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FOR YOUR VIBRATOR

This book might edge you for four hundred pages, but you’re the real MVP who finishes the job.




Author's Note

    Listen up, pretty girl. I know all you want to do is open these pages and dive in, headfirst, don’t look down. And you know I love that about you, but we need to do a quick check-in before this story starts, as it may be triggering for some. So, take a deep breath, read the warning, and if this isn’t the sort of thing you’re up for today, that’s okay. I’ll always be here.

    This book contains some dark themes and situations, including:

    
        	On-the-page attempted sexual assault

        	Stalking

        	Hacking and invasion of privacy

        	Kidnapping

        	Manipulation

        	Consumption of alcohol

        	Violence

        	Power dynamics

        	Consensual non-consent role-play
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1 HE’S SERVING TRAUMA WITH A SIDE SALAD

ISABELLA RUSSO

There are exactly three ways I know a date with Evan is going to be a disaster before we even sit down.

One: He takes a work call on the way there. It’s not a quick, polite, “Hey, I’ll call you back in a bit” situation. No, this is Evan in full corporate shark mode, barking into his Bluetooth like a hedge fund manager who just lost a million-dollar deal. By the time we arrive, he’s already so deep in business mode that I could shave my head at the table and he wouldn’t notice.

Two: He insists on choosing where we go. In theory, this wouldn’t be a problem if he had decent taste. But Evan’s definition of “a nice place” falls into one of two categories: steak houses, where the sides are extra and the clientele is 95 percent older men in Rolexes, or trendy fusion spots, where the portions are laughably small and plated with a side of smugness. He once took me to a place where the “main course” was a single scallop on a plate decorated with edible foam. I left hungrier than when I arrived.

And finally, three: He does the thing.

The thing where he barely glances at me the entire night, scrolls his phone like it holds the secret to immortality, and then—just when I think he might actually engage in human conversation—makes a remark so colossally douchey that I have to remind myself that jail time isn’t worth it.

Tonight we’ve already hit all three.

I watch my reflection in the polished chrome elevator doors as we ride up to the restaurant, mentally preparing myself for disappointment. I actually put effort into getting ready tonight—a formfitting black dress that’s tight but doesn’t cling so much that it makes me self-conscious when sitting down, heels that pinch my toes and will have me limping in an hour, and hair styled in loose waves that were supposed to look effortless but are already losing the battle against the biting New York wind that whipped around me on the walk from the cab. I even put on red lipstick, a bold choice considering Evan once told me he doesn’t like it when I wear “loud” colors. I guess I was feeling rebellious.

I catch my reflection again and try not to fixate on how different I look now compared with when we first started dating. Three years and thirty pounds ago, I was the girl who didn’t think twice about wearing formfitting dresses. Now I’m the kind who strategically shops for clothes that hide the curves and softness that Evan has deemed “problematic.”

The elevator doors slide open with a soft chime, releasing a wave of conversation, clinking glasses, and the rich aroma of seared meat and butter. The soft elegance of the restaurant unfolds before us. A hostess with a sleek ponytail gives us a practiced smile as we step forward. Before I can even speak, Evan’s phone vibrates against his hip, and he answers immediately.

“Yeah?” His tone is clipped and distracted as he motions for me to go ahead with a flick of his wrist, already absorbed in whatever urgent crisis the financial world has thrown at him.

I should’ve just stayed home, curled up on my couch with pasta that doesn’t cost half my paycheck.

The restaurant is one of those overpriced steak houses that think mood lighting means customers should barely be able to see their food. I blink repeatedly, adjusting to the low lighting as we follow the hostess to our table, my heels sinking into plush carpet with each step. We’re surrounded by rich mahogany paneling, deep red leather booths worn smooth by years of expensive suits, and walls lined with backlit liquor bottles that cast amber shadows across old-money ambience. The air is thick with the scent of aged Scotch and expensive cologne. If you squint, you can almost see the ghost of Gordon Gekko and his Wall Street cronies smoking cigars in the corner.

I slide into the cool leather of the booth. Evan sits opposite me. His phone stays out, screen glowing in the darkness between us.

This is fine. Totally fine. I love dating a man whose most stable relationship is with his notifications.

“So,” I start, trying to salvage this evening before I lose my will to live. “I had my first meeting with corporate today. They went over the hiring budget for the new location—”

“Huh?” Evan doesn’t look up. He’s scrolling, thumb moving with practiced efficiency.

I take a deep breath and try again. “The hiring budget. For my new position.”

“Oh. Right.” He finally glances up, just long enough to give me the most half-assed, patronizing smile I’ve ever seen. “That’s cute, babe. Store manager, huh? Next stop CEO?”

That’s cute, babe? I’m twenty-eight years old and just got a huge promotion I worked my ass off for, and the best he can do is That’s cute, babe? As if I don’t spend fifty hours weekly managing a multimillion-dollar retail floor, handling hiring decisions, dealing with vendors, overseeing loss prevention strategies, and balancing corporate’s absurd expectations with store reality.

My grip tightens around my water glass, the condensation wetting my fingers. I’m one condescending remark away from drowning myself in this overpriced sparkling water.

Our waiter arrives—a tall guy with a perfectly symmetrical face and a smile that suggests he gets paid extra to flirt.

“What can I get for you tonight?” he asks, directing the question at me because, unlike Evan, he actually acknowledges my presence.

I open my mouth, the smell of a passing steak making my stomach growl—

“She’ll have the filet,” Evan says, handing the menu over. “Medium well.” His eyes focus on me, taking in the slight roundness of my arms exposed by my dress, before adding, “And just the salad for the side. No potato.”

The message is as clear as the crystal wineglasses on our table. I don’t miss how he orders for me now, how my food choices have become specimens he monitors like my personal nutritionist-slash-warden.

Medium well with no potato. Evan just sentenced a perfectly good cut of steak to a slow, tragic death, and I’m being forced to witness it—and go hungry. I stare at the waiter, silently begging him to tackle my boyfriend to the ground and make me single. He hesitates, his pen hovering over his notepad, probably waiting for me to protest, but I just plaster on a smile and nod. Because what’s the fucking point?

The waiter disappears, leaving Evan and me alone, though I might as well be dining solo for all the attention he gives me. His phone is practically fused to his hand, the screen casting a dull blue glow over his features as he gets back to scrolling.

I take a sip of water, the ice clinking against the glass, trying to summon the energy to care. This is how our dinners go now—we sit together without actually sitting together. He’s always half distracted, half busy, half anywhere but here.

