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Chapter 1

The Man Behind the Hashtag
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The video is already at four hundred thousand views by the time Lila realizes she’s gone too far.

She stands behind the counter at Storyline Books, a bell chiming every time someone wanders in from the cold, her phone propped against a stack of used hardbacks like it belongs there. Her reflection stares back at her from the black screen between refreshes: hair escaping its clip, sweater sleeves pushed past her wrists and dusted with paper lint, a smear of ink along her thumb from re-shelving returns too fast.

She hits refresh again.

Four hundred and eleven thousand.

Her stomach dips, not the excited flutter she usually gets when a post does well, but something sharper, like missing a step on the stairs.

“Lila,” her manager calls from the back. “Did you reorder the children’s chapter books?”

“In progress,” Lila says without looking up. Her voice comes out steady. Her hands don’t.

The caption stares up at her, bold and reckless:

If I read one more billionaire romance where the CEO destroys communities and the book pretends it’s sexy, I will scream.

She’d been sitting cross-legged on her bedroom floor when she filmed it, surrounded by teetering piles of books and half-empty mugs. No plan. No ring light. Just that familiar, buzzing frustration and the confidence that comes from talking to a phone instead of a person.

She hadn’t named him.

She hadn’t needed to.

The comments had done the rest.

BLACKWELL CORE VIBES.

THIS IS ABOUT THAT CEO WHO CLOSED HALF THE INDIE STORES, RIGHT?

NOT THE BLACKWELL SYSTEMS SLANDER LOL

She scrolls too fast, heart skipping each time she sees the company name. Blackwell. Blackwell. Blackwell.

The bell rings again. A woman and her daughter drift inside, shaking rain from their coats. The girl makes a beeline for the middle-grade shelf, fingers already twitching with anticipation.

This is what Lila loves. This is what she talks about online. Stories that survive hands and time. Places where children can wander without being hurried out.

Her phone vibrates.

Unknown Number.

She frowns and lets it ring out. Unknown numbers are how scams begin.

It vibrates again immediately.

Then again.

Her manager appears at her elbow, eyebrows raised. “Do you need to take that?”

Lila swallows. “I’m good.”

The phone stops. A breath leaves her that she didn’t know she was holding. She slides the device face down beneath the counter and reaches for a stack of returned paperbacks.

Her hands are still shaking when the bell rings again.

This time the sound feels heavier, like the air shifts with it.

She looks up.

He doesn’t belong here.

He’s dressed wrong for a bookstore like this. Too clean. Too sharp. Dark coat that probably cost more than her monthly rent, hanging open like he’s forgotten it’s raining. No umbrella. No book bag. Just long lines and stillness, as if the room adjusted itself to fit him when he walked in.

He surveys the space once, quick and surgical, eyes moving from the register to the shelves to the back hallway. Not browsing. Assessing.

Her pulse clicks into something alert and wary.

“Can I help you?” she asks, leaning forward slightly, instinctively placing the counter between them.

His gaze finds her. Holds.

Up close, he looks tired. Not the kind of tired that slouches, but the kind that sharpens edges. Sleepless eyes. Control pulled tight enough to hum.

“Yes,” he says. His voice is calm, low, and utterly unhurried. “You can.”

She waits. He does not elaborate.

The silence stretches. The girl in the corner flips a page. The rain ticks against the windows.

“If you’re looking for something specific,” Lila says, carefully polite, “we’re alphabetized by author. Fiction’s to the left.”

“I’m not here to shop.”

Something settles in her gut. “Then I’m not sure—”

“Lila Hart.”

Her name lands between them with weight. Her breath stutters before she can stop it.

“I don’t give my name out at the counter,” she says, chin lifting.

“No,” he agrees. “You don’t.”

He takes a folded card from his coat pocket and sets it on the counter, pushing it forward with two fingers. No logo. No flourish. Just thick white stock and a name embossed so subtly it almost disappears.

Nathaniel Blackwell.

Her eyes skim it once. Twice.

