fingers dig into his shoulder as we execute a turn that’s more instinct than technique.

It’s wrong. It’s messy. It’s nothing like the precision I’ve spent years perfecting.

It’s also the most alive I’ve felt in months.

The music builds to its climax—a dramatic pause followed by a final flourish. I lean back into what should be a simple corté, expecting him to fumble it, bracing for the inevitable awkwardness.

He doesn’t fumble.

His arm tightens around my waist, supporting my weight as I arch backward. The world tilts. The ceiling spins overhead, fluorescent lights blurring into streaks of white. And then he’s pulling me up, closer than the choreography calls for, close enough that our chests press together and I can feel his heart pounding as fast as mine.

The music stops.

We don’t move.

His eyes are fixed on my lips. Mine are fixed on his. There’s barely an inch between us, and his breath is warm against my face, and somewhere in the back of my mind a very sensible voice is screaming about professional boundaries and student-teacher relationships and all the reasons why this is a terrible idea.

The very sensible voice sounds very far away.

“Izzie—”

“Don’t.” I don’t know if I’m telling him not to speak or not to move or not to do the thing we’re both clearly thinking about. “We can’t⁠—”

“Can’t we?”

His hand shifts on my back, fingers spreading, and I become acutely aware of every point of contact between us. His palm. His hip. The brush of his thigh against mine. The heat radiating from his skin like he’s running a fever, like there’s something burning under the surface.

Then I notice his bracelet in my peripheral vision. The one with the seven black stones. Except one of them isn’t black anymore. It’s red. Deep, glowing ruby red, like someone trapped a drop of blood inside and set it on fire.

I blink. The stone is still red.

“Your bracelet⁠—”

The spell breaks. He steps back so fast I stumble, catching myself on the barre. When I look again, the bracelet is half-hidden by his sleeve, and his expression has gone carefully blank.

“Sorry.” His voice is strange, like he’s swallowed something sharp. “Got carried away. Heat of the moment.”

“The stone⁠—”

“Trick of the light.” He’s already moving toward the door, collecting his shoes without putting them on, his movements jerky in a way that’s completely unlike his usual fluid grace. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Mal—”

“I should go.” He pauses at the door, and when he turns back, his smile is firmly in place, that charming mask that I’m starting to realize hides more than it reveals. “Wonderful lesson, as always. I look forward to making you want to strangle me again very soon.”

The door swings shut behind him.

I stand in the middle of my studio, heart pounding, lips tingling with the memory of a kiss that didn’t happen, and stare at the empty space where he stood.

What the hell was that?

Through the window, I see him striding down Main Street at a pace that’s almost a run. The afternoon sun catches his bracelet as he goes.

Even from here, I can see the red glow of that single stone.


CHAPTER FIVE




“Your hip is dropping.”

“My hip is fine.”

“Your hip,” I repeat, stepping out of frame to physically demonstrate the problem, “is creating a diagonal line that throws off our entire silhouette. Watch.”

I execute the sequence alone, keeping my pelvis level through the turn. The mirror reflects textbook technique—clean lines, controlled movement, nothing out of place. Then I deliberately drop my left hip the way Mal has been doing for the past forty-five minutes.

“See the difference?”

“I see you being pedantic about millimeters.”

“Millimeters matter.”

“In surgery, maybe. In engineering. In⁠—”

“In competitive ballroom, where judges sit fifteen feet away with eagle eyes and decades of experience spotting exactly this kind of flaw.” I plant my hands on my hips, which are level, thank you very much. “Again.”

Mal groans. It’s become his signature sound over the past weeks—a dramatic exhale of suffering that would be more convincing if his eyes didn’t crinkle with amusement every time he does it. “You’re relentless.”

“I prefer ‘dedicated.’“

“Relentless. Obsessive. Possibly unhinged.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere.”

“It usually gets me everywhere.” But he takes position again anyway, one hand extended toward me in invitation. “Fine. Show me what perfection looks like, oh mighty dance tyrant.”

I should correct him. I should maintain the professional distance that’s been eroding steadily over the past three weeks of intensive rehearsals. Instead, I step into his frame and let his hand settle against my shoulder blade, warm through the thin fabric of my leotard.

This is just work, I tell myself. This means nothing.

The music begins—that same tango we’ve been drilling until it haunts my dreams—and we move.

Something is different tonight. Maybe it’s the late hour, the studio dim except for the strip of lights above the mirrors. Maybe it’s exhaustion stripping away our usual defenses. Maybe it’s the strange energy that’s been building between us, session after session, touch after touch, until ignoring it takes more effort than acknowledging it.

His hip stays level.

We flow through the promenade, the corté, and the dramatic pause where our faces hover inches apart. His eyes catch mine and hold. Those little crimson sparks are back

Don’t think about it. Don’t think about how good he smells or how solid his arms feel or the way his thumb traces small circles on your back when he thinks you’re not paying attention.

I’m always paying attention.

The sequence ends. We freeze in the final pose, breathing hard, neither of us moving to separate.

“Better?” His voice is lower than usual. Rougher.

“Better.”

“Just better?”

“Much better.” I step back, breaking the contact, trying to ignore the way my skin protests the loss of his warmth. “Your frame held. Your hip stayed level. You actually followed the choreography instead of improvising.”

“I live to exceed your expectations.”

“You live to be contrary.”

“Perhaps.” That crooked smile appears. “Or perhaps I just like watching your face when I do something right. You get this little crinkle between your eyebrows, like you’re angry at yourself for being impressed.”

“I don’t⁠—”

“You do.” He reaches out, and before I can stop him, his finger brushes the spot between my brows. Light and fleeting and gone before I can react. “Right there. It’s adorable.”

“I am not adorable. I am a professional dance instructor.”

“Professionals can’t be adorable?”

“Not during working hours.”

“Ah.” His eyes glint. “So after working hours, the adorableness emerges?”

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.”

“You’re going to try.” He glances at the clock on the wall—nearly ten. We’ve been at this for over four hours, fueled by nothing but determination and the stale protein bars I keep in my desk drawer. “We should probably call it. Before you work us both into early graves.”

He’s right. I hate that he’s right.

My legs are trembling with that particular bone-deep fatigue that comes from pushing too hard for too long. My shoulders ache. My feet are screaming. And underneath all of it, there’s a hollowness in my stomach that protein bars stopped satisfying hours ago.

“Dinner.” The word escapes before I can stop it.

He blinks. “Sorry?”

Take it back. Make an excuse. Maintain boundaries.

“Dinner,” I hear myself repeat, apparently committed to this terrible decision. “There’s a fish place near my cottage that delivers. If you want. Since we’ve been working so late and neither of us has eaten actual food and it’s the least I can do after putting you through four hours of hip corrections.”

I’m rambling. I never ramble. What is happening to me?

His expression shifts through several emotions I can’t quite identify. Surprise, definitely. Something that might be wariness. And underneath it all, a warmth that makes my stomach flip in ways that have nothing to do with hunger.

“Dinner,” he says slowly. “At your cottage.”

“Delivery. Completely casual.”

“Completely casual.”

“We’ve eaten together before at the studio.”

“On the floor. Surrounded by mirrors. Very romantic.”

“It wasn’t romantic. It was practical.”

“Everything with you is practical.” But he’s smiling now, that real smile that transforms his entire face. “Fine. Dinner. Lead the way.”

What am I doing what am I doing what am I⁠—

I grab my bag and jacket with mechanical movements, trying not to think too hard about the invitation I just issued. It’s fine. It’s just food. Partners eat together all the time. There’s nothing significant about⁠—

A flash of red catches my eye.

Mal’s bracelet—that strange, ugly thing he never takes off—seems different somehow. I could have sworn the stones were all dull black last week, but now one of them... no, wait. Two of them gleam like rubies in the studio’s dim light. Deep crimson, almost luminous against the cracked leather.

“Your bracelet,” I say without thinking.

His hand moves to cover it immediately. “What about it?”

“The stones. They look different.”

“Trick of the light.” His voice is casual. Too casual. “Old building, remember? Strange shadows.”

“I could have sworn⁠—”

“You could have sworn you’d never ask me to dinner, and yet here we are.” He’s already moving toward the door, and the moment is lost. “Coming?”

I follow him out into the cool evening air.

Bellamy Cove at night is a different creature than its daytime self. The tourists have retreated to their bed-and-breakfasts. The shops are dark, their cheerful facades turned mysterious in the streetlight glow. The ocean whispers in the distance, salt tang mixing with the smell of early autumn leaves.

My cottage is a five-minute walk from the studio, down a winding lane lined with old oaks that arch overhead like a tunnel. I’ve made this walk thousands of times—after late rehearsals, after failed competitions, after arguments with my mother that left me too wound up to drive. I know every crack in the sidewalk, every patch of uneven cobblestone, every shadow.

Which is why I notice immediately when something is wrong.

Tap-tap-tap.

I stop walking.

“Isadora?” Mal pauses beside me. “What is it?”

“Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

Tap-tap-tap-tap.

Tiny footsteps. Quick and light, almost like a child running. But when I spin around, the lane behind us is empty. Just shadows and streetlights and the rustle of leaves in the breeze.

“There’s something⁠—”

“I don’t hear anything.”

I stare at him. His face is perfectly composed, perfectly innocent, but there’s a tension in his shoulders that wasn’t there a moment ago.

“Footsteps,” I press. “Small ones. Like someone’s following us.”

“Probably a cat. Or a raccoon. Or the wind playing tricks.” He places a hand on my lower back, gentle but insistent, steering me forward. “Acoustics do strange things at night.”

I want to argue. I want to turn back and investigate, demand an explanation for the prickling sensation at the back of my neck that says we’re being watched. But his hand is warm through my jacket, and the cottage is just around the corner, and maybe I am just tired. Exhausted. Imagining things.

Tap-tap-tap.

I don’t look back again.

Mal takes in my cottage and the dance memorabilia filling the living room with that sharp, assessing gaze of his.

“You dance here too.” It’s not a question.

“What?”

He gestures at the worn patch in the hardwood floor near the window, at the full-length mirror propped against the wall, and at the small speaker system clearly positioned for optimal coverage. “You practice here. When the studio isn’t enough.”

“Sometimes.”

“Often, I’d guess.” He moves through the space like he belongs there, trailing his fingers along the edge of my bookshelf. “These are competition programs. Going back... fifteen years? Twenty?”

“My mother kept them.”

“Kept?”

“Keeps.” I busy myself with my phone, pulling up the Thai place’s menu. “She lives upstate now. She’s retired, but she likes to know I’m maintaining the collection.”

“She sounds intense.”

“She’s... dedicated.”

“Ah.” His tone says he understands exactly what I’m not saying. “The apple and the tree.”

“Something like that.”

I order food on autopilot, then realize I’m standing in my own cottage with a man I’ve known for less than a month and somehow cannot stop thinking about.

“Wine?” I hear myself offer. “I have some... Somewhere... Probably...”

“Breathe.” He’s suddenly closer, his hands catching my shoulders, steadying me. “Isadora. Breathe.”

I do. Once. Twice.

“Better?”

“I don’t know why I’m⁠—”

“Nervous?” His thumbs trace small circles over my shoulders. “You invited your devastatingly attractive dance partner to your home for dinner. Some anxiety seems appropriate.”

“You’re not devastatingly attractive.”

“Liar.”

“You’re moderately attractive. At best.”

“Still lying.” But he releases me, stepping back with that crooked smile. “Wine sounds perfect. Point me toward the glasses, and I’ll pour while you remember how to form complete sentences.”

“I can form complete sentences.”

“If you say so.”

I want to argue. Instead, I point at the cabinet above the stove and retreat to the living room, where I spend the next several minutes rearranging throw pillows that don’t need rearranging.

This is fine. This is completely fine. People have dinner together. Adults have wine together. Nothing about this is significant.

Except that my hands won’t stop shaking.

Except that every nerve ending seems attuned to his presence in the next room.

Except that when he returns with two glasses of the red I’d almost forgotten I owned, I have to physically restrain myself from closing the distance between us.

“To the Showcase,” he says, offering me a glass. “And to the most demanding instructor in the eastern seaboard.”

“To partners who actually listen.”

“Occasionally.”

“Rarely.”

“When it matters.” His glass clinks against mine. “Isn’t that what counts?”

We drink. The wine is decent, a leftover from some celebration I can’t remember, and it warms me from the inside, loosening something that’s been wound too tight for days.

“Can I ask you something?” The words spill out between sips.

“That depends on what you’re asking.”

“The bracelet.” I nod toward his left wrist. “You never take it off. Even during practice, when it must get in the way. Why?”

His hand moves to cover it with the same reflexive gesture from the studio. “It’s... sentimental.”

“You don’t strike me as the sentimental type.”

“Shows how much you know.” But there’s an edge to his voice now, something guarded. “It was a gift. From someone important. A long time ago.”

“The stones⁠—”

“The stones are none of your concern.” He says it gently, but it’s a clear shutdown. “Some things need to remain private. Even between partners.”

I want to push. I want to demand answers and explanations, some insight into the mystery that is Malachi Vexis. But the food arrives before I can, and the moment passes, and somehow we end up sitting on my living room floor with cartons spread between us like a picnic, talking about everything except the things that matter.

Dinner is unexpectedly fun. There’s no other word for it. Fun—pure, uncomplicated, almost foreign in its simplicity. Mal tells stories about his travels that are vague on details, but vivid on descriptions while I counter with competition disasters like the wardrobe malfunction in Tampa and the partner who dropped me in front of three hundred people. We argue about music and food and somehow circle back to dancing.

“You started young,” he says, studying one of the photographs on my wall. Seven-year-old me in a sequined dress, holding a trophy nearly as tall as I was.

“Three.”

“Three?” His eyebrows rise. “That seems... early.”

“My mother had me in dance shoes before I could walk.”

“By choice?”

“Hers or mine?” I take a long sip of wine. “I don’t remember a time before dancing. It’s like asking if I chose to breathe.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“Isn’t it?”

He’s quiet for a moment, and when he speaks again, his voice is softer. “Did you ever want to stop?”

The question hits somewhere tender.

“Once.” I don’t look at him. “I was sixteen. I was exhausted and sick of competing. I told my mother I wanted to quit.”

“What happened?”

“She didn’t speak to me for two weeks.” The memory still stings, even now, even after everything. “Not a word. Not a glance. I was invisible. A ghost in my own home. Until I apologized, promised to try harder, recommitted to the schedule.”

“That’s...” He doesn’t finish the sentence. He doesn’t need to.

“It’s fine. It made me who I am. Disciplined. Focused.” I drain my glass. “Successful.”

“Is that what you are?”

“Isn’t it?”

“I think you’re lonely. I think you’ve built this life around achievement because achievement feels like love. Because somewhere along the way, you learned that your value was measured in trophies and ribbons and perfect technique, and now you don’t know who you are without them.”

I should be angry. I should push back and dismiss his amateur psychology with the contempt it deserves. Instead, my eyes sting.

“You don’t know me.”

“I’m starting to.” He reaches over, brushing a strand of hair from my face the way he did in the studio. “And I think you’re magnificent, Isadora Solis. Not because of the trophies or the technique or the studio. Because of the fire underneath all that control. The passion you’ve spent your whole life trying to contain.”

“I don’t⁠—”

“You do.” His hand lingers at my jaw. “Every time we dance, I feel it. This force, this hunger, this desperate need to feel something real. You’ve built walls around it, but it’s there. Waiting.”

“Walls are necessary.”

“Walls are prison cells.” His thumb traces my cheekbone. “What are you so afraid of?”

Everything, I think. You. Me. This. What happens when I stop being perfect and the whole structure collapses.

But I don’t say it. Can’t.

“I should clean up.” My voice comes out steadier than I feel. “It’s getting late.”

He lets me go. Of course he does. Whatever else Mal is, he’s never pushed past a boundary once I’ve established it. That almost makes it worse.

Cleaning up takes longer than it should. Not because there’s much to clean, but because the cottage suddenly feels too small. Every time I turn, Mal is there. Handing me a towel. Reaching past me for the soap. Standing close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from his body.

“You can go,” I say finally, shoving dried dishes into a cabinet with more force than necessary. “I can finish this.”

“I don’t mind helping.”

“I mind you helping.”

“Why?” He’s leaning against the counter now, watching me with that infuriating half-smile. “Because it disrupts your system? Your carefully organized approach to dish management?”

“Because you’re in my way.”

“Am I?”

“Yes.”

“Interesting.” He doesn’t move. “Because it seems to me like you’re in your own way. You’ve been circling this kitchen for ten minutes, moving the same three items back and forth, clearly avoiding something.”

“I’m not avoiding anything.”

“You’re avoiding me.”

“I’m standing three feet away from you.”

“Physically, yes.” He pushes off the counter, closing the distance between us. “But you’ve been somewhere else since I asked what you’re afraid of. Since I got too close to the truth.”

“You don’t know my truth.”

“I know you’re shaking.”

I look down. My hands are trembling around the dish towel I’m clutching like a lifeline.

“This is unprofessional,” I say.

“We’re not in the studio.”

“It’s still⁠—”

“What? Inappropriate? Complicated?” He’s close enough now that I can see the gold flecks in his dark eyes. “Life is complicated. People are complicated. The only thing that matters is what you want.”

“I don’t⁠—”

“Don’t what? Don’t know? Don’t want?” His hand catches mine, stills it. “Or don’t trust yourself to say it out loud?”

“You’re infuriating.”

“I know.”

“You never follow directions.”

“Not the boring ones.”

“You treat structure like a suggestion and choreography like a starting point and you have absolutely no respect for⁠—”

“Control?” He’s smiling now, that real smile that makes my chest ache. “Maybe that’s because I’ve seen what happens when people try to control everything. They miss the moments that matter. The unexpected. The spontaneous. The beautiful accidents that make life worth living.”

“Accidents cause injuries.”

“Sometimes.” His free hand rises, hovering at my cheek without quite touching. “And sometimes they create something better than anything you could have planned.”

“This is a terrible idea.”

“Probably.”

“We’re partners. Professional partners. We have a showcase in three weeks, and emotional entanglement will only⁠—”

“Isadora.”

“—complicate things, and I’ve worked too hard to throw it away on some⁠—”

“Isadora.”

I stop. He’s right there, close enough to kiss, close enough that I can feel his breath on my skin and smell that impossible combination of smoke and expensive cologne.

“What do you want?” he asks.

And I’m so tired. Tired of fighting. Tired of building walls and maintaining discipline and measuring my worth in technical perfection. Tired of being afraid of the things I feel and the person I might be if I let myself want something for reasons that have nothing to do with achievement.

“You,” I whisper. “I want⁠—”

He doesn’t let me finish. His mouth finds mine, and everything I thought I knew about control and discipline shatters.

The kiss isn’t gentle. It isn’t polite or careful or any of the things a first kiss is supposed to be. It’s hungry. Desperate. All the tension of the past weeks igniting at once. His hands are in my hair, pulling it free from the clip I barely remembered putting in. My fingers are twisted in his shirt, dragging him closer, demanding more.

He tastes like wine and spice and something darker—that hint of smoke I’ve noticed before, stronger now, intoxicating.

“I’ve wanted—” he gasps against my mouth.

“Don’t talk.”

“Bossy.”

“Always.”

I pull him back in, and thinking stops. There’s only this. His body against mine. His hands mapping curves I’ve kept hidden covered in professional attire for years. The counter digging into my back as he presses closer, closer, until there’s no space between us at all.

His lips trail down my jaw. My neck. That sensitive spot behind my ear that makes my knees buckle. I feel his smile against my skin.

“Still think this is a terrible idea?”

“Yes.”

“Want me to stop?”

“No.”

His laugh is warm and triumphant. And when he kisses me again, it’s slower this time. Thorough. Like he’s trying to memorize every detail.

My back hits the refrigerator. A magnet clatters to the floor. Neither of us moves to pick it up.

“Mal. We should⁠—”

“Should what?” His forehead rests against mine. Both of us are breathing hard. “Stop? Think about consequences? Be reasonable?”

“All of the above.”

“Mm.” His thumb traces my lower lip, swollen from his kisses. “And if I don’t want to be reasonable?”

“Then you’re more trouble than I thought.”

“I’ve been telling you that from the beginning.” He kisses me once more—quick and soft, a promise and a threat all at once. “The question is whether you’re willing to find out how much trouble I can be.”

I should say no. I should step back and remember all the reasons this is dangerous and complicated and destined to implode.

Instead, I grab his collar and pull him back down.


CHAPTER SIX




“Five, six, seven—no, your left foot.”

“This is my left foot.”

“That’s your right foot.”

“Isadora.” Mal stops mid-step, looking down at his feet with theatrical confusion. “I’ve had these appendages for over three centuries. I think I know which one is left.”

“Apparently not—” I catch myself, and replay his words. Three centuries. “Centuries?”

“Thirty years.” His smile doesn’t waver, but something flickers behind his eyes. “I said thirty years. Are you feeling all right? You seem distracted.”

I am distracted. I’ve been distracted since the moment he walked into the studio twenty minutes ago, looking annoyingly well-rested and entirely too pleased with himself. His hair is still slightly damp from a shower. His shirt clings to shoulders I now know the exact feel of under my hands. And his mouth⁠—

Stop looking at his mouth.

“I’m fine.” I step back into frame, assuming first position with exaggerated precision. “Again. From the promenade.”

“You’ve already corrected the promenade six times.”

“Then we’ll correct it a seventh.”

“Or we could talk about⁠—”

“The syncopation in measure twelve.” I reach for the remote, rewinding the music. “Your timing drifts. We should drill that section until it’s automatic.”

“That’s not what I was going to suggest talking about.”

“I know.”

The music starts, and we move. For approximately eleven seconds, everything is professional. Then his hand settles against my lower back, and my entire body short-circuits.

It’s just a dance hold. I’ve done this a thousand times. With him, with other partners, with students who had sweaty palms and questionable rhythm. This is nothing.

Except his thumb is tracing that same small circle it always traces, and now I know he does it deliberately. Now I know exactly how that thumb feels against bare skin. Against the curve of my hip. Against the hollow of my throat as he tilted my head back and⁠—

I miss the turn.

“Interesting.” Mal catches me before I stumble, his arm tightening around my waist. “Usually it’s my technique you’re critiquing.”

“I didn’t miss anything.”

“You turned left instead of right.”

“The choreography is⁠—”

“Something we’ve drilled approximately forty-seven times.” His face is very close to mine. Close enough that I can see those odd little crimson sparks in his eyes, the slight curve of his lips. “But please, continue insisting you’re not distracted.”

“I’m not distracted.”

“Then why are you blushing?”

“I’m not—” My hand flies to my cheek. Warm. Damn it. “The studio is hot.”

“It’s sixty-two degrees. I checked the thermostat when I arrived.”

“You checked the... Why would you check the thermostat?”

“Because I wanted to know exactly how long it would take before you blamed your physiological responses on the temperature.” His smile widens. “Seventeen minutes. I won the bet with myself.”

“You are insufferable.”

“Mm.” He doesn’t release me. We’re still frozen in a bastardized version of the corté, my weight supported entirely by his arms. “I’ve been called worse. Usually by people less interesting than you.”

I should step back and put space between us, pretend that yesterday didn’t happen.

Yesterday definitely happened.

“The showcase is in three weeks.” My voice comes out steadier than I feel. “We don’t have time for... whatever this is.”

“Whatever this is,” he repeats. “Would you like me to define it? I could use small words, if that would help.”

“I know what it is.”

“Do you? Because you’ve been avoiding eye contact since I walked in, and every time I touch you, you flinch like I’ve burned you.”

“I don’t flinch.”

“You definitely flinch.” He releases me slowly, letting his hand drag across my lower back before falling away entirely. “It’s adorable.”

“Stop calling me adorable.”

“Stop being adorable.”

“I am a professional⁠—”

“Dance instructor, yes, you’ve mentioned.” He walks to the barre, leaning against it with infuriating casualness. “You’re also a woman who kissed me like she was trying to consume my soul last night, and I find the cognitive dissonance fascinating.”

My face flames.

I kissed him. I grabbed his collar and let him show me exactly how much trouble he could be, and then I spent an hour learning the answer, and now I have to look at him and pretend I’m thinking about choreography instead of⁠—

“That was a mistake.”

“Was it?”

“Yes.”

“Interesting.” He doesn’t sound convinced. He doesn’t sound anything other than amused, which is somehow worse. “Because from my perspective, it was one of the few things we’ve done together that wasn’t a mistake. No miscounted steps. No dropped frames. No arguing about hip angles. Just two people doing what they clearly wanted to do since the moment I walked into your beginner class.”

“I did not want⁠—”

“Isadora.”

The way he says my name stops me cold. Low and warm and intimate, like we’re not standing in a mirrored studio at ten in the morning with fluorescent lights buzzing overhead.

“We kissed,” he says. “We more than kissed. And unless I’ve drastically misread the situation, you enjoyed it.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“You made sounds.”

“I did not⁠—”

“Very specific sounds. Shall I describe them?”

“No.”

“They were flattering. To my ego, I mean. I’m told I have a fragile ego.”

“Your ego could survive a nuclear blast.”

“Perhaps.” He pushes off the barre, moving toward me with that predatory grace I’ve noticed in his dancing. “But my ego also noticed that you kissed me back. Multiple times. With enthusiasm.”

Enthusiasm is putting it mildly. I’d been ravenous. Desperate. Some feral creature I barely recognized, scraping her nails down his back and biting his lip and making those sounds he’s threatening to describe.

“We need to focus on the showcase.”

“We can do both.”

“We absolutely cannot do both.”

“Why not?” He’s too close again. Always too close, taking up space, making the studio feel smaller than it is. “I’m perfectly capable of compartmentalizing. Are you saying you’re not?”

“I’m saying that complication serves no one.”

“Ah.” His head tilts, studying me like I’m a puzzle he’s trying to solve. “So it’s about control. Of course it is. Everything with you is about control.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“You’ve built your entire life around it. Controlled practice schedules. Controlled emotional responses. Controlled everything, especially anything that might make you feel vulnerable.”

“You don’t know⁠—”

“I know that you kiss like a woman who’s been starving for years and finally found a meal.” His voice drops. “I know that the sounds you made weren’t controlled. I know that somewhere underneath all that discipline, there’s someone who wants more than trophies and perfect technique.”

My throat tightens.

“We should practice.”

“We are practicing.”

“Dancing. We should practice dancing.”

“If you insist.” But he doesn’t move. He doesn’t step back or assume position or do any of the professional things I’m desperately hoping for. “I’ll make you a deal.”

“I don’t want your deals.”

“Hear me out.” His hand catches mine lightly, just his fingertips against my palm. “We’ll practice professionally. No distractions, no commentary, no references to last night. You can pretend nothing happened, and I’ll follow your lead.”

I wait for the catch. With Mal, there’s always a catch.

“In exchange,” he continues, “you admit—just once, just to me—that you wanted it. That you still want it. That this thing between us isn’t a mistake, no matter how much easier it would be to pretend otherwise.”

“That’s—”

“The truth. Nothing more.” His thumb traces a line across my palm. “Unless the truth is too much to ask from someone who builds their life around discipline.”

It’s a manipulation. I can see it for what it is—a verbal chess move designed to corner me into an admission I’m not ready to make. He’s good at this. Too good. Probably centuries of practice at getting people to reveal themselves.

Thirty years, my memory corrects. He said thirty years.

But I could have sworn...

“Fine.” The word escapes before wisdom can intervene. “Yes. I wanted it. I still—” I swallow. “I still think about it. About you. About what happened. It’s distracting and inconvenient and absolutely the last thing I need with the showcase approaching.”

His face softens. “Was that so hard?”

“Yes.”

“Liar.”

“Stop reading me.”

“Stop being so readable.” He releases my hand, and I feel the loss more acutely than I want to admit. “Now. Shall we practice? I believe you were correcting my promenade.”

I stare at him. “You’re just... going back to practice? No gloating? No further psychological warfare?”

“I made a deal. Unlike some demons of my acquaintance, I honor my bargains.”

Demons of my acquaintance. Another strange phrase. Another slip that doesn’t quite fit.

But he’s already moving to the center of the floor, arms extended in invitation, and I don’t have the bandwidth to analyze word choices when I’m still reeling from my own admission.

“From the top,” I say, because falling back into instruction is easier than feeling.

“From the top.”

We practice.

For almost two hours, we practice—properly this time, with minimal arguing and surprisingly competent footwork. Mal seems to have finally internalized the choreography, his body moving through the sequences with a natural grace that makes my job significantly easier.

It would be perfect, if not for the touching.

Every point of contact burns. His hand at my waist. His palm against mine. The brush of his thigh during the close passes, the weight of his arm across my shoulders during the shadow position. Nothing inappropriate, nothing beyond what the dance requires, but it burns.

I step back and force myself to breathe normally. Then I reach for the remote with a hand that definitely isn’t shaking.

“We should work on the lift sequence.”

“The one you’ve been avoiding?”

“I haven’t been avoiding it.”

“You’ve scheduled it for ‘later’ three times this week.”

“Because it requires trust and synchronization, and we weren’t ready.”

“Are we ready now?”

No, I think. We’re not ready for anything. You’re some kind of mystery wrapped in designer clothes and strange bracelets, and I’m a control freak who just admitted she can’t stop thinking about kissing you, and the showcase is in three weeks and this is all going to end in disaster.

“Yes,” I say. “Let’s try it.”

The lift is technically demanding. It requires a running start, precise timing, and absolute trust between partners. The woman launches herself at the man, who catches her at the waist and lifts her overhead in a fluid motion that looks effortless when done correctly.

When done incorrectly, it results in bruises, concussions, and the occasional broken collarbone.

“Explain it again,” Mal says.

“You’ve seen the video.”

“I’ve seen the video seventeen times. I want to hear you describe it.”

I take a breath. “I’ll approach from stage left. Three steps at increasing speed, then a two-foot takeoff. You catch me at the hip and waist—simultaneously, that’s critical—and lift straight up, extending your arms fully. I’ll hold the arabesque at the peak, then you lower me into the fish dive.”

“And if I drop you?”

“Don’t drop me.”

“Reassuring.” But he moves into position, bracing himself. “How many students have you traumatized with this particular move?”

“None. I usually practice with professionals.”

“Ouch.”

“You asked.”

I walk to the starting point, shaking out my arms and legs. This is the part of training I’ve always loved—the technical challenges, the physical problem-solving, the moment when your body does something it shouldn’t be able to do. It’s pure and clean and entirely about skill.

You can trust your body, my mother used to say. Bodies are predictable. People are not.

“Ready?” I call.

He nods, settling into a lower stance. I run three steps and takeoff. For a moment, I’m suspended in air, completely at the mercy of physics and a man I’ve known for less than a month⁠—

His hands catch me perfectly. Hips and waist, just like I described. The lift is smooth, controlled, exactly right. I hit the arabesque at the peak, arms extended, holding the position while the studio spins below me.

“Now the descent,” I say.

He lowers me slowly. The fish dive requires him to lean forward while supporting my entire body weight, my back arched over his arm, my head nearly touching the floor.

We hold it. One beat. Two.

“Good,” I breathe. “That was⁠—”

His arm shifts a fraction of an inch, just enough to change the angle, and suddenly my face is level with his, our noses nearly touching.

“Good?” he asks, with that particular smile that means he knows exactly what he’s doing.

“Adequate.”

“Now you’re just being difficult.”

“I’m being accurate. Your left arm drifted during the lift. We’ll need to drill the catch until it’s automatic.”

“My left arm was perfectly positioned.”

“It was half an inch too high.”

“Half an inch.” His eyes crinkle with amusement. “You measured that while inverted and moving at speed?”

“I have excellent spatial awareness.”

“You have excellent something.” He still hasn’t released me from the fish dive. My core is starting to burn from maintaining the position. “Should we try again?”

“Yes. After you put me down.”

“Why would I do that? The view from here is spectacular.”

“Mal.”

“Isadora.”

“My abs are on fire.”

“That’s what core strength is for.”

“I’m going to kick you.”

“Unlikely. You don’t have the leverage.” But he straightens, helping me back to standing. “Another run-through?”

I glare at him, and he grins.

“Fine.” I stalk back to the starting position. “But this time, keep your left arm where it belongs.”

“My left arm is deeply apologetic for its half-inch transgression.”

“Your left arm should be.”

I run. He catches me. We lift.

This time, his arm stays exactly where it should. But this time, I make the mistake of looking at his face during the descent, seeing the concentration there, his attention trained on me like I’m the only thing in the universe that matters.

My breath catches, and he notices.

“Distracted?” he murmurs as he lowers me through the fish dive.

“Focused.”

“On what?”

“The technique.”

“Liar.” His mouth is very close to my ear. “Your technique is flawless. That’s not what made you stumble.”

“I didn’t stumble.”

“You hesitated. Your breath caught. Your heart rate spiked—yes, I can still feel it.” His thumb presses against my ribcage through the fabric of my leotard. “Something distracted you. I wonder what.”

“Nothing distracted me.”

“Nothing?” He pulls me up, and we’re face to face again, close enough to share air. “Then you won’t mind if I do this.”

He kisses me.

It’s barely a brush of lips, more suggestion than contact, but it sends electricity crackling down my spine. My hands tighten reflexively on his shoulders, and a small sound escapes my throat, entirely against my will.

He pulls back, looking insufferably pleased.

“I thought we agreed,” I manage, “to be professional.”

“We agreed I would follow your lead. You were staring at my mouth.”

“I wasn’t⁠—”

“You were. You’ve been staring at my mouth all morning, whenever you think I’m not paying attention.” His thumb traces my lower lip, mirroring what I’d apparently been doing with my eyes. “For someone so controlled, you’re remarkably transparent.”

“I’m not transparent.”

“You’re practically see-through. It’s charming.”

“Stop calling me charming. And adorable. And readable.”

“What should I call you instead?”

I don’t have an answer. I don’t have anything except the burning need to kiss him again and the desperate awareness that doing so would make everything exponentially more complicated.

“We should keep practicing.”

“Should we?”

“The showcase⁠—”

“Isn’t for three weeks. And we’ve been at it for”—he glances at the clock—”two hours and forty-seven minutes. Even you must be tired.”

I am tired. Exhausted, actually, the kind of bone-deep weariness that comes from emotional turmoil disguised as physical exertion. My legs are trembling. My arms ache. And underneath all of it, there’s a tension that has nothing to do with muscle strain.

“I don’t get tired.”

“Everyone gets tired.”

“Not me.”

“Isadora.” He cups my face in both hands, forcing me to meet his eyes. “You’re shaking.”

“I’m—”

“Shaking and visibly exhausted.” His thumbs stroke my cheekbones. “When was the last time you actually rested? Not practiced, not planned, not organized something—just rested?”

I try to remember, and come up blank.

“That’s what I thought.” He releases me, but gently, like I might shatter. “We’re done for today.”

“We’re not done. We still need to work on the synchronization in the third section, and the timing on the final pose is off by⁠—”

“Tomorrow.”

“Mal—”

“Tomorrow.” He’s already moving toward his bag, pulling out a water bottle and tossing it to me. “Drink that. Go home. Take a bath or read a book or do whatever it is you do when you’re not obsessively perfecting choreography.”

“I don’t obsessively⁠—”

“You do.” He shrugs on his jacket. “It’s part of your charm. But even perfectionists need rest, and I refuse to be responsible for you collapsing during the showcase because you worked yourself into the ground.”

“I don’t collapse.”

“Everyone collapses eventually.”

“Not me.”

“Especially you.” He crosses back to me, tilting my chin up with one finger. “You’re wound tighter than anyone I’ve ever met. Sooner or later, something has to give. I’d rather it wasn’t during competition.”

He’s right. I hate that he’s right.

“Fine,” I hear myself say. “Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.” He leans down, pressing a soft kiss to my forehead. “Try to relax. I know it’s not your natural state, but consider it practice for a different kind of performance.”

“What kind?”

“Being human.” His smile is almost tender. “It’s harder than it looks, but I’m told it’s worth the effort.”

He leaves before I can respond, the studio door swinging shut behind him with a soft click.

I stand there for a long moment, the water bottle clutched in trembling hands, and my heart racing at approximately one hundred and twelve beats per minute.

Being human, I think. What a strange thing to say.

But then again, everything about Malachi Vexis is strange. The bracelet with its mysterious stones. The phrases that don’t quite fit. The way he exists—like someone playing at being human rather than actually being one.

Thirty years, he’d said. Three centuries, my memory whispers.

I drain the water bottle and reach for my own bag, determined to put the thoughts out of my mind. The showcase is in three weeks. I have choreography to perfect and a reputation to rebuild and absolutely no time for mysteries or complicated feelings or the lingering memory of his lips against mine.

But as I lock up the studio and step into the sunlight, I can’t shake the feeling that I’m missing something important. Something hiding in plain sight, just waiting for me to see it.

Tomorrow, I tell myself. Tomorrow, I can worry about mysteries. Today, I can rest.

I don’t believe it for a second.

But I try.


CHAPTER SEVEN




Tiny feet scatter across the hardwood like a flock of startled pigeons.

“Miss Izzie! Miss Izzie! There’s a monster in the costume closet!”

Jilly tugs at my practice skirt with the desperate urgency of someone reporting a genuine emergency. Her tutu is askew, her ballet slippers are on the wrong feet, and her face is flushed with the particular excitement that children reserve for things that are either terrifying or absolutely wonderful.

“Jilly, we’ve talked about this.” I crouch to her level, trying to keep one eye on the rest of my tiny dancers as they cluster near the far wall. “Mrs. Patterson’s Pomeranian is not a monster, even if he does⁠—”

“It’s not a dog.” Jilly’s eyes are enormous. “It’s got big yellow eyes and pointy teeth and it stole my ribbon!”

A shriek from the costume closet punctuates her statement.

I straighten, every instinct on high alert. The children’s class is my favorite, but it’s also the most chaotic. Keeping track of twelve tiny humans while teaching them basic ballet positions is challenging under normal circumstances.

These are rapidly becoming abnormal circumstances.

“Everyone stay by the barre,” I call, using my firm instructor voice. “Miss Bianca will be right back from her break, and⁠—”

Another shriek. This one is followed by giggling, which is somehow more concerning.

“It tickles!” someone yells from inside the closet. “Its tail tickles!”

Tail?

I move toward the costume closet, my brain cycling through rational explanations. A cat, maybe. Bellamy Cove has plenty of strays, and they’ve been known to slip through open windows. Or a raccoon—we had one get into the community center last year, and the resulting chaos had made the local paper.

But raccoons don’t have tails that tickle. And raccoons definitely don’t have⁠—

I throw open the closet door.

Two enormous yellow eyes blink up at me from a pile of practice tutus.

The creature is small, not more than two feet tall at most, with bat-like ears that swivel toward me like satellite dishes. Tiny horns curl from its forehead. Its skin is a mottled gray-blue, currently shifting toward a panicked purple as it registers my presence.

