Chapter 1
VALERIE


“Don’t forget your badge,” I yell to my boyfriend as he rushes out the door, running late to work after deciding to stay past hours to catch up on some work. What can I say? He is dedicated to his job. I just wish we could spend a lot more time together like we used to when we first got together 3 years ago. Ever since he got the job years ago, he’s been so stressed and busy. 
We don’t see each other much, except when I’m off on Saturdays like today, or when he comes home early to pick up extra clothes since he’ll be staying overnight at work, see? As I said, he’s a dedicated, hardworking man.
i just wonder what’s got him working so much and so hard, i can’t help but get into my thoughts about marriage and if that’s the reason why he stays late to earn extra money, whenever i bring up the topic with Wayne he says to let him focus on getting a much better promotion, then we’ll definitely hop on that subject so he calls it. 
Running back, almost tripping over his shoes, which I’ve never seen before.
“Aw, thanks rie” I don’t remember the time he actually called me “baby,” or “sweetheart,” or even “love” like he always used to.
He doesn’t glance at me and continues his mild jog to the elevator that manages to start working again after a few weeks of repair.
shutting the front door i turn to make my way in the kitchen to fulfill the noise my stomach has been making every since i got woken up from Wayne 3rd alarm he sets everyday to remind him of every thing he sets to achieve in the morning before work, i take two pieces of freshly golden brown toast and plate them next to the scrambled eggs Wayne didn’t get to eat.
He claims he’s going to eat with a coworker once he’s settled into work. I brush the thought of him using the same excuse every morning and replace the thought with something more positive, like maybe he just really wants to get work done early and make a good impression for his boss, you know?
I dismiss those thoughts and sit at the dining table connected to our open-plan living room and kitchen.
This wasn’t the apartment I pictured us living in when we packed up our entire lives and moved across the country. I actually had a whole plan mapped out — neighborhoods I liked, buildings I’d saved, everything. But Wayne thought this place made more sense since it’s closer to his job. In the end, we chose convenience.
We moved from New York to Los Angeles for a job opportunity he couldn’t pass up. I left everything behind and went with him because I believed it would be a fresh start for both of us. Long distance was never really an option. We’ve always been the kind of couple that either does things together or not at all.
Life in New York feels completely different from the one we’ve built here over the last four years. Before New York, I grew up in Michigan with my parents until I was eleven. They were in a car accident that took both of them. Even before that, I wasn’t especially close to them. They worked constantly, and I spent most of my time with my aunt whenever she could come stay with us.
After the accident, I moved to New York to live with her full-time. She raised me until I was twenty-one, when she moved to Mexico with her fiance. Not long after that, I met Wayne at a bar my best friend Aria practically dragged me to. I almost didn’t go, but I’m glad I did. From that night on, Wayne and I have been together, staying in New York for a year and a half until we moved to where we are now, and we’ve been through a lot since then.
full only after a few bites i throw the food in the trash and make my way to our shared room that’s filled with emptiness, i put on some loose white linen pants, a white spaghetti tank top, and one of Wayne’s light blue flannel, he hates me wearing his clothes but i wanted something that with look okay with the outfit and cover my tiny arms front the cool breeze outside today, after my finalize look i head to the front door to match my simple outfit with my white sneakers, and my white coach hand bag my best friend aria gifted me for my birthday last year.
I’ve never really cared about expensive things. I don’t go out of my way to buy them, and I don’t expect anyone to give them to me. But when someone does, I’m genuinely grateful.
Most of the nicer gifts I’ve gotten have been from Aria. Her parents are incredibly wealthy — they own several companies, both big and small, all over the world — and she’s grown up around that kind of lifestyle. She always makes a point to spoil me a little. She jokes about it too, usually saying something like, “I doubt Wayne ever does.” I know she means it lightly, but there’s always a bit of truth behind it.
Thinking about her reminds me that I should call her later. I make a mental note to do it once I’m back from picking up Wayne’s dry cleaning. He never forgets to remind me about that.
Closing and locking the door, I make my way to the elevator. Down to the apartment lobby, the cool breeze smacks me in the face as soon as the automatic doors split apart but makes me smile appreciating the cool air over the blazing sun the pass couple of days, it’s a normal routine to be busy on my day off instead of lounging around the apartment where i spend most of the time alone, in short distant I’m already in front of the dry cleaners, chimes making music as i open the entrance door.
“Hello, welcome to David’s Dry Clean-” Mr. Garcia stops mid-sentence as he turns away from his task and notice its me. “Morning, Valerie,” he says, putting on the biggest smile I enjoy seeing often.
Every since his wife died a year ago he’s been working more than he usually would, his wife Eleanor was in charge of the shop mostly, but was diagnosed with lung cancer and died a few months after her first surgery, before her passing she under went a lot of test which caused them to stay open 24 hours to earn extra money to pay medical bills, i can just imagine how much he’s paying now that she passed.
“Good morning, Mr. Garcia,” I say, taking my dry cleaner receipt from my purse and placing it on the vintage wooden counter, reaching just above my stomach,
“I told you, just call me David,” he says, taking the receipt and putting it in the drawer before turning and searching through the long line of organized scheduled pickups. He gently places my specific pickup on the counter and gives me a sad yet assured look, as if he wants to ask me something without breaking me.
“How are you doing, sweetheart?” he finally asked, as he rested his forearm on the counter and stared into my dark brown eyes to let me know he’s ready to listen to anything I’m willing to share.
To reveal.
To expose.
“I’m doing well, really.” I’ve added the “really” to convince him that I’m surely okay.
I doubt that worked, anyhow, by the skeptical looks he gives. When I’m not picking up Wayne’s dry cleaning, I still come here now and then to keep him company. 
We talk about a lot of things, including some problems Wayne and I have. Mr. Garcia loves to give me advice on what to do, but I’ve never followed it because it all involves leaving and finding something better. But I love Wayne so much. He’s my first everything. We’ve been through so much together, even when his parents didn’t approve of me just because I didn’t get a degree in college, even though I couldn’t go to college because their son needed the money I had saved up for his job.
remembering the stern look Wayne gave me when we were having brunch with his parents. They wondered why i didn’t go to college, him giving me that look was to keep me in place and to follow his orders of “we are NOT telling my parents you gave me money” don’t get me wrong his parents have money maybe not rich but enough to buy him a house and then some, i never question exactly why he needed the money for or what kind of job ask for money or even why he hasn’t ask his parents for the money but it would ruin his ego to do that. Still, I knew better than to question him.
“I just miss him a lot when he’s working all night or all day,” I say, not making eye contact, fiddling with the plastic of the dry cleaning bag.
“Remember what I told you, give him something to miss you by, Valerie,” he quotes, standing straight and reaching into the left-hand drawer; he pulls out a card. He slides it across the wooden counter my way before looking at me and giving a smirk I never knew older men in their 50s could give.
Looking away from him, I put my pointy finger on the card and traced it before reading “Be bold, brave and beautiful, stop by for a surprise,” the address, and an anime lady dressed in a lingerie set plastered on the small business card.
“What do you suppose I do with this?” I ask, giving him a questioning look and looking back at the vulgar card now placed between my thumb and index finger
“Ugh,” he says, smacking his forehead in frustration. “Valerie, you’re a 26-year-old grown beautiful woman, and if you’re not willing to leave the douche, then maybe spice some things up.” He sounds exactly like my best friend, Aria, and it makes me question if they’re related somehow.
“I…I don’t know,” I say, staring at the card. It was never my decision to think outside the box when it comes to me and Wayne’s sex life. I like to keep it vanilla, simple, and romantic. However, Wayne has told me countless times that he wants to try a lot of things normal people wouldn’t dare to do. We have maybe once or twice, against my will, in some parts. 
Still, because my love for him is so deep, I want to do whatever it takes to make him happy, but don’t get me wrong i have my limits. We haven’t had sex for about 5 months now. I’d be lying if I said I don’t have any desires, but I’m given an excuse whenever I try to initiate anything. Still, maybe just maybe if I were to try this place out, it’ll spark some kind of interest. 
maybe…
“I’ll give it a try only because I trust you,” I say, slipping the tiny card into my handbag and giving Mr. Garcia an unsure smile while he claps his hands together.
My younger self would find it weird that I’m taking this kind of advice from someone who’s old enough to be my dad, but the thought doesn’t last 5 seconds in my head as I smile at him and reach to grab the schedule pickup. 
“Thank you so much, Mr. Garcia,” I say, backing away slowly and giving him a gentle smile of appreciation 
“Just David, and please, it’s fine, have fun, sweetheart,” he winks and waves as I turn to make my way out the rusted door that’ll need replacement sooner or later. 
I thank god as i make my way down the busy sidewalk that his clothes are not heavier than usual or i would’ve said forget going to the cafe for a drink, i slide his clothes to my left arm and use my right arm to swing open the flower decorated cafe door, the smell of freshly brewed coffee and sweet buttery pastries fill my nostrils as i enter and lock eye on the server who usually takes my order, i walk to the pink/yellow spring decorated counter and I’m welcomed with a smile from Yvette “usual?”
I don’t have to say a word, but a nod of my head as I place the dry-cleaned clothes on the large counter and open my handbag to retrieve my wallet. I pull out my debit card and before I can swipe it, “nope, it’s Saturday, Val.” Val is a common nickname my best friend and my aunt use, as well as friendly, antiquated people around town.
“Which means it’s your day off, my treat,” she says, stuffing the 2 butter croissants inside their signature brown paper bag. She slides the large iced coffee and the bag to me and gives me a warm smile.
“Thank you, Yvette, but you really don’t have to, I’m just a normal customer like anyone else, you know?” I say, reaching for the clothes, then the treats.
“I know, but I want to, plus we do this for a lot of our customers,” she says, her voice getting quiet on the last sentence.
“Well, thank you anyway, " I say, returning the warm, wholesome smile before saying bye to her right-hand girl, who co-owns this cafe.
I’ve grown close to most of the people in the town I live in, and I’m very thankful for them. Still, I can see the sad look in their faces whenever I stop by, the look that says, “I know your boyfriend is putting you through hell.” The only reason most of them know of Wayne is that there were times when Wayne came with me, and to them, he doesn’t show any interest in me. They claim they’ve caught him flirting or looking at other women when I wasn’t looking. I don’t like the pity looks or free handouts, just because they assume I’m going through a rough patch, doesn’t everyone?
After leaving the cafe i make it back to the front of my empty shell of a home and struggle to open the door with my hands full, i finally unlock and open the door and sit his dry cleaners on the back of the cream couch before taking my shoes off and putting them by the other barely worn shoes, i flop on the couch and sign out of exhaustion and wouldn’t mind a cat nap, I’m taken out of thought when a ring from my downgraded phone vibrates in my purse, i open my purse to look at the phone to see “my aria” going across the screen and a picture of us behind it.
Without hesitation, I swipe to answer, “Why haven’t I talked to you yesterday?” she questions with a sassy tone. She swears she’s my older sister, me and her being the only children in our families, until I bring her back to reality that I’m 7 months older.
“Umm…the phone works both ways, Aria, and I meant to give you a call today,” I say, pushing my hair back, relaxing back into the couch.
“I miss you, babe,” she says, now changing her tone into a childlike voice.
She took a week-long trip with her father to Hawaii for business, and offered for me to come along, but Wayne doesn’t like me gone for too long without knowing what I’m doing or what he likes to say, “I’ll miss you, that’s all,” although we barely see each other now.
“I miss you too. When are you back, or are you already?” 
“Nope, I’m back, well, just got back like 2 hours ago,” she says, mumbling something else in the background. 
“Are you up to anything today other than running errands for that men of yours?” she questioned.
I look around the room before catching on to how she referred to Wayne. 
I chuckle a little, “No, but I was thinking about stopping at this lingerie shop later on,” I say, a little hesitant to tell her because I know she’s going to convince me to go.
“Wait…you? Val, are you okay?” she asked. 
“Yes, why?”
“You’re going to a lingerie shop…um, hello? That’s why.”
“No, I said I was thinking about it.”
“Oh, you’re definitely going,” she says, getting excited.
“I knew this was going to happen,” I say now, getting off the comfortable couch and going to our room to undress into something more comfortable.
“Matter of fact, get dressed because I know you’re moping around the house, I’ll be there in 20 to pick you up,” she says before hanging up, not giving me a chance to object.
I’m afraid Aria has always been the type to act on first instinct, no matter the situation its something I truly admire about her. After my parents passed away, Aria has always been protective of me, other than my aunt. 
Deciding not to change my outfit, I go back to the living room, flop down on the couch, and wait for the arrival of my best friend, which doesn’t take long. When there’s a knock on the door, I swear she speeds through the streets as if she owns it.
I get up and twist the handle to open, and I’m met with a 4-foot aria jumping into my arms. 
“I miss you so much. Next time, I’m not taking no as an answer; you’re coming with me on a trip,” her voice muffled against my shirt as she hugs me.
I hug her back. “Okay,” is all I say before we release each other.
~~
After going back and forth in the car about coming to the lingerie shop, we pull into the closest parking space by the entrance, no other car in sight but Aria’s white Bentley Continental and a black Porsche Panamera.
I get out, closing the door gently, and we make our way to the entrance, where anime women like the one on the small business card posted in the windows and manikins posing in matching lingerie sets show what women would look like with it on. Hesitant, I open the door but walk in gradually.
“Val, go!” Aria rushes me while pushing my back so she can step in, too.
“Okay, okay” i say quietly looking around there a lot of intimate things crowding the place, lingerie sets in all kinds of colors, shapes and sizes, play-like things hanging from the ceiling, purple and pink shimmering lights on the walls, men and women plastic silicone body parts on the shelves and soft jazz instrumentals coming from speaker on each corner of the walls.
Before I could turn around, feeling taunted, a woman with long blonde hair, blue eyes, long fluttery eyelashes, and light pink lipstick came face to face with me, startling me and causing me to bump into Aria behind me, who was still looking around.
“HI, welcome to all you can desire. Are you looking for anything specific?” She held a plastic bag in her hand, not giving me a chance to say no and leave this sex dungeon, aria speaks up.
“No, we know exactly what to look for, thank you.”
She doesn’t come off as rude but assuring the women that we’ve got it covered, aria knows that I’m looking for just something to wear to surprise Wayne when he comes home tonight, I’ve got it all planned the lingerie, dinner, his favorite wine I’ve manage to keep since he wasn’t home for our anniversary this year, and sex, see the perfect night to help him relax.
The woman smiles and says, “Okay, I’m right behind the counter if you need anything,” before walking away.
“Alright, you search over there, Val, and don’t get anything that doesn’t go up your ass, got it?”
“I guess,” I say, still looking around at everything, regretting taking the card from Mr. Garcia, which reminds me to ask him next time why he has the card in the first place.
I make way towards some bras and panties sets that look similar to what I wear now, lace and showy but not too showy, pulling back each item I pick the final set I like the most, it’s a body suit set mixed in the bunch, it’s Lacey spaghetti strapped, with a heart shape in the middle to show your belly button. I smile a little, knowing Aria would be proud, turning around, my butt almost connected to the hardwood floor if I bumped any harder into the person who’s now standing in my way.
“I’m sorry,” I say, although I wasn’t at fault.
Looking up, I see the guy is huge, maybe 6 feet tall, all black suit, tie loose but not fully, his hair messy but fits perfectly for his look, and a gift box in his hands. Not staying on his looks for too long, I gravitate to his green, low-intimidating eyes, and I stare for what seems too long. I smile before I’m pulled by my best friend, whose mouth is saying words I can’t hear because my mind is stuck on those green eyes that stared right back into my brown ones.


Chapter 2
VALERIE

Aria scans my face as we sit in the quiet car — expensive, the way everything around her tends to be — parked outside the lingerie store we just cleaned out. I push thoughts of the green-eyed man to the back of my mind and turn to her.
“What?” I throw my hands up and stare out the front window, hoping she didn’t catch the exchange earlier. If she did, I won’t hear the end of it.
“Were you even listening to anything I said in there, Val?” she asks, shifting into drive and pulling out of the parking lot.
“Some of it,” I admit.
I look down at the pink paper bag resting in my lap and hold it a little tighter. I’m already wondering if what’s inside will be enough for Wayne. He’s a hard man to impress, and I can’t shake the thought that my body might have changed in the five months since we were last intimate. I’ve tried working out when I can, but with my schedule and only one day off a week, it’s easier said than done. Sometimes I catch myself getting jealous — of the women in magazines, of the ones who come into work looking for outfits and move through the fitting rooms like they’ve never once questioned what they look like.
They try on clothes effortlessly. Petite, unbothered, untouched by doubt. Don’t get me wrong — I know I’m a beautiful woman, especially when I’m feeling like myself. But there are times when that knowing slips away completely, and I’m left feeling unworthy in a way I can’t quite explain out loud. Wayne doesn’t help. You could use a little makeup, he’ll say, or he’ll pick apart the dress I chose for his company gala — too fitted, too short — and then spend the car ride home lecturing me about speaking to his colleagues. By the end of the night, he always frames it the same way: he’s protecting me. He doesn’t want them looking at me like that. Like all they want is one thing.
“Did you know him or something?” Aria’s voice cuts through my thoughts as we step out of the car and head toward my building.
“No. Why?” I give her a sideways look as I press the button for the fifth floor.
She shrugs. “His dad used to do business with my dad. Sometimes, or whatever.”
“Oh.” I leave it there and push open my apartment door.
I set the pink bag on the couch beside my purse and drift toward the kitchen out of habit. “Are you hungry?”
“No, my dad’s looking for me. I should head out.” She’s already pulling out her phone, thumbs moving fast, eyes dropped to the screen.
I lean against the counter and watch her for a moment. It’s been too long since we’ve had a real stretch of time together — since she started traveling and figuring out her place in her father’s business, our hangouts have grown shorter, less frequent. I miss the version of us that would drive four hours to the beach on a whim just for photos, or spend entire nights on the floor surrounded by market snacks and bad romantic movies until we both fell asleep mid-scene.
She’s still staring at her phone, that small device looking even smaller in her hands, when she finally glances up and gives me a slow, wicked smile. Then her expression shifts. She puts her hand on my shoulder, and her eyes go serious.
“If you don’t go through with this plan,” she says, “I will actually kill you.”
She tucks her phone into her bag and moves toward the door, stepping into her shoes with practiced ease.
“And if he says anything disrespectful — anything — let me know, and I’ll make him eat his own shit.”
I nearly collapse onto the hardwood floor laughing.
“Aria.”
“Val, I’m serious,” she says, not looking up from her shoes.
“I know,” I say, still smiling as I meet her at the door.
She pauses before stepping out, one hand on the frame, and turns back to me. Her voice drops just slightly. “You shouldn’t have to go to such lengths to please him, you know.”
“I know,” I say. “But I want to. He’d do the same for me.” The last part comes out a little too easy, the way practiced half-truths tend to.
She studies me for a beat. “Mhm. Love you.”
“Love you too.” I lean out the door and watch until she steps into the elevator, making sure the old, janky thing actually closes behind her.
I shut the door and let myself bounce on my heels once, just once, giddy with the thought of what’s waiting to be set into motion.
The dining table looks like something out of a movie I’d have watched on one of those nights with Aria. Rose petals trail from the front door all the way to the bedroom. Wayne’s favorite wine pours a deep, slow red into the glass. A vanilla candle burns between two plates — steak, asparagus, garlic-roasted potatoes — and the whole apartment smells warm and deliberate.
I smile to myself. I grab the pink bag and rush to the bedroom. He’ll be home soon.
I slip out of my silk robe and step into the one-piece. The fabric settles against my skin in a way that feels like a decision — smooth, intentional, impossible to ignore. I stand in front of the full-length mirror and pull my hair back, studying myself for a moment. For once, I don’t pick myself apart.
His keys hit the lock.
I move fast, pressing my back lightly against the wall beside the door, arms stretched wide, doing my best impression of a woman who has it all figured out.
“Surprise, baby!”
Wayne looks down at the rose petals scattered across the entrance. His expression flickers — surprised, yes, but something underneath it that isn’t quite warmth. He steps past me without a word to look at the dinner table, taking in the still-steaming plates, the candle, the wine. He sets his briefcase on the kitchen island, loosens his tie without removing it, and turns back toward me.
“What’s all this?” he asks.
“I wanted to do something nice. I know how hard you’ve been working.” I move toward him and slide my arms around his neck, rising onto my tiptoes.
His hands stay at his sides.
“Plus,” I add, keeping my voice light, “we haven’t been together in months. I know you get — you know.” I press a small kiss to his cheek, then to the corner of his mouth.
He lifts my arms from around his neck, pulls his tie off fully, and tosses it onto the couch before sinking into the cushions.
“Are you okay?” I follow him into the living room. He stretches his arm across his forehead and exhales — slow, heavy, the kind of exhale that fills a room. I move between his knees and lower myself into his lap, fingers drifting to the buttons of his white shirt.
I’d been noticing things over the past couple of months. The shirt — new, one I didn’t recognize. The shoes. A silver Rolex he’d tucked under folded socks in the back of the shared closet, as if that were somehow a hiding place. I push it all aside when he speaks.
“I’m fine. Just really tired.” He lowers his arm and looks at me — steady but dim. His eyes move over my body, then return to my face. “You want sex. Is that what this is?”
Something in his voice has shifted. Irritation, low and coiled.
“No — no, Wayne. I wanted to do something nice, that’s all. Cook you dinner, make you feel—”
“So you know I’m tired,” he cuts in, his voice rising, “and I’ve worked hard, but you still decided to throw a meal and sex at me?”
He pushes me off his lap and stands. One hand lands on his hip. The other drags slowly down his face. He draws a breath.
“Wayne, it’s not what it looks like, I swear.” I step in front of him and put my hand against his chest. I know how bad his days can get — he’s told me enough times about the colleagues who make him want to lose his mind entirely. I’ve always wanted to be the thing that helps. I’ve always wanted him to let me.
“Then what the hell is it, Rie?”
He grabs both my hands and yanks me toward him.
His face is close. His mouth is tight. His eyes are wide in a way I’ve never seen before.
“Wayne—”
“You want sex? Is that it? You want it?”
“Wayne, stop—”
He grabs my arms. Both of them. His grip is immediate and absolute.
“Let’s talk—” My voice breaks.
“Why should we talk? I told you I’m tired. Leave it alone.”
His hand moves to my throat.
The pressure is sudden. I gag. My hands come up instinctively, fingers wrapping around his wrist, but he doesn’t release. He pulls me toward the bedroom, and I stumble forward, trying to catch my footing.
“You need to learn to leave shit alone.” He lets go. Walks into the bathroom. The door slams shut behind him.
The room goes quiet so fast it almost rings.
I stand there for a moment. The candle is still burning somewhere in the other room. I can smell the vanilla from here. Everything still soft and deliberate, the way I made it.
I curl onto the bed and pull the sheets around me, even though they cover nothing he hasn’t already seen. In three years, I never imagined Wayne like this. He’d grabbed me before — rough, urgent, twice when he was drunk and I told myself that was the explanation. He’d promised. He’d promised. Tonight, there was no alcohol. Nothing to blame. Just him, stone-cold sober, his hand at my throat like he’d made a decision.
The thought that rises up is shameful: I shouldn’t have pushed. I should have read the room.
That thought is followed by another, quieter and more exhausted: I’m so tired of reading the room.
I stand slowly. There’s a dull ache along my neck where the pressure was, but I don’t let myself linger on it. I change into my joggers, the white tank top from this morning, a clean pair of underwear. I catch myself in the standing mirror and look away before I can take it all in — the smeared mascara, the lipstick, the hair. I close my eyes and breathe through my nose.
Then I go clean up the surprise.
The food is cold. The wine has stained the glass red along the rim. I scrape both plates into the trash without tasting anything, set the dishes in the sink, and gather up the rose petals by hand, filling the plastic container they came from. I move through it mechanically, like tidying up after someone else’s party.
Wayne comes out of the bathroom in a cloud of steam, wet hair pushed back, a towel low on his hips. He looks at me. His face is different now — the anger dissolved somewhere in the shower, leaving something softer and carefully arranged in its place.
He walks toward me.
I back up until I feel the door behind me.
“I’m not gonna hurt you,” he says. He reaches out slowly, his hands closing around my arms with a gentleness that makes me want to scream.
Tears push at the backs of my eyes. I keep my gaze at his collarbone.
“Come here.” He takes my hand and leads me to the bed, sitting and drawing me into his lap. I don’t look at him, so he slips a finger under my chin and tips my face up. His eyes are soft. Pleading. The full performance of sorry.
“I’m sorry, babe.” He shakes his head. “They shut me out of a meeting today — something I came up with — and I just—” He trails off, then catches himself. “Anyway. I took it out on you. I shouldn’t have done that.” He looks at the floor, then back at me. His thumb traces slow circles on the back of my hand. “You know I’d never hurt you, right?”
I don’t answer out loud. In my head, I’m not sure anymore. Part of me thinks I should be more careful, more precise about what I say and when. Another part of me — the part that’s been getting louder lately — is simply tired. Tired of recalibrating. Tired of making myself smaller so he has more room.
I turn without speaking and wrap my arms around his neck, pressing my face into the curve between his shoulder and jaw. He pulls me close, arms wrapping around my waist, and squeezes.
As if that means anything. As if that means everything.
I let him hold me anyway.


Chapter 3
VALERIE

I didn’t sleep. I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling while Wayne breathed slowly beside me, and by the time the clock on my nightstand read nine, my neck was still sore and my head felt hollowed out from crying without making a sound.
I watched him get dressed for work. He moved through the room like he’d already forgotten the night before — choosing a shirt, smoothing the collar, checking his reflection in the dresser mirror with the mild satisfaction of a man who had somewhere to be. He didn’t kiss me. Didn’t look at me. Just left, trailing something new and expensive behind him.
I pulled back the duvet and made myself stand.
In the bathroom, I turned on the shower and let it run hot, then stood at the mirror until the glass fogged over and I couldn’t see myself anymore. Part of me wanted to stay home. Part of me wanted to pack a bag. I stepped into the shower and stood under the water with my eyes closed and let myself want both things without doing either.
~~~
The knock came while I was still in my towel.
I held still, listening. A second knock, softer than the first. I slipped on my house shoes and crossed to the front door, peering through the keyhole before I touched the handle.
Ms. Perez. She stood in the hallway in a floral dress, hands clasped in front of her, her long gray hair loose down her back. I’d never seen her at my door before. The sight of her made my chest tighten in a way I hadn’t expected.
I opened the door a crack.
“Hi, Ms. Perez.” My voice came out quieter than I intended.
“Hi, honey.” Her eyes moved over me, careful and unhurried. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fi—”
“He’s not hitting you, is he?”
She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t have to. The question landed in the space between us, and I stood there in my towel holding the edge of the door, her dark eyes steady on mine.
Five seconds. Maybe less.
I thought about Wayne’s voice in the dark — low and close, his hand warm on my back, promising he would never do it again. I thought about the way I’d let myself believe it, curled against him while my neck ached. I’m officially a dumbass, I thought.
“No, no,” I said. “We just had a disagreement. About dinner. Nothing like that.”
I opened the door a little wider so she could see the apartment behind me — neat, quiet, ordinary. I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile.
She tilted her head slowly, the way people do when they don’t believe you but won’t push. Then she glanced back at her own door — bright blue, hung with a cheerful spring wreath — and said, “I’m right over there if you ever need anything, Valerie.”
“Thank you,” I said.
She took a few small steps back toward her apartment, sandals clicking softly against the hallway floor.
I closed the door and stood behind it for a moment. Then I went to the bathroom, found my concealer, and covered the bruise on my neck as best I could.
~~~
I rushed into Manny’s Boutique five minutes late, which didn’t happen often and which I already regretted before the sliding doors had finished closing behind me. The familiar smell of the place settled over me — expensive fabric, something floral, faintly cool — and I was halfway to the back when Sheila’s voice cut through the floor.
“And why the hell are you late?”
She was already seated on the lounge sofa, one leg crossed over the other, watching me the way a cat watches something it’s not quite hungry enough to bother with yet.
“I’m sorry. I overslept.”
“No excuse. You have an eleven-thirty appointment.” She stood and moved toward the door, then stopped. “Next time, I fire you.”
She didn’t wait for a response. I changed my shoes, took two deep breaths, and went out to the floor.
Manny’s served the kind of clients who didn’t like to be kept waiting — people with galas and board dinners and romantic anniversaries that required outfits to match the occasion. My job was fittings: pulling looks, taking measurements, making someone feel like the clothes had been chosen specifically for them. I was good at it, usually. I checked the appointment clipboard at the front counter and found the eleven-thirty.
Liam Underwood. Company party.
