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Chapter One (Wednesday)


[image: ]




The Glass International boardroom smelled of coffee and panic. The kind that rose from men who were beginning to realize they had underestimated a woman. Lena Glass relished in the nervous silence and the way they averted their gazes when she looked in their direction. 

She rolled one shoulder as a muscle twitched beneath her blazer. The spasm felt like a betrayal of the cold exterior she’d worked so hard to maintain. Every movement was calibrated to reflect a calm she didn’t feel including the way she pressed her hands together to form a steeple over the quarterly report. 

The numbers were impressive.

The headlines were not.

Her photo had been everywhere for two days. 

For two days, her face had been everywhere. A charity gala. A champagne flute lifted mid-laugh. A man’s hand resting too comfortably on her lower back. A moment frozen and reframed into a story she couldn’t even recognize.

This wasn’t gossip. It was strategy.

Someone had turned her image into a weapon. And it had worked. 

The man beside her was a competitor. The most serious one Glass International had faced since her grandfather built the company more than a century ago.

As the first woman to lead the Glass empire, Lena had faced a steady procession of men convinced she was nothing more than a placeholder meant to keep the seat warm until a more acceptable leader arrived. Her father had been one of them. He had never raised her to run the company. He had prepared her to marry a man who could, one he had quietly and persistently steered her toward.

Unfortunately, Robert Collins had not been the CEO her father envisioned. Which was fair, she supposed, since he had not been the husband she wanted either. He lacked devotion to her and to the legacy he’d married into, favoring access over responsibility.

She had stopped using Robert’s last name before he was cold in the ground. He didn’t deserve the honor.

She was a Glass. This was her company. And the men elected to its board would have to adjust accordingly.

Robert’s infidelity had been treated as par for the course. Lena’s rumored relationships, though unfounded, were treated as scandal. Robert’s near destruction of the company in service of his friends had been excused. Lena’s rebuilding of it to protect her family’s legacy had been questioned.

The old rules still applied. Even at the highest levels of Glass International.

The thought stirred something sharp beneath her ribs, a familiar burn she swallowed with practiced restraint.

Grant Hale’s voice cut through the hush like a blade drawn too quickly. “Optics matter, Lena.” He leaned back, casual in the way only a man certain of his power could be. The light from the screen gilded his cuff links and the thinning edges of his hair.

“I’m aware.” Her tone was level, though her pulse pressed insistently at her throat.

His smile thinned. “Then help us understand why you were photographed with the enemy.”

A ripple of discomfort moved around the table. No one spoke up. They never did when Hale baited her. There was too much risk in being seen choosing sides. One of them would win this conflict and none of the weaklings on her board wanted to land on the wrong side of it.

“Enemy? That’s aggressive, Grant. We aren’t at war with our competition.”

“Aren’t we?”

“No.”

He smirked. “Perhaps you don’t understand business.”

Lena turned a page of the report. The soft whisper of paper was deliberate. “Perhaps you don’t understand the document in front of you. We are outselling Simon Global in every category. The gap has widened each quarter since I took the reins.” She looked up then, her expression deliberately bored. “At this rate, they won’t even be a blip on our radar this time next year.”

Celeste Ramos’s mouth quirked before she masked it behind her pen. Celeste understood the performance. Composure was armor.

Grant’s expression soured. “You can’t manage your way out of scandal forever.”

Celeste shifted forward, bracelets chiming softly. “If I may—”

Lena lifted her hand. The gesture was light but final. “Let him finish.”

Grant gestured toward the projected image beneath a biting headline. Glass International’s Image Shattered by Party Princess. “This isn’t how a CEO represents a company.”

“The man in that photo is also a CEO,” Lena said. “Is his board having this same conversation with him?” 

Grant’s face flushed. “Investors are nervous. They’re asking whether Glass International is still a legacy company or a vanity project.”

“Then reassure them.”

“With what, exactly?”

“Facts,” Lena said. “Performance. Reports. Projected numbers.”

Grant laughed under his breath. “Numbers don’t trend, Lena. Stories do. And right now, the story isn’t flattering.”

The only people who gave a damn about stories trending on social media were the men who wanted her out.

If they can’t find a crack, they invent one.

“You could step back,” Grant said. “Appoint an interim. Let things settle. You’d still retain oversight, of course—”

“Step back?” Her gaze didn’t waver. “Because a photographer caught me laughing?”

“Because perception becomes reality. And right now, your reality looks unprofessional.”

The word struck like a slap. Unprofessional. Her father’s voice echoed it. Her late husband’s, too, whenever her ambition had outpaced his. She’d outlived them both, but their judgments lingered.

She inhaled once, shallow and precise. “I rebuilt this company’s recovery portfolio after the last CEO nearly drove it to collapse.”

He widened his eyes. “You mean your husband.”

“I turned a nearly seventy-five percent deficit into a surplus in less than a year,” she continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “I will not step back.”

Silence. Cold and hard.

Definite.

Good.

“If anyone here doubts my leadership,” she said evenly, “now is the time to say so.”

No one did. 

Lena stood. “Then we’re done.”

Chairs scraped back and the board members rushed from the room.

Grant lingered. “Don’t mistake survival for victory, Lena. Scandals outlast résumés.”

“So do results.” She brushed past him, unbothered, or pretending to be.