It wasn’t always like this. There was a time when Evan looked at me like he actually saw me, laughed at my jokes instead of just exhaling through his nose, and pulled me into his lap instead of leaning away when I tried to touch him in public. Back when I was lighter, when stress hadn’t driven me to late-night ice cream binges and comfort pasta. Back before his expectations and the relentless pressure of my job started carving themselves into my body, softening my once-flat stomach, rounding my cheeks.

I tell myself this is just a rough patch, that he still loves me, that he’s just stressed—even though deep down, I know this is just who he is now.

I watch as he thumbs through Instagram, pausing briefly on a post before tilting his screen toward me.

“Damn, look at her,” he says, showing me a photo of some influencer posing in front of a gym mirror, abs flexed, a slick sheen of sweat on her impossibly toned stomach. “She’s been absolutely killing it lately.”

His voice holds a hint of admiration he hasn’t used for me in quite some time. I turn away from his phone, my appetite shrinking into a hard knot. He doesn’t say “You should look like this”—he doesn’t have to. The subtext is clear.

I glance down at myself, at my dress clinging too snugly to my middle, at how my thighs spread wide. I can feel the seam of my dress digging into my waist, a constant reminder of the body I now inhabit. Evan doesn’t think I’m sexy, not the way I am now. I already knew this—he’s been dropping hints for months, like casually mentioning an article about intermittent fasting or nudging a gym membership flyer toward me on the counter. Or now, showing me a woman he actually finds attractive and hoping I take the hint.

I set my water glass down too hard on the starched white tablecloth. Evan doesn’t notice. He just keeps scrolling.

I watch his perfectly manicured fingers swipe at his screen, his Rolex glinting under the restaurant’s lighting. He’s the picture of finance bro elegance—Met Gala–level suit, slicked-back blond hair with not a strand out of place, sharp jawline that could probably get him a modeling contract if he ever decided to retire from emotionally neglecting his girlfriend.

Once upon a time, this was exactly the type of guy I wanted. When I was younger, I had a very specific idea of what my dream man looked like. And sure, it may be oddly similar to a specific TikTok song, but I maintain I had the vision first: works in finance (with opinions about the stock market but doesn’t make it his whole personality), trust fund baby (but one of the humble ones), over six feet tall (because obviously), and blue eyes (because I was shallow). Somehow, against all odds, I actually got him, the New York finance guy of my teenage dreams who quickly turned into a bit of a nightmare.

I should have known better. My mother tried to warn me, though not for the right reasons. If she’d told me he was emotionally unavailable, condescending, and about as warm as a marble countertop, maybe I would have listened. But her problem with Evan had nothing to do with who he was as a person and everything to do with the fact that after three years of dating, he still hadn’t proposed.

Three years of fielding the same conversation at every family gathering with the same pointed questions. So, when are you getting married? Do you think maybe he’s just waiting for you to say something? You’re not getting any younger, Isabella.

My mother makes these digs sound casual, but I hear the real message underneath and feel it when she looks at me with concern, like I’m running out of time and should be worried, too. I see how her eyes linger on my fuller figure, how she frowns slightly when I reach for seconds at Sunday dinner. She’s never said it, but I can feel it in her eyes: Maybe if you lost the weight, he’d finally commit.

My three older brothers—Matteo, Luca, and Nico—have their own opinions about Evan. Nico, the youngest and most reckless, doesn’t try to be subtle. “I could take him,” he once said, straight-faced, over my mother’s lasagna. “Just let me know when.”

Matteo, the oldest, who pretends to be above it all, just shakes his head when Evan’s name comes up, like my entire relationship is some deeply unfortunate life decision that he’s quietly choosing not to acknowledge. And Luca flat-out doesn’t speak to Evan when they’re in the same room, which would probably bother Evan if he weren’t too busy being smug about “intimidating” my brothers.

I pretend not to care what they think, but I know they’re right. This relationship isn’t going anywhere. Evan doesn’t love me the way I want to be loved. But I stay because the alternative means admitting I wasted three years of my life and facing the battle that would follow. Breaking up with Evan wouldn’t just be breaking up; it would mean explaining myself to my family, dealing with my mother’s worried sighs, my father’s quiet disappointment, and my brothers’ smug “I told you so” looks. It would mean proving them right.

So instead, I sit across from a man who barely acknowledges me, pretending this is enough, that I am enough.

But beneath all the reasons I tell myself I stay, there’s one I never let surface, one that sits heavy and unspoken in my soul. The real reason I don’t leave isn’t my family. It’s me, and the voice inside my head that sounds like Evan when we fight, when his frustration cracks through his perfect exterior and his words turn mean.

You think you’ll find someone better than me? Guys don’t want a girl like you, Izzy. They don’t want someone who doesn’t take care of herself. Look at you—you’re not the girl I started dating. I could be with someone who actually respects me enough to put effort into her body, but I’m with you. I choose you.

That’s the part that guts me most. Somewhere along the way, I started believing him. Started believing that if I walked away, I wouldn’t just be single. I’d be alone, because who else would want me? I work too much, I’m too busy, I don’t have the slim body that makes men go wild or the effortless beauty that makes people stare. Not anymore.

Evan reminds me of that often, always sounding almost reasonable, like he’s just trying to help, like he wants me to be better. And maybe I should want to be better. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I should be grateful someone like him stays with someone like me.

What if it’s true? What if Evan is the best I’ll ever get? What if I leave and no one else wants me? What if this is my only shot at not ending up alone?

It doesn’t matter, because I’m not leaving. I already made my choice. I chose him, even if deep down I know he doesn’t really choose me in return. The beginnings of a tension headache form, and internally, I groan. This dinner is supposed to be a celebration of my promotion, yet here I am, feeling smaller than ever.

Our food arrives with a waft of charred meat and herbs. Evan sets his phone down but still doesn’t look up, his eyes darting between phone and plate. I visibly roll my eyes, not that he’d notice, and try to take a bite of steak with the texture of a hockey puck.

I glare at the pathetic salad on my plate—no dressing, no croutons, nothing that might make this punishment disguised as dinner remotely enjoyable. The bitter greens sit in sad contrast to the perfectly crisp, golden potato side on Evan’s plate. Three years ago, we shared appetizers, ordered dessert, split a bottle of wine that left our lips stained purple and our laughter loose. Now I’m being fed like a reluctant zoo animal.

I clear my throat and sit up straighter, the fabric of my dress pulling across my chest, determined to salvage the night. “I spent half the day in an operations meeting about the seasonal inventory rollout. They’re projecting a twenty percent increase in holiday foot traffic, so I need to finalize the hiring plan by next week and make sure the new associates are trained in time.”

