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      Enemies. Coworkers. (Reluctant) roommates.

      They say midlife is for playing it safe.

      Clearly, they haven’t tried fake-dating your billionaire boss to keep your job…

      The only thing riskier than falling for him? Thinking he won’t fall right back.

      [image: check mark] Grumpy Billionaire Boss/Disaster Content Creator

      [image: check mark] Enemies to Roommates to Lovers

      [image: check mark] Secret Romance Author Hijinks

      [image: check mark] "She's Chaos, He's Control" Energy
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      A stand-alone rom-com for fans of fake dating disasters, gorgeous billionaire bosses, and HEAs guaranteed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE REWRITE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE LINKEDIN INCIDENT

          

        

      

    

    
      VIVIENNE

      "Ooh, what about When Harry Met Sally?" I whisper into my phone, wedged between my ear and shoulder as I scroll through LinkedIn with one hand and look up movie options with the other. "Classic rom-com, perfect for Friday movie night, and Billy Crystal's hair is a national treasure."

      Elena's voice crackles through my earbuds. "We watched that two weeks ago. You cried during the fake orgasm scene."

      "I did not cry. I got emotional about Meg Ryan's commitment to her craft."

      "Viv, you literally said, and I quote, 'Why can't I find passion like that in my own life?'"

      A beat of silence. The kind that says we’re tiptoeing too close to the landmine marked Last Year.

      I clear my throat before either of them can go there, glancing around Meridian Systems' open office in Midtown Manhattan to make sure no one's listening to my highly unprofessional conversation.

      The coast is clear—most of my coworkers are either in meetings or pretending to work while actually online shopping for things they can't afford. Just like me, except I'm job hunting instead of browsing designer handbags on salary that barely covers rent south of 110th.

      "That's because my life is currently a romantic desert.” I click another job posting. "Content Marketing Specialist at a startup that makes kombucha for cats. I'm not making this up."

      "Maybe you should actually try dating instead of writing romance novels about your devil boss," Izzy chimes in, and I can practically hear her eye roll through the group FaceTime audio.

      "I don't write romance novels about—" I stop myself before I dig that hole any deeper.

      My sisters are the only people who know about my secret online serial. The only ones who know that I've been channeling my Sebastian Blaine hatred into 50,000 words of enemies-to-lovers fiction that's somehow gained a devoted following.

      The only ones who know that my latest chapter has my readers convinced I'm actually sleeping with my real-life inspiration.

      The truth is, I should be writing. Really writing.

      Not just cranking out corporate copy about productivity software, but working on my comeback novel—the one that's going to prove Preston didn't destroy me when he stole my manuscript and passed it off as his own.

      Maybe it’s a burning need to prove that Vivienne Quinn isn't finished yet. But sitting in this cubicle, pretending to care about Sebastian Blaine's comma preferences, feels like the safest place to hide while I figure out how to trust my own words again.

      "You know what?" I say brightly, Alt-Tabbing to my work email as Sebastian's reflection appears in my monitor. "Let's table the movie discussion. I'm thinking something with explosions. Or zombies. Or exploding zombies."

      "Everything okay?" Elena asks, because she has that annoying older-sister superpower where she can detect my stress through digital communication.

      "Absolutely peachy," I chirp, watching my CEO boss stride past my cubicle like he owns the world. Technically, he kind of does. At least this corner of it.

      Sebastian Blaine, CEO of Meridian Systems—productivity software company worth approximately 21.8 billion dollars—and current bane of my existence, moves through the office like a hot knife through employee butter.

      If a Rolex watch and a glacier had a baby, it would be him.

      Dark suit. Even darker har. Ocean-blue eyes, and a jaw that could probably cut diamonds.

      He looks like he belongs on a billboard in SoHo. Or the cover of Manhattan Magazine’s Most Eligible Asshole issue.

      "Vivienne?" Elena's voice pulls me back to reality. "You're doing that thing where you go quiet and we can hear you thinking murderous thoughts."

      "I'm not thinking murderous thoughts," I lie, watching my boss disappear into his glass-walled office. "I'm thinking... agricultural thoughts. Like how nice it would be to plant him in the ground and grow something useful. Like potatoes."

      Izzy snorts. "Okay, now I'm definitely curious about this devil boss."

      "He's not a devil. Devils have personality. Sebastian Blaine is more like... a very expensive robot programmed to suck the joy out of everything."