The hallway was too bright. Too loud. Assistants spoke into phones, others looked away as she moved past. Her heels struck the marble in clean, sharp beats, each step controlled, deliberate.

By the time she reached her office, the adrenaline had burned off, leaving fatigue in its place. She set her tablet on the desk and steadied herself with one hand. Her fingers tightened until her knuckles whitened, then loosened by force of habit.

Five seconds in. 

Five seconds out.

She hadn’t seen her therapist in years, but the discipline remained. Breathe. Anchor. Observe. She had turned it into a system, the same way she turned everything into something manageable.

She crossed to the window behind her desk. The city stretched beyond the glass, bright and indifferent. Traffic slid through the streets below, relentless, impatient. Once, the sound had felt like ambition. Now it felt like pressure.

There had been a time she’d loved this view. Before this place had started to feel like a gauntlet she was barely surviving.

For a moment, she considered calling someone. The thought dissolved almost as quickly as it surfaced. Her mother was gone. Friends had proved conditional. Family reached out only when they wanted something.

Her phone rested untouched on the desk.

“I don’t need anyone,” she murmured.

The words came out steady, but the lie lodged in her throat like iron.

She returned to her desk and opened the first file waiting for her attention. Work didn’t judge her. It didn’t mock her. She could disappear into numbers and projections for hours.

And she often did.

By the time Derrick Shaw knocked on her door that evening, the skyline was bruising to violet. Her office lights reflected off the glass, turning the room into a cage of her own making.

“Have you eaten?” he asked, stepping inside.

“I had an apple earlier.”

He crossed the room and set a paper bag on her desk. The smell of garlic chicken filled the air. “Your comfort food.”

“I’m fine.”

“Your definition of fine is questionable at best.”

She arched an eyebrow. “You’re observant tonight.”

“Occupational hazard.”

Silence stretched between them before she finally cracked a smile. Derrick’s presence settled the room in a way nothing else had. He had always been steady.

“You’re the head of my security,” she reminded him, “not my nursemaid.”

“If you took care of yourself, I wouldn’t have to act like a nursemaid. Rough day?” he asked before she could counter.

“Grant Hale made another attempt to turn the board against me today. He won’t stop until he wins.”

“He won’t win.”

Lena’s laugh came out once, flat. “The board review is in three weeks. He just needs me to look unstable long enough for them to call it prudence.”

“You’ve survived worse.”

Peering inside the bag, she realized how hungry she was. Her stomach growled in a betrayal. “He’s implying I’m incompetent again. A privileged heiress in over her head. The man in that photo was my father’s friend. He watched me grow up.”

“And that matters because?” Derrick asked.

She set a plastic container on her desk. “It doesn’t. They’ll twist whatever they see however they need.”

“Then change the narrative.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do.”

“No,” he said quietly. “You’re trying to manage it. There’s a difference. One is survival. The other is strategy.”

She popped the top off her dinner, eyebrow lifting. Her mouth curved faintly. “You sound like my father.”

“Your father trusted me for a reason. My job isn’t just to protect you, Lena. I’m here to protect the company, too.” He paused. “Visibility creates exposure. Exposure attracts pressure. Pressure finds weaknesses.”

She swallowed the baby corn she’d been chewing. “I’m open to suggestions.”

His hesitation was brief but telling. “You won’t like this.” 

“Try me.”

“People love redemption stories,” he said. “They love people in love even more.”

She gave a short laugh, stabbing a carrot with more force than necessary. “A PR romance? Shall I hold a casting call?”

“I already have someone in mind.”

Her gaze snapped to him. “Are you serious?”

“Nash Donovan.”

“The corporate wolf?” She set her fork down, hunger forgotten as Nash’s light brown hair and piercing gray eyes flashed through her mind.

“He’s got his own PR problem,” Derrick said. “His board thinks he’s detached. Yours thinks you’re reckless. Together, you look balanced.”

She studied him, searching for irony. Finding none. “You are serious.”

“Deadly.”

“I barely know him.” They’d spoken once, maybe twice. An introduction, a passing comment on the weather. Hardly enough to pass as a relationship.

“That can change,” Derrick said.

She picked up her fork again. “This is beneath me. I don’t need a business deal to find a boyfriend.”

“Not a boyfriend,” Derrick said. “A partner. One who might save you.”

She stilled before the food got to her mouth. The words landed heavier than they should have. “The board review is in three weeks, Derrick. Three. They’re already circling.”

“I have the vote situation handled,” Derrick said calmly.

She frowned at him. “How? Never mind. I don’t want to know. Look, even if I agreed, Nash Donovan would never say yes to something like this.”

“He might.”

“He wouldn’t like me.”

“Actually, he already respects you. He once told me that you’re the only woman in New York who could out-negotiate him.”

“Flattery.”

“Honesty,” Derrick corrected. “He doesn’t dole out unwarranted compliments.”

She almost smiled. “And when this backfires?”

“It won’t. People date all the time. And they break up all the time. This doesn’t have to be more than that. By the time your relationship has run its course, the conversation will have changed.”

“How long will that take?”

“Six months. Nine at the most.”

She sank back in her chair, exhaustion threading through her resolve. “I’ll think about it.”

“Do,” Derrick said, heading for the door. “And eat your dinner.”

