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  To everyone who’s ever walked away to protect someone they love—

this story is for you
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  Chapter 1

  
  




Ella




I’m halfway up the cracked concrete steps, panting like I just sprinted a marathon, when the Uber sputters and dies behind me. Of course it does. Perfect timing—like my life needs another “perfect” moment. I glance back. The driver shrugs through the rearview mirror like it’s my fault his ancient Prius couldn’t make it two blocks.

No time to call for another ride. I’m already late for the interview I can’t afford to miss. I clutch my purse tighter, which holds the goddamn medication list for Jael taped to the inside, a little photo of him smiling at Christmas tucked in the zipper pocket—smiling like he doesn’t have a clogged artery threatening to kill him any second—and a worn, folded picture of Christian and me from better days, faded with creases I’m “meaning to throw away,” but haven’t quite managed.

I stare down at my cracked phone screen and grimace. The blue blouse I’m wearing is borrowed from Kennedy, the only thing semi-presentable I could find after three nights of no sleep and endless hospital waiting rooms. It smells faintly like laundry detergent and cheap coffee—a far cry from the soft cottons I used to own, before everything fell apart.

My pencil skirt pinches my waist like it’s mocking me, hand-me-down from a coworker who got promoted and ditched it without a second thought. My black heels are scuffed; I’ve replaced the sole once already, but that’s about it. My nails—once meticulously polished—are chipped and cracked, evidence of months of waiting tables and driving for Uber just to scrape by. I joke bitterly in my head: “You’re basically the CEO of life, huh?”

I breathe through the tightness in my chest, which isn’t just nerves. It’s exhaustion, the kind that seeps into your bones and makes you question whether you’re strong enough to keep going. The day is cloudy, and the city noise buzzes around me, muffled through the haze of my thoughts.

Ahead, the glass building looms tall, and I clutch my purse tighter. The job posting said “FT Holdings”—some startup tech firm downtown. No idea what FT stands for, but it pays enough to cover Jael’s meds for a month. That’s all I’m asking for.

A sharp gust of wind threatens to yank the papers out of my hand, and I curse under my breath. This—this moment—feels heavier than all the nights I’ve cried into a pillow while Jael fought for breath in the hospital.

“Don’t mess this up, Ella,” I whisper to myself, taking a shaky step forward.




The lobby smells like fresh paint and expensive coffee—the kind of place where people wear cologne that costs more than my rent. The receptionist smiles professionally and directs me to the interview room with a chirpy, “Good luck!”

Then my eyes land on the logo on the glass wall opposite me.

Finna Tech.

The letters are sleek, polished—cold white against a midnight blue background. The font is clean and futuristic, sharp enough to cut through any lies I tell myself. And it rips a hole through my chest the moment I see it.

My heart forgets how to beat.

Not my brain. Not yet. But my chest clenches in recognition. Like a punch. Like a ghost of a past I’ve been running from for years.

Christian’s world.

I stumble, steady myself on the glass wall, my palms sweating against the cold. Memories slam into me—too fast, too sharp:

His voice, low and teasing.

His fingers, warm and desperate, holding mine tighter than they had any right to.

Our graduation day, the sun high and golden, promises unspoken but understood.

The day I staged betrayal—the lie that broke us.

My breath hitches, trembles. I want to run. To scream. To dissolve into the cracked tile beneath my feet.

But I can’t.

Jael needs the surgery.

My son, our son—his tiny heart beating in a body too fragile for this world.

I force a shaky laugh at the irrational panic clawing at me.

“He doesn’t run the building,” I whisper, pushing myself upright. “It’s just a name. Probably just lent it to them. It’s fine. I’m fine.”

But my hands tremble as I unfold the resume, smooth out the water-stained corners. I tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear and force my feet forward.




* * *

The interview room is glass-walled, so I’m visible from the hall—a fish in a bowl. I hate it already.

Janine, the HR rep, is everything I’m not: chipper, polished, late-twenties, with a voice that bounces off the walls like sunshine trapped indoors. She smiles too much, but I need this job more than I need a therapist.

“Ella, nice to meet you. Please, have a seat.”

