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      At eighteen, Archer Blackwood broke my heart.
      At twenty-seven, his dad just broke my bed.

      
        
        It’s not like I planned to fall into bed with Reece Blackwood.

        Not when I ran into him at a dive bar for the first time in years.

        Not when I sent him my résumé after torching my life in one spectacular, wine-fueled spiral.

        Not even when this cold, brutally handsome CEO looked at me like he wanted to ruin me.

      

        

      
        He should’ve sent me away.

        Instead, he hired me.

        Now I’m his assistant.

        He’s my off-limits obsession.

        And every stolen glance, every breathless moment behind closed doors makes it harder to pretend we’re not one misstep from disaster.

      

        

      
        He’s intense. Untouchable. Twenty years older and twice as guarded.

        I tell myself I’m doing this for the plot. That it’s just a quarter-life crisis. That I won’t catch real feelings.

      

        

      
        But under that sharp suit and ruthless control is a man who watches me like he’s starving.

        A man who kisses me like he’s breaking every rule for the first time in years.

        A man who tells me I wreck him—and means it.

      

        

      
        I swore I’d keep things professional.

        But we’re way past that now.

        What we have is messy. Addictive. Dangerous.

        Because when the truth comes out, it won’t just blur the lines—we’ll obliterate them.

      

        

      
        Is he just a plot twist in my story… or the ending I never saw coming?
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            Prologue

          

          SKYE—TEN YEARS EARLIER…

        

      

    

    
      I lie on my back in Archer’s bed, one leg draped lazily over the side, the other tangled in his sheets, letting the breeze from the open window ghost over my bare thighs. His room smells like dryer sheets and cheap body spray, a scent that has become my safety.

      “I’m not packing your shoes for you,” I say as he digs through the bottom of his closet, chucking sneakers and slides onto a half-zipped duffel bag.

      He laughs and looks over his shoulder at me. “You say that now, but when I forget them and start stealing yours, you’ll regret everything.”

      We might only be eighteen and nineteen, but it finally feels like we’re starting our life together. A life I’ve dreamed of since I met him.

      I don’t care that his bedroom still has high school trophies on the shelf and a crusty-looking laundry basket in the corner. I don’t care that his mom is long gone, his dad is rarely home, or that the entire house feels like it’s been preserved in a weird bachelor limbo since Archer was twelve.

      We’re leaving soon. Only two more days and we’re finally off to college, off to freedom, off to the rest of our lives. And I am so in love with him it’s embarrassing.

      “Try touching my shoes and see what happens,” I say, grabbing a pillow and throwing it at his back. “I will end you.”

      He catches the pillow and grins. “You won’t. You love me.”

      My smile wavers for half a second. Just enough for my chest to feel it. Because he’s right. I do.

      And the way he says it, so casually, like it’s just understood between us, makes me want to believe he’ll never hurt me. That the way he kissed me last night meant forever. That we’ll live in our cramped dorm together and go to late-night diners and lie in bed on Sunday mornings, hungover, happy, and half-naked.

      “Are you nervous?” I ask, trying to keep my voice light.

      He shrugs. “A little. I mean, I already did freshman year, so it’s not really new for me. But I’m glad you’re coming.”

      “Yeah?” I offer my flirtiest smile. “Is that all?”

      “Mm-hmm. It’ll be nice to have you there.”

      Nice. Okay.

      I tuck that word away and try not to let it dig in too deep. He turns back to his closet, leaving me to stew in it.

      There’s always been something a little slippery about Archer… like he means well, but he’s not always present. Sometimes he gets this look in his eyes, like he’s already somewhere else. Like there’s a whole world spinning behind his smile that he doesn’t want me to see.

      I tell myself I’m imagining it, that I’m just being insecure, but sometimes I worry that falling in love with the small-town girl and promising her forever won’t seem as fun or exciting once we’ve both left this town.

      “Do you think your dad’s actually going to drive us?” I ask after a minute. “You said he was going to, right?”

      Archer laughs again, but it’s a little tight this time. “He said he was. But I mean… you know how he is.”

      I do, sort of. I’ve met Reece Blackwood maybe three times. Once when I snuck into the kitchen for water and he walked in, still wearing a partially wrinkled suit, the jacket slung casually over one arm. Once at Archer’s graduation, standing stiff and uncomfortable with his hands in his pockets. And once when Archer introduced me in passing, and his dad looked up from his phone just long enough to nod and say, “Nice to meet you.”

      He’s… intimidating.

      Not because he’s loud or overbearing, but because he’s quiet in a way that makes you feel like you’re being studied and dismissed at the same time. Not to mention the way Archer always shrinks a little when he’s around.

      “Is he still working on that tech thing?” I ask, watching Archer shove socks into the corner of the bag.

      He snorts. “Yeah. Blackwood Technologies or whatever. Always something. He’s obsessed with it.”

      I nod, even though Archer isn’t looking at me.

      Before I can say anything else, we hear the front door open and close downstairs. It’s quiet for a moment, then comes the distinct thud of dress shoes on hardwood.

      My stomach tightens automatically. Speak of the brooding devil.

      Archer stands up straighter, wiping his hands on his jeans. “He’s home.” The footsteps pause outside the room, then the door creaks open.

      Reece Blackwood stands in the doorway, wearing a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a phone in one hand. His jaw is tense, eyes scanning the room in a second flat before landing on Archer.

      “Hey,” he says. With a brief glance in my direction, he adds, “Skye.”

      My throat goes so dry, I am barely able to nod and utter the words, “Hi, Mr. Blackwood.”

      He doesn’t smile. Doesn’t come in. He just stands there like he’s about to deliver bad news.

