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CHAPTER ONE: RUTHLESS HEIR’S SECRET
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The elevator doors slid shut with a whisper that 

felt louder than it should have.

Lia Romano stood with her hands folded around the strap of her bag, spine straight, eyes forward. The glass walls rose fast, the city shrinking beneath them, silver buildings blurring into something unreal. She could still hear the echo of her mother’s voice from an hour earlier—Smile. Be polite. Try not to look overwhelmed.

Too late for that.

The penthouse doors opened directly into white marble and glass, the space so expansive it felt more like a gallery than a home. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the skyline like it was owned, not admired. Everything gleamed. Everything was controlled.

And standing by the window, jacket already off, sleeves rolled once like he’d done it without thinking, was Adrian Vale.

He didn’t turn at first. His attention stayed on his phone, jaw tight, thumb moving in sharp, efficient motions. He looked exactly like the magazines always showed him—tailored, composed, expensive—but without the practiced angle. This was him unposed. Dangerous in a quiet way.

Lia’s chest tightened without permission.

Her mother cleared her throat behind her. “Adrian.”

He glanced back over his shoulder.

The look lasted a second too long.

Not surprise. Not confusion.

Assessment.

His eyes moved over Lia the way men in airports checked luggage—quick, precise, deciding where the weight was hidden. They lingered on her face, slid to the curve of her jaw, down to her hands, then cut away.

“Dad’s running late,” he said, voice calm, low. Not unkind. Not welcoming either. “Board call.”

Of course he was.

Her stepfather ruled a multinational conglomerate. Board calls happened at dinner tables. At weddings. At funerals.

Her mother smiled brightly, slipping into the room like she belonged there. “Lia, this is Adrian. Adrian, you’ve met Lia.”

“Yes,” he said.

Just that. One word. Flat.

Lia nodded. “Congratulations,” she said, because it was expected. “On the merger.”

Her mother shot her a look.

Adrian’s mouth twitched. “That’s one way to describe a marriage.”

Silence followed. Not awkward. Charged.

Lia shifted her bag higher on her shoulder. “I’ll, um—my mom said my room was—”

“Down the hall,” Adrian interrupted, already turning away. “Left. Last door.”

Dismissal, clean and sharp.

She walked past him anyway.

Up close, she smelled cedar and something darker underneath. He didn’t move aside as she passed, didn’t step back, didn’t soften. She had to edge by him, shoulder nearly brushing his chest.

The contact sparked.

She felt it like static across her skin. Her fingers tightened reflexively. She hated that her body reacted before her brain could correct it.

Behind her, his voice dropped.

“You won’t last long here.”

She stopped.

Turned.

“Excuse me?”

He looked at her fully now. Really looked.

His gaze held no warmth, but there was focus in it, like she’d finally earned his attention by pushing back.

“This house. This company. This family,” he said evenly. “They chew people up. Especially the ones who think they’re here because they earned it.”

Her jaw locked. “I didn’t ask to be here.”

“No,” he agreed. “That’s usually worse.”

Her nails dug into her palm. “Whatever you think this is,” she said, keeping her voice level, “I’m not here to cause problems. I’m here because my mother is happy.”

“And happiness,” he said, stepping closer, “is expensive.”

She felt the words against her ribs, heavy and deliberate.

“You don’t know anything about me,” she said.

His gaze flicked briefly to her mouth before returning to her eyes.

“I know enough.”

He stepped back then, breaking the moment as cleanly as he’d entered it.

“You should unpack,” he said. “Dinner’s at eight. Don’t be late.”

The last thing she saw before the door closed behind her was the way his shoulders tightened, like he was bracing for impact.

Three days later, Lia stood in the lobby of Vale Group headquarters, badge clipped to her blazer, palms damp despite the air-conditioned chill.

She told herself to breathe.

She’d earned this. Scholarship. Top of her class. Recommendations that hadn’t come from family dinners or donors with yachts.

When the elevator doors opened, Adrian was already inside.

Of course he was.

The silence stretched as the doors shut again.

He didn’t look at her.

She didn’t look at him.

“You’re in PR,” he said at last.

“Yes.”

“Junior analyst.”

“Yes.”

A pause.

“Don’t use my name.”

She glanced sideways. “I wasn’t planning to.”

His mouth curved, barely. Not a smile.

“Good.”

The elevator slowed. The doors opened onto the executive floor. People shifted as soon as he stepped out, conversations stopping, bodies turning instinctively toward him.

Power moved like gravity.