In its arms, it clutches approximately seven ribbons, three dance shoes, and a juice box.

“Oh,” I say, because my brain has apparently decided to take a vacation. Everyone knows supernatural creatures exist but, at least in Bellamy Cove, they are generally discreet enough to be politely ignored. No one mentions the fact that Solomon Abbott is a selkie as well as the best lobster fisherman in town. Just like it’s common knowledge that old Jamie Allenby is a werewolf, but everyone simply avoids his property during a full moon and accepts his presence the rest of the month.

This creature is not discreet. He is very clearly Other as he hisses, then bolts out of the closet.

“Monster!” Jilly screams with delight as it rockets past her, trailing ribbons like a small, demonic comet. “The monster’s coming!”

Chaos erupts.

The children scatter in twelve different directions, some chasing the creature, some fleeing from it, and at least two unable to decide. The little gray-blue thing ricochets off walls, knocks over my silk plant, and somehow manages to acquire additional stolen items during its frantic circuit of the studio including a hair tie from Emma’s ponytail, a water bottle from the parent observation area, and what appears to be someone’s car keys.

Mrs. Delacroix screams. Her daughter, oblivious to her mother’s terror, claps her hands and yells, “Catch it! Catch it!”

I should be panicking. I should be calling animal control or the police or possibly an exorcist. Instead, I find myself frozen in place, watching the creature vault over the balance beam with surprising grace, my brain finally connecting dots I should have connected weeks ago.

Yellow eyes in the mirror. Missing practice shoes. Papers that vanished into thin air.

Mal, blaming “drafts.”

The front door bangs open.

“Nix!” Mal’s voice cuts through the chaos. “Nix, get over here right now!”

Nix freezes mid-leap. Its ears flatten against its skull, and i skin shifts from panicked purple to a guilty, muddy green.

“Squeeeeak,” it says, in what I can only describe as an apologetic sound.

“Don’t you squeak at me.” Mal strides across the studio, completely ignoring the appalled parents and enchanted children. “We talked about this. We had extensive conversations about appropriate behavior in public spaces. What part of ‘stay in the apartment’ was unclear?”

Nix’s lower lip trembles. The effect is disturbingly adorable.

“The small humans have ribbons,” it says, in a high-pitched, scratchy voice. “Shiny ribbons. Nix wanted shiny.”

“Nix can’t have shiny things that don’t belong to Nix.”

“But—”

“No.” Mal snatches the juice box from its grip. “And what is this? You don’t even drink juice.”

“It has a straw.” Nix clutches the remaining stolen items tighter. “Nix likes straws.”

I become aware that I’m staring. Also that the entire room is staring. Mrs. Delacroix has her phone out, potentially calling 911 or potentially recording video evidence of a grown man scolding what appears to be a real-life goblin.

“Mal.” My voice sounds strange to my own ears. “What is that?”

He looks up, seeming to notice me for the first time, and guilt flickers across his face, followed by a kind of resigned amusement.

“Ah.” He clears his throat. “I can explain.”

“You can explain the small monster that’s been creating chaos in my studio.”

“He’s not a monster. He’s an imp.”

“Oh, well, that clarifies everything.”

“He’s my imp. Sort of. It’s complicated.”

“Your imp.” I’m aware that my voice is rising, that the parents are shuffling their children toward the exit, and that this is exactly the kind of scene that destroys studio reputations. “You have a pet imp. A pet imp that’s been invading my studio, terrifying my students, and stealing dance shoes.”

“To be fair, he only stole the one shoe. The other times were just... reconnaissance.”

“Reconnaissance?!”

Nix takes advantage of our standoff to inch toward the door. Mal snags him by the scruff without looking, years of practice evident in the gesture.

“Perhaps,” he says carefully, “we should discuss this somewhere more private?”

I look around the studio. Three children are crying. Two are trying to catch Nix’s attention with increasingly elaborate waves. Mrs. Delacroix is definitely recording video. And Bianca has appeared in the doorway, holding her phone and wearing an expression that suggests she’s already drafted several social media posts about the incident.

“Class is dismissed,” I announce. “Early. Due to... circumstances.”

Parents surge toward the door, clutching children and casting horrified glances at Nix. Jilly breaks free from her mother’s grip long enough to wave goodbye.

“Bye, monster! Come back soon!”

Nix waves back with one tiny clawed hand, and I could swear he’s smiling.

“It’s not as strange as it seems.”

“You have an imp.”

“Yes.”

“An imp that talks.”

“Most of them do, actually. Nix is just chattier than average.”

“An imp that’s been living in my studio, stealing my belongings, and apparently conducting reconnaissance for what, exactly?”

We’re in my office, door firmly closed. Nix is perched on the filing cabinet, methodically sorting through his stolen treasures with an expression of pure contentment. He’s surrendered some of the items that clearly belong to students, but he’s clutching the juice box like it’s a precious artifact.

“He wasn’t exactly conducting reconnaissance,” Mal says. “More like... investigating.”

“What was he investigating?”

Mal hesitates. The pause stretches long enough that I start to feel the first real tendrils of alarm. In all the weeks I’ve known him, he’s never hesitated like this. He’s never seemed anything less than completely, irritatingly confident.

“You,” he finally admits.

“Me.”

“You specifically, yes.”

I wait for the punchline. For the charming deflection and the smooth explanation that makes everything seem perfectly reasonable. It doesn’t come.

“Why,” I ask slowly, “would your imp be investigating me?”

“Because I asked him to.”

I feel my expression shift, my walls rising instinctively. All those weeks of stolen glances and lingering touches, all those moments that felt genuine—were they part of some kind of agenda?

“Before you jump to conclusions,” Mal adds quickly, “it wasn’t anything sinister. I was just... curious.”

“Curious about what?”

“About you. About this place. About why you reacted so strongly when I first walked into your class.”

“I reacted strongly because you were late.”

“You reacted strongly because you felt something.” His eyes meet mine, and for once there’s no humor in them. “The same thing I felt. I wanted to understand it.”

My heart is pounding. “So you sent your imp to spy on me.”

“To observe. Discreetly. Which he was supposed to do without getting caught.” He shoots Nix a pointed look. “Someone got distracted by shiny objects.”

“Shiny,” Nix agrees mournfully, petting a stolen ribbon.

“This is insane.” I press my palms against my desk, grounding myself. “You have an imp. An actual, literal imp. With horns and a tail and—what else? What else are you hiding?”

The question hangs in the air.

Mal’s hand moves almost unconsciously to the leather bracelet on his wrist.

“Everyone hides something,” he says quietly.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer I can give you right now.”

“Convenient.”

“Not particularly.” He runs a hand through his hair, and for a moment he looks tired. Ancient, almost—though that doesn’t make sense for a man who appears to be in his mid-thirties. “There are things about me that would... complicate matters.”

“More complicated than a talking imp?”

“Significantly more complicated than Nix.” He glances at the creature, who has started building a small nest out of ribbons and spare practice skirts. “He’s actually the simple part.”

I should be angrier. I should be demanding explanations, threatening to call the police, and kicking him out of my studio and my life. Instead, I find myself studying the tension around his eyes and the way he’s holding himself like someone bracing for a blow.

He’s scared, I realize. Scared that I’ll send him away.

“Mal.” I wait until he meets my eyes. “What are you?”

The question surprises both of us. I watch him consider and discard a dozen possible responses.

“Does it matter?” he asks finally.

“Of course it matters.”

“Why?”

“Because—” I falter. Because it changes things? Because I need to know who I’m kissing, who I’m teaching, who I’m trusting? Because my mother’s voice in my head is screaming that this is exactly the kind of chaos I’ve spent my whole life avoiding?

“Because you’re hiding something,” I finish lamely. “And I don’t like not knowing.”

“You don’t like not being in control,” he corrects gently. “There’s a difference.”

“Don’t psychoanalyze me.”

“I’m not. I’m just pointing out that your need for information isn’t about safety. It’s about maintaining your carefully constructed walls.” He steps closer, and I don’t step back. “You want to categorize me and put me in a box. To decide if I’m worthy or unworthy, safe or⁠—”

“You have an imp,” I interrupt. “A talking, stealing imp that you’ve been sending to spy on me. I think my concerns about safety are valid.”

“Nix wouldn’t hurt you.”

“How do I know that?”

“Because I wouldn’t let him.” His voice is suddenly fierce with the kind of intensity that makes my breath catch. “Whatever else you believe about me, believe that. I would never let anything hurt you. Not Nix. Not anything.”

The silence that follows is thick enough to taste.

Nix has stopped arranging his nest. His enormous yellow eyes flick between us, and his skin shifts to a soft, uncertain pink.

“Boss likes the dance lady,” he announces. “Nix can tell.”

“Thank you for that observation,” Mal says dryly.

“Nix likes her too.” The imp hops off the filing cabinet, waddling toward me with surprising confidence. “Dance lady has good energy. Warm. Like fire but soft.”

I stare down at him. He stares up at me.

“Nix is sorry for taking the shiny things,” he says, extending one small paw. In it rests a single ribbon—pink, slightly crumpled, one of my favorites. “Nix will give them back. Most of them. Not the straw.”

I relax, just slightly.

“Keep the straw,” I hear myself say.

Nix’s face splits into a grin full of tiny, pointed teeth. “Dance lady is kind. Boss picked good.”

“Boss didn’t pick—” Mal starts.

“Boss picked.” Nix nods sagely. “Nix has watched. Boss watches dance lady when she’s not looking. Boss’s heart does the fluttery thing when she laughs. Boss⁠—”

“That’s enough, Nix.”

“—talks about dance lady in his sleep.”

“Nix!”

The imp cackles, a high-pitched sound that shouldn’t be as endearing as it is. He scurries behind my legs, using me as a shield against Mal’s mortified glare.

“Is that true?” I ask, fighting a smile.

“He exaggerates.”

“Does he?”

“Imps are notorious liars.”

“Nix doesn’t lie about boss.” The imp peeks out from behind my legs. “Nix just observes.”

Mal pinches the bridge of his nose. “I’m going to trade you to a lesser demon for a pair of socks.”

“No you won’t. Nix is adorable.”

“Nix is a menace.”

“Menace and adorable.” The imp shrugs. “Both can be true.”

I look at Mal—flustered, frustrated, and somehow more human than I’ve ever seen him. Then I look at Nix, who has apparently decided that hiding behind my legs makes me his new protector. Then I look at my studio, visible through the office window, where chaos still lingers in the form of overturned chairs and scattered props.

“I have questions,” I say finally.

Mal’s shoulders tense. “I imagined you would.”

“A lot of questions. About Nix. About you. About whatever else you’re clearly not telling me.”

“Isadora—”

“But.” I hold up a hand, stopping him. “I also have a class to reschedule, parents to reassure, and a business reputation to salvage. So the questions will have to wait.”

Relief flickers across his face, quickly hidden. “How long will they wait?”

“That depends.” I meet his eyes, letting him see that I mean it. “On whether you plan to actually answer them.”

A long pause. Nix shifts nervously, his skin cycling through colors like a small, worried mood ring.

“I’ll answer what I can,” Mal says finally. “Some things I’m... not free to discuss.”

“Not free?”

“Bound.” His hand touches the bracelet again. “It’s complicated.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because it keeps being true.”

We stare at each other across the small office. The afternoon light slants through the window, catching dust motes and turning them to gold. Somewhere in the distance, a car horn honks, a reminder that the normal world continues outside this strange bubble we’ve created.

“Tonight,” I decide. “After the studio closes. You’ll stay, and we’ll talk.”

“And if you don’t like what I tell you?”

“Then we’ll figure out what happens next.”

It’s not a promise. It’s not a threat. It’s just the truth—messy and uncertain and entirely unlike the controlled life I’ve worked so hard to build.

Mal nods slowly. “Tonight, then.”

“Tonight.”

Nix tugs at my practice skirt, drawing my attention downward.

“Does this mean Nix can stay?” His eyes are huge and hopeful. “Nix promises to be good. Mostly good. Good-adjacent.”

I look at the imp and look at Mal, and I feel the foundations of my carefully ordered world shifting beneath my feet.

What are you doing? my mother’s voice demands. This is exactly the kind of chaos that destroys everything.

But for once, I don’t listen.

“You can stay,” I tell Nix. “But if you steal anything else, I’m confiscating every ribbon in this studio.”

His face lights up—literally, his skin flushing a brilliant, joyful gold. “Deal! Dance lady is the best. Nix is going to tell everyone.”

“Please don’t.”

But he’s already scrambling up the filing cabinet, chattering to himself about warm fire energy and good choices and something that sounds suspiciously like “tiny romance babies.”

I don’t ask.

I really, really don’t want to know.

The rest of the afternoon passes in a haze of damage control.

Three parents call to express concern. Two more send strongly worded emails. Mrs. Delacroix posts a video on the Bellamy Cove community Facebook page with the caption “DEMON CREATURE ATTACKS CHILDREN’S DANCE CLASS”, which gets forty-seven comments before Bianca somehow convinces her to take it down.

By the time the last class ends and the final student leaves, I’m exhausted in a way that has nothing to do with physical exertion. My brain feels like it’s been through a washing machine, spinning and tumbling and coming out wrinkled and damp.

Mal has stayed, as promised. He sits in the corner of the studio, reviewing the choreography notes I gave him last week, looking for all the world like a normal student in a normal dance school.

Nix is curled on the windowsill, fast asleep, his small chest rising and falling with each breath.

I lock the front door. Flip the sign to “CLOSED.” Take a moment to lean against the glass and watch the evening light fade over Bellamy Cove.

An imp, I think. He has an imp. A talking, stealing, color-changing imp that apparently lives with him and does reconnaissance and knows things about his feelings that he doesn’t admit out loud.

It should be a dealbreaker. It should be the final straw, the point where I walk away from whatever this is and return to my safe, controlled, monster-free life.

Instead, I find myself crossing the studio toward him, drawn by the same inexplicable pull that’s been tugging at me since the moment he walked into my beginner class.

“Ready?” I ask.

He looks up from the notes. His eyes are darker in this light, shadowed and deep.

“Are you?”

I think about the question. Really think about it.

“No,” I admit. “But ask me anyway.”

His smile is soft, almost sad. “Brave.”

“Terrified,” I correct. “But I’ve learned they’re not mutually exclusive.”

He sets down the notes. Stands. Moves toward me with that fluid grace I’ve come to recognize as not-quite-human.

“Where should we start?”

I look at his bracelet, at the two ruby stones that glow faintly against the black.

“There,” I say. “Start with the bracelet. Start with why the stones have changed color.”

Something flickers in his expression. Pain, maybe. Or hope.

“That,” he says, “is going to take a while.”

“I have time.”

He studies my face like he’s looking for something. Whatever it is, he seems to find it.

“Then we’d better sit down.”

And as we settle onto the floor of my studio, backs against the mirrored wall, the evening light painting everything in shades of gold and shadow, I realize that I’m not afraid anymore.

I’m curious.

And for someone who’s spent her whole life avoiding chaos, that might be the most terrifying thing of all.


CHAPTER EIGHT




“You and your boyfriend make such a lovely couple.”

I blink at Mrs. Patterson, whose Pomeranian is currently yapping at its reflection in the studio mirrors. She’s dropped by to pick up the registration forms for her granddaughter’s summer dance camp, and apparently decided to deliver romantic commentary along with her payment.

“He’s not my⁠—”

“The way he looks at you during practice.” She clutches her chest dramatically. “My Charles used to look at me like that. Before he discovered golf.”

“We’re not⁠—”

“And so tall! You’ll have beautiful children.”

“Mrs. Patterson, we’re dance partners. That’s all.”

She pats my arm with the condescending patience of someone who’s been married for forty-three years and knows better than young people about everything. “Of course, dear. Whatever you say.”

The Pomeranian barks in what sounds suspiciously like agreement.

I watch her leave, forms tucked into her enormous handbag, and resist the urge to scream into the nearest practice pillow.

This is the third time this week.

Monday, it was Mr. Wilson from the hardware store, who asked if “that handsome fellow” was treating me right. Tuesday, Bianca’s cousin spotted us grabbing coffee between lessons and sent approximately seventeen texts asking how long we’d “been keeping it secret.” And now Mrs. Patterson, with her Pomeranian and her knowing smile and her casual references to our future children.

We are not dating.

The words have become a mantra. A desperate, increasingly futile mantra that no one in Bellamy Cove seems capable of hearing.

“Rough morning?”

I turn. Mal is leaning against the doorframe, two coffees in hand, looking annoyingly amused. He’s wearing charcoal slacks and a burgundy sweater that does sinful things to the broad expanse of his chest and his hair is doing that artfully disheveled thing that makes me want to either smooth it down or mess it up further.

Neither. Neither of those options.

“Mrs. Patterson thinks we’re getting married,” I say flatly.

“Ah.” He hands me one of the coffees. “Was it the children comment or the comparing-us-to-her-dead-husband thing?”

“Charles isn’t dead. He’s in Boca Raton.”

“Close enough.” He sips his coffee, eyes sparkling over the rim. “What did you tell her?”

“That you’re my dance partner. Not my boyfriend.”

“And?”

“And she patted my arm like I was a particularly confused toddler.”

His laugh is warm and rich—the kind of laugh that makes my stomach do an annoying little flip. “To be fair, we do spend an unusual amount of time together.”

“Because we’re training for a showcase.”

“We also had dinner at your cottage.”

“One dinner.”

“And there were those kisses.”

My face heats. “We agreed not to talk about that.”

“Did we?” He tilts his head, all innocence. “I don’t recall agreeing to anything.”

“I recall you agreeing very clearly.”

“Hmm.” He moves past me into the studio, close enough that I catch his spicy, smoky scent. “My memory must be faulty. All those years catching up with me.”

I frown. “All those years? You’re what, thirty-five?”

A pause. Just a heartbeat too long.

“Approximately,” he says.

Before I can press further, the door chimes and my next student arrives—sixteen-year-old Alexandra Martinez, who’s preparing for her quinceañera waltz and requires the kind of patient, repetitive instruction that leaves no room for personal conversation.

Mal retreats to the observation area, where he pulls out his phone and pretends to be absorbed in something other than watching me teach.

He’s not fooling anyone.

The problem, I realize somewhere around noon, is that everyone in Bellamy Cove has apparently decided my love life is community property. I discover this when I stop by the Copper Kettle for lunch and find myself cornered by the café’s owner, Rita Jenkins, who is Bianca’s aunt and the town’s most efficient gossip distribution system.

“I heard about the gala,” she says, sliding my usual sandwich across the counter.

“What about the gala?”

“That you’re going.” Her eyebrows perform an elaborate dance of implication. “With a date.”

“I’m not—” I stop. “Wait, what gala?”

Rita stares at me like I’ve grown a second head. “The Bellamy Cove Charity Gala? Annual fundraiser for the community center? Black tie, silent auction, dancing in the historic ballroom?” She pauses for effect. “Your studio is one of the sponsors.”

Oh no.

I’d completely forgotten. Every year, the Solis School of Dance sponsors the charity gala as part of our community outreach. Every year, I attend alone, make polite conversation with potential clients, and leave exactly when the music switches from waltzes to whatever current pop hits the DJ considers appropriate.

Every year, various well-meaning townspeople try to set me up with their nephews, brothers, former college roommates, and in one memorable instance, a visiting goat farmer from Vermont.

“The gala is next Saturday,” Rita continues, clearly enjoying my dawning horror. “Bianca mentioned you’d probably be bringing that gorgeous man who’s been helping at your studio. The one with the jawline.”

“Bianca said that?”

“Bianca implied it. I extrapolated.”

“Of course you did.”

I pay for my sandwich and flee before Rita can extrapolate anything else.

The thing is, it’s not an unreasonable assumption. I know this even as I’m fuming about it. Mal and I do spend an unusual amount of time together. We do look like a couple when we practice—all those holds and turns and moments where our bodies move in perfect synchronization. And yes, there were those kisses, which we’ve been studiously not discussing but which linger in the air between us like smoke after a fire.

Plus there’s Nix, who has taken to lurking in the studio’s rafters and making increasingly pointed comments about “boss’s heart things” whenever Mal thinks I can’t hear.

But we’re not dating.

We’re... something. Something complicated and undefined and probably ill-advised. Something that involves leather bracelets with mysterious stones and imps who steal juice boxes and questions that still don’t have answers.

“I’ll answer what I can,” he’d said, that night in my office. “Some things I’m not free to discuss.”

We’d talked for a long time after that. About how he had found Nix half-starved in an alley three years ago, and how the imp had decided to attach himself permanently. About how the bracelet was connected to something he called “a binding agreement,” though he’d gone vague when I pressed for details. About his life before Bellamy Cove, which apparently involved a lot of traveling and very little staying in one place.

But the big questions—what he was, why he was here, what those ruby stones actually meant—remained frustratingly unanswered.

“Give me time,” he’d asked. “Trust me.”

And the terrifying thing was, I did.

“So,” Bianca says, appearing in my office doorway like a particularly smug apparition, “I hear you’re taking Mal to the gala.”

I set down my pen. “You started that rumor.”

“I may have mentioned the possibility.”

“To your aunt. Who then told⁠—”

“Everyone.” Bianca grins unrepentantly. “It’s Bellamy Cove, Izzie. A butterfly farts in the park and everyone knows about it by lunch.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“That’s small-town life.” She perches on the edge of my desk, examining her nails with exaggerated casualness. “So are you?”

“Am I what?”

“Taking him to the gala.”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Why not? He’s gorgeous, he’s clearly into you, and you’ve been doing that whole ‘we’re just dance partners’ routine long enough that everyone’s bored of it.” She fixes me with a look. “Including you.”

I want to argue. I want to point out all the reasons why taking Mal to a public event would be a terrible idea—the questions it would raise, the expectations it would set, the complication it would add to an already complicated situation.

But she’s not wrong.

I am bored of the routine. I’m bored of correcting people, bored of pretending, and bored of maintaining walls that don’t seem to be keeping anything out anyway.

And the thought of walking into the gala with Mal on my arm, of having someone to dance with who actually knows how to dance, of spending an evening being looked at the way he looks at me...

Stop it. This is exactly how you get your heart broken.

“I’ll think about it,” I tell Bianca.

Her smile is triumphant. “That’s a yes.”

“It’s a maybe.”

“In Izzie-speak, that’s a yes.” She hops off my desk. “You should wear the red dress. The one with the thing.” She makes a vague gesture at her back.

“The open back?”

“That’s the one. Mal will swallow his tongue.”

“That’s not the goal.”

“Isn’t it, though?” She waggles her eyebrows and disappears before I can throw something at her.

I stare at the wall for a long moment.

The red dress.

I haven’t worn it since my last competition, three years ago. It’s been hanging in my closet like a ghost, a reminder of a life I thought I’d left behind.

But maybe that’s exactly why I should wear it…

I find Mal in the main studio after hours, practicing the routine by himself.

He’s moving through the steps with the kind of intense concentration I usually only see during our lessons. His reflection multiplies across the mirrors—a dozen Malachis, all equally focused, all equally beautiful.

Beautiful. I let myself think it, just this once.

He catches sight of me and pauses mid-turn. “Spying on me, Ms. Solis?”

“Making sure you’re not destroying my floor with those designer shoes.”

“They have very soft soles.”

“They’re Italian leather.”

“Soft Italian leather.” He extends a hand toward me. “Dance with me?”

I should say no. I should maintain the careful distance I’ve been cultivating, the professional boundaries that have been eroding steadily since the first time he walked through my door.

Instead, I kick off my flats and cross the floor to him.

His hand finds my waist like it belongs there. Mine settles on his shoulder. We slip into a hold with the ease of partners who’ve practiced this a hundred times.

“Music?” I ask.

“Do we need it?”

We don’t. We never really have. There’s a rhythm between us that exists independently of any external beat—some internal music that only plays when we’re together.

We start moving. A slow waltz, improvised, nothing like the competition routine. Just movement for the sake of movement, connection for the sake of connection.

“I hear there’s a gala,” he says, after we’ve completed several rotations.

“News travels fast.”

“Nix told me. Apparently he overheard Bianca talking to the mailman.”

“Nix eavesdrops on the mailman?”

“Nix eavesdrops on everyone. He considers it his civic duty.”

I snort. “Of course he does.”

We dance in silence for another moment. The evening light is fading, turning the mirrors gold, and there’s something almost dreamlike about the way we’re moving—slow and close and completely out of time.

“Are you going?” he asks. “To the gala?”

“I have to. The studio is one of the sponsors.”

“Ah.”

Another turn. Another step. His hand tightens slightly on my waist.

“I could—” I start.

“Would you—” he says at the same time.

We both stop and laugh awkwardly.

“You first,” I manage.

“No, please.” He dips me slightly, catching me off guard. “Ladies first.”

I’m upside down, looking up at his face, completely at his mercy. The red sparks in his eyes catch the fading light.

“I was going to ask if you wanted to come,” I say, slightly breathless. “To the gala. With me.”

A beat. Two.

Then his face transforms into something I’ve never seen before—surprise, yes, but also something almost painfully hopeful.

“You’re asking me on a date?”

“I’m asking you to accompany me to a social obligation.” I’m still upside down. Blood is rushing to my head. “That happens to involve dancing. And formal wear. And potentially a silent auction.”

“Sounds like a date to me.”

“It’s not⁠—”

He pulls me upright so quickly I stumble into his chest. His arms wrap around me, steadying, and suddenly we’re closer than we’ve been since the kiss.

“Isadora.” His voice is low, rough. “Are you asking me on a date?”

I look at his face. At the hope there, barely concealed beneath the usual charm. At the vulnerability he’s letting me see for the first time.

Trust me, he’d asked.

And I do. God help me, I do.

“Yes,” I say. “I’m asking you on a date.”

Something flickers at the edge of my vision—a flash of red light, there and gone. I look down at his wrist, at the leather bracelet, and watch as a third stone shifts from black to glowing ruby.

Three stones now. Three rubies out of seven.

“Mal.” I grab his wrist, examining the bracelet. “What just happened?”

He’s gone very still. His eyes are fixed on the stones, on the new ruby that pulses faintly with inner light.

“The third invitation,” he says quietly.

“Third? What—” I stop. Think back. The first time I asked him to dance with me for the showcase. The dinner at my cottage. And now this.

Three invitations. Three rubies.

“Are you expecting four more?” I ask.

He doesn’t answer immediately. His thumb traces over the stones with an expression I can’t read.

“Mal.”

The studio is very quiet. Outside, I can hear the distant sound of traffic, the everyday noises of Bellamy Cove going about its evening. Inside, everything has stopped.

“It’s a long story.”

“We have time.”

“Do we?” He glances at the windows, at the darkness gathering beyond. “It’s late. You have an early class tomorrow.”

“Mal—”

“I’ll tell you everything.” His hand comes up to cup my face, and the touch is so gentle it makes my chest ache. “After the gala. I promise.”

“Why not now?”

“Because right now, I want to enjoy this.” His thumb traces my cheekbone. “You asked me on a date, Isadora. Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for that?”

“How long?”

“Since the moment I walked into your beginner class.” He’s smiling now, that crooked smile that makes my heart do stupid things. “Dance with me again?”

I should insist on answers. I should demand explanations. I should maintain the careful, controlled approach that’s gotten me this far.

But the third stone is still glowing on his wrist, and his eyes are soft, and just this once, I don’t want to be careful.

“Fine,” I say. “But you’re leading.”

His smile widens, and we start to move again, two figures turning slowly in the fading light.

Whatever this is. Whatever he is. I’m in it now. God help us both.


CHAPTER NINE




The main chandelier in the ballroom of the old Bellamy mansion contains exactly one hundred and thirty-seven crystals. I know this because I’ve counted them twice while waiting for Mal to return with drinks, and I’m seriously considering a third count just to give my hands something to do besides fidget with the hem of my dress.

The red dress.

Bianca was right—it does look good. The silk hugs my body like it was made for it, and the open back draws exactly the kind of attention I’d normally hate but tonight find strangely satisfying. Or I would, if I could stop counting crystals.

“You’re going to wear a hole in that fabric.”

I drop my hem and turn to find Mal approaching with two champagne flutes, looking like he’s just stepped off a red carpet. His tuxedo is clearly bespoke—fitted perfectly to his broad shoulders, the crisp white of his shirt a stark contrast to his dark hair and darker eyes. The only hint of color is a red pocket square that matches my dress exactly.

“Did you coordinate on purpose?” I ask, accepting one of the glasses.

“Nix may have done some reconnaissance.” He clinks his flute against mine. “You look stunning, by the way.”

“You’ve said that three times.”

“It bears repeating.” His eyes travel down my body with an appreciation that makes my skin flush. “Red is definitely your color.”

“Stop.”

“Never.”

Across the ballroom, a string quartet is playing something classical and inoffensive while Bellamy Cove’s finest mill about in their formal wear. I spot Mrs. Patterson near the silent auction table, her Pomeranian presumably left at home. Rita Jenkins is holding court by the champagne fountain, and I can see Mayor Hammond pressing flesh near the main entrance.

Everyone who’s anyone in Bellamy Cove is here. Which means everyone who’s anyone in Bellamy Cove is watching us.

“Izzie!” Bianca appears out of nowhere, stunning in emerald green. “You came! And you brought—oh my God, look at you two.”

“Bianca—”

“You match.” She’s practically vibrating. “You’re matching. This is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“We’re not⁠—”

“You’re completely adorable,” Bianca continues, apparently addressing Mal now. “Isn’t she adorable? She’s been pretending you’re just dance partners for weeks and now look at you.”

“I think she’s magnificent,” he says calmly.

Bianca clutches her chest. “I’m going to die. Right here. Heart failure from witnessing perfect romance.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re being dramatic.”

“I’m being accurate.” She grabs my arm and leans in close, her voice dropping. “Also, half the town is staring at you, so you might want to prepare yourself for interrogations.”

“Wonderful,” I mutter.

“Embrace it.” Bianca pats my shoulder. “You’ve got a hot date. Own it.”

She disappears back into the crowd before I can respond.

Mal is watching me with that amused expression I’ve come to recognize—the one that says he finds my discomfort entertaining but in an affectionate way rather than a cruel one.

“So,” he says. “Shall we mingle?”

“Do we have to?”

“You’re a sponsor. I believe it’s expected.”

He’s right, of course. The whole point of attending these events is networking and building community relationships, maintaining the studio’s reputation as a pillar of Bellamy Cove’s cultural scene. It’s just that doing it with Mal at my side feels different somehow. More exposed. More real.

“Fine.” I drain my champagne in one long swallow. “But you’re doing most of the talking.”

His smile is wolf-like. “I can do that.”

The first hour passes in a blur of handshakes and small talk.

Mal is, unsurprisingly, excellent at this. He navigates the crowd with an easy charm that has people leaning in, laughing, touching his arm like they can’t help themselves. He remembers names. He asks follow-up questions. He compliments people in ways that feel genuine rather than calculated.

And every time someone asks who he is, he says the same thing:

“I’m Isadora’s date.”

Not partner. Not friend. Not dance instructor. Date. The word shouldn’t make my stomach flip every time I hear it, but it does.

“—and of course, you’ll have to come to dinner soon,” Mrs. Whitmore is saying. She’s the president of the Women’s Business Association and has been monopolizing us for the past ten minutes. “I’d love to hear more about your work, Malachi.”

“I’d be delighted,” Mal says smoothly. “Though I should warn you, my schedule is quite full these days. Isadora keeps me very busy.”

Mrs. Whitmore’s eyebrows rise meaningfully. “I’m sure she does.”

I feel my face heat. “Dance rehearsals,” I clarify quickly. “For the showcase.”

“Of course, dear.” Her smile is knowing. “Just dance rehearsals.”

She finally moves on, and I let out a relieved sigh.

“That was⁠—”

“Charming?” Mal offers.

“I was going to say ‘mortifying.’“

“Tomato, tomahto.”

A waiter passes with a tray of canapés. Mal snags two, handing one to me.

“Eat,” he says. “You’re tense.”

“I’m not⁠—”

“You’ve been white-knuckling that champagne flute for the past twenty minutes. Eat.”

I take the canapé. It’s some kind of smoked salmon thing on a tiny piece of toast that tastes expensive.

“Better?” he asks.

“Marginally.”

“Progress.” His hand finds the small of my back—the part left bare by my dress—and his fingers are hot against my skin. “Would you like to see something interesting?”

“Define ‘interesting.’“

“Come with me.”

He guides me through the crowd, past the silent auction tables and the champagne fountain, toward the far side of the ballroom where floor-to-ceiling windows overlook the gardens. The view is spectacular with fairy lights strung through the old oak trees and stone pathways gleaming in the moonlight.

But that’s not what he’s showing me.

“Look at the windows,” he murmurs, close to my ear. “Not through them. At them.”

I frown but do as he says. The windows are tall, multi-paned, reflecting the light of the chandeliers and the movement of the crowd. Nothing unusual.

Then I see it.

One of the reflections is wrong. It’s subtle—so subtle I almost miss it. But near the edge of the window, where a group of guests is clustered around Mayor Hammond, one of the figures doesn’t quite match. The reflection is too tall. Too thin. Its movements are a half-second behind everyone else’s.

I blink. The wrongness disappears.

“What—”

“Fae,” Mal says quietly. “Lower courts, by the look of them. They like to attend human gatherings. Social observation.”

I stare at him. “Fae.”

“Mmm.” He takes a sip of his champagne, utterly casual. “They’re harmless. Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“Don’t make direct eye contact with any reflections that smile at you. Other than that, you’re fine.”

I turn back to the window. Now that I know what to look for, I can see other wrongnesses. A shadow that moves against the light. A figure that’s too still among the swirling crowd. A pair of eyes that flash silver for just a moment before returning to normal. How long has this been happening? How much have I missed?

“You’re opening my eyes,” I say slowly. “Aren’t you? On purpose.”

His expression is unreadable. “You were always capable of seeing. You just weren’t looking.”

“Why now?”

“Because you asked.” His hand is still on my back, anchoring me. “And because you deserve to know what you’re getting into.”

“Getting into with what? With you?”

“With all of it.” He gestures vaguely at the ballroom—at the glittering crowd and the too-tall reflections and the world I’m only now beginning to see. “This is Bellamy Cove, Isadora. It’s been supernatural for longer than it’s been human. The monsters just learned to hide better.”

I should be afraid. I should be questioning everything I thought I knew about my life and my town and the man standing next to me. Instead, I feel something else entirely. Relief.

Because suddenly, so many things make sense. The way Nix appeared out of nowhere. The strange lights I’ve seen in the studio mirrors. The feeling I’ve had for years that something in Bellamy Cove was just slightly off, like a picture hung a degree crooked.

I wasn’t imagining it. I wasn’t crazy.

I was just finally seeing the truth.

“Show me more,” I hear myself say.

Mal’s eyes flash with something that might be pride. “Later. Right now, I believe you owe me a dance.”

The string quartet has shifted to an old-fashioned waltz, the kind of music that makes you want to sway in someone’s arms. Mal leads me to the dance floor with a hand on my waist, and I’m acutely aware of every eye in the room turning to follow us. Isadora and her mysterious date. The couple everyone’s been gossiping about for weeks.

Let them look, I think, surprising myself. Let them see.

“Ready?” Mal asks, his hand on my waist.

“Always.”

We begin to move.

It’s different here, in public, than it is in the studio. There’s an awareness of being watched, of being judged, that adds a layer of performance to every step. But underneath that, the connection between us is the same—that wordless communication, that sense of moving as one body.

His hand is warm and steady at my waist. My fingers curl around his shoulder. We’re closer than we need to be, closer than the dance requires, and I can feel his breath on my temple.

“People are staring,” I murmur.

“Let them.”

“They’re going to talk.”

“They’re already talking.” He spins me out, then pulls me back in, catching me against his chest. “Might as well give them something worth discussing.”

The music swells. We move through the crowd like water, weaving between other couples, and I realize with a start that we’re drawing attention not just because of the gossip but because we’re good. Really good. Weeks of practice have turned us into something seamless, something beautiful.

“You’ve improved,” I say.

“High praise from the perfectionist.” His lips brush my ear. “I had an excellent teacher.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere.”

“That’s a lie and we both know it.”

He dips me—low, theatrical, the kind of move that shouldn’t work at a charity gala but somehow does. I’m suspended for a moment, looking up at the one hundred and thirty-seven crystals in the chandelier before he pulls me upright and back into his arms.

“Show-off,” I breathe.

“You love it.”

The problem is, I do.

I love the way he moves, confident and precise. I love the way he holds me, like I’m something precious. I love the way he looks at me—like there’s no one else in the room, like the whole world has narrowed to the space between us.

This is dangerous, some part of me whispers. This is how you get hurt.

But the rest of me doesn’t care.

The music shifts into something slower and more intimate. The other couples on the floor drift closer together, and Mal adjusts our hold to match—his arm wrapping more fully around my waist, my head resting against his shoulder.

“Isadora,” he says softly.

“Hmm?”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For this. For asking me. For—” He pauses, and I feel his chest expand with a deep breath. “For trusting me even when I haven’t given you any reason to.”

I pull back enough to look at his face. In the warm glow of the chandeliers, he looks almost normal—just a man at a party with his date, enjoying a dance. Almost.

“You’re going to tell me everything,” I say. “You promised.”

“I know.”

“Tonight.”

“Yes.”

“And then?”

His hand tightens on my waist. “And then you’ll decide if you want to keep dancing with me.”

Something in his voice makes my chest ache—that vulnerability again, peeking through the cracks of his charm. He’s afraid, I realize. Afraid of what I’ll think. Afraid of what I’ll do.

Afraid I’ll leave.

“Mal.” I wait until his eyes meet mine. “Whatever you tell me, it’s not going to change the fact that I asked you here tonight.”

“You don’t know what I’m going to tell you.”

“No. But I know who you’ve shown me.” I reach up, tracing my fingers along his jaw. “That’s the part that matters.”

He stares at me for a long moment. Then something in his expression shifts and softens.

“You’re remarkable,” he says. “Do you know that?”

“I’m practical.”

“Remarkably practical.” He turns his head, pressing a kiss to my palm. “And far too good for the likes of me.”

“Probably.”

He laughs, low and warm. The music is winding down. Around us, couples are separating, drifting toward the edges of the floor. But neither of us moves.

“One more dance,” he says. “Before we face reality.”

“The quartet might not⁠—”

“They will.”

He lifts his hand slightly, a subtle gesture, and the music swells again. The same melody, repeated, as if the quartet never intended to stop. I don’t ask how he did it. Instead, I settle back into his arms, let him lead me through another waltz, and try to memorize every detail of this moment.

The warmth of his hand on my bare back.

The rhythm of his heartbeat against my cheek.

The way the chandelier scatters light across the floor like fallen stars.

Whatever comes next—whatever truth he’s about to tell me—I want to remember this. I want to remember what it felt like before everything changed.