      “I have to leave for New York tomorrow,” he says, tone clipped and apologetic in the most superficial way possible. “Meeting with a group of Series A investors. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to drive you up to school.”

      Archer stiffens beside me. “Okay.”

      “I know I said I would. But this came up, and it’s⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” Archer cuts in, voice flat. He goes back to stuffing socks in his bag, a little more forcefully this time, and it’s obvious it bothers him.

      Reece’s gaze lingers on him for a beat too long. Then he nods once. “I’ll have Marie schedule a car service if you need it.”

      Archer shrugs. “We’re good. I’ll just take my Jeep like I originally planned.”

      Reece briefly looks at me again, and then he’s gone, the door clicking shut behind him. Silence stretches between us. I wait five seconds. Ten. Then I say quietly, “That kind of sucks.”

      Archer grabs the pillow I threw earlier and flops down beside me. “It’s whatever. He’s always like that.”

      I study his profile. “You okay?”

      He stares at the ceiling. “Yeah. I just… I don’t know why I still expect anything different.”

      I roll onto my side, inching closer. “He should’ve told you sooner.”

      He shrugs again. “He’s busy. Always is.”

      And just like that, the subject is closed. But I don’t stop thinking about it. About the way Reece looked at him. About the way Archer’s shoulders tensed like he was trying to take up less space. About the quiet disappointment in his voice that he tried to mask as indifference.

      Maybe it’s not my place, but I want to protect him. To love him hard enough that none of it matters. I lean down and press a kiss to his jaw, hoping it’s enough.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Something’s wrong.

      I can feel it in the way Archer kisses me. Too quick. Too distracted. Like I’m a task he’s checking off before something else steals his focus.

      We used to spend nights tangled up in his twin XL bed, whispering plans for summer internships and spring break getaways and all the things we’d do when we weren’t buried under coursework and chaos.

      Now I’m lucky if he texts back within an hour.

      He blames his fraternity. His econ classes. His T.A. schedule. “You know how it is,” he says, smiling like it’s normal. Like it’s fine. But it doesn’t feel fine.

      It feels like I’m holding my breath every time I see his name light up my phone. It feels like trying to keep something alive without knowing where the wound is. And tonight? Tonight feels like a heavy burden that I cannot ignore, no matter how many times my best friend Maya tries to tell me I’m reading into things.

      Maya watches me from our dorm bed as I swipe on mascara for the third time. “You sure he’s at the library?”

      “He said it’s a group study session,” I say, capping the mascara like I believe my own words. “Econ midterm’s next week.”

      She gives me a look but I ignore it. I grab my purse and coat, pretending like I didn’t see the pity in her eyes.

      “Text me if you need me,” she calls out as I shut the door behind me.

      The walk to the frat house is brutal, cold enough that my nose burns and the wind cuts through my tights. The sidewalk’s wet with slush, and I nearly bust my ass dodging a group of drunk freshmen singing “Mr. Brightside” like it’s still 2005.

      I wasn’t planning on going out. But something in my gut told me to. Maybe it was the text I saw from an unknown number on his phone asking if he was going tonight. Or maybe it was the way his eyes shifted when he told me he’d be stuck at the library all night. Either way, my stomach has been a bubbling pit of acid the last few hours and no amount of times I tell myself that he wouldn’t lie to me will convince me tonight.

      When I push open the door to Beta Chi, I’m hit with warmth, sweat, and the overwhelming stench of spilled beer and testosterone.

      The music is deafening, a loud thumping beat that gives me an instant headache. Lights strobe over too many bodies, and I hate myself for coming the second I step inside. Still, I look for him. I check the couch, the beer pong table, and the kitchen. Nothing.

      “Hey,” I say loudly—so loud it hurts my throat and I can still barely hear myself—to a few guys standing by a makeshift bartop. “Have you guys seen Archer Blackwood here tonight?”

      They shake their heads and shrug, so I push on.

      I head upstairs, taking the narrow staircase two steps at a time. Maybe he’s actually studying. Maybe they moved the group session here. Maybe I’m just paranoid because he’s stressed and I’m— Laughter. Familiar. His. It comes from behind a closed door at the end of the hall. Room 206. I pause, stomach dipping.

      Maybe he’s watching something. Maybe his study group is up here. Maybe— A soft moan cuts through the door. High-pitched. Feminine.

      I freeze. Then I softly tiptoe closer until my ear is pressed firmly against the door. The music isn’t as loud up here; in fact, it’s almost nonexistent. I hold my breath, and my hand shakes as I reach out and press it against the wood.

      Then I hear it… Another laugh. Lower this time. His again. Then a whisper. Skin rustling against fabric. The creak of the mattress. The sound of my heart shattering in real time.

      My hand is on the doorknob before I realize what I’m doing. I don’t knock. I open the door. And the world ends… my world ends.

      Archer’s shirt is half-open, his jeans unzipped. There’s a girl on top of him. Her blond hair spills over his shoulder like liquid gold. She’s straddling him, her mouth on his neck, her hands digging into his chest.

      He looks up. Sees me. And everything stops. His eyes go wide. Her lips freeze on his collarbone.

      “Skye,” he says, like my name is a question he wasn’t expecting to ask tonight.

      I take one step back. Then another. The hallway tilts. The door slams shut behind me, though I don’t remember touching it. I stumble down the stairs, tears blurring the lights into streaks of neon and shame. Someone calls my name—I think. But I don’t stop. I can’t. I just keep walking.

      I don’t stop until I’m outside. Until the cold hits me like a slap and I realize I can’t breathe. I make it back to my dorm on autopilot. Don’t remember how. Don’t care.

      By the time I collapse onto my bed, my lungs are heaving and my face is soaked. My fingers are numb and my knees are bleeding from where I slipped on the stairs, but I don’t even feel it.