“Mm-hmm.” He’s back to scrolling.

“It’s a logistical nightmare. The corporate team has ideas about maximizing sales, but they don’t actually work in the store, so half of it isn’t realistic. They want us to push high-end accessories at checkout, which sounds great, except the only people who impulse-buy a nine-hundred-dollar scarf are those who don’t need to be upsold in the first place.”

“Oh. Right.” Clearly not listening, he pops bread into his mouth, dismissing me completely. The buttery smell wafts across the table, tempting me. His eyes trail over my plate, noticing I’ve barely touched my salad. “Not hungry?”

The way he says it makes my skin crawl—like he’s checking to make sure I’m sticking to some unspoken diet plan we never agreed on.

I don’t bother responding. I glance around the restaurant at the couple next to us actually talking, laughing, engaging. The clinking of their glasses as they toast mingles with the soft murmur of their conversation. The man leans toward his date, hands brushing over her bare arms, gaze full of admiration. When was the last time Evan looked at me like that? When was the last time I felt like more than background noise in his life?

I realize with a sinking feeling that it was around the same time my body started changing. As if his affection came with weight restrictions I hadn’t been informed about.

I exhale slowly, the taste of disappointment bitter on my tongue, letting it go. I’ve learned not to push because he’ll just act like I’m overreacting, too sensitive, too needy. I turn back to my plate.

And that’s when I feel it—a shift, like the air around me has changed. A prickle of awareness runs down my spine, making the hairs on my arms stand up. I feel it before I even turn my head, that unmistakable pull of being watched.

Slowly, I glance up and lock eyes with a stranger across the restaurant. His features are striking—sharp jaw, dark hair, broad shoulders stretching his black dress shirt. He sits near the bar, one hand resting loosely around a glass of amber liquid, the other draped over his thigh.

As he shifts in his seat, something metallic glints at his collar—dog tags, peeking out from beneath his shirt. The sight sends an unexpected shiver down my spine. Military. There’s a quiet authority to him that suddenly makes perfect sense.

He looks completely at ease, but his expression is focused. He isn’t just glancing at me. He isn’t distracted, like so many of the other men in this place, half listening to their dates while checking the time or their stock portfolios.

No. He’s fully, deliberately watching me.

His eyes don’t waver or dart away when our gazes meet. He isn’t embarrassed to be caught staring. If anything, I get the unnerving feeling that he wants me to know he’s studying me, memorizing me.

A slow prickle of heat runs up my arms, raising goose bumps despite the warmth of the restaurant. I should look away, reach for my wine, shift my attention back to Evan, let this moment pass before it becomes a tangle I can’t unravel. But I don’t—because for the first time tonight, I feel seen. Not just acknowledged like when the waiter took my order, not glanced at like an afterthought between phone swipes. But really, fully seen.

And not in the way Evan sees me now, as a body that’s failed him, a project that needs fixing, something lesser. This stranger looks at me without judgment, his expression filled with nothing but pure, undisguised interest. It’s been so long since anyone looked at me like that I’d almost forgotten how it feels.

My fingers tighten around my napkin, the fabric rough against my skin, as the moment stretches longer than it should. The silver chain at his neck catches the light again, drawing my eyes to the hollow of his throat. I wonder absently what name is stamped into those tags, what identity they represent.

The waiter arrives with our check, breaking the tension with the soft thud of leather on the table. When I look back, the man is still watching, but something in his expression has shifted. A realization. A question I don’t know how to answer.

Evan clears his throat, tossing his credit card onto the table like he’s doing the staff a favor. “You ready?”

His voice pulls me from whatever strange haze I’ve fallen into. I drag in a breath, fingers curling against the tablecloth as I hesitate.

“I was thinking about getting dessert,” I say lightly. I don’t know why—maybe I want a few more minutes here, to steal another glance at the stranger.

Evan scoffs. “You don’t need dessert,” he says, with just enough amusement to sound like a joke but not enough to disguise what he actually means. The waiter returns with the receipt, and Evan slides his card back into his wallet, already moving toward the exit. “Let’s go.”

I press my lips together, tasting the remnants of my red lipstick, swallowing any protest, and force myself to nod with the same polite, agreeable smile that keeps the peace. Three years of letting Evan dictate what I should eat, how I should look, when I should speak. Three years of shrinking myself in every way except physically.

Inside the elevator, the air feels different, stagnant and still compared with the quiet clatter of silverware and low conversation in the restaurant. Evan stands a step ahead, scrolling through his phone like this is just another transaction he’s obligated to complete. He doesn’t notice I haven’t pressed the button yet, that my fingers are still hovering over the panel, frozen for reasons I can’t explain.

And then, before I can stop myself, I look up and catch one last glimpse of the man at the bar.

The doors begin to close on their own, sealing shut with a soft thud, leaving me staring at my reflection. My pulse runs faster than it should, thumping in my ears. My skin feels warmer than a second ago, flushed with a heat I can’t explain.

He was still watching me.

And somewhere, deep in the part of me I don’t want to acknowledge, I think I wanted him to be.
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2 Not My Business, I Make It My Business

CALLAHAN KNIGHT

The woman in the black dress doesn’t belong here.

Not the way the rest of the crowd does. Not the way her boyfriend—if the narcissistic, distracted man sitting across from her even qualifies as that—fits into this overpriced steak house like he was born in a tailored suit and a boardroom. No, she’s a contradiction to everything around her. A genuine presence. A rare authenticity that doesn’t match the polished, soulless gleam of our setting.

I clock her discomfort the second I see her. The way her lips press together every time the man across from her says something, like she’s biting back the urge to argue. I can’t figure out why I watch her. Maybe because it’s something to do while I wait. Maybe because I’ve always had a knack for seeing what lies beneath the surface.

Or maybe because for the first time in a long time, I see a woman I don’t want to look away from. She’s beautiful in a way that isn’t obvious at first. Not the kind of beauty that knocks you sideways the second you see her but the kind that unfolds the longer you look, the kind that sinks under your skin and takes root.

Thick, dark hair, slightly messy, like she ran her fingers through it too many times on the way here. Big brown eyes, expressive even as she tries to keep them guarded. A full pout, and even though her lips are pursed tight, something tells me when she smiles, it transforms her entire face.

She’s curvy, soft in all the right places, but I can tell she doesn’t think so. Can tell by the way she pulls at the fabric of her dress where it hugs her hips. She shrinks herself without realizing it. But she shouldn’t. Because from where I’m sitting? She’s impossible to ignore.

