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      I spot him before he spots me. Or rather, I spot his reflection—three times, in three angled mirrors behind the bar—before my brain catches up to the fact that I’m seeing the same golden jaw, the same suit that cost more than my entire undergraduate debt, repeating like a dirty joke about vanities. Dex Cooper. I’ve googled him a hundred times: party-boy philanthropist, trust-fund bacchanal, philanthropist-in-training if you believe the family website, and none of the photos have quite captured how he sits—legs sprawled, unapologetic, like he’s personally responsible for inventing air and now finds it all terribly tedious.

      He catches me mid-stare. He’s not ashamed to look straight back, eyes lazily predatory, and I’m the one who flinches, snagged. Fuck. I square my shoulders and approach, notebook in one hand, phone in the other, doing my best not to look like I’ve been rehearsing this walk for the last two blocks.

      He rises from his barstool, makes a parody of gallantry, and extends a hand. “You must be Ryan,” he says, voice deep enough to stir up vibrations in my kneecaps. I take his hand—dry, strong, a little too deliberate about the thumb brushing my wrist—and wonder how many people have already fallen for that trick.

      He points to a booth in the back, the sort of VIP alcove where the music is polite and the lighting makes everyone’s skin look like candlewax. “I took the liberty,” he says, gesturing for me to slide in first. I do, knees pressed awkwardly together, and he sits beside me rather than across, so close I can clock the price of his cologne and, beneath it, the expensive laundry soap clinging to his shirt.

      “So.” He knocks back a mouthful of neat whiskey. “What’s the angle? Are you going to make me look like a genius, or a villain?”

      “I’m here for the facts,” I say. “If you want to tell me you’re a genius, be my guest.”

      He smirks, shows teeth. “Genius is boring. Villain is better copy.” He leans in, voice dropping lower. “You’re blushing, Ryan.”

      I am, and I hate it. I uncap my pen, determined to stick to the plan. “How about we start with your latest investment round⁠—”

      He plucks the pen from my hand, sets it on the table. “No one cares about that. Tell me about you.” His thigh is pressed against mine now, just enough that if I edged away it would be obvious. I do not edge away.

      “You know everything about me already,” I say. “At least, whatever’s on my LinkedIn.” I try to keep my tone brisk, professional. He makes it impossible.

      He slides the pen back to me, but lets his hand linger over mine a second longer, the tips of his fingers drawing lazy shapes on my skin. “I like your writing,” he says. “You’re not afraid to use real words. Most people are so… sanitized, these days.”

      “I’m not most people,” I say, instantly regretting how much it sounds like flirting.

      “Clearly not.” His gaze dips, a deliberate inventory: lips, collarbone, the button-down shirt I borrowed from a friend because all my own were too cheap, or too worn, or both. “You dress for the job you want, or the date you wish you had?”

      “That’s not an answer,” I say.

      He shrugs. “You ask boring questions, you get boring answers.”

      I decide then and there I’m not going to be outflanked. “Fine. What’s the real story, then? What don’t people know about you?”

      He grins, slow and feral. “People know everything about me that I want them to know.” He leans closer, his lips near my ear. “And right now I want them to know I’m with a sexy man in a back booth and he’s thinking about what I’m wearing under my suit.”

      He’s wrong—I’m thinking about the press of his hand on my thigh, the way his knuckles drag closer and closer to my inseam. His touch is neither accidental nor gentle. It’s possessive. It’s a question I don’t get to answer. My breath stutters. He’s watching for it, eyes half-lidded, satisfied.

      “What are you doing?” I manage, but my voice comes out as a whisper, unsteady.

      “I thought you were here for the facts.” He skims the pads of his fingers upward, little by little, as if cataloguing the textures of my pants. “Tell me. If I keep going, are you going to slap me, or are you going to make a sound?”

      I think I’m supposed to slap him. I think I’m supposed to leave. But my thighs part a fraction on their own, the crotch of my pants already tight. “You’re an asshole,” I say.