      I curl into myself like maybe if I get small enough, the pain won’t find me. But it does. It always does.

      The door creaks open. Then I hear a quiet, familiar voice. “Skye?”

      I can’t speak. I just sob.

      Maya shuts the door behind her and crawls into bed with me, fully clothed, mascara smudged from wherever she was before this. She doesn’t ask what happened. She already knows.

      Instead, she pulls me into her arms like a child and lets me cry until there’s nothing left but shaking. Her hand strokes my hair. Her voice is soft. Steady. “It’s going to be okay.”

      I don’t believe her. Not yet. But I cling to her anyway. Because love is supposed to be enough. And tonight… I learned it’s not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Skye

          

        

      

    

    
      "I feel like a broken vibrator."

      Maya nearly snorts her lemon drop martini through her nose. "Jesus, Skye."

      I shrug and swirl the straw in my drink, watching the last of the ice melt like my dignity over the past month. "I mean, think about it. All the pieces are there: looks decent on the outside, made to bring joy, solid performance history… but now? I’m just sputtering along. Burnt out. Destined for the junk drawer."

      She snorts again. "Okay, now I'm picturing you vibrating down the hallway in a sad little shuffle. Thanks for that."

      "Anytime," I mutter and take another sip of my very mediocre vodka cranberry.

      Maya had offered to go somewhere closer to her office to celebrate at one of our usual spots near the financial district with overpriced cocktails and familiar faces. But I couldn’t stomach it tonight.

      Too many ghosts. Too many people who might ask about my job… or worse, pretend they didn’t know I’d been laid off and I have to go through the entire process of explaining while they give me one of those sympathetic head nods.

      So I asked her to meet me here instead. A random dive bar neither of us have ever been to, tucked on a quiet street with nothing but a flickering neon sign and a good happy hour menu. A place where no one knew my name. Where I could forget, just for a couple of hours, that my life is currently a dumpster fire.

      Maya looks like she belongs here, even in a gross dive bar with nicotine-stained windows, legs crossed, posture perfect, her silky blouse tucked into high-waisted slacks that scream "promotion." Which is exactly what we're toasting to. Or pretending to.

      "You should be celebrating too, you know," she says gently, clinking her glass against mine. "You're free."

      "Free," I echo, lifting my glass like it's a victory banner. "Unemployed. Dumped. Emotionally bankrupt. But yes, very free."

      Maya sighs. "You're being dramatic."

      "Am I?" I arch a brow. "Let's recap. In the last three weeks, I've lost my job, my boyfriend, and any shred of confidence I had left in my ability to function as a normal adult. Pretty sure the universe is playing Jenga with my life and she just yanked out the bottom row."

      The music overhead shifts to something with a throbbing bass line and sultry vocals. I recognize it immediately, “Love on the Brain” by Rihanna. It's been everywhere lately even though it’s been out forever. It feels like it’s starting to haunt me.

      "God, this song," I say, gesturing vaguely at the speakers. "I swear it's following me. It was playing at the coffee shop this morning, in my Uber yesterday, and now here. It's like the universe is trying to tell me something."

      Maya tilts her head, listening. "Rihanna?"

      "Yup. I hadn’t really paid attention to it in the past. It’s something about forbidden attraction and seduction.” I bounce my eyebrows. “Maybe the universe is sending me a sign that I—” I catch myself getting animated about a song when my life is literally imploding and laugh. "Listen to me. I'm analyzing pop lyrics like they hold the secrets to my existence. This is how far I've fallen."

      She reaches over and squeezes my hand. "You haven't fallen anywhere. You're just… between seasons."

      "Like a show canceled on a cliffhanger."

      "Exactly. But with better boobs." She flicks her eyes toward my chest pointedly.

      "You're not wrong."

      Maya laughs again, reaching for the mini dessert menu that we’ve both picked up and set back down half a dozen times tonight. I lean back in my chair, letting the quiet hum of the bar settle over me like a weighted blanket. It's busy but not packed—just what I assume is the usual after-work crowd. A few men in button-downs, a few in construction clothes, and the lingering smell of beer.

      It’s the kind of place my ex, Shane, liked taking me to when we first started dating. When I would suggest a nicer place or maybe a place that didn’t have a sticky residue on the menus, it turned into an argument about how he felt out of place. Somehow what I felt or wanted never seemed to be a consideration.

      Maya's scrolling her phone now, swiping through Hinge like a woman on a mission. "Okay. I'm finding you a rebound."

      "Hard pass."

      "You need to get laid. It’ll help with your stress.”

      "I need a stable job, health insurance, and a reason to wear pants before noon," I tick off.

      She snorts. "You're hot. You're smart. You've got a killer ass. You could walk up to any guy in this room and have him back at your place before your drink's empty."

      I make a face. "Gross."

      "You're just scared."

      "I'm emotionally concussed, Maya. There's a difference."

      "You're horny and bored and trying to pretend you're not. Classic Skye."

      I open my mouth to argue but—okay, she has a point. Still. "I'm not sleeping with some stranger just to prove a point."

      "I didn't say stranger. I said rebound. Ideally someone hot, emotionally unavailable, and unlikely to ghost because you never intend to text him again."

      "So… A one-night stand?"

      "Exactly."

      I groan and drop my head to the table with a thunk. "Kill me."

      "Nope. I'm going to find you a fantasy."

      She straightens, eyes scanning the room like a panther on the prowl. I sit up, mildly concerned about who she's about to point out considering she and I have very different taste in men. She hums thoughtfully, tapping her chin.

      “You do realize I showed up here in leggings and an oversized hoodie, right? I’m not exactly giving off on the prowl.”

