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      I had learned that Friday nights at Juniper & Steel followed the same basic laws as hurricanes.

      First, the warnings were always worse than the calm, but only by a little.

      Second, the smartest thing you could do was get ready before the damage started.

      Third, no matter how much you prepared, somebody was still going to leave you a mess to clean up.

      “Ray.”

      I turned from the POS screen and looked at Maya, our hostess, who was standing by the host stand with the expression of someone about to deliver bad news and hoping I’d take it with humor.

      I narrowed my eyes. “If that table asked for a whiskey sour ‘but less sour,’ I’m quitting.”

      Maya smiled. “Worse.”

      “Impossible.”

      “They want to know if the mezcal old fashioned is ‘actually worth the price.’”

      I stared at her for a beat. “Then they can order the water and reflect on their life choices.”

      She laughed. “You’re in a mood.”

      “I’m always in a mood.”

      “That’s not true. Sometimes you’re in a mood and hungry.”

      “I’m also hungry.”

      “Then your personality is fully assembled.”

      I shot her a look. “Tell them it’s worth it if they enjoy being happy.”

      Maya grinned and disappeared toward table eight.

      I turned back to the screen and hit enter on the next order ticket before I could look over my shoulder.

      Which, unfortunately, was exactly when Beck Wilder walked in.

      It was physically unfair for one person to look that good while carrying a tray of clean glassware.

      I noticed him anyway.

      Of course I did.

      “Don’t turn around,” Maya called softly from the host stand.

      I froze. “Why?”

      “Because if you turn around, I will have proof you’re staring.”

      “I am not staring.”

      “That wasn’t the question.”

      I kept my eyes on the screen. “You’re annoying.”

      “You’re predictable.”

      Beck’s voice floated across the room. “Are we discussing me already?”

      I closed my eyes for one second.

      Then I turned.

      He was standing at the end of the service aisle in a white button-down with his sleeves rolled to the elbow, dark hair slightly damp like he’d just come from somewhere that had required actual effort. He had one of those faces people trusted too quickly. The kind of face that made strangers want to tell him their life story and make women make decisions they later regretted.

      He smiled when he saw me.

      Not a little smile. A real one.

      The kind that made the room pop a degree warmer.

      “Hi, Ray,” he said.

      “Hi, Beck,” I said, because I was not going to be the one who looked flustered first.

      Maya made a disgusted little noise behind me. “I’m leaving before I get dragged into whatever this is.”

      “It’s not anything,” I said automatically.

      Beck’s eyebrows lifted. “Ha. That sounded convincing.”

      “It wasn’t for you.”

      “Oh.” He glanced at the tray in his hands. “Good to know.”

      He moved closer, careful not to crowd me, but close enough that I could smell something clean and citrusy and expensive on him. It was deeply unfair. People should not be allowed to smell that good after two hours of service work.

      “Table four needs their second round,” he said.

      “Then take it to them.”

      “I would,” he said, “but they asked for you.”

      I gave him a flat look. “They asked for me because they think I’m prettier than you.”

      Beck laughed, low and easy. “That is definitely not what they said.”

      “What did they say?”

      He tilted his head. “That the server with the attitude was the best thing about the place.”

      I snorted. “They lied.”

      “That sounds like jealousy.”

      “That sounds like professionalism.”

      He smiled at me like professionalism was adorable.

      I hated that.

      Not because he was rude. Because he wasn’t. Beck Wilder had a way of making everything feel a little less sharp, and I did not trust anything that tried that hard to be easy.

      “You’re staring,” he said.

      I blinked. “You’re the one who walked over here.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It’s the only one you’re getting.”

      His grin widened a little. “You always this pleasant on a Friday?”

      “Only if the Friday deserves it.”

      “And does this one?”

      I glanced across the room at the packed bar, the half-drunk table of finance bros in expensive shirts, the woman in the corner booth pretending not to text under the table, the two men arguing about whether our house gin was “too floral for the summer menu.”

      “No,” I said. “This one deserves to be set on fire.”

      Beck barked out a laugh.

      I shouldn’t have liked that as much as I did.

      He handed me the ticket for table four. “They also wanted something gin-based, but not too sweet.”

      “That narrows it down to all of existence.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I looked at the ticket and then at him. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Standing here smiling at me like you’re auditioning for a role in a rom-com.”

      His mouth quirked. “Maybe I am.”

      I gave him my best skeptical stare. “You’d be terrible at it.”

      “Rude.”

      “Accurate.”

      He leaned one shoulder lightly against the wall, still careful, still casual, but something in his face shifted when he studied me for a second longer.

      That was the thing about Beck.

      He looked like sunlight, but there was a brain behind the smile. One of those annoying observant ones. The kind that noticed what people didn’t say.

      I didn’t like being noticed that closely.

      Not by bartenders.

      Not by managers.

      Definitely not by handsome ones with easy hands and a smile that made my body forget how to behave.

      “You look tired,” he said.

      I almost told him to mind his own business.

      Instead I lifted one shoulder. “You look dramatic.”