CHAPTER TEN




We dance until my feet ache and the crowd has thinned to scattered clusters of the most dedicated partygoers.

“It’s late,” he says finally. “We should⁠—”

“Yes.”

We make our way through the remnants of the party, collecting coats and making polite farewells. Bianca catches my eye from across the room and gives me a double thumbs-up. Rita Jenkins winks. Mrs. Patterson mouths what looks like “beautiful grandchildren.”

I ignore all of them.

Outside, the night air is cool and sweet, carrying the scent of the gardens. Mal’s car is waiting, and he opens the door for me with a flourish.

“Your chariot,” he says.

“It’s a sedan.”

“It’s a metaphor.”

I slide into the passenger seat, too tired to argue. He rounds the car and climbs in beside me, and for a moment we just sit there, engine running, staring out at the empty parking lot.

“So,” I say. “You promised me answers.”

“I did.”

“Where do you want to do this?”

He turns to look at me. In the dim light of the dashboard, his eyes are very dark.

“Your place,” he says. “If you’ll have me.”

Something in my chest flutters. “For answers?”

“For answers.” A pause. “And whatever comes after.”

I should tell him no. I should insist on neutral ground. Instead, I reach over and take his hand.

“Then drive.”

The cottage is quiet when we arrive.

I unlock the door with slightly trembling fingers—from the evening air, I tell myself, nothing else—and lead him inside. The space feels different with him in it, smaller and more intimate.

“Tea?” I offer. “Or something stronger?”

“Whatever you’re having.”

I opt for whiskey, the bottle a friend left me years ago that I only break out for emergencies. This feels like an emergency.

We settle on the couch, leaving a careful space between us. He accepts his glass but doesn’t drink, just turns it slowly in his hands.

“Where do I start?” he asks.

“The beginning usually works.”

A short laugh. “The beginning was about three hundred and fifty years ago. We might be here a while.”

I stare at him. “Three hundred and⁠—”

“I’m a demon, Isadora.” He says it simply, like stating the weather.

“A demon.”

“A demon.”

“Yes.”

“Like... pitchfork? Fire and brimstone? Eternal damnation?”

“More like chaos and mischief and really excellent taste in tailoring.” His smile is weak. “The pitchfork thing is a stereotype. Very outdated.”

I stare at him.

“I know it’s a lot to take in⁠—”

“A demon.” I repeat it again, testing the word. Waiting for him to laugh, to tell me it’s a joke, to explain that he’s just some guy with an unusual medical condition that makes his eyes flash red.

He doesn’t.

“Approximately three hundred and fifty years old, give or take a decade. I lose track.” He spreads his hands. “Born in what’s now northern Spain, turned during a period of my life I’d rather not discuss, spent the subsequent centuries doing various things I’m not proud of.”

My brain feels like it’s buffering. Like someone has hit pause on reality and it’s taking too long to restart.

“Demons are real.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re one of them.”

“Also yes.”

“And you’ve been—what? Pretending to be human this whole time?”

“I prefer ‘presenting as human for mutual convenience.’ The glamour helps.” He tilts his head. “Would you like to see what I actually look like?”

Every instinct screams no. If I don’t see it, maybe I can convince myself this is all an elaborate prank. Maybe I can go back to the comfortable reality where monsters don’t exist and my dance partner is just an eccentric rich man with unusual eyes.

But I’ve never been good at hiding from uncomfortable truths.

“Yes.”

Mal takes a breath. Then something shifts.

It’s not dramatic—no smoke, no lightning, no special effects. One moment he looks like himself, and the next he looks like... more. Small curling horns emerge from his dark hair, black and gleaming. His eyes flood completely red, crimson from edge to edge. When he opens his mouth slightly, I catch a glimpse of elongated canines.

And behind him, curling lazily, is a tail. Sleek and black and pointed at the tip, like something from a medieval woodcut.

“Oh,” I say faintly.

“I can put it back if⁠—”

“No. Don’t.” I lean forward, studying him with the same analytical eye I use to assess a student’s technique. “The horns. Are they always there?”

“Always. The glamour just makes them invisible to human eyes.”

“And the tail?”

It flicks, seemingly of its own accord. “Unfortunately persistent.”

I should be screaming. I should be running. I should be doing something other than cataloguing his demonic features like I’m reviewing a new routine.

But here’s the thing: it’s still him.

The same crooked smile. The same intelligent eyes, even if they’re now the color of fresh blood. The same slightly too-long hair, now with horns peeking through. He’s different and he’s the same, and somehow that paradox makes it easier to process.

“Can I...?” I gesture vaguely at the horns.

His eyes widen. “You want to touch them?”

“I want to know if they’re real.”

“They’re real.”

“Then I want to touch them.”

He leans forward, lowering his head. My hand trembles slightly as I reach out.

The horns are warm. Smooth, like polished stone, with a subtle texture I can feel when I run my thumb along the curve. They’re real. This is real. All of it.

“Okay,” I say, pulling my hand back. “Okay. You’re a demon.”

“I am.”

“I am.”

“And you’ve been taking ballroom lessons from me because...?”

Here his expression shifts. Something complicated passes across his features—guilt, maybe. Or fear.

“That’s a longer story.”

“I have time.”

“It involves the bracelet.”

I look at his wrist. The leather-and-silver band looks slightly different now, I realize. Shinier. Less crude. As if it’s transforming alongside its wearer.

“What is it?”

“A contract.” He rotates his wrist, letting the lamplight catch the stones. “Nearly three hundred years ago, I made a deal with another demon. A powerful one. I was young and arrogant and convinced I could outsmart anyone.” A bitter laugh. “I was wrong.”

“What kind of deal?”

“The kind with very specific terms and very dire consequences if those terms aren’t met.” He meets my eyes. “The bracelet is the physical manifestation of the contract. It tracks my progress toward fulfilling certain conditions.”

I take a large sip of whiskey. “Go on.”

“Seven invitations, freely given, from a human who—” He hesitates. “From a human who develops genuine feelings for me. No coercion, no deals, no manipulation. Just... real. When all seven turn, the binding breaks.”

I process this slowly. “You’re saying... this contract requires someone to fall in love with you?”

“Close enough.”

“And the invitations?”

“Think of them as milestones. Proof that the connection is real. Asking me to be your dance partner. Inviting me to dinner. Asking me to accompany you tonight.” He looks down at the bracelet. “Three invitations. Three rubies.”

“What happens when all seven turn?”

“I’m free. The contract is fulfilled. My debt is paid.”

I set down my whiskey glass. My hands are shaking.

“So this whole time,” I say carefully, “you’ve been—what? Cultivating me? Engineering situations to make me invite you to things?”

“No.” He says it firmly, almost angrily. “That’s exactly what I can’t do. The invitations have to be freely given. No manipulation, no influence, no demonic tricks. If I push, if I scheme, the stones know. The progress resets.”

“Then why me?”

“The contract… pushes me towards certain individuals.” He finally looks at me, and his eyes are bright with something I can’t name. “Isadora, I need you to understand something. When I walked into your studio that first day, yes, I was looking for someone who could help me fulfill the contract’s terms. You seemed promising because you had walls, which meant your invitations would be genuine. You wouldn’t offer them lightly.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“I know. But listen.” He reaches for my hand, then stops himself. “Everything changed. I didn’t expect... this.” He gestures between us. “I didn’t expect you. The way you challenge me. The way you see through my bullshit. The way you dance like you’re having a conversation with the music.”

My chest aches. I want to believe him. I want it so badly it hurts.

“How do I know you’re not manipulating me right now?”

“Because I can’t.” He holds up the bracelet. “It’s one of the contract’s conditions. I cannot use supernatural powers to influence your choices. No compulsion, no glamour directed at your emotions, no magical persuasion. If I try, the contract voids and I lose everything.”

“So you’ve been... what? Charming me the old-fashioned way?”

“Attempting to, at least.” His smile is rueful. “Though you make it very difficult. You have the best bullshit detector of anyone I’ve ever met.”

That’s not entirely true, I think. I didn’t detect this. A three hundred-year-old demon and I just thought he had unusual eyes.

His jaw tightens. “I’ve spent years trying to break this contract. It never works because I can never make myself actually feel anything.”

“But?”

“But then I met you.” He says it simply, like it’s obvious. “And you were so... stubborn. And prickly. And brilliant. And you looked at me like you saw right through every trick I had. And instead of running, I wanted to⁠—”

He breaks off, shaking his head.

“Wanted to what?”

“Stay.” The word comes out rough. “I wanted to stay. To actually learn to dance instead of faking it. To make you laugh instead of manipulating you. To be real with someone for the first time in three centuries.”

The silence stretches between us.

“Is that why you didn’t tell me?” I ask finally. “Because you thought I’d think it was fake?”

“Partially. And because I was afraid.” He sets down his untouched whiskey. “I’m still afraid. You have every reason to walk away right now. To kick me out and never speak to me again. I’m using you, even if I don’t want to be. My freedom depends on your feelings, and that’s⁠—”

“Complicated.”

“At best.”

I stare at the three rubies on his wrist. Three invitations. Three milestones. Four more to go.

“What happens if I don’t give you the rest?” I ask. “If we stop here?”

“The contract remains in place.” His voice is casual, but there’s something raw beneath it.

I think about that. About three hundred and fifty years of existence, three hundred of them spent bound and desperate. About failed attempts at freedom and the slow erosion of hope. Then I think about the way he looked at me tonight. The way he held me on the dance floor. The way he’s sitting here now, utterly exposed, waiting for my judgment.

This could all be a lie, some part of me whispers. A more sophisticated manipulation.

But I look at his face—the fear there, the hope, the raw vulnerability—and I don’t believe it. I don’t know if that makes me brave or stupid. Probably both.

“Okay,” I say.

He blinks. “Okay?”

“I believe you.” I reach for his hand, lacing our fingers together. “I don’t understand everything yet. I have about a hundred more questions. But I believe that what you’re feeling is real. And I believe what I’m feeling is real. So... okay.”

“Isadora—”

“I’m not saying I’ll give you the other four invitations.” My grip tightens on his hand. “That’s not something I can promise. If this is going to work—whatever this is—it has to happen naturally. Not because you need it to.”

“I know.”

“And you have to keep being honest with me. No more secrets. No more ‘I’ll tell you later.’ If I ask a question, you answer it.”

“I will.”

“And if I ever find out you’ve manipulated me, even once⁠—”

“You won’t.” He brings our joined hands to his lips, pressing a kiss to my knuckles. “I swear it. On whatever’s left of my soul.”

I don’t know what that means, exactly. I’m not sure I want to know. But when he looks at me over our joined hands, his eyes glowing faintly red in the dim light, I feel something click into place.

This is insane, I think. Absolutely certifiably insane.

But then again, I’ve spent my whole life being careful. Being controlled. Maybe it’s time to try something different.

Maybe it’s time to dance with the demon.

“It’s late,” I say. “You should go.”

“I know.” He doesn’t move.

“Early class tomorrow.”

“I remember.”

“So...”

He leans in slowly, giving me time to pull away. I don’t.

The kiss is different from the first ones—softer, sweeter, more deliberate. It tastes like whiskey and promises. Like the beginning of something that might destroy us both.

When he finally pulls back, his eyes are very bright.

“Goodnight, Isadora.”

“Goodnight, Mal.”

He lets himself out. I sit on the couch for a long time after, staring at the door, wondering what I’ve just agreed to.

Four more invitations.

Four more rubies.

And somewhere in the future, a demon’s freedom—or my heart’s destruction.

What could possibly go wrong?


CHAPTER ELEVEN




The sound that greets me when I enter my studio at 5:47 AM is not the sound any studio owner wants to hear. It’s a gurgle. Deep, ominous, and coming from somewhere inside my building.

Please be a fluke. Please be nothing. Please⁠—

The smell fills the entire building. Not sewage, thank God, but something mineral and wrong. Like rust and standing water and every pipe-related nightmare I’ve ever had rolled into one.

I flip the light switch. Nothing happens.

“Oh no.” I fumble for my phone, activating the flashlight. “No, no, no...”

The beam illuminates exactly what I was afraid of. Water. Everywhere.

It’s seeping out from under the studio bathroom door, and spreading down the hallway in an ever-widening pool. The baseboards are already dark with moisture. The practice mats I left stacked in the corner are soaked.

And somewhere behind the bathroom door, something is making a sound that can only be described as death rattles of ancient plumbing.

I splash down the hallway, yank open the door, and am immediately hit with a spray of water from a pipe that has clearly given up any pretense of functionality. The wall behind the toilet looks like it’s weeping—brownish water streaming from a crack that definitely wasn’t there yesterday.

“No, no, no, no⁠—”

I drop to my knees in the freezing water, reaching for the shutoff valve under the sink. My fingers find it and turn it, praying desperately. Nothing. The water keeps coming.

“The main valve,” I mutter, scrambling to my feet. “The main valve is in the basement.”

The basement that I haven’t entered in three years because it’s dark and damp and full of spiders and why would I ever need to go down there when everything was working fine⁠—

I’m halfway down the narrow basement stairs when my foot slips on something wet and I catch myself on the railing hard enough to wrench my shoulder.

“Damn it⁠—”

The main shutoff valve is exactly where I remember it—in the far corner, behind a stack of boxes I definitely should have moved years ago, covered in cobwebs and corrosion. I shove the boxes aside, ignoring the cascade of old costumes and forgotten props. My hands close around the valve. I twist. It doesn’t move.

I twist harder. Still nothing.

“Come on⁠—”

I’m crying now, which is stupid and pointless and won’t fix anything, but I can’t seem to stop. My studio. My livelihood. Everything I’ve worked for, everything I’ve built, drowning in rusty water while I sit in a spider-infested basement unable to turn a single goddamn valve.

I pull out my phone with shaking hands.

The screen is wet. The numbers blur as I scroll through my contacts. My mother—not an option, never an option. The plumber I’ve used twice before... I try the number. Voicemail. Of course it’s voicemail, it’s not even six in the morning.

Who else? Who else can I call?

My thumb hovers over Bianca’s name. But she’s a student, not a contractor, and what could she possibly do?

Then I see it Mal’s number. He’d added it after our first private lesson. ”For emergencies,” he’d said. ”Or if you miss me. Either works.”

I stare at it for a long moment.

I don’t ask for help. I’ve never asked for help. My mother taught me that lesson early and often—if you can’t handle it yourself, you don’t deserve to have it. Needing people is weakness. Depending on others is setting yourself up for disappointment.

But the water is rising, and my hands won’t stop shaking, and I don’t know what else to do. I press call.

It rings once. Twice. Then⁠—

“Isadora?” His voice is sleep-rough but immediately alert. “What’s wrong?”

“I—” The words stick in my throat. “There’s a problem at the studio. A pipe burst. I can’t—the main valve won’t turn and there’s water everywhere and I don’t know what to⁠—”

“I’m on my way.”

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“I’m already dressed.” I hear movement, a door closing. “Stay where you are. Don’t try to fix anything else. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“Mal—”

“Ten minutes, Isadora.”

He hangs up. I stand on the cold basement floor, surrounded by cobwebs and water damage, and try to remember how to breathe.

He’s there in eight.

I hear the car pulling into the parking lot way too fast, tires crunching on gravel. Then footsteps, the door opening, and Mal’s voice cutting through the chaos.

“Isadora? Where are you?”

“Basement.”

He appears at the top of the stairs moments later. He’s dressed in what I can only assume is his version of “emergency casual”—dark jeans, a henley, his hair sticking up in about twelve different directions. He looks rumpled and half-awake and absolutely perfect.

“Show me the valve.”

I point to the corner. He’s past me in seconds, crouching down to examine the corroded metal.

“This thing is older than I am,” he mutters. “And that’s saying something.”

“Can you⁠—”

“Hold this.”

He shoves his phone at me, flashlight already on, and I aim the beam at the valve while he braces himself. His hands wrap around the metal, muscles tensing beneath his shirt, and for a moment nothing happens.

Then, with a groan of protesting metal, the valve turns. The sound of running water from upstairs stops, and a huge sigh of relief escapes my lips.

“That’s the immediate crisis handled.” Mal straightens, wiping rust from his hands. “Now let’s see the damage.”

We climb back upstairs together. In the growing dawn light, the studio looks even worse than I feared. Water has spread across nearly half the main floor although only the edges of the main studio floor are wet. The baseboards are warped. Several of the floor panels are already buckling.

“The bathroom wall will need to be torn out,” Mal says, examining the crack. “The pipes behind it are completely shot. This wasn’t a sudden failure—it’s been building for a while.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’ve lived in a lot of old buildings.” He doesn’t elaborate. “Do you have a restoration company you work with? Water damage specialists?”

“No. I’ve never needed⁠—”

“I know someone.” He’s already pulling out his phone. “They handle supernatural-adjacent disasters, but they do regular plumbing too. Very discreet. Very fast.”

“It’s six in the morning.”

“They owe me a favor.” He steps away to make the call, and I hear fragments of rapid conversation—something about water damage, something about today, something that sounds suspiciously like “yes, I know it’s early, Martin, but remember Vienna?”

I should be doing something useful. Mopping. Moving equipment. Salvaging what I can. Instead, I just stand there, watching Mal handle my crisis like it’s the most natural thing in the world. When did this happen? When did I start relying on him? When did I start wanting to?

He hangs up and turns back to me. “They’ll be here in two hours. Full team. They’ll have the water extracted and the drying equipment set up by noon.”

“Two hours?”

“I told you—they owe me a favor.”

“What kind of favor involves water damage at six AM?”

“The Viennese kind.” He grins, but it fades when he sees my face. “Hey. Come here.”

I don’t move. If I move, if I let him hold me, I’m going to cry again, and I’ve done quite enough of that this morning. But he moves instead. He wraps his arms around me, pulling me against his chest, and that warm, smoky scent surrounds me. His hand comes up to cradle the back of my head.

“It’s going to be okay,” he says quietly.

“You don’t know that.”

“I do, actually. Because I’m going to make sure of it.”

I let myself lean into him. Just for a moment. Just long enough to feel his heartbeat against my cheek, steady and strong.

“Thank you,” I whisper. “For coming.”

“You called me.” His voice is strange, thick with something I can’t identify. “You actually called me.”

“You gave me your number for emergencies.”

“I know. I just didn’t think you’d use it.”

I pull back enough to look at his face. In the gray morning light, his eyes are very dark, and something in them makes my chest ache.

“I don’t usually ask for help,” I admit.

“I know.”

“I hate asking for help.”

“I know that too.”

“But I called you. Because I—” I swallow hard. “Because I wanted you here. Not just because of the pipes. Because... I wanted you.”

Something shifts in his expression. His gaze drops to his wrist, to the leather bracelet with its three ruby stones, and even in the dim light, I see the fourth stone begin to glow. The black fades and red seeps in, spreading through the stone like wine through water.

Another ruby. Another invitation.

“Well,” he says softly, watching the transformation. “That answers that question.”

“What question?”

“Whether you actually trust me.” He touches the new ruby with his fingertip. “Apparently you do.”

I should be thinking about what this means. About contracts and consequences and the complicated mess of feelings and magic that’s binding us together. Instead, I’m thinking about how much lighter I feel. How the panic that was crushing my chest has eased. How standing here in my flooded studio, watching the dawn break through the windows, I no longer feel alone.

“Four down,” Mal says. “Three to go.”

“Don’t push your luck.”

His smile is crooked and warm. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

The restoration team arrives at 7:43 AM. They’re efficient, professional, and entirely unbothered by the chaos they walk into. Within an hour, industrial fans are humming, dehumidifiers are running, and most of the standing water has been extracted.

Martin, the team leader, corners me by the front desk with a clipboard full of forms.

“The good news is, your floor’s not as bad as it looks. Caught it early. We’ll have the damaged sections replaced within a week.”

“And the bad news?”

“The bathroom’s a total loss. Pipes, walls, fixtures—all of it needs to go. You’re looking at a full rebuild.”

I close my eyes. “How much?”

Martin names a figure that makes my stomach drop.

“I can get you references for contractors,” he continues. “Good people. Fair prices. But you’ll want to move fast—water damage doesn’t wait.”

“No,” I agree numbly. “It doesn’t.”

Mal appears at my elbow. “Put together a list. I’ll make some calls.”

“Mal—”

“You have classes to run.” His voice is gentle but firm. “Let me handle the logistics.”

“I can’t ask you to⁠—”

“You’re not asking. I’m offering.” He takes the clipboard from Martin, scanning the forms. “Besides, I have very particular opinions about bathroom tile. This is really just an excuse to impose my taste.”

Despite everything, I feel my lips twitch. “Your taste?”

“Which is impeccable. Obviously.”

Martin looks between us with barely concealed amusement. “I’ll leave you two to it. Call if you need anything.”

He disappears back into the chaos of his team, and I’m left standing in the middle of my disaster area, watching Mal make notes on a clipboard like this is the most normal thing in the world.

“You don’t have to do this,” I say.

“I know.”

“This is my problem. My studio.”

“Also know that.”

“So why⁠—”

He looks up. His eyes are warm in the morning light, the red barely visible, and when he smiles, something in my chest expands.

“Because you called me,” he says simply. “And that means something.”

I don’t have a response to that. So I just nod, and go to see what can be salvaged from the storage closet, and try not to think about how much I like having him here.


CHAPTER TWELVE




By noon, the immediate crisis has stabilized. The floors are drying. The bathroom is gutted but contained. The restoration team has finished their first phase and left with promises to return tomorrow.

My class schedule, however, waits for no plumbing disaster.

“The afternoon sessions can use Studio B,” I tell Mal, scrolling through my phone. “That’s the smaller room upstairs. It’s cramped but functional.”

“What about the junior class?”

“That’s—” I check the time. “That’s in two hours. Bianca usually assists, so I should be able to manage...”

My phone buzzes with a text from Bianca.

Bianca: Izzie I’m so sorry—woke up with a fever of 102 and can barely stand. Doctor says flu. I tried to power through but I literally can’t stop throwing up. I’m DYING.

A second later.

Bianca: Not actually dying. But close.

“Problems?” Mal asks, reading my expression.

“Bianca’s sick.” I stare at the text, feeling the familiar pressure building behind my eyes. “The junior class has twelve kids registered. I can’t handle twelve kids alone in a cramped space with half my equipment soaking wet.”

“So cancel.”

“I can’t cancel. There’s a recital in three weeks, and the parents have already paid for the costumes.” I press my fingers to my temples. “I’ll figure something out. I always do.”

Mal is silent for a moment. “I could help.”

I look at him.

“With the class,” he clarifies. “An extra set of hands. I’m already here.”

“You want to help teach a junior ballroom class.”

“‘Want’ might be a strong word. But I’m offering.”

“Have you ever worked with children before?”

“How hard can it be?”

I think about a chaos demon who is terrible at following instructions and constitutionally opposed to doing anything the expected way trying to wrangle a dozen eight-year-olds through a waltz. It’s going to be a disaster. But it’s also the only option I have.

“Fine,” I hear myself say. “But you have to follow my lead. No improvising. No chaos. No teaching them anything inappropriate.”

“Define inappropriate.”

“Mal.”

“I’m kidding.” He holds up his hands. “Mostly. What time do we start?”

The children arrive at 2:00 PM sharp, a small army of energy and enthusiasm in an assortment of dance attire. I’ve managed to clear enough space in Studio B for basic movement. The room is cramped because it’s meant for private lessons, not group classes, but it’ll have to do. At least the floor here is dry.

“Good afternoon, everyone!” I clap my hands to get their attention. “I know things look a little different today, but we’re going to make it work. And I have a special helper joining us.”

Eleven pairs of eyes swivel to Mal, who is standing near the door looking distinctly uncomfortable.

“This is Mr. Malachi. He’s going to assist me today since Miss Bianca is feeling under the weather.”

“Is he your boyfriend?”

The question comes from Emmalyn, a seven-year-old with pigtails and zero filter. She’s watching Mal with the intensity of a detective interrogating a suspect.

“He’s my dance partner,” I say carefully.

“For the Showcase?” This from Charles Jr., Mrs. Patterson’s grandson, who has clearly been absorbing his grandmother’s gossip. “My grandma says you’re going to get married.”

“Your grandma is⁠—”

“Getting ahead of herself,” Mal interrupts smoothly. “We haven’t even discussed flower arrangements yet.”

The children giggle. I shoot Mal a look that promises death, but he just winks.

“All right,” I say firmly. “Let’s begin with our warm-up. Everyone find a space.”

The next ten minutes are controlled chaos as I lead the class through stretches and basic footwork. Mal stays near the back of the room, watching, occasionally helping a child who’s struggling with positioning. To my surprise, he’s... not terrible at it.

He kneels down to address them at eye level. He keeps his voice low and encouraging. When little Amelia trips over her own feet and starts to cry, he’s there before I can even cross the room, offering a hand and a joke that makes her laugh instead.

“That was a very dramatic fall,” he tells her seriously. “Very theatrical. Have you considered a career in opera?”

Amelia giggles, tears forgotten. “I don’t know any operas.”

“Neither do I. We could learn together.”

I move through the room, adjusting arms and correcting posture, but I keep finding my attention drawn back to Mal. The way he talks to the children—patient, playful, never condescending. The way they respond to him, clustering around him like he’s some kind of magnet.

It shouldn’t surprise me. Charm has always been his gift. But this feels different. Less performance, more... genuine.

“Okay, everyone partner up!” I call out. “We’re going to practice our box step. Remember—frame, posture, count.”

The children scramble to find partners, and I suddenly remember I have an odd number today. Eleven kids, which means five pairs and one child left standing alone. It’s Oliver, a quiet boy with glasses who’s been attending classes for three months but still freezes up whenever he has to dance with someone. His parents enrolled him hoping it would help his social anxiety. So far, the results have been mixed.

“Mr. Malachi?” Oliver’s voice is barely above a whisper. “Will you be my partner?”

Mal looks at me. I nod.

“I would be honored,” he says, and the formal language makes Oliver stand a little straighter. “Though I should warn you—I’m still learning. You might have to help me.”

“Really?”

“Really. Miss Isadora gets very frustrated with me.”

“She gets frustrated with everyone,” Oliver confides. “But she’s nice about it.”

“That she is.”

I start the music and move through the room, offering corrections and encouragement. But my eyes keep drifting to the corner where Mal is dancing with Oliver. He’s bent almost in half to match Oliver’s height, his frame deliberately loose and playful. Oliver is counting under his breath, brow furrowed in concentration, and every time he completes a box step successfully, Mal gives him a small nod of approval.

“One-two-three, one-two-three—I did it!”

“You did. That was perfect.”

“Can we try going faster?”

“Let’s ask Miss Isadora.”

I realize I’ve been standing still for at least thirty seconds. The other children are looking at me expectantly.

“Uh—yes. Let’s try a slightly faster tempo.” I restart the music, increasing the speed, and Oliver’s face lights up with excitement.

The class continues. There are stumbles and missteps and at one point, a minor crisis when Emmalyn’s partner steps on her toe, but overall, it goes remarkably well. Better than I expected. Better than it has any right to go, given the circumstances.

By the time parents start arriving for pickup, the children are pink-cheeked and chattering, clearly pleased with themselves.

“Mr. Malachi!” Amelia tugs on his sleeve. “Are you coming back next week?”

“That depends on Miss Isadora.”

“Please?” This from Charles Jr., who has apparently decided Mal is the height of cool. “You’re way better than Miss Bianca.”

“Charles.” I try to sound stern and fail miserably. “That’s not a very nice thing to say.”

“It’s true though!”

Oliver is the last to leave. His mother appears at the door, looking harried, and he runs to her with an enthusiasm I’ve never seen from him.

“Mom! I danced with a partner and I didn’t mess up!”

“That’s wonderful, sweetie⁠—”

“And Mr. Malachi said I was a natural!”

Oliver’s mother looks over his head at us, eyebrows raised. Mal raises a hand in acknowledgment.

“He was excellent,” he confirms. “Best partner I’ve had all day.”

Oliver beams. His mother mouths thank you and leads him out, and then the studio is quiet.

I turn to Mal. He’s standing near the windows, afternoon light catching the planes of his face, and he looks... tired. Rumpled. More human than I’ve ever seen him.

“That was...” I search for the right word. “Unexpected.”

“The children?”

“You. With them.” I shake my head slowly. “I thought you’d cause chaos. Turn the whole class into bedlam. Instead you were...”

“Adequate?”

“Wonderful.” The word comes out before I can stop it. “You were wonderful with them. Patient and kind and⁠—”

“Careful.” His voice is light, but something flickers in his eyes. “You’re dangerously close to giving me a compliment.”

“I give you compliments all the time.”

“You give me constructive criticism. It’s different.”

I want to argue, but he’s not wrong.

“Thank you,” I say instead. “For today. All of it. The pipes, the phone calls, the class...” I gesture vaguely at the chaos around us. “You didn’t have to do any of this.”

“No.” He moves closer, close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. “But I wanted to.”

“Why?”

“Because you let me.” His hand comes up, brushing a strand of hair from my face. “Because for the first time, you actually asked for help. Do you have any idea how much that means?”

I don’t know what to say to that so I don’t say anything. Instead, I reach up and touch the bracelet on his wrist. Four rubies now, glowing softly in the afternoon light. Four invitations. Four steps closer to his freedom.

“Three more,” I murmur.

“Yes.”

“And then?”

His fingers intertwine with mine. “And then I’m free. And you’ll have to decide if you want me to stay anyway.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“It’s the truth.” His thumb traces circles on the back of my hand. “The contract brought us together. But once it’s fulfilled, there’s no magical binding keeping me here. Just... choice.”

“Your choice?”

“Yours.” He lifts our joined hands, pressing a kiss to my knuckles. “Always yours.”

I think about that. About what it would mean to choose him without magic or contracts or supernatural compulsion. Just two people, deciding to be together. It should terrify me. Instead, it feels like the first honest thing I’ve wanted in years.

“The floor is going to take a week to repair,” I say, because apparently that’s what comes out of my mouth when I’m overwhelmed with emotion. “I’ll need to reschedule three classes and move two others to Studio B.”

Mal’s lips twitch. “Very romantic.”

“I’m being practical.”

“You’re deflecting.”

“Same thing.”

He gives that warm, genuine laugh I’ve come to love and pulls me into his arms.

“Deflect all you want,” he murmurs against my hair. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I close my eyes and let myself believe him. Just for now. Just for this moment.

Tomorrow there will be contractors and insurance claims and a dozen other problems to solve. But right now, standing in my damaged studio with a chaos demon’s arms around me, I feel something I haven’t felt in a very long time. Contentment.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Ifinally lock the doors at 6:47 PM. The restoration equipment hums quietly in the background—fans and dehumidifiers creating a constant white noise that should be irritating but somehow isn’t. The damaged bathroom has been sealed off with plastic sheeting. The hallway floor gleams wetly under the lights, still drying but no longer actively flooded. It’s over.

For now, my brain helpfully supplies. There’s still the repairs. The insurance. The rescheduled classes. The⁠—

“Stop.”

Mal’s voice cuts through my spiral. He’s standing near the front desk, watching me with an expression I can’t quite read.

“Stop what?”

“Whatever disaster you’re catastrophizing about.” He pushes off from where he’s been leaning and walks toward me. “I can hear you thinking from across the room.”

“That’s not possible.”

“The crisis is handled, Isadora.” He stops a few feet away, close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. “The studio is safe. The children are home. Everything that needed to be done today has been done.”

“For now.”

“Yes. For now.” His voice softens. “That’s how life works. One ‘for now’ at a time.”

I want to argue with him. I want to point out all the problems that will be waiting for me tomorrow and all the reasons I should be worried and planning and preparing instead of standing here in my empty studio with my heart beating too fast. But I don’t.

Because standing here, in the aftermath of everything, with the soft hum of machinery and the last rays of sunset filtering through the windows, I don’t want to think about tomorrow. I want to think about now. About him.

“You stayed,” I say quietly.

“I did.”

“All day.”

“Seemed like the thing to do.”

“Most people would have left after the pipes were fixed.”

He tilts his head, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “I’m not most people.”

“No.” My voice comes out rougher than I intended. “You’re not.”

Something shifts in the air between us. The playful energy that usually surrounds him sharpens into something more focused, more intent. His eyes, dark in the fading light, fix on mine with an intensity that makes my breath catch and I see the red sparks in their depths.

“Isadora.”

“Yes?”

“You’re staring at me.”

“I’m aware.”

“Any particular reason?”

Because you spent twelve hours handling my disaster like it was your own. Because you danced with a shy little boy and made him feel special. Because you’re standing here, still, when you could have left hours ago. Because I can’t stop thinking about what it would feel like to kiss you again.

I don’t say any of that. Instead, I close the distance between us. It’s only two steps—two small steps that feel like crossing an ocean—and then I’m right in front of him, close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body, close enough to see the slight widening of his eyes as he realizes what I’m about to do.

“Isadora—”

I kiss him. It’s not like the first time, that explosive collision of heat and frustration in my kitchen. This is slow and deliberate. I rise up on my toes, thread my fingers through his hair, and press my lips to his with everything I’ve been feeling all day.

Thank you. I want you. Stay.

For a heartbeat, he doesn’t move. Then his hands are on my waist, pulling me closer, and he’s kissing me back with a hunger that steals the breath from my lungs. His mouth is warm and demanding, coaxing my lips apart, and when his tongue slides against mine I make a sound I’ve never heard myself make before—something raw and desperate that should embarrass me but doesn’t. His fingers dig into my hips hard enough to leave marks, and I want him to leave marks. I want evidence of this moment, proof that it’s real.

“Tell me to stop,” he breathes against my lips.

“No.”

“Isadora—”

“I don’t want you to stop.”

He makes a low, rough sound that vibrates through his chest and into mine, and then he’s walking me backward and my back hits the mirrored wall with enough force to rattle the barre. The glass is cold through my thin shirt, but his body is furnace-hot against my front. The contrast makes me gasp, and he swallows the sound with another kiss, deeper this time, more demanding.

His hands slide up my sides, mapping the curve of my waist, the indent of my ribs. When his thumbs brush the underside of my breasts, I arch into him instinctively, and he makes that sound again—that groan that feels like it’s being pulled from somewhere deep inside him.

“You have no idea,” he murmurs against the corner of my mouth, “how much I’ve wanted to do this.”

I laugh, breathless and slightly hysterical. “Me too.”

His teeth graze the sensitive spot where my neck meets my shoulder, and my thoughts scatter like startled birds.

“That’s cheating,” I manage.

“Is it?” Another kiss, this one right over my pulse point. “I thought all was fair in love and dance.”

Love.

The word lands somewhere in my chest and takes root. I pull his mouth back to mine, kissing him harder, and my hands find the hem of his shirt. The fabric bunches as I push it up, and my fingers finally touch bare skin. He sucks in a sharp breath.

His skin is hot and smooth, with firm ridges of muscle beneath it. I trace the lines of his abdomen, feeling the way he tenses under my touch, ad the way his breath stutters when my nails scrape lightly over his ribs.

“Isadora.” His voice is wrecked. “If you keep doing that⁠—”

“What?”

“I’m going to lose what little control I have left.”

“Maybe I want you to lose control.”

He pulls back just enough to look at me. The red flames in his eyes are brighter than I’ve ever seen them, and there’s something almost wild in his expression.

“Do you know what you’re saying?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know what I am?”

“Yes.”

“And you still⁠—”

I reach up and cup his face in my hands. “I know exactly what you are, Mal. I’ve known since the moment you walked into my studio and turned everything upside down.” My thumbs trace his cheekbones. “You’re chaos. You’re impossible. You’re the most infuriating person I’ve ever met.”

His jaw tightens. “That’s not exactly⁠—”

“You’re also kind,” I continue. “And patient. And you stayed. When I asked for help, you stayed.” My voice cracks slightly. “Do you know how rare that is? Do you know how many people in my life have left the moment things got difficult?”

“Isadora—”

“I don’t care what you are. I care who you are. And who you are is someone I—” I stop, the words catching in my throat. “Someone I trust.”

For a long moment, he just looks at me. Then something shifts in his expression, so vulnerable it makes my heart ache.

Then he kisses me again. This time, it’s different. Softer. Slower. Like he’s trying to memorize the shape of my mouth, the taste of my lips. His hands cradle my face with a tenderness that makes my eyes sting.

“You destroy me,” he whispers. “Do you know that? Every time I think I have my footing, you say something like that and I—” He breaks off, pressing his forehead to mine. “I don’t deserve you.”

“That’s not for you to decide.”

“Isadora—”

“Shut up and kiss me.”

He laughs against my lips. “Bossy.”

“You love it.”

“I do.” Another kiss, deeper. “I really, really do.”

His hands slide down to my thighs, and suddenly I’m being lifted, my legs wrapping around his waist instinctively. The new position brings us impossibly closer, and I can feel all of him now—the hard planes of his chest, the rapid beat of his heart, the thick ridge of his cock pressing against my core.

I rock against him without thinking, and we both groan.

“Fuck,” he mutters. “You’re going to kill me.”

“Good.”

I roll my hips again, and his fingers dig into my thighs hard enough to bruise. His head drops to my shoulder, his breath coming in ragged gasps, and the knowledge that I can affect him like this is intoxicating.

“Isadora.” His voice is muffled against my skin. “We need to slow down.”

“Why?”

“Because if we don’t, I’m going to take you right here against this mirror, and you deserve better than that.”

The mental image his words conjure makes my breath catch.

“What if—” I swallow hard. “What if that’s what I want?”

He goes completely still. When he lifts his head, his eyes are practically glowing—something that should frighten me but only makes me want him more.

“Don’t,” he says roughly. “Don’t say things like that unless you mean them.”

“I mean them.”

“Isadora—”

“I want you.” The words come out steadier than I feel. “I’ve wanted you for weeks. Every time we practice, every time you touch me, I think about—” I stop, cheeks flushing. “I think about this.”

“This?”

“You. Me. No music. No rules.” I meet his eyes. “Just us.”

Whatever wall he’d been trying to maintain crumbles, and then his mouth is on mine again, fierce and desperate. His hands are everywhere. My shirt gets pushed up, his palms sliding over the bare skin of my stomach, my ribs, and then higher. When his thumb brushes over my nipple through the thin fabric of my bra, I cry out against his lips.

“Sensitive,” he murmurs, doing it again. “I’ll remember that.”

“Mal—”

“I want to learn everything about you.” Another brush, another gasp. “Every sound you make. Every way you like to be touched.” His teeth close gently on my earlobe. “I want to make you come so hard you forget your own name.”

Oh God.

“Then do it,” I breathe.

He makes a sound that’s almost a growl, and then we’re moving. He carries me across the studio like I weigh nothing and I’m vaguely aware of passing the front desk, the coat hooks, the small hallway that leads to the office.

“Where—”

“Somewhere with a door that locks.”