When he left, she was alone again, surrounded by glass, city lights refracting against her reflection until she almost looked whole. She pushed her dinner aside and opened a browser tab. A quick search pulled up headline after headline about The Corporate Wolf. Ruthless. Untouchable. Brilliant. A man admired for his sharp edges.

She then searched her own name, comparing the headlines. The Party Princess.

Bitterness flared in her chest. They attended the same events. Walked the same rooms. His reputation was built on power. Hers on proximity to men.

Lena closed the tab, jaw tight. She hated that Derrick was right. The only way to get the board to stop focusing on these headlines was to stop the headlines. And that meant having a steady presence at her side. 

“Damn it.”
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Chapter Two (Thursday)
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Morning light cut through the blinds in pale stripes across the hardwood floor. Nash Donovan sat at the kitchen island, sleeves rolled, coffee cooling at his side. The glow of his phone reflected off the marble as he read the headline again.

Nash Donovan: Ruthlessness Rewarded.

The exposé had hit just before dawn. Strategic. Designed to bleed into the morning cycle before anyone could contain it. By breakfast, cable networks were dissecting his “pattern of emotional detachment” like it was a diagnosis.

Donovan’s lack of empathy is astounding.

A dull ache settled behind his eyes.

He wasn’t sure whether to be irritated or impressed. They’d turned him into a caricature. Almost mythic.

The report wasn’t wrong, exactly. He was controlled. Reserved. He took over companies already failing and rebuilt them through force, discipline, and a refusal to indulge sentiment. He didn’t deny it. But those companies had been dying long before he arrived. He just refused to pretend otherwise.

His phone buzzed again. Persistent. Insistent.

He rubbed the back of his neck, the tension of a sleepless night lodged deep in his muscles. His PR director’s name lit the screen. He let it ring. She’d want a statement. He wasn’t ready to give them one.

A knock broke the quiet. Two sharp raps, a pause, then one more.

Only one person knocked like that.

He crossed the apartment and opened the door. Rain darkened Derrick’s coat.

“You look like hell,” Derrick said.

“Feel worse.”

Derrick hung his coat and glanced toward the counter. “Still not sleeping?”

“An hour. Maybe.”

“Did you see Renee Ellis’s latest hit piece on you?”

Nash led him into the kitchen. “Trying not to.”

“Pity.” Derrick set a folded newspaper on the counter. The Donovan Empire: Built on Broken Promises.

Nash snorted. “They’re getting dramatic.”

“Lazy, too.” Derrick poured himself coffee without asking. “You going to respond?”

“No.”

“That wasn’t the right answer.”

“I don’t care what they think.” Nash took a sip and grimaced when the cold coffee hit his tongue.

“You say that every time,” Derrick said. “And every time your team scrambles to fix it.”

“Job security.”

Derrick leaned back against the counter. “Which brings me to why I’m here. I have an idea.”

“That sentence never ends well.”

“You need a counterweight.”

Nash looked at him. “To what?”

“To the narrative.” Derrick didn’t smile. “Someone who makes you look less feral.”

Nash let out a short laugh. “Maybe I prefer feral.”

“I’m serious. And this isn’t just about you.”

That earned his attention. “Someone else is on fire?”

“Lena Glass.”

Nash stilled. Not much. Enough. “Glass,” he said. “How does she balance me out?”

“Date her.”

He barked a laugh. “Absolutely not.”

“You need each other,” Derrick said with an even tone, as if this were an everyday conversation. “Her board is using her lack of a relationship to paint her in bad light. The media is using yours as proof that you’re cold. Together, you rewrite the story.”

“You’re suggesting mutually assured destruction.”

“I’m suggesting you take control of the conversation.” Derrick held his gaze. “You give her a stable relationship to stop the gossip. She gives you proof of humanity.”

“I don’t need humanity.”

“You need to win back the confidence of your investors,” Derrick said.

Nash turned toward the window. The city stretched below in hard lines and light, orderly and unforgiving. After a moment, he said, “Does she know you’re arranging this?”

“I told her the idea. She’s considering it.”

Nash almost smiled.

He’d met Lena Glass twice. Charity events. Rooms thick with crystal and ego. She’d been composed, precise, sharp enough to leave an impression without effort. Not ornamental. Intentional. The kind of beauty that came from clarity and edge.

Which was why so many men underestimated her.

“Isn’t she still grieving?” he asked.

“Grieving?” Derrick scoffed. “Her husband? Don’t romanticize it. The man was a liability. The only reason she didn’t leave was because her father installed him at her company.”

“I heard rumors.”

“Rumors were kind.” Derrick’s tone cooled. “His heart attack spared her further humiliation.” He paused. “If you do this, you treat her with respect. I won’t tolerate anything less.”

Nash’s mouth curved faintly. “You think I’m incapable of that?”

“I think you forget other people experience things you tend to compartmentalize.”

Silence settled between them. Familiar. Earned. Derrick had been there when Nash’s first company collapsed. When he rebuilt it piece by piece. When the world labeled him brilliant and monstrous in equal measure.

Nash leaned back against the counter, arms crossing. “Nobody would believe I’m dating her.”

“People believe what they’re shown,” Derrick said. “Confidence does the rest.”

“She doesn’t strike me as someone who plays pretend.”

“She isn’t,” Derrick agreed. “That’s why it works. If Lena Glass chooses you, people will assume there’s more to you than appetite and ambition.”