      "What about the guy at the bar?" she asks, nodding to her left and completely ignoring my comment. "Dark hair, light button-down, sleeves rolled up. Hot in that cocky, finance bro kind of way."

      I glance casually. The man she's eyeing is maybe thirty, with a nice jawline and a touch of a smolder, but he looks too perfect. "Too pretty."

      Maya wrinkles her nose. "Fair."

      “And too young,” I add on.

      “Too young?” She crooks a brow. “Skye, we’ve talked about this, your penchant for older men—actually.” She pauses, her lips curling into a devious little grin. “This might be the perfect time for you to indulge in that older guy fantasy. Have a hot hookup or a sexy fling for a few weeks and get it out of your system.”

      “It’s not a fantasy, it’s a preference. Look, I tried guys my age. Archer broke my heart.” I hold up a finger to keep track. “Mitch, my rebound from Archer, was also my age and he turned out to be dating me to get to you.” I hold up a second finger.

      “Ugh, Mitch the bitch.” She scowls, rolling her eyes at the memory.

      “Exactly. And the other two between him and Shane aren’t even worth mentioning because one couldn’t manage to wash his clothes more than once a month and the other still insisted on calling his mom… mommy.” Maya makes a fake gagging sound. “And then there’s Shane.”

      “Fine.” She reaches out and swats away the three fingers I’m holding out toward her. “I get it. Plus, the idea of an older experienced man who knows how to please a woman is so fucking sexy.”

      “Which is what I’ve been saying the entire time.”

      She turns, eyes bright with mischief this time as she scans the bar again. "Okay… Oh… Wow, what about him?”

      I almost jump at her reaction. “Who?”

      “At the end of the bar. Black blazer. Older. Silver fox. Intense eyes." She nods with her chin.

      I laugh under my breath, a slow, sardonic sound as I shake my head. "Silver fox, huh?" My tone is dismissive, but my gaze follows hers anyway, fully expecting a Santa Claus type man tucked away in a back corner. I scan the bar lazily, ready to toss out a sarcastic comment about him probably being someone's married boss on a corporate expense tab—until my eyes land on him.

      I blink. Once. Twice. My stomach dips like I've missed a step on a staircase.

      That posture. The quiet control. The way his fingers cradle his glass… but most of all, it’s the sharp, unforgiving line of his jaw.

      My breath stalls. Ice clinks in my glass, but I don't hear anything but the sound of my own pulse.

      That's not just some hot older guy.

      That's Mr. Blackwood.

      My high school sweetheart Archer’s dad. The same high school sweetheart who shattered my heart freshman year of college when I walked into a frat party and found him face-first in some other girl’s tits.

      The song overhead swells with its hypnotic chorus about wanting what you can't have, and suddenly it feels like the soundtrack to this moment—this dangerous recognition that's making my skin feel too tight.

      "No way," I murmur, leaning in without realizing it.

      "What?" Maya's voice cuts through my haze. "Do you recognize him or something?"

      I nod, eyes still pinned to the man at the end of the bar. "Yeah. I do."

      My voice sounds strange. Low. Shaky. Like even my vocal cords are in shock.

      “Well, who the hell is it?”

      “You remember that fucker who broke my heart freshman year, Archer?”

      “Ugh.” She rolls her eyes in recognition. “Of course I do. I thought you were going to spend the rest of second semester becoming fused to your mattress because you refused to get out of bed for so long.”

      “Yeah, well, that,” I say, nodding toward the man, “is his father, Mr. Blackwood," I whisper.

      "Holy shit." Maya stares, mouth open slightly. "That's him? Didn’t he become some super billionaire or something?”

      I nod again, though I still half expect him to disappear if I blink too hard. Like he's a mirage sent to test my already-fragile mental state.

      “What a small world.” She exhales softly. "Damn. No offense, but if I'd known your ex's dad looked like he stepped out of a billionaire romance novel, I would've forced you to spill every single detail back when we were guzzling boxed wine in our freshman dorm and crying over guys who couldn't even spell clitoris."

      I let out a weak laugh, more breath than sound. "Please. You were too busy hooking up with that guy from the debate team and trying to prove that your hookup roster could beat your GPA. The last thing you cared about was the fact that my boyfriend's dad looked like he could dominate a boardroom and a bedroom with the same hand."

      She hums, dragging her gaze over him with exaggerated appreciation. "God. How did I not know your ex's dad was hiding a whole DILF transformation arc?"

      I glance into my glass, trying to slow my breathing. My pulse flutters hard against my throat, and there's a strange tension buzzing under my skin. I glance up at Maya who isn’t even trying to hide her open-mouthed stare. "Please stop looking at him like you're mentally redecorating his bedroom."

      She snorts. "You're the one blushing. I'm just a supportive friend bearing witness to the sexual tension you're trying to choke down with vodka."

      I shoot her a glare, but the way she raises a smug eyebrow makes it impossible not to laugh.

      “What are you waiting for?” She nudges me. “Go say hi.”

      “What?” My eyes shoot to hers. “No way, I haven’t seen him in—a decade?”

      “Even better. You can walk up with a clean slate and flirt with him.”

      I groan softly, dragging a hand through my hair. "I am not walking over there."

      She sets her drink down and rests her chin in her hand. "Why not?"

      I blink. "Are you seriously suggesting I go talk to him? He probably doesn’t even remember me and besides, his asshole son broke my heart."

      She shrugs with infuriating calm. "Why not? You're hot. He's hot. You've got history—even if it's the awkward, completely off-limits, ex's-dad kind. And look at him, Skye. That man isn't sipping his bourbon because he's in a hurry to leave."