      The truth is, I've been working here for exactly one year, two months, and sixteen days—not that I'm counting—and in all that time, Sebastian has never once acknowledged me as an actual human being.

      I'm "Quinn" when he's feeling generous, "the content coordinator" when he's not, and "that woman from marketing" when he's talking to other people like I'm not standing right there.

      The reason our paths cross so much?

      Meridian Systems might be a tech company that makes productivity and planning software, but Sebastian has this obsessive need to personally approve every piece of content that goes out under the company name.

      Blog posts, social media captions, email newsletters, internal memos—everything crosses his desk, which means everything crosses mine first.

      Lucky me.

      "I should probably get back to work," I say, clicking on another job listing.

      Social Media Manager for a pickle company. At this point, I'm not even being picky.

      "Friday night, seven PM," Elena reminds me. "And bring good snacks. None of that healthy stuff you've been pushing."

      "I brought carrots and hummus one time⁠—"

      "It was traumatic," Izzy interrupts. "We're still in therapy."

      I'm about to defend my snack choices when I catch movement in my peripheral vision.

      Sebastian Blaine.

      Standing in his office doorway. Coffee mug in hand. Watching me.

      My stomach nosedives. My pulse surges. My whole body reacts like it's been caught shoplifting from the Apple Store.

      "Gotta go," I whisper to my sisters, ending the call and frantically Alt-Tabbing back to my work email.

      But it's too late. Sebastian is already walking toward my cubicle with that stride that means someone is about to have a very bad day.

      Spoiler alert: that someone is me.

      "Productive morning, Quinn?" His voice is smooth and cold, like expensive whiskey poured over ice.

      I spin in my chair, give him my sunniest please-don’t-end-my-health-insurance smile.

      "Absolutely! Just reviewing the quarterly content metrics and brainstorming ideas for the upcoming product launch campaign." The lie flows off my tongue like melted butter. "Very exciting stuff. Numbers and... strategies and... metrics."

      Sebastian's eyes narrow. "Interesting," he says, stepping into my cubicle space. "Because from where I was standing, it looked like you were browsing job listings on LinkedIn."

      The blood drains from my face so fast I'm surprised I don't pass out in my ergonomic office chair.

      "I was conducting competitive research," I say quickly, voice pitchy. "You know, seeing what other companies are looking for in content professionals. Market analysis. Very... analytical."

      Sebastian tilts his head. "The blue header is pretty distinctive. Even from across the room."

      Sebastian Blaine notices everything.

      From misplaced semicolons to employees who dare to take lunch breaks longer than thirty-seven minutes.

      I learned that the hard way during my first week, when he sent me a passive-aggressive email about "time management" because I took forty-five minutes to eat a sandwich.

      "My office," he says quietly. “Now."

      The walk from my cubicle to Sebastian's corner office feels like a funeral march. Each step echoes in my head like a countdown timer.

      Twenty-eight steps to unemployment.

      Twenty-seven steps to being a 42-year-old moving back in with my mother.

      Twenty-six to crawling under a weighted blanket with a Costco-sized tub of cheese balls and never emerging again.

      And the second I step in Sebastian Blaine’s office, I’m in minimalist fever dream.

      Every corner sharp. Every item in its place.

      Floor-to-ceiling windows overlook Fifth Avenue. The late-afternoon sun casting surgical shadows across the concrete skyline.

      It's the office of someone who has never experienced chaos, never felt out of control, never accidentally knocked over a presentation easel and sent charts flying across a conference room while wearing a coffee-stained blouse and the wrong shoes.

      Not that I'm bitter about that incident or anything.

      He shuts the door behind us with a soft click that might as well be a guillotine.

      "Sit," he says, gesturing to one of the leather chairs across from his massive desk.

      I do. The chair drops three inches lower than I expect, like even the furniture is gaslighting me.

      He leans against his desk, arms crossed over his broad chest like he’s judging my entire existence—and also maybe planning to lob me into the Hudson.

      “How long?” he asks.

      “How long what?”

      “The job hunt.”

      I hesitate. Lying seems pointless. So does begging. So I go with the only thing I have left—honesty.

      “Three weeks.”

      He nods like that confirms something.

      I brace for the pink slip. The security escort. The “HR would like a word.”

      Instead, he just stares.

      “So,” I say, my voice artificially chipper. “This is the part where you fire me, right?”