I pulled a rack to dressing room two and spent some time selecting — three looks, each one sitting somewhere between polished and approachable, professional without being stiff. Company party could mean a lot of things; I chose outfits that covered the range. I matched shoes to each, hung everything in order, then went to the refreshment station and put together a tray: matcha latte, two croissants. First appointment always got something to hold while they decided what they wanted to be.
I was setting the tray on the glass table in front of the gray sofa when the door opened behind me.
“Sorry — I didn’t realize someone was already in here.”
I turned.
It took me a moment, and then it didn’t.
The man in the lingerie store. Green eyes, easy posture, that slight pull at the corner of his mouth like he’d just thought of something he wasn’t going to say. He stood at the threshold of the dressing room in a suit that fit him the way good suits fit people who already know what they want.
“Oh — no,” I said. “I’m assisting with your fitting today.”
He looked from me to the rack of clothes and back again. “That what you picked?” He moved into the room and settled onto the sofa, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, relaxed in the manner of someone who is entirely comfortable being watched.
“I thought something professional but not too formal would work for a company party,” I said. “Elegant, but—”
“Let’s just start,” he said. His eyes were the same shade I remembered.
I went to the rack and pulled the first look — a dark brown suit, well-cut, paired with leather shoes in a complementary tone. “This one is tailored to—”
“I’ll just try it on.” He was already on his feet, draping the jacket across the sofa arm, moving to unbutton his shirt with the casual efficiency of someone who had no particular feelings about being watched.
I looked away. He noticed.
“I take my time when I know someone’s enjoying the show.”
“Sorry,” I said, and let myself out. The door clicked behind me and I stood in the hallway with my back against the wall, face warm, feeling approximately seventeen years old.
Twenty minutes later, a knock.
I straightened, cracked the door to confirm he was dressed, then opened it the rest of the way.
He was scrolling through his phone, suit jacket back on. He glanced up. “I’ll take this one. Have it brought to the front.”
“Clients usually take their selections to the register themselves,” I said.
He lowered his phone and looked at me, unhurried, the way he had from the sofa — like he was reading something in small print. Then he reached past me, arm brushing my side, and lifted the suit from the rack himself. He turned toward the door.
“Thank you for choosing Manny’s,” I called after him. “Please come again.”
He didn’t answer. But as he pushed through the door, I caught the edge of his expression — and whatever it was, it wasn’t annoyance. It was closer to amusement. Like he’d gotten exactly what he came for, and the visit had been better than expected.
I stood in the empty dressing room for a moment after he left, the tray still on the table, the croissants untouched, the other two suits hanging where I’d left them.
Then I went to put the rack away.


Chapter 4
VALERIE

Liam Underwood.
I was still holding the jacket he’d rejected — charcoal wool, wrong lapel — when the name caught on something in my memory and pulled.
I stood there a moment longer than I needed to, the jacket draped over my arm, thinking about Wayne’s voice at the kitchen table two weeks ago, volume climbing the way it does when he’s worked himself into something. Mr. Underwood this, Mr. Underwood that. The prospective new CEO, the one being groomed over his older brother, the one Wayne had already decided to resent on principle. I’d nodded through that whole dinner without retaining much of it — I’ve learned to take in the shape of his anger without the substance — but the name had stuck somewhere underneath.
And then Aria, at the lingerie store, saying her father did business with his dad.
And now this. The same green eyes. The same unhurried quality, like a man who had never once been late for anything because the world had learned to wait for him.
I hung the jacket back on the rack with more care than it required.
“I don’t pay you to daydream, Velma.”
Sheila. I turned. She was standing three feet away with the particular posture she reserves for moments she wants remembered — shoulders back, mouth a thin line, enjoying herself.
“It’s Valerie,” I said. “And I’m sorry, ma’am.”
“Don’t correct me.” She held my gaze a half-second longer than necessary, the way people do when the real message isn’t in the words. “Remember who’s in charge around here.”
“Yes, ma’am.” I nodded and moved back toward the floor, keeping my face neutral, which is a skill I have spent years refining. Behind me I heard her heels on the marble, deliberate and unhurried, fading toward the back.
I straightened a display I’d already straightened and thought about nothing in particular for a while.
I walked home.
the same thirty-two minutes I always logged on the nights I didn’t ask for a ride and he didn’t offer. The October air was sharp enough to matter, and I kept my scarf high and my head down. My feet were starting to separate from the rest of me by the time I turned onto our block.
I made it inside, registered dimly that the lock hadn’t caught behind me, and didn’t go back to fix it. The couch accepted me the way furniture sometimes does — completely, without ceremony — and I was almost gone when the door swung open and banged against the wall.
“So we’re not locking doors anymore?”
Wayne, briefcase in hand, already loosening his tie. I surfaced slowly. My watch said 7:14 PM. He was never home at 7:14 PM.
“Sorry,” I said, sitting up. “I thought I got it.”
He wasn’t looking at the door anymore. He was already somewhere else in his own head, shedding his jacket, and when he turned back there was a brightness in him I hadn’t seen in a while — the live-wire kind, something buzzing just beneath the surface. I watched him the way you watch the weather through glass.
“I saw you walking and honked, but I guess you didn’t hear me.” He dropped his briefcase on the couch cushion beside me. “Anyway — guess what?”
Despite his exuberance, I feel disappointed that he didn’t stop to give me a ride for the rest of the way. We share our car, but Wayne drives it most of the time since his workplace is about 6 to 7 minutes farther than mine. While I understand his point about how unnecessary it would be, it’d be nice if he dropped me off or picked me up on days when he’s home early or doesn’t have work—it’s frustrating, given that I contributed the most to the car’s purchase.
He pulled me to my feet before I’d decided to stand.
“They’re doing a party tonight.” He was holding both my hands, squeezing, and his energy was the kind that fills a room even when you don’t want it to. “Company announcement — project management lead. They’re making the whole thing official.” He let go and moved to the window, and I watched him exhale, watched his shoulders shift. “We all know how it’s going to go. It’s a formality. That asshole isn’t even CEO yet and he’s already been running things for a month.”
I stood where he’d left me, in the center of the room, feeling the residual warmth of his hands on mine. The night before sat somewhere behind my sternum like a stone — not dull, exactly, more like familiar, a weight I’d learned to carry without mentioning. And now here he was: bright, full, buzzing. Already past it in a way I was not.
“I want you there with me,” he said, turning back. “Tonight.”
“Of course,” I said. I smiled. I’m very good at that smile — it lives somewhere in my muscle memory now, reliable and exact, the kind that reaches the eyes if you’re not looking for the effort behind it.
if I’m honest, I’m not particularly keen on attending company parties with Wayne. He becomes overly possessive, refusing to let me out of his sight except when I need to use the bathroom, and forbids me from engaging with his colleagues, fearing it might tarnish his reputation. It’s a particular kind of attentiveness — a hand at my back, a glass refreshed before I asked, eyes that tracked me across the room and translated every expression I made into something I’d have to account for later. By the end of the night, I’d be so tired from not being tired that I could barely speak.
He lifted me without warning, hands at my waist, and buried his face in my neck right where the bruise was.
I kept still. My hands found his shoulders, because they didn’t know where else to go.
The aqua gown was his — a birthday gift from two years ago, which meant it was also a standing instruction. He’d bought it; he liked it; I wore it to things where he wanted me visible. It hit mid-thigh on a slit and left my back open, and it was beautiful in the way that things you didn’t choose for yourself sometimes are.
He was already dressed when I started my makeup — the brown suit, recently dry-cleaned, his good watch — and he moved through the apartment with the focused quiet of a man conducting a pre-game ritual. I sat at the vanity and worked in layers: foundation over the concealer that was already doing its job, setting powder, blusher light enough to read as healthy. Lipstick last. I dropped a second tube into my clutch without thinking about it, then thought about it.
For when he kisses you in front of people to prove the point.
“Rie.” He appeared in the doorway. “I don’t want to be late.”
“I’m coming.” I capped the lipstick and stood, and he looked at me with the brief, assessing look that wasn’t really appreciation — it was inventory. Then he moved away, satisfied.
The elevator was mirrored on three walls. In it I could see four of him and four of me, all of us quiet, descending. He found my eyes in the reflection and held them.
“Don’t fuck this up for me tonight.”
The elevator continued its descent. I watched his reflection watch mine.
“Babe, I won’t—”
“Just go along with everything. Understood?”
“Yes,” I said.
I looked down at my heels. They were the color of champagne. Last night, he had his hand around my throat, and this morning, he left for work without looking back, and now here we were, descending, and he was telling me not to ruin things. As though I ever had. As though there was a version of me he remembered doing that.
“You look beautiful,” he said. An addition. An afterthought or a reset — I’ve stopped trying to tell the difference.
The lobby opened up ahead of us and he took my hand.
The venue was glass-fronted, corporate-clean, with a valet line and soft amber light inside that did what expensive lighting is designed to do: made everyone look slightly better than they were. I watched other couples step out of cars ahead of us — easy with each other, laughing at something, a woman smoothing her date’s lapel in that unthinking, intimate way — and I studied them from the car window until Wayne’s door opened and I had to follow.
The thing about watching other people with their partners is that you can never actually know. I know this. But there’s a quality to ease that’s hard to fake from the outside, a looseness in the shoulder, a laugh that comes out before the decision to laugh — and I could see it in them, the couples ahead of us, and I felt it like a splinter. Something small and exact.
Wayne took my hand as we walked toward the entrance. It was warm, deliberate. I glanced up at him and he was already looking ahead, face forward, working through something in his mind — but he didn’t let go, and for a moment the grip felt almost like a grip between two people rather than a grip between a person and a thing he owned.
I let myself have the moment. It cost me nothing and lasted about as long as it deserved to.
Inside: soft light, a murmur of important-sounding voices, the clink and drift of a room full of people performing their best professional selves. I was taking the temperature of it — exits, powder room, where the trays were coming from — when I heard it.
“JONES.”
Leo. He materialized from somewhere to our left, all grin and forward energy, and Wayne lit up the way he does for certain men, a boy in a room full of boys. They went into each other immediately, the shoulder-grab handshake, the escalating laugh. I’ve always suspected that the version of Wayne other people get to know is not the same one I live with, and Leo’s face confirms it every time.
“You remember Rie?” Wayne said, pulling me into the orbit of the conversation.
Leo looked at me — and there was the other thing, the thing Wayne never seemed to register. Leo’s gaze had a specific quality. The second look, the slight smile adjusted for my benefit. It was possible Wayne had simply decided not to notice. It was also possible he noticed and didn’t consider it worth addressing because I wasn’t worth protecting, only maintaining.
“Valerie,” Leo said, like a small act of courtesy toward me specifically.
“Hi, Leo.” I looked just past his shoulder, scanning — and then the weight hit me before I’d found the source. The particular sensation of someone’s attention, the way you can feel it on your skin before you’ve turned toward it.
I turned slightly.
Across the room, near the front, drink in hand. Liam Underwood. He was already looking away when I found him, his attention moving toward something else in one clean, unhurried motion — but I had caught the tail end of it, the half-second before the redirect.
My eyes went wide and I pulled them back to Leo, to the middle distance, to my own hands.
Wayne was still talking. Leo was still laughing. The room continued its low-grade hum.
I looked down at my champagne heels and thought about how the world is, apparently, very small.
~~~~
LIAM
The announcement was the part I’d been told, repeatedly, to stop trying to control.
I’d made my case to my father twice — once in his office, once over dinner, both times with the same outcome. He had listened, nodded, and then proceeded with whatever he’d already decided. The party wasn’t excessive, he’d said. People need to witness things. They need to be present for the shift of power, or they won’t believe it happened. He’d looked at me with a patience that meant this conversation is over.
He wasn’t wrong. He was rarely wrong, which was one of several things about him I’d spent my adult life learning to simply accept.
I got there early enough to do a sweep of the room before it filled. Damien found me before I’d taken three steps inside — he has a radar for arrivals, which is one of the reasons I’ve kept him close for seven years.
“Ready?” He clapped me on the back, grinning with the particular ease of a man who had lost a bet and not yet fully admitted it.
“You’ve been wrong before.” I took a drink from a passing tray. “You’re usually more embarrassed about it.”
“I’m evolving.” He fell into step beside me, still grinning. “I’m becoming someone who loses gracefully.”
“Work in progress.”
“Isn’t everything.”
My brother was already in the room. I’d clocked him on the way in — he was holding court near the bar with the very particular confidence of a person who has never once considered that he might not get the CEO position he wanted. Hands gesturing, laughter rising around him, that familiar set of his jaw. I’d spent a lot of years being shaped against that jaw, the older-brother certainty of it. We had not spoken in three weeks, which was both unusual and, at present, probably correct.
I watched him for a moment and felt the old familiar arrangement of things — the history, the arithmetic of growing up against someone, the specific tiredness of a competition that was never really a competition but was treated as one by everyone involved. I felt all of it and found it manageable. I had spent enough time on it. Tonight I needed to be present, not rehearsing.
I turned my attention to the room.
And that’s when I saw her.
The same woman, again. Third time in — I had to think — four days. The lingerie store first: quick, oblivious to me, gone before I’d really gotten a look. I was there hunting for a chic two-piece set I intended to gift to my now ex-girlfriend for her birthday. Then the boutique this morning: the fitting room, the practiced quiet she moved through her work with, the way she’d looked at me once in the mirror and then made a decision not to look again. I hadn’t expected to think about her afterward. But I had, briefly, on the way to the car.
And now here. In this room. In an aqua gown that managed to be extraordinary without appearing to try.
She was standing half a step behind the man beside her — Jones, and she was scanning the room with the specific quality of someone who had learned to read it before being asked to perform inside it. Cataloguing. That’s what it looked like. She wasn’t taking it in with the pleasure of someone who wanted to be there. She was orienting.
I looked away before she looked at me.
Or almost before. I wasn’t entirely sure of the timing. Damien was saying something I hadn’t tracked and I redirected to him.
“—think it’s a good room,” he was saying. “Good energy.”
“Mm.”
“You’re not listening.”
“I’m listening.”
“You’re not.”
I drank, looked at the far wall, and refocused. The strange and slightly inconvenient truth was that I didn’t know what to do with the coincidence of her. Not the coincidence itself — people move through the same circles in this city, the same zip codes, the same upholstered rooms — but the specific quality of noticing her each time. It was involuntary in a way I found mildly irritating. I wasn’t a man who was easily distracted, and she hadn’t done anything to cause it. She’d stood in a fitting room this morning doing her job with careful professionalism, and then she’d turned up here, three hours later, in the same building, in a different context, belonging to someone else in a manner that was — even from across a room — visible enough.
I stopped looking at her.
My father took the stage just after nine. The room shifted the way it always does around him — not silence, exactly, more like the room finding its natural center, everyone unconsciously adjusting. He has always had this quality. I’ve studied it for five years and still can’t entirely isolate the mechanism.
“Good evening, gentlemen.” The pause. “Oh — and ladies.” The practiced smile, the practiced warmth, the ripple of laughter that came on cue. He’s told me before that the pause isn’t condescension — it’s acknowledgment that the room had defaulted somewhere he wanted to correct. I had pointed out that it was both.
He kept the remarks brief. The company’s history. What the transition meant. What he’d spent forty years building and what he believed it deserved going forward. My father is not a sentimental man, but he has a talent for making the practical sound elevated, for making decisions that were made in conference rooms sound like moral commitments.
I watched my brother while my father spoke. He was still smiling — he’d kept it up with an admirable consistency — but he’d stopped rocking on his heels. His hands were in his pockets now. Still. The smile didn’t change but something behind it had.
I looked left.
She was there, a dozen feet away, half-turned toward the stage. Jones had his arm around her waist. His grip was the kind that has nothing to do with tenderness — possessive in the way that’s really about something else, a claim being made for an audience of one. Her hands were folded in front of her. Her face was attending to my father’s words or doing an excellent impression of it.
I looked back at the stage.
The room had gone quieter as my father approached it — the particular quiet that gathers around something people have been waiting for, something with weight.
“What I’ve built has to be held by someone who understands what it cost,” he said. “And what it asks of the person holding it.”
To my left: the held breath of the crowd. My brother’s smile going still.
To my right: Damien, barely breathing, his lost bet reaching its resolution.
And in the periphery, the place I kept returning to against my better judgment: a woman in aqua, standing still in a room full of motion, watching.
“With that being said—” My father paused. The room tightened. He found my eyes from across the space between us, and I let myself meet them, and there was something in the exchange that didn’t have words yet — the whole long history of his expectations and my working out how to inhabit them, compressed into a second or two.
I gave him the smallest smile I had. He deserved it. I had earned it. Both of those things were true and neither canceled the other.
“Liam,” he said, and extended his hand.
The room moved. Damien let out a sound beside me, and I was already moving forward, and from somewhere behind me I heard my brother begin, slowly, to applaud — the performance of it, the decision to be seen performing it. I didn’t look back.
I shook my father’s hand. He held it a moment longer than necessary, and in the extra moment I felt, briefly, all of it: the years, the cost, the thing I had wanted long enough that wanting it had become part of my architecture. It was strange to finally be standing at the thing you’d organized yourself around. Strange and quiet in a way I hadn’t anticipated — not triumphant, not relieved. Just present. Here, now, holding this.
My father leaned in. “Don’t embarrass me,” he said, very quietly, and he was smiling when he said it, so I smiled back.
“I’ll do my best,” I said.
The room applauded. I turned to face it.
And there she was again — I hadn’t been looking for her, I want to be clear about that — standing near the edge of the crowd, her hands coming together in the motion of clapping, her face arranged in the polite attention of someone applauding a person they don’t know. But just for a second — a fraction of one — her eyes found mine. Not deliberately. The same involuntary quality of coincidence we’d been trading all week.


Chapter 5
VALERIE
The applause was still going when Wayne leaned toward Leo and said, low and even, “I fucking knew it.”
Leo made a sound that wasn’t quite agreement. I kept my eyes on the stage.
Liam Underwood stood at the podium the way people stand when they’re not performing. That was the thing I noticed first — he wasn’t working for the room. He was just in it. His hands rested loose at the edge of the podium, his shoulders unbothered, and he spoke in complete sentences that arrived without fanfare and landed without effort. He thanked the board. He thanked the outgoing CEO by name, one specific thing about him, nothing generic. He said he was looking forward to the work. He did not say excited or humbled or this journey. He said the work, and he meant it, and everyone in the room could tell.
I thought: this is a man who has already decided what kind of man he is.
“What’s wrong?” I asked Wayne quietly.
“Nothing.” He didn’t look at me.
I let it go. I’d learned the topography of Wayne’s moods well enough to know when a subject had a fence around it. This one had an electric one.
Then Liam said Wayne’s name.
He said it the same way he said everything else — clear, neutral, without inflation. Wayne Jones, head of project management. And the room did what rooms do, and I turned and looked at Wayne, and for one moment, his face was completely unguarded. The pleasure in it was real, pure, and total. He raised his hand. He smiled. He became, in an instant, the version of himself that other people got.
I clapped. Genuinely. I knew what this promotion meant to him, what he’d been building toward, the hours he’d logged, the calls he’d taken on weekends. I knew because I’d been there for it. That’s the thing about being with someone — you hold the receipts, even for the things they’d rather you forget.
He still didn’t look at me.
The crowd shifted after the speech, rearranged itself into smaller clusters, and the waitstaff appeared again with champagne. Wayne took a glass and handed it to me without being asked. That was automatic — a good habit from earlier in our relationship, when he was still building the case for himself. I accepted it. We moved through the room together, or almost together. His hand at my back guided rather than rested. The difference is the pressure, and the pressure was there.
Leo materialized beside me at some point, beaming with genuine warmth, clinking my glass. “You know I always believed,” he said, which was a kind lie because Leo believes everything until he doesn’t, but I smiled at him anyway because I like Leo. He treats me like a person, which shouldn’t be notable but sometimes is.
“He worked for it,” I said.
“He really did.” Leo glanced at Wayne, who was three inches away and already locked into conversation with someone else. Leo’s voice dropped just slightly. “You good?”
“Of course.” I said it easily, the way you say it when you’ve practiced it into a reflex.
Leo looked at me for one second longer than necessary, then nodded and let it go. That’s the thing about Leo. He sees some of it. He chooses not to see the rest. I don’t blame him. It’s a natural human thing, deciding how much truth you can afford.
I saw the moment Wayne spotted Liam.
His posture changed. Not much — just a degree or two of alignment, the way a compass needle shifts when you bring something magnetic close. He finished his conversation and turned to me, and his voice was easy, his smile easy, his hand easy on my back.
“Come on,” he said. “I should introduce myself.”
We moved through the room, and I went along because I always went along, and I kept my face pleasant and my thoughts to myself, and I counted the steps on the way over because that’s something I do when I’m not sure what’s coming.
Liam was standing with a colleague — the tall one, dark-eyed, sardonic at the edges of everything he said. They were in the middle of something, but Wayne walked into it the way Wayne walks into rooms: like the floor was already expecting him.
“Jones,” he said, extending a hand. “Wayne Jones. Looking forward to working under you.”
I watched Liam’s expression. It didn’t change much. He looked at Wayne’s hand for a brief, barely-there moment, then brought his own up from his jacket pocket — not to shake, but to settle at his side. It was done so smoothly that you’d almost miss it. Wayne probably missed it.
“Jones,” Liam said. “Good to have you in the role.”
That was all. No reciprocal performance, no matching energy. He just received it and said very little in return, and the whole exchange was over in four seconds, and Wayne, I could tell by the tension in the fingers at my back, did not quite know how to categorize what had just happened.
Then Wayne said it.
“This is my fiancée. Valerie.”
The word arrived the way certain things do — without warning and with impact. I felt it the way you feel a step that isn’t there. Something shifts in your gut before your brain has finished processing.
Fiancée.
I kept my face neutral. I had some practice at this.
Internally I did the math quickly, the way I’d learned to — not with hurt, not yet, not here, but with the cold precision of someone cataloguing information for later. He said it to make himself larger. He said it because Liam was already larger and Wayne needed something to close the distance. A fiancée is a kind of status. I was a kind of status. I stood there in my dress and I was, in that moment, a credential.
I caught Leo’s raised eyebrow at the periphery of my vision. One eyebrow, just barely. He knew, same as I did, that there had been no proposal, no ring, no conversation — there was just this moment, and Wayne’s specific kind of hunger.
And then Liam looked at me.
Not at Wayne, not over my head — at me, directly, as if he’d decided in that moment that I was the only one worth addressing. He reached for my hand. He didn’t ask. He took it gently, the way you handle something breakable not because it is broken but because it might be, and he brought it toward him and lowered his head and pressed his lips to my knuckles — barely, briefly, formally. Like something from a different century.
I had no idea what to do with it.
His eyes found mine while his head was still dipped, and for one beat — one beat only — he held them there before he straightened and turned his gaze back to Wayne.
The look he gave Wayne was not long. It was not readable in any way I could exactly name. It was just a look, and it landed, and I felt Wayne absorb it beside me, felt the tension at my back recalibrate.
I filed it away. I didn’t know what I’d do with it yet. I just knew I wasn’t going to forget it.
“Babe.”
The word had a whole history in it — familiar and slightly desperate and pitched just above what the moment required. I turned to see a woman approaching Liam from the side, a short dress, dark hair, a particular kind of beautiful that comes with knowing it. She put her hand on his shoulder like she owned the real estate.
“and wayne…” she says
I felt Wayne go still beside me.
Not dramatically still. Just — a degree of quieting, the way a room does when a sound stops. I felt it in his hand.
I watched Liam’s face. He removed the woman’s hand from his shoulder. He didn’t yank it. He didn’t make a scene. He simply took it by the wrist, held it for half a second — long enough to be clear, short enough to be polite — and placed it back at her side.
He said something to her, low and even. I didn’t catch all of it. I caught no and not tonight and the particular tone of a man who has made a decision and finished making it some time ago.
Then he walked away. He didn’t look back.
The woman — she was beautiful, and she was looking after him, and her expression had a grief in it that it clearly hadn’t expected to need tonight — she stood there for a moment, smoothed her dress, and disappeared back into the crowd.
I stood there doing math.
Wayne’s stillness. Her hand on Liam’s shoulder. Liam’s removal of it. The way Wayne had gone quiet in a particular kind of way — not surprised, exactly, but alert in the specific way of someone whose past has just walked through the door.
I didn’t have all the variables. But I’m good at math.
I knew something had moved between all three of them in those thirty seconds, and I was standing in the middle of it without having agreed to be.
Wayne moved us away with the smooth efficiency of a man who has decided to be good at the rest of the evening.
His energy had shifted again — the promotion buzz was back, covering the undercurrent like lacquer over old wood. He put his arm around me and laughed at something a passing colleague said. His voice was easy and warm. His hand on my waist was light.
He was charming. He is always most charming at the seam.
I’ve learned to find the seam. It’s getting faster every time.
I smiled at the colleague, laughed at the right moment, played my part. Wayne pulled me just slightly closer, and the night opened up ahead of us, and I kept my face pleasant and my thoughts quiet and thought: fiancée.
I turned the word over in my mind like a stone, looking at what lived under it.
Later, I decided. I’d think about it later.
LIAM
The thing about giving speeches is that you have to stop thinking about everything you know while you’re giving them.
I’m reasonably good at this.
I said what I meant to say. I thanked the people who had earned it. I announced Jones because the board had made the call and the board was correct on the merits — whatever I thought of the man personally was not relevant to his competence, and his competence in project management is, I’ll grant him, considerable. I said his name and watched him raise his hand across the room, and I noted the pleasure on his face and thought nothing about it. Then I stepped off the stage and Damien was at my elbow, satisfied, and the room rearranged itself and the evening’s real work began.
“Good speech,” Damien said. “Short.”
“It was a speech, not a sermon.”
“Some of us could learn from you.” He was already looking across the room, evaluating. Damien treats parties the way he treats spreadsheets — he wants to find the errors.
“We’re here for two hours,” I said. “Make use of it.”
We worked the room, which is the correct way to describe it. You don’t attend these events, you perform a function at them. I spoke to the CFO about the Q1 restructuring. I spoke to the head of marketing about the rebrand timeline. I found Sandra Chen, who runs our legal team and is smarter than everyone at this party combined and knows it, and we had a useful twelve-minute conversation that was worth the entire evening.
Somewhere in that, I became aware of Jones moving through the room.
He has a particular way of moving — deliberate, like a man who’s decided other people should notice him arriving. Practiced, but practiced well enough that most people wouldn’t clock it. I clocked it.
I also clocked the woman at his side.
She was a step behind him, which is not where a partner stands — it’s where someone stands who’s used to making way. Her expression was settled into something neutral and pleasant, the specific neutrality of a face that has been trained for public use. She was wearing an aqua dress. She had her hair pinned back and I could see her neck from across the room, the particular way she’d arranged the wrap at her collar, and even at this distance I could see what she was managing.
I kept my expression exactly where it was.
Damien was saying something. I answered him.
Jones arrived.
He said his name first — “Jones, Wayne Jones” — which told me something, the redundancy of it, the need to assert himself twice in a single introduction. He extended his hand with the confidence of a man who has never been left hanging.
I left it hanging.
I kept my hands in my jacket pockets. I brought one out a few seconds later, not to shake — just to readjust. Smooth enough. He probably filed it under awkward timing. Men like Jones are good at revising outcomes that don’t go their way.
“Jones,” I said. “Good to have you in the role.”
He absorbed this, and I could see him categorizing it — trying to determine if it was a slight or a compliment and not quite landing on either. It was neither. It was just the truth. He is good at the role. That doesn’t mean I have to enjoy his company.
Then he said: “This is my fiancée. Valerie.”
I looked at her when he said it.
Not because of the word — well. Not only because of the word. I looked at her because something moved in her face when he said it. Just a fraction, just a small involuntary thing, the kind of thing you only see if you’re already looking. A tightening at the corners of her eyes. A very slight reset of the jaw.
She hadn’t known he was going to say that.
I don’t know why I registered it as clearly as I did. I don’t know why I took her hand.
She extended it automatically, social reflex, and I took it and did the thing — it’s an old habit, the kind you acquire in certain rooms, and I don’t usually think about it. I wasn’t entirely sure I was doing it until I was already doing it. I held her hand for — I don’t know how long. A moment longer than necessary. Her skin was warm. She smelled of something clean and faint and nothing I could name.
I looked at her while my head was still lowered. Her eyes were steady. She was doing the same thing I was — processing, filing, keeping the surface still.
I straightened.
I looked at Jones.
The look I gave him was not a long one. It wasn’t meant to be. It was just meant to be received, and I believe it was.