      “That’s not the same thing.”

      “It is when I’m trying to avoid giving you a real answer.”

      His eyes stayed on mine. “Then give me a fake one.”

      “Busy.”

      He nodded slowly. “That one feels closer.”

      “It should.”

      “Hey, Ray?”

      I looked up. “What?”

      He lowered his voice a fraction. “You okay?”

      It was such a simple question that it almost made me angry.

      You okay?

      People asked that like it was a polite greeting. Like the answer didn’t matter. Like the right response was always something small and manageable.

      I could have said yes.

      I was great.

      I was fine.

      I was thriving if you didn’t count the debt, the pressure, the fact that I was one bad car repair away from mutiny.

      Instead I said, “I’m working.”

      Beck’s expression softened just a little. Not pity. Never pity. Something worse. Something warmer.

      Something that looked like understanding.

      “That so?” he asked.

      “It is.”

      “Good.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Why good?”

      “Because you seem like the kind of person who’d get offended if I offered help.”

      I stared at him.

      Then I said, “I would.”

      His grin came back. “Knew it.”

      “Don’t act proud about correctly irritating me.”

      “Too late.”

      Maya appeared by the host stand with a menu in one hand and the expression of a woman enjoying this far too much. “Ray, table twelve needs a refill. Beck, you have a ticket in bar.”

      Beck nodded. “Got it.”

      Maya looked between us and then at me with open delight. “I’m not saying anything.”

      “You are absolutely saying something,” I muttered.

      “I’m saying nothing out loud.”

      “That’s worse.”

      She grinned and vanished again.

      Beck looked pleased with himself. “She likes me.”

      “She likes chaos.”

      “That too.”

      I turned toward the service bar with the ticket in my hand and Beck moved with me for exactly three steps, which was apparently the amount of proximity he thought qualified as polite. He had a knack for that. Close enough to matter. Not close enough to call him on it.

      “Table four wants the cucumber basil gin,” I said.

      “Good choice.”

      “Yes. That’s why I suggested it.”

      “You suggested all three drinks on the menu.”

      “Because I know what I’m doing.”

      “Never doubted it.”

      That almost got me.

      Almost.

      I hated how easy it was to feel things around him when I was trying so hard to keep my composure.

      Behind the bar, our manager Grant stood with his clipboard and his teeth-gloss smile, doing his best impression of a foreman who thought charm was the same as leadership.

      His eyes landed on Beck and then on me.

      Interesting.

      Grant’s smile widened a fraction, the way a shark might smile if it had to wear a tie.

      “Good evening, team,” he called, loud enough for the room to hear. “Let’s keep the energy polished. Corporate likes a clean room.”

      Nobody responded, because nobody liked Grant much.

      He went on, “And remember, we are not here to socialize. We are here to serve.”

      Beck’s jaw tightened just a little.

      I noticed.

      Grant’s gaze slid toward us again, lingering for half a second too long.

      I didn’t miss the calculation in it.

      “Keep personal stuff personal,” he said under his breath, still smiling.

      The room went oddly quiet around the edges.

      Not enough for anyone else to notice. Enough for me.

      I looked down at my ticket so I wouldn’t have to look at him.

      No surprises tonight.

      That was what he’d said.

      And the thing about Grant was that when he smiled like that, it usually meant he was already planning a surprise.

      “Need anything else?” Beck asked, lower now.

      I glanced at him. “A different manager.”

      His mouth twitched. “Working on it.”

      That got a small laugh out of me before I could stop it.

      Beck heard it.

      His eyes lifted to my face, and for a second the room narrowed to the small space between us and the weirdly dangerous fact that he made me want to laugh when I had no business doing that.

      Then my phone buzzed in my apron pocket.

      I pulled it out between checks.

      Sol: Did you eat today?

      I stared at the message.

      As if food and survival were not currently the same category in my life.

      Me: Define eaten.

      Her reply came almost instantly.

      Sol: Ray.

      I rolled my eyes and typed back:

      Me: A granola bar counts.

      Sol: That was at 3:00.

      Me: It was a very committed granola bar.

      Sol: I hate your entire lifestyle.

      I huffed a laugh under my breath.

      Beck was still there, pretending not to watch me while very obviously watching me.

      “You okay?” he asked again, quieter this time.

      I slipped the phone back into my apron. “My sister thinks I’m starving.”

      “That’s because you probably are.”

      “I had a granola bar.”

      He gave me a look. “That’s not food. That’s a warning label.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but he was already smiling at me in that easy, impossible way that made me want to fight and fold at the same time.

      “Table seven is ready,” Maya called.

      “On it,” I said.

      I started moving, because if I stood still too long in front of Beck Wilder I might say something I couldn’t take back.

      The first real rush hit around eight-thirty.

      The bar got louder, the air got warmer, and the room filled with the sound of clinking glasses and people talking too loudly about wine notes and our famous custom cocktails. I swear most of them didn’t understand the finer points. I moved from one table to the next with the kind of efficiency that made managers think I was easy to use. I wasn’t. I was just better at surviving than they were at noticing.