“Or they’ll assume she’s a masochist with terrible taste in men.”

“I didn’t say it was risk-free.”

Nash let out a breath that might have been a laugh. “You’re selling this like a merger.”

“It’s not,” Derrick said. “It’s a temporary PR solution to stabilize both of you.”

“How temporary?”

“Six months. Longer if necessary.”

Nash turned the idea over. He could already hear the board’s anxiety if he failed to get ahead of the narrative. Investors pulling back. The NordicTech merger stalling. All because a few journalists had decided he was too cold to trust.

He hated that Derrick was right.

“Let’s say she agrees,” he said. “What does this look like? Dinners? Public appearances? Interviews about how we bonded over quarterly earnings?”

“Whatever sells.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

“Then you both keep bleeding,” Derrick said. “Separately.”

Nash exhaled slowly.

“Think about it,” Derrick said, sliding the newspaper closer. “You need approachability. She needs stability. If it runs its course, you part cleanly. No fallout.” He turned toward the door. “Call me when you decide. But don’t wait. If you’re not interested, I’ll find someone who is. She needs this. And, Nash.”

“This is conversation never happened,” he said, knowing Derrick was saying so out of obligation, not from lack of trust.

The door closed behind him.

Nash tapped his finger against the headline, no longer reading it. He was thinking about Lena Glass. The way she had watched a room the last time he’d seen her. Calm on the surface. Calculating beneath it. Always tracking exits, alliances, threats. He’d admired that awareness, the way she concealed it behind a polished smile.

Silence reclaimed the apartment.

He poured the rest of his coffee down the sink. 

The floor-to-ceiling windows reflected him as he crossed the living space. Everything in the apartment was sharp and deliberate. Designer furniture. Art chosen for value, not attachment. Nothing accidental. Nothing soft.

He stopped at the sideboard.

A single framed Polaroid sat there. One of the few personal objects he allowed himself. A photo of him and his mother outside their old Brooklyn building. He was ten. She was smiling beneath the scarf wrapped around her head.

He wasn’t.

He traced the edge of the frame with his thumb.

Evelyn had taught him two things before cancer took her: keep moving and never depend on anyone to keep up. She’d meant it as survival advice, whispered between hospital visits and overdue bills. He’d turned it into a business model.

The memory came with the faintest scent of antiseptic. The memory never failed to remind him how lonely life could feel.

For a moment, he wondered what she would think of the man he’d become. A success story carved from scarcity. A boy who’d counted out coins for her medicine now running billion-dollar deals. She’d be proud, maybe. But she’d also ask if he’d eaten. If he’d slept. If he’d let anyone close enough to know the answer.

He hadn’t. Not in years.

An ex-girlfriend, one he could barely picture now, had headed for the door as she said, “You don’t fall in love, Nash. You acquire.”

She’d meant it as an insult. He’d taken it as confirmation. Most women who wanted him didn’t actually want him. They wanted a name that opened doors. Offered access and security. He didn’t resent that. Transactions were honest in their way. Everyone got what they came for until feelings complicated the math. Until someone asked for a version of him that he didn’t know how to hand over.

He picked up his phone again, scrolling until he found the headline with Lena’s name.

Glass International’s Ice Queen Under Fire.

He stared at her photo. Dark hair pulled back. Jaw set. Eyes steady, unreadable. Not cold. Controlled.

He recognized that look.

It was the expression someone learned when softness was treated like weakness. When mistakes were remembered longer than successes. When being excellent was the only way to stay untouchable. He’d worn it himself in boardrooms and courtrooms, in rooms where men smiled while calculating what you were worth to them.

Lena Glass wasn’t untouchable because she didn’t care. She was untouchable because she had learned what it cost not to be.

Most women who crossed his path wanted proximity to power. They wanted his name on a guest list, his presence beside them in a room that suddenly paid attention. Lena didn’t need that. She already had it. She’d earned it the hard way, the same way he had, by never blinking first and never letting anyone see how much it took to stay standing.

Maybe Derrick was right.

Maybe she was the only person in this city who wouldn’t confuse him with the leverage he represented. Who would understand what it felt like to be useful before being valued. To be admired without being known.

He set the phone down and leaned back against the counter. The city stretched out before him, glittering and indifferent. Somewhere out there, Lena Glass was probably sitting at a polished table, fighting her own quiet war.

And somewhere in him, something shifted.

Recognition.

A pull toward someone who understood the same unspoken language. Who knew that power wasn’t freedom, it was a contract that was never fulfilled.

Something told him they had been shaped by the same kind of damage.

He let out a short, humorless laugh. “A fake relationship,” he said softly. “What could possibly go wrong?”
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Chapter Three (Friday)
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Lena stepped from the elevator onto the top floor of a converted pre-war building in Midtown, the kind of space that looked accidental in its luxury.

She cataloged the room without effort. No art on the walls. Clean lines. Quiet restraint. Even the silence felt deliberate, as though anything indulgent or photogenic had been stripped away before it could be turned into a headline. She’d been in rooms like this before. Most of them louder. Penthouse showpieces. Georgetown townhouses dressed as power. Fundraisers on yachts pretending to be charity while favors changed hands.

Those spaces needed witnesses.

This one didn’t.