I knew what he’d done, and I’d had some time to decide what it meant to me. What it meant to me was: nothing yet. You don’t move in the first hour of the first evening. You note. You wait. You see what kind of man he continues to be now that I’m in the building and he can’t pretend he didn’t know I was coming.
Camille arrived the way Camille usually arrives — with more urgency than the moment requires.
I heard her before I saw her. I know her voice. I have some experience with it in its various registers, and the register she was using — warm, slightly desperate, pitched at the frequency of someone who has decided intimacy will smooth a thing over — was one I recognized.
She put her hand on my shoulder.
I pulled her hand off before she finished the word.
“Camille,” I said.
“I was hoping we could—”
“Not tonight.”
I said it evenly. I kept my voice low. I was not unkind, but I was clear, and clarity has always been the most efficient form of kindness I know how to offer. She had made her choices. I had made mine. The chapter had been closed some time ago, and I saw no reason to reopen it at a work function she should not have attended.
She stood there a moment. I couldn’t see her expression because I wasn’t looking at it. I was already making a careful point of looking elsewhere.
I walked away.
I did not look at Jones.
I was aware, as I walked, of being watched. I am always being watched at these events — it comes with the announcement, the new title, the general theater of an evening like this. But the particular awareness I mean was narrower than that. I didn’t look back.
I found my father at the far edge of the room, exactly where I’d have predicted — removed from the noise, near the window, a glass of water in his hand. He’d come because I asked him to and because he doesn’t say no when it matters, and I appreciate that about him more than I say.
“Enough?” he asked.
“Enough,” I agreed.
He put a hand on my shoulder briefly, the way he does, and I told him to drive safe, and we said everything we needed to in approximately forty-five seconds, which is the kind of communication I understand best.
I said goodbye to Damien, who looked like he was prepared to stay until the last bottle was empty. I said goodbye to Sandra Chen, who had already put her coat on and was clearly waiting for permission to leave.
Then I got my car from the valet and stood outside in the cold for a few minutes alone.
The city does something at night — the way it hums under itself, traffic and air and the ambient noise of several million people conducting their private lives. I stood in it and let the evening quiet down in my head.
I thought about Jones.
I thought about the things I knew. On Tuesday, I’d come back to the office early, and the door to Wayne’s office wasn’t quite closed. The sound of her voice and his voice, which I know now, having heard him use it in its careful social mode, I would have recognized even then. I hadn’t needed to open the door. I’d had enough.
I didn’t confront him. I’ve been asked why, by Damien, who finds this unsatisfying. The answer is: because a cornered animal acts like a cornered animal, and there’s no advantage in that. Better to know what someone is and wait. People are always themselves eventually.
The question, now that I was in a position to matter to his career, was what to do with it.
The honest answer was: I didn’t know yet. It wasn’t a decision for tonight.
I thought, briefly, about Valerie.
The way she’d stood behind him — not quite beside, behind, in the way you stand behind something when you’re not entirely certain of its behavior. The shadow at her throat that her concealer hadn’t finished covering. The look on her face when he said fiancée — that small involuntary thing, quickly smoothed.
Her eyes, when I’d held her hand that moment too long. Steady. Private. Tired in a way that had nothing to do with the hour.
I’m not given to romanticism. I don’t think she needs rescuing — I don’t know enough about her life, and it’s not my business if she does, and these are the facts. I noted what I noted the way I note anything. It goes in. It sits.
The car came. I got in. I merged into traffic and the city spread out around me, dense and lit and indifferent, and the night had a long way still to go.
I thought about the work ahead. The restructuring. The Q1 meetings. The three executives I’d need to decide about in the next thirty days.
I did not think about the aqua dress.
Much.


Chapter 6
VALERIE
The car smells like his new cologne and something underneath it I haven’t been able to name for two weeks. I’ve settled on dry cleaning fluid. It’s the kindest interpretation available and I’m trying to be kind.
Wayne drives with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on his knee — relaxed in the particular way of a man whose mind has already arrived somewhere his body hasn’t. The city moves past my window in its late-night version of itself: traffic lights cycling for no one, a bodega lit up on the corner like a last argument, a woman in a coat walking with the specific purpose of someone who knows exactly where she’s going and resents that it’s this late. I watch it all and say nothing. The radio has been off since we left the party and neither of us has turned it back on.
His phone buzzes on the center console.
He glances at the screen. Something in his face goes careful — not the careful of someone managing emotion, but the careful of someone practicing its absence. He silences it. Sets the phone face-down on the console with the particular deliberateness of a man who has made this gesture many times.
It buzzes again.
He picks up. “Yeah.” The single syllable drops half a register — not the voice he uses with clients, not the voice he uses with me. Something in between, designed for a middle distance I have never once been allowed to access. “I know.” He shifts in his seat — maybe fifteen degrees, a slight practiced turn toward the window, angling himself fractionally out of my eye line. Maybe he thinks I don’t notice the fifteen degrees. Maybe it doesn’t matter to him whether I notice. “Give me an hour.” He hangs up.
He sets the phone down. Both hands return to the wheel. His eyes have not left the windshield.
“West Coast client,” he says. “Time difference. I’ll have to handle it tonight — might be a few hours. I’m going to drop you off and head to the office. There’s a file I need anyway.”
He delivers this the way you’d deliver a weather report — with the evenness of a man who has rehearsed something so many times that all the sharp edges have been worn smooth, all the tells buffed out until it sounds not like lying but like simply stating what is. His eyes never leave the windshield. Not even the small involuntary flicker of a man checking to see whether you believe him. He has done this often enough that he no longer needs to check. He already knows what my face will do. He’s relied on it.
I look at the gas gauge.
The needle sits just below the F. Nearly full. The tank is full because at some point today, between the dry cleaning and the party, he stopped and filled it for a drive that was already planned.
I file it. I have a very organized filing system at this point. The folders are getting full.
“Okay,” I say.
He nods once. Drives.
He pulls up to the building and doesn’t put the car in park. I notice this the way I notice most things now — automatically, compulsively, with the joyless precision of someone who has learned that noticing is the only form of control available to her. The engine keeps running. The chassis vibrates faintly beneath the seat. A car that is not done going.
I gather the hem of my dress and get out carefully.
I don’t say I love you. I know what I’d get back. Either mm — which is its own particular species of nothing, a sound so small and so final it is somehow worse than silence — or an actual nothing. Tonight I don’t have the internal structure for either one. There are nights when you can absorb a mm and metabolize it, find some small corner of yourself that can hold it without it meaning anything, and those nights are available to me sometimes. Tonight is not one of them. The architecture took everything I had just to produce the smile at the party. There’s nothing left over for a word I know will dissolve before it lands.
I close the door. He’s already pulling away before I’ve reached the top step.
I turn and watch the taillights. Two ordinary red points of light moving through an ordinary nighttime intersection — telling me nothing I don’t already know, confirming nothing I’ve been waiting to have confirmed, just getting smaller and then turning right and then gone. The corner is empty. The street is empty in the way streets are empty at this hour: parked cars, the dry cleaner’s sign unlit, a plastic bag conducting a slow tour of the gutter.
I stand on the steps a moment longer than is strictly necessary.
There’s nothing left to see. I’m still looking.
I don’t know exactly what I’m waiting for. Nothing, probably. Just the specific end of the thing — the moment where looking stops meaning anything and you can accept that it’s over for the night, that the taillights are gone and that’s the fact of it. I stand there until I can accept it. It takes longer than I’d like. Then I go inside.
The lobby is empty at 11:40 PM, which is the right number of minutes after the right kind of night.
The overhead light makes its low, domestic hum — the kind that has been promising to need a new bulb since October and has not yet made good on the promise. There’s the dying plant in the corner near the mailboxes, a succulent in a cheerful terracotta pot with small painted flowers along the rim. Someone bought that pot with optimism. The gap between the pot and what’s in it is, at this point, aggressive.
I stand next to it and cry.
Not the kind with a story attached. Not the kind that knows what it’s doing or has anything particular to say. The involuntary kind — the pressure-release valve opening before the thinking part of me can get its hand over it. Eyes hot. Two or three actual tears. Maybe forty seconds of this, and then it stops, the way those things stop, without fanfare, because it was never really about crying. It was forty seconds of not having to compose my face for anyone. The lobby is empty. No one sees it. The plant is in no position to judge.
I press the elevator button and compose my face for the elevator.
The elevator smells like someone’s Thai takeout and the fabric softener the woman on the third floor uses, the lavender one. I ride up in the particular silence of a building at night and do not think about anything.
Upstairs, I take off the aqua dress with great care. The zipper runs along the side and I work it slowly, holding the fabric away from itself, mindful of the neckline. I hang the dress on the back of the closet door and make a mental note: dry cleaner, tomorrow, before six. The receipt goes in the small dish on the counter. I will do this right. There are things I am still capable of doing correctly.
I find the oversized pink shirt on the third hook — soft, slightly faded from too many washes, worn thin at the left shoulder. It might have been Wayne’s once, or it might have always been mine. I genuinely can’t remember anymore. Things accumulate in a shared life and eventually they lose their origin stories, become just things that belong to the space rather than to any particular person. The shirt is soft. I put it on and don’t think about whose it was.
I don’t shower, though I know I should — there’s the mascara and the event perfume and the general residue of an evening that required effort I’d rather wash off. I don’t do my skincare in the correct order. I don’t make chamomile tea, the box of which has been sitting on the second shelf since March because someone told me once it helped with sleep and I bought it and it doesn’t help, not noticeably, but I bought it so I keep trying and tonight I don’t try. I don’t reach for the novel on my nightstand, the one I’ve been on page 114 of since August — which is a comment either on the novel’s momentum or on mine, and I’ve run out of energy to determine which.
I get into bed. I look at the ceiling.
It’s beige. It has always been beige. It offers nothing.
My mind goes to Liam Underwood, which I register the way I’d register a song stuck in my head — involuntary, slightly embarrassing, not worth fighting. Not romantically. I want to be precise about that, even here in the privacy of my own skull, where precision costs me nothing but matters to me anyway. Not the way you think about someone you want. More like the way your tongue finds the loose tooth — the thing that doesn’t quite sit right, that keeps demanding to be checked even though you know the checking isn’t helping. Something about him snagged on something in me at the party and I haven’t worked it free yet.
The way he looked at me. That’s the thing.
Not like a man who wants something — I know that look, I learned it early, I can clock it from across a room without looking directly at it. Liam’s look was something else. It was the look of a man who sees something and is in the process of deciding what he should do about the information. Careful. Attending to something rather than reaching for it. The distinction matters and I’m not sure I can explain why it matters and I don’t think I need to explain it tonight.
Wayne looked at me that way, early on. The first few months, at the restaurant he always chose and always made the reservation for and always ordered the wine before I arrived, he would look at me across the table like I was the only interesting thing in the room. Like I was specifically located. I remember how that felt — how being that thoroughly attended to felt like being understood, like being found after a long time of being not-found. I thought I was the kind of woman who merited that level of attention. I thought the attention was a form of care.
I understand now — in the accumulated, slow way that understanding works, the way you can’t point to the moment it happened because it didn’t happen in a moment — that what Wayne’s eyes had done in those early months was surveillance dressed as intimacy. The way he’d remember what I wore on our first date and mention it casually three months later: not sweetness, inventory. The way he tracked my friendships, my schedule, my patterns of mood — not because he was invested in me but because knowing the shape of something gives you purchase over it. I’d read it as love because I was younger, and he was very good at the vocabulary of love without any of the underlying grammar.
Liam’s attention had felt different. I don’t have the word for the difference yet. I’m not sure I need it tonight. I set it aside.
I reach for my phone and text Aria.
I get off at 6 pm tomorrow, coffee?
Her reply comes in under two minutes, which means she was waiting.
ofc! i’ll even pick you up
thanks, goodnight, love you!
night babes, love ya too!
I set the phone on the nightstand. The exchange is warm and small and exactly right — the specific comfort of a person who will show up, who has always shown up, who will continue to show up regardless of how many times I fail to deserve it.
I lie in the dark and listen.
The building has its nighttime architecture of sounds: a television on the floor above, the elevator cable descending in its shaft, a car alarm two blocks over that gives up after forty seconds and doesn’t try again. I’m listening for the specific sound of Wayne’s key in the lock — I could identify it in my sleep, have identified it in my sleep, the particular scrape of the key finding the tumbler, the click, the small shift in air pressure as the door opens. He always opens the fridge when he comes in late. It’s one of his things. He stands in front of the open refrigerator — I’ve seen him from the hallway, through the crack in the bedroom door — and he stands there in the cold light for a minute, maybe two, and doesn’t take anything. Just stands there. I’ve never asked him why. There are things in a relationship that become facts without acquiring explanations.
The door doesn’t open.
I listen until around one in the morning. Not a conscious decision to stop. More like a settling — the body resolving a question the mind had been refusing to formally pose. The listening stops the way sleep starts, not because you decided, but because the thing that was sustaining it simply gave out.
I wake at seven to an untouched pillow.
I used to check my phone first. The reflex had been automatic — roll over, reach for the device, scan for whatever the morning had assembled.
Wayne’s pillow is smooth. Undented. It still has the faint geometric impression of the pillowcase’s fold from when I changed the linens on Sunday, the little ridge where the cotton was pressed. No one slept on it. No one even laid a hand on it. It sat here all night accumulating precisely the evidence it’s accumulating now.
Nothing from him on the phone.
I lie there for a moment and take this in without attaching anything to it — no anger, no grief, just the noting of it the way you’d note the weather, the way you’d note that the temperature outside was lower than expected. Then I get up.
The shower runs hotter than is strictly comfortable, which is the point. I do my skincare in the correct order — cleanser, toner, the vitamin C serum, then the three minutes you’re supposed to wait for absorption, during which I stand in front of the bathroom mirror and do nothing, which I have decided counts as at least one thing done correctly this morning. The serum routine always works on me. Doesn’t matter how the night went. Three minutes of following the correct steps in the correct order and some reliable, easily satisfied part of my brain registers: see. Something right.
Two loose braids. Toast and black coffee with two sugars, standing at the counter because sitting feels like more of a commitment than I’m prepared to make at seven-fifteen on a morning like this one. Outside the window, the street is gray and operating. Someone’s dog is being walked by someone who clearly had not wanted to be awake yet, wearing the expression of a person who has just remembered that the dog needs walking regardless of what they wanted. A long-suffering expression. I know it well.
I think about what I’m going to tell Aria.
The problem is that I don’t have a story. I have a collection. The gas gauge and the filing system it belongs to. The word fiancée in Wayne’s mouth, smooth as a river stone, delivered with the particular ease of a thing he’d said before and expected to be able to say again. His face going deliberately neutral — not calm, just absent, the screen going dark when you stop touching it, the way he doesn’t go blank exactly but empties himself, as though the lights in a specific room have been switched off and he’s waiting politely for you to leave. Liam’s face when he heard the word. The woman in the black dress. The hand on the shoulder. Babe. The specific quality of Wayne’s stillness when that interaction played out — not surprised, not confused. Something else. Something I filed away last night before I had the vocabulary for it.
I have all of these things. None of them are shaped into something that can be handed across a table over coffee. They’re just details accumulating in a drawer I haven’t opened, and at some point they’ll become a shape — they always do, eventually — but I can’t force the shape. I have to wait until I can see it. I know this about myself. Aria knows it too, which is why she will let me talk around it for forty minutes and hand me my coffee and not push until I find the shape on my own.
She is, frankly, a better friend than I deserve. This is not self-deprecation.
I rinse the mug. I put on work clothes — black pants, the silk blouse, and I go to Manny’s.
Manny’s in the morning has its particular rhythm, which I find — genuinely, without irony — comforting. The Manny’s rhythm is: Denise counting in new inventory at the register with the focused expression of a woman who takes cashmere seriously. The radio on low in the back, the classical station, something without words. The smell of cedar from the drawer liners they use for the knits. Sheila’s particular organizational logic, which I have internalized to the point where I sometimes dream about weight gradients.
I’m now two hours into my shift, and the ache in my back feels as if a professional wrestler has bodyslammed me. Each step sends sharp stabs of pain shooting through my feet, making it feel like I’m treading on a bed of needles. As I glance at the clock, I think I should reschedule my and Aria’s coffee date, but I know she would kill me; she hates it when already planned things get canceled or rescheduled. And so I continue with reorganizing everything around the store with just 6 more hours to get by when I feel a gentle but insistent tap on my shoulder.
“I need to talk to you,” I turn around to find Liam Underwood standing there—Mr Underwood himself.
I take a moment to truly register his presence and realize he towers over me at around six feet tall, resembling a polished statue of muscle and confidence. He’s dressed in a more casual outfit today, different from the sharp suits I’ve grown accustomed to seeing him in during our formal encounters.
Confusion sets in as my brows knit together, and I awkwardly clutch a precarious stack of shirts in my arms. I glance around the store, half-expecting Sheila to appear. Thankfully, she’s nowhere in sight, but a small group of my coworkers stands nearby, their expressions a mix of disbelief and curiosity regarding why someone of Liam’s stature would want to talk with me.
“Umm…” The word slips out, unsure and hesitant, as I scan the area. I’m caught off guard by his direct approach; it’s not every day that someone comes in and demands to speak to you while you’re buried under a mountain of tasks.
“It’s urgent,” he replies, his voice low and laced with a hint of tension as he grits his teeth.
“Let’s go to the back room,” I suggest, surprised by my own audacity. It’s unusual for me to take charge this way, but I grasp his forearm to lead him along. A quizzical eyebrow raises on his face, but I can’t afford to let anyone, especially Sheila, see us together. Any gossip could have consequences for my job.
The room is not large.
This has never once been a problem until this moment. I have been in this room with clients who were larger than Liam Underwood and never found it insufficient. But there is something about Liam Underwood specifically that the room cannot absorb — something about the particular quality of his attention, the way he takes up space not physically but atmospherically, like a pressure front — and the room becomes, immediately, something about the size of a confession booth.
Which may be appropriate.
He looks at the velvet sofa. He sits on it with the ease of a man who has never been uncomfortable in a room in his life — one arm along the back, legs apart, gravity apparently calibrated differently for him than for everyone else. I stay near the door. I cross my arms. The three-way mirror shows me three versions of myself doing this, which is two more versions than I need.
“What’s so urgent,” I say.
He leans forward. Elbows on knees. The sprawl reorganizes itself into something focused, the ease draining out and leaving something else behind — something concentrated, contained, attending to me with the particular quality I noticed at the party and couldn’t name. The room gets smaller.
“Your ‘‘fiancé’“ is cheating on you.”
The air quotes are audible. He doesn’t use his hands. He doesn’t need to.
I go still.
Not shocked — not the crumbling kind of still, not the kind that requires someone to hand you a glass of water and sit close to you on a sofa. The mechanism-stopping kind. The math completing itself in real time, all the separate columns adding up at once: the new cologne that appeared in January that was not for me, the Rolex I’d found tucked under his socks in the drawer three weeks ago and never mentioned because mentioning things requires a theory about what they mean and I hadn’t had a theory yet. The shirt I didn’t recognize, a particular gray, folded into the hamper with the careful wrongness of something that had been placed rather than dropped. The gas gauge. The pillow. The way he’d stopped meeting my eyes when I spoke — not because he was distracted, but because something had shifted in the geometry of what he needed from me and eye contact wasn’t part of it anymore.
I’d been doing the math for months.
I’d just been refusing to add it up. There’s a difference. I’m aware there’s a difference.
I walk to the small chair across from him. Sit. I push my hands under my thighs and stare at the carpet, which is a deep burgundy and has, in my experience, never offered anything but which I look at anyway because looking at him right now requires more composure than I currently have, and I’m allocating what I have carefully.
“How do you know,” I say.
Not a question. Questions go up at the end. This goes flat.
“Saw them at the office,” he says. “About two months ago. Late. I came back for something.” He doesn’t elaborate. He doesn’t editorialize. He lays it on the table between us like a document — flat, specific, available for review.
I let a breath out slowly. “And you think to tell me now.”
“Look, I came to tell you because it was obvious you had no idea about what the dirtbag was up to,”

He looks at me. Something in his jaw works. “Because you were standing at a party last night being called something you’re not.”
I think about fiancée. The delivery of it — smooth, off-the-cuff, the way you’d say a thing you’d said before, the way you’d say a thing you expected to be able to go on saying indefinitely. I’d smiled when he said it. I remember the smile. It had felt like putting on a coat that belongs to someone else, belting it, standing in it, waiting to see whether anyone noticed that the fit was wrong.
“You should have told me sooner,” I say.
“You’re right.” No hesitation. No qualifying. No I know, but or I was trying to or any of the architecture men construct around admissions to make them feel less like admissions. He just agrees, cleanly, and it lands harder than an argument would have. It lands harder than any version of a defense. I’d been prepared for a defense. I don’t know what to do with a clean agreement. The weight of it sits between us.
“Who,” I say.
He tells me.
I look up.
I put the name next to the face — the woman in the black dress, the red mouth, the particular practiced ease of her movement through the party, the hand on his shoulder, babe, the way she’d said it with her head slightly tilted, into the air near his ear. I look at Liam. He is watching me do the math and he does not look away from it. He doesn’t flinch from my face while it does what it’s doing.
“That woman,” I say. “From the party.”
“Yes.”
“You could have told me that last night.”
“I know.”
Something tightens in my throat. Not tears — I used those last night in the lobby, and they served their function, and this is something different anyway. Something smaller and harder, lower down. The word for it is somewhere I can’t reach right now.
“He’s a dirtbag,” Liam says.
“Don’t call him—” I stop. I hear myself. I look at the carpet again.
“He’s a dirtbag,” he says again. Deliberate. Patient. The specific patience of a man waiting for a person to stop doing something they’re doing out of habit rather than conviction.
“I already kind of knew,” I say. I say it to the carpet. The carpet, as always, receives it without comment. The carpet is extremely professional about this.
A pause. Long enough that I become aware of the ring light humming overhead and the faint bass note of Denise’s radio through the wall.
Then: “I knew you were stupid enough to stay.”
I am on my feet before I have decided to stand.
“I’m not stupid.” I say it to his face, which I am now looking at directly for the first time since I sat down. I don’t raise my voice. I don’t need to. The sentence is precise. It has the specific quality of something that has been waiting in me for a long time — not for this room, not necessarily for him, just waiting for a moment where it was the correct and necessary thing to say and here it is, and here the moment is, and I say it.
He says nothing.
He doesn’t narrow his eyes. Doesn’t sit back. Doesn’t produce any of the expressions men produce when they’ve been challenged and are deciding how to receive it — the narrowing, the slight compression of the mouth, the performance of considering a thing they’ve already dismissed. He does none of it. He looks at me. His jaw shifts once, a small involuntary thing. The silence that follows is both worse and more respectful than anything he could have said, and I hold it for a moment and don’t look away.
I move toward the door.
“He cheated on you with my ex-girlfriend.”
I stop.
My hand is near the door handle but not on it. I stand with my hand not touching the door handle and I count — one, two, three — and I let the new variable enter the equation and find its place.
His ex-girlfriend. The woman in the black dress. The hand on his shoulder at the party. The way Liam had removed it — or hadn’t, I’m recalibrating the memory now, adjusting it with the new information — and the way Wayne had gone still when he saw it happen. Not surprised. Not confused. Known. Wayne had known exactly whose shoulder he was watching that hand rest on. He’d stood there with the knowledge sitting inside him and said nothing and laughed at something beside him and introduced me as his fiancée and shaken the hand of the man whose ex-girlfriend he’d been sleeping with. He’d done all of that with his face in perfect order.
The gas gauge. The filing system. The folders getting full.
I understand now why Liam came.
Not only because he’s a decent man who felt the weight of something he’d been carrying. Because the shape of what Wayne had done had his name in it too, and he’d had two months to sit with that shape, and apparently this is what two months of sitting with it produces: a man in dark jeans driving to a boutique on a Tuesday morning and saying I need to talk to you in a voice that has no room for anything except the necessary thing.
I hear him stand. The door opens — a brief, cool invasion of shop air, cedar and the faint classical station and the cashmere shipment Denise is counting — and then it swings shut behind him and I am alone.
I stand in the dressing room.
The three-way mirror shows me three versions of herself: same black pants, same silk blouse, same wrap arranged at the collar in a way that is supposed to look unconsidered and does not. Same face. Same braids. Same woman who has been doing the math for months and has just been handed the total.
I stand there.
I don’t cry. I don’t fall apart. I don’t reach for my phone. I just let the shape of it take up its full space in the room.
The ring light hums overhead. Politely indifferent. Unimpressed, as ring lights are, by anything that cannot be fixed by better lighting.




Chapter 7
VALERIE
The boutique steps were uneven and slightly damp from the afternoon rain, and I sat on them anyway because my legs had decided they were done for the day. The sky was golden, soft pink, the kind of sunset that belongs in a movie where someone realizes something beautiful about life. I was not having that kind of moment.
I was rehearsing.
Have you been cheating on me?
Too direct. He’d laugh first, deny second, and by the third minute I’d be apologizing for asking.
Where do you go in the middle of the night?
Better, but it left him too much room. He’d have an answer ready — he always did. Something plausible and slightly irritated, like I was the problem for wondering.
Why don’t you touch me anymore?
I let that one sit for a second before I discarded it. Too vulnerable. Too close to the thing I was actually afraid of, which wasn’t the cheating, exactly — it was the explanation. Because if he told me why, then I’d have to decide what to do with the answer. And I’d been very carefully not deciding things for a long time.
I pulled my jacket tighter and watched a couple pass on the sidewalk, their shoulders almost touching. The woman said something I couldn’t hear, and the man tipped his head back and laughed. I looked away.
The problem with all three openings was the same: they assumed Wayne would participate in the conversation like a person who had something at stake. He wouldn’t. He’d turn it sideways, and I’d end up chasing my own question around the room until I was too tired to remember why I’d asked.
I was still turning this over when Aria pulled up, her headlights cutting through the early dusk.
She was smiling when I got in — that broad, uncomplicated smile she wore when she’d had a good day and wanted to share it, which was most days, because Aria was the kind of person who actually had good days. The dashboard lit her face in pale blue and she turned the radio down without thinking about it, which was how I knew she’d already clocked that something was wrong.
“This is your song,” she said, glancing at me. “Why aren’t you singing?”
The song had been playing for maybe ten seconds. I hadn’t even registered what it was.
I turned toward the window, then back to her. The words had been rattling around in my chest since Liam said them to me — he’s been sleeping with my ex-girlfriend — and now that I finally had somewhere to put them, they felt too heavy to move.
“Wayne’s cheating,” I said.
The silence lasted maybe two seconds.
“What?”
It was louder than she meant it to be. I watched her recalibrate — the disbelief on her face reshuffling into something more focused as she turned the car off entirely and shifted to face me. This was Aria’s version of stillness. She was never fully still.
“How do you know?”
“The guy you mentioned. The one who’s dad does business with your dad.” I watched her make the connection. “His ex-girlfriend is who Wayne’s been with.”
She didn’t say anything right away, and I was grateful for it. I pulled my hair back from my face — something to do with my hands — and felt a small, mortifying sound escape me. Not quite a cry. More like the beginning of one that I caught before it could finish.
“Val,” she said softly. Then: “Oh, babes.” She reached over and took my hand.
And that was when it actually hit me. Not the cheating — I’d been carrying that suspicion for weeks, turning it over, filing it away, taking it back out. No, what hit me in Aria’s car with her hand over mine was the stupidity of my own hope. How I’d kept inventing explanations. The new position was stressful. He was tired. The perfume was from a coworker who hugged him goodbye. The jewelry I’d never seen — a client gave it to him, maybe. Maybe.
“I really thought it was the job,” I said. My voice came out flat, which was not how I felt, but that was the thing about emotions that size — they didn’t always sound like themselves. “I thought he was burnt out. I told myself that’s why he was barely home, why he was distant—”
“Val—”
“And then the clothes started. And the scent. Like someone else’s scent, just — on him. Coming in at two in the morning.” I pressed my fingers against my mouth for a second. “And at the party. The way he looked at her.” I remembered it clearly — the particular quality of recognition between two people who know each other’s bodies. “It all just — clicked.”
Aria squeezed my hand. “You deserve so much better, babe. And I don’t just mean a different man, I mean—”
“I want Wayne.” The words came out before I could think them through. “I know how that sounds.”
She didn’t argue. She just looked at me with the specific expression she reserved for moments when she knew I already knew the thing I was pretending not to know.
“It’s not really Wayne,” she said carefully. “I think it’s being alone. That’s what’s got you scared.”
I looked at the windshield. A beetle was working its way across the glass with tremendous determination, and I watched it and thought about how Aria was, as usual, correct, and how much I hated that.
