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Two years after Lana’s body was pulled from the Hudson River.




I never planned to see Julian Maddox in person. Not because I was afraid of him.

Because I didn’t trust myself not to kill him.

He was more myth than man when my sister died—too rich to touch, too powerful to prosecute. The last person she ever called. The cameras at the gala went dark for twenty-three minutes. The call logs were wiped. The autopsy was clean.

They said suicide. I said: bullshit.

But no one listened. Not the police, not the press, not even my mother after her third glass of wine and second bottle of pills.

So I buried Lana with trembling hands and blood under my fingernails.

And now?

Now I was standing in the lion’s den, face to face with the man who ruined my life.

“Ms. Vale?” the receptionist called.

I straightened my spine and adjusted the silk blouse I’d chosen too carefully. Not professional enough to blend in. Not revealing enough to be written off.

Calculated.

I smiled. “Yes?”

She gestured. “Mr. Maddox will see you now.”

Of course he will.

I stepped inside the glass-walled office—and there he was. Julian Maddox.

All six-foot-something of calculated silence, leaning against the window like he owned the skyline. His suit was tailored within an inch of sin, sleeves rolled just enough to show the dark lines of a tattoo curling around his forearm.

He looked like trouble.

He looked like temptation.

He looked exactly like the man who should have died instead of my sister.

His eyes found mine—cold, gray, and sharp enough to cut through the lies I’d built like armor.

“You’re late,” he said, voice like smoke and broken promises. “Traffic.” I met his stare without blinking. “I’m not sorry.”

He smiled, slow and dangerous. “You don’t look sorry.” “Good,” I said. “I’m not here to apologize.”

He walked toward me, slow and deliberate. He didn’t stop until there were only inches between us.

“You don’t look like a data analyst,” he said, gaze flicking to my mouth.

“And you don’t look like a murderer,” I replied.

He went still.

Not flinching. Not blinking. Just still—like something ancient and dangerous had been rattled.

For a heartbeat, neither of us moved.

Then his head tilted, just slightly. “That’s a bold accusation, Ms. Vale.” “Is it?” I asked, sweetly. “I thought I was being polite.”

He stepped closer. Too close. Close enough I could smell him—something expensive and masculine, with an edge of smoke. Or maybe it was something darker. Something burning.

He looked at me like he already knew what I was here for. Like this wasn’t an interview.

Like it was a game.

And we were already playing.

“You like dangerous men?” he asked, voice low.

Only the one I came to destroy.

“I like power,” I said. “Especially when I get to rip it apart from the inside.”

He smiled—small, sharp, amused.

“You’re hired.”

My breath caught, but I didn’t let it show. “Just like that?”

His voice dropped. “You’d be surprised how many enemies keep their friends too close.”

The silence that followed was thick enough to drown in. “Anything else?” I asked.

He looked me over once more, slowly. Like he was memorizing me. Or stripping me bare.

“There’s something about you I don’t trust,” he said quietly. “Good.” I met his eyes. “Trust is overrated.”

His phone buzzed. He didn’t look at it.

Neither did I.

My skin itches with the weight of unspoken things.

His voice came quiet and sure. “You’re not who you say you are.” I smiled. “Neither are you.”

I didn’t breathe until I was halfway down the street.

My heart thrashed like it had a grudge against my ribs. My palms were damp, and the heels I wore to look taller were already blistering my skin.

But I didn’t stop.

Because I was in.

And the man I’d hated for two years just let me walk into his empire like I belonged.

He thought he was playing me.

But the truth?

I’d been planning this moment since the night I zipped my sister into her final dress.

Julian Maddox didn’t kill her.

Not with his hands.

But someone close to him did.

And I was going to make him bleed for it—piece by piece, lie by lie, kiss by kiss. Until nothing was left of the man he used to be.
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One hour after Cassidy Vale walked into my office like a dare.




She smelled like secrets.

Not perfume secrets. Expensive ones. Sharp ones. The kind that stained your hands and didn’t wash off.

Cassidy Vale.

If that was even her name.

I watched her on the surveillance feed from my office after she left, heels slicing through the marble floor like she owned the place. She didn’t look back. Most people do. That tells you a lot about someone.

Not her.

She wanted me to know she didn’t care what I thought of her.

Which only made me wonder more.

I rewound the footage, paused it when she walked through the doors, studied her face. There was something there. Something I couldn’t name. Not fear. Not pride.

Purpose.

The kind you don’t learn in a classroom. The kind you earn in blood.
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