She laughs. It bursts out of her, too loud, too sharp, and earns her a look from her manager across the room.

“Okay,” Lila says, sliding the card back. “That’s not funny.”

He doesn’t move to reclaim it. “I don’t joke about my name.”

Her mouth opens, closes. She looks at him again, really looks, and recognition crawls up the back of her neck in cold fingers. She’s seen him before. Not often. Blurry photos taken at distance. A profile shot leaving a building. A boardroom still leaked to the press years ago.

Never smiling.

Never this close.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she says. “If this is about the video, you should talk to my—”

“Lawyer?” he interrupts. “Publicist?”

“I don’t have either of those.”

His eyes flicker, something unreadable passing through them. “I know.”

That should scare her more than it does.

“I didn’t name you,” she says, words tumbling over each other now. “I didn’t tag your company. People interpreted—”

“Millions of people interpreted,” he says quietly. “And tagged us. Extensively.”

She bristles. “That’s not my fault.”

“Intent and impact are different things,” he replies. “You know that. You explained it very clearly in part two.”

Her cheeks heat. He watched it. All of it.

“I’m allowed to have an opinion,” she says.

“You are,” he agrees. “And you’re allowed to post it. I’m not here to stop you from doing either.”

“Then why are you here?” The question comes out sharper than she intends.

He leans in, just slightly. Not a threat. A choice.

“Because,” he says, “you created a problem you don’t know how to finish, and my team is out of good options.”

Her hands curl against the counter. “If this is a lawsuit—”

“It’s not,” he says. “If it were, you would have been served yesterday.”

That shuts her up.

“There’s a café three doors down,” he continues. “We can talk there, or we can talk here, or we can talk in a boardroom with six lawyers present and none of you speaking freely. Choose.”

She hesitates.

Every instinct screams no. Don’t follow him. Don’t give him the frame of a private conversation. This is how power rewrites stories.

But behind that fear is something else. Anger. Curiosity. The stubborn, reckless belief that she deserves to look this man in the eye and not flinch.

“I’m on shift,” she says.

“I can wait.”

He straightens, already stepping back, as if the decision is made.

“Thirty minutes,” she says quickly. “Then I leave.”

His mouth twitches, almost a smile. “Of course you do.”

The bell rings as he exits. The space he leaves behind feels hollow, like a sound cut off mid-note.

Her manager storms up to the counter. “Who was that?”

“No one,” Lila says, heart pounding. “Just... someone angry on the internet.”

Which is a lie.

Because as she watches through the window, sees him stop in the rain and check his phone, she realizes something cold and unmistakable.

The billionaire she can’t tag didn’t come to threaten her.

He came because she has leverage.

And he intends to use it.

By the time Lila clocks out, the shop feels smaller.

Not physically. Emotionally. Like the walls have leaned in while she wasn’t looking, listening to everything she didn’t say.

She double-checks the register twice, hands slower than usual, skin buzzing the way it does after too much caffeine or not enough sleep. Her manager keeps sneaking looks at her but doesn’t ask again. Whatever that man was, he left a residue. People feel that, even when they can’t name it.

Outside, the rain has softened into a mist that clings to her hair and darkens the shoulders of her sweater. The street smells like wet pavement and burnt espresso. The café is warm, fogged windows glowing like a promise.

He’s already inside.

Nathaniel Blackwell sits at a small table near the back, long legs folded with deliberate neatness, phone face down beside his coffee. He hasn’t taken his coat off. He doesn’t look up when she enters.

That alone needles her.

She orders a tea she doesn’t really want, pays too much attention to keeping her hands steady as she carries it over. He looks up only when she pulls the chair opposite him back with a scrape that’s louder than necessary.

“You’re early,” he says.

“I said thirty minutes,” she replies, sitting. “Not that I’d be late.”

His eyes flick over her again, the way they did in the shop, and she has the uncomfortable sense that he’s cataloging differences. Bookstore Lila versus Online Lila. Sweater sleeves now damp at the cuffs. Hair frizzing where rain touched it.