      Sebastian stares at me for a long moment, his blue eyes unreadable. But instead of the smug power move I expect, the billionaire CEO does something truly unthinkable.

      He rakes a hand through his perfectly styled hair—ruining it. Ruffling it like he’s… worried.

      "I need you to be my girlfriend."

      The words hit me like a meteorite to the face.

      I blink. Once. Twice. Three times.

      "Sorry—what now?"

      He doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t smile. Just says it again, like he’s proposing a fiscal merger instead of upending the laws of human decency.

      "I need you to be my girlfriend."

      "But I’m... me," I manage. "And you're... Are you concussed? Should I call someone? A doctor? A priest? One of those psychics with a 1-800 hotline?”

      His jaw flexes.

      "It's a business arrangement. Trust me.”

      And that’s when it hits me…

      This isn't a joke.

      The look in Sebastian “Ass-Waffle” Blaine’s eyes tells me it's real. And insane. And potentially the most unhinged Monday of my life.

      And that’s saying something since Preston.

      But before I can demand what the hell he’s actually talking about, Sebastian pushes off the desk and straightens his already-perfect posture.

      “If you say yes,” he says, “you’ll be saving an 21.8 billion-dollar IPO… “ He pauses, sapphire-blue eyes burning into me. “…and your job.”
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      VIVIENNE

      By 6:30 PM, I've already panic-eaten an entire sleeve of saltines, changed my outfit three times, and spent at least twenty solid minutes doom-staring at Sebastian Blaine’s contact info like it personally peed in my Cheerios.

      And to be honest, I wouldn’t put it past the head of my company.

      The October New York wind rattles my apartment windows like even nature wants to know what the hell is going on.

      I called an emergency Quinn sister movie night four hours ago.

      Emergency being the operative word—because most people don’t get fake-propositioned by their emotionally stunted boss and then spend the afternoon pretending to reformat PowerPoint slides while actively having an internal aneurysm.

      "Okay, I've got wine, Chinese takeout, and therapeutic carbohydrates," Elena announces, bursting through my third-floor walk-up in Gramercy Park with her arms full of grocery bags. “Also, I brought backup carbs.”

      She gestures behind her. Izzy follows, arms full of cheesecake and chaos.

      “Emergency meeting protocol activated,” Izzy declares, setting down her bounty on my scratched-up IKEA coffee table. The walls of my apartment are thin enough to hear my neighbor rehearse saxophone solos at all hours, and the radiator clanks like it’s haunted. “Now spill. What did the frost king do this time?”

      I burrow deeper into the couch like it’s a bunker and the corporate war has officially begun. “He asked me to be his girlfriend.”

      Dead silence.

      Elena blinks. “Sorry—did you just say Sebastian Blaine asked you to be his girlfriend? As in your boss? As in The Human Capital Gains Report?”

      Elena’s voice is smooth, low, the kind that sounds like it wears high heels and cashmere. She’s the oldest, the most put-together, with perfect brows, a shoulder-length cut, and a wardrobe that could probably file taxes.

      “Like, fake girlfriend,” I clarify. “For IPO optics. Not because he caught feelings, God forbid.”

      Izzy’s jaw drops. “That man has the emotional range of a houseplant.”

      My younger sister Izzy’s voice is crisp and youthful. She’s twenty-eight, all cheekbones and chaos, currently sporting bleached brows and a neon orange bob “for fun.”

      “He's not a houseplant,” I retort. “Houseplants are nurturing and green. He’s more like a fax machine that judges you.”

      “And you didn’t laugh in his face?” Elena asks, halfway through uncorking a bottle of wine.

      “I was too busy blacking out from the sheer absurdity of it all.”

      Izzy grabs the remote and queues up When Harry Met Sally, which honestly feels a little on the nose.

      “Perfect,” I mutter. “Let’s watch two people who hate each other fall in love while I spiral about fake dating my personal demon in tailored Tom Ford.”

      Elena hands out wine like it’s prescription-grade. “Why you though? Of all people?”

      “Apparently, the board thinks he’s too much of a ‘playboy’ to trust with the IPO, so he thought, and I quote: ‘Who’s the one employee I’ve publicly humiliated, micromanaged into oblivion, and only refer to by her last name? Let’s offer her a job in romantic fraud.’”