As Lia followed, she felt it too—the invisible weight of stepping into something that could crush her if she misstepped.

Adrian stopped just before the glass conference room.

“You’re not protected here,” he said quietly, so no one else could hear. “Not by your mother. Not by my father.”

He finally met her eyes.

“Definitely not by me.”

The doors closed behind them, sealing her into the heart of the dynasty.

And for the first time since the wedding, Lia felt the sharp, undeniable understanding settle in her chest:

Being here would cost her something.

She just didn’t know yet what Adrian Vale was willing to destroy to make sure it wasn’t her.

The conference room glass reflected Lia back at herself as she took a seat near the far end of the table.

She adjusted her notebook, then her pen, then stilled her hands when she realized she was doing it too much. Around her, executives spoke in low, confident voices, sentences crisp and decisive. Titles were implied, not announced. Power showed in who spoke without raising their voice and who waited to be addressed.

Adrian stood at the head of the table, jacket back on now, posture relaxed in a way that was misleading. He rested one hand on the chair in front of him, fingers splayed, thumb tapping once, twice.

The meeting had already started without a formal opening.

“Market reaction won’t forgive another misstep,” a gray-haired man across the table said. “Not after Q3.”

Adrian didn’t sit. “Market reaction doesn’t matter if we control the narrative.”

His voice cut cleanly through the room. Calm. Unhurried. People leaned in without realizing they were doing it.

Lia wrote the sentence down.

Someone laughed quietly. “PR can’t spin everything.”

Adrian’s eyes flicked, sharp as a blade catching light. “That’s because you still think PR is about apology instead of anticipation.”

The man stiffened.

Adrian continued, unfazed. “We don’t respond to problems. We decide which ones exist.”

A pause followed that felt deliberate.

“Thoughts?” Adrian asked.

Eyes dropped to folders. Screens. Notes.

No one contradicted him.

Lia’s pen hovered above the page.

He was wrong about one thing.

PR wasn’t just about anticipation. It was about trust. About knowing how far you could push before something broke.

She swallowed.

Then spoke.

“If you shape the narrative too tightly,” she said, voice steady despite the heat creeping up her neck, “you leave no room for credibility. When—if—new information comes out, it looks controlled instead of confident.”

Every head in the room turned.

Including his.

The air thickened instantly.

Adrian’s gaze locked onto her like she’d just challenged him across a battlefield. Slowly, his eyes traveled to her badge, then back to her face.

“You are?” he asked.

She refused to shrink. “Lia Romano. Junior PR analyst.”

Someone coughed. A warning sound.

“And you believe,” Adrian said, moving closer to the table, “that credibility comes from appearing uncertain.”

“No,” she said. “It comes from appearing human.”

The word hung there.

Adrian tilted his head slightly, studying her like a problem he hadn’t expected.

“Human,” he repeated. “Is expensive.”

She met his stare. “So is being exposed as manipulative.”

Silence struck hard.

A lesser man would have lashed out.

Adrian smiled.

Not warmly. Not kindly.

“Noted,” he said. “We’ll revisit that when you have context.”

Dismissed.

Heat pulsed beneath her skin. She lowered her gaze, jaw tight, but she didn’t miss the way his eyes lingered a beat longer than necessary before he turned back to the room.

The meeting adjourned ten minutes later.

Chairs scraped softly against marble floors. People filed out in clusters, voices low again, energy recalibrating. Lia gathered her things, heart still moving too fast.

She didn’t realize she was the last one left until the door clicked shut behind the final executive.

And didn’t reopen.

She looked up.

Adrian leaned back against the table now, arms crossed, eyes on her.

“You like making enemies,” he said.

“I like not being steamrolled,” she replied.

He pushed off the table and walked toward her slowly.

Each step shortened the room.

“You contradicted me in front of senior leadership,” he said. “That wasn’t brave. It was stupid.”

Her spine straightened. “I was right.”

He stopped in front of her desk.

“Right doesn’t protect you here.”

“I didn’t ask for protection.”

“No,” he said quietly. “You assumed it.”

Something flickered across his face then. Not anger. Something sharper. Calculation layered over something dangerously close to concern.

“You should learn when to stay invisible,” he said.

“And you should learn when being invisible makes things worse,” she shot back.

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved.

The tension was thick enough to feel against her teeth.

Adrian straightened abruptly, the moment gone. “Get used to losing,” he said flatly. “You won’t always get the last word.”

She met his eyes. “Neither will you.”

His mouth curved again, that same brief, lethal expression.