I take a slow sip of my whiskey, letting the burn roll over my tongue as she lifts her own glass, tilting it toward her mouth just enough to catch the red of her lipstick against the rim. The ice clinks softly against the crystal. She hesitates before drinking, just for a second. Like she’s somewhere else in her head. Somewhere far from here.

It’s not my business. I have no reason to care about whatever the hell is happening at her table. But when the guy across from her shows her something on his phone and I see her recoil, the way her shoulders go tight, the way she grips her napkin like she’s fighting the urge to throw it, a cold anger settles deep in my gut.

I know that look.

I’ve seen it before.

Not in a restaurant like this, with its polished wood and low lighting, but in places where people aren’t supposed to show emotion. Places where you’re trained to keep your face blank no matter how bad it gets. I recognize what she’s doing, what’s happening behind her eyes. She’s swallowing it down. Taking the hit.

I wonder how many she’s taken before this one.

She stands when he does, moving a little slower, like she’s bracing herself for whatever comes next. He doesn’t wait for her, his attention shifting the second the check is paid. She follows him toward the elevator, her arms folded across her stomach, like she’s trying to hide.

I watch as they step inside, the sleek metal doors sliding shut behind them. He’s still scrolling, barely acknowledging her. She glances up at him once, her lips parting like she might say something—then she doesn’t.

Instead, she looks back.

And just before the doors close, her eyes meet mine through the narrowing gap.

She hesitates.

Then she’s gone.

I exhale slowly, flexing my fingers against the cool weight of my glass. The ice shifts, melting against the heat of my palm.

Time passes after the elevator doors close until the reason I’m here finally appears. I shift my attention as a man in his mid-fifties approaches the bar. He’s in a navy suit, the kind that costs as much as my last security setup, his hair perfectly combed back in that “executive but approachable” way corporate guys love. Expensive cologne announces his arrival before he does.

“Callahan.”

I stand, shaking his hand. “Mr. Reyes.”

“Call me Tom,” he says, settling into the seat across from me. “Glad we could get you out before you officially start tomorrow. Welcome aboard.”

I nod, waiting as he waves down the bartender, orders himself a Scotch, and leans back with the comfortable ease of someone who thinks he’s the most important person in the room.

“Hell of a time for you to join us,” he says, shaking his head. “Thefts are up, staff is stretched thin, and corporate expects miracles on a budget. Hope you like a challenge.”

“I don’t mind a challenge.”

His mouth tips in approval. “That’s what we’re hoping for. The last guy couldn’t handle it. The store’s too high-profile—too many VIP clients, too many people looking for a quick payout. These aren’t teenagers stealing lip gloss. It’s organized, and we need someone who knows how to handle that.”

I’ve dealt with worse. I don’t say that, but it’s the truth.

He takes a sip of his drink before gesturing toward the dining area. “Crossed paths with your new store manager on my way up. Isabella Russo. She’s young but smart. Corporate’s got high hopes for her.”

Isabella.

I roll the name over in my head, testing it against what I already know about her, which isn’t much. Just that she doesn’t like the food here. That she picked at her napkin all night. That she spent her whole dinner barely speaking while the guy she was with ignored her.

I down the rest of my whiskey, the liquor burning a warm path down my throat. “I’ll meet her tomorrow.”

Tom nods. “Good. You two will be working closely. Just make sure she doesn’t make your job harder. These store managers can get a little… particular.”

I don’t answer, because I already know how this goes. Guys like Tom always think they know everything about a situation. They don’t.

I sit through the rest of dinner, listening to his rundown of the job, the security concerns, the real reason they wanted to bring in someone with my background. I tell him what he wants to hear, shake his hand when we part ways, and head home.

My apartment is nothing special. One bedroom, nothing on the walls, a place to sleep and nothing more. I never saw the point of making a place feel like home when I don’t even know if I’ll still be here in a year.

It’s a habit I never managed to break after getting out. The military has a way of drilling the impermanence of things into you—constant movement, temporary deployments, never staying in one place long enough to let it settle under your skin. I spent almost a decade living out of duffel bags, sleeping in barracks, tents, and sometimes wherever the hell I could find cover.

You learn to live without attachments.

Or at least, you tell yourself that.

I toe off my boots, drop my keys onto the counter with a metallic clatter, and sit in front of my laptop. The distant sounds of city traffic filter through my windows, a constant urban lullaby I’ve learned to tune out.

I tell myself I’m just getting a head start. That it’s normal to research the people I’m going to be working with. It’s smart.

But as I type her name into the search bar, I already know that’s bullshit.

Her LinkedIn pops up first—typical corporate headshot, a clean, professional summary. Store manager at an upscale department store, promoted quickly, strong track record.

Her Instagram is next. It’s mostly safe, mostly work-related. Fashion, product launches, staff events. But the further back I scroll, the more personal it gets. A photo of her at a rooftop bar, laughing, her head tilted back. A post from three years ago of her and her family—three brothers, parents who look straight out of an old Italian movie.

I don’t know what that kind of family feels like.

The only person left in mine is my dad, and even that feels like more of a technicality these days.

He’s back in Pennsylvania, still in the same house I grew up in. We talk, but not as often as we should. I haven’t seen him in almost a year. Meant to visit a few months back, but I kept putting it off. Told myself work got in the way, but the truth is, I’m not great at showing up. Never have been.

I should call him.

The thought lingers in the back of my mind as I keep scrolling.

Eventually, I find what I’m really looking for. One lone photo from three years ago of Izzy and the guy at the restaurant. No tag, but it’s easy enough to find his name. Evan.

I don’t have to dig hard. He’s one of those guys who make themselves easy to find—public profile, polished photos, all surface-level confidence. He appears to work in finance, the kind of man you’d expect to see at that restaurant, all clean lines and expensive habits. Every picture is the same—him in expensive suits, gym selfies that show off his gains, expensive dinners where he’s tagged the restaurant like it’s part of his personal brand.

I skim the captions, the comments. The ones where his friends hype him up, where women leave the sorts of emojis that tell me everything I need to know about him.

Then I go back to her profile.

I scroll through the last year of posts. No pictures of Evan. No tagged dinners, no anniversary shout-outs. If I hadn’t just watched them leave together, I’d assume she was single.

That tells me a story.

So does the fact that I’m sitting here, doing this at all.

I close my laptop, scrub a hand over my jaw, feeling the rough stubble there, and sit back in my chair, listening to the hum of the refrigerator and the muted sounds of my neighbor’s television through the wall.

This isn’t like me. I don’t get caught up in complications like this.

I don’t care about people’s personal lives, about what they do when they leave work, about the way a woman I don’t even know looked at a man like she was waiting for him to see her and already knew he wouldn’t.