My parents had been gone for five years. The crash had been ordinary in the worst way — an ordinary road, an ordinary afternoon — and what it left behind was this particular kind of loneliness that didn’t announce itself but just quietly rearranged everything. My aunt Vickie had held me together after, in her chaotic, generous way, until she’d fallen in love with a man from Guadalajara and followed him there, which I could not even be angry about because she looked so happy in the photos she sent. And then there was just me.
And then there was Wayne, who had looked at me and promised — promised — that he would never leave. That he’d be there when I called. That he’d wipe every tear. I had believed him the way you believe someone when you’re desperate enough to stop checking their work.
“I just want to talk to him,” I said. “I know I promised coffee, but—”
“It’s fine.” She said it without hesitation. “Even if I don’t trust him — and I don’t — I get why you need to do this.” She paused. “Just don’t let him make you feel like you’re the problem, okay?”
I almost laughed. I almost told her about the other night — Wayne’s hand on my neck, the particular quality of his anger — but I didn’t, partly because I wasn’t ready to say it out loud and partly because Aria had a temper on behalf of people she loved, and I genuinely could not afford her bail.
“Okay,” I said instead.
She drove me home.
We pulled up in front of my building, and I sat there for an extra moment, looking at the entrance like it owed me something.
My heart was doing a thing it does when I’m anxious — not racing exactly, more like stumbling, like it keeps forgetting the rhythm. I could feel sweat at my temples despite the cool air.
Wayne wasn’t home yet. I had maybe an hour.
“You sure you don’t want me to come up?” Aria asked. “Or I could just wait down here. Leave the car running. No pressure.” She said the last part lightly, but her eyes weren’t light.
I wanted to say yes. The honest answer was yes. I wanted to say, “Stay, wait here. I’ll be down in ten minutes,” because I’ll lose my nerve before I even get through the door. But I also knew — in the part of me that had been quietly paying attention to things I tried not to look at directly — that if I let Aria buffer this, if I had an exit I hadn’t built myself, I’d use it and come back tomorrow and let Wayne believe he’d won the version of me he’d trained.
“Yes,” I said. “I’m sure. Thank you, Ari.” I hugged her, and she held on a beat longer than usual. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”
“You better,” she said.
I waved from the sidewalk until her car turned the corner. Then I stood there alone for a moment and let myself feel it — the quiet, the cold air, the very real possibility that I was about to have the worst conversation of my adult life.
Then I went inside.
The apartment smelled like vanilla — one of those plug-in diffusers Wayne had bought on a whim and then forgotten about, still going, filling the space with something that was supposed to be comforting. I stood in the doorway for a second. The living room lamp was on, low, catching the edge of Wayne’s running shoes just inside the entrance where he always left them and I always almost tripped on them.
I set my keys on the table. Took off my shoes. Went to shower.
The water was hot enough to be almost uncomfortable, which is how I like it. I stood under it and didn’t think about anything, or tried not to. Mostly I thought about Liam Underwood, the way he’d said it — he’s been sleeping with my ex-girlfriend — not unkindly, but so matter-of-factly. Like it was just information. Like he’d already metabolized it and moved on to the business of living.
I was still stuck deciding whether to confirm it. There was something almost funny about that, in a way that was not funny at all.
I changed into shorts and a t-shirt, stood at the sink with the blow dryer, and that’s when the front door closed.
I turned the dryer off.
My hair was still wet, cold patches of it darkening my shirt at the shoulders. I set the dryer on the counter very carefully, the way you set something down when your hands need to be doing something neutral.
“Rie,” he called.
“In here,” I said. My voice came out even. I was surprised.
I watched him from the bathroom doorway as he came into the bedroom — tie first, then jacket, both laid on the bed with the automatic tidiness he’d always had, the one I used to think meant he was disciplined and now recognized as something else. He didn’t look at me right away.
I stepped out and sat on the edge of the bed.
“How was work?” I asked.
“Work was work.” His jaw was tight. Something had already happened today, and he was carrying it, which meant the air in the room had a texture to it, a warning. I looked at my hands.
And then: “I’m sorry.” He said it quietly, not to me exactly, more to the room. “The new position — it’s not going how I thought it would.”
I looked up. This was unexpected. Wayne apologized the way some people jogged — technically capable of it, but almost never voluntarily. His expression wasn’t cold for once. It was something tired and human, and it did what it probably wasn’t even meant to do: it disarmed me, briefly, the way a small kindness from the wrong person always does.
“It’s okay,” I said. “I understand.” I stood and crossed the room to where he’d moved in front of the dresser, pulling out something more comfortable.
“Can we talk?”
He looked at me sideways. “About?”
“About us.”
The temperature in the room changed. Not dramatically — not yet — just a small shift, the way light changes before a cloud moves in front of the sun. His eyes narrowed slightly. “What’s wrong with us?”
“Nothing.” I fiddled with my fingers, looking at the middle distance between us. “I just want to know where we’re at. At the party, you called me your fiancée, and I — I wanted to know if you were planning something. Or what you meant by it.” I picked up his tie from the bed and moved it to the hook on the back of the closet door. Something to do.
He pulled a white t-shirt over his head and left the dress pants on. There was a silence, and then the dresser drawer slammed shut — not violently, just firmly, the punctuation of someone who’d decided how they felt.
“I’m not planning anything,” he said. “I needed it to look serious. That Underwood bastard was there showing off his girlfriend, and I needed—” He moved toward the kitchen, dismissing the subject with his body before his sentence finished. I followed.
He opened the fridge and took out a bottle of water. I stood at the counter on the other side of the island and watched him.
There was something off about what he’d said — the Underwood bastard showing off his girlfriend. From where I’d stood that night, Liam had looked like a man tolerating a situation rather than flaunting one. There’d been nothing easy between him and Camille. I’d noticed it at the time without knowing what I was noticing.
“Did you know her?” I asked.
“Know who?” The annoyance was immediate, a thin layer of it.
“Mr. Underwood’s girlfriend.”
He set the water bottle down on the island. His eyes found mine and stayed there, and the look in them was the particular one I knew to be careful around — the one that said: choose your next words.
I chose them anyway.
“I just noticed the way you two looked at each other,” I said. “That night. And you’ve been coming home late. Wearing things I’ve never seen before. Coming in smelling like someone else.” Each observation landed separately, deliberately, like I was reading from a list I’d been keeping for a long time. Because I had been. “Staying out all night and not telling me where you were.”
“Are you trying to accuse me of something, Valerie?”
There it was. My full name, held in his mouth like a small blade.
He moved toward me, slowly, with the kind of deliberateness that on another night might have made me take a step back. I didn’t move. I noticed that I didn’t move.
“I’m asking,” I said. “Are you cheating on me?”
He stopped a few feet from me. His expression shifted — something releasing in it, almost like relief — and then he laughed. Not at something funny. The kind of laugh that’s actually a deflection, a way of making the person asking the question feel small for having asked it.
“If I really wanted to hide it,” he said, “you wouldn’t be asking me right now.”
The sentence landed in my chest like something dropped from a height. I absorbed it. I let it be what it was.
There was a moment — maybe five seconds, maybe ten — where the kitchen was very quiet. The refrigerator hummed. Somewhere below us, a door in the building closed.
He walked past me toward the living room. I followed.
“Why?” I asked.
He turned around. Arms crossed. Face completely composed — not angry, not guilty, not sad. Just there, the way furniture is just there.
“Because I knew you’d forgive me.” A slight tilt of his head. A smirk that didn’t require any effort at all.
I had been prepared for many things. Denial, anger, a counter-accusation. I had not been prepared for the truth delivered like a casual observation, the way you might say because I knew you wouldn’t check.
My legs went uncertain under me. I thought of the night we’d laid in his bed after our third date, laughing about something I couldn’t remember now, his voice low against my hair: I’ll never be the reason you cry. I promise you that. The specific quality of believing something because you need it to be true.
I wiped my face before the tears could fall. I wasn’t sure when I’d started crying. Sometime in the last sixty seconds, apparently.
“Say it again,” I said.
He frowned. “Say what?”
“That you did it because you knew I’d forgive you.”
He exhaled — not quite a sigh, not quite a laugh. Like I was being inconvenient. “I mean,” he said, and shrugged. “Yeah. You always do.”
Something happened in my chest then. Not a breaking — more like a settling. Like a word you’ve been mispronouncing for years and finally hear correctly.
I waited for the familiar urge to arrive: to soften this, to make it easier, to reach for the version of him I loved and smooth everything over until we were lying in bed again and I’d convinced myself it wasn’t so bad, it wasn’t so bad, it—
It didn’t come.
Instead I noticed my hands, which were still at my sides. I noticed they were steady.
“You’re right,” I said.
He looked at me, uncertain for the first time.
“I did forgive you. Every time. Every time you hurt me, every time you made me feel like I was too much or not enough, every time you promised you’d be different.” My voice was quiet. Not trembling. I didn’t know what to do with that. “I forgave you because I thought that was what love looked like.”
He relaxed slightly. I watched him do it — the small release in his shoulders, the decision he made that this was heading somewhere he could manage.
“But that’s not love,” I said. “That’s conditioning, Wayne.”
His mouth opened. Closed. “You’re being dramatic.”
I almost smiled. Not because it was funny — it wasn’t — but because it was so completely predictable that there was a kind of comfort in it. At least he was consistent.
I looked at him then — not through the gauze of everything I’d hoped he was, but at what was actually in front of me. A man who had taken careful inventory of how much I would absorb. A man who had never once been surprised by my forgiveness because he’d built it into his plans from the beginning.
“I asked you why,” I said, “and you told me the truth. I think that might be the most honest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
I took a step back.
“I’m leaving.”
Silence.
“You don’t mean that,” he said.
But I did. That was the thing about being more tired than you were afraid — it was very clarifying. It made the sentence simple. It made the next sentence simple too, and the one after that, all the way to the door.
I walked past him. My shoulder grazed his arm and I didn’t flinch, and I noticed that too.
My reflection caught me in the hallway mirror — blotched cheeks, wet hair, the face of someone in the middle of something hard. I looked at it for exactly one second.
I picked up my keys. My bag. The things that were mine, which wasn’t much but was enough.
Behind me, his voice: “You’ll calm down. You always do.”
I paused at the door. Turned back once.
“That’s the problem,” I said. “I always did. I always calm down and come back like a dumb ass.”
Then I opened the door.
And I left.


Chapter 8
LIAM
By the time I notice the office is empty, it’s already past nine.
Half the floor lights have shut themselves off on a timer, the way they do when people with actual lives have gone home. My office is lit only by the city beyond the glass — the permanent ambient glow of a skyline that doesn’t bother with dark. I’d loosened my tie somewhere around six and never bothered to tighten it again. Small concession. The kind of thing no one sees.
I stood at the window for a while, then I sat back down. Now I’m standing again.
The day had been meetings stacked on calls stacked on a quarterly review that ran forty minutes long because Henderson can’t land a point without circling it three times. Numbers I knew by heart before anyone opened their laptops. Projections dressed up in fonts that were supposed to make optimism look like data. I’d nodded at the right moments and said the right things and afterward a VP had shaken my hand and said you seem very settled in the role and I’d thanked him and meant none of it.
I’m good at that part. I’ve always been good at that part.
Strategy gives you a container for uncertainty. A clear axis: problem, options, outcome. You work the variables. You account for risk. You make the call. The discomfort of not knowing resolves into the discomfort of deciding, which is manageable, which is something a person can live in without it spreading.
This morning had not been that.
I shouldn’t still be thinking about her. The fact that I still am is data I’m not sure what to do with.
We don’t share history. We don’t share anything, technically, except a single conversation that ended with her staring at me like I was something she was still deciding the category for. We met in a lingerie store six weeks ago, which I have not mentioned to anyone, because it sounds worse than it was. I was there picking up something for Camille — a birthday gift, trying to close a distance I already knew by then wasn’t closeable. Valerie had been a few feet away, her back to me, running her fingers along a rack with the focused attention of someone who didn’t do things halfway.
She’d looked up at me when she almost busted her ass after bumping into me. Not flirtatious. Not curious. Just a slight adjustment — polite, brief, human. A small private acknowledgment that yes, this store is a slightly awkward place to make eye contact with a stranger, and no, she was not going to make it weird about it. A half-smile. Then she left.
That was it.
What stays with me isn’t the moment itself. It’s the ease of it — how unguarded she’d been in a way that took no effort and cost her nothing. I hadn’t thought about it again until the morning I found out about Camille. And then I’d thought about her specifically, which made no sense, except that I think what it meant was: I know her name now. The woman in the store. She’s connected to this. As if the city had quietly been arranging things without consulting me.
When I’d walked into the boutique this morning with information I hadn’t asked to carry, she’d been in the front adjusting shirts with two pins held between her lips. She’d turned around. It had taken her one second to read my face — not my expression, because I’d had that managed — but something else. The fact that I was there at all.
The way her face had changed as I talked: not breaking, exactly. More like watching a room rearrange itself when the lights came on.
I’ve run through the possible versions of this morning enough times to know I can’t make it cleaner in retrospect. I told a stranger her boyfriend was sleeping with my ex-girlfriend. The justifications hold. She deserved to know. Camille forfeited her right to silence the moment she made other people collateral. I’d held on to it longer than I should have — days, cycling through outcomes the way I cycle through acquisition scenarios — and when it stopped feeling like a choice and started feeling like a debt, I’d gone.
All of that is true.
I still feel like I crossed something.
The city doesn’t care. It never does. I grab my jacket off the chair, kill the lamp on my desk, and leave.
The elevator is slow. I check my phone — a finance email, a calendar reminder for tomorrow’s seven a.m., a message from a number I don’t recognize that turns out to be a wrong number. I pocket it.
The lobby is empty except for the night guard, who nods. I nod back.
Outside, the air is colder than expected. Late fall doing what it does. i start walking with no particular destination, because I’m not ready to be at home yet — not with the particular quiet of a space that used to have someone else’s sounds in it.
I pass a wine bar still doing business. A dry cleaner, dark. Two restaurants, one of them packed, noise bleeding through the glass. I catch my own reflection sliding past in the storefronts — jacket, jaw, man who looks like he has somewhere to be.
I think about the night I found out about Camille. Not the fight — the moment before the fight, when I’d looked at her face across the kitchen and understood before she said anything that the version of us I’d been operating from was already gone. It wasn’t anger, initially. It was just recalibration. An adjustment in the available data.
The anger came later, and it was ordinary anger, and it passed the way ordinary anger does.
What didn’t pass was the feeling of not knowing where the floor was.
I’m thinking about that — about floors, about what happens when you trust something structural — when I see her.
She’s on the same side of the street as me, phone to her ear, facing away from me. Her bag is over one shoulder and she’s standing slightly apart from the flow of foot traffic, the way you do when you’re having a conversation you don’t want witnessed. Her posture is the thing I notice first. She’s holding herself carefully. Not defeated — the opposite. Like someone who’s decided something and is making sure it stays decided.
I slow without meaning to.
She pulls the phone from her ear. Holds it in front of her and stares at the screen for a beat too long before she puts it in her bag — not dropping it, not dismissing it, but placing it with a kind of deliberate finality that would be invisible to most people.
Then she turns and sees me.
Her expression doesn’t move. That’s the tell — the non-movement of it.
“Of course,” she says. Flat. “You.”
I stop a few feet away. The space between us is not large. “I could say the same.”
A short sound that was technically a laugh. “Do you just appear whenever someone’s life is actively falling apart, or am I special?”
“That’s not fair.”
“No,” she says. “It isn’t.”
Her eyes are steadier than they should be. Red at the edges, barely. She’s been crying recently, or she’s about to, or she’s doing the thing where you lock it far enough behind your face that you can get through the next twenty minutes. I recognize it because I’ve done it.
“You’d rather not have known?” I ask.
She shifts the bag strap on her shoulder. Her jaw moves like she’s working something over. “No,” she says finally. “I just didn’t need it coming from a stranger.”
It lands.
“I didn’t enjoy it,” I say. “For whatever that’s worth.”
“It isn’t.”
A cab passes behind her. Headlights. In that half-second of extra illumination I can see the crease across her brow that isn’t anger — or isn’t only anger — and the way she’s standing with her weight slightly forward, like she’s already mid-exit.
“You look like you’re leaving,” I say.
“What gave it away.”
“Do you have somewhere to go?”
Her jaw tightens visibly. “That’s none of your business.”
“You’re right.” I nod once. “Sorry.”
She doesn’t move. She’s watching me the way someone watches a door they’re not sure they should open — not curious enough to try, not certain enough to walk away.
“I don’t like you,” she says.
A corner of my mouth goes before I can stop it. “I hadn’t noticed.”
“I don’t need another man deciding what I should know and when.”
“I didn’t decide what you should do with it. I just told you.”
Her eyes stay on me. She’s thinking. I can tell because she’s gone somewhere briefly and then come back. “You act like you know things,” she says. “Like you can see the whole board.”
“Sometimes I can.”
“That’s the problem.”
There’s no heat in it. That’s what surprises me. She’s not performing anger for my benefit. She’s just telling me a fact.
“What happened tonight?” I ask.
She looks at me for a long moment. Her hand goes briefly to her bag strap and then releases it.
“Nothing I didn’t already know was coming,” she says.
Which is not an answer. Which is also the only answer.
I don’t press it. Something about her posture — the coiled steadiness of it — tells me she’s spent the last few hours being as honest as she can stand, and she’s not going to do it again tonight, not with me, not on a sidewalk.
“Okay,” I say.
She blinks. Like that wasn’t the word she expected.
“Okay?” she repeats.
“Okay,” I say again. “You don’t have to tell me.”
Something moves across her face. Not softened — more like she’s rechecking her math. Reassessing the object in front of her for a second or two and coming up with a different classification.
“I have a friend I can stay with,” she says. Unprompted. Quiet.
“Good.”
She adjusts the bag strap again, pulls it higher, and looks down the block. A person who is about to go. “You should stop telling people things,” she says. “For your own sake.”
“Probably.”
“You’ll get a reputation.”
“For what?”
“For being the kind of person who does that.” She glances at me sideways. “Not everyone wants to know.”
“You did,” I say.
She doesn’t deny it. She turns, taking the first step, and then stops — one beat, like she thought of something — and keeps walking.
I don’t call after her.
I stand there for longer than makes sense, watching the space she was standing in. The foot traffic fills it back in. The city reclaims the spot without ceremony.
I start walking.
The cold is useful. It gives me something immediate to register instead of the thing I’m actually registering, which is the particular texture of a conversation that resolved nothing and somehow said everything. She’d been furious with me in a way that wasn’t actually about me. She’d been honest in a way she probably hadn’t intended. She’d told me about the friend. I don’t know why she’d told me about the friend.
You’ll get a reputation, she’d said.
I turn the corner. The street gets quieter. My breath is visible in the air.
For your own sake, she’d said. As if my reputation were a thing she had opinions about. As if I were someone she’d thought enough about to give a warning to.
I filed that.
I kept walking.


Chapter 9
VALERIE
The light changed. I kept walking.
Liam was still behind me — or he wasn’t, I didn’t check. Checking felt like an invitation, and I was done issuing those for the night.
My shoes were wrong for this. I’d worn them to dinner because they made my legs look longer and Wayne liked that, which was the kind of thing I was going to have to stop factoring in. I filed it under logistics. There was a whole new category of logistics opening up in front of me and I was trying not to look directly at it.
Three blocks from our apartment building. The streets were doing what city streets do at eleven on a Wednesday — thinning out without going quiet, the odd cab, a couple walking close, a guy outside a bodega examining his phone like it owed him money. Normal distribution of people going places. I was the anomaly. I was the one moving without a vector.
Aria had called twice. Both times I’d watched her name light up the screen and then disappear and felt nothing in particular, which probably meant something I wasn’t going to examine until morning. Aria would make it okay. That was the problem. She’d answer on the first ring and she’d say the right things and her voice would do that thing it did, low and certain, and I would start to come apart at the seams in a way that I couldn’t come apart right now. So. Not yet.
I turned left on Clement for no reason except that it was a turn.
Because I knew you’d forgive me.
There it was.
I’d asked him why, after Liam told me, after I’d gone back up to the apartment and stood in the kitchen, I’d asked him why he did it, and he’d said it. Flat, like he was confirming a reservation. Because I knew you’d forgive me.
Not I was scared. Not I didn’t want to hurt you. Not even the lie, which would have been worse than nothing but still would have been something — still would have meant he needed me to believe a particular version of him.
The certainty was the thing. The certainty was the whole thing.
I’d apparently been maintaining a reputation.
My phone buzzed again. I looked down expecting Aria, but it was a notification from a shopping app reminding me that items in my cart were selling out. I had a candle and a linen pillowcase sitting in a cart somewhere. I closed the notification.
The boutique was twelve minutes east, maybe fifteen at this pace. I had the back-door key on my regular ring — it was given to me in September when I started opening on some days, that unspoken promotion where you get access and responsibility and the same hourly rate. Being inside felt wrong. Not being inside also felt wrong. I made a list of options and they all had the same problem, which was that I was in all of them and I was the problem.
I’d spent the first four months with Wayne. Four months learning his preferences — the specific beer he’d drink and no other, the way he needed the television on to fall asleep and then complained about it in the morning, the fact that he couldn’t be talked to before coffee, not even good morning, not even a look. I’d catalogued all of it. I’d been so thorough about it. And the whole time he’d been running some parallel calculation, some actuarial assessment of my forgiveness, and apparently I’d come back favorable odds.
I wondered if Camille had known. If she’d known about me the way Liam had known about her, if there’d been some whole other conversation I hadn’t been included in.
The thought landed somewhere behind my sternum and I walked through it.
A cab slowed. I shook my head once and it moved on.
I wasn’t going home. Home was my apartment and my apartment had things in it that were also his — a jacket, two chargers, a set of opinions about how I arranged my bookshelf that he’d offered unrequested and I’d actually implemented, which was the part that was going to require the most revision. I was going to have to move the books back and then it would be fine. Logistics.
Because I knew you’d forgive me.
The thing I kept snagging on was the tense. Knew. Past tense, but delivered present. Like it was still true. Like he was still holding the ticket. Like even standing there in my coat with my keys in my hand I was an argument he’d already won.
I stopped walking.
I was in front of a laundromat, the industrial kind, fluorescent-lit and half-full even at this hour, someone’s clothes turning in a dryer, a man asleep in a plastic chair with his arms crossed. The light through the window was the color of old paper. I stood there for a moment looking in.
I had no laundry to do. I didn’t go in.
I started walking again.
Aria’s name was in my phone and my thumb knew where it was. I didn’t press it. I watched a woman across the street unlock her car, get in, drive away, and I thought about how that looked from the outside — a person who knew exactly where she was going. What a thing to know.
The boutique was seven minutes now. I wasn’t going there either. I could picture the back room exactly, the folding table and the steamer and the smell of new fabric, and it was the most depressing option I’d generated yet and I’d generated several.
So I kept walking. The street absorbed me into its general population of people moving from one place to another, and I moved with them, through one block and then the next, my shoes making small sounds on the pavement, my coat holding its shape around me, everything on the outside perfectly intact.


Chapter 10
Liam
By the fourth week, I stop lying to myself about why it hasn’t gone away.
Not guilt. Guilt has a natural lifespan — you acknowledge it, you correct what you can, and you’re done. Clean. I’ve done that before. I know what it feels like.
This is something else. Closer to irritation. The persistent, low-grade kind that doesn’t rise to anger but refuses to be ignored — the kind that finds silence and fills it.
I catch myself rereading the same paragraph twice during a board briefing. I forget what day it is once, standing in my own kitchen, a thing that hasn’t happened to me since I was twenty-three and sleeping four hours a night out of choice. In elevators, in the back of cars, in moments that usually belong to muscle memory, I find my attention somewhere else.
Each time, I correct it.
Control is a habit I don’t break easily. But the image surfaces anyway — Valerie standing under a streetlight, jaw set, eyes sharp with a kind of anger that wasn’t reckless or loud. Just resolved. She hadn’t looked like someone unraveling.
She’d looked like someone done.
That’s the part that sticks. Not the walking away — plenty of people have walked away from me — but the way she did it. Without performing it. Without looking back to see if it landed.
I don’t try to find out what she did after. That would cross into territory I have no business entering. Curiosity has consequences, and I’ve already had enough of those for one month.
When I realize I need a suit for the board gala, Manny’s Boutique is the obvious choice. They have my measurements. Their turnaround time is efficient. They understand the level of discretion their clients require. I schedule the appointment between two meetings, giving myself exactly forty-five minutes — enough to be fitted, not enough to linger. I don’t frame it as a decision.
It’s logistics.
The boutique looks the same as always: clean lines, muted light, the faint smell of cedar and pressed wool. The kind of place that doesn’t sell you anything because it assumes you’ve already decided. I step inside and register the room the way I always do — staff positions, customer distribution — and then, before I mean to, I register absence.
She’s not visible from the entrance.
The realization settles in my chest with more weight than it should, and I don’t examine why.
An associate approaches — polite, slightly too eager, the kind of smile that’s been practiced into a rictus. She confirms my appointment on her tablet and says, “Right this way”, already turning before I answer. She isn’t Valerie. And that’s fine. That’s completely beside the point.
The fitting room is quiet, the curtains thick enough to dull the ambient noise of the boutique. The associate talks as she works, filling silence that doesn’t need filling, apologizing twice for minor things — once when the measuring tape slips, once when she reaches across me without warning. Small, reflexive apologies, the kind that come from spending years in proximity to people who make you feel like you’re always half a beat behind.
She’s competent. I correct her on sleeve length and shoulder taper, and she nods, makes her notes, and thanks me for my patience. I shouldn’t compare her to anyone.
I do anyway.
Valerie never over-apologized. I hadn’t noticed that at the time. I notice it now, in the absence, the way you notice the sound a clock makes only after it stops.
I exhale through my nose and look at the mirror instead — my own reflection, composed, the face people project things onto easily. The associate steps out to retrieve fabric samples and I stand there alone for a moment, and that’s when I catch movement in the glass behind me.
Valerie passes the doorway. She doesn’t look in. Doesn’t slow. She’s carrying a garment bag over one arm, posture straight, expression neutral — working, just working — and she’s gone before I’ve fully registered it. Something tightens briefly in my chest: not attraction, not anticipation. Irritation. At the coincidence. At proximity. At the fact that I noticed.
The fitting wraps up. I approve the order, confirm the timeline, and step back onto the main floor just as Valerie turns from a rack near the window.
Our eyes meet. No hesitation, no performance of surprise. Just recognition — a second of it, maybe less. She looks away first, attention returning to the garment in her hands, and I look away because looking longer would mean something.
Her manager appears — the tight smile, the watchful eyes, the particular energy of a woman who has confused vigilance for leadership. She greets me warmly, a shade too bright, and I return something brief and pleasant while she talks. Then her gaze slides sideways, toward Valerie, and it lingers just long enough to be intentional.
Not concern. Not curiosity.
A warning.
Valerie doesn’t react. Not a flicker.
I file that away without meaning to, and walk back out into the street.
That night, I open the boutique’s vendor file on my laptop. Not because I need it. I tell myself it’s due diligence — we’ve been clients of Manny’s for a few years, even before I was CEO, and management consistency matters for accounts like ours. The justification is thin enough that I almost admire it.
Valerie’s name is still on the staff list. Same role, same manager. Her performance metrics are solid — above average, actually, with a client retention note that most associates in her bracket don’t have. Her manager’s numbers are more complicated. Inconsistent month-over-month, a pattern that usually means one of two things: unstable inventory management, or a person who spends more energy on internal control than actual performance.
I close the laptop. Whatever friction exists there isn’t my concern.
Two days later, I mention Manny’s in passing during a conversation with one of the partners, Anders, who handles vendor relations and considers himself an authority on tailoring despite owning four suits that don’t fit him properly. We’re not talking about Manny’s specifically. I bring it up obliquely, the way you bring up something you want heard without appearing to want it heard.
“Still one of the better houses,” I say. “Though management can be the variable that makes or breaks consistency at that level.”
Anders nods, thoughtful.
That’s it. No instruction. No follow-up.
I don’t think about Valerie while I say it. That’s the lie I’m least convincing to myself about.
The second visit is scheduled as a follow-up fitting. When I arrive, the floor manager intercepts me with her practiced warmth, and I follow her toward the back — and then Valerie rounds the corner with a leather portfolio under her arm, and she stops just long enough for me to understand this wasn’t a coincidence.
Her manager stands nearby, posture proprietorial, watching. Valerie herself looks composed, professional, and unsurprised in the way you are when you’ve been told something and decided how you feel about it before it happens.
“Good afternoon,” she says.