“Thank you for coming,” he says.

She snorts. “Don’t thank me yet.”

A corner of his mouth lifts, then settles. “Fair.”

Silence stretches again. He lets it. She doesn’t. She’s always been bad at letting silence feel like control instead of absence.

“So,” she says, wrapping her hands around the mug, welcoming the heat even as it fogs her glasses. “If you’re not suing me, and you’re not threatening me, what is this?”

“This,” he says, resting his forearms lightly on the table, “is damage control.”

“I’m not damage,” she snaps.

“No,” he agrees, without hesitation. “You’re a variable.”

That does it. Her spine straightens. “I’m not something you solve for.”

“I didn’t say you were.”

“You implied it.”

“I acknowledged reality.” His tone doesn’t change. Calm. Infuriatingly reasonable. “Your video is currently the highest-engagement content tied to my company name. It’s being referenced by journalists, activists, and our shareholders. That gives you influence whether you intended it or not.”

“I didn’t lie,” she says.

“I know.”

She blinks. That wasn’t what she expected.

“If anything,” he continues, “your critique mirrors internal reports my own team buried.”

Her grip tightens on the mug. “Then fix it.”

“I’m trying,” he says. “But public perception doesn’t move on spreadsheets. It moves on people.”

She laughs, sharp. “So you came to... what? Make me say you’re not a cartoon villain?”

“No.”

“Pay me off?”

“No.”

Her brows knit. “Then what?”

He pauses then, just a fraction of a second. It’s the first crack she’s seen, like he’s choosing words instead of deploying them.

“I want you,” he says, “to tell us what readers actually see when they look at us.”

Her pulse thuds. “I already did.”

“On a platform designed for outrage,” he says. “I want the version you didn’t post.”

“And why would I give you that?” she asks.

“Because,” he says, and now his gaze sharpens, pins her in place, “you don’t just want to be heard. You want something built.”

Her throat goes dry.

“You don’t talk about books because they’re content,” he continues. “You talk about them because they’re infrastructure. Access. Survival. I’ve watched your videos, Lila. I’ve read the comments you respond to and the ones you don’t. I know what you’re saving for.”

Her chest tightens in a way that has nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with being seen too clearly.

“That’s creepy,” she says, because she has to say something.

“It’s thorough.”

“Same thing,” she mutters.

He leans back, finally taking a sip of his coffee. “I’m offering a consulting arrangement.”

There it is. The hook.

“No,” she says immediately.

“I haven’t told you the terms.”

“I don’t care.”

He doesn’t argue. Doesn’t rush to convince her. Just watches, as if waiting for her anger to burn itself out.

“You would remain publicly independent,” he says after a beat. “There would be no tag, no mention, no association. Everything we implement appears organic or internally driven.”

“And in return,” she says flatly.

“In return,” he says, “I fully fund the literacy project you’ve been circling for a year and haven’t launched because rent keeps winning.”

Her breath catches despite herself.

“That’s not your business.”

“No,” he agrees. “It’s my leverage.”

She pushes back from the table slightly, chair legs screeching again. Heads turn. She doesn’t care.

“You don’t get to buy my voice,” she says, low and fierce. “That’s the whole point.”

“I’m not asking you to change it,” he says. “I’m asking you to use it where it will do the most good.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then you keep yelling into the void,” he replies. “And I keep fixing things badly.”

They stare at each other. Rain streaks down the window behind him, warping the city lights into long, trembling lines.

“You’re very comfortable with power,” she says.

He doesn’t look away. “I’m very uncomfortable without it.”

That lands harder than she expects.

She swallows. “I don’t trust you.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to.”

“Then why—”

“Because,” he cuts in, finally a sharp edge in his voice, “this is the first time someone with your platform has been angry for the right reasons.”

Her heart pounds, loud in her ears.

He slides a slim folder across the table. She doesn’t touch it.

“Read it,” he says. “Or don’t. The offer stands for forty-eight hours.”

He stands, towering in the narrow space, already pulling on his coat.