The office. Of course. He kicks it open, somehow managing not to drop me, and then we’re inside and he’s laying me down on the couch I’ve used for countless breaks between lessons. The leather is cool against my heated skin, and I arch up into him as he settles over me. The new position puts our bodies in perfect alignment. When he rolls his hips, the exquisite friction makes me moan.

“There,” he says against my throat. “That sound. I want to hear that every day for the rest of my life.”

The rest of my life.

The words should send me running. Instead, they make me pull him closer.

His hands work at the buttons of my blouse but they’re too slow and I bat them away impatiently, yanking the fabric over my head instead. His breath catches as he takes in the simple black bra underneath.

“Beautiful,” he murmurs. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

“Less talking. More⁠—”

He silences me with a kiss, and then his mouth is trailing lower—across my collarbone, down the center of my chest, over the swell of my breast. When his lips close around my nipple through the fabric, I nearly come off the couch.

“Oh—”

“Good?”

“Yes.”

He lavishes attention on one breast, then the other, until the fabric is soaked through and I’m writhing beneath him. His hands are on my waist, my hips, sliding down to the waistband of my pants.

“Tell me if you want me to stop,” he says, fingers hovering. “At any point. I need to hear it.”

“I don’t want you to stop.”

“Isadora—”

“Please.”

The word undoes him. His fingers make quick work of the button, the zipper, and then he’s peeling the fabric down my legs and I’m lying beneath him in nothing but my bra and underwear.

His gaze travels over me slowly, reverently. “I knew it.”

“Knew what?”

“That you’d be perfect.” He traces a line from my knee to my hip, watching goosebumps rise in his wake. “Every inch of you.”

“I’m not⁠—”

“Don’t.” He leans down, pressing a kiss to my stomach. “Don’t argue with me about this. You’re perfect. End of discussion.”

I don’t know how to respond to that. No one has ever looked at me the way he’s looking at me now—like I’m something precious, something worth cherishing.

His fingers hook under the edge of my underwear. “Yes?”

“Yes.”

He pulls them down slowly, and I resist the urge to close my legs, to hide. His sharp intake of breath tells me everything I need to know.

“Isadora.” His voice is barely recognizable. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

Then his mouth is on me, and I stop thinking entirely. His tongue traces patterns I can’t follow, finding every sensitive spot, every nerve ending. My hands fist in his hair, and I’m making sounds I’ve never made before—broken, desperate sounds that I should be embarrassed by but can’t bring myself to care about.

“That’s it,” he murmurs against me. “Let me hear you.”

He adds a finger, sliding inside me with torturous slowness, and my back arches off the couch.

“Mal—”

“You’re so wet.” Another finger joins the first, stretching me deliciously. “So ready. Have you been thinking about this?”

“Yes—”

“How long?”

“Weeks—” I gasp as he curls his fingers. “Since the first time we—oh⁠—”

“Since the first time we what?”

“Danced.” I can barely form words. “Every time you touched me, I⁠—”

“You what?”

“I imagined this. You. Doing—” My thoughts scatter as his tongue finds that perfect spot again. “Doing that.”

His answering groan vibrates through me, and I’m climbing, climbing, reaching for something just out of grasp⁠—

“Come for me,” he says. “I want to feel you.”

I shatter. The orgasm hits me like a wave, rolling through my body in pulses of white-hot pleasure. I hear myself cry out, and his hands grip my thighs, holding me open as he works me through it. When I finally come back to myself, gasping and trembling, he’s watching me with an expression that makes my heart flip.

“Beautiful,” he says again. “So fucking beautiful.”

I reach for him, pulling him up my body, and kiss him deeply. I can taste myself on his lips—strange and intimate and unbearably erotic.

“Your turn,” I murmur.

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“I want to.”

My hands go to his belt, fumbling with the buckle, and he helps me—pushing his jeans down just enough, and then he’s in my hand, hot and hard and huge⁠—

“Oh.” I look up at him. “That’s...”

“Too much?”

“No.” I wrap my fingers around him, marveling at the weight, the heat. “Just... impressive.”

He laughs, but it turns into a groan as I stroke him. “Careful. I’ve been thinking about this for weeks too.”

“Really?”

“Every night.” His hips rock into my hand. “Every time I close my eyes. You have no idea what you do to me.”

I stroke him again, watching his face and the way his jaw clenches and his breath catches.

“Show me,” I whisper.

He groans and kisses me, and for a while we lose ourselves in each other—hands exploring, mouths meeting, bodies moving together in a rhythm that feels both new and ancient.

When he finally stills my hand, we’re both breathing hard.

“If you keep doing that,” he manages, “this is going to end embarrassingly fast.”

“Would that be so bad?”

“Yes.” He presses his forehead to mine. “Because when I finally have you—all of you—I want it to last.”

When. Not if. When.

The certainty in his voice makes something bloom in my chest.

“So this isn’t—” I swallow. “This isn’t just tonight?”

He pulls back enough to look at me, and the tenderness in his expression makes my eyes sting.

“Isadora Solis,” he says quietly. “This was never just anything. Not for me.”

“For me either,” I admit. “I tried to pretend it was. Told myself it was just attraction, just chemistry, just—” I shake my head. “But it’s not. It hasn’t been for a while.”

“How long?”

“Since you waltzed into my studio with your terrible technique and your ridiculous charm and proceeded to turn my entire life upside down.” I trace the line of his jaw. “You’re impossible, you know that? Completely impossible.”

“And yet you’re here.”

“And yet I’m here.”

He kisses me again—soft and sweet and achingly tender.

“Stay with me,” he murmurs. “Tonight. Just... stay.”

“My cottage is literally twenty feet away.”

“I know. But I don’t want to let you go.” His arms tighten around me. “Not yet.”

I think about all the reasons I should say no. The boundaries I should maintain. The careful distance I’ve always kept between myself and everyone else. Then I think about today. About how he showed up at dawn, handled my crisis, danced with a shy little boy, and looked at me like I was worth everything.

“Okay,” I whisper.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

His smile is sunrise breaking through storm clouds.

We rearrange ourselves on the narrow couch—him on his back, me tucked against his side, my head on his chest. It’s not comfortable exactly, but with his arms around me and his heartbeat steady under my ear, it feels like exactly where I’m supposed to be.

“The floor is still wet,” I murmur.

“Mmm.”

“And I have three classes to reschedule.”

“Tomorrow.”

“And the bathroom needs to be completely rebuilt.”

“Isadora.”

I look up at him. “What?”

“Stop thinking about the floor.” He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “Just for tonight. Let it go.”

I want to argue. I want to point out that “letting it go” isn’t exactly my strong suit since I’ve spent my entire life holding things together through sheer force of will. But his hand is drawing lazy circles on my back, and his breathing is slowing, and for the first time in longer than I can remember, the voice in my head telling me everything I should be worrying about goes quiet.

“Okay,” I whisper.

“Okay?”

“Just for tonight.”

His arms tighten around me, and I close my eyes, and somewhere between one breath and the next, I fall asleep. The last thing I’m aware of is his lips against my hair and his voice, barely audible.

“I’m falling in love with you, Isadora Solis. Just so you know.”

I should respond. I should tell him I feel the same way, that I’ve felt it for weeks, that I’m terrified and exhilarated and completely, utterly lost in him. But sleep pulls me under before I can form the words.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Ifinally lock the doors at 6:47 PM. The students have gone. The restoration equipment hums quietly in the background—fans and dehumidifiers creating a constant white noise that should be irritating but somehow isn’t. The damaged bathroom has been sealed off with plastic sheeting. The hallway floor gleams wetly under the lights, still drying but no longer actively flooded. It’s over.

For now, my brain helpfully supplies. There’s still the repairs. The insurance. The rescheduled classes. The⁠—

“Stop.”

Mal’s voice cuts through my spiral. He’s standing near the front desk, watching me with an expression I can’t quite read.

“Stop what?”

“Whatever disaster you’re catastrophizing about.” He pushes off from where he’s been leaning and walks toward me. “I can hear you thinking from across the room.”

“That’s not possible.”

“The crisis is handled, Isadora.” He stops a few feet away, close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. “The studio is safe. The children are home. Everything that needed to be done today has been done.”

“For now.”

“Yes. For now.” His voice softens. “That’s how life works. One ‘for now’ at a time.”

I want to argue with him. I want to point out all the problems that will be waiting for me tomorrow and all the reasons I should be worried and planning and preparing instead of standing here in my empty studio with my heart beating too fast. But I don’t.

Because standing here, in the aftermath of everything, with the soft hum of machinery and the last rays of sunset filtering through the windows, I don’t want to think about tomorrow. I want to think about now. About him.

“You stayed,” I say quietly.

“I did.”

“All day.”

“Seemed like the thing to do.”

“Most people would have left after the pipes were fixed.”

He tilts his head, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “I’m not most people.”

“No.” My voice comes out rougher than I intended. “You’re not.”

Something shifts in the air between us. The playful energy that usually surrounds him sharpens into something more focused, more intent. His eyes, dark in the fading light, fix on mine with an intensity that makes my breath catch and I see the red sparks in their depths.

“Isadora.”

“Yes?”

“You’re staring at me.”

“I’m aware.”

“Any particular reason?”

Because you spent twelve hours handling my disaster like it was your own. Because you danced with a shy little boy and made him feel special. Because you’re standing here, still, when you could have left hours ago. Because I can’t stop thinking about what it would feel like to kiss you again.

I don’t say any of that. Instead, I close the distance between us. It’s only two steps—two small steps that feel like crossing an ocean—and then I’m right in front of him, close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body, close enough to see the slight widening of his eyes as he realizes what I’m about to do.

“Isadora—”

I kiss him. It’s not like the first time, that explosive collision of heat and frustration in my kitchen. This is slow and deliberate. I rise up on my toes, thread my fingers through his hair, and press my lips to his with everything I’ve been feeling all day.

Thank you. I want you. Stay.

For a heartbeat, he doesn’t move. Then his hands are on my waist, pulling me closer, and he’s kissing me back with a hunger that steals the breath from my lungs. His mouth is warm and demanding, coaxing my lips apart, and when his tongue slides against mine I make a sound I’ve never heard myself make before—something raw and desperate that should embarrass me but doesn’t. His fingers dig into my hips hard enough to leave marks, and I want him to leave marks. I want evidence of this moment, proof that it’s real.

“Tell me to stop,” he breathes against my lips.

“No.”

“Isadora—”

“I don’t want you to stop.”

He makes a low, rough sound that vibrates through his chest and into mine, and then he’s walking me backward and my back hits the mirrored wall with enough force to rattle the barre. The glass is cold through my thin shirt, but his body is furnace-hot against my front. The contrast makes me gasp, and he swallows the sound with another kiss, deeper this time, more demanding.

His hands slide up my sides, mapping the curve of my waist, the indent of my ribs. When his thumbs brush the underside of my breasts, I arch into him instinctively, and he makes that sound again—that groan that feels like it’s being pulled from somewhere deep inside him.

“You have no idea,” he murmurs against the corner of my mouth, “how much I’ve wanted to do this.”

I laugh, breathless and slightly hysterical. “Me too.”

His teeth graze the sensitive spot where my neck meets my shoulder, and my thoughts scatter like startled birds.

“That’s cheating,” I manage.

“Is it?” Another kiss, this one right over my pulse point. “I thought all was fair in love and dance.”

Love.

The word lands somewhere in my chest and takes root. I pull his mouth back to mine, kissing him harder, and my hands find the hem of his shirt. The fabric bunches as I push it up, and my fingers finally touch bare skin. He sucks in a sharp breath.

His skin is hot and smooth, with firm ridges of muscle beneath it. I trace the lines of his abdomen, feeling the way he tenses under my touch, ad the way his breath stutters when my nails scrape lightly over his ribs.

“Isadora.” His voice is wrecked. “If you keep doing that⁠—”

“What?”

“I’m going to lose what little control I have left.”

“Maybe I want you to lose control.”

He pulls back just enough to look at me. The red flames in his eyes are brighter than I’ve ever seen them, and there’s something almost wild in his expression.

“Do you know what you’re saying?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know what I am?”

“Yes.”

“And you still⁠—”

I reach up and cup his face in my hands. “I know exactly what you are, Mal. I’ve known since the moment you walked into my studio and turned everything upside down.” My thumbs trace his cheekbones. “You’re chaos. You’re impossible. You’re the most infuriating person I’ve ever met.”

His jaw tightens. “That’s not exactly⁠—”

“You’re also kind,” I continue. “And patient. And you stayed. When I asked for help, you stayed.” My voice cracks slightly. “Do you know how rare that is? Do you know how many people in my life have left the moment things got difficult?”

“Isadora—”

“I don’t care what you are. I care who you are. And who you are is someone I—” I stop, the words catching in my throat. “Someone I trust.”

For a long moment, he just looks at me. Then something shifts in his expression, so vulnerable it makes my heart ache.

Then he kisses me again. This time, it’s different. Softer. Slower. Like he’s trying to memorize the shape of my mouth, the taste of my lips. His hands cradle my face with a tenderness that makes my eyes sting.

“You destroy me,” he whispers. “Do you know that? Every time I think I have my footing, you say something like that and I—” He breaks off, pressing his forehead to mine. “I don’t deserve you.”

“That’s not for you to decide.”

“Isadora—”

“Shut up and kiss me.”

He laughs against my lips. “Bossy.”

“You love it.”

“I do.” Another kiss, deeper. “I really, really do.”

His hands slide down to my thighs, and suddenly I’m being lifted, my legs wrapping around his waist instinctively. The new position brings us impossibly closer, and I can feel all of him now—the hard planes of his chest, the rapid beat of his heart, the thick ridge of his cock pressing against my core.

I rock against him without thinking, and we both groan.

“Fuck,” he mutters. “You’re going to kill me.”

“Good.”

I roll my hips again, and his fingers dig into my thighs hard enough to bruise. His head drops to my shoulder, his breath coming in ragged gasps, and the knowledge that I can affect him like this is intoxicating.

“Isadora.” His voice is muffled against my skin. “We need to slow down.”

“Why?”

“Because if we don’t, I’m going to take you right here against this mirror, and you deserve better than that.”

The mental image his words conjure makes my breath catch.

“What if—” I swallow hard. “What if that’s what I want?”

He goes completely still. When he lifts his head, his eyes are practically glowing—something that should frighten me but only makes me want him more.

“Don’t,” he says roughly. “Don’t say things like that unless you mean them.”

“I mean them.”

“Isadora—”

“I want you.” The words come out steadier than I feel. “I’ve wanted you for weeks. Every time we practice, every time you touch me, I think about—” I stop, cheeks flushing. “I think about this.”

“This?”

“You. Me. No music. No rules.” I meet his eyes. “Just us.”

Whatever wall he’d been trying to maintain crumbles, and then his mouth is on mine again, fierce and desperate. His hands are everywhere. My shirt gets pushed up, his palms sliding over the bare skin of my stomach, my ribs, and then higher. When his thumb brushes over my nipple through the thin fabric of my bra, I cry out against his lips.

“Sensitive,” he murmurs, doing it again. “I’ll remember that.”

“Mal—”

“I want to learn everything about you.” Another brush, another gasp. “Every sound you make. Every way you like to be touched.” His teeth close gently on my earlobe. “I want to make you come so hard you forget your own name.”

Oh God.

“Then do it,” I breathe.

He makes a sound that’s almost a growl, and then we’re moving. He carries me across the studio like I weigh nothing and I’m vaguely aware of passing the front desk, the coat hooks, the small hallway that leads to the office.

“Where—”

“Somewhere with a door that locks.”

The office. Of course. He kicks it open, somehow managing not to drop me, and then we’re inside and he’s laying me down on the couch I’ve used for countless breaks between lessons. The leather is cool against my heated skin, and I arch up into him as he settles over me. The new position puts our bodies in perfect alignment. When he rolls his hips, the exquisite friction makes me moan.

“There,” he says against my throat. “That sound. I want to hear that every day for the rest of my life.”

The rest of my life.

The words should send me running. Instead, they make me pull him closer.

His hands work at the buttons of my blouse but they’re too slow and I bat them away impatiently, yanking the fabric over my head instead. His breath catches as he takes in the simple black bra underneath.

“Beautiful,” he murmurs. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

“Less talking. More⁠—”

He silences me with a kiss, and then his mouth is trailing lower—across my collarbone, down the center of my chest, over the swell of my breast. When his lips close around my nipple through the fabric, I nearly come off the couch.

“Oh—”

“Good?”

“Yes.”

He lavishes attention on one breast, then the other, until the fabric is soaked through and I’m writhing beneath him. His hands are on my waist, my hips, sliding down to the waistband of my pants.

“Tell me if you want me to stop,” he says, fingers hovering. “At any point. I need to hear it.”

“I don’t want you to stop.”

“Isadora—”

“Please.”

The word undoes him. His fingers make quick work of the button, the zipper, and then he’s peeling the fabric down my legs and I’m lying beneath him in nothing but my bra and underwear.

His gaze travels over me slowly, reverently. “I knew it.”

“Knew what?”

“That you’d be perfect.” He traces a line from my knee to my hip, watching goosebumps rise in his wake. “Every inch of you.”

“I’m not⁠—”

“Don’t.” He leans down, pressing a kiss to my stomach. “Don’t argue with me about this. You’re perfect. End of discussion.”

I don’t know how to respond to that. No one has ever looked at me the way he’s looking at me now—like I’m something precious, something worth cherishing.

His fingers hook under the edge of my underwear. “Yes?”

“Yes.”

He pulls them down slowly, and I resist the urge to close my legs, to hide. His sharp intake of breath tells me everything I need to know.

“Isadora.” His voice is barely recognizable. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

Then his mouth is on me, and I stop thinking entirely. His tongue traces patterns I can’t follow, finding every sensitive spot, every nerve ending. My hands fist in his hair, and I’m making sounds I’ve never made before—broken, desperate sounds that I should be embarrassed by but can’t bring myself to care about.

“That’s it,” he murmurs against me. “Let me hear you.”

He adds a finger, sliding inside me with torturous slowness, and my back arches off the couch.

“Mal—”

“You’re so wet.” Another finger joins the first, stretching me deliciously. “So ready. Have you been thinking about this?”

“Yes—”

“How long?”

“Weeks—” I gasp as he curls his fingers. “Since the first time we—oh⁠—”

“Since the first time we what?”

“Danced.” I can barely form words. “Every time you touched me, I⁠—”

“You what?”

“I imagined this. You. Doing—” My thoughts scatter as his tongue finds that perfect spot again. “Doing that.”

His answering groan vibrates through me, and I’m climbing, climbing, reaching for something just out of grasp⁠—

“Come for me,” he says. “I want to feel you.”

I shatter. The orgasm hits me like a wave, rolling through my body in pulses of white-hot pleasure. I hear myself cry out, and his hands grip my thighs, holding me open as he works me through it. When I finally come back to myself, gasping and trembling, he’s watching me with an expression that makes my heart flip.

“Beautiful,” he says again. “So fucking beautiful.”

I reach for him, pulling him up my body, and kiss him deeply. I can taste myself on his lips—strange and intimate and unbearably erotic.

“Your turn,” I murmur.

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“I want to.”

My hands go to his belt, fumbling with the buckle, and he helps me—pushing his jeans down just enough, and then he’s in my hand, hot and hard and huge⁠—

“Oh.” I look up at him. “That’s...”

“Too much?”

“No.” I wrap my fingers around him, marveling at the weight, the heat. “Just... impressive.”

He laughs, but it turns into a groan as I stroke him. “Careful. I’ve been thinking about this for weeks too.”

“Really?”

“Every night.” His hips rock into my hand. “Every time I close my eyes. You have no idea what you do to me.”

I stroke him again, watching his face and the way his jaw clenches and his breath catches.

“Show me,” I whisper.

He groans and kisses me, then his hand covers mine, guiding my movements, showing me how he likes to be touched. His eyes are locked on mine, the red flames burning brighter now, and the intimacy of the moment is almost overwhelming.

“If you keep doing that,” he warns after a few minutes, “this is going to end embarrassingly fast.”

“I don’t care.”

Before he can argue any more, I bend over and wrap my lips around the head of his cock. The sound he makes is so raw, so broken, it sends a fresh wave of desire through me.

“Isadora—fuck⁠—”

I take him deeper, following his guidance, watching his face as I learn what gives him pleasure. His hands fist in my hair, and I can feel his control slipping.

“I’m going to⁠—”

I hum approvingly and then he’s coming with a shout, his body tensing above me. He tastes as smoky and spicy as he smells and I swallow him down, thrilled by his reaction. When I pull back, he’s staring at me like I’ve performed some kind of miracle. He pulls me up into his arms, kissing me deeply, and I can feel him smiling against my lips.

“That,” he says when he finally lets me breathe, “was possibly the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen a lot of things.”

We stay like that for a while, tangled together on my couch, neither of us speaking. His fingers trace idle patterns on my skin, and I trail my hands over his back, learning the shape of him in this new context. Eventually, he shifts, propping himself up on one elbow to look at me.

“What are you thinking?”

“That I should probably be freaking out.”

“But you’re not.”

“No.” I reach up to touch his face, watching his eyes close as I run my thumb across his cheekbone. “I think I’ve wanted that since you waltzed into my studio with your terrible technique and your ridiculous charm and proceeded to turn my entire life upside down.” I trace the line of his jaw. “You’re impossible, you know that? Completely impossible.”

“And yet you’re here.”

“And yet I’m here.”

He kisses me again—soft and sweet and achingly tender.

“Stay here with me,” he murmurs. “Tonight. Just... stay.”

“My cottage is only two blocks away.”

“I know. But I don’t want to let you go.” His arms tighten around me. “Not yet.”

I think about all the reasons I should say no. The boundaries I should maintain. The careful distance I’ve always kept between myself and everyone else. But then I think about today. About how he showed up at dawn, handled my crisis, danced with a shy little boy, and looked at me like I was worth everything.

“Okay,” I whisper.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

His smile is sunrise breaking through storm clouds.

We rearrange ourselves on the narrow couch—him on his back, me tucked against his side, my head on his chest. It’s not comfortable exactly, but with his arms around me and his heartbeat steady under my ear, it feels like exactly where I’m supposed to be.

“The floor is still wet,” I murmur.

“Mmm.”

“And I have three classes to reschedule.”

“Tomorrow.”

“And the bathroom needs to be completely rebuilt.”

“Isadora.”

I look up at him. “What?”

“Stop thinking about the floor.” He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “Just for tonight. Let it go.”

I want to argue. I want to point out that “letting it go” isn’t exactly my strong suit, that I’ve spent my entire life holding things together through sheer force of will.

But his hand is drawing lazy circles on my back, and his breathing is slowing, and for the first time in longer than I can remember, the voice in my head telling me everything I should be worrying about goes quiet.

“Okay,” I whisper.

“Okay?”

“Just for tonight.”

His arms tighten around me, and I close my eyes, and somewhere between one breath and the next, I fall asleep. The last thing I’m aware of is his lips against my hair and his voice, barely audible.

“I’m falling in love with you, Isadora Solis. Just so you know.”

I should respond. I should tell him I feel the same way, that I’ve felt it for weeks, that I’m terrified and exhilarated and completely, utterly lost in him. But sleep pulls me under before I can form the words.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




“The Dance of Accord,” Mal says, spreading a yellowed piece of parchment across the studio floor, “is approximately eight hundred years old, originated in a court that no longer exists, and was traditionally performed during negotiations between rival supernatural houses.”

I crouch beside him, studying the faded ink. The notation is unlike anything I’ve learned—swooping symbols that look more like calligraphy than choreography, interspersed with words in a language I don’t recognize.

“And you want us to perform this at the Bellamy Cove Showcase.”

“I want us to adapt it for the showcase. The original version involves ritual blood offerings and a ceremonial sword.” He tilts his head. “I thought that might be a bit much for the judges.”

“Just a bit.”

It’s been three days since the flood. The bathroom is still under construction but the main studio has been restored. Three days of stolen glances and lingering touches and the growing certainty that whatever’s happening between us is bigger than either of us planned for.

We haven’t talked about it. Not really. Every time I try to bring up what he said—I’m falling in love with you—something interrupts. A student arrives early. Bianca needs help with scheduling. Nix knocks over a display of ribbons and we spend twenty minutes chasing him through the storage closet.

It’s almost like the universe is conspiring to keep us from having the conversation. Or maybe I’m conspiring to avoid it.

Coward, my inner voice whispers. I ignore it.

“Walk me through the basics,” I say instead, focusing on the parchment. “Forget the blood and swords. What’s the structure?”

He shifts to sit cross-legged beside me, close enough that his shoulder brushes mine. “It’s a negotiation dance. Two people coming together to forge an alliance. The choreography mirrors the stages of building trust—approach, testing, retreat, acceptance.”

“That sounds...” I trail off.

“Familiar?”

Yes. It sounds exactly like what’s been happening between us for weeks.

“I was going to say interesting.”

His smile tells me he knows I’m lying. “The dance starts with distance. Each partner on opposite ends of the floor, circling. Assessing. Then the first cautious approach. One partner extends a hand.”

“And the other?”

“Decides whether to take it.”

Something flutters in my chest. “What happens if they don’t?”

“The dance ends. The negotiation fails.” He traces one of the symbols on the parchment. “But if they do take it, the real dance begins. A series of give-and-take. Advance and retreat. Each movement a question, each response an answer.”

I study the notation, trying to parse meaning from the unfamiliar symbols. “And the ending?”

“The ending is...” He pauses. “It’s called the Accord. Both partners meet in the center. The final position is called ‘surrender,’ but it’s not about defeat. It’s about choosing to trust. To be vulnerable.”

To be vulnerable.

I’ve spent my entire life building walls against vulnerability. Constructing defenses out of discipline and control and the careful management of expectations. And now I’m supposed to perform a dance that requires me to tear them all down?

“I don’t know if I can do that,” I admit quietly.

“The dance?”

“The surrender part.”

He is quiet for a moment. When I finally look at him, his expression is soft, not amused but understanding.

“Neither could I,” he says. “For a very long time.”

“What changed?”

“I met a stubborn dance instructor who refused to let me get away with half-assing my footwork.”

I laugh despite myself. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer that matters.” He reaches over, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. His fingers linger against my cheek. “Vulnerability isn’t about being weak, Isadora. It’s about being brave enough to let someone see you. All of you. Even the parts you think aren’t good enough.”

Even the parts you think aren’t good enough.

My mother’s voice echoes in my head. Close. But not quite right.

“What if they don’t like what they see?”

“Then they weren’t worthy of seeing it in the first place.” His thumb traces my cheekbone. “But I suspect that’s not your real fear.”

“No?”

“Your real fear is that they will like it. That someone will see the real you—imperfect and struggling and human—and decide you’re worth loving anyway.”

I flinch before I can prevent myself.

“That’s terrifying,” he continues gently. “Because if someone loves you for who you are, you can’t hide behind achievements anymore. You can’t tell yourself that their affection is conditional on your performance. You have to accept that you are, inherently, enough.”

My eyes sting and I blink rapidly, refusing to let the tears fall.

“When did you become a therapist?”

“I’ve had three and a half centuries to work on my issues. Some things eventually sink in.” He leans forward and presses a soft kiss to my forehead. “We don’t have to do this dance if you’re not ready.”

“No.” I take a breath, steadying myself. “I want to try.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” I look down at the parchment again. “Besides, it’s not like anything magical is actually going to happen. It’s just choreography.”

He makes a noncommittal sound that I choose not to examine too closely.

We start on opposite ends of the studio. The mirrors reflect us back at each other—infinite versions stretching into forever. I’m in my practice dress, black and fitted, and Mal is in tailored black pants and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up.

The parchment is propped against the wall where we can both see it, though Mal seems to have the entire thing memorized.

“Ready?” he calls.

“Ready.”

He presses play on his phone, and the music begins. I don’t recognize it. It’s a haunting melody that sounds like it’s being played on instruments I can’t identify. Strings, maybe. Or something pretending to be strings.

We circle each other slowly.

The movement is deceptively simple—just walking, really—but there’s an intentionality to it that makes every step feel weighted. I’m acutely aware of the space between us, the way the air seems to thicken with each rotation. His eyes never leave mine.

The circling continues for what feels like forever—eight measures, sixteen, more. Each pass brings us slightly closer, the spiral tightening imperceptibly. My heart rate picks up. My skin prickles with awareness.

Then the music shifts. A single sustained note, trembling with anticipation. Mal stops and extends his hand.

I have to decide whether to take it. I shouldn’t hesitate. I’ve done this a thousand times in practice, taken the hands of students and partners and competitors without a second thought. It’s just a dance. Just choreography.

But looking at his outstretched palm, I know it’s more than that. This is a question.

I take his hand, and the moment our fingers touch, something happens. The lights flicker. Not dramatically—not like a power surge or a blown fuse. Just a soft, almost imperceptible dimming, as if the studio itself has taken a breath.

Mal’s eyes widen slightly. “Interesting.”

“What was that?”

“The dance working as intended.” He pulls me gently toward him. “Don’t think about it. Just move.”

We move.

The choreography flows through us like water finding its natural course. I don’t have to think about the steps—they’re already there, encoded in some deep part of my body that knows this dance even though I’ve never performed it before.

That’s not possible, the logical part of my brain insists. But the rest of me doesn’t care about possible.

He leads me through an intricate series of turns, his hand steady at my waist. I recognize the pattern from the parchment—the first testing, where one partner demonstrates their skill while the other follows. It’s supposed to be a show of strength. Instead, it feels like a conversation.

Trust me, his movements say.

I’m trying, mine respond.

The music swells, and suddenly we’re switching. Now I’m leading, guiding him through a mirror sequence, and he follows without hesitation. No jokes. No improvisation. Just complete, unwavering focus.

The lights flicker again.

I hear a soft hum in the air but it’s not from the speakers, it’s from everywhere at once. It’s like the studio itself is vibrating at a frequency just below hearing.

“Mal—”

“Keep dancing.”

We keep dancing. The choreography shifts into the advance-and-retreat section. I step forward; he steps back. He advances; I yield. It’s a push and pull that should feel like conflict but doesn’t.

This is what we’ve been doing all along, I realize. Testing each other’s boundaries. Pushing and pulling. Trying to figure out where we fit.

The music continues to build, and I become aware of something strange—I can feel him. Not just physical points of contact between us but something deeper. His nervousness. His hope. His fear that I’ll pull away.

I can feel his emotions.

That’s definitely not possible. I try to focus on the steps, but the sensation intensifies. It’s like our hearts have somehow synchronized, beating in tandem, and through that connection I can sense everything he’s feeling.

Uncertainty. Longing. A fierce, protective tenderness that makes my chest ache. And beneath it all, bright and terrifying—love.

He wasn’t lying. The realization hits me like a wave. He actually meant it.

The lights flicker violently. The music continues, but with the part of my brain that’s still capable of noticing things I notice that Mal’s phone is no longer playing. The screen is dark and the speakers are silent, but the music keeps going.

“What—”

“Don’t stop.”

We don’t stop.

The final section of the dance begins. The Accord. The choreography calls for us to meet in the center, but the version on the parchment doesn’t capture what it actually feels like. This isn’t just two bodies moving together—it’s two souls reaching for each other across an impossible distance.

We come together slowly. Each step deliberate. Each breath synchronized. When we finally stop moving, we’re closer than we’ve ever been during practice—close enough that I can feel his heart pounding against my chest, close enough to count his eyelashes, close enough to see the red glow beginning to edge his irises.

“Isadora.” His voice is rough. “I need to tell you something.”

“I know.”

“You can’t possibly⁠—”

“I can feel it.” I press my hand flat against his chest, over his heart. “I don’t know how, but I can feel everything you’re feeling. The dance... it did something.”

His eyes search mine. “And?”

“And I...” The words stick in my throat. Say it. Just say it.

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“I’m falling in love with you too.”

The admission hangs in the air between us, shimmering like heat waves. I watch his expression shift from hope to disbelief to something so raw and vulnerable it makes my breath catch.

“You’re sure?” He sounds almost afraid to ask.

“I’ve never been less sure of anything in my life.” I laugh, slightly hysterical. “Which is somehow exactly why I know it’s true.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I know.” I lift my other hand to his face, cradling his jaw. “Since when does anything about us make sense?”

He laughs too—a broken, beautiful sound—and then he’s kissing me.

The music surges around us, even though no device is playing it. The lights pulse in time with our heartbeats. The air itself seems to sparkle, charged with something ancient and powerful and alive.

I don’t know how long we stand there, wrapped in each other, lost in the impossible magic of the moment. Long enough for the music to fade. Long enough for the lights to steady. Long enough for the humming energy in the air to settle into a warm, contented glow.

When we finally pull apart, the studio looks exactly the same as it always has. Except it doesn’t. Everything looks the same, but everything feels different. There’s a charge in the air that wasn’t there before—a sense of potential, of something waiting to unfold.

“What just happened?” I whisper.

Mal looks at me with something like wonder in his eyes.

“I have no idea,” he admits. “But I think it was supposed to.”

“Is that a demon thing?”

“It might be an us thing.”

An us thing.

I realize, with something like amazement, that there is an “us” now. Whatever this is—whatever we’re becoming—it’s real.

“The Dance of Accord,” I say slowly. “Is it part of the contract? Is that why you want to perform it at the Showcase?”

“It’s one of the conditions, yes. An ancient ritual dance performed before witnesses. The magic responds to genuine feelings—it can’t be faked.”

The lights flickering. The music playing from nowhere. The way I could feel his emotions bleeding into mine.

“That’s why it was so...”

“Intense, yes. The dance was testing us. Testing whether our connection is real.”

“And is it?”

The question comes out softer than I intended. Vulnerable. The kind of question I’d never normally ask, because the answer might devastate me.

His eyes meet mine steadily.

“For me, yes. Every moment of it. Every touch, every stolen glance, every argument about timing and footwork and whether you should let me improvise more.” He laughs quietly. “Especially the arguments. You’re magnificent when you’re annoyed.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer I have.” He leans forward. “I can’t prove my feelings to you, Isadora. I can only tell you that they’re real. That I think about you constantly. That dancing with you is the first thing in three centuries that’s made me feel alive. That I’m more terrified of losing you than I am of what happens if the contract fails.”

“What does happen? If the contract fails?”

His jaw tightens. “Nothing you need to worry about.”

“Mal.”

“I mean it. My problems are my own. I won’t burden you with⁠—”

“That’s not how this works.” I stand up, frustration bubbling through me. “You can’t tell me you have feelings for me and then refuse to share what’s actually at stake. Either we’re in this together or we’re not.”

“We’re in this together. But some things⁠—”

“Are too dangerous? Too scary? Too what?”

He’s quiet for a long moment. When he speaks again, his voice is careful.

“If I don’t fulfill the contract’s conditions before the three-hundred-year mark, it becomes permanent. I remain bound to Azrael, the demon who holds my contract, forever. He can use me however he sees fit. Send me on whatever errands amuse him. Make me do things I’d rather not do.” A pause. “I have six months left.”

Six months.

“That’s why you came to Bellamy Cove.”

“I came to Bellamy Cove because I was running out of options. Two hundred and ninety-nine years of trying to fulfill impossible conditions, and I’d never gotten further than two stones. Most demons consider the escape clause a joke—something designed to look achievable while being functionally impossible.”

“But you’ve gotten four already. In just a few weeks.”

“I have you to thank for that.” He looks at me with an expression I can’t quite read. “You’re unlike anyone I’ve ever met, Isadora. Human or otherwise.”

I don’t know what to do with that. I don’t know what to do with the terrifying timeline hanging over his head.

“What’s the seventh invitation?” I ask. “The final one?”

Something flickers across his face. “I can’t tell you that.”

“Why not?”

“Because telling you would influence your choice. The contract forbids⁠—”

“Magical influence. You said. But just telling me⁠—”

“Would still be considered strategic manipulation, which the contract also prohibits.” He spreads his hands. “Believe me, I’ve spent centuries looking for loopholes. There aren’t any.”

“The Showcase,” I say, trying to ground myself in something practical. “Can we even perform that? In public?”

“Yes. Hopefully without...” He gestures vaguely at the still-tingling air. “Whatever that was.”

“But it happened because of the dance?”

“The Dance of Accord was designed to reveal truth. To strip away pretense.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “I suspect it only worked so dramatically because there was truth to reveal.”

Truth. My feelings for him. His feelings for me.

“So every time we perform it...”

“We’ll be admitting something. To each other. To whoever’s watching.” He pauses. “Is that okay?”

I think about it. About standing in front of judges and competitors and an audience, dancing a routine that essentially says I trust this person. I love this person. I’m choosing to be vulnerable with them.

A month ago, the thought would have terrified me.

“It’s okay,” I say. “It’s more than okay.”

His smile is sunrise breaking through clouds.

“We still need to do the tango,” I add quickly. “But there’s a free form section as well and we could do it then.”

“We should practice again,” he says. “Make sure we can control it. The last thing we need is for the lights to start flickering during the actual showcase.”

“That would be hard to explain.”

“‘Special effects’ only goes so far.”

I laugh, and he catches my hand, and we take our positions on opposite ends of the studio once more. The music doesn’t start but I swear I can hear it anyway. A faint melody, humming in the air between us.

We circle each other slowly. We extend our hands. We dance. And somewhere in the space between one heartbeat and the next, the lights begin to flicker again.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




“Mr. Mal! Mr. Mal!”

Three small bodies launch themselves across the studio floor before I can even finish demonstrating the basic box step. Amelia gets there first, wrapping her arms around Mal’s leg with the fierce determination of an octopus claiming a particularly interesting rock. Behind her, Charles and Oliver skid to a halt, apparently remembering some semblance of decorum.

“You came back!” Amelia’s voice carries enough pure joy to melt glaciers.

Mal looks down at the eight-year-old attached to his leg with an expression I can only describe as delighted bewilderment. “I did come back. I do that. Coming back is something I’m known for.”

“Miss Izzie said you might not come to kids’ class again because you’re busy with grown-up dancing.”

I absolutely did not say that. I said he had other commitments, which is entirely different and also not a lie I told specifically to manage children’s expectations in case my demon dance partner decided that honesty hour meant disappearing from my life entirely.

“Miss Izzie underestimated my devotion to this particular group of tiny humans.” Mal attempts to walk toward me, Amelia still firmly attached. He manages a reasonably dignified shuffle. “I brought snacks.”

The word “snacks” acts like a summoning spell. The remaining nine children in my Junior Ballroom class abandon their positions and swarm toward him, and I watch my carefully organized lesson dissolve into chaos.

Three mothers and one grandmother are observing from the chairs along the wall. I can feel their attention shift from me to Mal and practically hear their mental calculations. Why is this ridiculously handsome man bringing my child organic fruit snacks?

Because of course they’re organic. I caught the label as he pulled them from his jacket pocket—some expensive brand I’ve seen at the fancy grocery store in town, the one where a single apple costs more than my usual lunch.

