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Oh god, is my mascara smudged? I lean into the bathroom mirror, dabbing at the corner of my eye. There. Perfect. Or as perfect as a twenty-one-year-old barista can look when she's about to have dinner with the man who stars in every single one of her late-night fantasies.

It's just dinner with Warren, and apparently a friend he wants me to meet. I’ve been crushing on Warren—the hot forty-three-year-old gym owner—since he rented me the apartment above the gym six months ago. I showed up in this city with nothing but a duffel bag and community college dreams. The rental was the only one in my budget. I work at a coffee shop, and in exchange for partial rent I work reception at the gym a couple nights a week. After closing, he gives me free training sessions.

But he's never asked me out to dinner. Deep breath, Amber. You can do this.

I smooth down the red thrift-store dress that clings to every curve I've earned from Warren's brutal squat sessions. It's short. Like, drop-my-keys-and-commit-a-misdemeanor short. My legs look incredible though—all that lunging and deadlifting is finally paying dividends.

Warren's definitely a leg man. I've caught him staring. At least, I think I have? Maybe he was just checking my form. Maybe I'm delusional and he just sees me as a young woman renting his apartment.

Stop overthinking.

I study my reflection. Blonde curls I spent an hour perfecting. Blue eyes lined just enough to look sultry without trying too hard. I’m wearing the vanilla-cherry perfume the lady at the drugstore promised would “drive men wild.”

I look sexy. Please let him agree.

I've been asked out before. A few times in high school. Once by a guy from my chemistry class last semester. But I always said no. It never felt right. They were nice enough, but there was never that spark. The kind of attraction that makes your stomach flip and your skin tingle.

With Warren, I feel all of that and more.

Maybe that's why I'm still a virgin at twenty-one. Everyone acts like that's weird, but I never wanted to just get it over with. I wanted it to be with someone who makes me feel the way Warren does.

Tonight feels important. Sure, I train with Warren after the gym closes. Sure, he gives me those looks that make my thighs clench. But dinner with a friend? This has to mean something.

My phone buzzes.

Sarah: OMG that lady this morning was INSANE. You okay?

I grimace. This morning some entitled woman in a power-suit had me remake her latte four times, then left a quarter tip and “accidentally” knocked over the tip jar. She looked at me like I was gum on her shoe. Called me “service industry incompetent” loud enough for everyone to hear.

I wanted to throw the latte in her perfectly made-up face. Instead, I smiled, apologized, and cleaned up the mess. Because that's what you do when you're broke and you need your job.

Amber: Yeah, I'm fine. Heading to dinner now!

Sarah: GET IT GIRL 🔥🔥🔥

The doorbell rings and adrenaline spikes through me. He's here!

I grab my clutch and check myself one last time. I look confident and sexy. As I head for the door, each step down the stairs is precarious in these heels, but I've practiced. I'm not face-planting tonight.

Warren's waiting outside, and holy mother of fuck, he looks edible.

He's wearing dark slacks and a gray button-down with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. His hazel eyes lock on me and my pussy flutters. God, he was designed to make women stupid.

“Wow, Amber.” His voice has a rasp that goes straight to my clit. “You look incredible.”

My body tingles from the compliment. “Thanks. You're not so bad yourself.”

Understatement of the century. I want to climb him like a tree.

His eyes flick down to my legs and linger just long enough that I have to press my thighs together.

“Ready?” he asks.

“Born ready,” I chirp, then immediately cringe. Play it cool, Amber.

He opens the passenger door of his black SUV, and I slide in, hyperaware of how much thigh I'm showing.

As he drives, I sneak glances. Strong jaw. Hands that could span my waist. I wonder what they'd feel like gripping my hips, holding me down while he—

Stop staring.

I cross my legs and fold my hands in my lap to distract myself, but it doesn't help. Tension coils low in my belly the whole drive.

“You seem nervous,” he says, glancing over.

My laugh is too high. “That obvious?”

“It's cute.” His eyes flick to where I'm twisting my hands in my lap. “You don't need to be nervous. It's just dinner.”

Except it doesn't feel like just dinner. It feels like the beginning of something I've been waiting six months for.

“I'm not usually like this,” I say. “Awkward, I mean. I'm actually pretty cool.”

“I know you are.” He's quiet for a moment. “Amber, I need to tell you something.”

Oh god. Here it comes. You're too young. This was a mistake.

“I invited you tonight because I need to figure some things out.” He pauses, jaw tight. “And I want you to meet someone important to me.”