      A man at table ten raised his arm and snapped his fingers to get my attention.

      I turned and smiled at him with all the warmth of a locked gate. “Can I help you?”

      He leaned back in his chair like he expected the room to improve around him. “You can tell me if the bourbon old fashioned is actually worth twenty bucks.”

      I looked at the drink already in front of him. “It depends on whether you want to taste it or just post it.”

      His friend laughed.

      He did not.

      I smiled wider. “If you want cheap, we have beer.”

      He stared at me.

      I stared back.

      He broke first. “Fine. I’ll take the old fashioned.”

      “Excellent choice.”

      As I walked away, I heard his friend say, “I like her.”

      Tiny victories. Those were important.

      At some point in the rush, Beck found himself behind the bar directly opposite me, and I noticed because apparently my body had developed an internal Beck alarm and it was very annoying.

      He was mixing drinks with the kind of competence that made everyone around him look clumsier by comparison. His hands moved fast, precise, practiced. Customers leaned into his space as if he were the sun and they were all plants.

      I hated that it worked.

      I hated that I noticed.

      I hated, most of all, that he looked up once and caught me looking.

      Instead of making it weird, he just smiled.

      A real one.

      Not flirtatious. Not showy. Just genuine enough to knock the air out of me for half a second.

      Then he turned back to his shaker.

      “Ray,” Grant called from the office doorway.

      I looked up.

      He crooked one finger toward him.

      I froze.

      Nothing good ever happened when Grant used that tone.

      Beck noticed immediately. His eyes shifted to me, then to Grant, then back.

      “What’s up?” Maya asked, but I was already walking toward the office.

      Grant waited until I got there before speaking.

      He shut the office door behind us.

      Not ideal.

      Very not ideal.

      “What?” I asked.

      He folded his hands on the desk and gave me a smile that felt like a bad investment. “You’re in section three tonight.”

      “I know.”

      “And you’re closing.”

      “I always close on Fridays.”

      “Not anymore.”

      I stared at him. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I need flexibility.”

      I crossed my arms. “For what?”

      He glanced down at a clipboard. “Private event next door overran. We’re short-staffed.”

      “I’m not the one who made the schedule.”

      “No,” he said. “You’re just the one who has to work it.”

      I let out a slow breath through my nose. “You know I have things after close.”

      Grant tipped his head. “Do you?”

      I looked at him.

      He smiled back.

      There it was. The little power game. The kind that only worked if he assumed I’d let him get away with it because I needed the job more than I needed dignity.

      Maybe I did.

      That was the ugly part.

      “You want me to stay late,” I said.

      “I want team players.”

      “I’m a server, Grant. Not a religion.”

      His smile tightened. “Your section work has been strong lately.”

      That sounded like a compliment until you remembered who was saying it.

      I waited.

      He tapped the clipboard with one finger. “Don’t make this difficult.”

      I laughed, because if I didn’t laugh I might say something that cost me hours, and hours were not optional in my life right now.

      “I’m not making it difficult.”

      His eyes sharpened. “Good. Because I’d hate for someone with your… financial obligations… to get in their own way.”

      I went cold.

      The office felt smaller all at once.

      I’d known Grant was controlling. I’d known he was the kind of man who used pressure like leverage. But hearing him say that—hearing him turn my debt into a threat—landed low and hard in my chest.

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      He smiled, smooth and awful. “You heard me.”

      I stared at him, every muscle in my body telling me to do something reckless.

      Instead I said, very carefully, “You do not get to talk to me like that.”

      His gaze didn’t move. “Then maybe give me fewer reasons.”

      I held his stare.

      For one second I thought I might actually have the nerve to walk out.

      Then I thought about my rent.

      My car.

      My loans.

      My sister.

      My script.

      And I hated that he knew all of it could be held over me if he wanted.

      Grant leaned back in his chair. “Six o’clock.”

      “That’s not a request.”

      And there it was. The final little shove.

      He had the bad taste to look satisfied with himself.

      I turned for the door before I said something dangerous.

      When I opened it, Beck was standing right outside.

      Close enough to hear the last part, probably not enough to know exactly what had been said.

      But he looked at my face and his expression changed.

      Not enough for anyone else to notice.

      Enough for me.

      “Ray?” he asked quietly.

      I slid the mask back into place. “I’m fine.”

      He did not believe me.

      That was irritating.

      Also, weirdly, kind of relieving.

      Because for one half-second, standing there with Beck looking at me like he knew something was wrong, I felt seen instead of managed.

      Which was a dangerous thing to feel around a man like him.

      Grant appeared behind me at the office door. “Everything good out here?”

      Beck’s gaze flicked to him and then back to me.

      I nodded once. “Great.”

      Grant smiled.

      Beck didn’t.

      Then Maya called from the host stand, “Ray! Table eleven wants another round.”

      Saved by the hostess.

      Again.

      I stepped away from the office before anyone could say anything else, but I felt Beck’s eyes on me the whole way.

      And that was the problem.