The furniture was neutral. The exits clear. Nothing extraneous. Competence, unadorned. Control without performance. That told her enough about Derrick.

He was careful. Strategic. The kind of man who planned three moves ahead and understood that power didn’t need decoration to be effective.

She adjusted her grip on her portfolio and stepped farther inside, recalibrating. This wasn’t a meeting built on charm or pressure. It was built on precision.

Rain pressed softly against the windows, the city muted by height and distance. Two of Derrick’s men stood down the corridor, discreet but unmistakable. Their presence barely registered. Not because she failed to notice, but because she understood exactly what that level of vigilance meant.

Hospital corridors. Back entrances at charity galas. Her father’s memorial. Her husband’s funeral. Men like these had stood nearby while cameras waited for grief to fracture into spectacle, intervening when someone mistook proximity for permission.

She was two minutes early.

Derrick opened the door himself. “He’s here.”

Of course he was. Men like Nash Donovan were known for controlling timing as carefully as other people controlled tone.

Lena had never trusted reputations. Reputation was a story someone benefited from telling. And stories were leverage.

Her father had been called visionary. Her husband, a golden boy. Neither had been accurate. Visionary had meant tyrant. Golden boy had meant decorative liability. So when the market labeled Nash Donovan ruthless and surgical, she translated it differently.

Efficient. Uncomfortable. Effective.

The scent of dark roast lingered in the air.

Nash stood near the wide window. Taller than she remembered. He turned as she entered, gray eyes steady, assessing. Not entitled. Not posturing. Simply taking inventory, as though evaluating what he was being asked to risk.

That meant he understood exactly what this meeting was.

Her jaw almost set. She wasn’t accustomed to being assessed like a variable. People adored her, feared her, or tried to reshape her until she fit, but they didn’t measure her as an equal input.

She disliked that her first thought wasn’t He’s dangerous.

It was that he didn’t rattle.

That meant, inconveniently, that he wouldn’t be easy for someone like Grant Hale to destabilize if this went wrong.

Good, she thought, before she could stop herself. We’re going to need that.

“Ms. Glass,” he said, inclining his head.

“Mr. Donovan.” Her tone matched his. Cool. Formal. She could have been greeting a board member instead of the man who had just been added to her risk profile.

Outwardly, she knew she read as composed. Inside, something tightened and released just below her ribs. Not nerves. Awareness. She watched him register her, saw his focus sharpen a fraction, as though he’d noticed the same shift.

The air altered when she stepped fully into the room.

He looked at her without apology. So she returned the courtesy. Not lingering. Not coy. A clean assessment, the same one he gave her. Structure. Presence. Physical certainty.

That was new. Most men behaved as if acknowledging she was a woman required permission.

Derrick stepped between them, uninterested in cushioning impact. “I’ll keep this brief. You both know why you’re here.”

Lena crossed to the table, her heels quiet on the polished floor. “You think pairing us will reinforce the weak points in our armor.”

“I think it could redirect attention,” Derrick said. “You both need distance from scandal. Together, you change the frame. I’m not asking for agreement tonight. Just a conversation.”

Nash’s mouth curved slightly. “So we’re being evaluated.”

“Call it a chemistry test,” Derrick said. “Renee Ellis has been asking questions about the people in your lives, Lena. She’s already taken a run at Nash. You’re next.”

Lena felt her spine tighten a degree.

Renee wasn’t a gossip columnist. She couldn’t be bought or scared off. She framed her work as empathy. Profiles. Resilience. Redemption. That was how reputations were dismantled. Slowly. Publicly. With a smile.

Lena didn’t want compassion. Compassion invited concern. Concern led to removal.

“Then we shouldn’t waste time,” she said.

She studied Nash again. Up close, his expression offered nothing. No tells. No slack. Stillness, deliberate and weighted. Stillness wasn’t indifference. She’d learned that early. Grant Hale’s silence meant calculation. Robert’s had meant the blame was about to move.

Nash’s was different. Contained. Intentional.

She tilted her head. “You believe this could work?”

“I believe stories sell,” Nash said. “The question is whether ours would.”

His voice was lower than she expected. No charm. No polish. Nothing designed to soften the point. It landed like a test, and she had no intention of letting him score it.

“And what happens,” she asked, “when the story collapses mid-plot?”

“Then we both burn,” he said evenly. “But we’ll look controlled doing it.”

Her mouth threatened a smile. She denied it. “Charming.”

Derrick dragged a hand across the back of the nearest chair. The double tap of his thumb didn’t escape her notice. Contingencies already running.

On paper, he handled security. In reality, he managed exposure. Anticipated pressure. Neutralized outcomes before they announced themselves. He didn’t protect doors. He protected endgames.

“I want you to test it,” Derrick said. “Away from the city. Somewhere quiet.”

“Where?” she asked.

“My island,” Nash said. “Turks and Caicos. Private. Secure. No Manhattan lenses. This weekend, if you’re available.”

Her instinct was to refuse. Too fast. Too contained. Too easy to misinterpret.

Under different circumstances, she would have.

But circumstances had shifted. Grant Hale had seen to that. Board whispers had hardened into strategy. His patience had turned predatory. He didn’t need to beat her outright. He just needed her to look unstable long enough for the board to flinch.

A relationship narrative would do the opposite. It would anchor her. Normalize her. Complicate the story Grant was selling.