“Everyone, back to your positions,” I call out, but my heart isn’t in it.

Because Mal is currently crouched down to Amelia’s height, listening with apparent fascination as she explains her new light-up sneakers. His expression is patient and engaged in a way I wouldn’t have expected from a three-hundred-and-fifty-year-old chaos demon.

“They change colors,” Amelia says earnestly. “Pink and purple and blue.”

“Remarkable. Do they help you dance better?”

“Miss Izzie says shoes don’t make the dancer.” Amelia’s tone suggests she finds this philosophy questionable.

“Miss Izzie is very wise.” Mal glances up at me, and something warm passes between us. “Though I suspect those shoes are rather magical regardless.”

Magical. The word lands differently now.

“All right, munchkins.” I clap my hands. “Back to positions. Mr. Mal can observe, but we have work to do.”

The children groan but comply. Amelia reluctantly trudges back to her spot, casting mournful looks over her shoulder as if she’s being forced into exile. Mal straightens, brushing off his knees, and moves to stand beside the observation chairs. Jennifer, Amelia’s mother, immediately shifts to make room for him, and he sits down with the easy grace of someone who’s had three centuries to perfect social navigation.

“You’re Isadora’s dance partner,” Jennifer says. It’s not a question.

“Guilty as charged.”

“For the showcase.”

“Among other things.”

I can hear the subtext in his voice, the layered meaning meant for me. Among other things indeed.

“Okay, let’s review what we learned last week.” I position myself in the center of the room, pushing down the awareness of Mal’s gaze on my back. “Who remembers the three rules of ballroom?”

Twelve hands shoot up. Amelia’s waves so enthusiastically she nearly loses her balance.

“Amelia?”

“Posture! Partnership! Practice!”

“Excellent. And today we’re going to focus on partnership.” I gesture for them to pair up. “Find your dance buddy, please.”

Oliver gives Mal a quick glance but takes Emmalyn’s hand with more assurance than he’s ever shown before. The next thirty minutes pass in a blur of small feet and smaller attention spans. I correct posture, demonstrate hand positions, and remind Charles for the fourth time that stepping on your partner’s toes is not, in fact, a legitimate dance move.

Through it all, I feel Mal watching.

Not in a creepy way. More like... an anchoring presence. A warmth at the edges of my awareness that makes me stand taller, enunciate clearer, smile more easily. When Amelia finally executes a passable box step with her reluctant partner, I catch Mal’s eye across the room.

He’s grinning. Not the sharp, knowing grin he uses when he’s about to say something infuriating. Something softer. Something that makes my chest tight.

This is what it could look like.

The thought unfurls in my mind like a flower opening to sunlight. A future. A partnership that extends beyond the dance floor. Saturday mornings with children’s classes while he sits in the corner, dispensing organic snacks and patient attention. Evening rehearsals that end with dinner together. Ordinary moments made extraordinary by the fact that he’s in them.

I stumble over my own feet.

“Miss Izzie, are you okay?” Emmalyn’s concern is touching.

“Fine. Just demonstrating what happens when you don’t pay attention to your footwork.”

Mal’s soft laugh reaches me from across the room, and I know he saw. I know he knows exactly why I faltered.

Three hundred and fifty years old, I remind myself. An actual demon with contract complications and an uncertain future.

But my heart doesn’t seem interested in the reminder.

Class ends at three. Parents collect their children, shower me with compliments about their babies’ progress, and shoot curious glances at Mal. He handles the attention gracefully, deflecting questions about his relationship to the studio with vague charm.

“He’s helping with the showcase,” I explain to Jennifer, who seems particularly determined to categorize him.

“The one in September?”

“Yes.”

“My sister-in-law is on the planning committee. She says there are a lot of contestants this year.” Jennifer’s eyes narrow slightly. “Must be serious, whatever you two are working on.”

“Very serious,” Mal agrees, appearing at my elbow. “Isadora is an exacting taskmaster.”

“I prefer ‘demanding perfectionist.’“

“Tomato, tomahto.”

Jennifer looks between us with the expression of a woman who knows she’s missing something but can’t quite figure out what. Finally, she collects Amelia and heads out, leaving Mal and me alone in the suddenly quiet studio.

The silence stretches.

“You’re good with the children,” I say finally.

“Tiny humans are underrated.” He shrugs. “They haven’t learned to hide yet. Everything’s on the surface. Refreshing, after centuries of navigating adult deceptions.”

“Is that what you’ve been doing? Navigating deceptions?”

He meets my eyes. “Fewer than you might think, these past weeks.”

I want to ask what that means. I want to push, to understand exactly where the lines of his honesty fall.

“I was thinking about dinner,” I say instead.

“Always an excellent thing to think about.”

“At my place. Tonight.” My heart hammers against my ribs. “If you’re free.”

Something shifts in his expression. The playful mask slips, just for a moment, revealing the hope underneath.

“I’m free.”

“Good.” I turn away, busying myself with tidying the speakers. “Seven o’clock. Don’t be late.”

“Isadora.”

His voice stops me. I turn back.

He’s standing in the middle of my studio, sunlight streaming through the windows and catching the edges of his hair. He looks human. Entirely, completely human. But I know better now.

“You’re a remarkable person.” He says it simply, without his usual dramatic flair. “I want you to know that. Whatever happens with the contract, whatever decisions you make, however this ends—you’re remarkable. And I’m grateful for every moment you’ve given me.”

The words settle into my chest like warm honey.

“Seven o’clock,” I repeat, because I don’t know what else to say. “Don’t be late.”

He’s not late. He arrives at 6:52 with wine, flowers, and an expression of careful neutrality that I’ve learned to recognize as his attempt to manage expectations.

“You didn’t have to bring anything.”

“I’m three hundred and fifty years old. Certain manners are ingrained.” He holds out the flowers—a beautiful arrangement of deep purple dahlias and silvery eucalyptus. “These reminded me of you.”

“Purple flowers remind you of me?”

“The contrast. Soft petals and sharp leaves. Beautiful and a little bit dangerous.”

I take the bouquet, hiding my burning cheeks behind the blooms. “I’ll find a vase.”

As I arrange the flower, Mal wanders over to examine the row of photographs.

“This is you?” He’s studying a faded photograph of a teenage me in full competition regalia.

“National Junior Latin champion. Sixteen years old.”

“You were serious even then.”

“My mother didn’t raise quitters.”

He glances at me. “Your mother?”

“She taught me to dance. She als ran the studio before me and passed it down when she retired.” I keep my voice light. “She had... high expectations.”

“Had?”

“Still has, technically. She lives upstate. We talk occasionally.” About the studio. About my failure to live up to her standards. About why I haven’t won any major competitions in five years.

I don’t say that part out loud.

Mal, blessedly, doesn’t push. He just nods and continues his examination of my living space, pausing at the bookshelf.

“Romance novels.”

“Is that a question or an observation?”

“An observation. You have... quite a collection.”

“They’re research.”

“Research.”

“For understanding emotional dynamics and character motivation.” I’m blushing again. “They’re well-written.”

“I’m not judging.” He pulls one from the shelf, and examines the cover which features a shirtless man clutching a windswept woman against a stormy backdrop. “Interesting research material.”

“That one’s actually quite good. The protagonist is a marine biologist who discovers that the mysterious reclusive millionaire buying the land next to her research station is actually a selkie.”

“A selkie.”

“A seal shapeshifter.”

“I know what a selkie is.” He’s grinning now, that infuriating, delighted grin. “I’m just surprised to learn that my practical, disciplined dance instructor reads paranormal romance novels.”

“They’re popular for a reason.”

“I’m sure they are.”

“The market research shows⁠—”

“Isadora.” He steps closer, still holding the book. “I’m not making fun of you. I think it’s charming.”

“I’m not trying to be charming.”

“I know. That’s what makes it charming.”

We’re standing very close now. Close enough that I can see the faint sparks of red in his eyes—not his demon form emerging, just the subtle tell I’d noticed and dismissed so many times before.

“Dinner,” I say, stepping back. “I made pasta.”

“Pasta sounds wonderful.”

The meal is simple—garlic bread, a green salad, penne with homemade marinara sauce. Nothing fancy. I’m not trying to impress him.

Liar, whispers a voice in my head. I spent two hours on that sauce.

Mal eats like a man who’s been alive for centuries and learned to appreciate every meal. He compliments the food sincerely, asks about the recipe, tells me about a trattoria in Florence where he once spent three months learning Italian cuisine from a woman who turned out to be a witch.

“A witch?”

“A hedge witch. Minor powers but an excellent cook.” He tears a piece of garlic bread. “I still use her tomato sauce recipe.”

“Do you miss them? The people you’ve known?”

He considers the question seriously. “Some. There was a poet in Vienna. A shipwright in Rotterdam. A teacher in Morocco who helped me learn Arabic calligraphy.”

“You speak Arabic?”

“Among other languages. I’ve had a lot of time to learn.” He meets my eyes. “I miss them sometimes. The ones who saw me clearly. There weren’t many.”

The ones who knew what he was, I realize. The ones who didn’t run.

“And now?”

“Now there’s you.”

The words hang in the air between us.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I say quietly. “I mean—unless you do something unforgivable, like criticize my teaching methods or step on my feet during the showcase.”

He laughs. “Duly noted.”

We finish dinner and clean up together in a comfortable rhythm that already feels practiced even though it’s only the second time we’ve done this. A domestic choreography that requires no instruction.

When the last dish is put away, he turns to me.

“I should probably go.”

“Probably.”

“It’s getting late.”

“It is.”

“And you have an early class tomorrow.”

“Seven AM. Seniors’ stretch and sway.”

He nods and takes a step toward the door, then stops.

“Unless...”

I know what he’s going to say. I know what he’s offering.

“Stay,” I say before he can finish. “I’m not suggesting... Just stay. Tonight.”

His expression softens. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure I don’t want you to leave. The rest...” I shrug, trying for casual and probably landing somewhere around desperately vulnerable. “We can figure out the rest.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Okay.” He takes my hand, his fingers warm and steady. “I’ll stay.”

Mal emerges from the bathroom in a pair of sweatpants I’d inherited from a long ago college boyfriend and kept because they’d been worn impossibly soft. His chest is bare because I couldn’t find a shirt that would fit him, and I’m trying very hard not to stare at the impressive muscles and the way the lamplight catches the planes of his torso.

My bed is a queen which is just barely large enough for two, especially when one of those two is over six feet of chaos demon. He sits on the edge of the bed, then lies back carefully, as if he’s afraid of taking up too much space. The mattress dips under his weight. We’re both staring at the ceiling.

“This is strange,” I admit.

“Very strange.”

“I’ve never done this before.”

“Shared a bed?”

“Shared a bed without...” I gesture vaguely. “You know.”

“Ah.” He turns his head to look at me. “Is it disappointing?”

Yes and no. What happened on the couch had been amazing and part of me desperately wants to repeat it. But the other part of me...

“It feels...” I search for the right word. “Significant.”

“Significant how?”

“I don’t know. It just feels like we’re crossing a threshold. Not a physical one. An emotional one.” I turn to face him, tucking my hands under my pillow. “Does that make sense?”

“More than you know.” His voice is soft in the darkness. “I’ve been alive for more than three centuries, Isadora. I’ve experienced... a great deal. But I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve shared a bed with someone without an ulterior motive.”

“Ulterior motive?”

“Sex. Manipulation. Gathering intelligence. Waiting for my target to fall asleep so I could search their belongings.” He grimaces. “I wasn’t always a nice person, especially when I was obeying Azrael’s orders.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m lying in your bed because you asked me to stay, and all I want is to be here. No agenda. No plan.” His hand finds mine under the covers. “Just... here.”

Our fingers interlock. His palm is warm against mine.

“Tell me something,” I say. “Something true.”

He’s quiet for a moment, and when he speaks, his voice is barely above a whisper.

“I’m terrified.”

“Of what?”

“Of this. Of you. Of how much I care about the outcome.” His thumb traces circles on the back of my hand. “The contract has dominated my existence for three centuries. It’s been my purpose, my obsession, my reason for everything. And now...”

“Now?”

“Now I’m not sure I care whether I break it. Not if it means losing you.”

The admission hangs in the air, fragile and enormous.

“You won’t lose me.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I know I’m choosing to be here. Right now. That’s what I know.” I squeeze his hand. “The rest we’ll figure out.”

He’s quiet for a long moment. Then he shifts closer, and I feel the heat of his body along my side, the gentle pressure of his head against my shoulder.

“I haven’t slept beside anyone in decades,” he murmurs. “I may have forgotten how.”

“It’s easy. You just... close your eyes. Stop thinking.”

“The stopping thinking part is challenging.”

“Tell me about it.”

A soft laugh vibrates against my skin. “We’re both terrible at this, aren’t we?”

“Completely terrible.”

“Good. I’d hate to be the only one.”

Silence settles over us, comfortable and warm. His breathing slows, evens out. I listen to it, letting the rhythm anchor me. Right now, all that matters is the demon in my bed, his hand in mine, his breath soft against my shoulder. Two people who have no business being together, choosing each other anyway.

I close my eyes and let sleep pull me under.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




“No, no—that’s okay, Maya. Let’s try again.”

Maya stares at her feet like they’ve personally betrayed her, her lower lip trembling dangerously. She’s tangled herself so thoroughly that her left foot is somehow behind her right ankle, a position that defies both anatomy and the basic box step I’ve been teaching for the past twenty minutes.

“I can’t do it.” Her voice wobbles. “I keep going the wrong way.”

“Everyone goes the wrong way at first.” I crouch down to her level, ignoring the protest from my knees. “Do you know how many times I stepped on my partner’s feet when I was learning?”

“How many?”

“About a million.” Slight exaggeration. Possibly. My mother kept count for a while, before she decided the numbers were too depressing to track. “The secret is that mistakes are just practice in disguise.”

Maya considers this philosophy with the gravity of a Supreme Court justice evaluating constitutional law.

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“It will someday. For now, let’s untangle your feet.”

I guide her back to starting position, my hands gentle on her small shoulders. She’s all gangly limbs and fierce determination, and she reminds me painfully of myself at that age. Too serious. Too hard on herself. Too convinced that anything less than perfection meant failure.

I’m projecting, I tell myself. She’s just a kid who stepped wrong.

But I see the way her jaw sets and the way her eyes dart toward the observation chairs where her grandmother sits with an expression of mild disappointment. I know that look. I grew up under that look.

“Let’s count together,” I say. “One, two, three—one, two, three⁠—”

Maya moves through the steps, hesitant but correct. Her feet land where they should. Her weight shifts at the right moment.

“See? You’ve got it.”

“I didn’t mess up?”

“Not even a little.”

The smile that breaks across her face is worth every moment of patience. She bounces back to her partner—poor Charles, who’s been stoically enduring his role as human practice dummy—and they resume their wobbly waltz.

I straighten up, pressing a hand to the small of my back, and catch Bianca’s eye across the studio. She’s manning the front desk, ostensibly handling registration paperwork, but I know she’s been watching.

She mouths something at me.

I squint. What?

She mimes looking at her phone.

Oh.

Right. The text. The text I’ve been avoiding for the past two hours, the one that’s been burning a hole in my pocket like a radioactive coal.

My mother’s birthday party. One week away. Mandatory attendance required, naturally—Carmen Solis doesn’t make requests, she issues summons. This year’s celebration is being held at the Bellamy Cove Country Club, because of course it is, and the guest list apparently includes everyone my mother has ever met, charmed, or intimidated into social obligation.

The text itself was simple.

Mom: Confirming your attendance for the 15th. Plus one?

Plus one.

Two words. Such simple words. Words that have been rattling around my skull since 7:43 this morning, disrupting my focus, tangling my thoughts, making me snap at inanimate objects.

“Miss Izzie?” Amelia tugs at my practice skirt. “Are you okay? You look funny.”

“I’m fine, sweetheart. Just thinking.”

“About Mr. Mal?”

I choke on nothing. “What? No. Why would you—what makes you think⁠—”

“He makes you smile different.” Amelia delivers this observation with the devastating accuracy of a child who hasn’t yet learned tact. “Like this.” She demonstrates, pulling her mouth into an exaggerated dreamy expression.

“I do not look like that.”

“You kinda do,” Maya offers helpfully, abandoning her practice to join the conversation. “My mom says Mr. Mal is Miss Izzie’s boyfriend.”

“Mr. Mal is my dance partner.”

“But you kiss him.”

“I—” How do they know about that? “That’s not⁠—”

“Madison saw you,” Sophie says. “Through the window. She said you were eating his face.”

I’m going to kill Madison. Whoever Madison is.

“Okay, everyone back to practice.” I clap my hands with perhaps more force than necessary. “We have fifteen minutes left and I want to see improvement.”

The children scatter, giggling. I can feel heat climbing my cheeks and feel Bianca’s smirk boring into my back from across the room.

Eating his face. Honestly.

Although—and I will never, ever admit this out loud—the description isn’t entirely inaccurate. That last kiss had been... enthusiastic.

I shake off the memory and focus on corrections. Oliver’s frame needs work. The twins are going the wrong direction again. Amelia is doing something interpretive that bears no resemblance to any waltz I’ve ever seen.

But my mind keeps drifting.

Plus one.

Mal, at my mother’s birthday party. Mal, meeting Carmen Solis. Mal, subjected to the particular brand of elegant scrutiny that my mother deploys like a precision weapon.The thought should terrify me. It does terrify me, in a distant, theoretical way. But underneath the terror is something else. Something that feels suspiciously like... want.

I want him there.

The realization hits me like a missed step—sudden, disorienting, and impossible to ignore. I want Mal beside me when I walk into that country club. I want his hand at the small of my back, his voice in my ear, and his steady presence anchoring me against the storm of maternal judgment.

When did that happen?

The flood? The children’s dance class? Or simply waking up this morning with his arm draped across my waist, his breath warm against my neck, and his face soft with sleep. He’d looked human. Vulnerable. Mine.

That last thought had terrified me so thoroughly that I’d pretended to still be asleep until he stirred, then performed an elaborate charade of just waking up, as if I hadn’t been lying there for twenty minutes cataloging the way morning light caught the planes of his face.

“Miss Izzie?”

I blink. Maya is standing in front of me, head tilted.

“Class is over.”

It is. The music has stopped. Parents are filtering in through the door. I’ve been standing in the middle of the studio like a statue, lost in thought while children danced around me.

Get it together, Izzie.

“Right. Yes. Good work today, everyone.” I clap my hands again, pulling on my professional smile. “Remember to practice at home. Same time next week.”

The exodus begins. Children collect belongings. Parents exchange pleasantries. Bianca handles checkout with her usual efficiency while shooting me meaningful looks that I steadfastly ignore.

By 3:15, the studio is empty except for the two of us.

“So,” Bianca says.

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

“I was about to ask if you’ve responded to your mother yet.” She perches on the front desk, swinging her legs. “Totally work-related inquiry.”

“I’m still deciding.”

“Deciding if you’re going, or deciding if you’re bringing your hot demon boyfriend?”

I wince. I haven’t discussed Mal’s... nature with Bianca. But she’s observant, and the incident with Nix during children’s class was hard to explain away as a “trained exotic pet.”

“He’s not my boyfriend.”

“He slept at your place last night.”

“How do you—” I stop. Small town. Of course she knows. “It wasn’t like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like what you’re thinking.”

Bianca’s eyebrows climb. “You had a gorgeous man in your bed and you just slept?”

“Is that so hard to believe?”

“From you? Yes. Isadora Solis, who schedules bathroom breaks and hasn’t taken a day off in three years? Yes, it is extremely hard to believe that you’d waste a perfectly good overnight guest on actual sleeping.”

“It wasn’t a waste,” I snap, then do my best to soften my voice. “It was... nice.”

The eyebrows climb higher. “Nice.”

“Shut up.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Your face is saying plenty.”

Bianca’s expression softens into something approaching genuine affection. “Izzie. Bring him to the party.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Sure it is. ‘Mal, would you like to come to my mother’s birthday party?’ See? Simple.”

“You’ve never met my mother.”

“I’ve heard enough.” She hops off the desk. “Look, I know Carmen is... a lot. But you’ve been dreading this party for weeks, and now you have someone who actually wants to be in your corner. Why wouldn’t you take advantage of that?”

“Because...” I trail off, searching for the real answer beneath all the rationalizations. “Because it means something. Introducing him to her. It makes us real in a way that’s hard to take back.”

“And that’s bad?”

“It’s terrifying.”

Bianca considers me for a long moment. Then she reaches out and squeezes my arm.

“Terror isn’t the same as wrong,” she says quietly. “Sometimes the scariest things are the best ones.”

She heads toward the back office before I can respond, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the faint scent of children’s fruit snacks.

A short time later Mal arrives for our afternoon practice session. He’s wearing dark jeans and a charcoal Henley that does unreasonable things to his shoulders, and he’s carrying two cups from the coffee shop down the street.

“Cortado, one sugar,” he says, handing me one. “And before you ask, yes, I remembered that you only take sugar on Tuesdays and Thursdays when you have back-to-back classes.”

I stare at him. “How do you know my coffee schedule?”

“I pay attention.” He says it simply, without pride or expectation. “Also, Bianca may have mentioned it.”

“Bianca has a big mouth.”

“Bianca is a treasure and I’ve already promised her backstage passes to something appropriately impressive as a thank-you gift.”

“Backstage passes to what?”

“I’ll figure that out later. The important thing is the gesture.” He sips his own drink—something dark and complicated that probably has a pretentious name. “You look stressed.”

“I’m not stressed.”

“Your shoulders are approximately three inches higher than normal and there’s a tension line between your eyebrows that I’ve learned to associate with impending disaster.”

“You’re observant.”

“I’m interested.” He sets down his cup and moves closer. “What’s wrong?”

The direct question catches me off guard. I’ve spent so long deflecting and minimizing that genuine concern feels like a foreign language.

“My mother’s birthday party,” I hear myself say.

“The famous Carmen Solis.”

“You know about her?”

“Bianca mentioned her too. Also, there’s a portrait of her in your office that radiates intimidation.” He tilts his head. “When is it?”

“Next week. The fifteenth.”

“And this is causing tension because...?”

Because she’ll judge me. Because nothing I do is ever good enough. Because she’ll find some way to make me feel small even as she smiles for photographs and accepts compliments on her accomplished daughter.

“Because she asked if I’m bringing someone.”

Understanding dawns in his eyes. “Ah.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Family usually is.”

“She’s not—” I stop, frustrated by my own inability to articulate. “My mother loves me. I know she does. She just shows it in ways that feel more like evaluation than affection.”

“The eternal pursuit of perfection.”

“Something like that.”

Mal is quiet for a moment. Then he reaches out and takes my hand, his thumb tracing circles on my palm.

“I could come with you.”

My heart stutters. “What?”

“To the party. If you wanted.” His voice is careful, neutral. “I clean up reasonably well, I’m told. And I have centuries of experience navigating difficult social situations.”

“Mal—”

“I’m not pressuring you. It’s an offer, not an obligation. But if having someone in your corner would make it easier...” He shrugs. “I’d like to be that someone.”

I stare at him. At this chaos demon who showed up in my studio with terrible technique and too much money, who somehow became my partner and the person whose presence in my bed felt like coming home.

“You’d willingly subject yourself to Carmen Solis?”

“I’ve faced elder demons, infernal bureaucrats, and a particularly aggressive basilisk in Constantinople. Your mother can’t be worse.”

“You haven’t met her.”

“I’m intrigued by the challenge.” A smile tugs at his mouth. “Besides, someone needs to be there to remind you that you’re extraordinary, regardless of her opinion.”

Extraordinary.

No one’s ever called me that. Talented, yes. Disciplined, certainly. Accomplished, in carefully measured terms. But never extraordinary.

“Okay,” I say.

His eyebrows rise. “Okay?”

“Yes. Okay. Come to the party with me.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want you to feel obligated just because I offered⁠—”

“Mal.” I squeeze his hand. “I’m asking you. Not because you offered, but because I want you there.”

Something shifts in his expression. Something raw and unguarded, a flicker of emotion so intense it takes my breath away.

And then I notice the bracelet. The leather cord with its seven stones, five of them now gleaming ruby-red in the afternoon light. Five. I count again, certain I must be wrong. There were four yesterday. Four rubies, three black stones. But now...

“Mal.”

He follows my gaze, and his jaw tightens.

“I know,” he says quietly.

“That’s five.”

“I know.”

“When I asked you to come to my mother’s party it counted as an invitation?”

“Apparently.”

I should be scared. We’re past the halfway point now, five of seven conditions met, and the contract approaching its culmination with every casual request I make. But all I feel is a strange sort of rightness, like pieces of a puzzle clicking into place.

“Two more,” I say.

“Two more.”

“And then?”

He meets my eyes. In the afternoon light, I can see the faint threads of red in his irises, the subtle tells of his nature that I’d missed for so long.

“And then we find out what the contract actually requires.” His voice is steady, but I hear the fear underneath. “I know I’ve been avoiding the full explanation. I know you have questions. But some of this I genuinely don’t know.” His grip on my hand tightens. “Whatever the final terms are, I won’t let them hurt you. I need you to know that. If completing the contract means⁠—”

“Stop.” I step closer, close enough to feel the heat of his body. “We’ll figure it out together. Isn’t that what partners do?”

“Partners.” He says the word like it’s precious, like it’s something to be protected.

“Dance partners. Life partners.” I shrug. “Whatever we are.”

“Whatever we are,” he echoes.

The silence stretches between us, warm and full of possibility. Then his expression shifts, and the familiar gleam returns to his eyes.

“So. This birthday party.”

“Yes?”

“Do I need to worry about poison in the hors d’oeuvres? Rivals to duel? Ancient family curses requiring navigation?”

“Just my mother.”

“Just your mother.” He nods gravely. “I’ll bring my best armor.”

“She’s not that bad.”

“Isadora. You’ve spent twenty minutes looking like you’re preparing for battle. She’s exactly that bad.”

“Fine. She’s exactly that bad. Are you reconsidering?”

“Not even slightly.” He lifts my hand to his lips and presses a kiss to my knuckles. “One week to prepare. I’ll be ready.”

“She’ll interrogate you.”

“I’ve been interrogated by better.”

“She’ll find flaws.”

“Everyone has flaws. Mine are particularly charming.”

“She’ll—” I stop, laughing despite myself. “You’re impossible.”

“Remarkably so.” He grins. “Now. Shall we practice? I believe we have a showcase to prepare for, and I’d rather not embarrass you in front of the entirety of Bellamy Cove.”

“You could never embarrass me.”

The words slip out before I can stop them, honest and raw, and his grin softens into something gentler.

“No,” he says quietly. “I don’t suppose I could.”

He leads me to the center of the floor, positions my hands, and adjusts my frame with the careful attention of someone who’s been paying attention to every lesson.

The music begins. And as we move together, the bracelet on his wrist catches the light—five rubies gleaming like promises, two black stones waiting to transform. Waiting for me to want something else. To need him for something else. To invite him deeper into my life.

What will trigger the sixth invitation?

For now, I don’t know. So for now, we dance.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




“You look stunning, by the way.”

Mal says it casually, one hand resting on the small of my back as we approach the entrance of the Bellamy Cove Country Club. His touch is warm through the silk of my dress—a champagne-colored number I’d agonized over for three days before finally admitting that yes, I was trying to impress my mother, and no, it wasn’t going to work regardless of what I wore.

“You’ve said that four times.”

“I’ll say it a fifth. You look⁠—”

“Stunning. Yes.” I pause at the carved double doors, my reflection staring back at me from the polished brass handles. “That’s not going to matter in approximately thirty seconds.”

“Your mother doesn’t appreciate aesthetic excellence?”

“My mother appreciates perfection. Everything else is just varying degrees of acceptable failure.”

The valet has already taken Mal’s car—a sleek black thing that had materialized three weeks ago and which I’d learned not to ask about. He’d insisted on driving, claiming that arriving in my sensible Honda would “undermine the carefully constructed air of mystery” he’d been cultivating.

I hadn’t argued. Arguing with Mal about dramatic gestures is like arguing with the tide about coming in.

“Ready?” he asks.

“No.”

“Good. Uncertainty keeps you sharp.” He squeezes my hip briefly. “I’ll be right beside you.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Isadora.” He turns me to face him, his dark eyes serious. “Whatever happens in there, I need you to remember something.”

“What?”

“You are extraordinary. Not because of her approval. Not because of your accomplishments. Not because of anything you’ve done or failed to do.” His thumb traces my jaw. “You simply are. And nothing she says can change that.”

My throat tightens. “Mal⁠—”

“Ready now?”

I take a breath. “As I’ll ever be.”

He opens the door.

The country club’s main ballroom has been transformed into a vision of elegant minimalism that screams Carmen Solis from every precisely placed flower arrangement. White orchids. Crystal chandeliers dimmed to that specific golden glow that photographs well. Servers in crisp black uniforms circulating with expensive champagne in crystal flutes

Approximately eighty people fill the space—old dance colleagues, local society figures, and a scattering of faces I vaguely recognize from childhood. My mother’s world, carefully curated to reflect her impeccable taste.

“Impressive,” Mal murmurs.

“She’s had sixty years to perfect her aesthetic.”

“Fifty-eight,” a familiar voice cuts in. “I do hope you’re not adding years to my age, Isadora.”

My mother emerges from a cluster of admirers like a queen accepting tribute. She’s wearing midnight blue silk that somehow manages to look both modest and devastating, with her dark hair swept up in a style that probably took two hours and appears effortlessly tossed together.

She’s beautiful. She’s always been beautiful.

“Happy birthday, Mother.” I step forward to accept the ritual air-kiss to each cheek. “You look wonderful.”

“I look tired. That new facialist was a mistake—far too heavy-handed with the serums.” Her gaze flicks over my dress, my hair, my makeup, cataloging and evaluating in the span of a heartbeat. “Champagne. Safe choice.”

And here we go.

“I thought it suited the occasion.”

“Mm.” Noncommittal. Already dismissive. “And this must be the mysterious plus-one I’ve been hearing about.”

She turns her attention to Mal, and I watch her perform the same instant assessment. But the cut of his suit is impeccable, his shoes are Italian and expensive, and he carries himself with an innate confidence. Her eyebrow goes up a fraction of an inch.

“Malachi Vexis.” He extends his hand with a smile that’s charming without being sycophantic. “It’s an honor to finally meet the woman who raised such an extraordinary daughter.”

Oh, he’s good.

My mother accepts the handshake, her rings glinting in the chandelier light.

“Vexis. I don’t recognize the name. What family?”

“Mediterranean, originally. We’ve been scattered for generations.” A perfectly vague answer that reveals nothing while sounding entirely reasonable. “These days I’m primarily involved in... acquisitions.”

“How interesting.” Translation: I’ll be investigating you thoroughly later. “And how did you meet my daughter?”

“Dance lessons, actually. Isadora was kind enough to take me on as a student despite my complete lack of natural ability.”

“You’re being modest.” The words escape before I can stop them. “He’s an excellent dancer.”

My mother’s eyebrow arches. “Is he? How fortunate. Perhaps you can demonstrate later.”

Trap. Definite trap.

“We’d be happy to,” Mal says smoothly. “Though of course, tonight is about you. I understand congratulations are in order. Fifty-eight years of gracing the world with your presence.”

The flattery lands exactly as intended. My mother’s expression warms by approximately half a degree.

“Charming,” she says. “I can see why Isadora is keeping you around.” She pats my arm in a gesture that’s almost affectionate. “Mingle, darling. There are people asking about you. The Watsons want to know when you’re competing again, and Mrs. Castellano’s granddaughter is apparently desperate for lessons.”

“I’ll make the rounds.”

“See that you do. First impressions matter, even at family gatherings.” She sweeps away toward another cluster of guests, midnight silk swirling.

I exhale slowly.

“That was...” Mal trails off.

“Round one. She’s warming up.”

“Warming up?”

“The birthday criticism doesn’t start until after the first round of champagne.” I grab a glass from a passing server. “Come on. Let’s get the social obligations over with.”

The next hour is a gauntlet of polite conversation and barely veiled interrogation.

How is the studio doing, dear? Are you still teaching children’s classes? Have you thought about expanding? Your mother mentioned the showcase—is it wise to compete when your business needs attention?

Each question carries an edge, a subtle implication that my choices are questionable, my priorities misaligned. I smile until my face aches and deliver the expected responses while Mal stands beside me, a steady presence that keeps me grounded.

He’s good at this, I realize. Better than good. He navigates the social minefield with the ease of someone who’s spent centuries dealing with far more dangerous conversations. His hand finds mine at exactly the right moments. His comments defuse tension without causing offense. He redirects conversations that are veering toward uncomfortable territory.

“Your daughter has transformed that studio,” he tells Mrs. Castellano with complete sincerity. “The children adore her. She has a gift for making even the most nervous students feel capable.”

“The Bellamy Cove Showcase will be remarkable this year,” he assures Mr. Watson. “Isadora’s choreography is unlike anything I’ve experienced. People will be talking about it for years.”

He’s defending me, I realize. Not overtly—nothing that would cause a scene—but persistently building a counter-narrative to whatever doubts these people have been harboring.

“Thank you,” I murmur during a rare quiet moment. “You don’t have to⁠—”

“I want to.” His eyes meet mine. “Everything I’ve said is true, by the way. I’m not performing for them.”

“Mal—”

“Isadora.” My mother’s voice cuts across the crowd. “A moment?”

I stiffen, and Mal’s hand tightens on mine.

“It’s fine,” I say, though I’m not sure if I’m reassuring him or myself. “I’ll be right back.”

My mother leads me through the French doors to the terrace, away from the crowd. The night air is cool against my heated skin, carrying the scent of the manicured gardens below.

“He’s quite the catch,” she says without preamble. “Handsome. Charming. Obviously wealthy.” A pause. “Where’s the flaw?”

“Excuse me?”

“No one is that perfect, Isadora. There’s always something lurking underneath.” She turns to face me, her expression unreadable. “What aren’t you telling me?”

He’s a three-hundred-and-fifty-year-old demon bound by an infernal contract that I’m apparently helping him escape.

“There’s nothing to tell. We met at the studio. We’re partners for the showcase.”

“Partners.” She says the word like it’s coated in something distasteful. “Is that what you’re calling it?”

“What would you prefer?”

“The truth would be refreshing.” Her eyes narrow. “You’re different with him. Softer. More distracted. I saw the way you looked at him during the Watson conversation—like you’d forgotten anyone else was in the room.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“Don’t.” Her voice sharpens. “Don’t insult my intelligence. I know what infatuation looks like, Isadora. I’ve seen enough of it in my students over the years. The question is whether you’re thinking clearly or letting your emotions compromise your judgment.”

The criticism lands exactly where it’s meant to—the soft vulnerable center of every fear I’ve been carrying.

“My judgment is fine.”

“Is it? The studio has been struggling for months. You’re entering a showcase that requires extensive preparation. And now you’re involved with a man who appeared out of nowhere with no verifiable background?” She shakes her head. “This isn’t like you. You’re usually so... controlled.”

Controlled. Like that’s a compliment.

“Maybe I’m tired of being controlled.”

The words slip out before I can stop them. My mother’s eyebrow arches again, and then her expression turns harder.

“Is that so?”

“I’ve spent my entire life trying to meet your standards. Every choice, every decision, filtered through the question of whether you’d approve.” My voice is shaking. I can’t seem to stop it. “And you know what I’ve learned? It doesn’t matter. Nothing I do will ever be good enough.”

“Isadora—”

“No.” I hold up a hand. “I’m not finished. The studio is fine. Better than fine—we’ve had more enrollment this quarter than the past two years combined. The showcase is going to be spectacular. And Mal?” I take a breath. “Mal is the best thing that’s happened to me in years. He sees me. Not what I can accomplish or what I should be achieving. Just me. And I’m not going to apologize for wanting that.”

Silence.

My mother stares at me like she’s seeing someone unfamiliar. A stranger wearing her daughter’s face.

“Well,” she says finally. “That was quite a speech.”

“I meant every word.”

“I’m sure you did.” She turns away, looking out over the darkened gardens. “You’ve always had passion, Isadora. It’s what made you a good dancer. But passion without discipline is just chaos.”

“Maybe chaos isn’t always bad.”

A pause. “Perhaps,” she adds unexpectedly, and I blink.

“What?”

“I said perhaps.” She still won’t look at me. “Your father was chaos incarnate. Brilliant and impossible and utterly incapable of following anyone’s expectations. I spent years trying to change him before I realized that was what I loved about him.”

My father. She never talks about my father. He died when I was three in a car accident on a rainy highway, and my mother sealed that chapter of her life so thoroughly that even photographs feel forbidden.

“Mother—”

“I see him in you sometimes.” Her voice is soft in a way I’ve rarely heard. “That same spark. That same refusal to be contained. I thought—” She stops. “I thought if I pushed you hard enough, you wouldn’t make his mistakes. You’d learn discipline. Control. You’d be better.”

“Better at what?”

“Surviving.” She turns to face me, and for the first time, I see the cracks in her armor. The exhaustion. The fear she’s been carrying for decades. “I’ve been so afraid of losing you the way I lost him. To recklessness. To passion. To choices made without considering consequences.”

“I’m not Dad.”

“No. You’re not.” A ghost of a smile. “You’re stronger than he was. More stubborn, certainly. You got that from me.”

I don’t know what to say. Twenty-eight years of criticism and impossible standards, and beneath it all—fear. Love twisted by grief and terror.

“I’m happy,” I say quietly. “For the first time in years, I’m actually happy.”

“Because of him?”

“Partly. But mostly because I finally stopped waiting for your permission.” I reach out and touch her arm. “I love you, Mother. But I can’t keep living for your approval.”

Her hand covers mine. Her fingers are cool and familiar.

“I know,” she says. “I’ve always known. I just...” She shakes her head. “You should go back inside. Your partner is probably wondering where you’ve disappeared to.”

“Will you be okay?”

“I’m Carmen Solis.” The armor slides back into place, but something’s different underneath. “I’m always okay.”

Mal is waiting just inside the French doors, his expression carefully neutral in a way that tells me he’s been watching through the glass.

“Everything all right?”

“I’m not sure.” I take his hand, needing the contact. “But maybe it will be.”

His fingers intertwine with mine. “Do you want to leave?”

“No.” The answer surprises me. “I want to dance.”

His eyebrows rise. “Here? Now?”

“My mother mentioned demonstrating. Might as well give the people what they want.” I smile, and it feels genuine. “Besides, I hear you’re an excellent dancer.”

“I learned from the best.”

We make our way to the center of the ballroom. A few people notice, conversations trailing off, and heads turning. I catch my mother watching from near the bar, champagne glass in hand.

Mal signals to the string quartet in the corner. They exchange glances, then launch into a waltz—slow and elegant, exactly right.

“Ready?” he asks, positioning my hands.

“Always.”