      Not the bar. Not the money. Not even Grant, although he was a first-class pain in my ass.

      The problem was that Beck Wilder looked at me like he could tell when I was lying.

      And for some reason that felt a whole lot more dangerous than the manager with the clipboard.
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      I had a theory that people could tell what kind of night they were going to have by how the first ten minutes went.

      Mine had started with a mother’s text.

      Mom: Don’t forget Tuesday. Blue shirt. No distractions.

      Which was already rude, because my mother acted like “no distractions” was a personality trait and not, in fact, a threat to my right to enjoy living.

      Then Grant had done his usual thing—smiled like a politician and talked like a hostage negotiator—and Ray Alvarez had walked into my line of sight looking like she’d already fought three battles before noon and won the worst one by sheer spite.

      So.

      Probably not a calm night.

      I was wiping down the bar rail when Hayes slid up beside me with two limes in one hand and the sort of expression that meant he’d noticed something and was deciding whether to be annoying about it.

      I didn’t look up. “If you’re here to tell me I’m making a face, don’t.”

      “You’re making a face.”

      “I knew it.”

      He set the limes down. “You looked at Ray like she was a problem you wanted to solve.”

      I laughed once. “That’s a very specific accusation.”

      “It’s a very accurate one.”

      “Maybe I was just being polite.”

      Hayes gave me a look. “You don’t do polite like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you forgot how to breathe for half a second.”

      I kept wiping the bar, because apparently my brother had chosen violence before my first espresso.

      “Relax,” I said. “I’m fine.”

      “That’s what people say when they’re not fine.”

      I glanced at him. “You always talk like a disappointed therapist?”

      “Only when I’m around you.”

      I snorted. “You love me.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      The front door opened and a little gust of heat followed a group of customers inside, along with the usual Friday-night perfume: money, cologne, alcohol, and bad decisions.

      Ray was still near the office when I looked up.

      Not panicked. Not obviously upset.

      But she was different.

      Tighter in the shoulders. A little sharper around the mouth.

      And I knew that look.

      I knew the version of it men got when they thought they’d won something just by making the room smaller.

      Grant had said something in there. I didn’t know what. Didn’t need to. The shape of it was enough.

      Ray came out of the office and crossed the floor with a bus tub held under one arm like she was carrying it out of spite.

      Her eyes landed on mine for half a second.

      That was all it took.

      She didn’t look at Grant.

      She didn’t need to.

      The line of her spine had gone straight and hard, like she was refusing to let anyone see the part that had been touched.

      That irritated me in a completely unfair way.

      Not because she was fragile. Because she clearly wasn’t.

      Because some jackass had said something to her that made her want to turn herself into a weapon, and I wanted to know who had taught her that was the only way to stay standing.

      “You okay?” I asked, because I am apparently a man with no self-preservation.

      Her eyes narrowed on instinct. “Do I look okay?”

      “No.”

      “Then why ask?”

      “Because I’m being polite.”

      “Liar.”

      I smiled before I could help it. “You caught me.”

      She stopped just short of the service station, set the bus tub down, and stared at me like she was deciding how much of me she could tolerate without losing a tooth.

      “There’s my jacket,” I said, nodding toward the one draped over my arm.

      She looked at it. “You mean my jacket.”

      “Still mine by possession.”

      “Disgusting.”

      I handed it to her. Our fingers brushed.

      It should not have done anything to me.

      It absolutely did.

      Ray noticed too. Her eyes flicked down for half a second and then back up, like she was offended by her own nervous system.

      That was adorable.

      And dangerous.

      I handed her the coffee cup I’d been guarding behind the bar.

      “Here,” I said.

      She took it carefully, like I might have secretly used it to commit murder.

      “I didn’t poison it,” I said.

      “Yet.”

      “Rude.”

      “You made it yourself. I’m being realistic.”

      “Fair.”

      She took a sip, and I watched her face shift almost imperceptibly when the coffee hit right.

      God help me, I liked that way too much.

      The simple things did that to me. A woman letting out a breath. Relaxing for one second. Looking less like she was braced for impact. It was probably because I spent half my life around people who wanted something from me. When someone didn’t ask for anything, it felt like a miracle.

      Ray lowered the cup. “This is actually good.”

      “I know.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You always talk like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you expect to be right.”

      “I usually am.”

      She huffed out a laugh before she could stop it.

      There it was.

      Tiny, but real.

      I felt it like a hit to the sternum.

      “That,” I said, pointing at her, “was a laugh.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You laughed.”

      “I exhaled aggressively.”

      “Sure.”

      She shook her head and looked away like the room had suddenly become interesting. “You always this irritating?”

      “Only to women I want to impress.”

      That got her attention.

      Her head snapped back toward me. “You think this is impressive?”

      I leaned one shoulder against the bar and grinned at her. “You’re still talking to me.”

      “That’s because you’re standing in my way.”

      “I’m standing near you.”

      “That’s not better.”

      “It is if I’m trying to charm you.”

      She stared at me.

      Then she said, very dryly, “You should know I have excellent judgment and very little patience for charming men.”