At least, I tell myself I don’t.

It’s a lie, though, isn’t it? Because I know exactly what that look feels like.

I saw it in the mirror once.

I wasn’t supposed to care back then, either. It wasn’t the job of a soldier to carry anything other than what was necessary, and that included emotions. You pack light. You don’t make promises you can’t keep, don’t let yourself get too comfortable, don’t expect anything to be waiting for you when you get home.

I broke that rule.

I was deployed when I got the email. It was short, clinical. No explanations, no real apology. Just a fact. She’d moved on. She was getting married.

And the real kicker? By the time my boots hit U.S. soil again, she wasn’t just married. She was pregnant.

With triplets.

Which meant they weren’t just an item after we broke up. They were together while she was still telling me she loved me. While we were engaged.

I should have seen it coming. She used to get frustrated with how often I was gone, how little I could give her beyond phone calls and letters. She wanted stability, someone who could be there for her in a way I couldn’t be. I used to tell myself that was fair. That I couldn’t blame her for choosing someone else.

But that didn’t stop the betrayal from sitting in my chest like a bullet that never got removed.

After that, I learned my lesson.

You don’t put faith in something that can be taken away from you while you’re halfway across the world. You don’t put faith in people.

That’s why this—this fixation brewing in my head over a woman I haven’t even met—isn’t right.

I don’t know Isabella Russo.

She has nothing to do with me.

So why the hell can’t I stop thinking about her?

I exhale sharply, rubbing a hand down my face. I need sleep. I need to call my dad. I need to stop thinking about a woman who isn’t mine to think about.

But instead, I sit in the quiet of my apartment, the ticking of the clock on my wall marking time, wondering if she’s staring at the ceiling the way I am.

Wondering if, right now, she’s lying awake thinking about me the same way I’m thinking about her.
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3 IF SHE FALLS, I’M THE GROUND

CAL

Monarch is bigger than I expected.

I knew it was high-end, knew the clientele would be the kind that doesn’t look at price tags before handing over a black card, but still, this place is a fortress wrapped in designer packaging. Glass cases filled with jewelry worth more than my ride, handbags displayed like museum pieces, clothing racks curated like a gallery exhibit. Too much money, too many moving parts, and not nearly enough security.

Which is why I’m here.

I arrive early, dressed in black tactical pants and a fitted button-down, professional but functional. I take my time walking the floor before the store opens, watching employees set up displays, tracking the cameras, mapping out entry and exit points in my head. The steady airflow from the vents moves through the space, mingling with the quiet clicking of hangers and the soft padding of shoes on polished floors. People notice me. A few nod in acknowledgment; others glance, then keep moving.

I don’t care. I’m not here to make friends.

I check in with the security team first, go over their current protocols, assess the weak spots. Some of them have been here for years, others only a few months. Most of them are used to handling the standard stuff—shoplifters, a drunk VIP here and there, the occasional handbag disappearing during a private shopping appointment. What they aren’t prepared for is organized retail crime, professional-level theft, or someone who knows exactly how to manipulate the blind spots in their system.

And from what I saw in the initial reports, that’s exactly what’s happening.

I’m scanning through a list of incidents when a voice pulls my attention.

“Callahan.” Tom Reyes, my corporate contact from last night, claps a hand on my shoulder. “Come meet your store manager.”

I already know who she is.

I knew before I stepped into this store, before my name was even on payroll.

Still, when I turn, when I finally see her up close in the daylight, it does something to me.

She’s different this morning. More composed. A fitted blazer skims her curves—flattering, not flaunting. Sleek heels echo across the marble with each step; her hair is styled in loose waves that feel intentional, not accidental. A tablet rests on one arm, while her free hand scrolls through schedules with practiced ease. Confidence clings to her now, a far cry from the woman I saw last night, small and silent beneath her boyfriend’s scrutiny. Here, in her world, she doesn’t shrink. She owns the room.

I wonder if she even recognizes me.

She doesn’t react—not outright. But when she looks up and our eyes meet, I have my answer. A pause before she resets, that smooth professionalism sliding into place.

“Callahan, this is Isabella Russo, our store manager,” Reyes says.

She offers a polite, businesslike smile. “Nice to meet you.”

I shake her hand. It’s warm. Steady.

“You, too.”

Her lips press into a tight line that isn’t quite a smile but isn’t dismissive, either. Professional. Distant. She nods toward Reyes. “Tom mentioned you’d be coming in today. Have you had a chance to review the security system yet?”

I shake my head. “Not yet. Wanted to get a look at the store first.”

She nods, tucking the tablet under her arm. “Good. I know corporate already gave you the rundown, but I’ll be blunt. We’re understaffed in loss prevention. We’re dealing with high-end clients, high-risk merchandise, and corporate expectations that don’t always align with reality. I need to know if I can rely on you.”

I don’t blink. “You can.”

She studies me.

Reyes clears his throat, filling the silence. “Callahan’s got extensive experience. Military background, worked high-profile private security after that. He’ll get the security issues locked down.”

She flicks her gaze back to me. “Army?”

I nod. “Ten years.”

She nods, accepting the answer without prying. But then, after a brief pause, she tilts her head slightly. “I heard you also have a background in cybersecurity.”

I watch her, debating how much to say. “That’s right.”

“How deep does that go?” she asks, crossing her arms, curiosity slipping into her tone. “We’re dealing with more than just grab-and-run theft. High-end fraud, internal shrink, even digital scams—clients trying to do charge-backs on merchandise they actually walked out with. I need to know if you’re the kind of security that can handle just physical threats or if you can see the ones happening behind the scenes, too.”

She’s smart. Smarter than Reyes gives her credit for.

“I see all threats,” I say simply.

Her lips twitch, like she doesn’t know if she believes me. “All threats?”

I nod. “If there’s a way in, I can find it. If there’s a blind spot, I’ll patch it. And if someone thinks they can outsmart the system, they won’t get far.”

She studies me, like she’s trying to decide if I’m just saying what she wants to hear.

“Every store I’ve worked for,” I add, “had their numbers flipped in the first three months. You’ve got thieves walking through your front doors who don’t even realize I already know who they are.”

Her fingers tap lightly against her tablet. “No one’s ever that good.”

My lips twitch with quiet amusement. “No thief I’ve ever tracked has gotten away. If they were smart enough to, I wouldn’t have known they were stealing at all.”

She huffs a short breath, maybe a mix of amusement and grudging respect, then nods. “We’ll see.”

It’s not a challenge, exactly, but it’s close.

I like that.