“And Lila,” he adds, pausing. “If you decide to walk away, I won’t retaliate.”

She looks up at him. “I don’t believe you.”

His gaze lingers, something unreadable passing through it. “You should.”

Then he leaves, the bell over the café door chiming softly behind him.

Lila sits there long after he’s gone, hands wrapped around a mug that’s gone lukewarm, staring at the untouched folder.

She hasn’t opened it.

But she already knows one terrifying thing.

For the first time since she hit post, she isn’t sure which choice would cost her more.
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Chapter 2

Terms and Conditions
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Lila doesn’t sleep.

She lies on her back and stares at the water stain on her ceiling, the one shaped like a crooked continent, watching the shadows crawl as headlights pass outside. Her phone sits face down on the mattress beside her, close enough that she can feel it vibrate every few minutes. She refuses to look. The sound alone is enough to tighten her chest.

At three in the morning, she gives up and gets out of bed.

The folder is still on the kitchen table where she left it, perfectly squared, like it hasn’t moved an inch since she opened it. She turns on the small lamp over the sink, the yellow light cutting a narrow circle through the dark, and flips it open again.

She reads slower this time.

The language is clean. Precise. No corporate fluff. No obvious traps. Each clause anticipates resistance, almost like it was written for her specifically. She can imagine him behind it—cutting words, simplifying, removing anything that could be twisted.

The non-interference clause makes her pause.

Blackwell Systems agrees not to influence, edit, suppress, or pre-approve any content created by Consultant.

Her lips part slightly.

That isn’t how men like him usually play.

Her phone buzzes again. This time, she flips it over before she can stop herself.

A private message sits at the top of her inbox.

Nate Blackwell:

You’re awake.

Her spine stiffens.

She types, deletes, types again.

Lila:

That’s not creepy at all.

The typing bubble appears immediately.

Nate:

You posted fifteen minutes ago.

She exhales through her nose. Of course he noticed.

Lila:

Does this mean you monitor my activity in real time now?

A pause. Longer this time.

Nate:

Only when it matters.

Her fingers hesitate over the keyboard.

Lila:

And this matters because...?

Another pause. She imagines him exactly as he was in the café—still, composed, deciding how much truth to spend.

Nate:

Because you’re deciding whether to trust me.

Her pulse kicks.

Lila:

I’m deciding whether you’re trying to buy me.

The reply takes longer.

When it comes, it’s a single line.

Nate:

If I were buying you, the contract would look very different.

She doesn’t know why that makes heat crawl up her neck.

She locks the screen and pushes the phone away.

By morning, she’s exhausted and wired, running on adrenaline and resentment and something else she refuses to name. She throws on jeans and a sweater, hair still damp, and lets herself into the café across from her apartment because she knows the barista won’t ask questions.

She’s halfway through her second coffee when her phone rings.

Unknown Number.

She considers ignoring it.

She doesn’t.

“Hello?”

“Good morning, Lila.”

His voice slides straight down her spine.

“You really need to stop doing that,” she says. “Calling from numbers I don’t have.”

“That’s fair,” he replies. “I’ll have my assistant coordinate going forward.”

“I don’t want your assistant.”

“I gathered.”

She closes her eyes briefly. The café noise fades into a distant hum.

“Did you read it?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“And?”

“And it’s... careful,” she says. “Which makes me suspicious.”

“You should be.”

She snorts. “You’re not helping.”

“I’m not trying to help,” he says. “I’m trying to be honest.”

She watches steam curl off her mug. “Why me?”

A beat.

“Because you don’t want proximity to power,” he answers. “You want results.”

Her grip tightens around the ceramic.

“You don’t know that.”

“I do,” he says. “You didn’t ask for money. You asked for change.”

She swallows.

“And you think you’re capable of giving that?” she asks.

“I think,” he says carefully, “that I’m capable of listening when it’s inconvenient.”

The words sit between them, heavier than they should be.

“What happens if I say yes?” she asks.