“Afternoon.”
She gestures toward the fitting room, the same efficient motion I remember from months ago, and I follow her in.
The space feels smaller than before. I’m not sure if that’s the room or the restraint required to be in it. She works quickly, methodically, eyes on the task. Her hands don’t shake. When she needs to look at me directly, she does — eyes level, giving nothing — and then looks away. There’s no warmth in it, but no performance of coldness either. She’s just present, in the way people are present when they’ve decided to do the job and nothing else.
It’s uncomfortable in a way I can’t precisely name.
Her manager interrupts twice. The first time, she steps inside the curtain to comment on the fabric weight — a comment Valerie hadn’t solicited and didn’t need, delivered in the tone of a correction. The second time, she reaches across Valerie mid-measurement to adjust the tape, correcting something Valerie hadn’t finished doing. The gesture is practiced. A choreography of small diminishments.
Valerie absorbs both without visible reaction. But I watch the particular stillness that follows each interruption — the almost imperceptible resettling of her shoulders, the way her jaw tightens for less than a second before she continues. She doesn’t look at me afterward to check if I’ve noticed. That, somehow, is the part I notice most.
The impulse to intervene surfaces — quick, instinctive. One sentence. One look. I could shut it down without raising my voice, and I know exactly how to do it. The words are already forming.
I don’t say them.
Not because I agree with the manager, and not because intervening would cost me anything. But because I remember what Valerie said, standing on a sidewalk in the cold — her voice quiet and with that particular flatness that meant she was done explaining herself to men who thought explaining themselves was the same as knowing better. She hadn’t wanted another person deciding what was best for her.
I had been the most recent one to try.
So I stay silent, and let her finish her work.
When she steps back, she meets my eyes for a moment — brief, direct. There’s no gratitude in it. No accusation. Just awareness, clear and specific, the look of someone who has catalogued exactly what happened in this room and what it means.
That lands harder than either alternative would have.
Her manager dismisses her the moment the fitting ends, sharply and without looking at her. Valerie nods once and leaves without glancing back. I finalize the order, exchange the requisite pleasantries, and walk out.
On the street, in the particular silence of midday foot traffic, I understand something I hadn’t quite put into words before.
This isn’t interest. It isn’t attraction — or it isn’t only that, which is different.
It’s friction. The specific kind that comes from two people who have each decided, for their own separate reasons, that the other one will not define them. She won’t let me. I won’t let her. And we’ve now been in three rooms together where that decision had to be actively maintained.
Friction doesn’t combust.
It wears things down. Slowly. Into shapes you don’t recognize until you’re already holding them.
I walk back toward the office and don’t think about it further.
That’s also a lie, but it’s one I’m getting better at.


Chapter 11
VALERIE
The thing that unsettles me most isn’t that Wayne hasn’t come looking for me.
It’s how long it takes me to notice.
For the first few days at Aria’s, I stay in a kind of suspended awareness, like I’m waiting for something to snap back into place. I keep my phone face-up on the cushion beside me. I pick it up without deciding to. I set it back down and pick it up again thirty seconds later, which is embarrassing, but I do it anyway.
Wayne was never subtle when he felt abandoned.
He showed up. He demanded explanations. He framed himself as the injured party even when he wasn’t. Leaving him should have triggered something loud and unavoidable.
Instead, nothing.
By the third morning, the absence starts to feel intentional. Like a position he’s taken.
Aria’s apartment smells like coffee and something faintly floral — a candle she burns in the evenings, orange blossom or something close to it. By morning the scent has gone flat, and the light through her sheer curtains is thin and colorless. A bus hisses to a stop somewhere below. I lie on the couch with my blanket twisted around one leg and stare at the ceiling until I remember where I am.
Then I remember why.
The why is worse than the where.
I sleep with my bag pushed into the corner, my shoes lined up neatly beside it. I’m not sure who I’m trying not to inconvenience. Aria, maybe. Or just the version of myself that needs to feel like she’s barely taking up space.
Aria moves around me like she’s mapped the shape of it without needing it named. She leaves the bathroom light on when she leaves for work. She buys the yogurt I like even though she doesn’t eat it. She doesn’t ask questions she already knows the answers to.
On the fourth morning, I’m sitting with my phone in both hands, elbows on my knees, staring at a screen that has not lit up once since I got here. I’m aware that I’ve been holding my breath in small increments — half-exhaling every time a notification turns out to be something that doesn’t matter. An app update. A newsletter I never subscribed to.
“He hasn’t called,” I say.
Aria looks up from the kitchen counter, a mug held in both hands. “Are you surprised?”
“Yes.” The word comes out softer than I mean it to. “I think I am.”
She nods once. Goes back to her coffee. Aria has always known when to let silence do the work.
I set the phone face-down on the cushion.
Most afternoons I leave the apartment just to have somewhere to walk. Not toward anything. Just away from the particular quality of stillness that settles over the couch around two in the afternoon, when the light shifts and there’s nothing left to do but sit in it.
I walk through neighborhoods I don’t know well. I go into stores and pick things up and put them back. I sit in a coffee shop on DeKalb for forty minutes with a latte I barely touch, watching a couple at the next table who keep finishing each other’s sentences. I notice how his hand rests at the small of her back when they stand to leave — easy, automatic, not performing anything.
I leave a dollar tip and don’t stay for a second cup.
At work, I’m functional.
That’s the word for it.
I show up on time. I smile when it’s required. I do everything well enough that my manager can’t say anything, though she’s clearly waiting for her opportunity. She watches me from across the room. She reassigns me to lower-visibility clients. She corrects me on small things she used to ignore.
I absorb it.
There’s a specific comfort in being underestimated. Expectations are low. The bar is manageable. At least there are rules.
By the end of the first week, I understand it isn’t shock anymore.
Not shock. Something longer.
Not for Wayne. For the version of my life that assumed it was going somewhere. The one that treated the future like a fixed point instead of a guess.
On the eighth day, Aria comes home with Thai food and that particular look she gets when she’s been quietly working something out.
“You can stay as long as you need,” she says, setting the bags on the counter. “But I know you. You’re already itching.”
“I don’t want to wear out my welcome.”
She pulls plates down from the cabinet. “You’re not.”
“I know. But I still need a place.”
Saying it out loud does something. A place. Singular. Not ours. Mine.
That night we sit on her couch with both laptops open, Aria’s foot tucked under her, mine flat on the floor, the takeout containers pushed to the far end of the coffee table because there’s nowhere else to put them. The listings are all too expensive or too far or in neighborhoods I associate with him — his commute, his favorite bar, the corner where we had the fight that we pretended resolved itself.
“What about this one?” Aria tilts her screen toward me.
I look at the square footage. The monthly. The photo of the bathroom with the grout that someone has tried to photograph around.
“Maybe,” I say.
I put it in the maybe folder, which currently has eleven apartments in it, none of which I actually want.
I realize at some point, sitting there with my knees pressed against hers in the small space, that every neighborhood I’d crossed off had been his preference. His commute. His friends’ proximity. His idea of what made a place livable.
Some nights, after Aria goes to bed, I sit alone and let myself feel it.
I don’t miss Wayne’s voice.
I miss being a priority.
On the tenth night, I block his number.
I sit with my thumb over it longer than I expect. Not because I want to call. Just because blocking him means there’s no question left I’m still waiting to answer.
I press block.
No rush of anything. Just a blank space where something familiar used to be. I set the phone on the cushion, look at the ceiling, and wait to feel different.
I don’t. Not right away.
The days after that fill themselves in with logistics. Lease terms. Broker fees. The specific indignity of the application process, which requires me to prove I exist and am solvent to a series of strangers who will never once ask whether the apartment is a good fit for me. I call three numbers. I schedule two viewings. I make a spreadsheet with columns I actually use.
Life, inconveniently, keeps going.
On the twelfth morning I wake up and the couch doesn’t feel like a waiting room.
I don’t know when that changed.
I lie there for a minute in the thin early light, listening to the bus stop, the dog two floors up, the sound of Aria’s alarm going off and then being silenced. Then I get up, find the coffee, and make a full pot without standing there trying to decide if I should.
I drink it by the window.
I let the city be loud.


Chapter 12
Valerie
Wayne’s absence stops being theoretical on a Tuesday morning.
It starts with an email buried between a boutique shipment update and a system-generated reminder about inventory counts.
FINAL NOTICE: ACCOUNT DELINQUENCY.
I almost delete it. The sender’s name means nothing to me, and for a second I assume it’s spam — some aggressive marketing tactic dressed up as urgency.
But when I open it, my stomach drops.
It’s from the property management company. The one tied to the apartment Wayne and I shared. The lease I walked away from without ceremony. The bills I assumed — naively, stupidly — were being handled.
My name is still on it.
Past due balance. Late fees. A warning that further nonpayment will result in legal escalation.
I read it three times, my brain lagging behind the words. Wayne always paid the rent. He insisted on it, even when I offered to split things differently. He liked control dressed up as responsibility — his words exactly: Do you know what my parents would think if they knew I had you helping with rent? When you’re supposed to be “broke?”
I scroll, my hands cold.
There it is, in clean corporate language: Both tenants are jointly liable.
I set the phone down. Pick it up again.
I call Wayne.
Straight to voicemail.
I hang up and try again.
Voicemail.
Nothing.
I leave a message I hate myself for.
“Hey. It’s me. I just got an email about the apartment. The rent. It says it’s overdue. Can you call me back?”
My voice sounds calm. Controlled. Like I haven’t been punched in the chest.
I hang up and stare at the wall.
This is what his silence costs.
Aria finds me there an hour later, still sitting, email open, eyes unfocused.
“What’s wrong?” she asks immediately.
I hand her my phone.
She reads quietly, her expression tightening with every line. When she looks up, there’s something protective and furious in her eyes.
“He didn’t tell you?”
“No.”
“He didn’t pay?”
“I guess not.”
She exhales sharply through her nose. “That’s not an accident.”
I know. This isn’t forgetfulness. This isn’t chaos. This is a choice. Wayne didn’t just let me leave — he let me carry the weight he dropped.
“I thought…” I start, then stop. There’s no point finishing the sentence.
Aria sits beside me. “Okay. We’re not panicking yet.”
I nod, even though panic is already threading through me, tight and insistent. I think about my paycheck. The savings I barely rebuilt after last year. How fragile my sense of independence still is.
This isn’t a bill I planned for.
At work, I make mistakes.
Small ones, but noticeable. I misplaced a garment bag. I forgot a client’s preferred tailor. My manager’s gaze sharpens, tracking me like she’s waiting for something to justify her dislike.
By lunch, I have a headache pulsing behind my eyes.
Wayne still hasn’t called.
I check my phone compulsively, each unanswered hour reinforcing the same conclusion: he knows. And he’s choosing not to care.
That realization hurts in a way the cheating didn’t.
Infidelity felt impulsive. Selfish. This feels strategic.
After my shift, I sit in the back room with my laptop open, searching phrases I never thought I’d need: tenant rights, joint lease, what happens if a co-tenant doesn’t pay, how to protect credit after separation.
Every answer leads to the same place.
I’m responsible.
Legally. Financially. Completely.
By the time I get back to Aria’s, exhaustion has settled into my bones. She’s already home, scrolling through listings with a tight mouth.
“I found three places,” she says. “Not great, but not terrible.”
I sink down beside her. “I might not qualify anymore.”
She looks at me sharply. “Why?”
I tell her.
She listens without interrupting, her jaw tightening further with every word. When I finish, she swears quietly.
“That’s so calculated,” she says. “He knows exactly what he’s doing.”
“I don’t think he even sees it as punishment,” I say. “I think he just… doesn’t care enough to fix it.”
That’s somehow worse.
The next morning, I wake up early and call the property management office. I explain the situation carefully, professionally, like I’m handling a client complaint instead of my own unraveling life.
They’re polite. Unmoved.
Options are laid out plainly: pay the balance or face escalation.
I hang up and sit there, staring at nothing.
This is what happens when someone exits your life without closing the door behind them.
I don’t cry.
I don’t scream.
I do the math.
I moved money from savings I didn’t want to touch. I tell myself it’s temporary. That I’ll rebuild. That this is the price of leaving.
But the truth presses in anyway: Wayne didn’t chase me because he didn’t need to.
He knew I’d absorb the impact.
At work later that week, the consequence ripples outward again.
My manager pulls me aside, her voice clipped. “Your performance has been inconsistent.”
“I’m dealing with a personal situation,” I say, careful to keep emotion out of it.
She raises an eyebrow. “That’s unfortunate. But professionalism doesn’t pause.”
I leave her office feeling smaller than I did going in.
On my break, I sit on a bench outside the boutique, sunlight warming my face without reaching my chest. I watch people pass, carrying shopping bags, talking on phones, living lives that don’t feel precarious.
I think about how Wayne used to talk about partnership. About being a team.
Teams don’t abandon the field, do they?.
That night, I finally got a text.
Wayne: I figured you’d handle it. You wanted to leave.
I stare at the screen until the words blur.
No apology. No acknowledgment. No recognition of the damage.
Just justification.
Something inside me hardens, slow and irreversible.
I type back, delete it, type again.
Me: We were both on the lease.
Three dots appear. Disappear.
Then nothing.
I don’t wait.
I block his number…again
It feels different this time. Less dramatic. More final.
Blocking him doesn’t undo the damage. But it draws a line around how much more he gets to take.
In the days that follow, I stop buying coffee on the way to work. I sit with the savings spreadsheet open on my laptop every night until the numbers stop surprising me. It’s not punishment — or that’s what I tell myself. It’s just the shape of things now.
Aria watches me closely, like she’s worried I’ll disappear into this version of myself entirely.
“You don’t have to punish yourself for leaving,” she says one night.
“I’m not,” I reply. “I’m just… adjusting.”
It’s only later that I realize how thin that distinction is.
Wayne’s absence forced me into a kind of hyper-independence that feels both empowering and isolating. I don’t ask for help easily. I don’t trust stability anymore.
I rely on myself because I have to.
And somewhere in that necessity, something shifts.
I stop waiting for things to feel fair.
I stop expecting closure.
I start building forward without expecting anyone to come running after me.
The silence he left behind no longer feels empty.
It feels instructive.


Chapter 13
Valerie
The boutique teaches you quickly that inconvenience rarely announces itself.
It doesn’t arrive with warning or drama. It slips in quietly, dressed well, carrying money and expectations, and assumes you’ll accommodate it without complaint.
By the time I realize my afternoon appointment is going to be a problem, it’s already too late to avoid it.
The day has been relentless from the moment I clocked in. A trunk show has drawn in clients who don’t like to wait and don’t like to be told no. My manager has been circling the floor like a predator, correcting small things that don’t need correcting, hovering just close enough to remind me she’s watching.
I’ve learned how to disappear under that kind of scrutiny. I reach for the clipboard before the front desk finishes the sentence, already mapping the next hour in muscle memory.
Then I see the name.
Liam Underwood.
For a moment, the world narrows to a thin, sharp point.
My first instinct is denial. There has to be another Underwood. It’s a common enough last name. Except it isn’t. Not here. Not in this context. Not paired with the appointment notes that follow—custom suit, executive event, priority client.
Of course, it’s today.
I glance toward my manager out of reflex. She’s already watching me, her gaze sharp and anticipatory, like she’s been waiting for something to test me with. Asking to switch appointments would only give her what she wants—proof that I can’t handle discomfort.
I straighten my shoulders.
This is work.
That’s all this is.
When I step onto the showroom floor, he’s standing near the display of imported fabrics, phone in hand, posture relaxed in a way that speaks of habit rather than ease. He looks like he belongs here. Like spaces bend slightly to accommodate him without being asked.
He looks up when he hears my footsteps.
Recognition registers instantly. Not surprise—more like acknowledgment. As if he’s been bracing for this possibility the same way I have.
“Valerie,” he says.
Not warm. Not cold.
Just precise.
“Mr. Underwood,” I reply, matching his tone. Formal. Distant. Safe.
There’s a beat of silence that feels heavier than it should. Not because of emotion, but because of context. Because the last time we spoke, it was on a sidewalk, with too much honesty and nowhere to put it.
“This is…” He pauses, glancing briefly around the boutique. “Inconvenient.”
I nod once. “Yes.”
Neither of us smiles.
“I can reassign you,” I say, already knowing the answer. Already knowing why he’ll refuse.
He follows my gaze to my manager, who is pretending not to stare while doing exactly that.
“No,” he says. “That won’t be necessary.”
“Then this way.”
I don’t wait for him to follow. I turn and walk toward the fitting area, my steps measured, my posture controlled.
Inside the fitting room, everything feels smaller. The lighting is precise, unforgiving. I gesture to the garments prepared in advance.
“Your assistant sent updated measurements. These are the preliminary selections based on that.”
“Thank you.”
I hand him the first suit and turn away as he changes, making notes I don’t need to make.
When he steps out, I look up because it’s my job.
The suit fits well. Of course it does. Money smooths out most problems.
“Shoulders need slight adjustment,” I say. “Left side more than right.”
“Agreed.”
I step closer to mark the fabric, my movements professional, detached. We work through the rest of the fitting in clipped exchanges. Measurements. Fabric preferences. Event details. Everything necessary. Nothing personal.
He doesn’t ask how I’m doing.
I don’t volunteer.
At one point, my manager passes by the open doorway and stops. I feel her presence before I see her, the way you sense pressure changes before a storm.
“Everything all right here?” she asks, her smile sharp and interested.
“Yes,” I say.
“Perfect,” Liam says.
Our voices overlap just slightly.
Her gaze flicks between us, lingering a beat too long. She smiles wider, satisfied by whatever conclusion she’s drawn, and moves on.
The moment she’s gone, the air tightens.
“You didn’t need to say that,” I tell him quietly.
“I know,” he replies. “But it was accurate.”
I don’t thank him.
We finish the fitting without incident. I gather my notes, step back, and summarize next steps.
“The suit will be ready by the end of the week. I’ll contact your assistant when alterations are complete.”
“Good.”
He doesn’t move right away.
Neither do I.
There’s something unsaid hanging between us—not emotional, not unresolved. Just factual. We’ve intersected again, and neither of us asked for it.
“I didn’t request you,” he says finally.
“I assumed.”
“I’m not here to complicate anything.”
The words feel deliberate. Careful.
“Then we’re aligned,” I reply.
He studies me for a moment. Not my face exactly—my posture, my composure. Like he’s taking inventory of something he won’t comment on.
“That’s all I needed,” he says.
I nod. “Then we’re done.”
He leaves without looking back.
I stand there after he’s gone, listening to the muted sounds of the boutique beyond the fitting room. My hands are steady. My breathing even.
Nothing happened.
And yet.
The rest of my shift passes in a blur. My manager assigns me less visible clients. I don’t argue. I focus on tasks I can complete without thinking too hard.
But the encounter lingers—not because of what it was, but because of what it wasn’t. Just friction. Proximity and timing.
On my break, I sit in the back room and stare at my phone, resisting the urge to fill the quiet with noise. Wayne’s name doesn’t appear. It hasn’t in days.
I realize I haven’t unblocked him; I even realize, distantly, that if Liam hadn’t shown up today, I wouldn’t have thought about Wayne at all.
By the time I leave work, the sky has darkened. I step outside and let the cool air ground me. The city hums, indifferent as ever.
It was a reminder that inconvenient people don’t disappear just because you need space.


Chapter 14
Liam
I get into the car, shut the door, and let the familiar quiet settle in around me. My phone lights up with a message from my assistant. I answer it. I merge into traffic. Everything functions as it should.
For a few minutes, that’s enough.
Then the image intrudes anyway. Not dramatically. Not all at once. Just a precise recollection sliding into place, uninvited but unmistakable. The way she stood in the fitting room, shoulders squared, expression neutral, voice level to the point of restraint. She didn’t soften when she saw me. She didn’t bristle either. She simply adjusted and moved forward.
Professional. Contained.
I recognize the posture immediately. I’ve used it myself more times than I can count.
I turn up the radio, more for structure than distraction, and let the noise fill the space until the thought dulls at the edges.
The problem isn’t Valerie.
The problem is proximity.
Back at the office, the afternoon unfolds cleanly. Decisions land without resistance. Someone comments on my clarity, and I acknowledge it with a nod before moving on. This is the version of myself I trust. The one that doesn’t linger.
Later, when the building empties and the city outside my windows softens into distant light, the memory resurfaces again. Not the sidewalk. Not the conversation where everything shifted.
The boutique.
Specifically, the moment my name appeared on her clipboard.
There was a pause. Barely perceptible, but real. A flicker of recognition before she smoothed it away and returned to task. I hadn’t requested her. I hadn’t expected her. I’d known it was possible, of course. The boutique came recommended, and her presence was already associated with it in my mind whether I liked it or not. Possibility, though, is different from inevitability.
Seeing her there made the overlap tangible.
I loosen my tie and lean back in my chair, staring at the ceiling longer than necessary. She hadn’t looked hurt. That’s what stays with me. She hadn’t looked angry or uncertain or hopeful.
She looked braced.
I’m accustomed to fallout. To reaction. To visible emotional debris after truth disrupts a narrative. Anger — that response follows a pattern. It’s predictable. Manageable.
Valerie offered none of it.
She absorbed the disruption and continued forward.
I tell myself that isn’t my concern. I told her what she deserved to know. I didn’t owe her reassurance, and she didn’t ask for it. Whatever consequences followed were not mine to manage. That remains true.
And yet.
I open a document I don’t need to review and stare at it without reading. My thoughts drift, not directly toward her, but toward the edges of the situation. The parts that don’t resolve neatly.
The fitting hadn’t gone badly. That’s the issue.
No sharp exchanges. No visible tension. No moment dramatic enough to replay and reinterpret. Just restraint layered over awareness. It should have been forgettable. Instead, it lingers like an unresolved variable.
I wonder, briefly and against my better judgment, what it cost her to hold herself that way. The thought surfaces quietly, without emotion attached, and I shut it down just as quickly. Speculation is indulgent. Indulgence leads to involvement.
I don’t get involved.
My phone buzzes with a question from my assistant about whether I want the suit rushed. I respond that the end of the week is fine. It is. There’s no urgency.
Later, alone in the elevator, the quiet presses in again. I replay fragments of the exchange without intending to.
This is inconvenient.
Agreed.
The efficiency of it. The absence of theater. The way she didn’t soften when I smoothed things over with her manager. She didn’t look grateful.
That stands out more than it should.
I’ve spent years watching people respond to my presence in predictable ways. Deference. Curiosity. Strategic warmth. Valerie offered none of it. She treated me like a complication to be managed, not a person to accommodate.
I don’t know whether to respect that or resent it.
At home, I pour a drink I don’t finish and stand by the window, watching the city move without me…it’s a habit. This isn’t attraction. I know what attraction feels like — immediate, disruptive, insistent.
This is something else.
Awareness without invitation.
A friction point.
I think about the moment I chose to tell her the truth. How it felt less like a moral decision and more like a correction I couldn’t ignore. An imbalance that needed to be addressed. I hadn’t anticipated seeing the aftermath. That part is on me.
I tell myself her life is no longer intersecting with mine in any meaningful way. That the boutique appointment was an anomaly. Those prior encounters were circumstantial, not predictive. This city is large. Paths cross. They diverge again.
If I’m honest, the discomfort isn’t with Valerie herself.
It’s what she represents.
A consequence I can’t manage. A situation where my involvement didn’t resolve anything. I prefer closure. Defined outcomes. Clean exits. She exists outside that structure, and I don’t like loose ends.
I don’t reach for my phone.
I go to bed telling myself this is nothing.
And I believe it.
Mostly.


Chapter 15
Valerie
I don’t plan on seeing Liam Underwood again.
That’s the first thing I tell myself when I wake up that morning, when I lie staring at Aria’s ceiling and listen to the city start its daily churn outside the window. I’ve learned that intention doesn’t guarantee outcome, but it still helps to give the day shape. Something firm enough to hold onto.
I dress deliberately and leave.
I have errands to run — mundane, necessary things. Bank. Pharmacy. A coffee stop because Aria forgot to buy creamer again. Life-admin tasks that don’t ask questions or demand emotional explanations.
It’s halfway between the bank and the coffee shop when coincidence intervenes.
I notice him because my body reacts before my brain does. A slight hitch in my step. A tightening in my chest that doesn’t feel like fear so much as recognition. I look up and see him across the street, stepping out of a building I don’t recognize, phone in his hand.
He moves with the unhurried confidence of a man who assumes the world will make room for him — and is usually right.
I slow instinctively.
This is ridiculous. The city is crowded. People pass each other every day without consequence. I could keep walking. I could cross the street. I could pretend I didn’t see him.
Then he looks up.
The recognition lands at the same time for both of us. There’s no pretending now. No graceful escape. Just that suspended second where neither of us moves, the air tightening like the city has narrowed around us.
He’s the one who steps forward.
Not rushed. Not hesitant. Just inevitable.
“Valerie,” he says, stopping a careful few feet away.
I don’t like the way my name sounds in his voice — too calm, too composed, like we’re on neutral ground when I know better.
“Liam,” I reply, keeping my tone flat.
Up close I notice the faint crease between his brows.
“What are the odds,” I say.
“They’re better than people think,” he answers.
“I’m busy,” I say, glancing past him pointedly.
He nods once. “I figured.”
And yet neither of us moves.
We stand there, two people who shouldn’t have any reason to linger, surrounded by strangers who don’t register anything unusual at all.
“You look…” He hesitates, then finishes, “settled.”
I almost laugh. “That’s generous.”
“It’s an observation,” he says. “Not a judgment.”
“Those are usually the same thing.”
A corner of his mouth lifts, then settles. “You’re not wrong.”
Silence creeps in again — awkward, weighted, unfinished. I adjust the strap of my bag, aware of how tight my shoulders feel, how my weight keeps shifting like I’m preparing to leave at any second.
“I don’t like coincidences,” I say.
“Neither do I.”
“Then why does it feel like you keep showing up at inconvenient moments?”
He studies me for a beat longer than necessary. “Because you only notice the inconvenient ones.”
That feels too close to insight.
I take a step back. “I don’t have time for this.”
“For what?” he asks calmly. “A conversation?”
“Yes,” I say. “This one.”
I start walking before he can respond. I expect him to stay behind.
He doesn’t.
His footsteps fall into rhythm beside mine — not crowding, not chasing. Just present in a way that immediately sets my nerves on edge.
“You don’t have to stop,” he says. “We can walk.”
I hesitate, then keep going. Making a scene would only draw attention, and I don’t have the energy for spectacle.
We move down the block together, not quite in sync. A bus exhales at the curb.
“I didn’t expect to see you again,” I admit.
“Neither did I.”
“Yet here we are.”
“Yet,” he echoes.
I glance at him. “Why did you tell me?”
He doesn’t answer right away.
“I didn’t ask that to be polite,” I add.
“I know.”
We stop at a crosswalk, waiting for the light to change. “Because I didn’t like being the only one who knew,” he says finally.
“That’s not an answer,” I say.
“It is,” he replies. “Just not a comforting one.”
The light changes. We cross. I stop on the other side and turn to face him fully, frustration finally breaking through my restraint.
“You don’t get to offload your conscience onto me and call it integrity,” I say, my voice sharper now. “You told me something that ruined my life and then removed yourself from it.”
“I didn’t walk away,” he says immediately.
“You didn’t stay,” I counter. “Not to help. Not to fix it. Just long enough to acknowledge what it would cost.”
His jaw tightens. “You didn’t ask me to.”
“I shouldn’t have had to,” I say. “You gave me the truth and decided that was where your responsibility ended.”
The words hang between us, heavier than I expect.
“I wasn’t trying to hurt you,” he says.
“That’s irrelevant,” I reply. “You still did.” And I don’t mean it in a way that makes him owe me comfort or some kind of friendly kindness; it still would’ve been nice for him to stay and try to acknowledge that he dropped an emotional, heartbreaking bomb on me.
He looks at me then — really looks — and something in his expression shifts. Not guilt. Not defensiveness.
Recognition.
“I know,” he says quietly.
That almost makes it worse.
We start walking again, slower now. The argument has weight, and neither of us seems willing to drop it unfinished.
“I didn’t want comfort,” I say. “I wanted agency. Time. Context.”
“You had it,” he says.
“After the damage.”
“Yes.”
I let out a breath. “You’re impossible.”
“That’s not something I hear often.”
“That’s because people are usually trying to impress you.”
His gaze flicks to me. “You’re not.”
“No,” I say. “I’m really not.”
Something settles in his shoulders. Just friction.
“Then what are you doing?” he asks.
I think about it. About Aria’s couch. About bills and silence and learning how to stand alone.
“Trying to move forward,” I say. “Without tripping over you.”