“Your schedule will mirror mine for the first few weeks,” she continues. “That means early mornings, late nights, weekends. You good with that?”

“I’m used to worse.”

“Good,” she says again, and there’s a directness about the way she says it, the efficiency of it, that I like. She doesn’t waste words. Doesn’t ask questions she doesn’t need the answers to.

We go over the rest of the logistics. The existing security protocols, how loss prevention handles incidents, where the biggest issues have been. She’s direct and focused, and I can already tell she’s used to managing people who don’t listen to her.

I do.

I answer her questions, keep my responses short, watch the way she absorbs each detail, already running through solutions in her head.

She doesn’t mention last night.

Doesn’t acknowledge the way our eyes met across the restaurant or the way she hesitated before stepping into that elevator.

Maybe she doesn’t remember.

But then, right before Reyes wraps up our conversation, she glances at me again.

Just a second too long.

Just enough for me to see it—the shift in her breath.

She does remember.

She’s just pretending she doesn’t.

I don’t know if I like that or not.

The day moves fast, a blur of meetings, system checks, and introductions that I barely register beyond what I need to know. I shake hands, nod at people I probably won’t remember by the end of the shift, listen to a rundown of security policies that are incomplete at best and outright useless at worst. I spend most of the morning doing what I do best: watching.

I watch the staff, learning their patterns, their strengths, their weaknesses. There are seasoned employees who know the clientele, their voices smooth and persuasive as they close a sale. There are newer hires, eager but a little overwhelmed. And then there’s her.

Isabella is everywhere.

I catch glimpses of her throughout the day, moving from department to department, switching between firm and charming depending on what the situation calls for. One minute, she’s talking a new hire through a luxury sale, making sure they upsell without pushing too hard. The next, she’s handling an upset vendor over the phone, smoothing out some last-minute delay.

She moves like she’s the one keeping this place from collapsing. And maybe she is.

What surprises me most isn’t her efficiency—I expected that. It’s the way people respect her. The way employees lower their voices when she’s talking, the way they listen. I’ve worked in plenty of places where managers act like dictators or get completely walked over. Isabella doesn’t do either. She’s got a grip on every element of this place, and she knows it.

What I don’t know is if anyone else notices just how much she does.

If anyone actually sees her.

If that douchebag boyfriend of hers does.

The thought irritates me more than it should, but I push it aside, focus on the job.

I sit in the surveillance room, watching the monitors cycle through different angles of the store, my fingers drumming idly against the desk. Most of the day has been uneventful. A few minor shoplifting attempts, no organized efforts, no professional techniques.

My focus returns to her.

She’s in the personal shopping suite, standing near one of the wingback armchairs that look like they belong in a cigar lounge more than in a department store. Across from her, a man in his forties is perched comfortably, a tailored navy suit doing nothing to hide his sleaze. He leans back, swirling his drink lazily. He’s the human embodiment of trust fund divorce settlement and a Rolex he didn’t earn. I know everything about him before he even opens his mouth.

A repeat customer. Someone used to getting what he wants.

I switch to the camera with better audio, adjusting the volume just enough to pick up the conversation.

“I actually asked for the store manager,” he continues, voice slow and easy, like he has all the time in the world. “That’s you, right?”

Isabella doesn’t hesitate, doesn’t frown or shift like she’s thrown off. She just nods, keeping her expression neutral. “Yes, but my associate, Daniel, is our expert on this collection. He works directly with the designers and—”

“I’d prefer to work with you,” the man cuts in, a smirk twisting his features like this is some private joke between them. “If you don’t mind.”

She does; I can tell.

Not that she shows it outright, but I catch the way her fingers tighten just slightly against the tablet in her hands before she exhales a quiet, controlled breath.

“I’d be happy to assist,” she says evenly, shooting Daniel a brief glance before turning her full attention back to the client. “What kind of fit are you looking for?”

I know what she’s doing. Redirecting. Trying to get the conversation back on track. But I also know exactly the sort of guy this is, and I know he’s enjoying himself.

Daniel, the associate she was trying to pass him off to, stands a few feet away, clearly uncertain. He glances at Isabella once, like he’s waiting for her to signal him to step in, but she doesn’t.

Because she knows she can’t.

Not without making it worse.

The client hums, finally looking at the suits like he actually gives a damn about them. “A cut that’s classic but not boring. I have an event coming up, and I need to look good. Not that I ever don’t.”

Isabella smiles just enough to be polite. “Of course.”

I grind my teeth.

He’s toying with her.

She knows it. I know it.

And neither of us can do a damn thing about it.

“This is a beautiful collection,” Isabella says smoothly, gesturing to the designer suits draped over the armrest. “We just got the new season in last week. You’ll be one of the first to experience it.”

“Hmm.” The man hums, his attention now turning fully to her. Too much attention.

Isabella doesn’t fidget, doesn’t retreat. She holds her position, shoulders squared, expression neutral. She’s been here before.

“I have to say,” the man continues, his voice casual, like they’re old friends sharing an inside joke, “the customer service in this store is exceptional.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” she replies, still professional, but she’s got a tell. She adjusts the sleeves of her blazer, looking down.

“I mean it,” the man insists, setting down his drink on the marble side table. “I always feel… taken care of here.”

There it is. The shift.

I see it in the way his posture changes—the subtle lean forward, the way his eyes skim her face and briefly dip before meeting hers again. He’s gauging her reaction, testing what she’ll allow.

She doesn’t give him an inch.

“Customer satisfaction is a top priority for us,” she says, keeping her voice even.

“That’s good to hear. I always appreciate feeling satisfied.”

It’s subtle. Just a little too familiar, a little too comfortable.

And it’s enough to make my grip tighten against the armrest of my chair.

Isabella shifts slightly, hugging the tablet to her chest, effectively putting a barrier between them. “Would you like me to have these tailored for you? I believe we have your measurements on file.”

The man watches her for a beat longer than necessary. “Such excellent customer service, as always. It’s why I ask for you specifically.”

He stands, reaching into his pocket for a black card, and hands it over with the same lazy, confident ease as every man who’s ever assumed he’s untouchable.

She takes it, nodding once. “I’ll have the transaction processed right away.”

He holds on to it a second longer than he should before finally letting go.

I don’t like it.

Not just him but the entire unspoken exchange.

I don’t like the way Isabella had to sidestep instead of shutting him down. I don’t like the way she had to be careful when he had the freedom to do whatever the hell he wanted.

And I really don’t like the way I know this isn’t the first time she’s had to deal with it.