      He barks out a laugh, then softens his voice. “Probably.” He ghosts the side of my neck with his mouth, a pantomime of a kiss, all heat and intent. His hand is warm, clever, and makes short work of my boundaries. The tips of his fingers ghost over my erection.

      I could say no. I could stand up, spill my drink, ruin the moment like I’ve done a hundred times before. Instead, I slide lower in the booth, as if he’s pulled a string in my spine. The banquette upholstery is sticky against my shoulderblades, my body all nerves and exposed ends.

      He brushes my cock with his thumb. “Fuck,” he murmurs, more to himself than to me. “You’re hard.”

      He’s not asking permission, and I’m not giving it, just letting it happen as his fingers draw slow, deliberate circles over the head of my cock. It’s a gentle pressure at first, like he’s testing me, seeing how much I’ll take before I flinch or protest. I don’t. I brace a hand against the tabletop, steadying myself.

      “You act like you don’t want it,” he says, breath hot against my cheek. “But you’re shaking.”

      He’s right. The trembling starts in my knees, migrates up through my hips and stomach until I can barely keep the notebook from rattling in my hand. He unzips my fly just enough to get his hand inside, curling his fingers around my shaft. He watches my face, greedy for every reaction. “There’s the real Ryan,” he whispers.

      I’m not sure there is a real Ryan. There is only the heat of his palm, the obscene rhythm of his hand, and my hips meeting him in desperate little pulses.

      I try to muster dignity. “This is… highly unprofessional,” I say.

      He grins. “So fire me.” He tightens his fingers, and my hips jerk against him, a spasm I can’t suppress. He doesn’t stop, doesn’t slow down, just jerks me with his hand until I bite my own lip to keep from crying out.

      It’s almost clinical, the way he observes my pleasure, like he’s studying an animal in heat. “That’s it,” he mutters. “So hard for me. You like that?”

      I hate that I do. My mouth won’t form the word yes, but my body does the talking, as the heat builds to something unmanageable. When I come, it’s so sudden and involuntary that I nearly knock over my glass, coming in my boxer briefs like a teenager. My vision flares white at the edges, and he keeps his fingers moving, coaxing every last aftershock from me.

      He withdraws, sticky with my cum, and—Jesus Christ—licks his fingers, slow and deliberate, his gaze never leaving mine. “Interview over?” he asks, the ghost of a smile on his lips.

      My legs barely work. I stand, trying to reassemble myself, clutching my notebook with hands that don’t quite obey. The wet fabric of my boxers clings to my cock, and I’m desperately glad the pants are black and the bar is dark. The noise of the bar returns, all at once, and the air feels thick and sour. He smirks, but doesn’t follow me out. I have no idea if he’s going to text me later, or if this was just another night for him.

      I’m halfway down the block before I realize that I will never, ever be able to look at myself in the mirror the same way again.
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        * * *

      

      The story goes live at 7:00 a.m., timestamped by some sleep-deprived intern, and by 8:12 my phone is an ICU monitor of pings and buzzes, all the digital arrhythmia of modern shame. I stay in bed, phone braced on my ribcage, trying to read it through the cracks in my eyelids. My editor’s e-mail is already waiting at the top of the pile. “Great polish! We snipped a few lines for length. Your tone is so professional. Clean copy as always.” I want to throw the phone at the wall, but there is no wall, only a cheap mattress jammed against the window and a patchwork of Post-Its where wallpaper should be.

      My stomach knots as I scroll down to the comments. “Wow, another puff piece about the rich getting richer. Could this be more boring?” And: “I guess ‘edgy’ means ‘neutered’ now.” The worst part is, they’re right. I could see my own hand trembling last night as I deleted every barbed, venomous observation, every reference to the sweat-slicked bravado or the way his hand hovered—deliberate, magnetic—over the thigh of his previous interviewer, who quit the magazine three weeks later.

      I told myself it was self-preservation. That it would be stupid to torpedo my career over one bratty blueblood with boundary issues. I told myself he was nothing special. I told myself a dozen different stories, and they all sound like lies.