“Then we work together,” he replies. “Privately. Tightly scoped. You keep your voice. I keep my distance. We build something that survives both of us.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then nothing changes,” he says. “Except the harassment will get worse, and my board will replace restraint with force.”

Her stomach twists.

“That sounds like a threat,” she says.

“It’s a prediction.”

She leans back in her chair, eyes tracking the window, the city beyond it. She thinks of the kids who come into Storyline Books and read on the floor because they don’t have anywhere else to go. She thinks of the messages she gets at two in the morning from followers asking where to find libraries that still let you stay past closing.

“Send me a revised clause,” she says abruptly.

“Which one?”

“The security provision,” she replies. “If I’m under threat, you tell me before you act. No exceptions.”

Silence stretches.

Then—

“Done,” he says. No hesitation. “I’ll have it in your inbox by noon.”

Her breath catches. Just a little.

“I’m not agreeing,” she warns.

“I know,” he says. “But you’re not walking away either.”

She hates that he’s right.

“Lila,” he adds, voice lower now, stripped of polish. “If at any point this costs you who you are, you end it. No penalties. No pressure.”

She closes her eyes.

That, more than the money, more than the contract, is what scares her.

“I’ll review the revision,” she says.

“I’ll be waiting.”

The call ends.

Across the café, a group of students laugh too loudly. Life keeps moving.

Lila stares down at her coffee and realizes something sharp and undeniable has shifted.

She hasn’t signed anything yet.

But Nate Blackwell is already inside her orbit—and for the first time, she isn’t sure who pulled whom in.

She finishes the coffee without tasting it.

By the time she leaves the café, her inbox has refreshed three times. The revised clause sits at the top, timestamped twelve minutes ago. Not noon. Not even close.

She stops on the sidewalk, shoulder bag slipping down her arm as she opens the document. Cars hiss past. Someone bumps her elbow and mutters an apology she barely hears.

He’s rewritten it himself. She can tell.

The language is plainer. Harder to hide behind. It says, explicitly, that any intervention affecting her safety, residence, accounts, or online presence requires her consent unless there is an immediate, physical threat—and even then, disclosure follows within twenty-four hours.

No loopholes. No weasel words.

Her thumb hovers over the screen.

This is the part that never makes it into billionaire romances, she thinks. The part where power sits quietly and waits to see if you blink.

She locks the phone and shoves it back into her bag.

Storyline Books smells like paper and cinnamon when she opens the door. The bell rings. Normality rushes in to meet her—shelving carts, a stack of new arrivals to log, a child sprawled on the rug with a graphic novel too big for his hands.

For an hour, she loses herself in small tasks. Scanning barcodes. Straightening spines. Answering a question about fantasy series order with practiced ease. Her body settles. Her shoulders drop.

Then her phone buzzes again.

This time it’s not him.

It’s an email from a journalist.

Subject: Quick question re: Blackwell Systems

Her fingers go cold.

She doesn’t open it. She doesn’t need to. She already knows what it will ask. Whether she has any comment on the rumors. Whether she’s been contacted by the company. Whether her silence means something.

Her manager catches the look on her face. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Lila says automatically. “Just... online stuff.”

Her manager nods like that explains everything and nothing.

At lunch, Lila sits on the back steps with her sandwich untouched. The city hums around her. She scrolls through her notifications despite herself.

Someone has stitched her video with a speculative caption.

Notice how quiet she’s been since Blackwell followed her??

Another creator has gone live, voice edged with smug concern, saying things like platform responsibility and selling narratives without ever saying Lila’s name.

Her jaw tightens.

She starts typing a response. Deletes it. Starts again. Deletes that too.

Her phone rings.

This time, it’s a name she recognizes.

She answers without thinking. “I didn’t tell anyone anything.”

Nate exhales softly on the other end. “I know.”

“You said no retaliation,” she continues, standing now, pacing the narrow strip of concrete. “And if this turns into you silencing people—”

“I didn’t follow you to silence anyone,” he cuts in. His voice is sharper today. Tighter. “I followed you because my board wanted a gesture and that was the smallest one I could make without lying.”

