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      The presentation slides glow on my laptop screen, but the numbers have started to blur after six straight hours of staring at them. I massage my temples, feeling the beginnings of a tension headache forming right where my designer glasses press against my skin. Another successful pitch almost ready, another chance to prove I belong in this glass and steel Manhattan high-rise instead of back home where everyone thinks I'm still the same Brooke who left with stars in her eyes and a man on her arm.

      "Callahan, you're killing it with those projections." My boss, Miranda, leans against my cubicle wall, coffee in hand, blazer perfectly pressed despite it being almost seven in the evening. "The Hendricks account is practically in the bag."

      I flash her my practiced professional smile, the one that shows just enough teeth to seem genuine without being overeager. "Just fine-tuning the third-quarter projections. Their CFO is a numbers guy."

      "That's why you're my star." She taps my desk with manicured nails. "Don't stay too late. Even marketing specialists need sleep."

      As she clicks away on her ridiculous heels, I turn back to my screen, pride warming my chest. This is what I've built for myself in the two years since I left Colorado. Since I left Dean. A life of deadlines and promotions and respect. A life that makes sense.

      My phone vibrates against my desk, the screen lighting up with "Mom" and a photo of her holding a freshly baked pie from last Thanksgiving. I hesitate, letting it ring twice more before picking up.

      "Hey, Mom."

      "Brookie! There you are. I was starting to worry you'd forgotten about your poor mother." Her voice carries that familiar mix of warmth and gentle guilt that only mothers can perfect.

      "Just working late." I cradle the phone between my ear and shoulder, still typing. "Taylor's wedding preparations keeping you busy?"

      "Oh, honey, you have no idea. Your sister is a beautiful bride but a terrible planner. Thank goodness for wedding coordinators, or I'd be gray as your father by now."

      I laugh, relaxing into the conversation. It's easy to slip into the rhythm of home, even from two thousand miles away. "I'm sure it'll be perfect. Just a few more weeks, right?"

      "Eighteen days, not that anyone's counting." She sighs. "That's actually why I'm calling. The coordinator needs to finalize the seating chart and meal preferences."

      "Chicken for me, please. Or fish. Whatever's easier."

      "And for Dean? Is he still doing that no-carb thing he was so serious about last summer?"

      My fingers freeze over the keyboard. The air in my lungs solidifies. Dean? Last summer? We were already broken up last summer, but my mother doesn't know that. No one in my family knows that.

      "Brooke? Are you still there?"

      My mouth opens and closes like a fish. I take a quick breath. "Dean? Oh, um, he's…he eats everything these days." My voice sounds foreign to my own ears, high and stretched.

      "Well, I need something specific for his place card. And you're still bringing him to Taylor's wedding, right? Your father's counting on him to help with the groomsmen. You know how he gets around Taylor's fiancé's friends."

      The room tilts slightly. Dean. My ex. The man I haven't seen in two years. The man whose gray eyes still haunt my dreams sometimes, whose laugh I occasionally think I hear in crowded New York streets.

      Oh crap.

      "Brookie? You two are still coming together, aren't you?"

      The truth hovers on my tongue. Mom, Dean and I broke up two years ago. I've been lying to you all this time because I couldn't bear to hear the disappointment in your voice. Because admitting we failed meant admitting I failed.

      Instead, what comes out is: "Yes! Yes, of course. Dean and I will be there."

      "Oh, thank goodness." Her relief is palpable. "Your father was worried with that big ranch of his, Dean might not be able to get away. Taylor will be so happy. She always did adore him."

      Everyone did. That was part of the problem. Dean McAllister, the perfect boyfriend, the man everyone in my family thought I'd marry. The man I ran from because—because why? The memories flood back: our last fight, boxes being packed, me choosing New York over Colorado, over him.

      "Is everything okay, honey? You sound strange."

      "Just tired." I force brightness into my voice. "Long day at work."

      "Well, don't work too hard. Dean always says you push yourself too much."

      Dean doesn't say anything about me anymore. He hasn't in two years. But she doesn't know that.

      "Right, well, I should get back to this presentation." I need to end this call before I hyperventilate. "Tell Dad I said hi."

      "Don't forget to email me your flight details, and Dean's if he's coming separately. Oh, and remember it's Hawaii, so pack light dresses. Though I'm sure Dean loves you in anything."

