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      The electric hum of tattoo machines filled the air like a swarm of busy bees, industrious and insistent. I leaned back in the worn leather chair, inhaling the pungent scent of ink that permeated the parlor. My gaze lingered on the vibrant flashes of art adorning the walls, each one a silent scream of expression.

      “Ugh, Shay,” I grumbled, twisting a lock of my nearly black hair around my finger, “Why do dating and sex have to be such a headache? I’m this close to swearing off them for good.”

      Shay, draped across the chair beside me, flicked her gaze up from the ink catalog she’d been perusing. Her eyes were alight with the kind of mischief that usually meant trouble—or an adventure. “Girl, you’re just in a funk because you haven’t met someone who can keep up with you yet.” She grinned, her own tattoo—a phoenix rising from flames—peeking out from under her sleeve, as if agreeing with her.

      “Maybe,” I conceded, stretching my legs, feeling the tightness in my calves from this morning’s run. “Or maybe romance is just overrated.”

      “Ha! Spoken like a true cynic,” she chided, her tone playful but firm. “You know, this is exactly why you need help. When was the last time you had a real relationship?”

      I shifted in the leather chair, uncomfortable with her directness. “I date. I have relationships.”

      “Really?” Shay arched an eyebrow. “Name one that lasted longer than three months.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, then closed it. She had me there. “That’s because I have standards.”

      “No, honey. It’s because you treat relationships like one of your financial portfolios—all analysis, no risk.”

      The truth of her words stung. I thought about Mark, my last attempt at something real. How I’d kept him at arm’s length, scheduling our dates like business meetings, treating intimacy like a transaction. When he finally left, he’d said something I couldn’t forget: “It’s like making love to a spreadsheet.”

      “Remember James?” Shay pressed gently. “He was crazy about you.”

      “He wanted more than I could give.” The words tasted bitter. James had been perfect on paper—successful, kind, patient. But the moment he’d started talking about moving in together, I’d frozen. Within a week, I’d crafted the perfect exit strategy, complete with a PowerPoint presentation about why we weren’t compatible.

      “And Michael? The architect?”

      I winced. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Three dates, and you gave him a literal pros and cons list about pursuing a relationship.”

      “It was efficient,” I defended weakly, but even I could hear how ridiculous it sounded.

      “It was fear,” Shay corrected. “You’ve turned your heart into a hedge fund—minimizing risk, maximizing control. But love doesn’t work that way, Delilah. Sometimes you have to embrace the volatility.”

      I traced the outline of the hearts tattooed on my shoulder—a reminder of a time when I’d been braver, more open. Before Mom died and I learned that loving deeply meant losing devastatingly. “Maybe I’m just not built for it,” I whispered.

      Shay’s expression softened. “Actually, I know someone who might be able to help. Have you heard of Dr. Sexy?”

      “Dr. Sexy?” I echoed, my brows knitting together. How could I forget? The man was a legend in our circle, though I’d never met him. Dr. Grayson Frost—his real name, which seemed too perfect to be true—was known for his unconventional methods.

      “Exactly!” Shay exclaimed, leaning forward, her enthusiasm palpable. “You’ve heard the stories. He helped me rediscover my mojo after that awful breakup with what’s-his-name.” She flicked her hand dismissively at the memory.

      “Shay, that’s not what I need,” I insisted, though a seed of curiosity had taken root, watered by the possibility of change.

      “Delilah, come on,” Shay cajoled, her voice dropping to that persuading whisper she used when she knew she was winning. “Dr. Sexy isn’t just about getting down and dirty. It’s about finding your power again. Trust me, he might just make you believe in the whole circus again—dating, sex, all of it.”

      I eyed her skeptically, but there was something infectious about her belief. Shay, with her unwavering support, made even the most dubious ideas sound like they were worth the gamble.

      “Alright,” I relented, a half-smile tugging at my lips despite my reservations. “I’ll think about giving Dr. Sexy a chance. But only because you’re so damn convincing.”

      “Yes!” Shay pumped her fist triumphantly. “You won’t regret it. Grayson Frost doesn’t just help you sort through your sheets—he helps you navigate your soul.”

      “Navigate my soul,” I echoed, rolling the phrase around in my mind. It sounded exactly like the kind of journey I both dreaded and desired. But with Shay by my side, maybe, just maybe, I was ready to embark on it.

      I pulled out my phone, the screen cold and unassuming in my hand, a stark contrast to the fiery debate still smoldering between Shay and me. The buzz of needles faded into the background as I thought about it one last time.

      “Fine,” I mumbled, more to myself than to Shay. “Let’s get this over with. Read me his number.”