We begin to move. The crowd fades away. The criticism, the impossible standards, the decades of pressure—all of it dissolves as we sweep across the floor. Mal leads with confidence, his eyes never leaving mine, his body moving in perfect synchronicity with my own.

This is what I was afraid to want. Not perfection. Not approval. Just the simple joy of moving with someone who sees you and accepts you just as you are.

When the music fades, there’s genuine applause, but I barely hear it. Mal leans close, his lips brushing my ear.

“Your mother is smiling.”

I glance toward the bar. Carmen is watching us with an expression I’ve never seen before. Acceptance.

“Miracles do happen,” I murmur.

“I told you.” He pulls back, grinning. “I’m very charming.”

“Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Too late.” He kisses my forehead. “Thank you for inviting me.”

“Thank you for being here.”

For being in my corner. For defending me. For reminding me what I’m worth.

The words stay unspoken, but his eyes tell me he hears them anyway.

The rest of the evening passes in a warm blur. More conversations, more champagne, more dancing. But something has shifted. The weight I’ve been carrying feels lighter and the impossible standards less crushing.

By the time we leave, it’s nearly midnight. My mother catches us at the door, pulling me into a hug that lasts longer than protocol demands.

“Drive safe,” she says. “And Isadora?”

“Yes?”

“Bring him to dinner after the showcase. I’d like to know him better.”

It’s not an apology. Carmen Solis doesn’t apologize. But it’s something. A start.

“I will,” I say.

Mal opens the car door for me, and I slide into the leather seat with a sigh.

“Well?” he asks, settling behind the wheel. “Verdict on the evening?”

“Exhausting. Emotional. Unexpectedly cathartic.” I reach across and take his hand. “And I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“You could have.” He squeezes my fingers. “But I’m glad you didn’t have to.”

The engine purrs to life.

“Take me home?” I ask.

“Always.”

And as the country club disappears in the rearview mirror, I realize that home isn’t a place at all. It’s whoever’s holding your hand when the night gets dark.


CHAPTER NINETEEN




The cottage is dark when Mal drops me off, but I don’t bother turning on the lights.

Sleep won’t come tonight. I can feel it in the restless energy humming beneath my skin, the thoughts spinning too fast for stillness. The conversation with my mother keeps replaying—her words, her face, the crack in her armor that I never expected to see.

I’ve been so afraid of losing you the way I lost him.

I kick off my heels and let them land wherever they fall. The champagne dress follows, pooling on the floor in a way that would have horrified me three months ago. Now I just step over it, pulling on leggings and an old tank top that’s more holes than fabric.

The studio key is cold in my palm.

I shouldn’t go. It’s nearly one in the morning. I have a children’s class at nine and a mountain of paperwork that won’t complete itself. Going to the studio now is impractical, irresponsible, exactly the kind of undisciplined behavior my mother would⁠—

Stop.

I grab my jacket and head out into the night.

The Solis School of Dance looks different in darkness.

Without the lights, without the music, without the constant stream of students and parents and responsibilities, it transforms into something quieter and more intimate. The hardwood floors gleam faintly in the moonlight filtering through the windows, and the mirrors become silver portals to some shadowed alternate world.

I don’t turn on the overhead lights. Instead, I move to the old stereo in the corner—the one I keep for emergencies when the Bluetooth speaker decides to stage a rebellion—and flip through the stack of CDs I’ve been meaning to donate for years.

My fingers pause on a worn case. The Very Best of Soul Classics.

Dad’s favorite.

I don’t remember him, not really. Just fragments—warm hands lifting me, deep laughter that rumbled like thunder, a voice humming melodies that my three-year-old self couldn’t name but recognized as safe.

My mother never played this music after he died. She switched to classical, to structured rhythms and precise compositions that left no room for improvisation or emotion.

I slide the disc into the player and hit shuffle. The first notes of “At Last” fill the studio, and something inside me unclenches.

I don’t warm up. Don’t stretch or mark through positions or think about technique. I just... move. No choreography. No counts. No voice in my head cataloging every flaw, every imperfection, every deviation from the precise form I’ve spent decades perfecting.

Just movement.

The music swells, and I let it carry me across the floor. My bare feet whisper against the hardwood. My arms float up, out, around in shapes that have no names, no technical classifications. I spin not because the choreography demands it but because spinning feels good in a way I’d forgotten existed.

Etta James croons about finally finding love, and I dance like no one is watching.

This is what I lost.

Somewhere between my first competition and my thousandth critique, between my mother’s expectations and my own relentless drive for perfection, I lost the simple joy of movement. Dancing became achievement. A means to an end that kept shifting further away no matter how hard I reached.

But here, now, alone in the dark with my father’s music and my mother’s words still echoing in my ears, I remember.

I remember being three years old and spinning in circles until I collapsed, dizzy and laughing.

I remember being seven and making up dances to the radio, not caring if my feet were in the right position.

I remember the moment when dancing stopped being play and became work—when the first judge’s score replaced the simple pleasure of moving my body through space.

Tears sting my eyes, but I don’t stop. The music shifts into something slow and aching that I don’t recognize, and my movements change with it. Slower now. My hands trace patterns in the air that feel like like a confession, like finally exhaling after holding my breath for twenty-five years.

I am not perfect.

I will never be perfect.

And that’s okay.

The realization breaks something open inside me. All the armor I’ve been wearing, all the walls I’ve been building, all the impossible standards I’ve been using to measure my worth—they crack and crumble, leaving me raw and exposed and terrifyingly free.

I dance through the ruins.

I don’t hear the door open. Don’t hear the footsteps cross the threshold or pause at the edge of the dance floor. I’m too lost in the music, too absorbed in the cathartic release of movement without purpose.

But I feel him.

That particular awareness that’s developed over weeks of partnered practice, of bodies learning each other’s rhythms and spaces and silent communications. I feel Mal watching me before I see him, and for a single terrifying moment, I want to stop. I want to straighten up and pretend this was all carefully planned, all part of some sophisticated artistic expression.

Instead, I keep dancing.

The music fades into the next track—”A Change Is Gonna Come”—and I let Sam Cooke’s voice wrap around me like a blanket. My movements stay loose, organic, nothing like the precise technique I’ve drilled into my body over decades.

When I finally turn, Mal is standing just inside the doorway.

He’s still in his suit from the party, though the jacket is gone and his sleeves are rolled to his elbows. His hair is disheveled in a way that suggests he’s been running his hands through it, and his expression...

I can’t read his expression which is unusual. Mal’s emotions are typically broadcast across his face like a neon sign—amusement, frustration, desire, all of it visible and deliberate. But right now, he’s looking at me like he’s never seen me before.

“How long have you been there?”

“Long enough.” His voice is rough. “I saw the lights were on when I drove past. I wanted to make sure everything was alright.”

“The lights aren’t on.”

“I know.” A pause. “But I can see in the dark.”

Right. Demon. I keep forgetting.

“I couldn’t sleep,” I say, though he didn’t ask. “After everything tonight, I just needed to move.”

“You should do this more often.”

“Do what?”

“Dance like that.” He takes a slow step forward. Then another. Moving like he’s approaching a wild animal that might bolt if he comes too close. “Like you’re not worried about what anyone thinks. Like you’re doing it purely for yourself.”

“I don’t—” The words catch in my throat. “I don’t let people see this.”

“I noticed.” He stops a few feet away, close enough that I can see the red flicker deep in his eyes. “Why did you let me?”

It’s a good question. The answer should be simple—he surprised me, I didn’t know he was there, force of circumstance. But that’s not the truth, and we both know it.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “Maybe I’m tired of hiding.”

“From me?”

“From everyone.” I turn away, wrapping my arms around myself. The music has shifted to something quieter, almost inaudible. “My whole life, I’ve been performing. In competitions, in classes, at family gatherings. There’s always a version of myself that I’m supposed to present. The perfect student. The accomplished dancer. The responsible business owner.” I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “Even my breakdowns are choreographed.”

“Not that one.”

“No.” I face him again. “Not that one.”

He’s closer now. When did he move? His hand reaches out, hesitates, then settles gently on my shoulder.

“Tell me,” he says quietly. “Tell me what you’re hiding from.”

We end up on the floor. Not dancing. Just sitting against the mirrored wall, legs stretched out in front of us, shoulders barely touching. The music has stopped. I don’t remember turning it off, but the silence feels appropriate.

“I was three when I started dancing,” I begin. “Not lessons—just moving to music at home. My mother says I used to dance before I could walk properly. Toddling around the living room, falling over constantly, getting back up and doing it all again.”

“Sounds adorable.”

“It was. According to the photos.” I pick at a loose thread on my leggings. “Then my father died.”

Mal goes very still beside me.

“I don’t remember it. I was too young. But I remember after. The way the house changed. The way my mother changed. Suddenly everything had to be perfect. Controlled. She enrolled me in formal dance classes before I turned four. Competition training by five.”

“That’s young.”

“My mother believed in getting an early start.” The words taste bitter. “She said discipline was the key to success. That talent meant nothing without hard work, and hard work meant nothing without constant refinement. There was always something to improve, some flaw to correct, some mistake to eliminate.”

“She sounds...”

“She sounds like exactly what she is. A woman who lost her husband and poured all her grief into molding her daughter into something unbreakable.” I lean my head back against the mirror. “She wasn’t cruel. Not deliberately. She never hit me or screamed at me or did anything that would qualify as abuse. She just... expected perfection. And anything less was a disappointment.”

“That is a form of cruelty, Isadora.”

“Is it?” I turn to look at him. “She thought she was protecting me. Building me into someone strong enough to survive whatever the world threw at me. Teaching me discipline so I wouldn’t make the same mistakes my father made.”

“What mistakes did he make?”

“Living passionately, apparently.” Another bitter laugh. “He was a musician. Self-taught, impulsive, and completely incapable of following anyone’s expectations. My mother loved that about him and resented it in equal measure. When he died—speeding on a wet highway, probably thinking about a melody instead of the road—she decided passion was the enemy.”

“And you’ve been trying to excise it ever since.”

The observation lands like a punch to the solar plexus, devastatingly accurate.

“I’ve been trying to be enough,” I say quietly. “Good enough, disciplined enough, accomplished enough to justify all the sacrifices she made. All the hours of practice and the competition fees and the decades of her life dedicated to my career.” My voice cracks. “But it’s never enough. No matter what I achieve, there’s always another goal, another milestone, another way I could be better.”

“And if you stop achieving?”

“Then I’m nothing.” The admission comes out barely above a whisper. “Just a disappointment wearing a pretty dress, pretending she deserves to take up space.”

His hand finds mine. His fingers intertwine with my own, warm and solid and grounding.

“That,” he says slowly, “is the most heartbreaking thing anyone has ever said to me. And I have lived for over three hundred years and heard confessions that would make demons weep.”

“You’re not exactly an unbiased audience.”

“No. I’m thoroughly, hopelessly biased.” He turns to face me, and his free hand cups my cheek. “You are not your achievements, Isadora. You are not the sum of your accomplishments or the measure of your mother’s approval. You are brave and stubborn and brilliant and kind—kinder than you let anyone see—and watching you dance tonight, seeing that joy, that freedom...” His voice drops. “I have never wanted anything the way I want to see you like that always.”

“Mal—”

“I mean it. Every word.” His thumb traces my cheekbone. “You invited me to understand who you truly are. Not the polished version. Not the performance. The real you, with all your fears and wounds and impossible standards you hold yourself to. Do you have any idea what that means?”

“What does it mean?”

He doesn’t answer with words. Instead, his other hand moves to his wrist, to the leather bracelet that’s become so familiar I sometimes forget it’s there. In the darkness of the studio, something glows. I look down.

The sixth stone has turned ruby.

“Oh,” I breathe.

“You invited me into your heart,” he says quietly. “You showed me who you really are when no one is watching. And whether you meant to or not, that counts. That matters.”

The bracelet pulses with soft crimson light—six stones now, gleaming like captured embers against the black leather. Only one remains dark.

“One more,” I whisper.

“One more.”

The weight of that settles between us. One more invitation. One more step toward whatever the Dance of Accord will bring. One more piece of myself given freely to this impossible, infuriating, completely unexpected man who somehow sees me more clearly than I’ve ever seen myself.

“I’m scared,” I admit.

“Of the showcase?”

“Of everything.” I press my forehead against his. “Of failing. Of succeeding. Of wanting something this much and losing it anyway. Of being happy and discovering I don’t deserve it.”

“You deserve everything.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I can.” His arms wrap around me, pulling me close. “I have three hundred years of experience evaluating human souls, and yours is one of the finest I’ve ever encountered. Complicated, yes. Wounded, certainly. But beautiful, Isadora. Achingly, devastatingly beautiful.”

I don’t have words. The tears I’d been holding back finally spill over, and for once, I don’t try to stop them. I just let myself be held in the darkness of my studio, surrounded by mirrors that reflect two figures wrapped around each other like they’re the only solid things in an uncertain world.

“Thank you,” I finally manage.

“For what?”

“For being here. For seeing me.” I pull back just enough to meet his eyes—those dark depths with their ever-present flicker of crimson. “For not running away when you saw the mess underneath the choreography.”

“I like the mess,” he says simply. “I like you. All of you. The perfectionist and the rebel. The teacher and the student. The woman who maintains absolute control and the one who dances alone at one in the morning because she can’t bear to feel contained for one more second.”

“Even the parts that are broken?”

“Especially those.” He presses a kiss to my forehead. “Those are the parts that let the light in.”

We stay on the floor until the sky outside starts to lighten. Talking. Not talking. Just existing in the same space without the pressure to perform or achieve or be anything other than exactly what we are.

At some point, I tell him about the competition where I came in second and cried for hours—not because I’d lost, but because my mother’s silence on the drive home felt worse than any criticism. He tells me about the first century of his contract, when he still believed he could find a loophole, and still thought freedom was just one clever bargain away.

We trade wounds like currency. Scars compared and cataloged. Fears admitted and held with gentle hands. By the time dawn paints the studio windows gold, I feel emptied out and somehow more full than I’ve ever been.

“I should go home,” I murmur against his shoulder. “Children’s class in three hours.”

“You could cancel.”

“I never cancel.”

“I know.” He sounds amused. “It was worth a try.”

“What about you? Don’t chaos demons need sleep?”

“Not as much as humans. I’ll be fine.” He shifts, helping me to my feet. “Walk you home?”

“It’s two blocks.”

“Two blocks is still walking distance.”

I don’t argue. My legs are stiff from sitting so long, and the morning air feels sharp against my tear-swollen eyes. His hand stays firmly in mine as we walk along the silent streets

At my door, he pauses.

“Isadora.”

“Yes?”

“Whatever happens with the showcase, with the contract, with any of it...” His expression is serious in a way I rarely see. “I need you to know that this—tonight, everything you shared—it means more to me than you’ll ever understand.”

“Even if it doesn’t count toward your freedom?”

“Especially then.” He cups my face in his hands. “I would choose this a thousand times. I would choose you a thousand times. Contract be damned.”

“Careful. That sounds dangerously close to sentiment.”

“It is sentiment.” He smiles, that crooked grin that makes my heart do complicated things. “Turns out three centuries of calculated bargains left me woefully unprepared for the experience of actually caring about someone.”

I look at him and suddenly I don’t want to wait anymore. I hold out my hand.

“Come inside.”


CHAPTER TWENTY




His mouth is on mine as soon as we enter. The cottage door has barely clicked shut behind us when Mal crowds me against it, one hand braced on the wood beside my head, the other tangled in my hair. He kisses me like he’s been holding back for years, not days—deep and thorough and devastatingly skilled.

So much for sleep, I think hazily.

“I know,” he murmurs against my lips, reading my expression with uncanny accuracy, “you have a class in three hours.”

“Two and a half now.”

“Even worse.” His teeth catch my lower lip, tugging gently. “I should go. Let you rest. Be responsible.”

“You probably should.”

Neither of us moves.

The morning light filters through my curtains, casting everything in soft gold. I can see the fatigue around his eyes, the slight tension in his shoulders from a night spent sitting on a hardwood floor. He looks rumpled and imperfect and absolutely beautiful.

“I don’t want you to go,” I admit.

Something shifts in his expression. The playful mask he wears so effortlessly slips, revealing something rawer underneath. Something hungry and hopeful and terrifyingly vulnerable.

“Say that again.”

“I don’t want you to go.” My hands find his chest, fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt. “I want you to stay. I want—” The words catch in my throat, but I force them out anyway. “I want you, Mal. All of you. No more walls.”

He goes very still.

“Isadora.” His voice is rough. “If we do this—if I stay—I need you to understand that I won’t be able to hold back. I’ve been trying. Trying to give you space, trying to let you set the pace. But after tonight, after everything you shared...” His forehead presses against mine. “I don’t have that kind of control left.”

“Good.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking for.”

“Then show me.”

For a moment, he doesn’t move. Just stares at me with those dark eyes that flicker crimson at the edges, searching for doubt or hesitation or any sign that I don’t mean exactly what I’m saying.

He won’t find it.

“Last chance,” he whispers. “Once I start, I won’t stop. I can’t stop. Not with you.”

I answer by pulling his mouth back to mine.

He lifts me like I weigh nothing. One moment my feet are on the ground, the next my legs are wrapped around his waist and he’s carrying me into the bedroom with confident strides. The bed is unmade from this morning, the rumpled sheets still bearing the impression of my restless sleep. Under normal circumstances, I’d be mortified by the mess.

Now, I couldn’t care less.

He lays me down on the mattress with surprising gentleness, then stands back to look at me. His gaze travels slowly from my face to my toes and back again, and I feel it like a physical touch—warm and thorough and appreciative.

“You’re still dressed,” I point out.

“So are you.”

“That seems like a problem we should solve.”

His lips curve into that crooked smile I’ve grown to love. “Ladies first.”

I sit up and reach for the hem of my tank top, but his hands are there before mine, his fingers brushing my sides as he peels the fabric up and over my head. The cool morning air hits my skin, raising goosebumps, and I’m suddenly very aware of how exposed I am.

Not just physically. Emotionally. After everything I shared tonight—all the fears and wounds and ugly truths I’ve kept hidden for years—there’s nowhere left to hide.

“Beautiful,” he murmurs, and the word sounds like reverence.

“I’m covered in emotional baggage and floor dust.”

“Beautiful,” he repeats, more firmly this time. His hands skim down my arms, leaving trails of warmth in their wake. “Stop deflecting.”

“It’s a coping mechanism.”

“I noticed.” He leans down to press a kiss to my shoulder. “Find a new one.”

“Any suggestions?”

“A few.”

His mouth travels along my collarbone, nipping and soothing in turns. I arch into the contact, my fingers finding the buttons of his shirt and working them open with more haste than finesse. Beneath the expensive fabric, his chest is warm and solid, and I spread my palms against it just to feel his heart beating under my hands. Fast. Faster than I expected.

He’s as affected by this as I am.

The realization emboldens me. I push the shirt off his shoulders, running my nails lightly down his spine, and am rewarded with a sharp intake of breath.

“Careful,” he warns.

“Or what?”

His answering smile is all teeth.

The next few minutes are a blur of shed clothing and roaming hands and kisses that grow increasingly urgent. He explores my body like he’s mapping uncharted territory, finding sensitive spots I didn’t know I had and exploiting them with devastating precision.

When his mouth closes over one breast, I gasp and arch into him. When his hand slides between my thighs, I nearly come off the bed entirely.

“Easy.” His voice is rough against my skin. “We have time.”

“Do we? Children’s class, remember?”

“Forget the class.”

“I never—oh.” His fingers curl just right, and every thought in my head dissolves into static. “Mal.”

“There she is.” He sounds insufferably pleased. “That’s the sound I’ve been wanting to hear.”

“Arrogant.”

“Accurate.” Another curl of his fingers, another wave of sensation that leaves me gasping. “You’re so responsive. Has anyone ever told you that?”

“No.”

“Their loss.” He shifts, positioning himself between my legs, and for a moment, we both go still. His eyes meet mine—dark and hungry and impossibly tender. “Tell me you want this.”

“I want this.”

“Tell me you want me.”

“I want you.” My hands cup his face, thumbs tracing his cheekbones. “I want you, Mal. Not the deal-maker or the chaos demon or the charming facade. Just you. The real you.”

Something flickers in his expression—that same raw vulnerability I glimpsed earlier.

“Then you’ll have me,” he says quietly. “All of me. No glamours. No pretense.”

He means it literally, I realize, as the air around him seems to shimmer. The illusion that’s been hiding his true form dissolves like morning mist, revealing what lies beneath.

Small black horns curve from his temples, elegant spirals that gleam faintly in the golden light. His eyes shift fully to crimson, no longer flickering but burning steadily like twin flames. When he speaks, I catch a glimpse of sharper teeth, and something dark and sinuous moves behind him—a tail, I realize with distant fascination. He has a tail.

“This is me.” His voice carries a tremor I’ve never heard before. “This is what I really am.”

I reach up and trace one horn with curious fingers.

“Finally,” I say. “No more secrets.”

He shatters.

There’s nothing gentle about the first time. It’s all urgency and desperation and years of loneliness colliding with unexpected connection. Then he’s between my legs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. He pauses, searching my face.

“Isadora.”

“Yes.”

He pushes in slowly, so slowly, giving me time to adjust to his size. There’s a moment of discomfort, a sharp sting, and then he’s fully seated inside me and it’s⁠—

“Perfect,” I breathe.

His head drops to my shoulder, and I feel the tension in his entire body, the way he’s holding back.

“Move,” I tell him. “Please move.”

He does, pulling out almost completely before sliding back in, setting a rhythm that builds gradually, each stroke deeper than the last. He moves inside me like he’s trying to memorize the feeling, like he’s afraid this will disappear if he doesn’t hold on tight enough. His forehead presses against mine, our breath mingling, and every thrust sends waves of pleasure crashing through me.

“More,” I gasp. “Please.”

“Anything.” His hips snap forward harder. “Anything you want.”

Everything, I think. I want everything.

His tail wraps around my thigh, adding another point of contact that feels strangely intimate. His hands are everywhere, stroking and gripping and worshipping, and when his mouth finds mine again, the kiss tastes like desperation and devotion in equal measure.

I’ve never felt so consumed. So wanted.

The orgasm builds slowly, then crashes over me all at once. I cry out against his lips, my nails digging into his shoulders, and feel him shudder in response.

“Again,” he growls. “I want to feel you again.”

Before I can respond, he shifts angles, and the new position sends sparks shooting up my spine. His thumb finds my clit, circling with the perfect pressure, and impossibly, I feel myself climbing again.

“That’s it.” His voice is rough velvet in my ear. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

The second climax is even more intense than the first. I’m distantly aware of making sounds I’ve never made before—wordless cries and broken moans that would embarrass me if I could think clearly enough to care. He drinks them in like wine, his own control finally fracturing as he finds his release.

For a long moment afterward, neither of us moves. We just breathe together, tangled and sweaty and utterly spent.

“That was...” I trail off, unable to find adequate words.

“Indeed.” He sounds as wrecked as I feel. “Give me five minutes. I want to do it again.”

“Five minutes? That’s ambitious.”

“Three hundred years of practice.”

I laugh—a genuine, joyful sound that surprises me. “Is that what you’ve been doing for three centuries? Honing your bedroom skills?”

“Among other things.” He lifts his head to look at me, and the softness in his crimson eyes makes my heart clench. “Though I should mention—that was considerably better than any other time.”

“Flatterer.”

“No. Honesty.” He presses a kiss to my forehead. “You undid me, Isadora. Completely and thoroughly undid me.”

“Good. That was the goal.”

“Was it?”

“Part of it.” I trace idle patterns on his chest, marveling at how natural this feels. No awkwardness. No second-guessing. Just two people who’ve bared everything to each other and found acceptance on the other side. “The other part was connection. Intimacy. All those terrifying words I’ve spent my whole life avoiding.”

“And now?”

“Now they don’t seem so terrifying.” I meet his eyes. “Not with you.”

His smile is soft, without the usual sardonic edge that serves as armor.

“I love you,” he says quietly. “In case that wasn’t clear.”

The words send ripples through everything I thought I knew about myself. About us. About what’s possible between a perfectionist human and a chaos demon bound by an ancient contract.

“I love you too.” The admission comes easier than I expected. “God help me, I love you too.”

The second time is different.

Slower. More deliberate. He takes his time, exploring every inch of my body with hands and mouth and that surprisingly dexterous tail. He finds the spot behind my knee that makes me shiver, the curve of my hip that makes me gasp, and the hollow of my throat that makes me moan.

“You’re studying me,” I accuse breathlessly.

“Learning you,” he corrects. “There’s a difference.”

“Is there?”

“Studying implies memorization. Learning implies understanding.” His tongue traces a line from my navel to the underside of my breast. “I want to understand what makes you feel good.”

“Everything,” I admit. “Everything you’re doing feels good.”

“That’s a start.” His lips close over one nipple, and I arch into the contact with a whimper. “But I want specifics. Tell me what you like.”

“This. Exactly this.”

“What else?”

I’ve never been good at articulating my desires. Years of suppressing emotions and maintaining control have left me tongue-tied when it comes to asking for what I want. But Mal’s patient attention and obvious care make it easier to find the words.

“Your hands,” I manage. “I like when you touch me like I’m something precious.”

“You are precious.”

“And your mouth. On my—” I break off, blushing despite everything we’ve already done.

“Here?” He kisses my neck. “Or here?” Lower, to my collarbone. “Or perhaps...” He trails his lips down my stomach, pausing just above my pelvis to look up with questioning eyes.

“Yes.” The word comes out strangled. “Please. Yes.”

His smile is wicked as he settles between my thighs.

What follows is both torture and worship. He uses his tongue with the same precision he brings to dance steps, building me up with measured strokes until I’m writhing and begging and utterly shameless. When I finally break apart, he holds me through the aftershocks, murmuring praise against my sensitized skin.

“Beautiful. Perfect. Mine.”

That last word sends a fresh thrill through me. “Possessive.”

“Very.” He crawls back up my body, settling his weight over me in a way that feels protective rather than oppressive. “Is that a problem?”

“Ask me again when I can think clearly.”

“I’ll take that as a no.”

I pull him down for a kiss that tastes like me and him and something indefinably us. When we finally break apart, his expression has shifted—wonder mixed with something that looks almost like fear.

“What is it?”

“I just...” He shakes his head. “I never expected this. Any of this. The contract was supposed to be a business arrangement. A means to an end. And instead, I found...”

“Found what?”

“You.” The word is simple and impossibly weighted. “I found you.”

We make love again, face to face, eyes open, with whispered confessions and shaky breaths and a rhythm that feels less like choreography and more like conversation. His tail wraps around my waist, his horns gleam in the strengthening morning light, and I’ve never felt more alive.

When we finally collapse together, exhausted and sated and tangled in sweaty sheets, the clock on my nightstand reads 7:42 AM.

“I’m going to be late for class,” I murmur against his chest.

“Cancel it.”

“I never cancel.”

“Start.” His arms tighten around me. “Just this once. Start canceling.”

It’s tempting. God, it’s tempting. The thought of leaving this bed, this moment, this impossible feeling of wholeness seems almost criminal. But I’ve also spent my entire life prioritizing responsibility over desire, and old habits don’t die easily.

“What if I compromise?” I lift my head to look at him. “I’ll be twenty minutes late. Bianca can handle warm-ups.”

“Thirty minutes.”

“Twenty-five.”

“Done.” He seals the bargain with a kiss. “Twenty-five more minutes. And then you can go be the responsible, dedicated, slightly terrifying dance instructor the world expects.”

“Slightly terrifying?”

“In the best possible way.”

I settle back against his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart. My body aches in ways that will make teaching interesting, my mind is fuzzy with exhaustion and endorphins, and for the first time in years—maybe ever—I feel completely at peace.

“This is real,” I say quietly. “Isn’t it?”

“As real as anything I’ve ever known.”

“Even with the contract? The showcase? Everything that’s still uncertain?”

“Especially then.” His fingers trace lazy patterns on my back. “The uncertainty is what makes it matter. If the outcome were guaranteed, there would be no choice involved. No risk. No courage.” He presses a kiss to my hair. “You’re choosing me knowing it might not work out. That means more than any infernal bargain.”

“I’m choosing you knowing it will work out,” I correct. “I don’t accept failure.”

His laugh rumbles through his chest. “There’s my perfectionist.”

“Don’t mock.”

“Never. I adore your perfectionism. It’s one of your most attractive qualities.”

“Most people find it exhausting.”

“Most people are fools.” He tips my chin up to meet his eyes. “Your standards aren’t exhausting—they’re aspirational. You expect the best from yourself because you know you’re capable of the best. And you hold others to high standards because you believe they’re capable too. That’s not perfectionism. That’s faith.”

The observation settles over me like a blanket. I’ve spent so long seeing my need for control as a flaw that I never considered it might be a strength when viewed from a different angle.

“How do you do that?” I ask.

“Do what?”

“See me so clearly.”

“Practice.” His smile is soft. “Centuries of watching humans lie to themselves and each other. You learn to spot the truth hiding underneath.” A pause. “Also, I’m desperately in love with you. That tends to sharpen the perception.”

“There you go with that word again.”

“Love? Get used to it. I plan to say it frequently.” He steals another kiss. “Love, love, love. Isadora Solis, I love you.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously in love. Yes.”

I bury my face in his neck to hide my smile, but he feels it anyway. His arms tighten around me, and for a moment, the world outside this bedroom fades to nothing.

There’s only this. Only us. Complete in a way neither of us expected.

Twenty-five minutes later, I’m rushing through the world’s fastest shower while Mal lounges unhelpfully on my bed, still gloriously naked and making no effort to leave.

“You could at least pretend to be supportive,” I call through the bathroom door.

“I am supportive. I’m supporting your decision to attend class by not actively preventing it.”

“How noble.”

“I thought so.”

I emerge wrapped in a towel, hair dripping, and find him watching me with an expression that makes my stomach flip.

“Don’t,” I warn.

“Don’t what?”

“Look at me like that. I’ll never make it to class.”

“That is the objective.”

“Mal.”

“Fine.” He rises with exaggerated reluctance, stretching in a way that draws my attention to muscles I definitely shouldn’t be noticing right now. “I’ll behave. For exactly as long as it takes you to get dressed. After that, all bets are off.”

I throw my wet towel at his head and dive for my closet.

By some miracle, I manage to assemble a passable teaching outfit—leggings, wrap top, hair scraped into a damp bun—while Mal dresses with considerably more grace. His horns have faded back into invisibility, his eyes returned to their deceptively human dark brown. Only the satisfied curve of his lips suggests anything unusual about the morning.

“I’ll see you at the studio,” he says, pulling me in for one last kiss. “Try not to miss me too much.”

“I’ll manage.”

“Liar.” He nips my lower lip. “Until later, Miss Solis.”

He slips out the door before I can respond, leaving me flushed and disheveled and running very, very late.

Worth it, I decide as I grab my bag and race toward the studio. Completely and utterly worth it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




The front door of the studio swings open with a sound like a coffin lid.

I know that’s dramatic—it’s just a door, the same door that’s opened a thousand times for students and parents and delivery drivers. But the temperature in the room drops ten degrees in the space between one heartbeat and the next, and every instinct I possess screams that something is wrong.

Mal goes rigid beside me.

We’re in the middle of reviewing footwork for the showcase, my hand resting casually on his shoulder, our bodies still carrying the easy intimacy of last night. One moment he’s relaxed and teasing, making a joke about my “delightfully militant” counting. The next, he’s turned to stone beneath my palm.

“Mal?”

He doesn’t answer. His attention is fixed on the figure silhouetted in the doorway.

The man who enters my studio moves like water flowing uphill—impossible, unnatural, mesmerizing. He’s tall and lean, dressed in a bespoke silver-gray suit, with hair the color of starlight and features so perfect they hurt to look at. Handsome isn’t the right word. Beautiful is closer, but still wrong.

Inhuman, my brain supplies. He looks inhuman.

“Malachi.” The voice is silk wrapped around a blade. “How... domestic.”

“Azrael.” Mal’s hand finds mine, fingers interlacing with a grip that’s almost painful. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Clearly.” Silver eyes sweep the studio, cataloging everything with cold precision—the mirrors, the barre, the speakers, the scattered dance shoes. They linger on me for exactly two seconds before dismissing me as irrelevant. “Though I suppose I should have anticipated this. You always did have a weakness for pretty distractions.”

The temperature drops another five degrees. Frost actually forms on the mirror nearest the door, delicate crystals spreading like frozen veins.

Azrael, I think numbly. The demon who holds Mal’s contract.

“She’s not a distraction,” Mal says quietly.

“No?” One perfect eyebrow arches. “Then what is she? A partner? A lover? A convenient means to an end?”

“She’s standing right here.” My voice comes out steadier than expected. “And she has a name.”

Those silver eyes turn to me properly for the first time. They’re beautiful and empty, like looking into a glacier—all surface brilliance concealing impossible depths of cold.

“Isadora Solis.” He pronounces my name like he’s tasting it. “Twenty-eight years old. Dance instructor. Owner of this charmingly mediocre establishment. Daughter of Carmen Solis, née Rojas, and the late Ricardo Solis.” A pause. “No siblings. Few close friends. Moderate financial assets. Unremarkable in every measurable way.”

Don’t react, I tell myself. He wants you to react.

“You forgot award-winning choreographer,” I say instead.

Something flickers in those frozen eyes.

“She has spirit,” Azrael observes to Mal. “I can see why you chose her.”

“I didn’t choose her.” Mal’s grip on my hand tightens fractionally. “It doesn’t work that way.”

“Doesn’t it?” Azrael moves deeper into the studio, each step precise and measured. He leaves no footprints on the hardwood floor. “Come now, Malachi. We’ve known each other too long for games. You found a vulnerable target, cultivated her trust, and manipulated her into serving your purposes. That’s what you do. It’s what you’ve always done.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“Isn’t it?” Azrael stops three feet away, close enough that I can feel the wrongness radiating off him like heat from a furnace—except it’s the opposite of heat, a bone-deep chill that makes my teeth want to chatter. “Let’s review the facts, shall we? You appeared in her life at the precise moment she needed help. You offered exactly what she wanted—money, a dance partner, companionship. You made yourself indispensable. And now here you stand, six stones into the contract, with only one invitation remaining.”

The words land like blows. Because they’re true, aren’t they? At least the facts are. Mal did appear when I needed help. He did offer everything I wanted. He did make himself indispensable.

But the interpretation—the implication that it was all calculated manipulation—feels wrong. That feels very wrong.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say.

Azrael’s attention shifts back to me with unsettling speed. “Don’t I? Tell me, Miss Solis—did Malachi ever mention why he needs these invitations? Did he explain what happens if he fails?”

“He told me about the contract.”

“Did he tell you it’s been three hundred years since the terms were set? That he’s tried this before? That every previous attempt has ended in failure because the final invitation is impossible to obtain?”

My stomach drops.

Three hundred years. Previous attempts. Every one a failure.

I look at Mal, searching for denial. He won’t meet my eyes.

“He didn’t mention that part,” Azrael continues, his tone almost gentle now—which is somehow worse. “Of course he didn’t. Because the truth would undermine the careful illusion he’s constructed. The devoted partner. The reformed chaos demon. The male worthy of trust and affection.” A soft laugh. “It’s quite the performance. I’d applaud if it weren’t so pathetically desperate.”

“Stop.” Mal’s voice cuts through the frozen air. “Whatever you came here to do, do it. But leave her out of this.”

“Leave her out?” Azrael’s perfect features arrange themselves into an expression of mock bewilderment. “But she’s the center of it, isn’t she? The lynchpin of your entire scheme. Without her invitations, you remain bound. Without her trust, you remain mine.” He leans forward slightly, silver eyes gleaming. “And that trust is so very fragile, Malachi. One revelation. One doubt. One moment of clarity. That’s all it would take to shatter everything you’ve built.”

The silence that follows is suffocating.

I want to say something—to defend Mal, to challenge Azrael’s narrative, to prove that our relationship isn’t the hollow manipulation he’s describing. But the words stick in my throat, tangled up with questions I didn’t know I had.

Previous attempts.

How many women came before me? How many were charmed and cultivated and ultimately abandoned when they failed to break the contract? How many thought they were special, only to discover they were just another means to an end?

“I see you’re having thoughts.” Azrael’s voice is almost sympathetic. “That’s natural. The mind doesn’t want to believe it’s been deceived. It searches for reasons to maintain the comfortable fiction.” He straightens, adjusting his immaculate cuffs. “But here’s the truth, Miss Solis—you are the seventh attempt in three centuries. The contract requires specific conditions that have never been met, and will never be met, because the final invitation demands something humans are fundamentally incapable of accepting.”

“What?” The question escapes before I can stop it.

“Full knowledge.” Azrael’s smile is cold enough to burn. “The contract specifies that the final invitation must be given with complete understanding of what Malachi truly is. Not his appearance—the glamour can handle that. His nature. His history. Every deal he’s made, every soul he’s traded, every act of manipulation and betrayal that comprises three hundred years of demonic existence.” A pause. “Can you honestly say you know all of that, Miss Solis? Can you claim complete understanding of the creature standing beside you?”

I look at Mal again. This time, he meets my eyes. And what I see there breaks my heart—guilt, fear, and something that looks horribly like acceptance. Like he believes every word Azrael is saying. Like he’s already decided this is over.

“Mal.” I squeeze his hand harder. “Tell me it’s not true. Tell me I’m not just the latest in a long line of failures.”

“You’re not.” His voice cracks. “Izzie, I swear⁠—”

“Save the declarations.” Azrael waves a dismissive hand. “We both know how this ends, Malachi. The same way it always ends. She’ll realize what you are, what you’ve done, what you’re capable of—and she’ll recoil. They always do. Humans can’t help themselves. Their morality is too rigid, their understanding too limited. The final invitation requires acceptance of the unacceptable.” His silver eyes glitter with something that might be triumph. “And that, my dear, is impossible.”

The word hangs in the air like a death sentence.

I want to argue. To insist that I do accept Mal—all of him, demon and human and everything in between. But doubt is a poison, and Azrael has just injected it directly into my veins.

What don’t I know? What hasn’t Mal told me? What could be so terrible that it would make full acceptance impossible?

“I didn’t come here to torment you.” Azrael’s tone shifts, becoming almost businesslike. “I came to offer a warning. The contract expires in three months. If the seventh invitation hasn’t been freely given by midnight on the third day, the terms become permanent.” He fixes Mal with a look of cold satisfaction. “You’ve had three hundred years of borrowed freedom, Malachi. That’s more than most receive. Perhaps it’s time to accept the inevitable.”

“Or perhaps,” Mal says quietly, “it’s time for you to leave.”

For a moment, something dangerous flickers across Azrael’s perfect features. His eyes flash brighter, colder, and the temperature in the room plummets until I can see my breath crystallizing in the air.

Then he smiles.