      “He’s unhinged,” Izzy says, stabbing a dumpling like it insulted her. “This is the man who once rejected your social copy for using the phrase ‘excited to announce.’”

      “Right. Apparently, excitement lacks professionalism.”

      “You need a raise just for surviving this long,” Elena says. “Or hazard pay.”

      “I’d settle for him learning my first name.”

      They both groan.

      “I mean it,” I add. “He’s never once called me Vivienne. Just ‘Quinn’—like I’m a minor league pitcher he’s considering trading.”

      “Do you even like your job?” Izzy asks.

      “I like having a roof over my head,” I mutter. “Which is important since my lease ends in two weeks and I accidentally paid an extra zero on my student loan last month.”

      Elena chokes. “Viv.”

      “Four thousand dollars, gone. I’m officially more broke than a sorority girl during rush.”

      "Oh, honey," Izzy breathes.

      "The worst part is, he's not wrong. I do need this job. And he knows it. Because rent in Manhattan is a hostage situation,” I add, waving my phone. “And I’m out of hostages. He's been texting me all afternoon."

      My phone buzzes again.

      Sebastian Blaine (1):

      The offer still stands. You’d be saving both of us a lot of trouble.

      I roll my eyes so hard I nearly sprain something.

      Izzy leans in. “Let’s hear the gems.”

      I read aloud.

      2:47 PM – The offer stands. Think about it.

      3:15 PM – We would need to discuss terms and expectations.

      4:33 PM – This is a mutually beneficial arrangement.

      5:52 PM – Answer your phone, Quinn.

      “I love that he texts like a walking HR policy,” Elena deadpans.

      “Right? Even his emojis would have deadlines.”

      “And mutually beneficial?” Izzy cackles. “Did he steal that line from a Martin Scorsese film?”

      “He genuinely thinks this is logical,” I groan. “Like, ‘Sure, Quinn and I hate each other with the fire of a thousand malfunctioning printers—but think of the synergy!’”

      Elena pauses the movie right as Harry and Sally are arguing about whether men and women can be friends. "Okay, but can you hate someone you don't actually know?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean, what do you actually know about Sebastian Blaine? Besides the fact that he's your boss and he's anal about punctuation?"

      I think about it. Really think about it.

      "He's... cold. Controlling. Impossibly demanding. Remember I told you guys that he once made me redo a press release eleven times because I used 'happy' instead of 'pleased.'"

      "But what else?"

      "He arrives at the office before everyone and leaves after everyone. He personally reviews every piece of content before it goes out. He drinks his coffee black and never eats lunch at his desk." I pause. "And he has this weird thing about always wearing perfectly matching socks."

      "How do you know about his socks?" Izzy asks with a grin.

      "I may have noticed when he was getting coffee one day and his pant leg rode up." I feel my cheeks flush. "Anyway, that's not the point. The point is, he's a nightmare boss who treats me like I'm the gum on the bottom of his shoe.”

      "Okay, but what about your first day?" Elena asks. "You mentioned he humiliated you during some investor meeting?"

      And just like that, I'm back there.

      One year, two months, and sixteen days ago.

      "God, it was a disaster." I sink deeper into the couch. "I was twenty minutes late because of subway delays, had coffee all down my white blouse, and I walked into the wrong conference room during his presentation to potential investors."

      I can still see it perfectly.

      Sebastian in his navy suit, commanding the room like he was born to it, while I stood there looking like I'd been attacked by a latte and lost.

      "When I tried to sneak out, I knocked over this easel thing and sent charts flying everywhere. The investors were staring, I was mortified, and Sebastian just... stopped. Mid-sentence."

      "What did he say?" Izzy asks, completely invested now.

      "'Can I help you find your handler?’” I mimic, dropping my voice a full octave. "This floor’s for grown-ups.” I scoff. “The investors laughed. One of them made some comment about 'hiring standards.'"

      “And he didn’t defend you?” Elena asks.

      "Are you kidding?” I puncture a piece of cheesecake, my chest constricting, the inside of my mouth turning to mush. “He acted like I didn't exist. Just continued his presentation like nothing happened.” I shrug. "I found out later that the deal fell through. And guess what? Everyone blamed the 'unprofessional interruption.'"

      "Ouch," Izzy winces.

      "So yeah, Sebastian Blaine and I got off to a great start. And it's been downhill ever since."

      Because since that moment, I've spent every single one of those days making myself smaller.

      Quieter.

