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Dedication


  For the women who were told they were too much.

  You were never the problem.

  You were the plot twist.







Content Warning

The Devil's Dividend is an adult dark contemporary romance intended for readers 18+.

This novel contains themes and content that may be sensitive for some readers, including:


  	Explicit sexual content and language

  	Morally grey characters and power-imbalance dynamics

  	Corporate espionage, blackmail, and manipulation

  	Emotional trauma, grief, and family dysfunction

  	References to past loss and a parent's death

  	On-page alcohol consumption

  	Mentions of violence (off-page)

  	A hero who is possessive, controlled, and occasionally cruel before he is soft

  	A heroine who is hunted, underestimated, and refuses to break



Please read with care. Your comfort matters more than any story.

If you are here anyway—welcome. I wrote this one for you.

— A.V.
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Author's Note

Dear Reader,

I wrote The Devil's Dividend the way I fall in love with every book I can't put down: scene by scene, wound by wound, whispering one more chapter at two in the morning with the light still on.

This is the first book in a five-book saga called Fractured Empires—a world of old-money dynasties, glass towers, whispered contracts, and two families who should have destroyed each other decades ago. They didn't. And the reason they didn't is the secret that every book in this series will slowly, deliciously peel apart.

Nisha Arora and Callum Voss are not a soft couple. They are a slow one—two people trained from childhood to win, suddenly locked in a room with the only person in the world they cannot outthink. Their story is a chess match that turns into a confession. A hostile takeover that becomes the most intimate surrender of both their lives.

If you came here for the tension, the obsession, the tailored suits and ruined lipstick and hands that shake before they reach for each other—I've got you.

If you came because you love a woman who is underestimated and a man who learns, too late, that he was wrong about her from the first second—I've really got you.

Stay with me to the last page. There's a twist at the end of this book that has been whispering to me for two years, and I promise: you will not see it coming. You will also not stop thinking about it.

Then come find me on the other side of it. There are four more books waiting. Five couples. One empire. One love story savage enough to burn it all down.

Thank you for being here. Thank you for reading romance out loud in a world that keeps trying to make us quiet about it.

Now—turn the page.

Callum is waiting.

All my love,

Adriana Vale





  Prologue

  The Room Where It Was Signed

  


Stockholm — Twenty Years Ago

There is a photograph that does not exist.

In it, six people stand around a long table of black walnut. Snow is falling outside, and the lamps have been turned down low, because what is about to happen in this room is the kind of thing that does not photograph well. The kind of thing that men in tailored suits do when they believe God is somewhere else for the evening.

At the head of the table: Lars Voss, silver-haired, forty-eight, a man who has never once been told no and lived to remember it.

To his right: Rajiv Arora, thirty-six, still hungry in a way Lars has already forgotten how to be. Already calculating.

To his left: a lawyer whose name will be scrubbed from every record by morning.

Opposite Lars, standing, not sitting—because she has not been invited to sit—is a woman in a green silk sari. She is twenty-four years old. Her hands are folded at her waist in a way that looks demure, and is not.

Her name is Meera.

She is the only person in this room who will tell the truth about what happens in it. But not for a very long time. Not until two of the men at this table are dead, a daughter she hasn't met yet is grown, and the world is finally ready—or too exhausted—to listen.

"Sign it," Lars says. His voice is bored. Power, at a certain altitude, is always bored.

Rajiv signs.

The lawyer slides the page across the walnut. Lars signs in the same pen. The ink glitters for half a second before it dries.

"And the child," Rajiv says quietly. He does not look at Meera when he says it.

Lars looks at her. For one ugly, unreadable second.

"The child is ours," Lars says. "On paper. Elsewhere—" a small, almost sad gesture with his hand, "—elsewhere we will never speak of her again."

Meera's hands do not move. Her face does not move. Only her eyes—and those she cannot help. Those track the document as it is folded into thirds and placed inside a leather portfolio stamped with a crest that has no name on it. No country. No corporation. Just a small, sharp V crossed by an A.

"Where will you take her?" Meera asks.

No one answers her.

"Where will you take my daughter."

It is not a question anymore.

Lars finally meets her eyes. He has the decency, at least, to not smile.

"Somewhere," he says, "that she will be safe from what we just did."

Outside, the snow keeps falling. It will fall for three more days.

By the time it stops, Meera will be on a plane to Mumbai with empty arms and a bank account large enough to buy the silence of a small country. Her child will be registered under a different name, in a different city, to different parents who have been paid very, very well to love her.