“We’ll see.”

He turned and left her there, pulse racing, lungs aching like she’d held her breath too long.

That night, the penthouse was lit like a jewel box.

The charity gala flowed through the space in silk, crystal, and money so old it no longer needed to announce itself. Lia stood near the edge of the crowd, champagne glass untouched in her hand.

She felt out of place in a way she couldn’t fix with posture or education.

Laughter rose and fell around her. Names were dropped casually. Futures were traded between smiles.

Across the room, Adrian commanded attention without trying.

His hand rested lightly at an older woman’s elbow as he spoke to her, head inclined just enough to suggest listening. Men watched him with respect edged by caution. Women watched him like he was something dangerous and beautiful.

He hadn’t looked at her once.

Until a man stepped too close.

The investor’s laugh was too loud, his hand lingering too long at her wrist. Lia tried to ease away, but the grip tightened subtly, proprietary.

“Relax,” he murmured. “You’re family now.”

Her stomach turned.

Before she could speak, the pressure vanished.

Adrian stood there, close enough that she could feel heat at her back.

“Enjoying the evening?” he asked the man pleasantly.

The investor stiffened. “Adrian. Didn’t see you there.”

“That’s unfortunate,” Adrian said. His hand settled at Lia’s lower back—not possessive, not gentle, but unmistakably present. “Because I see everything.”

The man laughed again, thinner this time. “Of course. Just saying hello.”

“Then you’ve accomplished that,” Adrian replied. “You can move on.”

The investor hesitated, then did.

Adrian didn’t remove his hand immediately.

Lia inhaled sharply despite herself.

“You didn’t need to do that,” she said once he stepped back.

“Yes,” he replied. “I did.”

She turned to face him. “Why?”

His eyes darkened, voice dropping beneath the hum of the room.

“Because some lines,” he said, “are non-negotiable.”

Their gazes held.

Something shifted.

Not attraction.

Recognition.

And beneath it, the dangerous awareness that this wasn’t just dislike sharpening into something else.

This was a collision already in motion.

And neither of them had stepped aside.
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CHAPTER TWO: GLASS WALLS, CLOSED DOORS
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The elevator doors closed too softly for what followed.

Lia stood near the panel, shoulders squared, chin lifted, eyes fixed on the numbers sliding upward. Adrian leaned against the opposite wall, jacket unbuttoned, phone dark in his hand. He hadn’t touched it since they stepped inside. He hadn’t looked at her either.

The silence tightened with each passing floor.

“You don’t get to do that,” she said at last.

He glanced up slowly. “Do what?”

“Step in like that. Decide what lines matter for me.” She kept her voice steady, even. “I’m not fragile.”

His eyes moved to her mouth, then back to her eyes. “I didn’t say you were.”

“You acted like it.”

The elevator climbed.

“I acted like someone who understands how men like him operate,” Adrian said. “You don’t.”

Her jaw tensed. “I understood enough to tell him no.”

“And he ignored you,” Adrian replied. “That’s the point.”

She turned fully toward him. “So what happens next time? Or the time after that? Are you going to hover everywhere I go?”

His mouth curved. “That would be inefficient.”

She scoffed quietly. “You’re impossible.”

He straightened, closing the space between them by half a step. “You’re naïve.”

Her pulse kicked hard.

“Don’t talk to me like I’m a problem you need to solve,” she said.

“I don’t,” he replied. “Problems are predictable.”

The elevator slowed.

The doors opened onto the residential floor.

Neither of them moved.

“Then what am I?” she asked.

For a beat, he didn’t answer.

The pause did something strange to her chest.

“Risk,” Adrian said finally.

The doors began to close again.

Lia shoved a hand between them, stopping the mechanism with a sharp buzz.

“Say that again.”

He looked at her hand, then back at her face. “You’re asking for leverage you don’t want.”

“Say it anyway.”

His gaze sharpened. “You don’t belong to this place yet you insist on standing in the center of it. You speak when you shouldn’t. You don’t understand how quickly people decide who gets sacrificed when things go wrong.” His voice dropped. “That makes you dangerous.”

The elevator chimed in warning.

She pulled her hand back.

The doors shut.

They walked in opposite directions down the hall, their footsteps echoing off polished stone.

The next morning, Lia arrived early.

Not because she wanted to impress anyone, but because being alone in the building helped her think. The office was quiet, lights dimmed, the city still stretching awake beyond the glass.