      “Lucky for me, I’m not charming.”

      Ray gave me a look that suggested I had just lied directly to my face.

      Hayes, from behind me, muttered, “That is not helping your case.”

      I turned. “Nobody asked you.”

      “I’m observing.”

      “Go observe a wall.”

      He snorted and went back to the glass rack.

      Ray’s mouth twitched again, just barely.

      I saw it.

      And if she hadn’t been holding herself so tightly, I might have told her right then and there that she looked like a woman trying very hard not to need anything from anybody.

      Which was not the sort of thing you say to a woman you want to keep looking at you like you’re a problem worth solving.

      Instead I said, “You always look this ready to murder someone?”

      “Only on days ending in y.”

      “That’s fair.”

      She took another sip of coffee and glanced over at the dining room, where Grant was already moving through tables with that same polished, corporate smile that made me want to get a second opinion from literally anyone else with eyes.

      I noticed the way her posture changed when she saw him.

      Not fear. Not quite.

      Something worse.

      Restraint.

      Interesting.

      Grant stopped by a couple’s table and laughed too loudly at something one of them said. The man in the booth laughed back like Grant had done him a favor by existing.

      Ray muttered under her breath, “He’s a human LinkedIn notification.”

      I barked out a laugh.

      She shot me a look. “Don’t encourage him.”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “You absolutely were.”

      “I thought it was funny.”

      “It’s not funny. It’s a cry for help in an expensive shirt.”

      I liked her immediately for that.

      I liked that she could say something sharp without trying too hard to be clever.

      I liked that she wasn’t impressed by shiny behavior.

      Most of the people in my orbit were. Sponsors. Event planners. The occasional woman who thought being seen with the Wilder twins came with a prize pack.

      Ray looked at all of it like she’d rather set it on fire.

      That was the kind of woman who made a man feel honest without asking him to confess anything.

      Which was inconvenient.

      Very inconvenient.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. I looked down.

      Mom: Tuesday. Blue shirt. Sponsor dinner. No distractions.

      I stared at it for a second too long.

      “Bad news?” she asked.

      I looked back up. “Depends. Are you going to make fun of me if I say yes?”

      “Probably.”

      “Then yes.”

      She gave me a sideways look. “Family?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “My condolences.”

      “I need them. My mother and my family group chat are relentless.”

      “Relentless how?”

      I made a face. “Like they’ve all got a spreadsheet with my life on it.”

      That got a small, real smile out of her.

      Not a big one.

      Not the kind you get for free.

      The kind you earn because you said something true enough to make her forget to guard it.

      I wanted more of that than I wanted another drink.

      That was a problem.

      Ray took one last sip of coffee and set the cup down. “You always answer your mother’s texts?”

      “No.”

      “Then why are you looking at the phone like it owes you money?”

      “Because she’s very good at making me feel like I should.”

      Ray’s expression changed, just a little.

      Understanding.

      That was the thing I was starting to notice about her. She didn’t do pity. She did recognition. The kind that said yeah, I know what it’s like to get managed by people who think they love you.

      It hit hard.

      Not because I wanted sympathy. Because I wanted that look again.

      The one that said I wasn’t weird for feeling the pressure.

      “You can ignore her,” Ray said.

      I laughed. “That sounds like a trap.”

      “Everything’s a trap to men who’ve been raised right.”

      I turned fully toward her. “Was that a compliment or a threat?”

      “Take it however you need.”

      “I’m starting to think you enjoy insulting me.”

      “I enjoy accuracy.”

      “That’s not what people call it.”

      “They should.”

      I leaned in just enough to lower my voice. “You know you’re impossible, right?”

      She looked at me with that sharp, flat expression that made me want to smile like an idiot.

      “You keep saying that like it means something.”

      “It does.”

      “Why?”

      “Because impossible women are usually the ones worth paying attention to.”

      Ray held my gaze for a second.

      A little too long.

      Long enough to make the room feel smaller.

      Long enough that I became aware of exactly how close we were to a bad decision.

      She glanced away first, which I found extremely educational.

      “Table four needs their drinks,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “They want the cucumber basil gin.”

      “I know.”

      “They’re impatient.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why are you still standing here?”

      Because I like the way you look at me when you think I’m being a fool.

      Because you don’t smile without meaning it.

      Because you look like you’ve never been handed anything you didn’t have to earn.

      Because I want to know what it would take to make you laugh again.

      I said none of that.

      Instead I said, “Because I like talking to you.”

      Her expression went still.

      Not soft.

      Not guarded.

      Just still.

      That was worse, somehow.

      I had a feeling Ray wasn’t used to hearing that from anyone who looked like me.

      I wasn’t used to saying it.

      “Don’t get weird,” she said finally.

      I smiled. “Too late.”

      Her mouth twitched again.

      There.

      The almost-smile.

      I wanted to earn the real one.

      The rest of the night picked up speed after that. A flood of guests. A couple arguing softly in the corner booth. Someone asking for a drink with “summer vibes but masculine.” Hayes doing a steady, no-nonsense job at the bar while Grant drifted through the floor like a man who loved control too much to be trusted with it.