      “What does any of that have to do with me saying hi?” She lifts her brows at me with a knowing look. I stare at her. "You are absolutely out of your mind if you think I’m going after my ex’s dad to get back out there."

      "And you're absolutely going to regret it if you don't at least say hi. Just a casual, 'Oh hey, small world.' It's not like you're asking him to bang you in the coatroom, Jesus. It’s just some harmless flirting to get your mind off of Shane, make you feel good."

      I stare across the room, taking in the way his shoulders fill out his dress shirt a little fuller than I remember. “I’m not gonna lie, he was pretty fine when we were younger.”

      “Ohhh, so you did notice?”

      "Oh my God." I press my hands to my cheeks, which are now burning. "You're enjoying this way too much."

      "Of course I am. Now go be unhinged for once in your life. Go flirt with a sexy older man, babe.”

      The song hits its final chorus, something about dancing on the edge of disaster, about knowing you should walk away but being unable to resist the pull. The lyrics feel like they were written for this exact moment, this choice I'm about to make that could change everything.

      I groan and rub my temple. "I am not walking over there."

      "Why not?"

      "Because he's my ex-boyfriend's father, Maya. There are lines, and that one is in bold Sharpie."

      She sips her drink, completely unfazed. "Skye. You dated Archer how long ago?"

      "High school through part of college."

      "Exactly. Ancient history. You haven't spoken to him in years. Meanwhile, his dad is over there looking like he could make you forget your own name. You're single, you're unemployed, and let's be honest—you're in a perfect storm of vulnerability and boredom, so really… it wouldn’t even be your fault if something scandalous were to happen.”

      I give her a flat look. "You are a terrible influence."

      "And yet here you are, still listening." She leans forward, eyes twinkling. "So go say hi. What's the worst that could happen?"

      Before I can talk myself out of it, I push back from the table and stand. A dozen terrible possibilities stampede through my brain, but somehow, my feet are moving. My legs feel like they're made of wet noodles, but I smooth my hands over my hips and walk across the bar like I'm not screaming on the inside.

      He doesn't look at me until I'm close. But when he does, his posture shifts, subtle but unmistakable. And when his eyes meet mine, a barely there smile spreads across his lips.

      I swear to God, I feel it in my knees.

      "Skye?"

      His voice is deeper than I remember. Rougher. Like gravel wrapped in silk. I stop a foot from him, trying not to visibly shake. "Hey, Mr. Blackwood. I wasn’t sure you’d recognize me.”

      He cocks his head slightly. “Mr. Blackwood? Please, call me Reece," he corrects. "It's been a while."

      "Yeah, it has."

      He nods, his gaze holding mine. "Didn't expect to see you here."

      "Same. It’s actually my first time stepping foot in this bar." I force a small smile. "You look… different."

      His mouth lifts at the corner, followed by a soft chuckle. "Oh, I don’t doubt it. Let me guess. Old?" He runs his hand through his dark hair that has begun to gray at the temples.

      "Yes—no. Older maybe but in a good way," I say awkwardly, and his smile widens just a fraction. “Sorry, I didn’t mean for that to sound rude.”

      “Not at all. I’m not exactly a young man anymore.” He gestures to the stool beside him. "Can I buy you a drink?"
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            Reece

          

        

      

    

    
      It's been a long day. A really fucking long day. I didn't come here to be noticed. Didn't come to socialize or talk or drink anything that wasn't strong enough to cut through the headache that's been building since noon.

      I came because this place is quiet, anonymous, and comfortably tucked away from the rest of my life. A bar that feels more like an afterthought than a destination. Perfect for a man who doesn't want to be seen.

      But then I see her.

      I don't register it at first. Just a flicker of movement in my peripheral vision, a laugh that rises above the hum of conversation. Blond hair, slightly familiar posture. I catch her looking at me first, but I don’t think she realizes that I see her. She’s focused on whatever her friend is saying, allowing me a few seconds to take her in between her stolen glances my way.

      Her long hair is pulled back, exposing a long slender neck that disappears beneath a hoodie. She leans slightly forward on her stool, just enough that I drop my eyes and catch the curve of the underside of her ass in those skintight leggings she’s wearing.

      I turn away, reminding myself that I don’t have time for stuff like this, especially not when I’m pretty damn confident she’s probably far too young for me. I bring my glass to my lips and take another long sip before glancing back over toward her one last time.

      She’s still facing away from me, leaning over the table as she whispers something to her friend, but then she turns her head and I catch her profile. And I know exactly who it is.

      It can’t be.

      I glance away, then back toward her because there’s no way in hell I was just admiring the delicious curve of my son’s ex-girlfriend’s ass. But it is… it’s her.

      Skye fucking Rhodes.

      I haven't seen her in probably a decade, but I remember her. The girl Archer dated in high school and into college. Bright-eyed, quick-tongued. Always had something to say and rarely hesitated to say it. I remember her showing up at the house with a crooked smile and bare face, her confidence bigger than the quiet rooms she stepped into. I remember the way Archer used to look at her and talk about her.

      She was just a kid back then. Sixteen the first time they came home from school together. Always polite. Always quick with a joke. I never knew her well. Hell, I was rarely home enough to try, but she was a presence. Someone I noticed in the way a father notices the people orbiting his son, hoping he’s making the right choices and surrounding himself with people who would uplift him.

      When she stands up and starts walking toward me, drink in hand, I tell myself I'm imagining it. That she's not actually headed my way. Until she stops beside me.

      "Hey, Mr. Blackwood."

      The corner of my mouth lifts and I’m pleasantly surprised she even remembers me. Her voice is softer than I remember, more mature, but still edged with that lightness I always associated with her.

      There's a beat of silence before I gesture to the bar. "Can I buy you a drink?"