      By 9:03, I’m at the coffee shop two blocks from my apartment, hiding behind my laptop and a cup of burnt espresso. I’m scrolling endless job listings, ghostwriting gigs, open calls for fiction contests with $5 entry fees, anything to distract me from the slow humiliation of having written the most boring article on the planet. I’m so deep in the professional obituary loop that I don’t hear the door open, don’t notice the way the staff’s posture stiffens, until the barista drops an entire pitcher of oat milk and says “Oh, shit” way too loud for a Tuesday morning.

      He’s here.

      He spots me instantly, because of course he does, and makes a beeline for my table. I brace myself for the kind of performance only trust fund kids and minor royalty can pull off in public.

      “Mr. West,” he says, bowing slightly, like we’re at a gala and not a caffeine sweatbox with a malfunctioning air conditioner. His suit is surgical white today, crisp enough to refract light, and his sunglasses look like they cost more than my rent.

      “I’d prefer you didn’t,” I say, without looking up from my screen.

      “Didn’t what?”

      “Didn’t perform. You’re not even hungover. Try acting human for five minutes.”

      He grins and slides into the seat across from me, never breaking eye contact. “Can I have a sip?”

      “It’s terrible.”

      “I like terrible,” he says. “It builds character.” He reaches for my cup anyway, and his fingers linger over mine, like he’s auditioning for a slow-motion coffee commercial.

      I yank my hand back. “You’re early.”

      “Isn’t everyone in media up at dawn?”

      “Not me.” I close the laptop, folding it between us like a peace treaty. “You’re here to gloat? Or complain that I made you look like an idiot?”

      He laughs. “You didn’t. I read the article. You made me sound like a fucking saint.”

      I didn’t expect this. I expected drama, outrage, at least some threat to sue me for libel. “You’re welcome.”

      He leans forward, folding his hands on the table like he’s about to give a TED talk. “You know what’s funny? I had this whole speech prepared, about how you got everything wrong. But you didn’t. You just left all the good parts out.”

      My face heats, involuntary. “I wrote what I had to. Editors don’t want—” I fumble for a word that isn’t ‘truth.’ “—color. They want narrative.”

      He watches me, his gaze unblinking and almost…surgical. “Did you fuck up, or did you chicken out?”

      The bluntness makes me flinch. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not criticizing,” he says, voice dropping. “I’m genuinely curious. You write like you want to draw blood, and then you put on a suit and tie and smile for the camera. Why?”

      There’s an entire library of possible responses, none of which will satisfy him. I could say: I’m broke. I need this job. The world doesn’t want more angry writers, they want giggling accomplices so they can watch the rich and dream. But he’d just chew that up and spit it out, the way he does with everything.

      “Maybe I wanted to see if you’d notice,” I say, and hate myself for the hint of flirtation I can’t quite suppress.

      He smiles—real, this time, a crease forming at the corner of his mouth. “That’s the Ryan I was hoping for.”

      He takes another sip from my cup, makes a show of grimacing. “Jesus. This is horrific.”

      “I told you.”

      He sets the cup down, then places his hand over mine again, gentle but absolute. He doesn’t squeeze, just lays the full weight of his palm there, like he’s staking a claim.

      “You know what I thought about, after you left last night?” he says, and his voice is soft enough to fool you into thinking he’s being sweet.

      I try to pull away, but he holds me with barely any pressure. “That you don’t give up.”

      He's so close that I can count the individual hairs in the stubble he missed, feel the heat of his breath.

      He tilts his head, that infuriating smirk playing on his lips. "You wanted me to touch you. You know you did." His voice drops to a low growl, and he leans forward, the casual flirtation gone. "I got so hard thinking about you, my cock was throbbing, threatening to bust right through my zipper. I couldn’t wait to get home. I could feel your cum on my fingers, and it drove me fucking insane. I jerked myself off, right there in the men's room. I came so hard, I thought my balls were going to turn inside out. And you know what? I wish it had been in your mouth.”
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