“I’m not standing in your way.”
“Then stop being everywhere.”
“I can’t control where you go,” he says. “Or where I end up.”
“Funny,” I mutter. “You seem like the kind of man who controls outcomes.”
“Outcomes,” he agrees. “Not people.”
“Good,” I say. “Then don’t try with me.”
“I’m not.”
The certainty in his voice gives me pause.
We reach a corner. I slow, unsure whether to turn or stop. The moment feels like a choice even if it shouldn’t.
“I didn’t come looking for you,” he says. “And I won’t.”
“Promise?” I ask, too quickly and sarcastically.
“Yes.”
That should reassure me.
It doesn’t.
“Good,” I say, stepping back. “Then this is where we stop.”
“Probably,” he agrees.
Neither of us moves for a second too long.
I notice things I shouldn’t — the way his coat fits perfectly, the faint crease at his elbow where he bends his arm too often. I hate that I notice at all.
“Well,” I say. “Take care.”
“You too,” he replies.
I turn and walk away before anything else can be said, heart beating faster than a conversation like this deserves.
I don’t look back.


Chapter 16
Valerie
Time passes the way it always does after something ends—in uneven stretches that don’t announce themselves. Days blur, then a week clicks into place, then another. Nothing feels resolved, but everything feels altered, like the furniture in a familiar room has been shifted just enough to trip you if you’re not careful.
I stop counting how long it’s been since Wayne last called.
At first, the silence feels intentional. Strategic. I wait for it to break the way it always has before—his name lighting up my phone, the familiar pull of urgency and explanation. I keep my ringer on. I check my notifications more often than I want to admit. I tell myself this is temporary, that he’s waiting for the right moment to reassert himself.
But the moment never comes.
One morning, as I button my coat and catch my reflection in Aria’s hallway mirror, the realization settles quietly: this isn’t a pause. It’s an ending. Not the kind that demands acknowledgment or closure, just the kind that happens when someone stops trying altogether.
The absence no longer feels charged.
It just exists.
Aria never comments on it, which I appreciate more than she probably knows. She doesn’t ask if I’ve heard from him or speculate about his silence. Instead, she fills the space with normalcy—coffee in the morning, the low hum of the television at night, casual updates about her coworkers that require no emotional labor from me.
We coexist easily. She lets me heal without narrating it.
Some nights we sit on opposite ends of the couch in companionable quiet. Other nights she talks about nothing at all—an annoying customer, a show she’s half-watching, or about her dad rushing her to take a partnership in his business. I listen, grateful for conversations that don’t circle back to me.
Work helps in its own way. The boutique is busy, especially this time of year, and routine leaves little room for spiraling. I arrive early, leave on time, keep my focus sharp. Clients want certainty, not stories, and I’m good at giving them what they ask for without revealing more than necessary.
My manager still watches me like she expects me to falter, but I don’t give her the satisfaction. There’s a strange comfort in competence—proof that some parts of my life remain intact.
On a gray Thursday afternoon, instead of going home the usual way, I take my coats to the dry cleaner.
It’s not urgent. I could easily put it off another week. But habit guides me there anyway, my feet following a path they’ve walked too many times to forget.
The bell above the door chimes as I step inside, and the familiar scent of warm fabric and starch wraps around me. An old radio plays low behind the counter, the station unchanged since the first time I ever walked in.
“Valerie!” Mr. Garcia calls before I can even set my bag down.
He emerges from the back room with a smile that reaches his eyes, glasses perched low on his nose. He looks exactly the same as he always has—steady, welcoming, unhurried by the world outside his shop.
“There you are,” he says. “I was starting to think you’d forgotten about me.”
“Never,” I reply, returning the smile as I hand him my coats. “Just busy.”
“Busy is good,” he says, inspecting the sleeves with practiced care. “Busy means life continues.”
I don’t correct him. I’m not sure what continuing looks like yet, but I let the idea sit between us anyway.
As he inputs the items, he glances up. “No suits today?”
The question is casual, automatic.
Still, my shoulders tense before I can stop them.
“No,” I say. “Just my stuff.”
He pauses, then nods slowly. “That’s different.”
“It is,” I agree.
There’s no judgment in his tone. Just observation. Mr. Garcia has always been good at that—seeing change without interrogating it.
There was a time when Wayne made me bring his clothes here, like it was my responsibility to keep his life orderly. He’d sometimes wait outside, scrolling on his phone, impatient and detached. Mr. Garcia would greet me warmly anyway, asking how my day was going. Once, after Wayne snapped at me for folding a jacket incorrectly, Mr. Garcia had pretended not to hear—but he’d pressed a piece of candy into my palm afterward, like a quiet apology for something he couldn’t confront.
I think about that now as he slides the receipt across the counter.
“How are you?” he asks gently. Then, after a beat, “Really.”
The word really loosens something in my chest.
“I’m okay,” I say. Then, because honesty feels safer than pretense, I add, “Different.”
He smiles, thoughtful. “Different is not bad.”
“No,” I say. “Just unfamiliar.”
He studies me for a moment, then nods as if confirming something to himself. “When you came in talking about missing the begining of the relationship,” he says, “i didn’t think it would turn into this”.
The memory surfaces instantly.
Standing at this same counter. Explaining how much I missed Wayne. Mr. Garcia had smiled then, reached beneath the counter, and handed me the business card. Told me about the lingerie shop. Said I should pick something beautiful. Something confident. Something that felt like a gift.
I hadn’t questioned the suggestion. I hadn’t questioned much of anything back then.
“I thought love was measured by how much of myself I was willing to package neatly and give away,” I say quietly, surprised by the ease of the confession. “Like if I tried hard enough, it would mean something.”
Mr. Garcia listens without interrupting, his expression gentle but serious.
“I didn’t know the surprise would turn hollow,” I continue. “That what I thought was intimacy would end up feeling like evidence.”
He nods slowly. “Sometimes,” he says, “we do things with the best intentions. That doesn’t make them foolish.”
“I felt foolish afterward.”
“That came later,” he replies. “You didn’t know then what you know now.”
I let that settle. The idea that ignorance doesn’t equal failure. That trying, even imperfectly, isn’t something to be ashamed of.
I pay and tuck the receipt into my bag. Before I leave, he reaches under the counter and hands me a small piece of lemon candy.
“For the road,” he says.
“Thank you,” I reply, meaning more than just the sugar.
Outside, the rain has started to fall, soft and steady. I pause beneath the awning, watching droplets gather on the sidewalk, the city muted and gray. I unwrap the candy and let it sit on my tongue, sweet and sharp at once.
For the first time in days, I don’t feel like I’m waiting for something to happen.


Chapter 17
Valerie

The laptop sits open on my knees, its light too bright for the dim room.
Aria is in the shower—I can hear the pipes running through the wall, the faint sound of her singing something I don’t recognize. I’ve got her throw blanket pulled up to my waist, a mug of tea gone lukewarm on the cushion beside me, and forty-seven apartment listings arranged in a grid on my screen.
I start at the top.
The first one is a one-bedroom in a neighborhood I used to like before Wayne decided it was trendy enough to ruin. We’d gone to a bar there once, something dim-lit with exposed brick, and he’d spent the whole night looking over my shoulder at who else was in the room. I close the tab.
The next three are too expensive in ways that feel almost insulting—like someone looked at what a person alone might reasonably afford and then added two hundred dollars out of spite. The fourth is fine on paper until I zoom in on the photos. The kitchen window looks directly into a brick wall. I scroll past it and then back, then close it too.
There’s one in a quieter pocket of the city, a studio on the fourth floor of a building that looks clean without trying too hard. The floors are wood, the closet is narrow, and the listing says cozy in a way that usually means cramped. I click through all eight photos twice. In the last one, afternoon light falls across the kitchen counter at an angle that makes everything look possible.
I bookmark it.
Then another—a one-bedroom with bad overhead lighting but a deep windowsill in the living room, the kind I could actually sit in. I bookmark that one too.
It’s a small thing, bookmarking. It doesn’t cost anything, doesn’t commit me to anything, doesn’t mean I’ll actually call on Monday. But there’s something about the act itself—pulling these little rectangles of maybe into a folder—that keeps my hands steady in a way I didn’t expect.
The shower cuts off. A few minutes later Aria pads through the living room in her robe, towel around her hair, and glances at my screen.
“Apartment hunting?”
“Kind of,” I say. “More like apartment lurking.”
She makes a noise that’s half laugh, half acknowledgment, and disappears into her bedroom without making it a conversation. I appreciate that about her. She’s never needed to expand on things.
I scroll for another hour without bookmarking anything else. The listings start to blur—same staged photos, same hardwood floors, same neutral paint that’s meant to suggest a clean slate. I close the laptop and set it on the coffee table.
The room is quiet. Outside, the rain that started earlier is still going, a low, even sound against the windows.
I pick up my phone out of habit, then set it back down.
Wayne hasn’t called. Hasn’t texted. No message sitting in my inbox that I’ve been pretending I haven’t checked. I’d been bracing for him the way you brace for weather—expecting, eventually, the pressure to shift, for him to materialize in my voicemail with some version of let me explain. He always had a version of let me explain.
But there’s nothing. Just the continued, unbroken fact of his silence.
And somewhere between the dry cleaner this afternoon and this couch tonight, the silence stopped feeling like suspense. It doesn’t sit in my chest the way it did. It’s not a question I’m living inside of anymore. It’s just a closed door—and I’m already in another room, even if I’m still getting my bearings in it.
I pull the blanket up further and close my eyes.
The studio with the good afternoon light. The windowsill. The folder of bookmarks sits in my laptop like a small, private declaration.
I don’t know which one yet, or when, or what the version of my life that comes next actually looks like when it’s not hypothetical. But I opened the folder. I put things in it.
The rain keeps going.
I fall asleep on Aria’s couch, and I don’t dream about Wayne at all.


Chapter 18
Valerie
The strangest part isn’t that Wayne came back.
It’s that the world doesn’t seem to notice he left again.
The café empties gradually around me, chairs scraping softly against the floor, conversations dissolving into coats and goodbyes. The barista wipes down the counter. Someone laughs near the door. Life continues with an indifference that feels almost offensive.
I’m still sitting exactly where he left me.
My tea has gone cold, untouched, a thin skin forming across the surface. I stare at it without really seeing it, my reflection faint and warped in the dull amber liquid.
I almost went back.
The thought circles slowly, persistent and quiet. Not sharp. Not panicked. Just there, like a fact that refuses to soften.
My body feels heavy in the way it does after adrenaline drains too quickly. There’s a faint trembling in my hands I don’t bother trying to hide. No one is looking at me closely enough to notice.
I replay the conversation in fragments.
I missed you.
I still love you.
I thought you’d forgive me.
Each sentence lands differently now, stripped of urgency, examined under the flat light of hindsight. In the moment, they had weight. Gravity. The familiar pull of a language I once spoke fluently.
Now they feel… rehearsed.
Predictable.
And somehow, that hurts more than anger would have.
Because anger would mean something burned.
This feels like something simply expired.
I press my palms against the edge of the table and push myself upright. My legs protest, stiff from sitting too long, from holding tension I hadn’t realized I was bracing against.
Outside, the evening air is cold enough to bite.
I welcome it.
The city greets me with noise and movement—cars passing, voices rising and falling, the distant wail of a siren threading through it all. I walk without choosing a direction, my feet moving on instinct.
My chest still feels tight, but not from sadness.
From recognition.
Wayne hadn’t changed.
Not really.
The thought doesn’t come with bitterness. Just clarity. A slow, steady awareness settling into place like something finally aligning after weeks of distortion.
He came back with the same posture. The same framing. The same careful arrangement of regret that never quite tipped into accountability.
And I almost accepted it.
That’s the part that unsettles me most.
Not his behavior.
Mine.
I stop at a crosswalk, waiting for the light to change, watching strangers cluster around me. A couple stands close together, hands brushing. A man scrolls through his phone. A woman adjusts the strap of her bag.
No one here knows I nearly stepped back into a life that no longer fits.
No one here knows how thin the line was.
The light changes. I cross.
By the time I reach Aria’s apartment, exhaustion has settled deep into my bones. The kind that has nothing to do with physical effort and everything to do with emotional recalibration.
Aria is sprawled across the couch when I step inside, a blanket tangled around her legs, a half-empty bowl of popcorn balanced precariously on her stomach.
She looks up immediately.
“There you are,” she says. Then her eyes narrow slightly. “You okay?”
The question is casual, but her gaze sharpens.
I hesitate.
Not because I don’t want to tell her.
Because I don’t know how to summarize something that feels both significant and strangely anticlimactic.
“Wayne showed up,” I say finally.
Aria sits upright so fast the popcorn nearly spills. “What?”
“At the café.”
Her expression shifts rapidly—shock, anger, disbelief. “Are you serious?”
“Very.”
“What did he say?”
I shrug, slipping my coat off slowly. “The usual.”
Aria’s jaw tightens. “And?”
“And nothing.”
She studies my face carefully. “Valerie.”
“I didn’t go back,” I say.
“That’s not what I asked.”
I exhale, dropping onto the armchair across from her. The cushion sighs beneath my weight.
“I almost did,” I admit.
The words hang in the air, fragile and honest.
Aria’s expression softens, but only slightly. “Almost how?”
“I hesitated.”
“That’s human.”
“I considered it.”
“That’s history.”
“I pictured it,” I say quietly.
That lands heavier.
Aria leans back slowly, crossing her arms. “But you didn’t.”
“No.”
Silence settles between us—not tense, not loaded. Just thoughtful.
“How do you feel?” she asks after a moment.
I open my mouth.
Close it again.
Search.
“I don’t know,” I say honestly. “Not relieved. Not devastated. Just… unsettled.”
Aria nods slowly. “That makes sense.”
“I thought it would feel bigger,” I continue. “More dramatic. Like some huge emotional reckoning.”
“And?”
“It just felt familiar,” I say. “Which was worse.”
She tilts her head. “Worse?”
“Because familiarity is persuasive.”
Aria watches me carefully, her gaze steady.
“I realized something,” I say.
“What?”
“I didn’t miss Wayne.”
The confession surprises even me.
“I missed not being alone.”
Aria’s eyes soften fully now.
“That’s not the same thing,” I add.
“No,” she agrees gently. “It isn’t.”
Later that night, long after Aria has fallen asleep, I lie awake staring at the ceiling.
Sleep refuses to come, Wayne’s voice lingers in my mind, not loud or intrusive, just echoing faintly like a song I can’t quite stop hearing.
I hope you don’t regret this.
Regret.
The word twists uncomfortably in my chest,Because regret implies a mistake.And for weeks, I’ve been quietly terrified that walking away might eventually feel like one.
I turn onto my side, pulling the blanket tighter around myself.
What if he’s right?
What if time dulls the memory of betrayal and magnifies the memory of comfort?
What if loneliness proves more convincing than self-respect?
The questions creep in slowly, insidious and persistent.
I sit up abruptly, heart beating faster.
This is how it used to happen.
Not with dramatic declarations.
With doubt.
With revisionist nostalgia.
With the subtle erosion of certainty.
I swing my legs over the side of the couch and press my feet against the floor, grounding myself in the quiet darkness of Aria’s apartment.
I almost went back.
But I didn’t.
That distinction matters.
Even if my emotions haven’t caught up yet.
Especially then.
~~
The next morning, I wake heavy-eyed and restless.
At work, everything feels slightly too bright. Too sharp. My manager’s voice grates. The soft instrumental playlist looping through the boutique feels unbearable in its cheerfulness.
Still, I function.
Smile.
Assist clients.
Fold silk blouses with meticulous precision.
Around noon, my phone buzzes.
My stomach drops reflexively.
But it isn’t Wayne.
Unknown number.
I meant what I said. Call me when you’re ready.
No name.
No signature.
Just the assumption that readiness will eventually align with his desire.
I stare at the message for a long moment.
Then delete it.
Not angrily.
Not ceremoniously.
Just decisively.
The rest of the day passes in a blur of fabric and forced politeness. By closing time, my exhaustion feels cleaner, less tangled than the night before.
On the walk home, something shifts quietly inside me.
Not closure.
Not peace.
Just a subtle loosening.
Wayne came back.
And I survived it.
He spoke.
And I didn’t fold.
He left.
And I’m still standing.
The realization isn’t triumphant.
But it’s steady.
And for now, steady feels like progress.


Chapter 19
Valerie

It happens on a day that already feels wrong.
Not dramatically wrong. Just slightly misaligned, like everything is half a beat off and my body knows it before my mind catches up. I wake late, tangled in sheets and unfinished thoughts, Wayne’s voice still dull in my head — not the words, just the familiarity of them. By the time I rush out of Aria’s apartment, coffee unfinished, the city is already too loud.
Work is relentless from the moment I step inside the boutique. Appointments stacked too closely together, clients impatient, my manager already hovering with that tight, watchful expression she’s perfected. Every small mistake feels magnified under her gaze.
I don’t make any.
But the pressure still builds.
By midday, my smile feels mechanical, my patience threadbare. My thoughts drift when they shouldn’t. I refold a silk blouse three times before realizing it’s already perfect. My reflection in the mirrored wall startles me—composed on the surface, but brittle around the edges.
“Valerie,” my manager snaps quietly. “Focus.”
“I am,” I reply.
But I’m not.
Not fully.
I keep folding the same scarf.
By closing time, my head throbs.
I decline Aria’s invitation to dinner with her other friends with a muttered excuse about needing air. It isn’t entirely a lie. The thought of conversation, of noise, of being perceived feels unbearable.
So I walk.
No destination. No plan. Just movement.
The evening has settled into that strange in-between hour where the sky is neither light nor dark, washed in muted gray-blue. Streetlights flicker on. Storefront windows glow. The city shifts from urgency to something slower, looser.
I move through it like a ghost.
Half-aware. Half-detached.
My thoughts churn without direction—Wayne, work, apartments I can’t afford, a future that feels like it’s still under construction. Every possibility feels conditional, fragile, unfinished.
I don’t notice Liam until I almost walk directly into him.
The collision is physical before it’s emotional—my shoulder brushing hard against a solid chest, my balance jolting sideways. His hand shoots out instinctively, steadying my arm before I can stumble.
“Careful.”
The voice hits like impact.
I freeze.
Liam Underwood stands inches from me, his hand still loosely wrapped around my elbow. He’s dressed in a charcoal coat, tailored and severe, dark scarf tucked neatly at his throat. His hair is slightly wind-tossed, his expression caught somewhere between surprise and irritation.
For a moment, neither of us speaks.
Of all places. Of all timing.
I pull my arm free, stepping back too quickly. “Sorry.”
“You okay?” he asks.
The question is immediate, reflexive.
It irritates me instantly.
“I’m fine.”
He studies my face in that unnervingly observant way of his. “You don’t look fine.”
“I didn’t realize I asked for an assessment.”
His jaw tightens slightly. “You didn’t.”
“Then don’t.”
The edge in my voice surprises even me.
But I don’t soften it.
Because I don’t have the capacity for him tonight. Not his composure, not his insight, not the strange, simmering tension that always seems to rise when we occupy the same space.
“I didn’t mean—” he begins.
“I know,” I cut in. “You never do.”
Something flickers across his expression.
Not anger. just realization.
The city hums around us, people weaving past without noticing the sudden stillness between us.
“You seem…” He hesitates. “Off.”
I laugh, sharp and humorless. “That’s generous.”
“Rough day?”
“Rough few weeks.”
His gaze sharpens. “Wayne?”
The name lands like a spark against dry nerves.
“That’s none of your business.”
“I didn’t say it was.”
“Then why ask?”
“Because you look like someone who just walked into traffic without seeing it.”
“I didn’t,” I snap.
“You almost did.”
The truth of that stings.
“I’m not in the mood for this, Liam.”
“For what?”
“This… whatever this is.”
His eyes narrow slightly. “A conversation?”
“No,” I say. “An interrogation disguised as concern.”
Silence stretches.
I shift my weight, suddenly desperate to leave, to escape the intensity of his attention. My chest feels tight, my exhaustion curdling into irritation.
“I’m tired,” I say flatly. “Not fragile.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“You imply it.”
“I observe.” bullshit, I want to say, but hold back.
“Same difference.”
He exhales slowly, visibly restraining something. “You’re angry.”
“I’m exhausted.”
“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”
I glare at him. “Do you enjoy this?”
“Enjoy what?”
“Showing up whenever my life is actively inconvenient?”
His mouth twitches faintly. “You say that like I’m tracking you.”
“Feels like it.”
“I wasn’t looking for you.”
“Yet here you are.”
“Yet.”
The word hangs between us, loaded and irritating.
I rub a hand over my face, frustration cresting. “Wayne came back.”
Liam’s posture shifts almost imperceptibly.
“And?” he asks carefully.
“And nothing.”
“You okay?”
“There it is again.”
“What?”
“That tone.”
“What tone?”
“The one where you pretend neutrality while clearly forming conclusions.”
His jaw tightens. “You’re projecting.”
“I’m perceptive.”
“Are you?”
The challenge in his voice lands sharp.
I step closer without thinking. “Say what you’re thinking.”
He holds my gaze. “You almost went back.”
The accuracy of it knocks the air from my lungs,For a split second, my composure fractures.
Then anger rushes in to seal it.
“You don’t get to do that.”
“Do what?”
“See things I didn’t say.”
“You didn’t have to.”
“I’m not discussing this with you.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re not entitled to my vulnerability.”
“I didn’t ask for it.”
“You’re demanding it.”
“I’m not.”
“You always are,” I say quietly.
Something shifts.
Not softens.
Just tightens.
“I’m not Wayne,” he says.
“I didn’t say you were.”
“You’re reacting like I am.”
“Because men love positioning themselves as exceptions.”
His eyes flash. “That’s unfair.”
“So was my life last month.”
We stand there, tension snapping sharp between us.
Finally, I shake my head. “I can’t do this tonight.”
“Do what?”
“This dynamic.”
He watches me carefully. “Valerie—”
“Don’t,” I warn.
But my voice cracks slightly.
Damn it.
“I’m tired,” I repeat. “And I don’t have the energy to spar with you.”
For once, he doesn’t push.
Doesn’t counter.
Doesn’t analyze.
He just nods.
“Okay.”
The simplicity of it unsettles me.
I hesitate, thrown off balance by the absence of resistance.
Then I turn and walk away.
My heart races long after the distance grows.
Because the worst part isn’t the argument.
It’s that he still sees too much. And I let him.


Chapter 20
Liam
I don’t immediately understand why the encounter stays with me.
That, more than anything else, unsettles me.
It wasn’t extraordinary. There was no revelation, no dramatic shift, no cinematic moment demanding reflection. Just another sharp-edged conversation with a woman who seems constitutionally incapable of interacting with me without friction.
And yet.
Two days later, I’m still replaying it.
The office buzzes with its usual controlled chaos — phones vibrating, keyboards clicking, low voices layered beneath the hum of ambition. Campaign timelines scroll across screens. Deadlines tighten. Decisions stack.
Normally, this environment silences everything else.
Today, it doesn’t.
“You’re not listening.”
I glance up to find Damien leaning against the edge of my desk, arms crossed, expression hovering somewhere between amusement and mild accusation.
“I am.”
“You just approved a budget revision I didn’t finish explaining.”
“I’ve already read it.”
Damien arches a brow. “That’s not the point.”
“Then enlighten me.”
He studies my face for a moment longer than necessary. “You okay?”
The question lands too close to the one he asked me months ago in an entirely different context.
Too perceptive.
Too human.
“I’m fine.”
He snorts softly. “That’s CEO code for ‘none of your business.’”
“It is none of your business.”
“Fair.”
He pushes off the desk but doesn’t leave. “You’ve been… off.”
There’s that word again.
Off.
As if my internal equilibrium has become visible to outside observers, despite years of practice at compartmentalization.
“I’ve been busy.”
“You’re always busy.”
“Then I’ve been more busy.”
Damien’s mouth twitches. “That doesn’t even make sense.”
“It does to me.”
He watches me another beat before nodding slowly. “Alright. But if you accidentally acquire a conscience or a personal life, let me know. I’d like to document the phenomenon.”
“Get out.”
He laughs and exits.
I lean back in my chair, exhaling slowly.
Off.
The word irritates me because it implies deviation. Instability. A shift from my usual, reliable baseline of control.
But there’s a sliver of truth there I can’t entirely dismiss.
Because I have been distracted.
Not by stress. Not by work. Not by anything that belongs neatly inside the architecture of my life.
By Valerie.
Which is absurd.
We barely know each other.
Our interactions are sporadic, combative, and consistently inconvenient. There is no intimacy, no shared history substantial enough to justify the way her expressions, her tone, her reactions keep surfacing uninvited.
Especially the last one.
She had looked exhausted.
Not theatrically distressed. Not fragile in the obvious, performative way people sometimes weaponize. Just worn thin, edges dulled by something heavier than a single bad day.
And angry.
God, she was angry.
But not at me.
Not entirely.
That realization comes back with uncomfortable clarity.
“You almost went back.”
I hadn’t planned to say it.
The words had simply formed, inevitable as gravity, drawn from a conclusion that arrived fully shaped the moment she snapped at Wayne’s name.
Her reaction had been microscopic but unmistakable — the flicker of defensiveness layered over something more complicated.
Recognition.
Conflict.
History.
I rub a hand along my jaw, tension tightening.
I shouldn’t have pushed.
I know that.
Yet the alternative — pretending not to see what was plainly there — had felt dishonest in a way that scraped against my instincts.
Valerie doesn’t perform.
That’s the thing.
Even at her sharpest, her reactions carry an unfiltered authenticity that’s increasingly rare. No strategic softness. No calculated vulnerability.
Just truth, however jagged.
Which makes her difficult.
And, apparently, unforgettable.
The irony isn’t lost on me.
I spent years learning how to read people because it was useful. Because anticipating reactions, understanding motivations, predicting resistance is an advantage in business, negotiation,and leadership.
With Valerie, it feels less like strategy and more like trespass.
She doesn’t like being observed,Dissected and Understood without consent.
And I can’t decide whether her hostility toward that is justified or merely defensive.
Probably both.
A knock interrupts my thoughts.
“Come in.”
Claire steps inside, tablet tucked against her chest. “The Benson presentation is ready for review.”
“Send it.”
She hesitates. “Now?”
“Yes, Claire. That’s generally what ‘send it’ means.”
She gives me a dry look before placing the tablet on my desk. “You’re charming today.”
“I’m efficient.”
“You’re distracted.”
I glance at her sharply.
She smiles faintly. “Relax. It’s subtle.”
“Good,” I say, reaching for the tablet she placed down on my desk.
“Barely.”
I ignore that, swiping through the presentation.
Charts. Visuals. Messaging strategy. Market projections.
All precise.
All clean.
All infinitely easier to manage than the inexplicable mental loop currently monopolizing my attention.
Claire lingers. “Everything okay?”
“Yes.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
She studies me, then sighs softly. “If this is about Valerie—”
My head snaps up. “Excuse me?”
Claire’s expression doesn’t change. “You say her name in meetings.”
I stare at her.
“Not often,” she continues calmly. “But enough.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“Is it?”
“Yes.”
Claire shrugs lightly. “If you say so.”
She leaves before I can respond.
I sit there, stunned into stillness.
I say her name?
Out loud?
In meetings?
The thought is deeply unsettling.
Because that suggests leakage.
Cross-contamination between compartments I’ve spent years reinforcing.
Because Valerie — sharp, reactive, infuriating Valerie — has no business infiltrating my professional vocabulary.
And yet.
I close the tablet without finishing the review.
~~
By evening, the city air is cool and restless, mirroring the agitation I can’t quite shake. I drive without direction, hands buried in my coat pockets, mind refusing stillness.
Every version of the encounter replays.
Her exhaustion.
Her irritation.
The crack in her voice when she said, “I can’t do this tonight.”
Not dramatic.
Just honest.
It shouldn’t matter.
It doesn’t matter.
And yet the memory carries weight disproportionate to the interaction itself. Because she wasn’t sparring for sport. She was depleted. And I had pressed anyway.
I stop at a redlight, watching traffic blur past.
Why does that bother me?
The question lands unwelcome.
Because the answer edges dangerously close to territory I have no intention of entering.
It’s not attraction, If anything, it’s irritation sharpened by curiosity — a persistent awareness that Valerie doesn’t behave the way people usually do around me.
She doesn’t defer.
Doesn’t charm.
Doesn’t soften under pressure.
She resists and pushes back, and she looks at me like I’m a problem instead of an opportunity, which should be refreshing. Instead, it’s destabilizing. The light changes, and I move forward. By the time I reach my apartment, my thoughts have settled into a reluctant conclusion I don’t particularly like.