      The words come out more casual than they should, and the second they're spoken, I feel it. The weight of them. The shift beneath the surface. I regret it almost instantly.

      She doesn't answer right away. Her eyes flick to the table where she'd been sitting, then back to me. "I-I'm here with a friend. Maya."

      She glances over her shoulder again, and I follow her line of sight to the woman watching us from across the room. "She sort of pointed you out like a casting call.”

      “I’m surprised you remember me.”

      “Really?” She blushes, looking down at her feet. “I wasn’t sure at first, but when I saw your profile, I recognized you immediately.”

      “And what gave me away?” I ask because I’m genuinely curious.

      She blushes again, darker this time, and the warmth that’s settled in my chest from the bourbon gently spreads down my stomach.

      “I— Maya told me I'd be an idiot if I didn't come say hi."

      I nod once, noticing how she ignored my question. "And you agreed?"

      "Eventually. First, I said no. Then yes. Then no again. Then she started making faces and motioning dramatically across the table like I was going to miss my one shot at something scandalous."

      That pulls a low laugh from me even though her cheeks are now so red she looks like she just ran around the block half a dozen times. She clearly didn’t mean to say that last part or maybe she did and I’m just taking it the wrong way. "Sounds persistent."

      "She's relentless. And kind of terrifying."

      I gesture toward her drink. "So how many of those did it take to wear you down?"

      "Two vodka cranberries, a crappy week, and one minor existential crisis."

      My brows lift. "That bad?"

      She gives a one-shouldered shrug accompanied by a tight little smile that doesn't quite land. "I got laid off. And dumped. Within a few weeks of each other. So, you know. Big month for me."

      "I'm sorry to hear that," I say. And I mean it.

      "It's fine. I'm fine." She waves a hand, brushing it all away like it's nothing. "Embracing the chaos. Making reckless choices. Reintroducing myself to ghosts from my past."

      The music overhead suddenly feels too loud, the bass line thumping with a rhythm that catches my attention. It's unfamiliar, but there's something hypnotic about it. Something that makes the air between us feel heavier.

      "Good beat," I say, nodding toward the speakers, mostly to fill the silence that's suddenly stretched too long between us.

      Her eyes widen slightly, and she lets out a small laugh. "Oh, that's 'Love on the Brain' by Rihanna. I was just telling Maya I've been hearing it everywhere lately." She pauses, her cheeks flushing pink. "Sorry, that was random. I'm being nervous—er, I’m nervous."

      I watch the way she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, the way her fingers fidget with her glass. "You don't seem nervous."

      "I'm an excellent actress when the situation calls for it."

      I nod toward the empty stool beside me. "Well, I apologize if I’m making you nervous. If you're in the mood to keep making questionable decisions, feel free to sit."

      She arches an eyebrow, considering, then lowers herself into the seat. "That depends. You planning to bite?"

      "Not unless provoked."

      She smirks. "No promises."

      I shake my head, lips twitching despite the fact that this suddenly feels laden with innuendo. "Still quick with the comebacks."

      "Still avoiding my feelings with humor. Some things never change."

      There's a moment of silence between us, then she exhales and glances down into her glass. "Sorry. I think I've had too much. I'm talking too much. I should probably shut up."

      "You're fine," I say. And I mean that too.

      She lifts her eyes to mine. "It's really good to see you again, Reece."

      The way she says my name knocks something loose, but I shove it down.

      She shifts in her seat and crosses her legs, and my gaze falls for just a second too long. The leggings are plain black, nothing remarkable—but the way they hug her thighs is unmistakable. The kind of thing any man with working eyes would notice. But I'm not just any man and I sure as shit shouldn’t be noticing anything about her. I drag my eyes back to her face, my jaw tightening.

      Jesus. What the hell am I doing?

      This is Skye. My son's ex-girlfriend. A girl I last saw in high school hallways and family photos. It doesn't matter that she's not a girl anymore. It doesn't matter that we're in a bar and she walked over to me. I know better than to entertain whatever stray thought just flickered through my head.

      I reach for my drink, sip slow, and keep my voice level.

      "You too," I say quietly.

      And I hold her gaze. Just long enough to feel the shift. Just short enough not to make it obvious. Even though I know I shouldn't.

      She clears her throat softly, fingers toying with her glass. "Well… I should probably get back to Maya before she starts a search party. Or decides to come over here and embarrass me in front of the guy she swears is giving alpha billionaire in hiding energy."

      I huff a quiet laugh. "Well, we wouldn't want that now, would we?"

      She stands slowly, the moment stretching between us, a thin thread of something I don't have the right to name.

      "It was good seeing you, Reece," she says again, more tentative this time.

      "You too, Skye."

      I watch her retreat to her table, where her friend immediately leans in, whispering something that makes Skye roll her eyes and laugh. I turn back to my drink, the last swallow of bourbon untouched, warming in my palm.

      I sit for another few minutes, listening to the soft clink of ice, the muted rumble of conversation. I tell myself to get up. To let it go. But my hand drifts to the inside pocket of my blazer anyway.

      I pull out a business card. Matte black. Clean gold lettering.

      I shouldn't. She's my son's ex. This is wildly inappropriate. She's vulnerable. On edge. Probably still reeling. But I need a temp.

      My assistant Leann goes on maternity leave any minute, and I’ve done shit to go through the stack of résumés on my desk. Skye's sharp. Quick. She was always smart. And she's not a stranger, not really.

      I don't let myself overthink it. I down the last of my drink, slide a tip beneath the glass, and push to my feet.

      She sees me approaching before I speak. Her eyes widen slightly, lips parting like she doesn't know what I could possibly have left to say.

      “Sorry to interrupt, ladies.” I nod toward Skye. “But you want to hear something funny?”