      “Okay, but put it on speaker,” she insisted, her grin audible even before I glanced up at her expectant face.

      I punched the numbers in as she read them out, hit the call button and pressed the speaker icon, the dial tone filling the space around us. It rang once... twice... and then his voice, a smooth blend of confidence and warmth.

      “Dr. Grayson Frost speaking.”

      “Hi, Dr. Frost. My name is Delilah. Shay suggested I give you a call,” I said, hoping my voice didn’t betray the flutter of curiosity that tickled my insides.

      “Ah, Shay’s friend. Wonderful! How can I assist you today?”

      “I’d like to set up an appointment.” The words felt foreign on my tongue, but they were out there now, floating towards whatever fate awaited me.

      “Excellent. I have an opening this Thursday at three in the afternoon. Does that work for you?” His voice was business-like, yet there was an undercurrent of something else—was it anticipation?

      “Sure, Thursday at three,” I confirmed, my stomach performing an acrobatic routine of flips.

      “Perfect. I’m looking forward to our session, Delilah. Until then.”

      “Thanks. See you Thursday,” I managed before ending the call.

      Shay bounced with elation next to me. “You’re doing it! You’re really doing it! Delilah, he’s amazing. You’ll see. He’s going to help you untangle all those pesky thoughts.”

      “Untangle, huh?” I quirked an eyebrow, unable to shake off the image of Dr. Frost’s voice wrapping around me.

      “Absolutely. He’s like some kind of sexy magician. He’ll wave his wand, and poof! Your fears will vanish,” Shay teased, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

      “Magic isn’t real, Shay,” I retorted, but her enthusiasm was infectious, and despite myself, I felt a sliver of hope slice through my usual armor of cynicism.

      “Maybe not,” she replied with a wink. “But Dr. Sexy might just be the next best thing.”

      I watched the tattoo artist dab a final bit of ointment over Shay’s fresh ink, a vibrant phoenix rising from the ashes on her forearm. The metaphor wasn’t lost on me—Shay always did have a flair for the dramatic.

      “Looks amazing, doesn’t it?” Shay beamed, twisting her arm to catch the light just so.

      I couldn’t help but smile back, as her excitement was downright contagious. “It’s badass, Shay. Suits you.”

      “Thanks, girl.” She shot me a warm, grateful look, then her expression turned conspiratorial. “And speaking of new beginnings, I really think Dr. Sexy is going to give you that fresh perspective you need.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I countered, but in truth, I was already feeling that twinge of curiosity nibble at the edges of my cynicism. Maybe she was right; maybe it was worth exploring whatever unconventional wisdom Dr. Grayson Frost had up his sleeve.

      “Delilah, come on,” Shay nudged, her voice dropping an octave, “you’re about to dive into the unknown. With a man who’s not only brilliant, but is as sexy as hell. Isn’t there a part of you that’s just a little bit excited?”

      “Excited isn’t the word I’d use.” But as I glanced away, I felt the lie press against my lips. There was something electrifying about the idea, like standing on the precipice of a thrilling drop.

      “Admit it, you’re intrigued.” Shay grinned, wrapping an arm around me as we made our way out of the parlor, The Company Ink, the door jingling behind us.

      “Maybe,” I said, rolling the word around my tongue, tasting the possibility it held. The hum from the tattoo parlor buzzed in my ears, echoing the thoughts about the appointment I made over the phone.

      “Girl, what you need is a double shot of espresso and some real talk.” Shay pushed open the door to a nearby coffee bar.

      “Real talk?” I raised an eyebrow as we snagged a corner table. “You mean more about Dr. Sexy?”

      “Yes.” She gave me that look, the one that says ‘I’ve got a secret and it’s going to blow your mind.’

      “Once we’re sitting with our coffees,” I replied. “Alright, spill it.” I leaned forward, wrapping my hands around the warmth of my cup.

      “Okay, so when I first went to see him...” Shay started, and her words faded into the background as I took in the bustling café. People were absorbed in their laptops or lost in conversation, oblivious to the world around them. It was comforting, in a way, to be surrounded by life but not have to engage with it.

      “Delilah, earth to Delilah.” Shay snapped her fingers in front of my face, pulling me back.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. “Just zoning out.”

      “Clearly, you’re missing the good part,” she said playfully. “Dr. Grayson Frost is unlike any therapist you’ve ever met. He doesn’t just sit there and nod. He participates.”

      “Participates?” The word caught in my throat, a mix of intrigue and alarm. “How?”

      “Let’s just say he’s very hands-on,” Shay replied, tapping
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