And somewhere, years and years from now, a woman named Zara Mehta will grow up believing she is the daughter of an accountant and a schoolteacher.

She will be wrong.

But that is not this story.

Not yet.

This story belongs to the other daughter. The one born four years later, in Mumbai, to a wife Rajiv Arora did not betray. The daughter who will walk into a Stockholm boardroom at the age of twenty-eight and look the heir of Lars Voss dead in the eye—

—without any idea of what her father signed, one snowy evening, to keep the world turning.

Her name is Nisha.

And the devils, it turns out, have been waiting for her.






✦ ✦ ✦




  Chapter 1

  The Summons

  


There are two kinds of dangerous men in this world: the ones who want to destroy you, and the ones who make you want to let them.

Callum Voss, God help me, was both.

I just didn't know it yet.



The Arora Media boardroom in Mumbai is thirty-eight floors above Bandra Kurla Complex, and it is designed, very deliberately, to make women like me feel small.

The chairs are too big. The table is too long. The art on the wall is a Husain my grandfather bought in 1972 and everyone in this room has been taught, since childhood, to pretend it is ugly. Masculine architecture. My father's taste: concrete, teak, silence.

I am the only woman at this table.

I have been the only woman at this table for four years, two months, and—I check my watch—approximately eleven minutes.

"The takeover is already in motion," I say, and I keep my voice flat the way my father taught me, because if I sound like I care, they will stop listening. "Voss Global has been acquiring our debt in tranches for seven months. They are not interested in a partnership. They are not interested in a merger. They are preparing a hostile acquisition, and if we do not move in the next ninety days, we will wake up one morning and find that we do not own our own company."

Silence.

Not the silence of men thinking. The silence of men deciding whose turn it is to not listen to me.

My older brother, Arjun, clears his throat. He is wearing the charcoal Tom Ford I told him not to wear because he always sweats through it during pitches, and he is sweating through it now. Arjun Arora: thirty-four, charming, photogenic, and—bless him—profoundly unable to read a balance sheet without three analysts and a prayer.

"Nish," he says. His voice has the same bright, affectionate condescension it has had since we were children. Nish, don't touch that. Nish, stay out of this. Nish, let me explain it to you. "Voss Global isn't acquiring our debt. They're stabilising it. Lars Voss and Papa have a twenty-year understanding—"

"Lars Voss," I say, "has been dead for six years."

A muscle ticks in my father's jaw.

I see it. Arjun does not.

"His son is running the company now," I continue, because I have not come here to be quiet. I have come here to be right. "Callum Voss. Thirty-two. Harvard MBA. Runs Voss Global like a hedge fund with a mandate to liquidate anything sentimental. He does not honour his father's understandings, gentlemen. He does not honour anyone's."

I slide a folder down the table.

No one picks it up.

I expected that.

"Inside that folder," I say, "is a list of every acquisition Callum Voss has personally signed off on in the past three years. Every single one began with a soft capital injection. Every single one ended with the existing leadership removed within eighteen months. He has a pattern. We are the pattern."

At the head of the table, my father turns a page of his own agenda—not mine—and says, without looking up:

"Thank you, Nisha."

Which, in the language my father and I have been speaking since I was seven years old, means sit down now.

I do not sit down.

"Papa."

"Thank you, Nisha."

"If you dismiss this—"

"Thank you. Nisha."

The third time, with my name snapped off at the end like a bone.

I sit.

The meeting moves on. Arjun pitches something about a streaming partnership that he does not fully understand. Two of the board members ask questions I answered in a memo three weeks ago. A man whose daughter I went to school with—a man who used to lift me up to reach the mango tree in our garden—refers to me, across the table, as our lovely CSO in the tone one uses for a niece who has become an accountant and must be humoured at dinner parties.

I smile.

I smile because my mother taught me that a woman's face is a country, and you do not show the enemy the border.



The meeting ends at 6:47 p.m. I know because I have been counting.

The men file out in a slow, expensively-cologned tide. Arjun claps me on the shoulder on his way past and says, "Good try, little general," and I love my brother, I love him stupidly, but I could break his wrist in three places right now and feel nothing but peace.

I am gathering my folders when my father's voice—low, final—says:

"Stay."

The door closes behind the last of them.

I stand at the window-end of the table where I presented and they did not pick up the folder. I look at the folder. It is still there, fanned against the mahogany like a small, tidy argument nobody wanted to hear.

I pick it up.

I clip it shut.

I breathe in for four counts. Out for six.

And then it is just me and Rajiv Arora, Chairman, in a room built to make his daughter feel small.