“As you wish.” He steps back, inclining his head with mock courtesy. “Miss Solis, it was a pleasure to meet you. I look forward to watching your face when the truth finally emerges.”

He turns and walks toward the door with that same impossible grace, leaving trails of frost on the hardwood. At the threshold, he pauses.

“One last thing.” His voice carries easily across the studio. “Ask him about Thessaly. About what happened to the seventh invitation two hundred years ago.” A soft laugh. “Then see how complete your understanding truly is.”

The door closes behind him. The frost begins to melt. And I’m left standing in my studio, hand still gripping Mal’s, with a name echoing in my mind like a curse.

Thessaly.

“Who was she?” My voice sounds strange. Distant. “The woman in Thessaly. What happened?”

Mal doesn’t answer immediately. He’s staring at the door, his face pale beneath the glamor, his jaw clenched so tight I can see the muscles jumping.

“Mal.” I release his hand and step back, putting a distance between us that feels like miles. “Who was in Thessaly?”

When he finally speaks, his voice is barely a whisper.

“She was my fiancee.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




“Your fiancee.”

The words come out flat and hollow, like all the air has been sucked out of them somewhere between my brain and my mouth. Mal flinches as if I’ve struck him.

“Izzie—”

“You had a fiancee.” I’m backing away now, my feet moving of their own accord, putting distance between us that I desperately need. The mirrors reflect my shock back at me from every angle—pale face, wide eyes, hands that won’t stop trembling. “Two hundred years ago, you had a fiancee, and you never thought to mention that?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Complicated?” A laugh escapes me, sharp and bitter. “That’s what you’re going with? Complicated?”

He reaches for me. I step back.

“Please.” His voice cracks on the word. “Just let me explain.”

“Then explain!” My own voice bounces off the studio walls, too loud, too raw. “Explain why Azrael knows about her and I don’t. Explain why you’ve told me about the contract, the bracelet, the Dance of Accord—but never once mentioned that you were going to be married. Explain why this is the first I’m hearing about your seventh invitation two hundred years ago and what happened to it.”

Mal closes his eyes. When he opens them again, they’re not brown anymore—they’re crimson, the glamor slipping as his control wavers. His horns are visible now, small and dark against his black hair, and his tail has materialized, coiling anxiously behind him.

He looks like what he is. A demon. A creature I’ve invited into my life, my studio, my bed. A stranger wearing a familiar face.

“Her name was Elena,” he says quietly. “And she died because of me.”

The words hit like a sledgehammer.

Died because of me.

I want to run. Every self-preservation instinct I possess is screaming at me to get out, to put as much distance as possible between myself and this creature who apparently has dead wives in his past. This isn’t the sweet monster romance I’d somehow convinced myself I was living. This is something darker, more dangerous, more real.

But my feet won’t move.

“Tell me.” My voice comes out steadier than I feel. “Everything. From the beginning.”

Mal’s tail curls tighter, wrapping around his own leg like he’s trying to hold himself together. “You might want to sit down.”

“I’ll stand.”

A ghost of a smile crosses his face. “Stubborn as always.” He takes a breath—unnecessary, I remember, since demons don’t actually need to breathe. Just a human habit he’s picked up over the centuries.

Centuries. God.

“I was young when I signed the contract,” he begins. “Young by demon standards, at least. Barely fifty years old. Arrogant. Convinced I was smarter than everyone else. Azrael offered me power and influence, the ability to shape chaos however I wanted. All I had to do was bind myself to his service for three hundred years.” Another breath. “It seemed like such a long time. I thought I could find a loophole, exploit the escape clause, and be free within a decade or two. I was wrong.”

He moves to the barre, gripping it like a lifeline. The wood creaks under his fingers.

“The escape clause requires seven freely offered invitations from the same person. Each one representing a deeper level of trust. It sounds simple enough, doesn’t it? Make someone trust you, receive their invitations, fulfill the contract. But there’s a catch. There’s always a catch with infernal contracts.”

“The final invitation requires full knowledge,” I say, remembering Azrael’s words. “Complete understanding of what you truly are.”

Mal nods. “Not just what I am. What I’ve done. Three hundred years of demonic existence, Izzie. Three centuries of chaos and manipulation and deals that destroyed lives. The contract doesn’t just require acceptance of my nature—it requires acceptance of my history. Every terrible thing I’ve ever done. Every innocent person who suffered because of my choices.”

My stomach turns.

“How many?” The question comes out before I can stop it. “How many terrible things?”

“Too many to count.” His voice is hollow. “I told myself I was just following orders. Just fulfilling my role. Just doing what chaos demons do. But the truth is, I enjoyed it. For a long time, I genuinely enjoyed watching the world burn.”

I should leave. I should walk out that door and never look back and pretend this whole thing was a fever dream brought on by too much stress and too little sleep.

Instead, I find myself asking: “What changed?”

Mal’s grip on the barre tightens. “Elena.”

The name hangs in the air between us.

“Tell me about her.”

He’s quiet for a long moment. When he finally speaks, his voice is barely audible.

“I met her in Thessaly, in a small village near the coast. She was a healer—nothing magical, just herbs and knowledge passed down from her grandmother. I was there on Azrael’s business, stirring up conflict and spreading discord. The usual.” A bitter laugh. “But Elena... she was different. She saw through my glamor almost immediately. Not literally—she didn’t know I was a demon. But she saw through the person I was pretending to be. The charming stranger. The helpful traveler. She looked right past all of it and said, ‘You seem very sad for someone who smiles so much.’“

You seem very sad for someone who smiles so much.

I think about all the times I’ve caught glimpses of something beneath Mal’s teasing facade. The moments when his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. The way he deflects with humor whenever the conversation turns too serious.

“What happened?” I ask softly.

“I fell for her.” Simple words. Devastating delivery. “I hadn’t thought it was possible. Demons are creatures of chaos and contract, not emotion. But Elena... she made me want to be something else. Someone else. Someone better.”

His tail uncurls slightly, then coils again. A nervous habit I’ve never noticed before.

“I told her what I was. She accepted it. All six invitations turned ruby within a year—the fastest I’d ever progressed. The escape was within reach. All I needed was the seventh invitation, and I would be free.”

“But?”

“But the contract requires full knowledge.” His voice goes flat. “Not just what I am, but what I’ve done. And Elena... she knew I was a demon. She’d accepted my nature, my appearance, and even my occasional bursts of chaos. But she didn’t know about the village I’d destroyed fifty years earlier. The plague I’d helped spread across Constantinople. The dozens of bargains I’d made that ended in suffering and death.”

My hands have gone cold.

“Did you tell her?”

“I tried.” He releases the barre, turning to face me fully. His crimson eyes are bright with something I’ve never seen there before—not quite tears, but close. “I sat her down one night and started explaining the things I’d done. The people I’d hurt. I got through maybe a tenth of it before she stopped me.”

“Stopped you?”

“She said she’d heard enough.” A terrible smile crosses his face. “She said she understood now. Understood what I really was. And then she walked out of our home and threw herself off the cliff overlooking the sea.”

The world tilts.

I reach for the barre myself, needing something solid to hold onto as the implications crash over me.

She killed herself. She learned the truth about him and she killed herself.

“Izzie.” Mal’s voice is rough. “Say something.”

What is there to say?

The man I’ve fallen for—the demon I’ve invited into my life, my heart, my body—has a history so terrible that knowledge of it drove a woman to suicide. And now I’m supposed to offer the final invitation with full understanding of that history?

No wonder Azrael called it impossible.

“The other attempts.” I force the words out. “After Elena. Azrael said there were others.”

Mal’s jaw tightens. “Three more. Over the centuries. Each time I thought... maybe this time would be different. Maybe I’d found someone strong enough, accepting enough, to hear the truth and stay anyway.”

“What happened to them?”

“Different outcomes. Same result.” He ticks them off on his fingers like a grocery list, but his voice shakes. “One ran. Simply packed her things and disappeared in the middle of the night. I never saw her again. One tried to have me exorcised, and it nearly worked. It would have been a mercy if it had.”

Children.

My stomach heaves.

“And the third?” My voice sounds very far away.

“Constance. Fifty years ago. She seemed perfect—open-minded, progressive, had even dabbled in the occult herself. I thought surely she could handle the truth.” A hollow laugh. “She tried to bind me instead. To trap me in a summoning circle and use me for her own purposes. Turns out she wasn’t interested in freeing me. She just wanted a demon of her own.”

I don’t realize I’m crying until I taste salt.

Not for myself. Not even for Mal, really. For all of them—Elena and Constance and the others. Four women across three centuries, each one caught up in a demon’s desperate bid for freedom, each one damaged or destroyed when the truth emerged.

And now me.

Number five.

“You should have told me.” The words come out choked. “From the beginning. Before the first lesson, before the first invitation, before any of it. You should have told me what I was getting into.”

“Would you have believed me?”

It’s a fair question. If some strange man had walked into my studio five weeks ago and announced he was a demon bound by an infernal contract, I would have called the police.

“Maybe not,” I admit. “But I deserved the chance to make an informed choice.”

“You’re right.” No argument, no defense. Just simple acknowledgment. “I was a coward. I told myself I was protecting you, that there was no point in burdening you with centuries of horror until it became absolutely necessary. But the truth is, I was afraid.”

“Of what?”

“Of this.” He gestures between us—at the distance I’ve put between us, at the tears on my face, at the way I’m gripping the barre like it’s the only thing keeping me upright. “Of watching you look at me the way you’re looking at me right now. Like I’m a monster.”

Because you are, part of me whispers. You are a monster. You’ve killed people. Destroyed lives. Driven a woman to suicide. And now you want my forgiveness?

But another part—a quieter, more insistent part—remembers the way he held me last night. The patience he showed teaching the children. The genuine joy on his face during our dance practices. The way he defended me against my mother without once overstepping or making it about himself.

Those things are real too.

Aren’t they?

“I need...” I swallow hard. “I need to think. I need time.”

“Of course.” He steps back, giving me space. “I’ll go. I won’t—I won’t come back unless you ask me to. The showcase, the contract, none of it matters if...” His voice breaks. “None of it matters without you.”

He turns toward the door. And something inside me snaps.

“Wait.”

He freezes mid-step.

“You don’t get to do that.” My voice is steadier now, stronger. “You don’t get to drop three hundred years of trauma on me and then walk away dramatically like we’re in some gothic novel. That’s not how this works.”

Slowly, he turns back. “How does it work?”

“I don’t know yet.” I release the barre, wiping my face with the back of my hand. “I need time to process. I need to understand what I’m dealing with. But I’m not going to figure that out if you’re gone.”

Hope flickers across his features, quickly suppressed. “What are you saying?”

Good question. What am I saying?

I think about my mother. About growing up with impossible standards, never being quite good enough, learning to hate myself for every imperfection. I think about the way I’ve spent my entire life striving for a perfection that doesn’t exist, punishing myself for failures real and imagined.

I think about what it would mean to demand that same perfection from someone else.

“I’m saying...” The words come slowly, each one deliberate. “That I’m not Elena. Or Constance. Or any of the others. I’m not going to run or betray you or try to bind you. I’m also not going to pretend that everything you’ve told me is fine. It’s not fine. It’s horrific.”

He winces but doesn’t look away.

“But.” I take a breath. “I also know that people can change. Not just humans—people. And the Mal I know, the one who makes the children laugh and brings me coffee and held me through the nightmare of my mother’s birthday party... that Mal isn’t the same demon who did those things three hundred years ago. Is he?”

“No.” The word is barely a whisper. “No, he’s not.”

“Then tell me the rest.” I move closer, one step, then another. “All of it. The parts you were afraid to say. The things you think will make me leave. Tell me, and let me decide for myself whether I can accept them.”

His crimson eyes search my face. “You might hate me.”

“I might.” It’s honest. “I might hear something that I can’t get past. I might decide that full knowledge is exactly as impossible as Azrael claims. But I won’t know unless you tell me.”

The silence stretches between us.

Then Mal takes a breath—another unnecessary human habit—and begins to talk.

He tells me about his first century. About the intoxicating rush of power, the thrill of watching carefully orchestrated chaos unfold. He tells me about specific incidents—villages burned, families torn apart, wars started with whispered lies. He names victims when he remembers their names. When he doesn’t, he describes them anyway, refusing to let them remain anonymous.

I listen without interrupting. My stomach turns. My heart aches. Several times I have to look away, unable to meet his eyes while he describes atrocities that would make a war criminal blanch.

But I don’t leave.

He tells me about the children—three of them, siblings, caught in a fire he’d started to fulfill one of Azrael’s contracts. He’d tried to save them. He’d actually tried, for the first time in his existence, to mitigate the damage he’d caused. He’d failed. Their faces still haunt him.

He tells me about the plague in Constantinople. About the way it spread through neighborhoods he’d personally visited, spreading discord that weakened immune systems and opened bodies to infection. About the mass graves. The wailing. The smell of death that lingered for years.

He tells me about Elena. He tells me about the guilt that consumed him afterward, the decades he spent in a kind of living death, going through the motions of demonic service while something essential inside him withered.

He tells me about his attempts at redemption. The bargains he started subtly sabotaging. The victims he warned when he could get away with it. The slow, painful process of developing something like a conscience after centuries without one.

He tells me about the other women. More details than before. The ways he manipulated them, even while convincing himself he was being honest. The rationalizations he made. The lies of omission that were still lies.

Through it all, I listen.

When he finally falls silent, the morning light has shifted to afternoon. We’ve migrated to the floor at some point, sitting cross-legged across from each other like children sharing secrets. My legs are cramped. My back aches. My eyes are swollen from crying.

But I’m still here.

“That’s everything.” His voice is hoarse. “Every terrible thing I can remember. Every reason you should walk away and never look back.”

I consider his words carefully.

Three hundred years of horror. Thousands of victims. Pain and death and destruction on a scale I can barely comprehend.

And also a demon who tried to save children from a fire he’d started. Who developed a conscience despite his nature. Who spent decades punishing himself for the death of a woman he cared about. Who has shown me more genuine kindness in the past three months than most humans manage in a lifetime.

Which version is the truth?

Both of them.

That’s what makes this so hard. He’s not a reformed villain from a fairy tale, completely transformed by the power of love. He’s not a secret monster who’s been playing me all along. He’s both things at once—the creature who caused unimaginable suffering and the man who makes me laugh until I cry and forget what day it is.

Can I accept that?

I don’t know.

But I know I’m not willing to give up without trying.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” I say slowly. “We’re going to get up off this floor, because I think I’ve lost feeling in my left leg. We’re going to order food, because I haven’t eaten since breakfast and I think better when I’m not starving. And then we’re going to figure out how to complete this contract before the deadline.”

Mal stares at me like I’ve grown a second head. “Izzie...”

“I’m not saying everything is fine.” I hold up a hand. “I’m not saying I’ve processed all of this, or that I fully understand it, or that I won’t wake up at three in the morning with questions that make me want to scream. But Azrael said the final invitation requires full knowledge. You’ve given me that. The question now is whether I can accept it.”

“Can you?”

“I don’t know.” It’s the most honest answer I have. “But I know I want to try. And I know that running away from you won’t help me figure it out. So.” I extend my hand. “Partners?”

He looks at my hand like it might bite him.

“You’re serious.”

“As a heart attack.” I wiggle my fingers impatiently. “Come on, my arm’s getting tired.”

Slowly, carefully, like he’s afraid I might dissolve if he touches me, Mal takes my hand.

His skin is warm. Solid. Real.

Monster, my brain whispers.

Mine, something else responds.

“We have three days,” I say, pulling him to his feet. “Three days to figure out how to give you a seventh invitation with full knowledge and genuine acceptance. It’s going to require an actual plan, not just hoping I can will myself into enlightenment. What do we need?”

Mal shakes his head slowly, like he’s still trying to catch up with the conversation. “The invitation has to be freely offered. It has to represent the deepest level of trust. And you have to mean it—the magic will know if you’re just going through the motions.”

“What counts as the deepest level of trust?”

“I don’t know exactly. The contract doesn’t specify. The previous invitations have covered friendship, partnership, intimacy, vulnerability, family, understanding...” He trails off. “The seventh has always been the most difficult to define. That’s part of why it’s never worked.”

I chew my lower lip, thinking. “What if it’s not about adding something new? What if it’s about committing to everything we’ve already built?”

“What do you mean?”

“The other invitations were about letting you into different parts of my life. My studio. My bed. My family. My past.” I pace as I talk, the movement helping my brain work. “But they were all individual moments. Separate invitations for separate aspects of trust. The seventh invitation might need to be... comprehensive. A single invitation that encompasses all of them at once.”

Mal’s eyes widen slightly. “You think the final invitation is about choosing the whole package. Not just accepting individual truths, but committing to the entire reality of what we are together.”

“Maybe.” I stop pacing. “I need to think about it more. But first—food. My blood sugar is dropping and I’m about to get very cranky.”

A surprised laugh escapes him. “You just listened to three centuries of demonic atrocities and you’re worried about blood sugar?”

“Survival mechanisms.” I dig my phone out of my dance bag. “Thai or Chinese?”

“I...” He shakes his head, that disbelieving smile still on his face. “Thai. I always want Thai.”

“I know.” I pull up the delivery app. “Extra spicy for you, mild for me, extra spring rolls because you always steal mine.”

“You remember my order.”

“Of course I remember your order.” I look up from the phone, meeting his crimson eyes. “I remember everything about you, Mal. The good parts and the bad parts and all the complicated parts in between. That’s what it means to really know someone.”

His expression shifts. The smile fades into something more vulnerable, more raw.

“Izzie.” His voice is rough. “I don’t deserve you.”

“Probably not.” I return to the phone, typing in our order. “But I don’t deserve you either, so I guess we’re even. Now help me figure out where we’re eating this, because I refuse to sit on the studio floor for another three hours.”

We end up at my cottage, curled on opposite ends of the couch with takeout containers scattered on the coffee table. The food helps. It’s hard to maintain existential dread while eating excellent pad Thai.

Between bites, we strategize.

“The Dance of Accord,” Mal says, chopsticks pausing midway to his mouth. “We were supposed to perform it at the showcase. What if that’s significant? What if the dance itself is connected to the final invitation?”

I consider this. “You said the dance measures trust and synchronization and emotional connection. That it responds to genuine feelings, not performance.”

“Right. It’s an ancient infernal ritual. The magic is built into the choreography itself.”

“So if I gave the seventh invitation right before the dance—or during it—the magic might recognize the combination as complete acceptance. Body and mind and heart all aligned.”

Mal sets down his food, eyes bright with something that might be hope. “It could work. The contract requires genuine acceptance, and the Dance of Accord would prove the acceptance is real. The two magics reinforcing each other...”

“Is there a risk?” I have to ask. “If the invitation isn’t genuine enough, if the dance doesn’t recognize the connection as real—what happens?”

His expression darkens. “I don’t know. No one has ever gotten this close before. The dance has always broken down before completion, or the invitation was given without full knowledge, or something interfered. We’re in uncharted territory.”

“Great.” I stab at my pad Thai. “No pressure or anything.”

“You don’t have to do this.” His voice is quiet. “I know I’ve said that before, but I need you to really understand. The contract is my problem. My burden. You shouldn’t have to risk yourself to solve it.”

“That’s not how partnership works.” I set down my own food, turning to face him fully. “You’ve been carrying this alone for three hundred years. That ends now. We face this together, or we don’t face it at all.”

Something breaks in his expression. Not a bad break—more like a wall finally crumbling after bearing weight for too long.

“I don’t know what I did to deserve you,” he whispers.

“You showed up. You stayed. You were honest when it mattered most.” I reach across the couch cushions and take his hand. “And you make me laugh, even when everything is falling apart. That counts for a lot.”

He squeezes my fingers, tail curling around my ankle in a gesture that’s become familiar over the past weeks.

“Three days,” he says.

“Three days,” I agree. “The showcase is in four. We practice the dance until it’s perfect. I figure out exactly what the seventh invitation needs to be. And then we break that contract and tell Azrael exactly where he can shove his ‘impossible’ escape clause.”

A real smile crosses Mal’s face—the first genuine one since Azrael’s visit.

“You’re magnificent when you’re determined.”

“I know.” I pick up my chopsticks again. “Now eat your food. We’ve got a lot of rehearsing to do tomorrow, and you’ll need your strength.”

We finish dinner in comfortable silence, the weight of the day’s revelations slowly settling into something manageable.

It’s not fine. Nothing about this is fine. I’m still processing centuries of horror, still grappling with questions that have no easy answers, still uncertain whether I can truly achieve the kind of acceptance the contract demands.

But I’m not alone anymore.

And neither is he.

As I watch Mal steal my last spring roll—predictable, really—something settles in my chest. Not certainty. Not even peace, exactly.

Just the quiet conviction that whatever comes next, we’ll face it together.

That has to count for something.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




The costume rack crashes to the floor with a sound like a small explosion.

Twenty-three tutus—hand-sewn, carefully pressed, each one representing hours of painstaking work—sprawl across the studio floor in a tangle of pink tulle and sequins. Three of them land directly in the puddle of mysterious liquid that definitely wasn’t there five minutes ago.

“No, no, no, no, no.” I drop to my knees, grabbing the nearest tutu and holding it up to the light. The bodice is soaked through with something dark and acrid-smelling. Coffee, maybe. Or motor oil. Or the tears of everyone who’s ever tried to run a dance studio three days before a major showcase.

“Miss Izzie?” A small voice from the doorway. Emma, one of my junior ballerinas, peers in with wide eyes. “Are we still having class?”

I force a smile. “Give me five minutes, sweetie. Go warm up at the barre in studio B.”

She scampers off, and I let the smile drop.

This is the fourth incident this morning.

First, the scheduling software crashed and erased three weeks of carefully organized lesson times. When I tried to restore from backup, I discovered the backup files had been corrupted too—not deleted, just... scrambled, like someone had taken each file and run it through a blender.

Then the speaker system started playing music backwards. Not just any music—the specific piece we’ve been rehearsing for the showcase. Hearing “Waltz of the Flowers” in reverse at seven in the morning is a special kind of psychological torture I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.

Then the mirrors in Studio A fogged over. All of them, simultaneously, despite the climate control running perfectly. The fog didn’t dissipate for forty-five minutes, and when it finally did, someone had drawn a smiley face in the condensation. A smiley face with too many teeth.

And now this.

I pull out my phone and text Mal: Something’s wrong. Get here when you can.

The response comes immediately: Already on my way. Nix is acting strange.

Fantastic. Because what this morning really needs is an agitated imp adding to the chaos.

I’m salvaging what I can from the tutu wreckage—eleven are definitely ruined, eight are questionable, four might be salvageable with aggressive spot-cleaning—when Bianca bursts through the front door.

“We have a problem.”

“Just one?” I gesture at the carnage around me. “Pick a number and get in line.”

“The printer is possessed.”

I look up. “What?”

“The printer.” Bianca’s usually perfect hair is escaping its bun, and there’s a wild look in her eyes that I’ve only seen once before—the Great Recital Costume Crisis of 2019. “It won’t stop printing. It’s been going for twenty minutes straight. I’ve unplugged it three times. It’s not plugged in anymore, Izzie, and it’s still printing.”

She thrusts a handful of papers at me.

I take them with numb fingers.

The pages are covered in the same phrase, repeated over and over in increasingly erratic fonts:

TIME IS RUNNING OUT

TIME IS RUNNING OUT

TIME IS RUNNING OUT

My blood goes cold.

“Where’s the printer now?”

“I threw it in the dumpster.” Bianca’s voice is shaking. “It was still printing when I closed the lid.”

I should probably be concerned about environmental responsibility or the cost of replacing office equipment. Instead, all I can think is: Azrael.

He said the contract was impossible. He warned Mal that completing it would never work. And now, with three days left until the showcase—three days until our best chance at triggering the seventh invitation—things are mysteriously falling apart.

Coincidence?

I’ve stopped believing in coincidences.

“Call the parents,” I say, standing up and brushing tulle fluff off my knees. “Let them know we might have some schedule adjustments today while we sort out technical difficulties. Don’t mention the possessed printer.”

“What should I mention?”

“Power surge. Computer glitch. Mercury in retrograde. Whatever sounds most plausible.” I’m already moving toward Studio B, where I can hear the junior ballerinas chattering. “I need to get through this class, and then we’ll figure out what’s actually happening.”

The class goes... poorly.

Not because of the children—they’re as enthusiastic as ever, tiny bodies bouncing with barely contained energy as they practice their positions. The problem is everything else.

The portable speaker keeps switching tracks mid-song. The rosin I put on the floor this morning has somehow become slippery instead of grippy. Two of the fluorescent lights start flickering in a pattern that I could swear spells out something in Morse code, though I don’t know Morse code, so maybe that’s just paranoia.

And then there’s the temperature.

It starts subtle—a slight chill that I attribute to the air conditioning. But over the course of the hour, the temperature drops steadily until I can see my breath and the children are shivering in their leotards.

“Miss Izzie?” Little Sophie tugs at my hand, teeth chattering. “Why is it so cold?”

“I don’t know, honey.” I keep my voice calm despite the ice forming on the inside of the windows. “Let’s take a break and warm up in the lobby, okay? We can do jumping jacks.”

I herd them out of the studio, casting one last glance at the thermometer on the wall.

Thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit.

Inside.

In June.

This isn’t random malfunction. This is targeted.

Mal arrives while I’m distributing hot chocolate to traumatized six-year-olds. He takes one look at my face and his expression goes grim.

“Show me.”

I leave Bianca with the children and lead him through the studio, cataloging each incident. The crashed software. The backwards music. The fogged mirrors. The destroyed costumes. The possessed printer. The frozen studio.

By the time I’m done, his jaw is set and his eyes have gone red around the edges.

“This is infernal interference,” he says quietly. “The signatures are subtle, but they’re there. Someone’s been laying minor curses throughout the building. Nothing individually powerful enough to trigger protective wards, but combined...”

“Combined they’re destroying my business.” I press my palms against my eyes, fighting the urge to scream. “The recital tomorrow. The showcase in three days. How am I supposed to run any of this when the building itself is attacking me?”

“You’re not the target.” Mal’s voice is hard. “I am. Azrael is trying to create enough chaos that we can’t complete the Dance of Accord. If the showcase falls apart, if the studio shuts down, if everything you’ve built collapses around you⁠—”

“Then I won’t be in any emotional state to offer genuine acceptance.” I finish the thought, stomach sinking. “He’s not trying to stop us directly. He’s trying to break me.”

“He’s trying to break us.” Mal takes my hands, his warmth a stark contrast to the lingering chill from the frozen studio. “And he’s underestimating both of us.”

“Is he, though?” I hate how small my voice sounds. “Because right now, I have eleven ruined costumes, a frozen practice space, terrified students, and a printer in the dumpster that’s probably still spitting out death threats. That’s not exactly a recipe for emotional stability.”

“So we fight back.”

“How? I can’t exactly file a complaint with the Better Business Bureau about demonic sabotage.”

Mal’s lips twitch despite the gravity of the situation. “No, but I can set counter-wards. Protections against infernal influence. I should have done it weeks ago, but I didn’t want to risk you noticing the magic before I’d explained everything.”

“Do it now.” I don’t hesitate. “Whatever you need. I’ll keep the students out of the way.”

He nods, already moving. “It’ll take a few hours. The building is large and the existing curses need to be dispelled before I can set new protections. Can you handle things until then?”

“I’ve been handling things my whole life.” I square my shoulders. “Go do your demon magic. I’ll manage the chaos.”

Famous last words.

The next two hours are a masterclass in crisis management. I reschedule three classes, soothe seven anxious parents, and personally hand-wash the eight questionable tutus until my fingers are raw. Bianca handles the administrative nightmare of the crashed scheduling system, somehow reconstructing two weeks of bookings from memory and scattered notes.

We’re making progress. Things are stabilizing.

Then the fire alarm goes off.

Not just the studio’s fire alarm—every fire alarm in the building, plus the smoke detectors, plus the emergency sprinklers. In seconds, the entire ground floor is drenched. Water pours from the ceiling like a monsoon, soaking costumes, flooding practice spaces, destroying equipment that took me years to afford.

I stand in the middle of it all, water streaming down my face, and watch my life’s work dissolve around me.

This is it, I think distantly. This is how it ends. Not with a dramatic confrontation, but with water damage and insurance claims and the slow death of everything I’ve built.

“Miss Izzie?”

I turn. Emma and Sophie and a dozen other tiny dancers are huddled in the doorway, staring at the destruction with wide eyes. Some of them are crying. Others just look confused, unable to process why the magical place where they learn to dance has suddenly turned into a waterpark.

“Is the recital canceled?” Emma’s voice trembles. “We practiced so hard.”

Something cracks open in my chest.

Not breaks—opens.

Because looking at these children, seeing their disappointment, their fear, their desperate hope that somehow things will still be okay... I realize I have a choice.

I can let this defeat me. Let Azrael win. Let all the small acts of sabotage add up until there’s nothing left but surrender.

Or I can fight.

“The recital is not canceled.” I hear myself say it like it’s coming from someone else—someone braver, stronger, more certain than I feel. “We’re going to clean this up, and we’re going to practice, and tomorrow you’re going to dance just like we planned. Okay?”

“But everything’s wet,” Sophie whispers.

“Then we’ll dance in puddles.” I grab the mop that’s somehow still standing in the corner. “Who wants to help?”

The children exchange uncertain glances.

Then Emma steps forward.

“I’ll help.”

Sophie follows. Then Charles. Then the twins. One by one, every child in that doorway moves into the flooded studio, grabbing towels and rags and anything they can find to start mopping up.

Bianca appears beside me, mascara running down her cheeks but fire in her eyes. “I called Marco. He’s bringing industrial fans. And Helena says we can use her studio space tomorrow if this one isn’t dry.”

“It’ll be dry.” I don’t know if that’s true. I don’t know if anything will be okay. But I say it anyway, because right now, belief is the only weapon I have.

Mal finds me three hours later, still mopping.

The sprinklers have been shut off. The fans are running. The floor is no longer flooded, though it’s far from dry. The children have been sent home with promises that yes, the recital is still happening, yes, they should practice their routines, yes, everything is going to be fine.

I don’t believe that last part yet.

But I’m working on it.

“The wards are set.” Mal steps carefully across the damp floor, looking around at the disaster zone. “No more infernal interference will work inside these walls. Whatever Azrael had planned, he’s lost that avenue of attack.”

“Great.” I wring out the mop for what feels like the thousandth time. “Too bad he already destroyed half my costumes, flooded my studio, and traumatized my students.”

“Izzie—”

“I know.” I hold up a hand. “I know this isn’t your fault. I know Azrael is the one responsible. I’m not angry at you.”

“You’re angry at something.”

“I’m angry at everything.” The words burst out before I can stop them. “I’m angry that three days before the most important performance of my career, I’m mopping water instead of rehearsing. I’m angry that innocent children got caught up in some demon’s power play. I’m angry that no matter how hard I work, how carefully I plan, there’s always something I can’t control that threatens to destroy everything.”

My voice cracks.

Mal is there in an instant, pulling me into his arms despite the mop between us, despite the fact that I’m soaking wet and probably smell like industrial cleaner.

“You’re not alone in this.” His voice rumbles against my hair. “Whatever happens, you’re not alone.”

“I know.” I press my face against his chest, letting myself have one moment of weakness. Just one. “But it’s hard to remember that when the universe keeps throwing obstacles in my path.”

“The universe isn’t throwing obstacles. Azrael is. And Azrael has limitations. He’s powerful, but he’s not all-powerful. These small acts of sabotage—they’re signs of desperation, not strength. If he could stop us directly, he would. Instead, he’s playing games. Trying to wear us down.”

I pull back slightly, looking up at him. “So what do we do?”

“We don’t let him.” Mal’s eyes are red now, fully demonic, and there’s a fierceness in them I’ve never seen before. “We secure the studio. We rehearse the dance. We show up to the showcase and give the performance of our lives. And when I’m finally free of that contract, I’m going to personally introduce Azrael to the concept of consequences.”

Despite everything—the destruction, the stress, the bone-deep exhaustion—I feel a smile tugging at my lips.

“Consequences?”

“Extensive consequences.” His tail curls around my waist. “Possibly involving embarrassment on a cosmic scale. I’ve had three centuries to plan.”

“You’ve been planning revenge for three centuries?”

“What else was I going to do during the boring parts of eternal servitude?”

A laugh escapes me, surprising us both.

“There’s the spirit.” Mal cups my face in his hands. “We can do this, Izzie. The wards will hold. The showcase will happen. And you’re going to be magnificent.”

I want to believe him.

I choose to believe him.

“Okay.” I take a deep breath. “Let’s get this place cleaned up. We have a recital tomorrow and a showcase to win.”

The rest of the day is a blur of activity. We recruit help—not just Bianca and the parents, but neighbors, friends, anyone who happens to walk past and can be convinced to grab a mop. The Bellamy Cove gossip network, usually the bane of my existence, actually works in my favor for once. By evening, I have a small army of volunteers helping restore the studio to functionality.

Mal works alongside everyone else, his supernatural strength making light work of moving heavy equipment and his demonic charm keeping spirits high. I catch him making one of the most skeptical parents laugh so hard she snorts, and I file that away as evidence that he might actually be good for something besides driving me crazy.

By midnight, the main studio is functional again. Not perfect—the floor is still damp in patches, and several pieces of equipment need professional repair—but functional enough for a children’s recital.

The costumes are another matter.

I’m sitting in the storage room, surveying the damage, when Mal finds me. Eleven tutus are completely destroyed. Eight more are stained beyond repair. That’s nineteen costumes out of twenty-three—nearly the entire junior ballet ensemble.

“I can’t fix this in time.” The admission comes out defeated. “I can reschedule classes. I can dry floors. But I can’t make nineteen new tutus by tomorrow afternoon.”

Mal sits down beside me, his shoulder warm against mine. “What if you don’t have to?”

“What do you mean?”

“The costumes were for ‘The Firefly Dance,’ right? The piece about lights in the darkness?”

I nod, not seeing where he’s going.

“What if instead of trying to replace what was lost, we change the concept? The children could wear simple black leotards—basic costume, easy to provide—and we add actual lights. Small LED clips, nothing expensive. The dance becomes about the children themselves being the fireflies, not their costumes.”

I stare at him.

“That’s... actually brilliant.”

“Don’t sound so surprised.”

“I’m always surprised when you’re helpful instead of chaotic.”

“Chaos and creativity aren’t mutually exclusive.” He grins. “Sometimes the best solutions come from abandoning the original plan entirely.”

Sometimes the best solutions come from abandoning the original plan entirely.

The words echo in my head, taking on a meaning beyond costume emergencies.

For my entire life, I’ve had a plan. A vision of perfection. A specific path to success that required everything to go exactly right. When obstacles appeared, I pushed harder, worked longer, forced reality to conform to my expectations.

But maybe that’s not the only way.

Maybe sometimes you have to let the flood destroy the tutus. Maybe sometimes you dance in puddles instead of on dry floors. Maybe sometimes the unexpected path leads somewhere better than the one you planned.

“Thank you,” I say quietly.

“For the costume idea?”

“For everything.” I lean against him, letting my head rest on his shoulder. “For being here. For fighting beside me. For making me laugh when everything is falling apart.”

His arm wraps around me. “That’s what partners do.”

Partners.

The word settles into my chest, warm and certain.

Whatever Azrael throws at us next—and I have no doubt he’ll throw something—we’ll face it together.

The recital tomorrow might be a disaster. The showcase in three days might fail spectacularly. The seventh invitation might turn out to be impossible after all.

But right now, in this moment, sitting among ruined costumes in a damp storage room with a demon who’s somehow become the most important person in my life, I feel something I haven’t felt in years.

Hope.

My phone buzzes. A text from Bianca: Parent feedback on the firefly LED idea is overwhelmingly positive. Some are calling it “innovative” and “magical.” Mrs. Henderson offered to supply the clips from her craft store. WE MIGHT ACTUALLY PULL THIS OFF.

I show the message to Mal.

He smiles.

“Told you. Sometimes chaos leads somewhere better.”

I look around at the destroyed tutus, the water-stained walls, the evidence of Azrael’s sabotage littering every surface.

And I think: Bring it on.

We’re not backing down.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




The silence in the studio is deafening.

Everyone has gone home. The volunteers. The parents. Bianca, who I practically had to push out the door with promises that yes, I would actually sleep tonight, and no, I wasn’t going to stay here obsessively rehearsing until dawn.

Technically, I’m not rehearsing.

I’m just... sitting. On the floor of Studio A, my back against the mirror, staring at the faint water stains that still mark the hardwood despite hours of desperate mopping. The industrial fans hum in the corner, working overtime to dry the last stubborn patches of moisture before tomorrow’s showcase.

Tomorrow.

God.

In less than eighteen hours, I’ll be standing on the biggest stage of my career, performing a dance that carries the weight of centuries. A dance that could free the man I love from eternal servitude—or fail spectacularly and leave both of us shattered.

No pressure.

I pull my knees to my chest and let my head fall back against the glass. The mirror is cool through my thin practice top, a small comfort against the fever-heat of anxiety thrumming through my veins.

The man I love.

When did that happen? When did Malachi Vexis go from infuriating student to irreplaceable partner to... this? This consuming, terrifying, wonderful thing that’s taken root in my chest and refuses to be ignored?

Was it the first time he made me laugh during practice? The way he handles the children with unexpected gentleness? The kiss in my kitchen that turned my carefully ordered world upside down?

Or was it earlier than that—some moment I didn’t even notice, when he stopped being an obstacle and started being necessary?

I close my eyes and try to quiet the storm in my head.

The showcase choreography is perfect. We’ve rehearsed it until my muscles know every step without conscious thought. The music is loaded. The costumes are pressed. Everything that can be prepared has been prepared.

But the Dance of Accord isn’t about preparation.

It’s about truth.

Mal explained it to me weeks ago, back when I thought I understood. The dance requires genuine emotional connection. Authentic acceptance. Not performed intimacy, but the real thing—two souls choosing each other without reservation.

At the time, I thought that would be the easy part.

Fool.

Because now, sitting here in the dark with nothing to distract me from my own thoughts, I’m forced to confront a truth I’ve been avoiding:

I still don’t know if I can do it.

Not the steps. The steps are simple.

But the surrender? The complete, unconditional acceptance of another person into my life? The willingness to be vulnerable, to trust, to let go of control?

That terrifies me more than any demon ever could.

A soft sound at the door.

I don’t open my eyes. I know who it is. I’d know the rhythm of those footsteps anywhere now—the particular way Mal moves, graceful and deliberate, like every step is a choice rather than a habit.

“I thought you went home.”

“I did.” His voice is closer than I expected. “Then I came back.”

“Why?”

The floor creaks as he sits down beside me. Not touching, but close enough that I can feel the warmth radiating from his body.

“Because you’re here.”

Such a simple answer. Such an enormous truth contained in four small words.