      "Bye, Mom." I hang up before she can say anything else about the man who no longer loves me in anything.

      The office is quiet around me, most of my coworkers long gone. The weight of what I've just done—the lie I've just doubled down on—presses against my chest. For two years, I've managed to dodge family gatherings, making excuses about work and Dean's ranch obligations. I've vaguely mentioned Dean in conversations, letting my family assume we're still together. It was easier than explaining why I really left Colorado, easier than admitting I ran from the one relationship that ever meant something.

      And now I've trapped myself. In eighteen days, I'm supposed to show up in Hawaii with the ex-boyfriend I haven't spoken to since I walked out of his life.

      My hands aren't actually shaking, but they should be. I minimize my presentation and open my personal email, typing "Dean McAllister" into the search bar. Our last exchanges appear—logistical details about the stuff I left behind, terse and formal. Nothing for almost two years now.

      I pull up Instagram instead and type his name. His profile hasn't been updated in months. The last photo shows him on his ranch, a golden retriever at his side, mountains in the background. His face is partially shadowed by his cowboy hat, but I can still see the strong line of his jaw, the slight curl of his lips that never quite becomes a full smile for photos.

      He looks good. He looks like he's moved on.

      I close the app and drop my head into my hands. How am I supposed to convince this man—this proud, stubborn rancher who I left behind—to pretend we're still together for my sister's week-long destination wedding?

      My stomach churns with an uncomfortable heat that I recognize as guilt. Guilt for lying to my family. Guilt for running from Dean. Guilt for the mess I've created that's finally caught up to me.

      I need to call him. Right now, before I lose my nerve.

      I pick up my phone again, my thumb hovering over his name in my contacts. I never deleted it. I told myself it was practical—in case I needed to reach him about mail or forgotten belongings—but the truth is, I couldn't make myself erase that final connection.

      Before I can overthink it further, I press call. Each ring feels like an eternity, each second stretching my nerves tighter.

      What will I say? Hey, Dean, I know I broke your heart and we haven't spoken in two years, but want to pretend we're still madly in love so I don't have to admit to my family that I've been lying this whole time?

      The ringing stops.

      "Brooke?"

      His voice. Deep and slightly rough, with that hint of surprise that tells me he never expected to hear from me again. Just one word—my name—and I'm back in Colorado, back in his arms, back in the life I ran from.

      My throat closes. The words don't come.

      "Brooke? You there?"

      I need to speak. I need to ask the impossible.

      "Dean," I finally manage, my voice barely a whisper in the empty office. "I need your help.”
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      I'm knuckle-deep in the engine of my old Ford when my phone starts buzzing in my back pocket. Sweat drips off my brow despite the cool Colorado mountain air, and I curse under my breath as I knock my head against the hood trying to back out too fast. Two years of peace and quiet on this ranch, and I still jump like I'm expecting something—or someone—to come crashing back into my life.

      I wipe my greasy hands on a rag tucked into my belt loop and pull out my phone, squinting at the screen against the afternoon sun. The name flashing there stops me cold.

      Brooke Callahan.

      For a second, I think I'm hallucinating. Maybe that knock to the head was harder than I thought. But the phone keeps buzzing, insistent, her name bold as day on my screen.

      Two years of silence, and suddenly she's calling like we talked yesterday.

      My thumb hovers over the screen. Part of me—the smarter part—is screaming to let it go to voicemail. But my heart's already racing, and before I can think better of it, I swipe to answer.

      "Brooke?" I keep my voice neutral, or try to. There's still a rough edge to it I can't smooth out.

      Silence. For a moment, I think she's hung up. Then I hear her breathing, soft and quick.

      "Brooke? You there?" I press the phone harder against my ear, like that might somehow bring her closer.

      "Dean," she finally says, my name barely a whisper. "I need your help."

      Three words, and I'm right back where I was two years ago—ready to move mountains for her. I clench my jaw against the instinct.

      "That's a hell of a way to start a conversation after two years." I turn away from the truck, looking out across my land. Fifty acres of Colorado mountainside, the ranch house I built with my own hands sitting proud on the ridge. Everything I've poured myself into since she left.

      "I know," she says, her voice stronger now. "I'm sorry to call out of the blue like this."