      And Ray⁠—

      Ray moved like she had a quota to outrun. Efficient. Direct. Dry as a good martini. She didn’t waste energy trying to be liked.

      I respected that.

      I respected it enough that I noticed when people got rude with her.

      Like the guy at table ten who snapped his fingers at her.

      I watched his hand go up.

      Then I watched her stop, turn, and smile in the way a woman smiles right before she makes a man regret his confidence.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      The guy leaned back, all entitlement and money. “Another old fashioned.”

      Ray lifted a brow. “You want another because you like it or because you think it’ll impress somebody?”

      His buddy coughed into his drink.

      Ray didn’t blink. “Because if it’s the second one, you’re wasting my time and your money.”

      The guy stared at her.

      I nearly choked on a laugh behind the bar.

      She knew it too. She looked up, caught me watching, and gave me the briefest hint of a look that said don’t even think about it.

      I thought about it anyway.

      That was how much trouble I was already in.

      At ten o’clock, Grant started doing that thing managers do when they want everyone to know they’re looking.

      He checked his clipboard.

      He checked the clock.

      He checked the room.

      Then he checked Ray.

      I watched his gaze follow her across the floor.

      Interesting.

      Not good interesting. The kind of interesting that makes your spine go straight.

      Ray was carrying a tray when he stopped her near the office and said something too low for me to hear.

      Her shoulders locked.

      I put down the bottle I was drying.

      Hayes noticed.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Do the thing where you turn into an idiot because you have a crush.”

      I gave him an unimpressed look. “That’s not what’s happening.”

      He arched a brow.

      I looked back toward Ray.

      Her face had gone so controlled it was almost blank. The kind of blank people wear when they’re furious and refusing to hand anybody the satisfaction of seeing it.

      Grant smiled at her like he’d just won something.

      That did it.

      Not in a dramatic, throw-a-bottle way. More in the way pressure does when it finds the weak point and presses just hard enough to remind you it’s there.

      I’d spent enough of my life being the easy one to recognize the look.

      The golden child.

      The reliable one.

      The one who didn’t embarrass anybody.

      People thought that meant I was untouched by pressure.

      It meant the opposite.

      It meant I knew exactly what it looked like when someone decided your job was to absorb everyone else’s expectations without complaint.

      Ray turned away from Grant and kept moving.

      Good.

      But not good enough.

      When she passed the bar, I stepped into her path just enough to catch her attention.

      “Hey.”

      She didn’t stop walking. “No.”

      I matched her pace. “That’s not usually how that works.”

      “It works with you.”

      I laughed softly. “Fair.”

      She finally looked at me. “What?”

      “You’re doing that thing again.”

      “What thing?”

      “Acting like you don’t want to punch someone.”

      Her mouth tipped in something almost like amusement. “I don’t just want to punch him.”

      That got a real laugh out of me.

      “Noted.”

      She reached the service area and set the tray down a little harder than necessary. “I’m fine.”

      I didn’t believe her.

      Not even a little.

      But I’d learned the difference between pushing and being useful.

      So I lowered my voice. “Do you want help?”

      Her head snapped toward me.

      That was answer enough.

      “No,” she said immediately.

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      She stared at me, suspicious now. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “You’re not going to argue?”

      “Should I?”

      “I don’t know. Men usually do.”

      “I’m not usually that smart.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but some of the tension in her shoulders eased by a fraction.

      There.

      That was what I wanted.

      Not to save her.

      Not to fix whatever Grant had said.

      Just to make the room feel slightly less sharp.

      “You’re weird,” she said.

      “You’ve said that.”

      “It’s true.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why are you smiling?”

      “Because you’re talking to me.”

      She looked at me for a beat too long.

      Then, very quietly, she said, “You’re weird, too.”

      I shrugged. “Occupational hazard.”

      She stared at me like she wanted to figure out exactly what was in my head.

      I considered letting her.

      Then Grant called from the office doorway, “Ray. I need you.”

      Her whole body went still.

      Beck’s instincts did too.

      I watched her turn toward him with a face that was all professional edges.

      Whatever he’d said in there, she hadn’t liked it.

      Grant smiled at me over her shoulder. “Beck. Bar.”

      I gave him the kind of smile I used when I wanted people to think I was agreeable.

      It didn’t reach my eyes.

      Ray looked at me once before she went into the office.

      One look.

      Not long.

      But enough.

      And I realized, with a strange little jolt of recognition, that she’d done it because she didn’t want to go in there alone.

      That was not a thing I was prepared to feel about a woman I’d known approximately twelve hours.

      Too late.

      I was already feeling it.

      The shift turned over after that. The room got louder, then slowly thinner. Last-call energy started creeping through the place in waves. People leaned into the kind of bad decisions that required another drink and a worse excuse.

      By closing time, Ray looked like she’d been wrung out.

      Not weak.

      Just tired in a way that lived under the skin.

      It hit me harder than it should have.