“That’s not small,” she snaps. “That’s blood in the water.”

“I’m aware,” he says. “That’s why I called.”

She stops pacing. “Then fix it.”

“I can’t,” he replies. “Not without proving your critics right.”

She presses her fingers into her palm. “So I just sit here and let them build a story about me?”

“No,” he says. “You let you build it.”

Her laugh is humorless. “With what information?”

“With the truth,” he answers. “On your terms.”

“You mean while lying about you.”

“I mean without mentioning me.”

She drags a hand through her hair. “You’re asking me to walk a line you built.”

“I’m asking you,” he says quietly, “to decide whether you want the fight or the foundation.”

She goes still.

“Don’t do that,” she says.

“Do what?”

“Make it sound noble,” she says. “You get to stay invisible either way.”

Silence stretches. She can almost hear him thinking.

“You’re right,” he says finally. “That’s not fair.”

Her breath catches. He doesn’t sound defensive. He sounds... resigned.

“I can step back,” he continues. “If you want. I can rescind the offer. Publicly. Say we never spoke.”

“And the funding?” she asks.

“Gone,” he says. No hesitation. “It’s inseparable.”

Her chest tightens. She hates that it does.

“You really believe money poisons everything,” he adds.

“I believe unchosen power does,” she corrects.

Another pause.

“What if,” he says slowly, “you chose it?”

She sinks onto the step, the concrete cold through her jeans. “You make it sound easy.”

“It isn’t,” he says. “But neither is yelling into a system designed to absorb you.”

She thinks of the folder. The clause. The number that made her sit down.

“What do you actually want from me?” she asks.

He answers immediately. “Your opposition.”

She blinks. “Excuse me?”

“I don’t need you agreeable,” he says. “I need you honest where my people aren’t.”

“And if that honesty makes you look worse?”

“Then it makes us better,” he replies.

She closes her eyes. For one reckless moment, she imagines it. Sitting across a polished table from men like him and telling them exactly what they’ve broken. Watching something shift because someone finally refused to speak their language.

“I’m not your conscience,” she says.

“No,” he agrees. “You’re your own.”

The line goes quiet.

Then, softer, he adds, “And that’s why this scares me.”

Her throat tightens.

“Why?” she asks.

“Because,” he says, “if you walk away, I lose leverage I can’t replace.”

She opens her eyes, heart pounding.

“You just admitted you need me,” she says.

“Yes.”

Not might. Not could. Need.

Something clicks into place, sharp and dangerous.

“Send me the final version,” she says.

“I already have,” he replies.

She pulls up her email. It’s there. Timestamped two minutes ago.

“I’ll sign it,” she continues, voice steady despite the rush of blood in her ears. “But with one more condition.”

“Name it.”

“No surprise appearances,” she says. “No bookstore visits. No showing up where I am without asking.”

A beat.

“Agreed,” he says. “For now.”

She frowns. “For now?”

“You’re very public,” he replies. “We’ll have to renegotiate reality at some point.”

Her pulse stumbles.

“We’ll talk after I sign,” she says.

“I’ll be available.”

The call ends.

Lila sits there for a long moment, phone in her hand, city moving around her like she’s standing still in a river.

She opens the document.

She scrolls to the last page.

Her signature line waits—blank, clean, irreversible.

She lifts her finger.

And hesitates—because once she signs, the billionaire she can’t tag won’t just be a problem she started online.

He’ll be the man who knows exactly how much leverage she has—and just agreed to give her some back.
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Chapter 3

Signed, Sealed
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Lila signs it from her bedroom floor.

Not at the kitchen table. Not neatly seated with a glass of water and intention. She sits cross-legged on the rug in her oversized hoodie, laptop balanced on a stack of unread paperbacks, phone buzzing relentlessly beside her knee. The cursor blinks at her name like it’s impatient.

She types it.

Lila Hart.

When she hits save, nothing dramatic happens. No sound. No notification. Just the quiet click of finality as the document locks.