      "But you need my help." I can't keep the bitterness from my voice. "Must be serious if you're calling me."

      She takes a deep breath. "It's about my sister's wedding."

      "Taylor's getting married?" Despite everything, I smile a little. I always liked her sister.

      "Yes, in Hawaii. Eighteen days from now." Her words come faster now. "And my family…they don't know about us. About the breakup."

      I freeze, my free hand tightening around the rag. "What do you mean, they don't know?"

      "I never told them." Her voice is small, guilty. "I kept making excuses about why you weren't at family things, why I came home alone. They think we're still together."

      The laugh that bursts from me is harsh even to my own ears. "You've been lying to your family for two years? Jesus, Brooke."

      "I know it's bad."

      "Bad? It's—" I cut myself off, running a hand through my hair, not caring about the engine grease. "Why? Why would you do that?"

      "Because I couldn't face it!" Her voice cracks. "Everyone loved you. My dad practically started planning our wedding the day he met you. Telling them we broke up meant admitting I failed, that I ran away, that⁠—"

      "That you chose your fancy New York career over us." The words taste sour on my tongue.

      Silence again. When she speaks, her voice is quieter. "My mom called about wedding details. She wants to know what meal you want, Dean. She's expecting you to be there, to help my dad handle the groomsmen. Everyone's expecting us to come together."

      And just like that, I see where this is going. The pieces slide into place like the tumblers of a lock.

      "No." I say it flatly, turning back to my truck. "No way."

      "Dean, please." There's genuine panic in her voice now. "I know it's asking a lot⁠—"

      "A lot? Brooke, you're asking me to pretend we're still together. To lie to your family's faces. To act like you didn't walk out on everything we had."

      "Just for a week. The wedding's in Hawaii—it'll be like a vacation. I'll pay for everything. Your flight, the hotel, whatever you need."

      I close the hood of my truck with more force than necessary, metal slamming against metal. "I don't need your money."

      "I know that." She sounds desperate now. "But I need you. Please, Dean. I'm begging you."

      I lean against the truck, closing my eyes. I should say no. Every shred of pride I've rebuilt since she left is screaming at me to hang up. But beneath that pride is something else—something that never quite died, no matter how deeply I buried it.

      The memory of her laugh. The way her hazel eyes catch the light. The feeling of her hand in mine, perfect fit.

      "Why should I help you?" I ask, my voice rough. "Give me one good reason, Brooke."

      She's quiet for a moment. "Because despite everything…we were friends once. Before we were anything else. And I don't have anyone else I can ask."

      Friends. The word is a knife between my ribs. We were never just friends. From the moment I saw her, I was done for.

      "You've got plenty of friends in New York." I push off the truck, pacing now. "Find some suit-wearing investment banker to play your boyfriend."

      "It wouldn't work." Her voice is small. "My family knows you, Dean. They'd see through anyone else in a heartbeat."

      I laugh without humor. "So I'm uniquely qualified because your family already thinks I'm in love with you."

      "Are you saying no?" She sounds like she might cry, and damn it, that still gets to me.

      I should. I should say no and hang up and go back to my life. Back to trying to forget her. Back to pretending I have.

      Instead, I sigh, heavy and long. "When's the flight?"

      The hope in her voice is almost painful to hear. "You'll do it? Really?"

      "I'm not saying yes yet." I'm lying, and I know it. I've already decided, had probably decided the moment I saw her name on my screen. "Tell me the details first."

      "It's eighteen days from now. We'd fly to Maui. The wedding's at this beautiful resort on the beach. It's a whole week of events—welcome dinner, rehearsal, the ceremony, a farewell brunch."

      "A week." I rub my face. "You want me to pretend to be your boyfriend for a whole week."

      "Yes." She pauses. "I know it's a lot to ask."

      It is. It's too much. I've spent two years trying to get over her, trying to build something new out of the ashes she left behind. Going back now, pretending—it'll undo all of that. And yet...

      "What about the ranch?" I ask, already knowing I'll figure it out.

      "Can your foreman handle things? Just for a week?"

      I think of Mike, who's been with me since I bought this place. "Yeah, he could manage."

      "So…will you do it?" Her voice is tentative, like she's afraid to hope.

      I let the silence stretch, making her wait. Let her feel a fraction of the anticipation I'm feeling at the thought of seeing her again.