I open my eyes.

He’s watching me with an expression I can’t quite read. Concern, yes. Affection, certainly. But something else underneath—something raw and uncertain that I’ve never seen on him before.

Mal is always confident. Always charming. Always in control of any situation, even when the situation involves imp-induced chaos or demonic sabotage.

Tonight, he looks... scared.

“You’re worried about tomorrow,” I say.

“Aren’t you?”

“I’m terrified.”

The admission slips out before I can stop it. So much for maintaining composure.

But Mal doesn’t look surprised. He just nods slowly, like I’ve confirmed something he already knew.

“The dance itself isn’t the problem.” His voice is quiet, barely above a whisper. “We could perform the choreography blindfolded at this point. The magic will respond to that—the technical execution, the physical connection.”

“But?”

“But technical execution isn’t enough.” He turns to face me fully, and in the dim light, I can see the red bleeding into his irises. “The Dance of Accord requires more than partnership, Izzie. It requires... acceptance. Complete, unconditional acceptance of who and what I am.”

“I already accept you.”

“Do you?”

The question hangs between us.

I want to say yes. I want to be certain. But something in his eyes tells me that easy certainty isn’t what he’s asking for.

“Tell me what you mean.”

Mal is quiet for a long moment. When he speaks again, his voice is rough.

“You know what I am. You’ve seen glimpses of my true form. You know about the contract, the servitude, the things I’ve done in Azrael’s service.” He swallows hard. “You say you accept me. But there’s a difference between accepting the parts of me that are convenient—the charm, the dancing, the way I make you laugh—and accepting all of it. The demon. The darkness. The fact that I am not, and never will be, human.”

“I know you’re not human.”

“Knowing and accepting are different things.” He reaches for my hand, his fingers tracing over my knuckles with devastating gentleness. “Tomorrow, when we dance... the magic will see the truth. It will know if there’s any part of you that’s holding back. Any reservation. Any fear. And if there is⁠—”

“The dance fails.”

“The dance fails.” His grip tightens. “And I remain bound. Forever.”

The weight of it settles over me like a physical thing.

This isn’t just about the showcase anymore. It’s not about saving my studio or impressing the judges or proving something to my mother. It’s about him. About whether I can truly, completely, unconditionally accept a demon into my heart.

And not just any demon.

My demon.

“Mal.” I shift until I’m facing him, our knees touching. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“Why me?”

His brow furrows. “What do you mean?”

“The contract requires seven invitations. Someone welcoming you into their life, their home, their... heart.” I search his face for answers. “You could have chosen anyone. Someone easier. Someone who doesn’t have a mountain of trust issues and a pathological need for control. Why did you pick the most emotionally unavailable dance instructor in Bellamy Cove?”

A ghost of a smile crosses his lips. “You’re not emotionally unavailable.”

“I’m a disaster.”

“You’re guarded.” He lifts my hand to his mouth and presses a kiss to my palm. “There’s a difference. And to answer your question... I didn’t choose you. Not consciously. The contract doesn’t work that way.”

“Then how does it work?”

“The magic finds... compatibility. Potential for genuine connection. I’ve spent three centuries watching it fail because the women I approached couldn’t truly accept what I am. They wanted the charming stranger. The mysterious lover. The exciting distraction. But when they saw the demon underneath...” He trails off, jaw tightening.

“They couldn’t handle it.”

“They couldn’t accept it. And I can’t blame them. What I am, what I’ve done... it’s not easy to love.”

The word hits me like a physical blow.

Love.

He said love.

“You never told me what happens if the contract isn’t completed,” I hear myself say. “You explained the invitations, the dance, the bracelet. But you never said what Azrael actually gets if we fail.”

Mal’s expression goes carefully blank. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me.”

“Izzie—”

“Tell me.”

The silence stretches. I can hear the fans humming, the distant sound of traffic, the rapid beat of my own heart.

Finally, Mal speaks.

“If the contract fails—if the seventh invitation never comes, or if the Dance of Accord doesn’t complete properly—then I’m bound to Azrael permanently. No more escape clauses. No more chances.” His voice is flat, emotionless, like he’s reciting facts from a textbook. “My servitude becomes absolute. Eternal. He’ll own not just my labor, but my will. My identity. Everything that makes me me will eventually be erased, replaced by whatever Azrael needs me to be.”

My stomach turns.

“That’s...” I can’t finish the sentence. There aren’t words for that level of horror.

“That’s why he’s been sabotaging us.” Mal’s laugh is bitter. “Azrael doesn’t just want to win. He wants to break me. Make me fail so spectacularly that I spend eternity knowing I came this close to freedom.” He holds his thumb and forefinger a millimeter apart. “This close. And lost it anyway.”

“We won’t lose.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“Watch me.”

I grab his face with both hands, forcing him to look at me. His eyes are fully red now, glowing faintly in the darkness, and I realize I don’t even flinch anymore. When did that happen? When did the sight of his demon form stop being startling and start being... beautiful?

“I know what you are, Malachi Vexis.” My voice is steady despite the trembling in my hands. “I’ve known since the moment you walked into my studio with your terrible technique and your ridiculous confidence. I knew there was something different about you. Something that didn’t fit the neat little boxes I try to organize my life into.”

“Izzie—”

“I’m not finished.” I brush my thumb across his cheekbone. “You’re right that I’m scared. I’m terrified, actually. Not of you—never of you—but of what it means to let someone in this completely. My whole life, I’ve been taught that love is conditional. That acceptance has to be earned through perfection. That the moment you show weakness, the moment you stop being exactly what someone needs, they’ll leave.”

His hands come up to cover mine.

“I’m not going to leave.”

“I know.” And I do. Somewhere in the tangled mess of my trust issues and perfectionism and bone-deep fear of failure, I know this. “That’s what scares me most. Because if you stay... if this is real... then I have to be real too. I have to stop hiding behind choreography and schedules and the perfect version of myself I show the world.”

“I don’t want the perfect version.” His voice cracks. “I just want you.”

The words break something open inside me.

Or maybe they heal something.

I’m not sure there’s a difference anymore.

“Then you have me.” The declaration comes out steadier than I feel. “All of me. The control freak and the perfectionist and the woman who still flinches when her mother criticizes her technique. The person who’s terrible at asking for help and worse at accepting it. The disaster who fell in love with a demon despite every rational instinct telling her to run.”

Mal goes perfectly still.

“You...”

“I love you.” Saying it out loud is simultaneously the easiest and hardest thing I’ve ever done. “I love you, and I’m choosing you, and I don’t care if you’re a demon or a human or a dancing imp in a leather jacket. Stay with me.”

Stay with me.

The bracelet on his wrist explodes with light.

I gasp, throwing my arm up instinctively, but the glow isn’t painful—it’s warm, golden, like sunrise after a long night. Through the brilliance, I can see the seventh stone transforming, the dull black surface cracking and reforming into a deep, luminous ruby.

And then all seven stones begin to pulse.

In unison. Like a heartbeat. Like our heartbeat.

The light spreads outward, surrounding us both in a cocoon of radiance. I can feel it—the magic—not as an external force but as something rising from within. From the connection between us. From the truth we’ve finally stopped hiding from.

“Izzie.” Mal’s voice is awed, reverent, shaking with emotion. “Do you feel that?”

I do.

It’s like every moment we’ve shared is playing back at once. The first disastrous lesson. The dinner invitation. The charity gala. The plumbing crisis. Her mother’s party. The night I danced alone and let him see who I really am.

Seven invitations.

Seven moments of choosing each other.

Seven stones, now blazing with ruby fire.

The bracelet—that crude, incongruous thing that never fit with Mal’s elegant style—is transforming. The cracked leather smooths into something supple and beautiful. The silver setting reshapes itself into intricate patterns that catch the light. The seven rubies glow like captured stars.

It’s no longer a chain.

It’s a choice.

“It worked.” Mal is staring at his wrist like he’s never seen it before. “The contract... the invitations... it actually worked.”

“We still have to complete the dance.”

“We will.” He looks up at me, and his smile is incandescent. “We will, because you just did the impossible. You accepted me. Completely. Without reservation.”

“Was that all it took?”

“That’s everything.” He pulls me into his arms, holding me so tight I can barely breathe. “Three hundred years, Izzie. Three hundred years of failing, of watching the bracelet stay dark, of believing I would never be free. And you... you just...”

He can’t finish. His shoulders are shaking.

I hold him tighter.

“I meant it,” I whisper into his neck. “Every word. I choose you, Mal. Whatever comes tomorrow, whatever happens with Azrael, whatever the future holds... I choose you.”

“Even if I’m a disaster?”

I laugh despite the tears tracking down my cheeks. “Especially because you’re a disaster. We can be disasters together.”

He pulls back just enough to look at me. His eyes are still glowing red, but there’s something new in them. Something that wasn’t there before.

Hope.

Real, genuine, unguarded hope.

“I love you too,” he says. “I should have said it first. I’ve loved you since the moment you told me my footwork was an insult to centuries of dance tradition. I just... I didn’t think I was allowed to. I didn’t think you could ever...”

“Accept a demon?”

“Accept me. The real me. Not the charming facade I show the world, but the broken, desperate, terrified creature underneath.”

I reach down and take his wrist, running my fingers over the transformed bracelet. The rubies are warm to the touch, pulsing gently with contained power.

“This is who you are,” I say softly. “The charm and the chaos and yes, the broken parts too. And I love all of it. Even the terrible dancing.”

“My dancing has improved significantly, thank you very much.”

“It’s still an insult to centuries of tradition.”

“But now it’s our insult to centuries of tradition.”

I laugh again, and this time it feels different. Lighter. Like a weight I didn’t know I was carrying has finally been lifted.

Tomorrow, we’ll face the showcase. We’ll dance the Dance of Accord in front of judges and audiences and whatever obstacles Azrael tries to throw in our path. The future is still uncertain, still terrifying, still full of things I can’t control.

But right now, in this moment, with Mal’s arms around me and seven ruby stones glowing in the darkness, I feel something I thought I’d never feel.

Certainty.

Not that everything will be perfect. Not that we won’t face challenges and setbacks and moments of doubt. But certainty that whatever comes, we’ll face it together.

“We should probably get some sleep,” I murmur against his chest. “Big day tomorrow.”

“Probably.” He makes no move to let go.

“The showcase starts at two.”

“Mmhmm.”

“I need to be here by eleven for setup.”

“Very responsible.”

“Mal.”

“I’m listening.”

“You’re not moving.”

“Neither are you.”

He has a point.

I settle more firmly into his embrace, letting the warmth of his body and the gentle pulse of the bracelet’s magic wash over me. The studio is still damaged. The floor is still damp in patches. Tomorrow will bring challenges I can’t anticipate and problems I’ll have to solve in real-time.

But tonight...

Tonight, I let myself rest.

The last thing I see before sleep claims me is the glow of seven ruby stones, blazing like promises in the dark.

Stay with me.

Always.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




“Hold still.” Bianca jabs another pin into my updo with the precision of a battlefield surgeon. “If you keep fidgeting, you’re going to look like you fought a rosebush.”

“I’m not fidgeting.”

“You’re vibrating.”

She’s not wrong. Every muscle in my body is wound tight enough to snap, humming with a frequency that probably registers on seismographs three towns over. I’ve competed in dozens of showcases. Performed in front of panels of stone-faced judges who could destroy a career with a single raised eyebrow. Danced through twisted ankles, broken ribs, and one memorable performance where I had food poisoning but refused to forfeit.

None of that prepared me for this.

“There.” Bianca steps back, admiring her handiwork. “Perfect. You look like a goddess of dance who also happens to be about to throw up.”

“Helpful.”

“I do what I can.” She squeezes my shoulder. “You’ve got this, Iz. I’ve seen you rehearse. The dance is flawless.”

The dance isn’t the problem, I want to say. But I can’t explain the real stakes to her—not without sounding clinically insane or revealing secrets that aren’t mine to share. So I just nod and try to remember how to breathe.

Through the thin walls of the dressing room, I can hear the murmur of the crowd. The showcase has been running for two hours now, a parade of ballroom couples and contemporary soloists and one truly inspired jazz ensemble that had the audience cheering. We’d won the tango contest, but I’d been too busy worrying about the Dance of Accord to really appreciate it.

It’s the final performance of the evening. The grand finale.

No pressure.

The door opens and Mal slips inside, and for a moment I forget how to be nervous because I’m too busy forgetting how to think.

He’s wearing the costume we picked out together—a perfectly tailored black suit with subtle crimson accents that catch the light when he moves. His hair is styled back from his face, emphasizing the sharp lines of his jaw and cheekbones. He looks like he stepped out of a gothic romance novel, all dark elegance and dangerous charm.

But it’s his eyes that stop me.

They’re glowing faintly red, visible even in the harsh fluorescent lighting of the dressing room, and there’s something in them I’ve never seen before. Not fear, exactly. Something deeper. Something that makes my chest ache.

“Bianca.” His voice is calm, controlled. “Could you give us a moment?”

She looks between us, clearly sensing the undercurrent of tension, but she doesn’t push. “I’ll be right outside. Don’t mess up her hair.”

The door clicks shut behind her.

He crosses the room in three long strides and pulls me into his arms. I go willingly, pressing my face against the crisp fabric of his jacket and breathing in his smoky, spicy scent.

“He’s here.”

The words are so quiet I almost miss them.

My blood goes cold. “Azrael?”

“Third row, center section. He’s wearing a grey suit and a smile that makes me want to commit violence.”

I pull back just enough to see his face. “Can he do anything? During the dance, I mean. Can he interfere?”

“He shouldn’t be able to. The Dance of Accord is protected by ancient law—even demons can’t directly interrupt it once it begins.” His jaw tightens. “But Azrael has never been one to follow rules he finds inconvenient.”

“Then we’ll just have to be faster than whatever he’s planning.”

He laughs, but there’s an edge to it. “I love that about you. The complete refusal to accept reality.”

“I’m a small business owner in a dying industry. Refusing to accept reality is the only reason I’m still standing.”

He kisses my forehead, gentle and lingering. “Whatever happens out there... I need you to know something.”

“Mal—”

“Let me say this.” His hands come up to frame my face, his thumbs brushing over my cheekbones. “You’ve already saved me, Izzie. The bracelet is complete. The magic is ready. Whether we succeed tonight or not, you gave me something I thought I’d never have again.”

“What?”

“Love.” His voice cracks on the word. “You gave me love. And that’s worth more than any contract.”

I want to tell him that’s not good enough. That I refuse to accept a world where we come this close and still lose. That I’ve spent my entire life settling for almost-good-enough and I’m done accepting anything less than everything.

But before I can speak, there’s a knock at the door.

“Two minutes to places.”

Mal’s arms tighten around me for a heartbeat. Two. Then he releases me and steps back, his expression smoothing into that familiar confident mask.

“Ready to make history?”

I straighten my costume—a flowing dress in deep red that moves like liquid fire when I dance—and meet his eyes.

“Ready to end a three-hundred-year contract?”

“Same thing, really.”

We walk to the wings together.

The stage is dark, but I can sense the crowd beyond the curtain. Hundreds of people who came to see an evening of dance, completely unaware that they’re about to witness something ancient and magical and impossible.

Just another Saturday in Bellamy Cove.

The stage manager catches my eye and holds up five fingers. Then four. Three. Mal takes my hand. Two. I squeeze back. One. The curtain rises.

The first thing I see is Azrael.

He’s exactly where Mal said he’d be—third row center, immaculate in charcoal grey, his silver-blond hair catching the stage lights like a halo. He looks perfectly human. Perfectly ordinary. Just another audience member come to enjoy an evening of culture.

But his eyes are flat and silver and cold, watching us with the patient attention of a predator who knows his prey can’t escape.

I tear my gaze away and focus on Mal. Focus on the dance.

The opening notes of our music fill the theater as we move to opposite sides of the stage. It sounds almost normal, almost conventional, but underneath the surface harmonies there’s something older. Something that makes the air in the theater feel thick with anticipation.

We begin.The first steps are familiar, rehearsed a thousand times until they’re written into my muscle memory. But almost immediately, I feel the difference. This isn’t practice. This isn’t rehearsal. The magic is awake.

It starts in the bracelet—those seven ruby stones pulsing in time with our movements, visible even through Mal’s sleeve. Then it spreads, flowing into me, and suddenly I can feel him. I can feel his emotions, raw and unfiltered, bleeding through the bond the dance is creating between us.

Fear. God, so much fear. Three centuries of servitude and desperate hope and watching every attempt at freedom crumble to dust.

But underneath the fear—love. A love so fierce and overwhelming that my breath catches in my throat. Love that wraps around me like armor, like a promise, like coming home after a lifetime of wandering.

We spin into the second movement, and the music builds. The magic builds with it. I can see it actually see it now—golden threads of light weaving between us, connecting us, binding us together in ways that transcend the physical. This is what the Dance of Accord was created for. Not just partnership, but union. Two souls choosing each other with such completeness that even hell’s contracts can’t argue with the results.

Through the haze of magic, I catch glimpses of the audience. They’re entranced, leaning forward in their seats, sensing that they’re witnessing something extraordinary even if they can’t explain what. The judges at the side table have stopped writing notes. The theater is so quiet I can hear the rustle of individual programs.

And Azrael...

Azrael is standing.

That’s not good.

I see Mal notice too. His grip on me tightens infinitesimally. But we can’t stop. The dance must be completed.

We move into the third section—the most physically and emotionally demanding portion. The surrender to each other. Almost there. The music reaches its crescendo.

And Azrael acts.

It happens so fast that my conscious mind barely registers it. One moment I’m descending from a lift, Mal’s hands steady on my waist. The next, the temperature in the theater plummets by fifty degrees, and the audience gasps. The music abruptly cuts off. The stage lights flicker and die, plunging the theater into darkness broken only by the ruby glow of Mal’s bracelet and the silver gleam of Azrael’s eyes.

“Did you really think I would let you succeed?”

Azrael’s voice fills the space, not amplified, but somehow present everywhere at once. It drips with contempt.

“Three hundred years, Malachi. Three hundred years of your pathetic attempts to escape. And you thought this”—the word curls with disgust—”this human woman would be enough to break my hold on you?”

Mal steps in front of me. His glamour is slipping, horns emerging from his dark hair, eyes blazing full crimson.

“The contract is complete, Azrael. The bracelet⁠—”

“The bracelet is irrelevant.” Azrael strides down the center aisle, and with each step, the pressure in the room increases. “The Dance of Accord requires completion. And you, my bound servant, have not completed it.”

He’s right.

The realization hits me like a physical blow. We were in the final section, yes. So close. But the dance wasn’t finished. We didn’t reach the last measures of the music, the closing embrace that would seal the contract’s dissolution.

“This is a violation of ancient law,” Mal growls. “The Dance of Accord is protected⁠—”

“Protected from interference during its performance, yes.” Azrael smiles. It’s the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen. “But you stopped performing, didn’t you? When the lights died, when the magic faltered... you stopped. And a paused dance is not a protected dance.”

Loophole.

He found a loophole.

“Let me explain what happens now.” Azrael reaches the edge of the stage and stops, his silver eyes fixed on Mal. “In approximately thirty seconds, I’m going to invoke the emergency termination clause in your contract. The one that activates if a third party attempts to fraudulently manipulate the conditions of release.”

“She didn’t⁠—”

“Did she know about the contract before the final invitation?” Azrael’s smile widens. “Did she know that her words, her choices, her precious feelings were being used as instruments of your escape?”

“I told her everything!”

“Everything?” Azrael tilts his head. “Did you tell her about the consequences if you failed? The specific nature of your eternal servitude? Or did you protect her from that knowledge to ensure her feelings remained... pure?”

The silence is damning.

Because he’s right. Mal didn’t tell me all of it. He gave me the broad strokes—the contract, the invitations, the dance—but he softened the edges. He didn’t want me to choose him out of pity or desperation. He wanted me to choose him because I wanted to.

It was thoughtful. It was protective. It was kind.

And Azrael is going to use it to destroy us.

“The termination clause gives me a choice,” Azrael continues. “One of you, or both of you. Either I reclaim my property”—he gestures at Mal—”or I claim a new asset as compensation for the attempted manipulation.”

His silver gaze slides to me.

“You.”

No.

“She has nothing to do with this,” Mal snarls.

“She has everything to do with this. She’s the lynchpin of your entire escape attempt. Without her invitations, without her acceptance, without her tedious love...” The word drips with contempt. “You would still be my bound servant, exactly where you belong.”

The audience is frozen. Whether from the supernatural pressure Azrael is emanating or from simple shock, I can’t tell. It doesn’t matter. This confrontation exists outside their comprehension.

“Choose, Malachi.” Azrael’s voice is soft now, almost gentle. “You can let me invoke the termination clause against her. Sign her soul into my service. She’ll take your place. Three hundred years of servitude, serving my every whim, and you’ll walk free. The contract will be satisfied.”

My stomach drops.

“Or.” Azrael holds up one elegant hand. “You can surrender yourself. Voluntarily accept permanent binding. No more escape clauses. No more hope. Just eternity under my control.”

The choice hangs in the air.

Me or him.

Freedom or love.

I want to scream at Mal to take it. To save himself. Three hundred years is enough suffering for anyone. He doesn’t owe me eternal damnation.

But when I look at his face...

I already know.

“Mal.” My voice is a whisper. “Don’t.”

He turns to me. The red glow of his eyes is soft now, warm.

“Remember what I said?” His hand comes up to cup my cheek. “I told you that you gave me love. That you saved me.”

“You’re not saved if you do this.”

“Yes.” He smiles, and it breaks my heart. “I am.”

He turns back to Azrael.

“I choose her.”

The words ring through the theater like a bell.

“You’re certain?” Azrael’s eyes gleam with triumph. “No clever tricks? No last-minute escape? You’re voluntarily accepting permanent binding?”

“I’m voluntarily choosing to protect her.” Mal’s voice is steady. “Whatever that costs.”

“Touching.” Azrael raises his hand. “Then let the contract be⁠—”

The bracelet explodes with light.

Not the soft golden glow from before. This is supernova-bright, blinding, burning, filling every corner of the theater with radiance so intense that even Azrael staggers back.

“What—”

“The hidden condition.” Mal’s voice is different now, resonant and powerful. “You never knew about it, did you?”

The light is coalescing around Mal, forming shapes I can’t quite understand—wings, maybe, or armor, or something that exists in dimensions my human mind can’t process.

“The contract was never about the invitations.” Mal steps forward, and with each step, the light grows brighter. “It was never about the dance. Those were just... measurements. Tests. Ways to prove that genuine connection existed.”

Azrael’s silver eyes are wide. For the first time, I see fear in them.

“The true escape clause,” Mal continues, “the condition the creator actually designed... was selflessness. Putting another person above myself. Choosing someone else’s welfare over my own freedom.”

“That’s impossible.” Azrael’s voice shakes. “No demon would⁠—”

“I just did.”

The light reaches its peak, and the bracelet dissolves. The seven ruby stones burst into fragments, each one exploding outward in a shower of crimson sparks. The leather band crumbles to dust. The silver setting melts away like ice in sunlight.

And with it goes the contract.

I can actually see the chains that have bound Mal for three hundred years shattering one by one. Glowing red threads snap and dissolve. Invisible weights lift from his shoulders. His whole body seems to expand, to breathe freely for the first time in centuries.

The light fades. Mal stands in its aftermath, looking down at his bare wrist with an expression of stunned disbelief.

“It’s gone.” His voice cracks. “It’s actually gone.”

Azrael screams.

It’s not a human sound. It’s the rage of something ancient and powerful, denied its prey after centuries of patient waiting. The theater shudders. Glasses shatter. Several audience members clap their hands over their ears.

“This isn’t over.” Azrael’s form is shifting, the human disguise falling away to reveal something terrible underneath. “You may have escaped the contract, but you’ve made an enemy, Malachi Vexis. I will destroy everything you⁠—”

“No.”

My voice. I don’t know where the courage comes from. Maybe from the residual magic still humming in my veins. Maybe from the look on Mal’s face, finally free, after so long. Maybe I’m just too tired to be afraid anymore.

“No, you won’t.”

Azrael’s attention snaps to me. “You dare⁠—”

“You lost.” I step forward, placing myself beside Mal. “The contract is broken. Your hold on him is gone. Whatever petty revenge you’re planning? It’s not worth it. We both know that demons can’t act against beings who haven’t agreed to a contract. That’s the whole point of your stupid rules.”

“She’s right.” Mal’s arm comes around my waist. There’s something new in his voice. Confidence, yes, but more than that. Authority. “I’m no longer bound to you, Azrael. Which means you have no power here.”

For a long moment, Azrael stares at us. Then his form solidifies back into the elegant human disguise. His expression smooths into cold neutrality.

“This isn’t finished.”

“It is for tonight.” Mal’s smile is sharp as a blade. “And every night after. I’m free, Azrael. Whatever comes next... I’ll face it on my own terms.”

Azrael holds his gaze for a heartbeat. Two. Then he turns and walks up the aisle, through the stunned audience, and out of the theater.

The doors slam behind him. The lights flicker back on. And the silence breaks into applause. Confused, uncertain applause that builds as the audience tries to process what they just witnessed. They saw a performance. They don’t understand the specifics, but they know they watched two people fight for something and win.

That’s enough.

“We didn’t finish the dance.” My voice is shaky. Everything is shaky.

Mal turns to me, and his eyes are still glowing faintly red, but it’s different now. Not the burning crimson of a bound demon. Something softer. Something that looks like happiness.

“We finished what mattered.”

He kisses me. Right there, on stage, in front of hundreds of people and a panel of judges and whoever’s recording this for posterity. He kisses me like we’re the only two people in the universe, and I kiss him back because in this moment, we are.

The applause becomes cheering.

Somewhere in the wings, I hear Bianca screaming “Yes! Yes! That’s my best friend!”

And standing in the ruins of a broken contract, wrapped in the arms of a free demon, I finally let myself believe it.

We won.


EPILOGUE


Three months later…

The “S” comes down first.

I stand on the sidewalk with my coffee cooling in my hands, watching two men in harnesses carefully detach the painted letters from the brick facade of my studio. Solis School of Dance. The sign has hung there for thirty-one years—first installed by my mother when she opened the studio five years after I was born.

I’ve walked under those letters almost every day of my life.

The “O” follows the “S,” lowered gently into a waiting truck bed. Then the “L.” The “I.”

My throat tightens.

This is ridiculous, I tell myself. It’s just a sign. Just paint on metal. It doesn’t mean anything.

But it does.

For most of my life, I believed that changing the name would be a betrayal. An admission that I wasn’t good enough to carry my mother’s legacy. Every time I imagined updating the studio—modernizing the logo, appealing to a younger demographic, making it mine—guilt would crash over me like a wave.

This is her dream, I would think. Who am I to change it?

But I had already changed it. Winning the showcase had brought in new customers. I’d added modern dance classes. The prize money had allowed me to update the website and invest in marketing. We were showing a healthy profit again. It was time.

“You okay?”

Mal’s voice is warm against my ear. His arms wrap around me from behind, pulling me back against his chest, and I lean into him without thinking. Three months, and I still haven’t gotten used to the easy intimacy between us. The casual touches. The comfort of having someone who wants to hold me just because.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re crying.”

Am I? I reach up and touch my cheek. Wet.

“It’s just allergies.”

“In December?”

“Climate change is very real, Mal.”

He laughs, the sound vibrating through his chest and into my back. “Of course. My mistake.”

The workers have moved on to “CHOOL” now. “DANCE” will be last—the largest letters, the ones my mother insisted on because people need to know what we do here, Isadora, they need to see it from the street.

I remember being five years old, standing in this exact spot, watching those letters go up. My mother held my hand so tight it hurt. Her face was fierce with pride and determination and something else I was too young to name.

This is our legacy, she told me. This is what we leave behind.

I thought she meant the studio. The business. The carefully preserved tradition of ballroom excellence. Now I think she meant something else entirely.

“It feels strange,” I say quietly. “I thought I’d be relieved. I thought I’d feel free.”

“And instead?”

“Instead I feel like I’m losing something.”

Mal’s arms tighten around me. He doesn’t say anything for a long moment, just holds me while the workers detach “OF” and lower it into the truck.

“You know,” he says finally, “when my contract first broke, I didn’t feel relieved either.”

I twist to look at him. “You didn’t?”

“I felt terrified.” His expression is thoughtful, distant. “For three hundred years, I knew exactly what my life was. What was expected of me. What I could and couldn’t do. And then suddenly... nothing. No rules. No boundaries. No predetermined path.”

“That sounds like freedom.”

“It felt like falling.” His eyes meet mine. “Until I remembered that I had someone to catch me.”

The last letters come down—”DANCE”—and suddenly the facade is bare. Just faded brick where the sign used to hang, the outline of each letter visible in the slightly lighter stone that had been protected from weather and sun. The ghost of something that used to exist.

“Excuse me, Miss Solis?” One of the workers approaches, clipboard in hand. “We’re ready to install the new sign whenever you want to take a look at the placement.”

I nod, stepping out of Mal’s embrace to follow him around to the truck.

The new sign is beautiful.

Bellamy Ballroom in elegant copper letters, designed by a local artist who spent two hours interviewing me about my vision for the studio. The font is modern but classic. Warm but professional. It looks like something that belongs in this century while still honoring the traditions I’ve spent my life learning.

“We were thinking right here.” The worker gestures to the same spot where the old sign hung. “Unless you want to center it differently?”

I stare at the empty brick facade. At the ghost-letters of my mother’s name.

“Actually,” I hear myself say, “could you move it up? About six inches?”

The worker makes a note. “Sure thing. Any reason?”

Because I want people to see both, I think. The shadow of what came before and the reality of what comes next.

But I don’t say that. I just smile and tell him it’s an aesthetic preference.

The installation takes another two hours. I spend most of it inside, teaching the afternoon children’s class.

“Mr. Mal!”

The shriek comes from Amelia, who abandons her partner mid-step to launch herself at Mal’s legs as he enters the studio.

“Careful.” He catches her easily, swinging her up in a way that makes her giggle. “You’re going to knock me over one of these days.”

“No I won’t. You’re really strong.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.”

I watch them interact—Amelia chattering about her new puppy while Mal nods seriously as if the color of the puppy’s collar is the most important information he’s ever received—and feel something warm unfurl in my chest.

After Azrael slunk away in defeat, Mal looked at his bare wrist and asked, voice cracking, what do I do now?

Whatever you want, I told him.

And what he wanted, it turned out, was to stay. Not because of magic. Not because of contracts or obligations or ancient infernal law. Just because he wanted to be where I was.

The first few weeks were an adjustment. The concept of choosing a place and committing to it was foreign to him in ways I couldn’t fully understand.

“It’s just...” He’d struggled to explain it one night, lying in my bed with moonlight painting silver stripes across his chest. “What if I get bored? What if you get tired of me? What if⁠—”

“Then we figure it out.” I’d propped myself up on one elbow to look at him. “That’s what people do, Mal. They don’t have escape clauses built into their relationships. They just... work at it.”

“That sounds terrifying.”

“It is.”

He’d been quiet for a long moment.

“I think I like it,” he’d said finally. “The terror. It means something’s actually at stake.”

One of the things we’d had to figure out was our living situation. We’d finally decided that the cottage was really too small for two people. He’d almost bought a sleek multi-million dollar contemporary house on a bluff outside of town, but I’d eventually convinced him to choose a Victorian at the top of Main Street which was in walking distance to the studio. It was large enough to satisfy his desire for grandeur and still had the ocean view we both loved.

Now he’s here, in my studio, letting an eight-year-old show him the “absolutely correct” way to do a foxtrot step while her classmates crowd around offering contradictory advice. His glamour is firmly in place—no horns, no red eyes, no hint of the demon beneath—but I can see the truth of him anyway.

Not because of magic. Just because I know him.

“All right, everyone!” I clap my hands to regain control. “Let’s show Mr. Mal what we’ve been learning. Find your partners.”

The chaos of small bodies resolves itself into pairs. I count them—all present, all accounted for, all wearing shoes on the correct feet.

“Ready? And five, six, seven, eight⁠—”

The music fills the studio, and they begin. Half of them still can’t remember which foot to start on. Tommy Garcia is leading his partner directly into the wall and Emmalyn appears to be doing a completely different dance altogether.

But they’re trying. They’re giggling and stumbling and helping each other up when they fall, and when the song ends, they collapse into proud exhaustion.

“Excellent work.” I mean it. “You’ve all improved so much since last week.”

“Even me?” Tommy asks, still tangled up with his partner near the wall.

“Especially you, Tommy. Your enthusiasm is inspiring.”

Mal catches my eye across the room and grins. Enthusiasm, he mouths, and I have to look away before I start laughing.

The parents arrive to collect their children, and for the next twenty minutes I’m fielding questions about recital costumes and practice schedules and whether we’re planning to offer any other types of dance classes. We are—I’ve hired a new instructor for hip-hop, starting in January.

By the time the last child is ushered out the door, the sun is setting and the new sign is glowing softly in the evening light.

Bellamy Ballroom.

I stand in the doorway and look at it. The copper letters catch the fading sunlight, warm and bright against the old brick. The shadow of my mother’s sign is still visible underneath, a palimpsest of family history layered beneath the present.

It doesn’t look like a betrayal. It looks like a beginning.

“So.” Mal appears beside me, hands in his pockets. “How does it feel?”

“Different.” I lean against the doorframe. “Good different, I think.”

“You know, when you first told me you were changing the name, I expected more anxiety. Possibly a pros and cons list. Definitely at least one spreadsheet.”

“There was a spreadsheet.”

“Of course there was.”

“But it didn’t help.” I turn to look at him. “None of my usual systems helped. In the end, I just had to... decide.”

“Without guarantees?”

“Without any guarantees at all.”

His smile is soft, understanding. “That’s very growth of you.”

“Shut up.”

“Genuinely. I’m proud.”

I swat at his arm, but I’m smiling too. “Come on. Help me close up.”

The studio looks different in the evening light. Softer. The mirrors that dominate one wall reflect the sunset through the windows, painting everything in shades of gold and rose. The wooden floor gleams, recently refinished as part of the renovations I finally allowed myself to invest in. New speakers. New lighting system. Fresh paint on the walls—a warm cream that makes the space feel larger.

It’s still the same studio, underneath. Still the place where my mother taught me to count in eights, where I learned to turn heartbreak into arabesques, where I fell in love with dance and then fell in love with the demon who disrupted my beginner ballroom class.

But it’s also different. It’s also mine.

I move through the closing routine on autopilot—checking the windows, adjusting the thermostat, collecting forgotten water bottles. Mal follows, occasionally helpful, mostly just watching me with an expression I can’t quite read.

“What?”

“Nothing.” He catches me by the waist as I pass him. “Just thinking.”

“About?”

“About how much I love watching you in your element.” His hands settle on my hips. “You move differently in here. More confidently. More yourself.”

“I’m always myself.”

“You’re always careful.” He pulls me closer. “In here, you’re free.”

The studio is empty now. Silent except for the distant sound of the ocean and the tick of the clock on the wall. The sunset has deepened to purple at the edges, twilight creeping in through the windows.

“Dance with me.”

The words come out before I can think about them.

He raises an eyebrow. “Now?”

“Why not?” I step out of his arms, moving toward the sound system. “No students. No judges. No showcase to prepare for.”

“No music?”

“I have music.” I pull up a playlist I made last week of slow, romantic songs, the kind of music I never let myself listen to because it wasn’t useful for teaching. “I have extremely good music.”

The first notes fill the studio. Something soft and acoustic, a singer with a voice like honey describing a love that feels inevitable.

I turn back to Mal. He’s standing in the center of the floor, illuminated by the last rays of sunset, looking at me like I’m the most extraordinary thing he’s ever seen.

“Come here.”

He meets me in the middle.

Dancing with Mal has always felt natural. Even back at the beginning, when he was ignoring choreography and driving me slowly insane—there was something about the way our bodies moved together that just worked.

Now it’s effortless.

His hand finds the small of my back. Mine rests on his shoulder. We fall into a basic waltz pattern without discussing it, because we don’t need to discuss it anymore. Our bodies know each other too well for words.

“Remember our first lesson?” His voice is low, intimate.

“You mean the one where you refused to follow a single instruction and I considered committing murder?”

“That’s the one.” He spins me, catches me. “I knew then.”

“Knew what?”

“That you were going to be the most magnificent problem I’d ever encountered.”

I laugh despite myself. “I was the problem?”

“Absolutely. Completely unexpected. Entirely inconvenient.” He dips me, and I go willingly, trusting him to hold me. “The best kind of problem.”

He pulls me back up, and we’re close—so close I can see the faint red glow starting to appear in his eyes. His glamour always slips a little when he’s feeling emotional.

“I love you,” he says quietly.

I’ve heard them before. He says them often now, like he’s making up for three centuries of not being allowed to love anyone freely. But they still hit me the same way every time. Like a door opening. Like coming home.

“I love you too.”

His smile is blinding.

We keep dancing as the last light fades from the windows. The music shifts to something slower, and we shift with it, barely moving now, just swaying together in the empty studio.

“You know,” he says against my hair, “when I took that beginner ballroom class, I was expecting to hate it.”

“You did hate it.”

“I hated the instructions. The rules. The endless counting.” His arms tighten around me. “I didn’t expect to find you.”

“Nobody expects to find a demon in their beginner ballroom class either.”

“And yet.” He pulls back just enough to meet my eyes. “Here we are.”

Here we are.

In a studio that’s finally, fully mine. Dancing to music I chose because I wanted to, not because it was useful. Wrapped in the arms of a freed demon who chose to stay because he loves me.

No judges watching. No audience to impress. No contracts binding us to specific outcomes. Just us and the promise of what comes next.

“So,” I say, “what now?”

It’s not really a question about tonight, or tomorrow, or even next week. It’s bigger than that. What does forever look like when you’re not measuring it against someone else’s expectations? When you’re not trying to earn love through achievement or perfection? What does happily ever after actually feel like?

He considers the question seriously.

“Now,” he says, “we keep dancing.”

Simple. Perfect. The music swells, and he sweeps me into a turn that’s half waltz and half pure improvisation—the kind of move he would have pulled in those early lessons, the kind that used to drive me crazy.

Now I lean into it and let him lead me somewhere unexpected.

We spin through the studio as the last light fades. The mirrors reflect us back—a woman in practice clothes, a man whose eyes are glowing faintly red, two bodies moving together like they were made for this.

Maybe we were. Not by contract or magic or fate, but by choice. By the accumulated weight of a thousand small decisions—to stay, to trust, to love even when it’s terrifying. By the simple, radical act of inviting someone in and discovering they want to stay.

The song ends.

We keep dancing anyway.


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Thank you so much for reading Never Dance with a Demon! Another fun story written in first person! I do love a charming—and secretly tortured hero. Not to mention a strong, independent heroine!
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