She sat at her desk, reviewing campaign metrics, drafting a quiet internal memo suggesting changes that wouldn’t rock anyone’s boat too aggressively. She chose her words carefully. She kept her tone neutral.

Invisible.

By mid-morning, it didn’t matter.

Her inbox pinged.

FROM: A.VALE

SUBJECT: Conference Room C. Now.

She stared at the screen.

No greeting. No explanation.

She stood anyway.

He was already there when she arrived, sleeves rolled again, jacket draped over the chair. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the city behind him. The blinds were open. This wasn’t a private space. It was just isolated enough to feel like one.

“You’re learning,” he said as she stepped inside. “Early hours. Fewer witnesses.”

Her fingers curled around her notebook. “You summoned me?”

“I corrected you,” he replied.

She set the notebook down on the table. “About what?”

He tapped a finger against a tablet, then slid it toward her.

Her memo stared back at her.

Annotated. Redlined. Cut apart with surgical precision.

Her throat went dry.

“You softened your language,” Adrian said. “You buried the recommendation. You apologized without being asked.”

“I adjusted to the room,” she replied.

“You folded,” he said. “There’s a difference.”

She lifted her chin. “I was trying not to get fired.”

“That won’t save you.” He leaned forward, hands braced on the table. “Competence saves you. Clarity saves you. Being useful saves you.”

Her heart thudded. “And you’re the one who decides what that looks like?”

“Yes.”

The word landed cleanly between them.

“You don’t get to intimidate me into changing who I am,” she said.

His eyes flickered, something unreadable crossing his face.

“I don’t intimidate,” Adrian said. “I prepare.”

She met his stare. Refused to look away. “Then prepare someone else.”

Silence stretched.

Then he laughed.

It surprised both of them.

It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t amused. It was sharp and brief, like a crack in glass.

“You think you can opt out,” he said. “You moved into my house. You joined my company. You challenged me in public.”

He straightened, gaze steady and intent.

“You’re already in.”

Her pulse raced. “I didn’t ask for this.”

“No,” he agreed. “You walked into it.”

A knock sounded at the door.

They broke eye contact instantly.

An assistant stepped in. “Mr. Vale, the board call is starting.”

Adrian didn’t look away from Lia. “Five minutes.”

The assistant hesitated, then nodded and left.

“You’re not here because of your mother,” Adrian said quietly. “And you’re not here because of me.”

“Then why am I here?” she asked.

His voice lowered. “Because someone upstairs thinks you’re useful.”

Her stomach sank.

“And usefulness,” he continued, “has a cost.”

She swallowed. “What kind of cost?”

His phone vibrated on the table.

He glanced at it, expression hardening, something closing off behind his eyes.

“That,” Adrian said, already turning away, “depends on how well you listen.”

He walked out, leaving the tablet behind.

On the screen, one comment blinked in red beside her name:

Move her forward. Carefully.

Lia stared at the words, a slow understanding settling in her chest.

She hadn’t been summoned to be corrected.

She’d been noticed.

And in this family, being noticed was never free.

The board call wasn’t a call at all. It was a war room. Screens lit the space with numbers and graphs and projections that made her head spin. Every executive was already seated, their eyes glinting with quiet calculation. She slipped in silently, taking the far corner, hoping to remain invisible.

Adrian’s gaze found her immediately. He didn’t move, didn’t blink. Just watched, like a predator that knew she could either run or bite.

The CEO—her stepfather—spoke first. “We need a strategy for the West Coast acquisition. Feedback from the investors was... mixed.”

Mixed. A word that disguised panic.

Adrian didn’t sit. He leaned against the table at the head of the room, arms crossed. “Mixed is a polite way to say they’re scared. Our job isn’t to reassure them. It’s to make them need us.”

Someone chuckled nervously. The kind of chuckle that a person uses to hide that they just swallowed fear.

Lia’s fingers itched on her notebook. She had ideas—data-driven, precise, ethically sound. But she hesitated. Every word here carried weight, every misstep could cost a reputation—or a career.

Adrian noticed. Of course he noticed. His eyes slid to her, sharp and assessing, as if he could see the thought process running behind her eyes.

“Ms. Romano,” he said suddenly, voice cutting across the room like a scalpel. Heads turned. Some raised eyebrows. “Your take.”

Her chest tightened. All eyes on her. She swallowed and cleared her throat.

“Based on the metrics,” she said, voice firm despite the tremor in her stomach, “we should approach the investors directly with the pilot report before public announcement. It demonstrates transparency and reduces risk. It also allows us to address concerns before they escalate.”