That was the risk.

Nash wasn’t a prop. He was a variable. One she couldn’t fully model.

“You expect me to leave the city with you,” she said.

“I expect you to make an informed decision,” Nash replied. “That’s easier when no one’s watching.”

He held her gaze like it was a negotiation, not a dare. That shouldn’t have felt notable. It did.

She cataloged him on instinct. Habit, not interest. Understated watch. Polished Italian shoes. Sleeves rolled with intention. A scar on his knuckle he hadn’t bothered to conceal.

He didn’t decorate himself. He edited.

Her attention drifted to his mouth, then back to his eyes. He noticed. Not with satisfaction. Not with invitation. Just acknowledgment.

Data collected.

She recognized the posture. She used it herself.

Across the table, she knew what he saw. Control sharpened to friction. Distance worn so long it had become structural.

Derrick broke the silence. “You’ll have privacy. No handlers. No press. A long weekend to see if this has legs. If it does, we proceed. If not, we bury it.”

Lena’s focus narrowed. “You’re confident this will work.”

“Confidence isn’t the same as certainty,” Nash said. “But I don’t plan to fail. We’ll adjust as needed. I’ll do what’s required to get you both what you need.”

Not reassurance. Not a promise.

A commitment to execution.

For most of her life, she had been the most relentless person in the room. She wasn’t certain she was now, and Derrick’s resolve made her wonder what he was seeing that she wasn’t.

Grant Hale’s face surfaced, sharp and unwelcome. His resentment was no longer theoretical. He was moving quietly, methodically, the way men like him always did. He’d been the one who’d persuaded her father to name Robert CEO instead of his daughter.

A safer choice, Grant had called it.

What Grant hadn’t planned for was Robert dying young.

Lena had stepped back into the role she’d always been meant to hold. Grant hadn’t accepted it. Men like him didn’t concede. They waited.

She wasn’t about to give him the opening he wanted.

“Fine,” she said at last. “A test. That’s all this is.”

“For now,” Derrick said, relief threading beneath the control. “I’ll prepare contingencies. If either of you changes your mind, we stop.” His voice lowered. “Lena. Off record.”

She met his gaze.

“Hale can’t touch you directly,” Derrick said. “But he can choke the lanes around you. Delay responses. Undermine deals. Leave you isolated long enough for the board to flinch. We need to move before he finishes narrowing the field.”

The assessment slid under her defenses more effectively than reassurance ever could. Derrick didn’t dramatize risk. He mapped it.

Agreeing wasn’t weakness. It was strategy.

She rose, smoothing her jacket back into flawless lines. The movement was automatic. Fabric adjusted. Posture reset. Her husband had called it performative. Derrick called it re-arming. She thought of it as sealing fractures before anyone else found where to press.

Her gaze cut to Nash. “Saturday morning?”

“Eight a.m.,” he said. “The jet will be ready.”

“No surprises,” she said. “If I step onto your plane, I know exactly who’s on it and where we’re going.”

“You’ll have the full itinerary,” he said. “And the option to walk away at any point.”

That gave her pause. Men rarely offered exits. They offered leverage and called it protection.

“Don’t confuse access with authority, Mr. Donovan,” she said. “This is a business arrangement.”

He didn’t smirk. Didn’t soften it. Didn’t try to dominate the room. “Understood, Ms. Glass.”

The corner of her mouth lifted, barely. “Saturday, then.”

Derrick walked her to the door. She felt the tension beneath his calm, containment rather than panic, and he didn’t comment on it. He knew better.

Her father used to say vigilance was grief with better posture. At twenty-two, she’d thought it melodramatic. Now she recognized it as instruction.

Vigilance was knowing which elevator cameras actually uploaded footage and which ones failed after Grant had a quiet word with security. Vigilance was memorizing donor spouses because it was always the spouse who slipped. Vigilance was making sure there was always an exit.

Her reflection in the hallway glass looked unshakable. She knew better. Her pulse was still elevated. There was a low buzz at the base of her skull, the one that meant she’d committed to something she couldn’t unwind.

This wasn’t danger. She’d known danger. Men who smiled for cameras and tightened their grip just enough to remind her who held the advantage.

This was worse. It required admitting she couldn’t hold the line alone anymore.

If she lost Glass International, she lost her father twice. Once to death. Once to erasure. Control was the last thing no one had fully taken from her.

She could already see the headline.

Ice Queen Buys Love.

She pressed her thumbnail into her palm, pain sharp and contained. Five in. Five out. Steel. Keep moving.

Before stepping into the elevator, she turned back. “If this goes wrong, I’ll hold you accountable.”

Derrick didn’t flinch. “I’d expect nothing less.” Then, lower, “I wouldn’t have suggested this if I didn’t trust him. He won’t betray you. If it fails, he’ll exit cleanly. You’ll do the same.”

The words steadied her more than she liked.

Outside, the car idled at the curb. She slid into the back seat. The door shut with a clean, final click.

Manhattan blurred past the windows. Wet pavement. Brake lights. Motion without pause. She looked away.

She wasn’t afraid of heartbreak. Heartbreak implied attachment. Loss. She hadn’t belonged to anyone in years.

What she feared was pity.

Boardroom pity. We’re just worried about you, Lena.

Press pity. Sources say Ms. Glass is under strain.