She stares at the screen for a full thirty seconds, waiting for the panic to crash in.

It doesn’t.

What comes instead is a strange, humming alertness. The kind she gets right before filming something honest. Right before saying something she knows will cost her and doing it anyway.

Her phone lights up.

Nate:

Received.

Of course he did.

She exhales sharply and types back before she can overthink it.

Lila:

This doesn’t make you my boss.

The reply is instant.

Nate:

If it did, you wouldn’t have signed it.

Her jaw tightens despite herself.

Lila:

When do we start?

Three dots appear. Disappear. Appear again.

Nate:

Tomorrow. Nine a.m.

She scoffs.

Lila:

I have a job.

Nate:

I know. Ten, then.

She hesitates.

Lila:

Where?

The pause this time is deliberate.

Nate:

Not my office.

That surprises her.

Lila:

Where then?

Nate:

A place where no one will look twice at us talking.

Another message follows before she can reply.

Nate:

I’ll send a car.

Her fingers hover.

Lila:

Absolutely not.

The typing stops. Starts again.

Nate:

You don’t trust my driving?

She snorts despite herself.

Lila:

I don’t trust the symbolism.

A longer pause. She imagines him considering whether to push. Whether to insist. Whether to remind her how much leverage he holds.

When his reply comes, it’s brief.

Nate:

I’ll walk.

Her breath catches, fast and unwelcome.

Lila:

You don’t know where I live.

Nate:

I won’t need to.

She locks the screen, heart thudding too loud in the quiet room.

At ten the next morning, she chooses a café on purpose.

Not her favorite. Not her usual. A narrow place tucked between a laundromat and a pet supply store, with cracked vinyl booths and the smell of burnt toast baked into the walls. The kind of place people drift through without noticing anyone else.

She arrives early, orders black coffee she doesn’t drink, and picks the booth closest to the window so she can see him coming.

She tells herself it’s for control.

When he walks in, heads still turn.

Not dramatically. Not enough to be obvious. Just the subtle shift of attention when someone who doesn’t belong tries to blend in and fails.

He’s dressed down today. Dark sweater. No coat. No watch she can see. Still too put together for the space, but less like a man visiting and more like one hiding.

His gaze finds her immediately.

He doesn’t smile.

He doesn’t hesitate either.

He slides into the booth across from her, close enough that the table suddenly feels small.

“Good morning,” he says.

“You’re late,” she replies.

“I walked.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“You implied it.”

She huffs. “You make implications exhausting.”

He glances around once, then back at her. “You chose wisely.”

“Don’t praise me,” she snaps.

His mouth twitches. “Duly noted.”

A server appears, eyes flicking from Nate to Lila and back again. “Coffee?”

“Yes,” Nate says. “Black.”

Of course.

When the server leaves, silence settles between them. Different from before. Denser. Less defensive. More aware.

“You didn’t flinch,” he says.

Lila lifts an eyebrow. “At what?”

“At the numbers,” he replies. “Most people do.”

“I’m not most people,” she says automatically.

“I know,” he replies just as quickly.

That does it.

She leans forward, palms pressing to the table. “Okay. Ground rules.”

He nods once. “Go.”

“You don’t get access to my drafts. You don’t get to pre-approve anything I post. You don’t get to suggest captions.”

“Agreed.”

“You don’t talk about me. Not to your board. Not to your PR team unless absolutely necessary.”

A beat.

“That will be difficult,” he says.

“Then get better at it.”

Something like respect flickers across his face.

“Continue.”

“If I criticize your company publicly,” she says, heart hammering now, “you don’t pull funding. You don’t punish me quietly. You don’t sulk.”

His gaze sharpens. “I don’t sulk.”

She snorts. “You absolutely sulk.”

To her surprise, he lets out a short breath that might be a laugh.

“Agreed,” he says. “Within reason.”

She narrows her eyes. “We’ll define reason later.”

He inclines his head.

“And last,” she adds, voice lowering. “You don’t protect me by controlling my life.”

His jaw tightens.

“I don’t control—”
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