      Because I knew that tired.

      The kind that came from carrying too much too long and still showing up.

      The staff started breaking down the floor. Glasses clinked. Chairs went up. Grant hovered with his clipboard like it might give him the right to be annoying longer.

      Ray was at the service station stacking napkins when I caught her eye.

      She looked at me once and immediately looked away, which was, frankly, not a good move on her part because it only made me want to look longer.

      When the last guests were gone and the front doors locked, the room changed. Quieter. Softer. More honest.

      That was the danger zone.

      Ray was by the service hallway when I found her, pulling on her jacket with a face that said she was already deciding whether to be annoyed with me.

      “You leaving?” I asked.

      “No.”

      I blinked. “That was fast.”

      She gave me a deadpan look. “I’m saying no to whatever dumb thing you’re about to ask.”

      “That hurts.”

      “You’ll survive.”

      I stepped closer. “I was going to ask if you wanted me to walk you out.”

      She arched a brow. “You ask everybody that?”

      “No.”

      “Why me?”

      That was the actual question.

      And the honest answer was a little too much for a hallway at close.

      Because you look like someone who’s always walking herself out of things alone.

      Because I want to be the first person who makes you feel less alone.

      Because I think you deserve better than being managed by men with clipboards and mothers with expectations.

      Because I want to know what your laugh sounds like when it isn’t rationed.

      So I said the safest version of the truth.

      “Because I want to.”

      Her expression changed in a way that made my pulse kick.

      She looked down for half a second. Then back up.

      “Careful,” she said quietly.

      I smiled. “With what?”

      “With whatever that means.”

      I knew what she meant.

      I also knew I didn’t know how to step away from it now if I wanted to.

      Which I didn’t.

      Ray crossed her arms. “You always this persistent?”

      “Only when I’m interested.”

      That got a tiny spark in her eyes.

      Then she said, “Interesting is dangerous.”

      I stepped closer, slow enough that she could stop me if she wanted.

      She didn’t.

      “I know.”

      Her mouth parted a fraction. “You shouldn’t be flirting with me at work.”

      “I’m not flirting.”

      Ray gave me a look that would have called the police on that statement if it could.

      “I’m just being friendly,” I added.

      “You’re terrible at lying.”

      “Yeah, but I’m great at this.”

      “At what?”

      I looked at her mouth before I could stop myself.

      Then back up.

      “Wanting you to stay.”

      The hallway went very still.

      Ray’s face changed.

      Not soft exactly.

      Not safe.

      Something more vulnerable than that.

      That look nearly wrecked me.

      Then she gave a tiny breath and said, “You’re trouble.”

      “Probably.”

      “And I’m tired.”

      That was not a no.

      It was worse.

      It was honesty.

      I nodded once. “Yeah.”

      She looked at me like she was trying to decide whether the risk was worth it.

      My whole body went very, very still.

      Then she said, “Close the door.”

      I stared at her.

      “Beck.”

      My name sounded different in her voice.

      Lower. Steadier. Less armored.

      I looked toward the hallway door.

      Then back at her.

      “You sure?” I asked.

      She tipped her chin up like she was daring herself as much as me. “No.”

      That should have made me stop.

      Instead it made everything inside me go quiet.

      I closed the door.

      Then I turned back to her and said, “Tell me to stop if you want me to.”

      Ray met my eyes. “I won’t.”

      That was all it took.

      I touched her wrist first.

      A question.

      A pause.

      She didn’t pull away.

      So I kissed her.

      And because life likes to be rude, it was immediately better than any good idea I’d ever had.

      Ray made a small sound against my mouth, surprised and a little furious about how fast it got under her skin. Her fingers caught the front of my shirt, hard. Then one hand slid into my hair, and I almost lost the ability to think.

      That felt like a miracle.

      She kissed like she meant it. Like she was done being careful for exactly one second. Like she was tired of carrying everything and wanted to put something down.

      I wanted to be the thing she put down.

      That was new.

      That was dangerous.

      That was, apparently, my life now.

      My hands settled at her waist. She was warm and real and all sharp edges on the outside, but under that there was something that felt like a held breath.

      A need.

      Not weak.

      Human.

      She broke the kiss first, breathing hard, eyes bright.

      “I should hate you,” she said.

      I laughed softly. “You probably should.”

      “I don’t.”

      That hit harder than I expected.

      Her forehead tipped against mine. The space between us felt charged and quiet and full of things neither of us had earned the right to say yet.

      “Beck,” she whispered.

      “Yeah?”

      “This is stupid.”

      “I know.”

      “Very stupid.”

      “I know that too.”

      She gave me a look that said she was annoyed at the whole situation and also very much not ending it.

      Then she kissed me again, harder this time.

      I made a sound I would never admit to in court.

      Ray’s hand tightened in my shirt and something inside me snapped clean in half.

      Not in a bad way.

      In a finally way.

      I didn’t know yet what it meant to want a woman like this.

      A woman who looked at help like it was a trap.

      A woman who didn’t trust soft things.