      “Sure,” she says, eyes curiously wide.

      “My assistant is about to head out on maternity leave for the next four months or so and I figured I might as well take the opportunity.” I hand her the card. Her fingers brush mine, and we both hesitate. Just a second. Just long enough to notice.

      "I've been interviewing temps to cover while she's out. No one's been the right fit," I lie, keeping my voice even and professional.

      She glances down at the card, then back at me. “You’re a billionaire and your assistant only gets four months off for maternity leave?”

      “Skye.” Maya elbows her but she doesn’t seem fazed.

      “What? It’s an honest question.”

      “You’re right,” I reply, noticing that sharp tongue of hers still working overtime. “And I agree. I offered Leann the entire year off if she wanted it, fully paid, but she loves her job and I make sure I pay her enough that her husband is able to stay home full-time with their children.”

      “Oh, that’s amazing.” She blinks, still processing. "So are you… offering me a job?"

      "I am," I say simply. "Temporary, full-time, but with competitive pay and full benefits. Mostly calendar management, travel coordination, and client meetings. It's demanding, but it's straightforward. You said you're between jobs and I could really use someone capable."

      Her mouth opens, then closes again. I can see the disbelief in her eyes. The question of whether I'm serious.

      "Actually—" I say, and without thinking, I take the card back from her hand. The contact is brief but electric. I reach into the inside pocket of my blazer, pull out a pen, uncap it, and scrawl my personal cell number on the back of the card.

      "There," I say as I hand it back, watching the way her eyes track the movement. "Now you don't have to go through anyone else."

      She takes it with both hands this time, her gaze flicking to the number, then back to me.

      "Give me a call," I whisper, just low enough for her to hear. Then I wink—quick, subtle, and probably a mistake.

      Her fingers curl around the card, still clearly stunned. "Okay. Um… thank you."

      I give a small nod, then glance once more at her friend, who's gaping like she's just witnessed a plot twist in a movie, and turn to leave. I make it to the door before I feel her eyes on me again, but I don't look back.
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      The second I’m barefoot, wine poured, and Spotify set to Sad Girl Indie Pop, I sink into my couch and open my laptop like I’m about to fall down a rabbit hole before remembering his card.

      I leap off the couch. I’m already two glasses into a bottle of wine when I finally let myself pick up the card again. It’s been sitting on my kitchen island since I walked in, untouched and somehow humming with judgment. Sleek matte black, gold lettering, thick enough to probably double as a weapon if I threw it hard enough.

      
      
        
        Reece Blackwood.

        Founder & CEO – Blackwood Ventures

        private@blackwoodgroup.com

      

      

      
      Private.

      Of course it is.

      I set the card down like it’s radioactive and sink back onto my couch in a tangle of bare legs and half-folded laundry. The TV is playing some old Friends rerun I’ve seen a thousand times, but the volume’s muted and my brain’s doing the kind of unhinged, wine-laced gymnastics that only ever ends in regret or online shopping.

      “Reece Blackwood.”

      I whisper it into the silence like it’ll make this feel less surreal.

      It doesn’t.

      I’m in my oversized Garfield sleep shirt, the one with the hole in the shoulder, drinking Sauvignon Blanc straight out of a stemless glass that says Don’t even ask in pink script. The label lied—it’s not crisp. It tastes like citrus and bad decisions.

      And yet here I am.

      Being professionally courted by a billionaire. A dangerously hot, emotionally unreadable billionaire who happens to be the father of the boy who took my virginity in the back of a Honda Civic.

      Awesome.

      I groan and drop my head against the back of the couch.

      What the hell is happening?

      Tonight was supposed to be about Maya. About laughing and toasting her win and maybe pretending I still had some sort of direction in life.

      Instead… I ran into him.

      I turn my attention back to my computer, fingers already in position before I can talk myself out of it, keying in Reece Blackwood. The man. The myth. The… fucking menace who has no business aging like a silver-haired god.

      The search results are immediate. Press releases, Forbes articles, keynote clips from tech summits I didn’t know existed.

      And the photos… Jesus, the fucking photos.

      He’s devastating in his crisp suits, but nothing compares to the brooding intensity of his gaze. Half of these candid photos could be cologne ads. The other half look like he’s about to close a billion-dollar deal while simultaneously unhooking your bra with his mind.

      I click through a feature on his company, Blackwood & Crane. I knew they were rich. I just didn’t know they were rich-rich. Like ‘yachts with helipads’ rich.

      There’s a quote from him about innovation and legacy, but all I can focus on is the way his mouth moves when he says it. The way his hands are resting lightly on the table, like they’re not capable of gripping too tightly. Of pulling. Of holding.

      Pages and pages. Glossy magazine features, Forbes articles, think pieces on his early company sale and reclusive lifestyle. One headline reads, “Chicago’s Quiet Billionaire Keeps Winning.”

      Yeah. No kidding.

      I click one. There’s a photo from a charity gala, him in a tux, jaw clenched, eyes like frozen steel. The woman next to him is stunning, but his body isn’t angled toward her.

      Another article says he’s “notoriously private,” “pragmatic,” and “married to his work.” No scandals. No dates. Just success and a perfectly pressed suit.

      God, even his Wikipedia page is intimidating.

      I scroll down until I find the old stuff. The early years. He built his first startup when he was twenty-six. His wife passed away when Archer was fourteen. He sold the company for 2.3 billion dollars when Archer was twenty-one and stayed on as CEO.

      Which means… he was grieving. All those years I used to wonder why he was never around. Why he was always this distant shadow I occasionally glimpsed during visits at Archer’s house or holidays. I knew that Archer’s mom had died from cancer a few years before I met him, but he always played it off like it was something he and his dad didn’t talk much about, so I never pushed it.