Figure what out? My brain scrambles. I assumed his friend was important, but this seems like something else. “Okay?”

“It's actually my girlfriend. Misty.”

The word slams into me like a fist.

Girlfriend.

The warm car suddenly feels suffocating. I stare straight ahead, blinking fast. Don't cry. Don't you fucking dare cry.

“How long have you been seeing her?” My voice sounds thin.

“Three weeks.” He shrugs, but his shoulders are tense. “She's...successful. Has her life together. The kind of woman I should be dating.”

Should. Not want to.

“That's great,” I lie. “I'm happy for you.”

Silence stretches between us, and at a red light, his eyes drop to where my dress has ridden up, exposing more thigh. It's just a second, but I see it. The hunger. The conflict.

He clears his throat, looking away. “You look really beautiful tonight.”

The light turns green, but he doesn't move.

When a car honks, he flinches and accelerates.

Why would he look at me like that if he's with someone else? Why bring me to meet her?

Unless he's not sure about her.

Unless I still have a shot.

“This will be fun,” I say with forced brightness. “I can't wait to meet her.”

The lie tastes like ash, but I smile anyway. He's only known her for three weeks. He's known me for six months. Maybe I still have a chance.

When we pull into the restaurant parking lot—a cozy Italian place with soft lighting and the smell of garlic—my hands have stopped shaking. I'm not nervous anymore.

I'm strategic.

He holds the door open and my bare arm brushes his chest as I pass. A zing shoots straight between my legs. I meet his gaze and hold it a second too long. His pupils dilate.

Yeah. He's not unaffected.

The restaurant is warm and bustling. I scan the room and—

No.

No fucking way.

It's her. It's the latte woman from this morning. She's ditched the power suit for a blue dress, and she's waving at us with that same condescending smile.

That's Misty.

My stomach drops, but something else rises up—something hot and vicious. Oh, honey. You were mean to the wrong barista this morning...

Warren guides me over, his hand hovering near my lower back but not quite touching. I can feel the warmth of him.

“Misty, this is Amber. Amber, Misty.”

“Amber!” Misty's smile is bright and fake. Her eyes sweep over me. Recognition flickers. “Warren's told me so much about you.”

She knows exactly who I am.

I slide into the booth across from her. Warren moves to sit beside her, but her purse is taking up the space. He pauses, then settles in next to me instead.

His thigh presses against mine as he sits and my pussy pulses with excitement.

“You're even prettier than he said,” Misty continues, her voice sugary sweet. “So young and fresh-faced. I remember being your age. Everything felt so dramatic back then.”

The words land like a slap. Young. Dramatic. You're a child.

Rage floods through me, but I smile. “Thanks. You look great too.”

Misty reaches across the table, threading her fingers through Warren's. “We've been talking about taking a trip to Napa next month. I have a friend with a vineyard. Very exclusive.” She glances at me. “Do you drink wine, Amber? Or are you not old enough yet?”

Warren shifts. “Amber's twenty-one, Misty.”

“Oh, of course!” Misty waves her hand. “The wine culture is more of an acquired taste anyway. Takes a certain level of sophistication.”

It takes everything in me not to say, “Fuck you, lady.”

“I like wine,” I say evenly. “Though I'm not really into the whole exclusive vineyard scene. Seems a little...pretentious.”

Misty's smile sharpens.

Warren clears his throat. “So, uh, what's everyone thinking for dinner?”

But Misty's not done. “Warren mentioned you're at community college. That's so practical. I did my undergrad at Stanford, but honestly, not everyone needs that kind of education. It's about finding what works for your situation.”

Your situation. Code for: You're poor.

“Community college is great,” Warren cuts in. “Amber's smart as hell.”

“Oh, I'm sure!” Misty laughs. “I just meant it's a different path. More...accessible.”

Accessible. Another dig. I take a sip of water and focus on not throwing it in her face like I wanted to do with the latte earlier.

The server appears and we order. My hands are steady even though I want to flip the table.

“So, Amber,” Misty says once the server leaves. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

“Nope. I'm single.”

“Oh, that's too bad.” Misty's sympathy is fake as shit. “It must be hard being in a new city all alone. Do your parents help you out financially, or...?”

She lets it hang.

“I support myself,” I say calmly. “I work at a coffee shop and help out at Warren's gym.”

“That's so admirable.” Misty's tone suggests otherwise. “Struggling builds character. Though some of us are fortunate enough not to need those lessons.” She pauses. “I remember you now, actually. You made my latte this morning, didn't you?”

There it
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