      A woman who’d clearly spent too long being the person who held everything together.

      But I knew I wanted to be the place she didn’t have to hold herself so tight.

      That was the fantasy, wasn’t it?

      Not just the kiss. Not just the heat.

      Being chosen by someone who didn’t choose easily.

      Being trusted by someone who rarely trusted.

      Being the place where somebody like Ray could finally stop bracing for the next hit.

      And maybe—if I was very lucky—being that place for her wouldn’t mean losing myself.

      Maybe it would mean becoming someone better.

      Her fingers slid to my collar and tugged once.

      I kissed her again.

      And then, because apparently we were both committed to making terrible decisions with excellent timing, I laughed against her mouth and said, “You sure you want to do this now?”

      She pulled back just enough to glare at me. “Are you seriously asking that after locking the door?”

      “Fair point.”

      “Beck.”

      “What?”

      “Stop talking.”

      I smiled. “Gladly.”

      That got me another kiss, hotter this time, and any remaining claim I had to being in charge of my own night absolutely left the building.

      By the time we finally stumbled apart, both of us breathing too hard, the hallway felt warmer than the bar floor had all night.

      Ray rested a hand against my chest for a second, like she was checking whether my heart had also forgotten how to behave.

      Mine had.

      Completely.

      Her eyes stayed on mine, sharp and uncertain and alive.

      “Okay,” she said, sounding like she was talking herself into a cliff jump. “This was a mistake.”

      I grinned, because I had never once in my life met a woman who looked like she wanted to argue with her own desire. “You say that like you’re not going to remember it.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Don’t get arrogant.”

      “Too late.”

      She dragged in a breath, then kissed me one more time like punctuation.

      Then she stepped back.

      And that was when I knew I was in real trouble.

      Not because she’d kissed me.

      Because I wanted to let her go and follow her at the same time.

      Ray picked up her jacket, gave me one last look that landed somewhere between warning and promise, and said, “See you tomorrow, Wilder.”

      I watched her walk away.

      Then I stood there for a second too long, hand still braced against the door, trying to figure out when exactly my life had gone from manageable to hopelessly interesting.

      Hayes came around the corner, saw my face, and sighed.

      “Oh, no,” he said.

      I looked at him.

      He looked back.

      Then he smiled with the full, unhelpful delight of a brother who knew exactly what had happened.

      “Yeah,” he said. “You’re done.”

      And the annoying thing was—he wasn’t wrong.
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      I woke up with the kind of headache that made me suspect my own brain was filing a complaint.

      The second thing I noticed was that I was smiling.

      Which was offensive.

      I stared at the ceiling for a full five seconds before the memories started crawling in.

      The hallway.

      The locked door.

      Beck Wilder’s mouth.

      Beck Wilder’s hands.

      Beck Wilder saying my name like he had not known me for a day and already wanted to.

      I pulled one arm over my eyes and made a sound of absolute misery into my pillow.

      “Good morning,” Sol said from my kitchen.

      I sat up so fast the room tipped.

      “What are you doing in my apartment?”

      She leaned against the counter in one of my old T-shirts, hair twisted up messily, coffee in hand, and the expression of a woman who knew exactly what she was doing to my peace. “I have a key. You gave me one. Remember?”

      “I gave you a key for emergencies.”

      “This is an emergency.”

      “What emergency?”

      “We got finalist.”

      I blinked.

      She lifted her mug. “Your script. Finalist. The email came at 1:14 a.m. I have screen shots, because I know you and your relationship with hope.”

      I stared at her for a second.

      Then at my phone on the nightstand.

      Then back at her.

      “Say that again.”

      “Finalist.”

      “Louder.”

      She rolled her eyes. “FINALIST.”

      Something in my chest gave a hard, awkward jerk.

      Not relief exactly.

      More like my body had been bracing for impact and didn’t know what to do with good news.

      I swung my legs out of bed and sat there in my wrinkled T-shirt and yesterday’s exhaustion. “Are you sure?”

      Sol gave me a look. “Ray.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I know. I checked the email, the attachment, the subject line, and the sender’s signature twice. We’re finalist.”

      I stared at her.

      Then I laughed once, stunned and disbelieving, and covered my mouth like that would make it less real.

      Sol’s face softened. “There she is.”

      “There who?”

      “The part of you that still knows how to hope.”

      I dropped my hand and looked away before the feeling got too big.

      Hope was dangerous. Hope was expensive.

      Hope had a way of making you reach for things that could still be yanked away.

      I looked at the open laptop on the table and then at the stack of bills next to it.

      So naturally, because I am a person with a long, proud history of ruining soft moments with practicalities, my brain immediately supplied:

      Student loans.

      Car payment.

      Credit card debt.

      The washer I kept pretending wouldn’t explode.

      Rent due in nine days.

      Sol followed my eyes. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “The face.”

      “I don’t have a face.”

      “You absolutely have a face. It’s your debt face. It’s deeply unattractive.”

      I snorted despite myself. “You’re very supportive.”

      “I’m trying.”

      I dropped out of bed and
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