I sink into the chair, trying to keep my knees from shaking. Sweat beads on my upper lip despite the cold air. My throat is dry, but I don’t want to ask for water. I don’t want to give her any reason to doubt me.

I fight the urge to check my phone again. Jael’s meds list is folded there somewhere. I’m the only one fighting for him.

“Tell me about yourself,” Janine chirps.

My brain freezes. I swallow. Then I fake confidence like a pro.

“I’m… reliable. Hardworking. I’m good under pressure.”

“Great. Why do you want this job?”

Because my son doesn’t take IOUs at the pharmacy.

That’s what I want to say. Instead, I say:

“I need to support my family. And I’m ready to work.”

Janine nods, oblivious to the war raging inside me.

“Tell me about your previous experience.”

I recite it like a mantra—waitressing, Uber driving, volunteering at the hospital. Anything that shows I’m a fighter.

Her questions are routine, but I feel like I’m walking a tightrope. Every answer tastes like ash in my mouth.

When she asks about teamwork, I think of Christian’s betrayal, but I bite the words back. “I work well with others,” I lie.

There’s a pause. She smiles. “I like your attitude.”

I want to believe her, but the pit in my stomach says otherwise.

Then, through the glass wall, I see him.

A figure in a navy suit, broader than memory, tall enough to fill the hallway. His presence sucks the air out of the room like a vacuum.

No. No. No.

My breath catches in my throat.

My heart punches my ribs so hard I think it might break free.

I stare at his back—the way his shoulders square under that expensive fabric, the confident gait that reminds me of a man who once promised me forever.

The scent hits me before I see him—a faint trace of cedarwood and something uniquely his. My head snaps up, eyes locking on the glass where his reflection flickers.

Janine chirps beside me, oblivious.

“Oh! The CEO likes to meet new hires personally. It’s a small-company thing.”

The door handle turns slowly.

And then—

“Ella?”








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  





Christian


I swear the name must be a mistake.

There’s no way in hell it’s her. Not her. Not the same Ella Monroe who shattered every bone in my chest cavity five years ago and left me bleeding on the floor like a dog someone kicked too hard.

But then again, fate’s a bitch with a cruel sense of humor, and I stopped believing in coincidences somewhere around the time Ella left my bed warm and my heart cold.

And there it is again. Ella Monroe. Scrawled across a résumé sitting on my glass desk like it belongs here. Like she belongs here. Neat font. Modest experience. And a cover letter so humble it practically kneels.

Secretary. She applied to be my fucking secretary.

I lean back in the ergonomic leather chair that cost more than her entire college tuition and let out a dry laugh. The irony’s too rich not to enjoy. Five years ago, she told me I wasn’t enough. Not in words—but with actions. With the way she let that slimy piece of shit Riley climb into our bed, in our apartment, on our anniversary.

I should’ve torched the place. Burned it to ash.

But I didn’t. I left with nothing but my shame, and the weight of loving a woman who used me like a stepping stone on her way back to her ivory tower.

And now she’s back. Knocking on my empire’s door with her little résumé and desperate eyes, looking for a job.

I don’t believe in redemption. Not for people like her.

“Sir?” Janine’s voice crackles through the intercom. “About the last applicant—should I file her under rejection or hold for follow-up?”

I press the button and breathe in, slow and sharp like it’ll keep me from saying something that’ll get me sued.

“Send her file to my desk. Now.”

“She’s already in the system. I can patch her through for a phone interview if you’d prefer.”

“No. I’ll handle it.”

There’s a beat of silence. I can almost hear her blinking on the other end.

“Yes, sir.”

I release the button and stare at the file again.

Ella fucking Monroe.

It’s not the name that cuts—it’s the handwriting. I recognize it even typed. It’s clean, no fluff, like her voice when she used to whisper plans for the future into my neck. Her resume says she’s lived out of state, worked admin gigs, waited tables, even drove rideshare. The whole thing reads like someone clawing to survive. Not a spoiled heiress. Not a girl with marble floors and diamond bracelets.

What happened to her father’s fortune?

What happened to her?

No.

No. I’m not going down that rabbit hole.

I drag the file to the corner of my desk like it might infect the rest of my empire. Then I get up, stalk across
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