He does not turn toward me. He is looking out the window at the lights of Mumbai, at the long gold smear of traffic on the Sea Link, and his hands are folded behind his back the way they are in every photograph ever taken of him. My father in repose. My father deciding.

"You were right," he says.

My stomach does a small, complicated thing.

In twenty-eight years of life, I have heard my father say those three words precisely twice. Once when I was nine, about a chess move. Once when I was nineteen, about which of Arjun's girlfriends was going to be a problem.

This is the third.

"About Voss Global?" I say.

"About all of it."

He turns then. In the low light of the boardroom, my father looks older than he did this morning. Sixty-four, but suddenly—suddenly—sixty-four in a way that is not a number but a weight.

"He will move in ninety days," my father says. "You are wrong about one thing. It is not ninety. It is sixty."

I say nothing.

"There is a clause," he continues, "in an agreement your grandfather signed with Lars Voss. An old clause. I will not bore you with the details tonight. But that clause requires Callum Voss and an authorised representative of the Arora family to meet, in person, in Stockholm, and confirm a particular understanding—" my father's mouth moves around the word as if it tastes wrong, "—every twenty years."

"Confirm what understanding?"

"That the understanding still exists."

"Papa. What understanding."

He looks at me. He looks at me the way he has never looked at me—not as his daughter, not as his CSO, but as a tool. A fine one, an expensive one, but a tool, and I feel the shape of it land in my chest like a coin dropped into a very deep well.

"You are flying to Stockholm tomorrow," my father says.

"I—"

"Your visa was approved last week. Your apartment in Ã–stermalm has been arranged. You will be embedded inside Voss Global headquarters for sixty days, as a negotiating representative of the Arora family. You will hold the line until Callum Voss signs the renewal of the agreement, or you will find a better line and hold that. You are not coming back until he has signed something, Nisha."

"Tomorrow." My voice has gone very steady, which is what it does when I am furious. "You are telling me this tomorrow."

"I am telling you this now. Pack for winter."

"Send Arjun."

My father laughs. It is not a kind sound. "Your brother could not negotiate his way out of a parking ticket. You know this. I know this. Callum Voss knows this, which is exactly why he has been expecting Arjun. I am sending him you."

"Because you think I can win?"

"Because I think," my father says softly, "that you are the only person in this family he has not yet studied."

Something cold slides down my back.

"And when he studies me?" I ask.

"By the time he is done, you will have what we need."

"Which is what, Papa."

He does not answer.

He crosses the room, slowly, and for a moment I think he is going to touch my face the way he used to when I was a child, before the boardrooms, before the numbered daughters and the sons who mattered more.

He does not touch me.

He takes the folder I brought to the meeting—the one nobody opened—and he tucks it carefully under his arm.

"Do not come back," my father says, "until he signs."

Then he walks out of the boardroom, and leaves me alone with the Husain and the long black table and the small, sure, awful feeling that my own father has just sold me to somebody.

I just don't know what the price was yet.



Stockholm.

I say it out loud, in the empty room, to try it on.

The word sounds like a knife being unsheathed.

I stand at the window for a long time, watching the traffic on the Sea Link unspool beneath me like a river of slow fire, and I think about Callum Voss. About the one blurred photograph that has ever made it to the financial press—black coat, black hair, a jawline that looked carved by someone who charged extra. About the way a man I have never met has been breathing down my company's neck for seven months without anyone believing me.

And about the other thing. The thing my father would not say.

You are the only person in this family he has not yet studied.

I think: Good.

I think: Then he will not see me coming.

I think—and this is the one I will remember later, in Stockholm, when the snow is falling and I cannot tell anymore which of us is the hunter—

I hope he's worth the trip.






✦ ✦ ✦




  Chapter 2

  Ice Country

  


The first thing Sweden takes from you is the assumption that you know what cold is.



I land at Arlanda at 6:14 a.m., local time, and the sky outside the plane window is the colour of a bruise that has not finished happening yet. Not black. Not blue. Some long, patient shade in between that I have never seen before and do not have a word for in any of the four languages I speak.

I have slept for forty minutes of a nine-hour flight.

My hair is in a low, brutal bun. My coat is black cashmere, thigh-length, cut to make me look taller than I am—which is not very. I am five foot five in the shoes I am not wearing, because I have learned, over many boardrooms, that arriving in flats and changing into heels in the elevator is the single most underrated weapon a short woman possesses.