Valerie affects my equilibrium.
Not emotionally, but cognitively.
She lingers.
Occupies space.
Disrupts the clean efficiency of my mental landscape. And I have absolutely no idea what to do with that. Because I’m not chasing her. Not pursuing. Not indulging whatever strange gravitational pull keeps dragging our paths into collision.
But I’m also not forgetting her.
Which, inconveniently, feels like the more dangerous outcome.


Chapter 21
Valerie
The morning begins with a mistake.
Not mine — though my manager will inevitably frame it that way — but the boutique’s scheduling system, which has apparently decided that chaos is a perfectly reasonable operating strategy. By the time I arrive, there are already two overlapping appointments waiting, both clients irritated, both insisting they were promised exclusivity.
I step into tension before I even remove my coat.
“Valerie,” my manager says tightly, appearing at my side like a storm cloud given human form. “We have a situation.”
“I can see that.”
“Mr. Underwood’s fitting was moved.”
The name lands like a dropped glass.
I blink. “Moved?”
“To this morning.”
My stomach sinks. “He’s not scheduled until Thursday.”
“He requested a change.”
“He didn’t request it through me.”
“He didn’t need to.”
Of course, he didn’t.
Because Liam Underwood operates in a world where systems bend, schedules adjust, and other people absorb inconvenience as a matter of course.
“When?” I ask.
“In twenty minutes.”
I stare at her. “That’s not enough time.”
“It’s what we have.”
“For a full suit fitting?”
“For a very important client.”
The emphasis is deliberate.
Sharp.
“You’ll handle it.”
I inhale slowly, already feeling the pressure tighten across my chest. “I have two appointments now.”
“Reassign them.”
“They asked for me.”
“They’ll survive.”
Her gaze hardens. “Don’t make this difficult, Valerie.”
I bite back the immediate response — the dozen responses, actually — because I’ve learned the futility of engaging her when she’s already decided I’m an obstacle instead of an employee.
“Fine,” I say.
She nods once, satisfied, and walks away.
I spend the next fifteen minutes rearranging lives that are not mine to rearrange — apologizing, placating, absorbing mild annoyance with practiced professionalism. By the time the floor clears, my nerves are frayed and my patience dangerously thin.
And then he walks in.
Liam Underwood moves through the boutique with the same contained, unbothered confidence he carries everywhere else. Dark coat, tailored lines, expression unreadable. He looks like he belongs exactly where he is, exactly when he intended to be there.
Unlike me.
His eyes find mine almost immediately.
There’s a flicker of recognition.
Something assessing.
“Valerie.”
“Mr. Underwood.”
His mouth twitches faintly. “We’ve moved backward, I see.”
“You moved your appointment.”
“Did I?”
“My manager says you did.”
“She’s not wrong.”
I nod stiffly. “Follow me.”
The fitting room feels smaller with him inside it.
Not physically — the space is generous, designed for comfort and discretion — but atmospherically. His presence carries a kind of quiet density that alters the air, shifts the balance.
Professional, I remind myself.
Just work.
Nothing else.
“I wasn’t aware you handled morning fittings,” Liam says, shrugging off his coat.
“I wasn’t aware either.”
A beat.
“Ah.”
There’s something almost like amusement in his voice.
I ignore it.
“Shirt,” I say.
He arches a brow. “Excuse me?”
“For measurements.”
A pause.
Then a slow, deliberate unbuttoning.
I focus on neutrality — on numbers, fabric, precision — refusing awareness of the simple, undeniable fact of proximity. The faint scent of his cologne. The quiet steadiness of his breathing. the way his chest almost busts through the button-up shirt, the way tension seems permanently wired into the line of his shoulders.
“Chest,” I murmur.
He lifts his arms without comment.
The tape slides around him, my fingers brushing fabric, skin, heat. I keep my expression composed, gaze clinical.
Professional.
Always professional.
“You seem annoyed,” he observes.
“I’m working.”
“That wasn’t an answer.”
“It wasn’t a question.”
A small silence.
Then, “Did I inconvenience you?”
The directness catches me off guard, making me take a very small pause before continuing.
“Yes,” I say before I can filter it.
His gaze sharpens. “Noted.”
I jot down the measurement, irritation simmering. “Most people schedule fittings in advance.”
“Most people don’t run companies.”
“Most people respect other people’s schedules.”
“And you think I don’t?”
“I think you’re used to accommodation.”
His jaw tightens slightly. “Occupational hazard.”
“Personal choice.”
Something flickers in his eyes.
Not anger.
Something closer to interest.
I step back, clearing my throat. “Try the jacket.”
He slides it on, rolling his shoulders once.
I circle him automatically, adjusting seams, smoothing fabric, checking lines. The choreography is familiar, mechanical — until Liam turns slightly and we nearly collide.
Too close.
Too sudden.
I freeze.
So does he.
For a moment, the air shifts — tension tightening into something sharper, more volatile.
Then I step back abruptly.
“Stand still,” I say.
“I was.”
“You moved.”
“So did you.”
I glare at him. “This isn’t a debate.”
“Everything with you is a debate.”
“Maybe stop provoking me.” i respond.
“Maybe stop reacting.”
The words land clean and sharp.
I straighten slowly. “I wouldn’t have to react if you didn’t keep inserting yourself into my life.”
“I changed a fitting.”
“You changed my day.”
“Your manager changed your day.” his tone sounds so confident as if he knows everything about me, that stupid smirk adding fuel.
“You triggered it.”
A pause.
Then, quieter, “You’re still angry.”
“I’m still busy.”
“With me?” he says gazing at me.
“With everything.”
He studies my face in that infuriatingly perceptive way. “You look tired.”
“I am tired.”
“Because of me?” he pulls his bottom lip in a little while scanning my face for the truth.
The question is so absurd I almost laugh.
“You’re not that powerful, Liam.”
His mouth tightens. “Good to know.”
Silence presses in again, thick and uneasy.
I adjust the sleeve unnecessarily, fingers precise despite the tension crawling beneath my skin.
“This needs tailoring,” I say.
“Of course it does.”
“You’ll have it by Friday.”
“I have an event Thursday.”
“Then you shouldn’t have moved your appointment.”
His gaze locks onto mine. “There it is.”
“There what is?”
“That edge.”
“I don’t have an edge.”
“You absolutely have an edge.”
“I have a job.”
“And an opinion.” he responds.
“They’re not mutually exclusive.”
“No,” he agrees softly. “They’re not.”
The tone unsettles me.
Because it isn’t combative,Isn’t sharp or Isn’t anything I can push against.
I clear my throat. “You’re done.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.” i say putting everything back where they belong, then write down the final measurements.
He doesn’t move, shirt still unbutton and his eyes still on me.
Instead, “Coffee.”
I blink. “What?”
“After this.”
“No.”
“It wasn’t phrased as a request.”
“It should have been.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m saying no.”
His head tilts slightly. “Professional courtesy.”
“Professional boundary.”
“We’re not colleagues.”
“We’re not anything.”
The words land harder than I intend.Something shifts in his expression — subtle, unreadable.
Then he nods once.
“Friday,” he says, finishing buttoning his shirt, i roll my eye in annoyance of how i know he wont give up until i give in.
“fine.”
He gathers his coat and leaves without another word.
But the tension doesn’t leave with him.
It lingers.Buzzing and Unresolved.Because forced proximity doesn’t soften friction,It sharpens it.And I have the distinct, uncomfortable feeling that this —whatever this is,has only just begun.


Chapter 22
Valerie
Friday arrives with a strange sense of inevitability.
Not anticipation. Not dread. Something quieter than both — a low awareness humming beneath everything I do as the day drags forward. By midmorning, I’ve already checked the time more than I care to admit, each glance followed by immediate irritation at myself.
It’s just coffee.
Not a date. Not anything remotely loaded.
Except it is loaded, because nothing involving Liam Underwood has ever felt simple. Even something as ordinary as coffee carries weight when it exists between two people who seem to orbit each other almost exclusively through friction. The memory of his voice — calm, unwavering — threads through my thoughts despite my attempts to dismiss it.
By the time the afternoon lull settles over the boutique, my nerves feel tightly wound beneath my practiced composure. The store is quiet, almost eerily so, racks of silk and wool standing untouched while soft music hums overhead. My manager watches me with her usual suspicion, as if my mere existence carries the potential for disruption. I give her nothing to work with.
No mistakes. No hesitation. No visible nerves.
But internally, my thoughts are restless.
Because Liam had asked.
Because I had said no.
Because he had answered with Friday instead of argument.
And somehow, without ever explicitly agreeing, here I am — counting minutes, pretending indifference.
~~
By closing time, my patience is thin and my shoulders ache from the accumulated tension of the week. I change quickly in the staff room, trading my structured work attire for something marginally softer but still guarded: dark jeans, a fitted black sweater, a wool coat that feels more like armor than clothing.
Neutral. Unassuming. Safe.
The café sits three blocks away, tucked discreetly between a bookstore and a florist. It’s small, understated, the kind of place that feels deliberately removed from spectacle. Warm light spills through the windows, golden and inviting against the early evening chill.
Liam is already there.
Of course he is.
He occupies a corner table near the window, his long frame folded with casual precision, charcoal coat draped neatly over the back of his chair. A white porcelain cup rests untouched before him. He looks, as always, composed to the point of irritation — like a man entirely immune to inconvenience.
His eyes lift as I step inside.
Recognition flickers.
Followed by something unreadable.
“You’re late.”
“I’m on time.”
He glances at his watch, expression faintly unimpressed. “By technical definition.”
“I didn’t realize this was timed.”
“Everything is timed.”
I shrug out of my coat and slide into the chair opposite him, resisting the urge to comment further. “That sounds exhausting.”
“It’s efficient.”
“For you.”
“For everyone.”
I doubt that, but let it pass.
A server appears, and I order without overthinking — cappuccino, extra foam — clinging to the familiar ritual of normalcy. Liam watches me with that steady, assessing gaze I’ve come to both resent and expect.
“You look less homicidal than usual.”
“High praise.”
“I try.”he shrugs his shoulders.
Silence stretches between us, edged with the awareness of unfamiliar territory. We don’t do this — don’t sit across from each other without a fitting room, a sidewalk, or some external circumstance dictating the interaction.
“So,” I say finally, wrapping my hands loosely together, “why coffee?”
His brow lifts slightly. “Because you said no.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s the only one you’re getting.”
I narrow my eyes. “You really are impossible.”
“I’ve been called worse.”
“I’m sure.”
My drink arrives, steam curling softly between us. I wrap my fingers around the warm porcelain, grateful for something tangible to anchor the restless energy humming beneath my skin.
“You mentioned the apartment search.”
I blink, startled. “How do you know about that?”
“You said it.”
“I did not.”
“Not directly.”
“Of course.”
His mouth twitches faintly. “Progress?”
“Minimal.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning New York real estate continues to operate on principles of cruelty and financial delusion.”
“Concise.”
“Accurate.”
He studies me. “Still at Aria’s?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t like it.”
“I don’t like imposing.”we lock eyes for a split second before i look away out the window at the busy sidewalk.
“She’s your friend.”
“She’s also entitled to her space.”
“And you’re entitled to support.”
“I didn’t realize we were discussing entitlement again.”
“We’re always discussing entitlement.”
I sigh softly, rubbing my thumb along the rim of the cup. “I’ll figure it out.”
“I’m sure you will.” insquint my eye in response. 
Something in his tone catches my attention — not dismissive, not patronizing. Simply certain.
Before I can respond, the café door opens.
And everything shifts…
I feel Wayne before I fully see him. That familiar presence — that specific gravity my body recognizes with horrifying speed — pulls my spine rigid. My fingers tighten instinctively around porcelain.
Liam notices immediately.
His gaze flicks past my shoulder.
Then sharpens.
Wayne crosses the café with hesitant determination, his usual confidence dulled by something uneasy. He looks subtly worn, like the weeks since our separation have left quiet marks.
“Rie.”
The nickname lands like a bruise.
“Wayne.”
His eyes flick briefly to Liam, then back to me. “Can we talk?”
My pulse pounds. “Now’s not a good time,” I reply, looking up at him. He stands there trying to compose as if he still have full control, hands in his coat facial expression showing no empathy but commanding.
“It’s never a good time anymore.”
“That’s not my fault.”
He shifts closer, desperation threading into his posture. “Please. Five minutes.”
“I don’t.”
Across the table, Liam remains silent.
Present, watchful — deliberately uninvolved.
Wayne’s gaze hardens. “Are you serious?”
“About what?”
“This.”
He gestures vaguely at Liam, at the implication.
“It’s coffee.”
“It doesn’t look like just coffee.”
“That’s your interpretation.”
His jaw tightens. “You move on fast.”
A hollow laugh escapes me. “You cheated.”
“I made a mistake.”
“You made choices.”
“I’m trying to fix it.”
“There’s nothing to fix.”
Wayne’s voice drops. “You don’t mean that.”
“I do.”
“You can’t.” he removes his hands from his pockets and approaches the table a little more.
“I can.”
His shoulders sag. “Rie…”
“Don’t.” i don’t look at him because i know he has that same look he always used to rope me back in. instead i look at liam who’s eyes havent moved from wayne, showing sterness.
Something trembles beneath my ribs, but I hold the line.
Wayne exhales shakily. “I miss you.”
For one disorienting second, memory surges — late nights, shared laughter, the familiarity that once felt like certainty.
Liam’s presence across from me becomes acutely visible.
Steady. Silent.
Waiting.
I straighten slowly. “Missing me doesn’t change what you did.”
“I know.”
“Then you know why this can’t happen.”
Wayne nods faintly. “Yeah.”
He lingers.
Then leaves.
The café door closes behind him with quiet finality.
My chest tightens painfully, breath catching somewhere between relief and grief. I stare at the table, at my untouched drink, willing my pulse to settle.
Liam says nothing.
Not immediately.
Finally, “You okay?”
“Yes.”
“You sure?”
“No.” i shake my head gently and push my now cold cappuccino away.
“But I will be.”
He nods.
No rescue. No analysis.
Just acknowledgment.
And somehow, that restraint — that refusal to turn the moment into something larger — feels more intimate than comfort would have.
Outside, the city hums on, indifferent as ever.
But something has shifted.
Not between us.
Not yet.
But within me.
Because Wayne’s orbit has cracked. And Liam’s presence remains,unavoidable,inconvenient,and increasingly impossible to ignore.


Chapter 23
Valerie
A call comes on a Tuesday, and I expect it to be forgettable.
Late afternoon, the boutique was quiet in that deceptive way that never lasts, my manager hovering near the register like she’s waiting for something to go wrong. My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I almost ignore it out of habit until I catch the name on the screen.
Liam.
For a moment, I just stare at it, wondering how the hell he got my number.
Because no one like Liam Underwood calls me.
He appears unexpectedly. He rearranges my schedule. He materializes at inconvenient intersections of my life like a walking disruption. But calling implies intention, and intention implies something I’m not prepared to examine.
I step into the stockroom before answering.
“Yes?”
There’s a brief pause, then his voice — steady, clipped, unmistakable. “Are you working?”
“I usually am. How did you get my number?”
“That doesn’t really matter. I need a favor.”
I blink. “That’s new.”
“Don’t get used to it.”
“Comforting.”
Another pause, faintly impatient. “Can you come by?”
“Come by where?”
“My place.”
The words land like a dropped object, heavy and unexpected.
“I’m sorry?”
“My apartment.”
“I heard you.”
“Then why repeat it?”
“Because I’m trying to understand why you think that’s a reasonable request.”
“It’s not a request.” he says.
“Of course it isn’t.”
“It’s a necessity.”
I lean against the shelving, irritation already stirring. “For what?”
“My jacket.”
“What about it?”
“It’s wrong.”
I frown. “Wrong how?”
“Wrong fit. Wrong line. Wrong everything.”
“That’s dramatic.”
“But It’s accurate.”
“You had a fitting.”
“And now I’m having a problem.”
I exhale slowly. “Bring it in.”
“I don’t have time valerie.”
“So you want me to—what—make a house call?”
“Yes.” by his tone i can tell he has that smirk on his face to prove he always gets what he wants.
Silence stretches.
Because this is absurd,this crosses lines.
Because walking into Liam Underwood’s private space feels like stepping into territory loaded with implications neither of us have any business entertaining.
“No.”
“You’re already saying no?”
“I didn’t even pretend to consider it.”
“Valerie.”
Something in his tone shifts — not softer, but edged with something closer to insistence than command.
“I have an event tonight.”
“Then you should’ve scheduled properly.”
“I’m asking you to fix it.”
“You’re asking me to come to your home.”
“Yes.”
“That’s inappropriate.”
“It’s efficient.”
“There it is again,” I say, peeking out the door to make sure my short absence hasn’t been noticed.
“I’ll pay you.”
“That’s not the point.” I close the door back but keep my hand on the knob, keeping my voice quiet.
“It’s always the point.”
“It’s really not.”
A pause.
Then, quieter, “Please.”
The word stops me cold.
Because Liam does not say please.
Because it sounds reluctant, like it cost him something to force it out. 
“…Fine,” I mutter.
“I’ll send the address.”
The line goes dead.
Of course it does.
—
His building is exactly what I expect.
Tall, polished, aggressively expensive. The kind of place that smells faintly of marble and discretion. The doorman barely glances at me before directing me toward the elevator, clearly accustomed to people entering Liam Underwood’s orbit.
The ride up feels longer than it should.
My reflection in the mirrored walls looks composed, but my pulse betrays me — a steady, restless rhythm tapping beneath my ribs.
This is work.
Just work.
Nothing else.
His door opens before I can knock.
Liam stands there in a crisp white shirt, sleeves rolled, tie loosened but still hanging neatly at his collar. There’s something disarmingly human about the slight disorder — like catching a glimpse of the man beneath the CEO.
“You found it.”
“I can read numbers.”
He steps aside. “Come in.”
The apartment is… understated.
Which surprises me.
No ostentatious displays. No cold minimalism. Just clean lines, muted tones, a space that feels lived in without being cluttered. Large windows stretch across one wall, the city unfolding beyond them in steel and light.
For a moment, I forget why I’m here.
Then Liam holds up the jacket.
“This.”
I take it, fingers brushing his briefly.
The contact is accidental.
Still noticeable.
Still charged.
I ignore it, slipping immediately into professional mode. “Put it on.”
He does, watching me with that steady, assessing gaze.
I circle him slowly, adjusting seams, tugging fabric, evaluating the fit. The silence stretches, thick with something neither of us acknowledges.
Too close.
Too aware.
Too much.
“You’re tense,” he observes.
“I’m working.”
“You say that all the time, plus that’s not what I meant.”
“I didn’t ask what you meant.”
His mouth twitches faintly. “You never do.”
I step closer, smoothing the lapel. “You shifted weight.”
“I’m standing still.”
“Barely.”
He exhales softly. “You’re different here.”
“In your apartment?”
“Yes.”
“How?” 
“Less armored.” he watches me as i circle back around him.
I glance up sharply. “That’s inaccurate.”
“Is it?”
“Yes.”
“Feels accurate.”
I step back. “The shoulder’s off.”
“Can you fix it?”
“Not without tools.”
“So?”
“So you’ll survive one imperfect evening.”
“I prefer precision.”
“I prefer boundaries.”
A pause.
Then, “You didn’t have to come.”
“Yes, I did.”
“You could’ve refused.”
“You said please.”
Silence.
Liam’s gaze sharpens slightly.
“…That was strategic,” he says.
“No,” I reply quietly. “It wasn’t.”
Something shifts.
Not softer.
Just heavier.
He removes the jacket slowly, draping it over the back of a chair. “Coffee?” he says, walking towards his luxury open-plan kitchen.
I blink. “Seriously?”
“You’re already here.”
“That logic is deeply flawed.”
“Still valid.”
I hesitate.
Then nod.
Because leaving immediately would feel pointed. Staying feels dangerous, and my judgment lately has been… questionable.
He moves through the kitchen with easy familiarity, and I become acutely aware of the intimacy of this situation — me standing in his living room, coat still on, pulse restless, the city glowing beyond glass.
It’s unsettling.
And yet—
not entirely uncomfortable.
He hands me a mug.
Our fingers brush again.
This time, neither of us comments.
We sit across from each other, the air quieter than it has ever been between us.
No fitting room.
No public street.
No audience.
Just space.
And silence.
Finally, Liam speaks.
“Wayne.”
The name lands softly.
Carefully.
I stiffen slightly. “What about him?”
“You looked like you were holding your breath.”
“At the café?”
“Yes.”
“I was.” I avoid eye contact and stare at the decorative bowl between us.
“Why?”
I stare into my coffee. “Because history is suffocating.”
He watches me. “You loved him.”
“I thought I did.”
“That’s not the same thing?”
“No.” i quickly look up, my voice laced with sadness.
A pause.
Then, quieter, “What happened?”
I let out a slow breath.
Because this is territory I’ve avoided.
Because vulnerability in Liam’s presence feels like standing too close to an edge.
Because something about this moment feels… inevitable.
“He didn’t just cheat,” I say finally. “He assumed I’d forgive him…he hurt me” as i say this i feel anger building up for even tolerating that for as long as i did.
Liam’s jaw tightens slightly.
“As if forgiveness was automatic,” I continue. “As if my tolerance for betrayal was built into the relationship.”
“He was wrong.”
“Yes.”
“But you almost did forgive him.”
The observation lands gently.
Without accusation.
Without smugness.
Just truth.
I nod faintly. “Because habit is powerful.”
“More powerful than anger?”
“More disorienting than anger.” We stare at each other.
Silence stretches.
“I keep thinking,” I murmur, “that maybe I overreacted. That maybe everyone cheats. That maybe I should’ve been more understanding.” i chucke a little not because I think it’s funny but how foolish I looked and sounded when I did think of that.
Liam’s gaze hardens. “No.”
The firmness of it startles me.
“You don’t get to minimize what broke you,” he says quietly.
“I’m not broken.”
“You were.”
The words land with uncomfortable accuracy.
“And he did that,” Liam continues. “Not you.”
I swallow hard. “Why do you care?” im genuinely curious.
He holds my gaze.
Longer than necessary.
Longer than comfortable.
“…I don’t,” he says.
A beat.
Then, more quietly, “Not in the way you’re implying.”
The clarification hangs between us, edged and careful.
And yet—
something underneath it hums.
Unspoken.
Unresolved.
I nod slowly. “Good.”
“Good?” his eyebrows raised sitting the cup on the counter.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because this,” I gesture vaguely between us, “is complicated enough.”
His mouth twitches faintly. “Agreed.”
We sit there, tension settling into something quieter, deeper, threaded with understanding neither of us explicitly acknowledges.
Because naming it would change it.
Because changing it would be dangerous.
Outside, the city pulses endlessly.
Inside, the silence feels charged.
Not soft. Just alive with something neither of us is ready to touch.And somehow that feels exactly right.


Chapter 24
Valerie
Right when the boutique is suspended in that deceptive kind of calm that never lasts.
Soft music hums overhead, sunlight pouring through the front windows in long golden panels that stretch across polished floors and perfectly arranged displays. Everything looks curated, composed, serene — the illusion of control our clients expect.
My manager’s heels click sharply behind me.
The sound alone is enough to tighten something in my chest.
“Valma.” i dont correct the wrong name she calls me, it’s pointless.
Her tone carries a tension that immediately puts me on alert. I turn slowly, already bracing for whatever disaster she’s about to deposit at my feet. “Yes?”
“We have a situation.”
Of course we do.
“We’re closing early.”
I blink, genuinely caught off guard. “What?”
“Private event.”
“That’s scheduled for next month.” This “private event” was scheduled for a brand launch party hosted by a marketing company that listed itself as anonymous. 
“It was moved.”
A ripple of unease slides through me. “By who?”
Her lips thin, expression sharpening with something dangerously close to satisfaction. “By a client you’re very familiar with.”
My stomach drops.
No.
Absolutely not.
Before I can press further, the boutique doors open.
And Liam Underwood walks in like disruption itself has taken human form.
He’s dressed in a slate-gray suit so precisely tailored it borders on offensive — sharp lines, dark tie, posture relaxed but unmistakably commanding. The air shifts the moment he steps inside, tension threading invisibly through the space as my manager straightens with poorly disguised reverence.
“Mr. Underwood,” she says smoothly.
Liam’s gaze finds mine instantly.
Unapologetic.
Unbothered.
“Valerie.”
I feel my pulse spike. “You moved the event.”
“I did.”
“To today.”
“Yes.” he puts his hands in his pants pocket and stop a few feet away from me.
“With no notice.”
“There was notice.”
“To management,” I snap, irritation rising fast.
“Same difference.” he shrugs.
“It’s not the same difference when I’m the one being blindsided.”
His brow lifts faintly, as though my annoyance is both expected and mildly entertaining. “You handle pressure well.”
“That’s not an excuse.”
“It’s an observation.”
My manager clears her throat sharply, cutting through the tension like a blade. “Valerie, we’ll need you assisting Mr. Underwood.” she gives me a look to remind me of my mere employee status.
“I’m already assisting clients.”
“Reassign them.”
The now-familiar phrase lands like a verdict.
I exhale slowly, jaw tightening, because arguing won’t matter. Because my manager has already chosen her loyalty. Because Liam Underwood stands there radiating inconvenience with infuriating composure.
“Fine,” I mutter.
—
The transformation is swift and ruthless.
Within thirty minutes, the boutique empties, staff moving with frantic efficiency as displays are repositioned and champagne appears as if conjured from thin air. Racks shift. Lighting softens. The atmosphere morphs from retail elegance into something sharper, more exclusive.
More corporate.
More Liam.
He stands near the center of it all, issuing quiet instructions, his voice low but absolute. Watching him operate outside our usual friction-filled dynamic is… unsettling. There’s no resistance here. No tension. No pushback. 
People move when he speaks.
They anticipate before he finishes sentences.
It isn’t arrogance.
It’s authority.
And disturbingly, it fits him.
“You’re staring.”
I glance up sharply. “I’m observing.”
“Dangerous distinction.”
“You’re very different in your natural habitat.”
“This isn’t my habitat.”
“You rearranged an entire business for a networking event.”
“Efficiency.”
“Inconvenience.”
“Perspective.”
I fold my arms, glaring. “You could’ve warned me.”
“You would’ve said no.”
“I still would’ve preferred the illusion of choice.”
His mouth twitches faintly. “Noted.”
Guests begin filtering in — polished suits, expensive shoes, voices layered with ambition and calculation. The energy shifts again, buzzing with quiet competition.
Liam steps effortlessly into it.
I watch the transformation with reluctant fascination: posture sharpening, expression cooling into something unreadable and lethal. This is CEO Liam, fully engaged.
Controlled.
Untouchable.
Terrifyingly composed.
“You’re scowling.”
“I’m working.” this answer is always on standby, because it’s the truth. 
“You’re judging.”
“I’m surviving.”
His gaze lingers, unreadable. “You don’t like this world.”
“I don’t like being dragged into it.”
Liam’s brow lifts slightly. “You’re not dragged.”
I let out a short breath, folding my arms tighter. “I’m absolutely dragged, Liam. You may experience this as efficiency. I experience it as ambush.”
For a moment, he simply studies me. Then, more quietly, “You’re good at this.”
“At what?”
“Adapting.”
The word lands unexpectedly. I blink, caught off guard. “That sounded like a compliment.”
“It was.”
“Well,” I reply dryly, “don’t make it a habit.” i force back a smile and avoid his gaze as people move around us.
“No risk of that.”
—
An hour in, everything goes wrong.
A spilled drink.
On a guest.
An important guest, judging by the immediate panic rippling through the room.
“Oh my God—”
“My suit—”
“Italian wool—”
My manager’s face drains of color.
And Liam turns slowly.
The shift in his expression is instantaneous — cold, focused, decisive.
“Valerie.”
I’m already moving.
Because instinct overrides irritation. Because crisis is my territory. Because expensive disasters are literally my job.
“Sir, if you’ll come with me,” I say smoothly, guiding the flustered executive toward the fitting area.
Behind me, I feel Liam’s presence like a gravitational force.
Silent.
Watchful.
Contained.
Inside the fitting room, chaos sharpens into precision. Jacket off. Damage assessed.
“It’s ruined,” the man mutters.
“It’s not ruined,” I reply calmly. “It’s inconvenient.”
A quiet snort sounds behind me.
Liam.
Of course.
“You trust her,” the executive says.
“I do.” I turn to see him rest against the doorway, arms crossed, and his bottom lip pulled in; it’s a habit I discovered about him recently.
The certainty in Liam’s voice lands unexpectedly.
Heavily.