      Less threatening.

      Preston taught me that lesson the hard way—the moment you let someone in power see what you're really capable of, they'll find a way to take it from you.

      So I keep my head down, my ideas simple, and my real writing buried where no billionaire boss can steal it and call it his own.

      My phone jerks to life again.

      Sebastian Blaine (1):

      We should discuss logistics. Are you free tomorrow night?

      “Logistics?” I shriek. “What am I, a shipment of office chairs?!”

      Elena takes the phone, reads the thread, and sighs. “He’s serious.”

      Izzy leans in again. “What if you did it?”

      “Fake date Satan?”

      “He’s not Satan.” Elena tilts her head. “He’s more like Satan’s emotionally repressed cousin.”

      I stare at the phone, thumb hovering over the keyboard. "This whole thing is insane."

      "But..." Izzy prompts.

      "But I'm broke. And homeless in two weeks. And if I have to move back in with Mom, she's going to spend every day reminding me that I should have become a teacher like she wanted."

      "There have to be other options," Elena says. "Other jobs, other⁠—"

      "Do you know how many rejection emails I've gotten in the past three weeks? Twenty-six. And that's just from the places that bothered to respond."

      I type and delete a response to Sebastian six times before finally settling on:

      What exactly are you proposing?

      The response comes immediately.

      Dinner. Tomorrow night. We'll discuss terms.

      "Terms," I read aloud. "He wants to discuss terms. Like I'm some kind of business contract."

      "Well," Izzy says, "technically, you would be."

      Elena shoots her a look. "Not helping."

      “I’m just saying,” Izzy shrugs, “if you’re going to fake date anyone, you might as well get a free ride and high-end dinner out of it.”

      "Except for the part where I have to pretend to date the man who makes my skin crawl," I point out.

      "Does he, though?" Elena asks quietly.

      "Does he what?"

      "Make your skin crawl. Because the way you talk about him... I don't know. It sounds less like disgust and more like..."

      "More like what?"

      My phone buzzes again:

      Your answer, Quinn?

      I look at my sisters, both watching me.

      "If I do this," I say slowly, "I'm going to need backup. Lots of backup."

      "We've got you," Elena says immediately.

      "Always," Izzy adds.

      I take a deep breath and type.

      Fine. Tomorrow night. But I pick the restaurant

      His response is immediate.

      Sebastian Blaine (1):

      Acceptable. No restaurants with an emoji in the name.

      I toss my phone down like it’s burned me. “Well. I’ve officially agreed to fake date the boss who once corrected my grammar on a birthday card.”

      Izzy raises her wine glass. “To morally dubious decisions and future therapy bills.”

      I clink mine against hers with a sigh. “Let’s just hope he chokes on a breadstick.”

      But even as I try to laugh it off, my brain won’t shut up.

      Because this isn’t just a dinner. It’s a negotiation. A contract. A line in the sand I might not be able to uncross.

      I glance at my phone again.

      Sebastian Blaine (1):

      Wear something that doesn’t involve ink stains.

      My jaw clenches.

      I type back.

      Wear something that involves a personality.

      Dammit. The wine is making me too bold.

      My boss doesn’t respond. But I know he saw it. I know I got under his skin, even just a little.

      And God help me, that might be the only reason I can breathe right now.

      Because if this is war, then at least I know the battlefield.

      I drain the rest of my wine in one gulp.

      “Tomorrow night,” I say. “We discuss terms.”

      Elena gives me a look. “And what are your terms?”

      I look out the window, at the rest of Manhattan lit up like it’s waiting for something.

      “For starters? If I’m going to fake fall in love with the devil, I’m damn well going to make him work for it.”
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      SEBASTIAN

      Tuesday morning. 6:15 AM. October wind slicing across Billionaires' Row, even from the private rooftop valet entrance.

      I’m already questioning every life choice that led me here.

      The Foundry Club—a members-only urban wellness fortress disguised as a turn-of-the-century ironworks—is the kind of place that costs more than most people’s annual rent just to get on the waitlist. It’s all reclaimed steel, designer protein bars, and the scent of competitive masculinity filtered through eucalyptus steam.

      The climbing wall here isn’t just a climbing wall—it’s a three-story vertical playground for the power elite.

      Built into the eastern side of the atrium, it’s flanked by vertical gardens, backlit onyx panels, and a floor-to-ceiling window with a view of Central Park that feels obscene this early in the morning.