      But now that I’m older and realize how soon after she had passed that they moved to my small Illinois town, I realize that Reece was probably still grieving. And working. And building something colossal while his kid brought home a mouthy high school girlfriend who lived in Doc Martens and ran off of sarcasm.

      I feel like I should understand that now.

      Maybe that’s what tonight really did—opened some weird emotional time capsule I didn’t realize I’d buried. Made me remember things I thought I’d forgotten.

      Like the way Archer would talk about his dad, as if he was myth more than man. The way I’d catch Reece’s voice on calls from the other room, cool and commanding even when he was saying mundane shit like, yes, tell the board I’ll review it tonight.

      I close the tab before I start imagining him reading my résumé out loud in that voice. The one that makes me want to fantasize about myself writhing beneath him in all sorts of compromising positions.

      Back then, he felt like something out of reach. He was intimidating and distant. Now? I close the browser and push my laptop away. Now he’s… offering me a job. Temporarily. Professionally. Totally not weird… Except it is because he’s hot as fuck and now I can’t stop thinking about it.

      God, it’s so weird.

      My brain’s a hamster wheel of what-ifs. What if I took the job? What if it’s a disaster? What if I say something wildly inappropriate on my first day and end up as a meme?

      Or worse… what if I like it?

      What if I like him?

      I glance at the card again. Then down at my wine. Then back at the card.

      And suddenly I’m laughing. Loud, ridiculous, tipsy laughter that fills the whole apartment and bounces off the exposed brick like it’s trying to make sure I really feel how insane this all is.

      “Get a grip, Skye,” I mutter, wiping a tear from the corner of my eye.

      But even as I say it, I can’t help the small, secret thrill that runs through me. Because for the first time in weeks, I don’t feel numb. Or rejected. Or invisible. I feel… curious. Alive. Like something shifted tonight.

      I pick up the card again and trace my finger over the gold lettering. The bottom line is, I need a job and I don’t really have the luxury of time right now. Besides, a man like Reece Blackwood wouldn’t let a stupid crush from his son’s ex ever become something.

      Archer… what the hell would he think if he knew I worked for his dad?

      It’s always a bad idea to open Instagram after two and a half glasses of wine. And yet here I am, curled into my couch like a human cinnamon roll of bad decisions, thumbs moving faster than my common sense.

      I shouldn’t do it. I know better. But the part of my brain that wants closure, or maybe it’s chaos, wins.

      First up: Archer.

      I haven’t thought about him in at least a few years. Maybe longer. He’s a scar I don’t poke unless I’m feeling particularly self-destructive and tonight qualifies.

      His profile is still public. Of course it is. He always loved the attention. Loved being seen. I can’t help but smile back at his photos. He always was charming and he certainly got a healthy dose of his dad’s good looks that have only gotten better with age as well.

      He still has that same smirk, same confident stance. I got over the heartbreak of Archer. It took a long time, and sometimes I worry that it did change my outlook on love. Or at least my outlook on trust. Maybe that’s why Shane felt like he never truly knew me, because I was too guarded to ever actually let him in. I push that thought aside before I take myself too far down memory lane.

      Archer is tagged at rooftop bars, charity events, Cubs games. He looks older, obviously, but still too pretty for his own good. Like a GQ model who got bitten by a finance bro and decided to lean in.

      I scroll.

      There’s a post from a month ago, him in a black tux just like his dad, only his arm is around a woman with cheekbones that could slice granite.

      They look happy and for some stupid reason, it stings. Not because I want it to be me with him, but because I can’t seem to ever pick the right guy.

      We haven’t spoken in years. The last time I saw him was on campus, the day I found out about the cheating. He didn’t even deny it. Just stared at me like I was overreacting. Like fidelity was a suggestion and I’d failed the cool-girl test by expecting loyalty.

      I can still hear my voice cracking when I asked him why. Still feel the sick heat in my cheeks when he shrugged and said, “It wasn’t serious, Skye. I was just drunk and stupid, it didn’t mean anything.”

      Except it did. To me.

      He was my first love. My first everything. The boy I built a future around, only to have him set fire to it without blinking. He knew the pain it caused six-year-old me when my dad ditched my mom and me. He knew the fears I had about being abandoned again and still he turned right around and used my worst fear against me.

      He didn’t just break my heart. He disappeared, transferring to a different school only two weeks after it happened, leaving me to gain closure on my own.

      I don’t miss him. But I miss the girl who believed in him. The one who thought love was enough. I hate how fast my throat closes. How quick the old ache returns, sharp and stupid. We were teenagers. It was a lifetime ago.

      I close the app and toss my phone aside, but it doesn’t stick. Five seconds later, I pick it back up and do something even dumber.

      I look up Shane.

      There’s a part of me that hopes he’s miserable. That he’s spiraling, lost, alone like me. That he regrets walking away from me because I worked late and forgot to text back and didn’t want to spend Sundays watching NFL RedZone while folding his fucking laundry every weekend.

      But no. Of course not.

      Because there she is, right there in his cover photo. Some sun-kissed, yoga-bodied girl with a minuscule waist and perfect teeth. Their matching Patagonia fleeces should be a crime.

      I stare for too long. Then I scroll. And scroll.

      They’ve been dating for a few weeks at least. Which means he lied about needing space. About not being ready. Which means— My screen blurs. Fuck. I’m crying.

      I close the app and bury my face in the pillow, not even bothering to pretend I’m okay. It’s not just Shane. Or Archer. It’s all of it. All the times I let someone else define whether I was worth staying for. Whether I was enough.

      I don’t know what hurts more at this point, seeing him happy with someone else or realizing how easily he replaced me. Like I was
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