The car is waiting outside. Matte black Mercedes. Voss Global livery—small V on the door, so small you could miss it, which is, of course, the point. The driver does not speak. He takes my bag. He takes my second bag. He holds the door.

I slide into a cream leather interior that smells like new money and no perfume, and he pulls away from the curb without asking me where I am going.

He already knows.

They all already know.

That, more than anything—more than the bruise-coloured sky, more than the way my breath fogs the inside of the glass—is how I understand that I have crossed a border.

In Mumbai, I am Rajiv Arora's daughter.

In Stockholm, I am expected.



Voss Global Headquarters rises out of the morning like somebody trying to prove a point.

Forty-one storeys of smoked glass and matte black steel on the Norrmalm waterfront. No visible logo. No sign. The lobby, when the driver deposits me at the curb, is visible through the façade the way a fish is visible through very clean water—everything in there is going about its business, and none of it is for me.

I cross the plaza. My heels—Jimmy Choo, three-and-a-half-inch, armour—strike the granite in a rhythm I can feel in my spine.

The doors open before I reach them.

Inside: marble so pale it is almost blue. A ceiling so high the acoustics swallow sound the way a cathedral does. No reception desk, not visibly. No guards, not visibly. Just a single woman in a charcoal wool dress standing in the middle of the lobby, hands folded at her waist, waiting for me the way a priest waits for a confession.

"Miss Arora."

"That's me."

"Ingrid Solberg. I am Mr. Voss's chief of staff."

She does not offer her hand. This, I will learn, is not rudeness. This is Stockholm.

Ingrid is perhaps forty-five, perhaps fifty, perhaps any age you want her to be. Ash-blonde hair in a chignon that has not moved since 2007. Grey eyes. A mouth that does not seem to know how to curve without being asked.

"Mr. Voss is in a meeting," she says. "It will run long. You are welcome to wait in the guest lounge on the thirty-ninth floor."

"How long is long?"

Her pause is so small that most people would miss it.

I do not miss it.

"As long as it takes," Ingrid says.

Ah, I think. So it begins.

I smile. I smile the specific smile I learned from my mother, the one that shows no teeth and concedes nothing.

"Of course," I say. "Lead the way."



The elevator is a narrow rectangle of black glass, and when the doors close I can see my own reflection in every surface—three of me, four, an infinite hallway of Nishas in black cashmere, receding into forever.

I look calm.

I do not feel calm.

Ingrid does not speak on the way up. The floors blur past: 12, 18, 24, 30. No music. No chime. The elevator does not even ding when we arrive.

The doors part onto a hallway of pale wood floors and grey linen walls, and Ingrid walks ahead of me as if she has already forgotten I am there. I follow. At the end of the hall, a set of double doors. She opens them.

A room the size of my apartment in Bandra. Floor-to-ceiling windows onto the harbour. A single low sofa in cream bouclé. A kettle. A silver bowl of pears.

"Coffee, tea, or water, Miss Arora?"

"Water."

"Still or sparkling."

"Still."

"Flat or effervescent."

I stare at her. "Still."

Ingrid inclines her head a fraction of a centimetre, and leaves.

The door does not slam. Nothing in this building slams. The door closes with the sigh of a very expensive vault.

I stand at the window.

The city below me is grey and gold and white, a geography of church spires and ferry wakes, and for a moment—a small, foolish, jet-lagged moment—I let myself feel it: the distance from my father, from the boardroom, from the Husain painting and the brother who calls me little general.

Then I open my phone and start working.



By 9:00 a.m., I have answered forty-three emails.

By 10:30, I have reviewed the entire Voss Global Q3 public filing and flagged seven line items I intend to ask about.

By noon, I have eaten two of the pears.

By 1:45 p.m., I realise that Callum Voss is leaving me in this room on purpose.

By 3:30, I realise he is very good at it.

A lesser woman would have asked Ingrid a second time. A lesser woman would have walked out. A lesser woman would have called her father.

I am not a lesser woman.

By 10:15 a.m., I have ordered a black coffee from the catering station and opened my laptop. By noon, I have drafted three pages of a counter-proposal for a clause my father has not yet given me the details of. By 2 p.m., I have built the bones of a negotiating position from Voss Global's last four acquisition filings, pulled from Bloomberg on my personal phone because the building's guest Wi-Fi does not cover the financial terminals, and I did not ask for the terminal password because asking is what Callum Voss is waiting for me to do.

I do not ask.

I work. I kick off my heels, curl one leg under me on the cream bouclé sofa, and I work with the specific, quiet fury of a woman who has decided that every hour she is made to wait will cost this man precisely as much as he has made it cost her.