      But the wall smells the same as it always has—chalk, metal, and just enough fear to keep you honest.

      The holds are artfully arranged in chaotic neon across the matte black structure. And below it, on the safety mat that looks like it was imported from the future, are two of the only people on Earth I’ve trusted since we donned graduation caps and walked out of the walls of St. Ignatius Academy for Exceptional Young Men.

      Hunter Steele—ex-Special Forces, now the human wall of a man running Sentinel, the East Coast’s largest private security firm—is already strapped in like he’s about to rappel into a war zone.

      Dominic Cross—CEO of the international luxury hotel brand Cross & Crown—is chalking his hands like he’s prepping for a silent auction bid on a distressed Caribbean island. He’s got that slick noir-meets-Yacht-Week look, even at dawn.

      And then there’s me—Sebastian Blaine. Forty-five. Tech CEO. Still recovering from last night’s LinkedIn ambush and fully committed to a fake-dating strategy so unhinged it might just work.

      “I still can’t believe you’re doing this,” Dominic says, his tone dry as he stretches with the grace of a man who never lost his prep school gymnast flexibility. “You really asked the woman who actively fantasizes about pushing you out a window to fake date you?”

      “I laid out the whole business case in the group chat last night,” I grunt, adjusting my grip on the harness as the scent of eucalyptus swirls. “It’s a practical solution.”

      “‘Business case,’” Hunter repeats, cracking open a can of black-market Scandinavian electrolyte fluid. “That’s what we’re calling your romantic implosions now?”

      “It’s not a romantic implosion. It’s a performance optimization solution addressing the IPO stability optics issue.”

      Dominic side-eyes me. “You could’ve just said, ‘the board thinks I’m a flight risk and wants me neutered.’”

      “That’s not what they said.”

      “It’s what they meant,” Hunter says, pulling on his gloves. “And instead of hiring a PR team like any other sane head of a multi-billion dollar company, you picked the one employee who glares at you like you canceled Christmas.”

      “She’s perfect,” I insist, grabbing the wall and launching upward.

      My fingers curl around the first hold—textured resin warm from the overhead lights—and the static hum of tension that’s been living in my spine for weeks starts to break.

      This—this is the part I don’t question.

      The stretch. The grit.

      The sheer physicality of it.

      My thighs engage as I push off, and the first jolt of adrenaline hits like espresso to the chest. My muscles burn, pulling me out of my head and into my body.

      Each move requires strategy—where to place my foot, which hold to trust, how far I can reach without losing balance.

      Every choice matters. Every slip teaches me something.

      It’s not just a workout…

      It’s meditation by way of sweat and struggle.

      The wall doesn’t bullshit. It doesn’t lie or manipulate or play games. It just… is.

      Something to be solved. Something to conquer.

      And here, hanging two stories above the floor, my heart hammering and breath ragged, I feel more in control than I have in weeks.

      “This ‘perfect’ talk makes no sense.” Dominic calls, already halfway up his own route. “Last week you said this content coordinator was ‘professionally allergic to structure.’”

      “She is,” I grunt, fingertips skimming the edge of a jug hold. “Which makes this ideal.”

      “That’s not how logic works,” Hunter replies flatly. “You said it yourself you spent the last year assigning her to Siberia-level tasks and correcting her comma usage like it’s a personal vendetta.”

      “She hates me. That’s what makes it safe. No emotional confusion. No risk.”

      Hunter exchanges a look with Dominic that I pretend not to see. It's the same look they used to give me in boarding school when I'd insist on studying instead of sneaking out to parties.

      "Walk us through this genius plan," Hunter says, starting his own route. "Because from where I'm standing, it sounds like you've finally snapped under board pressure."

      I reach for the next hold, muscles straining. "The board thinks my not being ‘settled’ means I’m not to be trusted with the IPO. They want evidence of stability, commitment, maturity. I get it. Married men in business are seen as less unpredictable, less volatile.”

      Dominic snorts. “And what could be less volatile than an arrangement with a woman who could be calculating how to hide your body at this very second?”

      “Trust me.” I miss my next hold and have to reset. "She's too disorganized to plan something that elaborate. Shows up late, leaves early, and yesterday I caught her job hunting on company time."

      "And yet you want to fake date her," Hunter points out.