Grant’s favorite weaponized concern. Stability.

Men like him loved that word. They used it to cut and called it protection.

Her fingers closed around the bracelet at her wrist. Platinum. Deliberate. Optics, she’d once told herself.

“Three days,” she murmured.

Her reflection in the window was composed, distant, exactly the version she’d learned to wear young, when she realized attention was safest when it was earned but unreachable. Beneath it, something stirred.

Not hope. Hope was soft.

Curiosity. About a man who offered exits instead of leashes. Who watched without trying to claim. Who said privacy and meant it.

She didn’t trust curiosity. But she allowed it space.

When the car merged back into traffic, she rested her head against the glass for three slow breaths. Then she lifted it. Spine straight. Expression reset.

By the time the elevator doors opened, she looked like Lena Glass again.
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Chapter Four (Saturday)
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The flight from Manhattan to Nash’s island felt less like the start of a weekend and more like a boardroom session at altitude. He wasn’t sure why that surprised him. Lena Glass didn’t do liminal space.

She boarded in white linen pants and a fitted lilac blouse. Casual by her standards. Still unmistakably business. Once the plane leveled off, she opened a folder and moved straight into strategy.

He considered protesting. Decided against it. Better to settle logistics now and use the island for what it was meant to be. Calibration. Practice. Learning how to occupy the same space without friction.

When the jet touched down, Lena closed the folder and slid it into her bag, finally looking at him instead of past him. For a fraction of a second, the strategist slipped. Something unreadable crossed her eyes. Then it vanished.

“Ready?” she asked, already standing.

He rose. Told himself this was another deal. Another controlled environment. Another outcome he could manage.

The island waited beyond the open door. Quiet. Lush. Entirely indifferent to their rules.

Lena stepped onto the tarmac first. No hesitation. No pause. Like she’d been here before. He liked the way she carried certainty even into unfamiliar territory.

He followed, watching how she took in the scene with quick, silent calculation. He’d seen billionaires arrive as if they owned places like this. Politicians arrived as if they were owed them.

Lena arrived as if the island would be permitted to exist, provided it behaved.

“This is private?” she asked.

“As private as it gets.”

He nodded toward the edge of the strip. A black convertible waited exactly where it should. One crew member transferred their bags, checked the latch, and disappeared before either of them reached the car.

“Sixty-five Corvette Stingray,” she said. “Split window. Did you buy it restored, or do the work yourself?”

“Restored,” he said. “Auction.”

“Nice.”

He opened the passenger door. “You know your cars.”

“A little.” Her smirk was restrained. 

He didn’t know her well enough to know for certain, but he suspected she was pleased that she’d surprised him. As he slid in behind the wheel, he watched her take in the details. Polished dash. Analog dials. The deliberate mechanics of it. He turned the key and eased onto the narrow coastal road.

“Where’d you learn?” he asked.

She hesitated. Looked straight ahead. “A friend.”

There was a story there. One she hadn’t decided if it was worth sharing. He didn’t push. They weren’t there to dismantle each other. Just to learn how close they could stand without damage.

The road curved along the cliffs. Sunlight flashed across the hood in sharp bursts. Wind caught her hair, loosening it from the careful knot at her neck. A dark strand whipped across her cheek. She didn’t fix it. Ten seconds passed. Then another. He’d expected her to reclaim composure immediately. She didn’t. She let the disorder exist.

Finally, she glanced at him. “There was a man who took care of my father’s cars when I was a teenager. He explained things to me. Engines. Paint. Maintenance schedules.” She paused. “I think he liked being listened to. And I liked talking to someone who wasn’t trying turn me into a prop.”

Nash eased off the accelerator. “Your father didn’t approve.”

Her mouth curved, humorless. “He fired him. He said the man was being inappropriate toward me. He wasn’t. He never even attempted to cross a line. My father just didn’t like anyone noticing me without his permission.” She said it like weather. Old. Settled. A fact that she’d long ago accepted.

However, her jaw tightened. Her hand curled into a fist. Then she caught herself, smoothed her palm against the seat and relaxed her clench. But Nash had seen it. And he understood it. Resentment lived deep in her bones. Something she’d never voice.

She turned her face toward the wind then, the sunlight catching the edge of her sunglasses. The admission hung between them quiet, unadorned, and more revealing than she seemed to realize.

“Sounds like he made an impression.”

“He did,” she said. “He treated me like I was capable of understanding something. He was the first person who made me think I could be more than what my parents were molding me into.” 

That, he thought, more than money, more than the company, was the core of her. Not power. Not polish. The hunger to be taken seriously.

It wasn’t vanity. It was survival. He knew the difference.

She opened her mouth once. Twice. And then finally seemed to decide to share what was on her mind. “I tried to find him after my father died, to bring him back, but he’d passed away several years ago.”

She said it with a smile, but Nash heard the heartbreak in her confession. “I’m sorry.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The engine filled the silence with its even hum, steady and low. He realized she didn’t fill the quiet to make people comfortable. He usually liked to control rhythm. But he could work with comfortable silence. He could even respect it.

When they reached the turnoff, the villa rose into view above the cliffs. Pale limestone set against the horizon, glass walls catching the sea light. From a distance, it looked almost weightless, as if carved from the sky instead of built from stone.