At 4:47 p.m., the door opens.

Ingrid.

"Mr. Voss will see you now."

I do not look up. "Will he."

"Yes."

"How generous of him."

"Miss Arora."

I close the laptop. I slip my feet back into the Jimmy Choos. I rise—slowly, so she can see that I have not been pacing, that I have not been anxious, that I have been working and the work was more interesting than her boss. I walk past her into the hallway.

"Top floor?" I ask.

"Top floor."

"Of course it is."



The elevator on the executive line is different.

This one is black-on-black, no glass, no reflection. You step in and the door closes and for nine long seconds you are nowhere—just a woman in a box, breathing, climbing.

I use the nine seconds.

I reset my shoulders. I run my tongue across my teeth to make sure there is no lipstick on them. I breathe in for four counts. Out for six.

He made you wait eight hours, I tell myself. He is going to be charming, or he is going to be cruel, and you are going to be neither. You are going to be a problem he did not budget for.

The elevator stops.

The door does not open immediately. There is a pause—one second, two—a small, deliberate pause that is, I understand with a sudden flash of clarity, a choice. Someone, somewhere, has timed this.

Then the door slides open.

And I see him.



I had pictures.

Pictures are a lie.

Callum Voss is standing at the far end of a room so long that for a moment the room itself seems like a weapon—an avenue of pale wood and glass and sky, with him at the far end of it like a dot that refuses to resolve. His back is to me. One hand in the pocket of a charcoal suit so perfectly cut it looks inherited. The other hand at his side, holding a single sheet of paper.

He is taller than I expected. Broader. Not a desk man. A man who, at some point in his life, learned how to hit things and then decided to stop, and never quite forgot how.

He does not turn.

The elevator doors slide shut behind me. I am inside the room now. Locked in. Delivered.

"Miss Arora," he says, without turning. His voice is low. Lightly accented—Scandinavian smoothed over by ten years of London boardrooms. The voice of a man who has never needed to raise it. "Thank you for waiting."

"Eight hours," I say.

"Nine."

"I stopped counting."

"No," he says, and I can hear—God help me, I can hear it even before he turns—the smallest, thinnest thread of amusement in his voice. "You didn't."

And then, at last, Callum Voss turns around.

And every single thing I had planned to say, I forget.






✦ ✦ ✦




  Chapter 3

  The First Move

  


I had built him, in my head, out of the wrong materials.



I had built him out of photographs and press clippings. Out of the blurred shot in the Financial Times where he was getting into a car, collar up, half his face eaten by shadow. Out of the Davos panel in 2023 where he had spoken for exactly four minutes and walked out without taking questions. Out of the rumour, whispered twice in my own boardroom, that he had fired his entire legal team in a single afternoon after one of them had used the word probably.

I had built a man out of cold things, because cold was all anyone had ever given me.

And now he is standing in front of me, and the problem is that cold is accurate and cold is not enough.

He is—objectively, I will say later, at three in the morning, to the ceiling of my apartment in Ã–stermalm, objectively—one of the most beautiful men I have ever seen.

Dark hair, cut severe, pushed back from a forehead that does not forgive anything. Grey eyes—not pale grey, not friendly grey, but the kind of grey you get on a North Sea morning when the weather is about to ruin someone's day. A mouth that is slightly too full for the rest of the face, which is the mouth's only apology. Thirty-two, I remind myself. Thirty-two. That is a number. Use it.

He crosses the room to me.

He does not extend his hand.

"Nisha Arora," he says. Not a question. An accounting.

"Callum Voss."

"I know."

One point, I think, to him.

"Sit," he says, and gestures at the two chairs by the window. Not a desk. Not a negotiation table. Two chairs. Low, leather, facing each other across a small round table of black stone. The arrangement of two people who are either about to fall in love or about to dismantle each other, and I understand, with a small internal ripple, that he has chosen this on purpose.

I sit.

He sits.

Between us: the table, a single carafe of water, two glasses, and approximately four feet of air so charged I can feel it in my teeth.

"You were expecting my brother," I say.

"I was expecting an Arora."

"Is there a difference?"

"There appears to be," Callum says, and his eyes travel once—once, slow, unhurried, without apology—from my face down to my hands folded in my lap and back up again.

It is not a sexual look.

It is worse than that.

It is the look of a man taking inventory, and I feel each item being counted.

"Let's not do this," I say.

"Do what."

"The part where you look at me like I'm an unexpected variable, and I pretend I didn't notice."
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