      “What do the two of you understand about the word ‘safe’? I’m not a complete jackass. I would never do this to a woman who might…”

      “Might what?” Hunter prods.

      “Get confused. Quinn’s stubborn,” I reply. “Not stupid. She’ll play along. She has to.”

      “She doesn’t have to do anything,” Hunter says. “Especially for a guy who once rewrote her department’s newsletter because he didn’t like the word ‘excited.’”

      I grit my teeth. “It was a B2B piece. Excitement has no place in B2B.”

      Dominic laughs. “That’s your dating life in a sentence.”

      That stings. Because they’re not wrong.

      In the past year since…her, my dating history hasn’t exactly been spectacular.

      Melissa sold photos of us to tabloids. Rachel used me to pitch her VC startup.

      Sara? Fed acquisition plans to her ex-husband’s hedge fund.

      "This is different," I say, reaching for a particularly challenging hold. "This is business. I’m not bringing in anyone new. Not when I already know Quinn’s rhythm, flaws, boundaries.”

      Hunter climbs beside me, his movements deliberate. “You mean, she’s the devil you know?”

      “Exactly.”

      “She’s also the woman who might stab you in your sleep with a branded ballpoint pen,” Dominic adds.

      I smirk. “That’s why I locked up all the office supplies.”

      They laugh, but my grip falters. Not because I’m tired—but because I remember.

      Spring break. Age eighteen. Colorado. My mom’s terrible jokes about altitude. My dad showing me how to read the cracks in the rock face.

      We weren’t talking about college or the future or any of it.

      Just climbing.

      Just us.

      It was the last time we were together. The last time everything felt simple.

      "Sebastian?" Dominic's voice cuts through the noise. "You good?"

      I nod too fast. “Yeah. Just mentally reviewing logistics.”

      Hunter doesn’t buy it. “So what’s tonight’s plan? Candlelight and manipulation?”

      “Not sure. She’s picking the place.”

      “Interesting,” Hunter hums. "So what happens when this Quinn chick realizes this whole thing is insane and tells you to shove your fake relationship where the sun doesn't shine?"

      "She won't."

      "How can you be sure?"

      "Because she needs the job." I move up the wall, each hold requiring more focus than the last. “Like she said, she's been job hunting for weeks. Her performance reviews are... adequate at best. And she knows I could replace her tomorrow if I wanted to."

      “Fucking Christ, Seb," Dominic says. “Mob boss much? You sound like you’re seconds from leaving a severed horse’s head in the woman’s bed.”

      I grunt. “I sound like a CEO who doesn’t have the luxury of getting burned again.”

      Trust is a liability I can’t afford. In business…or elsewhere.

      Experience has taught me that trust is the fastest way to lose everything.

      Especially when the person you trusted most is already in your home, smiling to your face while…

      Nope. Fuck that. Not going there.

      Not today.

      “To be honest, bro,” Hunter fires back, knocking me out of my thoughts, “you just sound like someone who needs to get back out there. If not, dating-wise, then at least, dick-wise.”

      Ignoring the last quip about my love life, I reach for what should be an easy hold—heart pounding, blood thrumming—and it happens.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket.

      It’s barely a second of distraction, but I’ve been too in my head, too focused on Quinn and this board mess and that damned smirk she wears when she knows she’s gotten under my skin.

      My foot slips.

      My fingers scramble.

      And then I’m airborne, slamming into the wall with a grunt and the kind of jarring force that makes your lungs forget how to function.

      The harness catches. Barely.

      I dangle there, breathing hard, adrenaline now tinged with shame and a bruised ego.

      “Smooth,” Dominic observes from above.

      “Very CEO-like,” Hunter adds. “Really inspiring confidence in your decision-making abilities.”

      I lower myself down, muscles humming, clothes damp with sweat and pride in shreds—but oddly, somehow, I feel clearer.

      Like the fall shook something loose.

      I lower myself down, checking my phone despite the throbbing in my shoulder. My pulse trips when I see the name on the screen.

      Vivienne Quinn.

      She’s responded to my dinner invitation…

      Mickey D’s. 7 PM. Don't be late.

      I blink, texting back.

      Is that the new spot on Lexington and 75th?

      QUINN: Maybe. I’ve yet to see the famous Golden Arches on Lexington, though.

      My shoulders tighten, fingers tapping swiftly.

      ME: You mean McDonalds? The actual fast food joint?

      QUINN: The very one
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