      "Dean?" she prompts.

      "Fine." I finally say, the single word feeling like surrender. "I'll do it."

      Her relief is audible, a soft exhale that travels across the miles between us. "Thank you. Thank you so much, Dean. I—I don't know how to repay you."

      "Don't thank me yet." I start walking toward the house, suddenly needing a shower, a drink, something to clear my head. "We need ground rules."

      "Of course, anything you want."

      "We're not sharing a room." The thought of being that close to her, night after night—I couldn't handle it.

      "Agreed."

      "And I'm not paying for anything. If you want this charade, it's on your dime."

      "That's fair." She sounds like she'd agree to anything right now.

      "One more thing." I stop on my porch, looking out over the mountains where the sun has started its descent. "When this is over, we're done. For good. No more calls, no more favors. I deserve to move on with my life, Brooke."

      The silence that follows is heavy, loaded with all the things we're not saying. When she finally speaks, her voice is so soft I barely hear it.

      "Okay."

      I nod, even though she can't see me. "Email me the flight details. I'll meet you at the airport."

      "Thank you, Dean. Really."

      "Yeah." I swallow hard. "See you in Hawaii."

      I hang up before she can say anything else, before I can change my mind about any of it. My hand is shaking slightly as I lower the phone, and I stare at it for a long moment.

      What the hell am I doing? Agreeing to spend a week pretending to be in love with the woman who broke my heart? It's insane. Self-destructive. Possibly the worst idea I've had since thinking she'd choose me over New York in the first place.

      But as I walk into my too-quiet house, kicking off my boots at the door, I can't deny the treacherous spark of anticipation burning in my chest. For two years, I've told myself I'm over her. For two years, I've been lying.

      Maybe it's fitting that now I'll be lying to everyone else too.

      I grab a beer from the fridge and drop heavily onto my couch, looking around the living room I designed with her in mind—the big windows she would have loved, the stone fireplace where I imagined us sitting on winter nights.

      Eighteen days. In eighteen days, I'll see Brooke Callahan again. I'll hold her hand and put my arm around her waist and pretend it doesn't kill me to touch her.

      And maybe, just maybe, I'll finally get her out of my system for good.

      I take a long pull of my beer, but it does nothing to douse the heat spreading through my chest—an uncomfortable warmth that I recognize as hope—the most dangerous feeling of all.
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      The Hawaiian air hits me like a warm, fragrant blanket the moment I step off the plane. It should be paradise—this island oasis with its swaying palms and azure waters stretching to the horizon. Instead, my stomach twists into origami shapes, folding and refolding with each step toward baggage claim. Somewhere in this airport is Dean McAllister, the man I haven't seen in two years, the man who's agreed to be my fake boyfriend for the next seven days. The man whose heart I broke.

      I check my reflection in a bathroom mirror before heading to baggage claim. The ten-hour flight from New York hasn't done me any favors—my hair is a mess despite my attempts to tame it, and there are shadows under my eyes that concealer can't quite hide. I smooth down my wrinkled silk blouse and take a deep breath.

      "You can do this," I whisper to my reflection. "It's just pretend."

      The lie tastes bitter on my tongue. Nothing about Dean has ever been "just" anything.

      By the time I make it to baggage claim, my pulse is racing so fast I can feel it in my throat. I scan the crowd, part of me hoping he's late, that I'll have more time to prepare. Another part—the treacherous part I've spent two years trying to silence—hopes he's already here.

      I don't see him among the people milling around the carousel, and relief mingles with disappointment as I spot my suitcase. Maybe we'll meet at the hotel instead. Maybe⁠—

      "Need a hand with that?"

      The voice behind me sends electricity down my spine. Deep, slightly rough, with that hint of a drawl he never could shake. I know who it is before I turn around, but nothing could have prepared me for the sight of him.

      Dean McAllister stands before me, solid and real and devastatingly handsome in a way that makes my chest ache. His light brown hair is a bit longer than he used to wear it, slightly tousled like he's been running his hands through it. His gray eyes catch mine, and for a moment, the bustle of the airport fades away.

      He's wearing a simple black t-shirt that hugs his broad shoulders and faded jeans with boots—so different from the suits and designer clothes of the men I've dated in New York. So quintessentially Dean.

      "Hi," I manage, the word embarrassingly breathless.

