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Jake wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his glove, the rough fabric scraping against his stubbled skin like sandpaper. The sun beat down on Highway 47 like a goddamn hammer, turning the blacktop into a shimmering mirage that blurred the horizon. His crew—six burly guys he'd handpicked over the years—were scattered across the worksite, their shouts cutting through the roar of the paver machine. "Hey, Ramirez, get that roller moving before this shit sets uneven!" Jake barked, his voice gravelly from years of yelling over engines. His left leg throbbed with every step, the old injury from that clusterfuck accident five years back reminding him he wasn't the unbreakable foreman he pretended to be. The limp was a constant itch, a scar that went deeper than the twisted metal that had pinned him down. But fuck that—he pushed through, because stopping meant admitting weakness, and weakness had cost him his marriage, his home, everything but this dusty stretch of road and the promotion dangling like a carrot if he finished this repave on time.

He scanned the site, eyes narrowing under his hard hat. The air reeked of hot tar and diesel, thick enough to coat his throat. His mind wandered to the bottle of whiskey waiting in his truck—numbing the ache, blurring the memories of Karen's parting words: "You're broken, Jake, and you drag everyone down with you." No, this job was his redemption. Finish early, prove he could lead, could control the chaos. That's what he wanted, needed—more than the fleeting fucks in dive bars that left him emptier each time.

A cloud of dust kicked up as a new truck pulled onto the shoulder, gravel crunching under its tires. Jake's gut tightened. The boss had mentioned "reinforcements," but he hadn't expected this. Three women stepped out, geared up in reflective vests, boots, and hard hats, their figures cutting through the haze like a mirage turning real. The first one, tall and built like she could swing a sledge without breaking a sweat, had dark hair tied back in a ponytail that swung as she slung a toolbox from the truck bed. Lena, the mechanic—they'd emailed resumes. Her eyes met his, sharp and challenging, but there was a flicker there, something self-conscious in the way she tugged at her vest, as if hiding curves she thought didn't belong on a site like this. Industry bullshit, he knew—guys like him had probably stared too long before, making her doubt every inch of her body. But damn, the sweat already beading on her neck made his cock twitch involuntarily, a betrayal he shoved down hard.

Behind her, Mia hopped down, clipboard in hand, her blonde hair cropped short and practical. The surveyor. She moved with purpose, scanning the site like she owned it, but Jake caught the edge in her smile—calculated, like she was here for more than measurements. Revenge, maybe? He'd heard rumors about her old boss, some
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