The driveway cut through wind-bent palms and pale sand, opening into a low courtyard washed in salt glare. Clean lines. No ornament. The only sounds were surf below. 

It wasn’t a palace. It was a perimeter.

He’d sent everyone away for the long weekend. She would notice. He wanted her to notice. Presenting her with an empty house was him assuring her he wasn’t trying to play games.

Lena’s gaze swept the façade, lingering on the seamless glass that mirrored the water. “It’s beautiful,” she said finally, though the word sounded more like an accusation than praise.

Nash shut off the engine, the quiet settling around them like a held breath. “It’s my little piece of heaven.”

“I can see why.” She stepped out, shoes crunching lightly on the gravel, and took in the landscaping. 

That was something he’d come to realize about her. She always took a moment to observe the world around her. He wasn’t sure if that was to ground herself, to appreciate the world around her, or risk assessment. Whatever it was, she must have decided she liked what she saw. 

For the first time since they’d boarded the plane, her shoulders eased by maybe half an inch. Most people relaxed here because it felt like escape. She relaxed like someone who had been holding tension for so long her body didn’t remember how to stop.

She removed her sunglasses and looked straight at him with her bright green eyes. The smile on her lips seemed genuine, not forced for the sake of appearances. “Show me.”

He led her inside. The air smelled faintly of salt and citrus oil. White walls, slate floors, glass opening to the ocean. Lines clean enough to read. Lena turned as a man entered the house without a word, lifted their bags, and disappeared down the hall. She tracked him with her eyes, then took in the space again. “It feels staged. Like you’re presenting something you want seen.”

Nash closed the door behind them. “That’s fair. But if I were in charge of decorating, there’d be a foosball table and a keg in the corner.”

She laughed. Not a polite exhale. A real sound. It surprised them both. “Somehow, I don’t believe that,” she said, moving farther into the room. Her fingers skimmed the edge of the counter as she walked. The framed LPs. The piano angled toward the terrace. The wine bottle placed where it could be noticed but ignored. “This,” she added, glancing back at him, “feels intentional. But not performative.”

“That’s probably the nicest thing anyone’s ever said about my taste.”

Her mouth curved again, softer this time. When she looked around once more, her expression wasn’t assessing. It was curious. “You understand optics. That’s not an insult. It’s one of the reasons this arrangement makes sense.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The surf below filled the space, steady and unbothered.

Lena exhaled slowly. “I’m sorry if I overstepped. I’m not here to judge your life, Nash.”

“I know,” he said. “And I’m not here to manage yours.”

She studied him, measuring. Whatever she found seemed to satisfy her, because the tension in her shoulders eased again. “Good,” she said. “Then we’re aligned.”

“We are.”

Her lips curved, brief but real. “So how do we practice being a couple? Handholding? Forced banter?”

“Neither.” He gestured toward the open glass doors and the ocean beyond. “We start with comfort. You get used to me. I get used to you.”

He poured two glasses of wine.

She accepted one, her fingers brushing his. The contact lingered half a beat longer than necessary. It was unplanned but not unnoticed. 

“And how long does that take?” she asked.

“As long as it takes for you to stop asking questions like that.”

A faint smile touched her mouth. “Good luck. I’ve always asked them.”

He used his free hand to pull a chair out for her. “Tell me why you’re in this mess.”

“Because I’m a woman,” she said dryly. “Women running companies makes people nervous.”

“I’ve heard.”

“They wanted me decorative. Quiet. Temporary.”

“And you refused.”

She smiled. “Consistently. And you? Why did Derrick decide your situation is so dire he paired you up with me?”

He settled into the chair across from her. “I’m a bastard.”

She laughed. He’d already decided he liked that sound. It was warm and inviting and the way it made the tension in her face ease, made him want to make her laugh again.

“I’m good at acquisitions,” he continued. “I don’t pretend otherwise. I don’t soften things to make people comfortable. That’s earned me a reputation.”

“Cold?”

“Efficient,” he said. “You?”

“Careful,” she replied. “Not cold. Last relationship?”

He considered the truth, then chose not to soften it. “It’s been a long time since someone wanted me and not what I represent. The last person I dated treated my calendar like a campaign.”

“My husband married me to run my company,” she said. “He did. Briefly.”

Nash blew out a breath. “Favorite food?”

“Chinese. You?”

“Italian,” he said. “The woman who watched me as a kid was from Rome. Everything homemade. I couldn’t eat boxed pasta if I tried.”

The conversation had found a rhythm. Wine, books, films. Neutral ground. Shared fluency.

Lena shifted first. She set her glass down, not abruptly, just decisively. “Before this goes any further, we need to be clear about what this is. If we don’t set the structure together, it will collapse the first time pressure hits.”

Nash took a moment to recalibrate, then set his glass aside. “Go on.”

“This is a professional alignment with personal implications,” she said. “In public, we’re a couple. Privately, this is business.”

He nodded once. “Agreed.”

She held his gaze. “That means exclusivity. No cheating. For the next six months, this is the only narrative.”

His brows lifted slightly. Not in challenge. In acknowledgment. “Understood. Exclusivity is nonnegotiable. So is loyalty.”

She nodded. “If someone comes for you, I don’t distance myself to look reasonable. If someone comes for me, you don’t hedge. No public corrections. No anonymous sources close to either of us.”
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