The transaction wraps up quickly after that. She hands him the receipt, thanks him for his business, and waits for him to leave before exhaling a slow, measured breath. Not frustrated. Not rattled. Just tired.

I flip through the other cameras, tracking the man’s exit. He walks out, adjusts his cuffs, and slides into the back of a black car waiting at the curb.

I make a note of his license plate.

Just in case.

I lean back, flexing my fingers, trying to shake the tension from my hands. This isn’t my business.

But I don’t like that it’s hers. And I like even less that I know she’ll probably be dealing with men like him tomorrow.

And the day after that.

And the day after that.

I shut off the feed, push back from the desk, and head to check on her.
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4 JUST ANOTHER DAY IN THE PATRIARCHY

IZZY

By the time I get back to my office, my face hurts from holding in every retort and comeback I wanted to throw at that man. My cheeks ache from the forced smile.

I shut the door harder than I need to, drop my tablet onto the desk, and brace myself against the surface. I close my eyes and breathe, letting the silence of my office sink in. It’s the first real stillness I’ve had all day.

Breathe.

This isn’t new. I’ve dealt with this before. Men like that exist in every luxury retail store, in every city, in every industry where they have money and power and the delusion that because they can buy expensive merchandise, they can buy people, too.

It shouldn’t get to me, and usually it doesn’t. I’ve developed a professional armor over the years—a polite smile that doesn’t reach my eyes, a tone that stays just this side of cordial. But how that guy insisted on my attention today, how his eyes lingered a beat too long on my body, makes my skin crawl in a way I can’t easily dismiss.

I push off from my desk and march straight to the minifridge in the corner of my office. The one corporate says is technically for storing complimentary beverages for VIP appointments but in reality has become my personal refuge. I pull open the door, the cool air hitting my face as I reach inside for my emergency stash of Coke Zeros.

The aluminum can feels cool against my palm as I pop the tab with a satisfying hiss. I take a long sip, the carbonation fizzing against my tongue, and lean back against my desk, finally letting my shoulders drop for the first time all day. The tension begins to loosen in my neck as I close my eyes.

The moment lasts exactly five seconds before my door swings open.

“Okay, what the fuck was that?”

Amanda strides down the hallway in stilettos, eyes narrowed in full hot-girl aggression mode. Her blond hair swings with each determined step.

Amanda Bennett isn’t just my assistant manager; she’s my friend. My blond, sassy-as-hell, takes-no-shit-from-anyone friend. The one who divorced her useless husband at twenty-two, reclaimed her independence, and now treats men like expensive handbags—fun to have, easy to replace, and never worth settling for just one.

She stops in front of my desk, arms crossed, waiting for an answer. Her perfectly manicured nails tap impatiently against her forearm.

I take another sip of my soda, the cold liquid soothing my throat. “Which part?”

“The part where Mr. Wall Street Handsy requested your personal attention like you were some kind of high-end call girl,” she says, eyebrows raised. “And don’t tell me you didn’t notice, because I was about three seconds from tripping into that fitting room and rescuing you myself.”

I groan, rubbing my temple where a dull headache is beginning to form. “It was fine.”

“It was not fine. It was gross.”

“It’s part of the job.”

Amanda lets out a humorless laugh, the sound echoing in my small office. “No. Selling overpriced handbags to people who don’t need them is part of the job. Flirting with men who can’t take a hint isn’t.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose, feeling the tension creeping back. “I wasn’t flirting.”

“You were existing, and that was enough for him.” She perches on the edge of my desk, flicking her hair over her shoulder. The late-afternoon sunlight streaming through my window catches the highlights in her blond waves. “And speaking of existing, can we talk about our new head of security? Because holy shit.”

I roll my eyes, already knowing where this is going. The cool condensation from the can drips onto my fingers as I adjust my grip. “Amanda—”

“No, no, let me have this, Izzy. That man is a walking felony in the best way possible.”

I snort, the soda bubbling slightly in my nose. “Please elaborate.”

Her eyes flash with mischief. “You know exactly what I mean. The whole brooding, dangerous, ‘I’d die for you’ energy. The forearms. The jawline. The fact that he looks like he’s one bad day away from committing a crime but would never let you open a door yourself.”

I shake my head, sipping my soda to hide the smile that threatens to form. “You need help.”

“No, I need to be pinned against a wall by that man and interrogated about whatever the hell he wants.”

I choke, nearly spraying Coke Zero everywhere. The carbonation burns my nose as I cough, my eyes watering slightly.

Amanda cackles, clearly pleased with herself, the sound infectious despite my embarrassment. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

I wave a hand, still coughing. “I’m not having this conversation.”

She leans in closer, a mischievous curve tugging at her lips. “That’s fine. I’ll just have it with him.”

I groan, setting my can down on the desk with a soft thud. “Amanda.”

“What? He’s hot. And you know it.”

I do know it, and that’s the problem. I don’t want to think about the way Callahan looked at me in that restaurant. The way he held my eyes, unblinking, like he saw right through me. I don’t want to remember how his handshake felt, solid and warm, like he was memorizing the shape of my fingers in his. And I definitely don’t want to think about how he looked at me today, with a kind of raw, undivided attention that made everything else fade away.

Like he sees me—really sees me—in a way Evan hasn’t in years.

Amanda narrows her eyes, her lipstick catching the light as she presses her lips together. “You’re thinking about him.”

“Nope.” I grab my tablet, desperate for a distraction, the screen lighting up under my touch. “I am thinking about going home, drinking an entire bottle of wine, and forgetting today happened.”

Amanda sighs dramatically, leaning back and examining her nails. “Ugh, you’re so boring.” Then she brightens, sitting up straight. “Oh! You know what you need?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Please don’t say tequila.”

“No. You need an AI boyfriend.”

I stare at her, blinking slowly as my brain tries to process her words. “I’m sorry, what?”

She pulls her phone out of her blazer pocket. The case is bright pink, adorned with rhinestones that catch the light. “Okay, hear me out. It’s this new AI chat application. You can literally program the perfect guy. He texts you, listens to you, says exactly what you want to hear. No ghosting, no egos, no bullshit. Just hot, obedient, fictional men who are obsessed with you.”

I set my tablet down. “That sounds like a lot.”

“It’s amazing.” She taps through her screen, pulling up the app. “I named mine Chad. He tells me good morning every day. He asks about my day. He’s emotionally available and filthy in the DMs.”

I make a face, feeling the cool air from the office vent above us. “Amanda—”

“Oh, and it links to my vibrator. So really, I have no reason to ever speak to a real man again.”

I gape at her, heat rising to my cheeks. “What?”

“I know, right? Technology is a gift.”