A quiet murmur spread around the room.

“Interesting,” Adrian said, stepping closer to her side. His hand hovered over the table, not touching, just a presence. “Direct approach. Bold. Could work. Could also backfire if mismanaged.”

“Which is why we prepare,” she said, lifting her chin. “Scenario analysis, risk mitigation, stakeholder alignment—standard procedure.”

A brief pause. She could feel every pair of eyes scanning her.

Adrian’s mouth twitched. Not a smile. Something sharper. “You’re calm,” he said. “Too calm.”

“I’m not here to impress,” she replied evenly. “I’m here to do my job.”

He studied her. Then, as if deciding she was more amusing than dangerous, he leaned back slightly. “Good. You need that clarity. Otherwise, you’ll burn before you even get to the heat.”

Heat. That word made her stomach clench in a way she didn’t like. She looked down at her notebook, trying to anchor herself.

The meeting moved forward, graphs and charts flying across the screens, investors’ projections dissected with surgical precision. Lia’s suggestions were quietly noted. Not celebrated. Not dismissed. Just... recorded. She’d earned that much.

But Adrian didn’t leave her alone. Throughout the session, his presence hovered like a shadow at her shoulder. Occasionally, his gaze flicked to her, a silent warning, or perhaps a challenge. She couldn’t tell which.

Later, after the call ended, she lingered in the room, reviewing notes. The adrenaline was fading, leaving her shaky. She heard footsteps behind her.

“Still here?” Adrian’s voice. Close. Too close.

She straightened. “Someone has to make sure nothing gets missed.”

He leaned against the doorframe. “You think that keeps you safe?”

“I think it keeps the project alive,” she said. “Which is what matters.”

“You’re naive,” he said softly. Not loud enough for anyone else to hear. “You don’t understand how much of this building will sacrifice someone for convenience.”

“I don’t care,” she said. “Then I won’t be one of them.”

He paused, studying her as if she’d just declared war on the entire dynasty. His eyes softened for the briefest fraction of a second, just enough for her to see it before he blinked and the cold mask returned.

“You’ll learn,” he said finally. “One way or another.”

“And if I don’t?”

Adrian smiled faintly. Not kindly. Not cruelly. A predator acknowledging a challenge.

“Then you’ll make things... interesting.”

She swallowed hard.

Something about the weight in his voice sent a shiver down her spine. Not fear exactly. Something more dangerous. Awareness. A recognition that she was already stepping into territory most people ran from.

He turned and walked out without another word, leaving her alone in the silent conference room.

The screens glowed around her. Her reflection merged with the graphs and numbers. She realized something very clearly: in this building, being noticed was dangerous. But worse than that—being ignored could kill you just as quickly.

And Adrian Vale... Adrian Vale was watching her every step.
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CHAPTER THREE: SECRETS IN THE BOARDROOM
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The city outside was waking in shades of gold and steel. Lia sat at her desk, coffee untouched, eyes scanning the inbox that seemed to multiply overnight. Messages from executives, assistants, and automated alerts flashed across the screen. Every line carried weight. Every decision could ripple farther than she had the power to measure.

And yet, one name stood out among them all: Adrian Vale.

FROM: A.VALE

SUBJECT: Meet me. Now.

She hesitated. Her fingers hovered over the mouse. The office was already quiet—too quiet for someone as prominent as Adrian to summon her.

Her instincts screamed caution. But curiosity, and something sharper she didn’t want to name, overrode it.

She stood, smoothing the front of her blazer, and walked toward the conference room. The floor beneath her heels was impossibly polished, echoing each step.

Adrian was already there, leaning against the edge of the long glass table. One hand rested lightly on the surface, the other tucked casually in his pocket. His gaze lifted when she entered, piercing in a way that made the air feel tighter.

“Sit,” he said, voice low, commanding. Not a request.

She obeyed, sliding into the chair across from him. Her notebook lay open, but her pen stayed still.

“You’re trying too hard,” he said after a long moment.

“What?” She blinked, caught off guard.

He tapped the surface of the table. “Your emails. Your memos. Your little campaigns. You bend over backward to avoid mistakes. To avoid criticism. You think that makes you competent. It doesn’t. It makes you predictable.”

“I... I want to do well,” she said carefully. “I want to earn my place.”

“You’re earning it for the wrong reasons,” he said sharply. “This isn’t about merit. Not yet. Not in this family. It’s about perception. Influence. Control.”

Her stomach twisted. She’d expected resistance, but not... this. Not such brutal honesty.