      Dean's eyes travel over me slowly, taking in every detail, and I fight the urge to fidget under his gaze. When he finally speaks, his voice is controlled, giving nothing away.

      "You look tired, Brooke."

      Not 'you look good' or 'it's nice to see you.' Just an observation, coolly delivered. I shouldn't be disappointed. This isn't real.

      "Ten-hour flight," I say with a shrug I hope appears casual. "You look..." Incredible. Better than I remembered. Like everything I've been trying to forget. "...well."

      A hint of a smile touches his lips. "Ranch life agrees with me."

      It does. He's always been fit, but there's a new kind of strength to him now—earned from hard work under the Colorado sun, not gym sessions between meetings like the men I know in New York.

      "Your flight okay?" I ask, desperate for mundane conversation to anchor me.

      "Fine." He reaches past me for my suitcase, his arm brushing mine. The contact, brief as it is, sends a shock through my system. Our fingers brush as he takes the handle, and I feel a spark—static from the dry airplane air, but it jolts me nonetheless.

      "I can get that," I protest weakly.

      "I'm sure you can." His eyes meet mine again, and there's something challenging in them now. "But we're supposed to be in love, remember? Let me play the part."

      The walk to the taxi line is excruciating. We move side by side, not touching, while I scramble for something to say that isn't loaded with everything we're not talking about.

      "The resort looks beautiful in the pictures," I finally offer. "Taylor says the beach is incredible."

      "Mmm." Dean doesn't look at me. "How is your sister?"

      "Good. Nervous about the wedding, but excited. She's marrying a great guy."

      "Glad to hear it."

      The stilted conversation dies as we reach the taxi stand. Dean puts my suitcase in the trunk alongside his duffel bag, and we slide into the backseat together. The driver asks for our destination, and I give him the name of the resort. Then silence falls again, heavier this time in the confined space.

      I steal a glance at Dean's profile as he looks out the window. The strong line of his jaw, the slight crease between his brows. His hands rest on his thighs, large and capable, with new calluses I don't recognize.

      What would those hands feel like on my skin now?

      I jerk my gaze away, heat climbing up my neck. This is exactly what I can't be thinking. Not if I'm going to survive this week.

      "So," Dean says suddenly, still looking out the window, "what's our story?"

      "Our story?"

      He turns to face me now, his expression unreadable. "For the last two years. If your family thinks we're still together, they're going to ask questions. How often I visit you in New York. Why I haven't proposed yet. Whether we're planning to move in together."

      My stomach drops. I hadn't thought that far ahead. "I've been vague. Told them you're busy with the ranch, that we see each other when we can."

      "And they bought that? For two years?" His skepticism is clear.

      "They know I'm focused on my career." I look down at my hands. "And that you're…independent."

      Dean makes a sound that might be a laugh, but there's no humor in it. "That's one way to put it."

      The taxi winds along the coastal road, spectacular views of the Pacific Ocean appearing between the palms. Under different circumstances, this would be breathtaking.

      "We need to get our stories straight," Dean continues, all business. "Last time we spoke. Last time we saw each other. What we know about each other's lives now."

      "Right." I nod, trying to match his detached tone. "Well, we video chat regularly. You've visited New York a few times, but not as often as we'd like because of the ranch. I've told them you've expanded your property."

      "I have," he says, surprise flickering across his face. "How did you know?"

      I feel my cheeks warm. "I…might have checked your Instagram a few times."

      His eyebrows rise slightly, but he doesn't comment. "What else have you told them?"

      "Not much." I twist my fingers together in my lap. "Just enough to keep them from asking too many questions. That we're taking things slow. That we're happy."

      Dean looks away again, his jaw tight. "And are you? Happy, I mean. In New York."

      The question catches me off guard. This isn't about our cover story—this is real. Personal.

      "I..." I hesitate, unsure how honest to be. "I'm successful. My career is everything I hoped for."

      "That's not what I asked."

      Our eyes meet, and there's an intensity in his gaze that makes it hard to breathe. For a moment, I consider telling him the truth—that New York is exciting and fulfilling and sometimes overwhelmingly lonely. That I've dated but nothing has stuck. That sometimes I wake up reaching for him.

      Instead, I say, "Yes, I'm happy."

      Something shutters in his
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