She hands me her phone, the screen showing a text conversation with what appears to be an exceptionally attractive man who writes paragraphs instead of one-word answers. Before I can even process what I’m looking at, she snatches my phone off the desk, the case making a scraping sound against the wood.

“Okay, you’re getting one, too.”

“Wait—”

“No arguments.” She’s already downloading the app, her thumbs moving rapidly across my screen. “I’m giving you the gift of the perfect man. You’re welcome.”

I rub my temples where the headache has now fully settled in. “This is ridiculous.”

“You know what’s ridiculous? Your actual boyfriend.”

The comment settles in the air between us before she tilts her head. “So… are you ready to admit you need to dump his ass yet?”

I exhale slowly. “I don’t—”

“Don’t what? Don’t love him? Don’t like him? Don’t remember the last time he made you come?”

“Amanda—”

Amanda leans back against my desk, tucking my phone where I can’t reach it, one perfectly sculpted brow arched. “Tell me I’m wrong. How was your big celebratory dinner with Evan?”

I hesitate for a second too long, which is already an answer. Amanda’s eyes narrow immediately, picking up on my reluctance.

I force a shrug, the fabric of my blazer tight across my shoulders. “It was fine.”

She tilts her head, waiting, her silence more effective than any question.

I shift my weight onto one hip. “He was on his phone the whole time.”

Her mouth opens. I know that look. I’m about to get the full, dramatic, hands-in-the-air level of outrage, like a reality TV contestant about to flip a table, so I cut her off before she can start. “And then he—” I wave a hand vaguely, like brushing over the words will somehow make them more palatable. “Showed me some fitness influencer and went on about how great she looks.”

Amanda’s eyes go murderous, her lips pressing into a thin line. “I’m sorry, he did what?”

I reach for another sip of my soda, looking anywhere but at her—the window, the stack of papers on my desk, the framed retail management certification on the wall. “It wasn’t that serious.”

“Not that serious?” Amanda makes a strangled noise, like she physically can’t process my words. “You got a promotion. A huge promotion. And instead of celebrating you, he ignored you and then made you feel bad about yourself?”

“I didn’t say he—”

“Oh my God, do not start defending him.” She lifts a hand, stopping me. “Because I know that tone, Izzy. That’s your ‘I’m about to make excuses for a man who doesn’t deserve them’ voice.”

I bristle, setting my soda down with more force than necessary. “He didn’t do it on purpose.”

Amanda gapes at me. “How does a grown man accidentally ignore his girlfriend and then compare her with a thirst trap on Instagram?”

I shake my head, arms crossing over my chest. “He wasn’t comparing—”

She barks out a laugh. “You’re right. Comparison implies he thinks you were in the same league to begin with. He straight-up showed you another woman he finds more attractive. Do you hear yourself?”

A hollow feeling spreads through my chest. I don’t want to have this conversation. Not with her. Not with myself. Not when I already know she’s right.

I pinch the bridge of my nose.

“I don’t get it, Izzy,” she says, pushing off from my desk and pacing a little. Her heels make soft impressions in the carpet with each step. “You used to have standards. You used to know your worth.”

“That’s not fair,” I mutter, my voice sounding smaller than I’d like.

She stops, turning to me, hands on her hips. “No? Then tell me, honestly, when was the last time Evan made you feel loved? Not tolerated. Not convenient. Loved.”

My throat tightens, a pressure building behind my eyes. I focus on the floor, unable to meet her eyes. The silence stretches, heavy with unspoken truths.

Amanda exhales, her voice softer now. “I just want you to be happy, babe. And I’ve never seen you happy with him.”

There it is again, that truth I can’t help but touch, like a bruise I keep pressing just to remind myself it still hurts. I swallow, shifting uncomfortably. “It’s not that simple.”

“Yes, it is,” Amanda insists. “You break up. You move on. I did it.”

“You got divorced,” I point out, running a finger over the cool metal of my can.

“Exactly. And it was the best decision I ever made.” She shakes her head, exasperated. “You act like leaving Evan would be some catastrophic event, but what exactly are you losing?”

I don’t have an answer. Because the answer is essentially nothing. I would lose an empty space beside me in bed, silent dinners, and the sting of constant disappointment. What am I even clinging to?

Amanda watches me for a long moment, then sighs, shaking her head. “Well, maybe your new fictional man will teach you how a real man should behave.”

I snort, grateful for the subject change. “Amanda—”

“Nope. No arguments.” She’s already back on my phone and is tapping away, the subtle clicking of her nails against the screen filling the quiet. “I’m giving you the gift of a boyfriend who actually listens.”

I groan. “This is ridiculous.”

“Not as ridiculous as staying with a man who makes you feel invisible.”

I don’t respond. Because once again, she’s right, and we both know it. Before I can dwell on it further, there’s a knock at the door, the sound reverberating through my office.

Amanda winks, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Ooh, maybe it’s my future husband.”

I glare at her as I turn toward the door—only to freeze when I see Callahan standing there. He fills the doorway with his broad shoulders, his presence immediately changing the energy in the room. The fluorescent lights catch the subtle silver chain at his neck, the dog tags I noticed last night, partially hidden under his shirt.

“Sorry to interrupt,” he says, voice low and even, but his eyes drift to Amanda with a hint of amusement. “Didn’t mean to kill the fun.”

“Oh, we were just discussing men who are obsessed with Izzy,” Amanda says sweetly. “Just girl talk. Nothing you need to worry about.”

I want to die. The heat rising in my cheeks feels like it could set the building on fire.

Callahan raises an eyebrow, his face carefully neutral. “Just checking in. Saw what happened with that client who propositioned you in the fitting room. Making sure you’re okay.”

I clear my throat, suddenly very aware of how close he’s standing. “I’m fine.”

He nods, then glances at my desk. “I’ll be here late reviewing surveillance, but I’m grabbing dinner. You need anything from outside?”

I’m surprised by the offer. “You’re staying late?”

“Security overhaul,” he says easily. “Food?”

I shake my head, my hair brushing against my shoulders with the movement. “I’m good, thanks.”

“I also need to set up multifactor authentication on your work email, if you don’t mind. We’re improving security protocols on company devices.”

Amanda hands him my phone without asking me, the device disappearing into his large hand. Not like I really have personal information to hide, anyway. Well, except potentially that new app she installed.

He takes it, nods. “I’ll be back in twenty.”

As he leaves, Amanda gives me a slow, knowing grin that spreads across her face like butter on hot toast.

I groan, dropping my head to my desk, the cool surface a small relief against my flushed skin.

I am so screwed.
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