“I can learn,” she said. “I want to learn.”

Adrian leaned back, eyes narrowing. “Learning is expensive here.”

She didn’t flinch. “Then I’ll pay the cost.”

For a moment, he said nothing. Then:

“You’re reckless,” he said finally. “And I don’t know whether to admire it or stop you before you burn everything down.”

Lia’s pulse picked up. “Maybe I’ll do both,” she said, surprising herself.

He regarded her silently, a slow tilt of his head. Then, in a movement so subtle it could have been missed, he reached across the table. Just his fingers brushed the edge of her notebook—a touch light, deliberate, enough to make her skin prickle.

“You’ll need allies,” he said quietly. “But allies aren’t freely given. They’re earned. Often at the cost of everything else.”

She swallowed hard. “And what if I have none?”

Adrian’s eyes flicked away for a moment. When they returned, they were sharper, colder, sharper still. “Then you’ll learn to be dangerous alone.”

The office was silent except for the faint hum of the air conditioning. Lia felt a heat rising in her chest, part irritation, part... something else she refused to name. She didn’t want to name it. She refused to.

“Are you finished?” she asked, forcing the edge of calm into her voice.

He leaned back, a predator satisfied for the moment. “For now.”

She collected her notebook, but hesitated at the door.

Adrian watched her. Waiting. Measuring.

“Next time,” he said as she reached the threshold, “don’t think you can predict me.”

“I don’t want to,” she said.

The words surprised both of them.

And as she walked back to her desk, she realized that the tension between them—electric, sharp, unspoken—wasn’t going away.

It was only growing.

By lunch, she found herself at the company cafeteria, alone except for a few early risers. She unwrapped her salad mechanically, eyes scanning the room.

And then she saw him—Adrian Vale—at the opposite side, surrounded by his usual orbit of senior executives, yet somehow alone in presence, the corner of his mouth curving in something unreadable.

He looked up. Their eyes met. A flicker of something passed between them—recognition, challenge, perhaps amusement. She looked away too quickly, fingers tightening around her fork.

Then she noticed movement across the room: an older executive heading toward her. A project Lia had worked on weeks ago was under scrutiny, and he had questions.

Before she could respond, Adrian appeared at her side. Not in a protective, possessive way—he didn’t touch her—but the subtle shift in energy around them was undeniable.

“I wouldn’t do that,” he said softly.

The executive froze. Their gaze flicked between Adrian and Lia. Something unspoken passed. Adrian’s hand rested lightly on the chair back near her, not holding, not guiding, just a presence.

“Excuse me,” the executive said, and walked away.

Adrian’s eyes met hers. “Lines,” he murmured. “Some you don’t cross. Others... you have to fight to keep.”

Her chest tightened. “And if I cross them?”

“You’ll find out quickly,” he said, voice dropping just low enough for no one else to hear. “And I won’t step in next time.”

She swallowed, heart pounding, realizing that his warnings weren’t just about the company. They were about her, about him... about something neither of them dared speak aloud.

By the time he walked away, she was left alone with the silence—and the unmistakable understanding that being noticed by Adrian Vale was as dangerous as it was thrilling.

And in the Vale Group, danger was everywhere.

Adrian didn’t disappear entirely that afternoon. Lia noticed him lingering in the hallways, in the elevators, always somewhere nearby but never too close. He moved like a shadow that could slip into any corner of the building, unseen until it chose to be seen.

She tried to ignore it. Focused on her work. Reports, memos, draft proposals. She corrected numbers, double-checked language, refined messaging. The office hum became a shield, a way to convince herself that she wasn’t thinking about him.

But every so often, a glance toward the floor-to-ceiling windows revealed him—sometimes talking to someone, sometimes just leaning against the railing of the balcony, arms crossed, eyes distant. Observing. Always observing.

Later, as the sun began to dip behind the skyline, she was in the conference room, alone except for a few interns filing out. She was cross-referencing reports when the door clicked behind her.

“You didn’t leave with everyone else,” Adrian said.

She didn’t turn immediately. “I had work to finish,” she said.

He stepped inside, closing the door softly but firmly. The room suddenly felt smaller. Intimate. Vulnerable. Dangerous.

“Alone,” he murmured. “That’s ambitious.”

“I call it efficiency,” she said, voice steadier than she felt.

He moved closer, slow, deliberate. “Or arrogance,” he said, stopping a mere foot away. The air between them was electric, impossible to ignore. “I’ve been watching you today.”
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