I work quickly — selecting alternatives, adjusting lines, recalibrating elegance under pressure. By the time the executive reemerges, crisis neutralized, the room exhales collectively.
Liam watches me.
That same unreadable gaze.
But something beneath it feels…
Different.
“You handled that well.”
“I always do.”
“I know.”
The words land quietly.
And for one strange, flickering second, the tension shifts. Not softening, but deepening. Because proximity doesn’t dull friction. It refines it. And standing there, surrounded by Liam Underwood’s world, his authority, his precision, his carefully controlled chaos, I can’t ignore the truth settling uncomfortably beneath my ribs.
Being pulled deeper into his orbit no longer feels accidental.
It feels inevitable.


Chapter 25
Valerie
Independence, I’m learning, is far less cinematic than people make it sound.
There’s no triumphant music, no glowing sense of rebirth. No montage of fresh starts and effortless self-reinvention. It’s mostly paperwork, financial anxiety, and the slow, humbling realization that freedom is expensive in ways no one ever warns you about.
Especially in this city.
Aria’s apartment is warm, familiar, and increasingly too small for both of us.
Not because she’s made me feel unwelcome — she hasn’t, not once — but because every extra day I stay stretches that invisible line between temporary refuge and quiet intrusion. I feel it in the way I fold my blanket each morning, in the careful stacking of my things along the wall of the guest room I’m now in, like evidence I’m trying not to take up space I haven’t earned.
Even kindness has weight.
Even generosity has an expiration date.
“You don’t have to rush,” Aria says again.
She’s leaning against the kitchen counter, coffee cradled between her palms, hair still damp from her shower. Sunlight spills through the window behind her, warm and forgiving, highlighting the tiredness beneath her eyes — tiredness I suspect has more to do with me than she’d ever admit.
“I’m not rushing,” I reply.
“You’re absolutely rushing.”
“I’m being proactive.”
“You’re spiraling,” she knows me too well.
I exhale, dragging my gaze back to the spreadsheet glowing accusingly on my laptop. Numbers blur together: rent ranges, deposits, utilities, transit costs. Every column ends the same way. It’s too much.
“I just need something reasonable,” I murmur.
Aria snorts softly. “Define reasonable.”
“Affordable.”
“In this city?” She raises a brow. “Bold.”
“Encouraging.”
“ its Realistic val.”
There’s a pause, then softer, “You okay?”
The question lands gently, but my chest still tightens.
Because okay has become a performance. exhaustion hums beneath everything now, low and constant. Rebuilding after Wayne doesn’t feel empowering; it feels like standing in the middle of a life I barely recognize, trying to decide which pieces are salvageable.
“I’m fine.”
She gives me a look that clearly communicates her disbelief, but lets it go anyway. That’s Aria’s version of mercy.
—
Apartment tours begin that afternoon.
Hope, disappointment, repeat.
A basement unit that smells faintly of dampness and regret along with sewage shit.
A studio so narrow the bed would practically share space with the stove.
A charming “vintage” building whose charm evaporates the moment I notice the cracked ceiling and flickering hallway lights.
Each viewing chips away at something fragile inside me — not optimism exactly, but the illusion that this transition would be manageable. That independence would feel stabilizing instead of quietly destabilizing.
“That one’s already pending,” the agent says brightly.
Of course it is.
By the fourth showing, my feet ache and my patience has thinned into something brittle. My phone buzzes repeatedly in my pocket — work notifications stacking up — but I ignore them. Today was supposed to feel productive.
Instead, it feels like erosion.
The final unit is… almost perfect.
Natural light. Decent layout. A view that doesn’t involve staring directly into another building’s brick wall.
Then the number lands.
And the almost collapses.
“Oh,” I say faintly.
“Yes, it’s very competitive.”
Competitive.
Such a polite word for impossible.
“I’ll think about it.”
Outside, the air bites sharply against my skin. Or maybe I’m just tired enough to feel everything more intensely. Traffic roars past as I stand there recalculating finances that refuse to stretch any further.
Freedom, it turns out, has a very specific price tag.
And I’m not sure I can afford it.
—
Work offers no relief.
If anything, the boutique feels sharper now — my manager’s hostility no longer subtle enough to ignore.
“These displays are wrong,” she says.
“They’re exactly how you approved them yesterday.”
“They’re wrong today.” I inhale slowly.
Around us, silk and structure gleam beneath perfect lighting, elegance arranged for wealthy hands and effortless decisions. My manager adjusts a mannequin’s sleeve with unnecessary force.
“Fix it.”
“Of course.” i struggle a little rearranging things.
“And Valerie?”
“Yes?”
“Try to keep up.” 
The words slide in like a blade wrapped in velvet.
I nod anyway.
Because employment is fragile. pride doesn’t pay rent. 
By closing, my nerves feel scraped raw.
—
I’m halfway home when my phone buzzes.
Unknown number.
I hesitate, then answer.
“Hello?”
“Valerie.”
My steps slow instantly.
I know that voice.
Of course I do, i never saved his number after the first call we had.
“What do you want, Liam?”
No greeting. No preamble. Just instinctive defensiveness.
“I have a proposition.”
I stop walking altogether. “That sounds ominous.”
“It’s practical.”
“With you, those are rarely different.”
A pause.
Then, evenly, “Are you still looking for housing?”
My grip tightens around my phone.
“How do you know that?”
“You mentioned staying with a friend, plus you’ve been distracted.”
“I’m always distracted.”
“Not like this.”
I exhale sharply, how would he know? “Why are you calling me?”
“Because I have a solution.”
Suspicion flares immediately. “To what?”
“To several of your problems.”
My pulse stutters.
“I don’t like the sound of that.”
“I didn’t expect you to.”
—
We meet the next evening.
Neutral ground.
A quiet lounge tucked between steel and glass, dim lighting softening the edges of polished furniture. Liam is already seated when I arrive, posture relaxed, expression unreadable in that infuriatingly controlled way of his.
“You’re late,” he says.
“You’re early.”
“Predictable.”
“So are you.”
This is how most of our conversations go, back in forth like a debate, it feels casual.
I slide into the chair across from him, folding my arms. “Talk.”
His gaze studies me for a moment longer than necessary — not lingering, exactly, but assessing.
“I need someone.”
I blink. “Excuse me?”
“At my company.”
The words land like a misfire.
I stare at him. “Absolutely not.”
“You haven’t heard the offer.”
“I don’t need to.”
“You do.”
“I work in retail, Liam.”
“You work in crisis management disguised as retail.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
“It’s adjacent.”
I narrow my eyes. “Why me?”
“Because you’re competent.”
“That’s not enough reason.”
“It is for me.”
The bluntness irritates me.
“As what, exactly?” I ask.
“Client relations.”
I laugh softly. “You’re joking.”
“I’m not.”
“I don’t belong in your world.”
“That’s irrelevant.”
“It’s entirely relevant.”
“You handle pressure, conflict, and demanding personalities better than most executives I’ve met.” he looks stern in a relaxed position, his arms resting along the back of the chair he’s in, his legs spread far enough to create a crease on his upper thighs.
“That doesn’t mean I want to work for you.”
His brow lifts slightly. “This isn’t about want.”
There it is.
The Underwood delivery — calm, precise, maddening.
“It’s about necessity.”
I stiffen. “I don’t like being analyzed.”
“I’m not analyzing you, im just stating facts.”
“You’re assuming too much,” I reply, my tone sharper than intended. “I’m observing Valerie.” His gaze remains steady and unyielding. Silence stretches between us, thick with unspoken tension. Then, his voice drops to a near whisper. 
“You’re struggling.” His words cut deeper than they should. 
“Im managing” I assert, resisting the urge to shift under his scrutiny. 
“Barely.” A flicker of concern darkens his expression. 
“That’s none of your business,” I snap, heat creeping up my neck from irritation. He has no right to presume he knows me when he doesn’t. “It becomes my business if I’m offering you a job.” His tone is matter-of-fact.
The proposal sits before me, both enticing and overwhelming. It’s disturbingly generous. Salary well above my expectations, benefits that seem too good to be true, and flexibility that would allow for a work-life balance I’ve only dreamed of. The numbers make my throat tighten at the thought.
“This is excessive,” I manage, staring at the figures on the page.
“It’s competitive,” he states, a hint of pride emerging. Competitive again, but this time it doesn’t feel out of reach. 
“It’s also suspicious,” I say.
Liam’s mouth twitches faintly, as if holding back a smile. “Everything is suspicious to you.”
“Because nothing you do is simple.” I cross my arms defiantly.
“It’s simple.” An edge of frustration creeps into his voice. 
“You don’t do simple.” Locking my eyes onto his, I challenge him. 
“I do efficiently.” 
“Why?” Genuine curiosity slips into my tone. His gaze doesn’t waver, firmly fixed on me.
“Because I need someone who won’t crumble under pressure.”
“There there should be thousands of candidates applying for this position.” 
“I don’t want thousands. I want the right one.”
“I don’t want to work for you.” The words tumble out more assertively than I intended. 
“You want stability.” he tilts his head slightly and the certainty in his voice sends a ripple of frustration through me. 
“You don’t get to decide what I want.” My heartbeat quickens.
“I don’t. I decide what I offer.”
“And this?” I gesture at the folder sprawled across the table between us. “What is this really?”
“A job.”
“A complication.”
“A solution.”
“Its a power imbalance.” Watching his expression, I see his demeanor harden slightly. 
“Everything is a power imbalance, Valerie.”
“Not like this.” My insistence feels more resolute now. 
“You’d report to someone else,” he reminds me, but I’m not convinced that’s the fact of the matter. 
“That’s not the point.”
“Then what is?” Genuine curiosity laces his tone as he leans slightly closer. I hesitate. The truth is tangled, messy, filled with implications I’m not ready to face. Working for Liam Underwood means stepping directly into his orbit, surrendering my independence. The independence he offers feels paradoxical, like a double-edged sword. 
“I don’t want to owe you anything.” My voice softens, betraying a hint of vulnerability. Something shifts behind his eyes — a brief moment of unreadability flickers there before he speaks again. 
“You wouldn’t.” His tone carries a depth that pulls at something within me. “I absolutely would.” My insistence is firm, but a hint of uncertainty creeps in.
“No,” he say
—
I don’t answer that night.
Nor the next.
My mind loops relentlessly: apartments, finances, my manager’s quiet hostility, Liam’s infuriating composure, the unsettling practicality of his offer.
Aria listens from the couch, chin resting on her palm.
“This is huge.”
“It’s complicated.”
“It’s opportunity.”
“It’s Liam.” i reply
“Yes, thank you, I noticed.”
“The opportunity is not the issue.”
“Then what is?”
I hesitate.
Because how do I explain that accepting Liam’s offer feels like both independence and surrender?
“That’s his world,” I murmur.
“And?”
“And I’m tired of my life being shaped by men.”
Aria studies me carefully. “This isn’t Wayne.” She comes to sit by me on the couch I’ve grown fond of over the last couple of months.
“No,” I say softly. “It’s worse.”
She laughs. “You’re dramatic.”
“I’m serious.”
“Val… is this fear, or pride?”
Both.
Probably both.
—
Sleep doesn’t come easily.
And somewhere between exhaustion and overthinking, reality settles in with quiet brutality.
Rent.
Savings.
Limits.
Fear has dictated enough of my decisions already.
The next morning, I dial his number.
He answers immediately.
“Valerie.”
I close my eyes briefly. “Is the offer still on the table?”
“Yes.”
“You’re not even going to pretend you doubted me?”
“No.”
Infuriating.
“I have conditions.” i lay over on my back, staring at the black ceiling.
“Of course you do.”
“I’m not your project.”
“You never were.”
“I’m not your charity case.”
“I wouldn’t insult you like that.”
“I maintain autonomy.”
“You’ll maintain professionalism.”
“And Liam?”
“Yes?”
“If this becomes personal—”
“It won’t.”
The certainty in his voice should irritate me.
Instead, it unsettles me.
Because I’m not entirely sure he’s right.
“I’ll send the paperwork,” he says.
And just like that —
everything shifts.
Not dramatically.
Not cinematically.
Just a quiet recalibration that feels equal parts terrifying and inevitable. Independence, it turns out, sometimes arrives disguised as a decision you swore you’d never make. And as I lower the phone, heart unsteady but strangely resolute, one truth settles softly beneath the fear. My life is moving forward. Even if it means stepping directly into Liam Underwood’s world.even if it means tension, I don’t fully understand.even if it means nothing will ever feel simple again.


Chapter 26
Liam
Hiring Valerie should have felt like a strategic decision.
Clean. Rational. Filed neatly under operational necessity.
Instead, it sits in my mind like a disruption I can’t quite categorize — not a mistake, not a risk exactly, but something irritatingly resistant to being reduced to logic.
Which is unusual.
Most decisions in my life exist within clear parameters: cost, benefit, outcome. Even the messy ones can be dissected, justified, and translated into something that resembles control.
This one lingers.
And I don’t like lingering variables.
The morning begins the way mornings always do — emails, projections, a calendar constructed with surgical precision. The city stretches beyond the glass of my office, indifferent and restless, while my executive floor hums quietly with efficiency.
Everything moves.
Everything aligns.
Everything behaves predictably.
Except my thoughts.
I scan a quarterly report without absorbing a single number, Valerie’s tone from last night intruding with an insistence that borders on offensive. Not because it was emotional — it wasn’t — but because of the particular steadiness she wore while accepting the offer.
Guarded.
Suspicious.
Resolute.
As if stepping into my world was something she had negotiated with herself and lost.
It shouldn’t matter.
Employees accept positions every day.
Yet something about the way she said “I have conditions” replays with unwelcome clarity.
Not defensive.
Not deferential.
Just… unyielding.
I close the report.
Unread.
A knock sounds against the glass.
Damien steps inside without waiting for a response, coffee in hand, expression already edged with curiosity. He’s known me long enough to recognize deviation — the subtle fractures in routine that signal something has shifted beneath the surface.
“You look distracted.”
“I’m reading.”
“You’re staring.”
I lean back slightly. “Is there a reason you’re here besides commentary?”
“Yes,” he replies calmly, setting the coffee down. “But the commentary felt unavoidable.”
I arch a brow.
Nathan studies me for a beat too long, then says, “Word travels.”
Of course it does.
“About Valerie?”
“About you hiring Valerie.”
“It’s a staffing decision.”
Nathan’s mouth twitches faintly. “If you say so.”
“It is.”
“I’m sure it is.”
There’s something deliberately neutral about his tone that irritates me more than outright challenge would. I have a company that thrives on clarity. Precision. Directness.
Ambiguity has never been Nathan’s style.
“Say what you’re implying.”
“I’m not implying anything.”
“You’re absolutely implying.”
He exhales softly. “Fine. You don’t usually recruit outside industry pipelines.”
“She’s qualified.”
“She’s retail.” he walks towards the window 
“She’s exceptional under pressure.”
Damien turns to me, his gaze sharpening slightly. “You sound defensive.”
“I sound factual.”
“You sound invested.”
The word lands with quiet accuracy.
I feel my jaw tighten.
“This isn’t personal.”
Damien doesn’t respond immediately. He simply watches me with that infuriating patience of his, the kind that suggests he already knows more than he’s willing to articulate.
Then, evenly, “It never starts personal.”
I hold his gaze.
Unmoved.
Eventually, he nods once and shifts back into business, outlining updates I should be listening to more carefully than I am. My attention drifts despite myself, snagging again on Valerie — on the inevitable reality of her presence inside this building within days.
Inside my structure.
Inside my environment.
A complication disguised as a resource.
When he leaves, the silence feels heavier than it should.
—
By midday, I’ve convinced myself the discomfort is logistical.
Transition adjustments.
Integration planning.
Nothing psychological.
Nothing irrational.
I review Valerie’s onboarding file with a focus bordering on aggressive. Background, experience, client feedback pulled from discreet inquiries. The patterns confirm what I already suspected: resilience, adaptability, an unusual tolerance for difficult personalities.
A skillset more valuable than most degrees.
Still, something about seeing her name typed cleanly into company documentation unsettles me in a way I can’t attribute solely to professional recalibration.
Valerie Sinclair.
Soon-to-be Valerie Sinclair, & Underwood Client Relations.
The alignment feels…
Loaded.
I shut the file.
Open another.
Close it again.
This is absurd.
I’ve negotiated acquisitions worth millions without experiencing this kind of mental static. Yet the simple act of imagining Valerie moving through my corporate corridors — interacting with my executives, navigating my world — generates an irritation I can’t quite identify.
No doubt.
Not regret.
Something adjacent to anticipation.
Which is worse?
—
Claire corners me near the conference wing.
“You hired her.”
There’s no greeting, no preamble, just Claire’s usual brand of surgical directness. She leans against the wall, arms folded, expression sharp with interest.
“Yes.”
“She’s the boutique girl.”
“She has a name.”
Claire’s brow lifts. “Touchy.”
“I’m not touchy.”
“You’re absolutely touchy.”
I exhale slowly. “What do you want, Claire?”
“To understand why my emotionally avoidant boss suddenly decided to recruit a retail associate he barely tolerates.”
“I tolerate her.”
“You argue with her.”
“She argues with me.”
Claire smirks faintly. “Semantics.”
“It’s strategic.”
“It’s suspicious.” she turns facing me all the way, her everybows goes down in a mischievous way.
“It’s efficient.”
“It’s unlike you.”
There’s a pause, then more quietly, “Is this about your ex?”
My expression hardens. “No.”
Claire studies me carefully. “You sure?”
“Yes.”
Because Valerie isn’t collateral, revenge, and isn’t an emotional reaction.
Claire tilts her head slightly, unconvinced but pragmatic enough not to push further. “She’ll shake things up.”
“She’ll stabilize volatile clients.”
“She’ll challenge you.”
“She’ll report to Daniel.” i say determanly 
Claire’s smile sharpens. “You really believe proximity control works?”
“Yes.”
“No, Liam,” she says gently. “You really hope it does.”
I don’t dignify that with a response.
—
The first flicker of real doubt arrives late afternoon.
Not about Valerie.
About myself.
I catch my reflection in the darkened window as the office begins its gradual descent into evening — tie loosened, posture rigid, expression drawn tighter than usual.
Unsettled.
The word forms with unwelcome clarity.Valerie has become a variable I didn’t anticipate affecting my internal equilibrium, and my mind — trained relentlessly toward order — rejects that lack of control with quiet hostility.
I have an entire career around managing chaos.
Yet here I am, mildly destabilized by a woman who irritates me as consistently as she intrigues me.
Intrigue.
That’s the safer word, detached,clinical, and manageable.
I straighten slightly, forcing my thoughts back into disciplined channels.
She’s an employee.
A professional asset.
Nothing more.
—
The memory arrives anyway.
The boutique.
The event.
Valerie moving through crisis with that composed efficiency that had drawn my attention despite myself. No panic, no dramatics, just decisive adaptation under pressure.
And afterward — the tension.
Always the tension.
Not soft, not flirtatious, but sharp-edged and alive, as if friction itself had become our shared language.
Most people either defer to authority or resent it openly.
Valerie does neither.
She resists,engages and challenges.
Which should be exhausting.
Instead, it’s…stimulating.
I grimace.
That word is unacceptable.
I drag a hand across my jaw, irritation flaring at the direction of my own thoughts.
This is exactly why mixing personal history — however limited — with professional dynamics is considered reckless.
Because of distortion, perception shifts, clarity blurs, objectivity becomes… negotiable.
And I do not negotiate with my own judgment.
—
Night settles slowly over the city.
The office empties in quiet waves, footsteps fading, lights dimming. I remain seated long after productivity has ceased, Valerie’s acceptance echoing with stubborn persistence. The fucking thoughts of her won’t disappear from my mind.
“I don’t want to owe you anything.”
The statement had landed sharper than she intended.
Not offensive.
Just revealing.
Valerie operates from a place of fiercely guarded autonomy — independence shaped not by arrogance but by survival. That kind of mindset can fracture under corporate hierarchies.
Or thrive within them.
I should be analyzing performance projections.
Instead, I find myself wondering how long it will take before she collides with this environment’s expectations.
How long before she challenges someone with less patience than I possess.
How long before she regrets the decision.
And, more disturbingly —
how I’ll respond if she does.
I lean back slowly, exhaling into the silence.
This is the recalibration point, The moment where impulse must yield fully to discipline.
Valerie Sinclair is not a complication.
She is an employee.
A resource and a decision already made.
My curiosity, my irritation, my inexplicable mental fixation — none of it is relevant to operational reality.
And yet…
As I finally rise, city lights fracturing across the glass, one truth settles with quiet inevitability.
Hiring Valerie did not restore equilibrium.
It shifted it,
Enough to register. Enough to remind me that some variables resist containment no matter how carefully you structure the system.
I slip on my jacket, expression hardening back into something that resembles control.
This is manageable.
Everything is manageable.
Valerie Bennett walking directly into my world.
Especially that.
Because whatever this undercurrent is — tension, friction, irritation sharpened by awareness — it will remain exactly where it belongs.Unacknowledged.Unresolved.
And entirely under my control.
—or so I tell myself as the elevator doors slide shut.


Chapter 27
Valerie
The first day at the company does not feel like a beginning.
It feels like walking into a space that was already moving long before I arrived — a machine built from glass, steel, and quiet authority. Even the lobby carries a kind of polished restraint, the air humming with low voices and purposeful movement.
For a moment, I stand just inside the revolving doors, fingers tightening around the strap of my bag.
This is Liam’s world.
And somehow, impossibly, it is now partially mine.
“Valerie Sinclair?”
I turn at the sound of my name. A woman approaches with brisk confidence, her dark hair pinned neatly at the nape of her neck, a tablet tucked beneath her arm. Her smile is polite, professional, efficient.
“Yes.”
“I’m Hannah from HR. Welcome to the company.”
Her handshake is firm, her grip steady. Everything here seems steady.
As we walk toward the elevators, my reflection flickers across mirrored surfaces — posture straight, expression neutral, nerves carefully contained beneath layers of practiced composure. Retail may not have prepared me for corporate politics, but it taught me how to carry myself when I feel out of place.
Smile when necessary.
Observe constantly.
React carefully.
Survive always.
—
Orientation passes in a blur of policies, procedures, and confidentiality agreements thick enough to double as textbooks. Hannah speaks with calm precision, outlining expectations that leave little room for interpretation.
“Client discretion is non-negotiable.”
“Internal communication must follow hierarchy.”
“Mr. Underwood values precision.”
Of course he does.
By the time she guides me through the client relations department, my head aches faintly from the sheer volume of information. The office space is sleek and understated, every desk arranged with deliberate order. Conversations occur in low tones, movements purposeful, distractions minimal.
Damien, my supervisor, is younger than I expected. Early thirties, sharp suit, sharp eyes.
“Liam speaks highly of you,” he says.
I glance at him, unconvinced. “That seems unlikely.”
Damien’s mouth curves slightly. “He respects competence.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
“It is to Liam.”
He gestures toward a glass-walled office. “You’ll begin by observing current accounts. We’ll transition you into active management once onboarding is complete.”
“I prefer active.”
“So did Liam.”
The comparison unsettles me more than I’d like to admit.
“I’m not Liam.”
“No,” Damien replies calmly. “You’re not.”
—
By midday, the building’s energy begins to press inward.
Everything moves quickly here — emails flying, meetings shifting, decisions forming with startling efficiency. There’s a rhythm to it, one I haven’t yet learned but can already feel demanding my adjustment.
I’m reviewing a client file when Damien appears beside my desk, expression tight.
“We have a situation.”
My pulse stutters. “What kind?”
“A difficult client threatening to terminate contracts.”
He hands me a tablet. “High-value account. Long-standing. Escalating rapidly.”
I skim the notes: erratic communication, unrealistic demands, increasing hostility.
Familiar territory.
“I’ll handle it.”
Damien hesitates. “You’re not fully integrated yet.”
“I’ve spent years managing difficult personalities.” i say feeling confident but trying to know my limit since it’s still my first day.
“This isn’t retail.”
“People are still people.”
He studies me for a moment before nodding. “Conference Room C.”
—
The client is already pacing when I enter.
“I’ve had it with this incompetence,” he snaps.
He’s impeccably dressed, silver-haired, radiating fury and entitlement. I close the door behind me with deliberate calm.
“Mr. Calloway, my name is Valerie Sinclair. I’m with Client Relations.”
“I asked for Underwood.”
“He’s unavailable, but I’m authorized to resolve this.” i look back at damien at the door way for a look of approval to continue.
With a nod from him i walk closer to mr calloway.
His glare sharpens. “You have five minutes.”
“Then let’s use them wisely.”
Anger management, I’ve learned, is less about solutions and more about containment. Listening without absorbing hostility. Redirecting without inflaming ego. Offering reassurance without surrendering authority.
Gradually, Calloway’s pacing slows. His voice lowers. The termination threat softens into tense negotiation.
“I expect results,” he says finally.
“You’ll have them.”
He leaves without another word.
The door clicks shut behind him.
Only then do I exhale.
—
“You just saved a multi-million-dollar account.”
I turn.
Damien is gone and liam is now leaning casually against the hallway wall, posture relaxed, expression unreadable.
Of course he was watching.
“I did my job.”
“You’re not technically operational yet.”
“I adapted.”
His gaze lingers for a moment longer than necessary. “Yes, you did.”
Something in his tone unsettles me, though I can’t quite define why.
“Were you eavesdropping?”
“I was monitoring.”
“ its the same thing.” 
“Not even remotely.”
I rub a hand against my temple. “I need coffee.”
His brow lifts slightly. “That obvious?”
“I’ve been awake since five.”
“Come on.”
“I didn’t ask you to join me.”
“You didn’t have to.”
Infuriating man.
And yet, as we step outside, I can’t ignore the strange steadiness his presence provides.
—
The café across the street is quiet, muted, mercifully normal.
I sink into the chair, exhaustion settling heavily into my bones now that adrenaline has drained away. Liam sits across from me, jacket immaculate, composure firmly intact.
“You handled that well.”
“I handled an angry man with a superiority complex.”
“That describes half my clients.”
“And you.”
A faint flicker of amusement crosses his face.
I wrap my hands around my coffee cup. “Why were you really there?”
“I told you.”
“You rarely tell me the full truth.”
“You assume I’m withholding.”
“You usually are.”
He studies me briefly before speaking.
“I wanted to see how you’d respond under pressure.”
“So it was a test.”
“No. It was curiosity.”
The honesty catches me off guard.
“And your conclusion?”
“You’re exactly what I expected.”he leans back in his chair, his stupid bottom lup pulled in. i hate that i notice this.
Before I can respond, something shifts in his expression — subtle, but unmistakable. His gaze drifts briefly toward the window, jaw tightening.
“You okay?” I ask.
The question leaves my mouth before I can stop it.
Liam stills.
For a moment, he says nothing.
Then, more quietly than I’ve ever heard him speak, “My father’s in the hospital.”
I blink, startled by the admission.
“Oh.”
It’s inadequate, but it’s all I have.
“It’s routine,” he adds, though the word lacks conviction.
“You don’t look like it’s routine.”
His gaze sharpens slightly. “You don’t look like you should be analyzing me.”
“I’m not analyzing.”
“You are.”
“I’m concerned.”
Silence stretches between us, softer now.
“Is he okay?” I ask gently.
Liam nods once. “Yes.”
But something in his posture suggests the situation weighs heavier than he’s willing to admit.
“You didn’t have to tell me,” I say.
“I know.”
“Then why did you?”
He looks away briefly, voice low. “I don’t know.”
And somehow, that answer feels more honest than anything else.
—
We walk back without speaking much.
Not awkward.
Not comfortable.
Just… quieter.
At the building entrance, Liam stops.
“Today wasn’t luck.”
“I know.”
He hesitates briefly before adding, “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For reminding me why I hired you.”
His composure returns as quickly as it slipped.
Distance restored.
Professionalism reassembled.
But as I step back in, one truth lingers beneath the exhaustion.
Something shifted today.


Chapter 28
Valerie
The shift is subtle at first.
So subtle that, if I weren’t already hyperaware of everything around me, I might have dismissed it as imagination. A new environment always comes with a period of adjustment — new rhythms, new personalities, new undercurrents of politics too polished to be openly acknowledged.
Still, by my third day at Underwood CO., something has undeniably changed.
And I am fairly certain it has something to do with me.
It begins with the glances.
Not hostile. Not exactly welcoming either. Just lingering long enough to register before sliding away the moment I meet someone’s eyes. Conversations quieten slightly when I approach shared workspaces. Laughter dims, then resumes with an edge of self-consciousness.
I’ve seen this before.
Retail floors may be lined with silk and charm, but the social mechanics are identical. New arrival. Unfamiliar variable. Collective curiosity disguised as professionalism.
Only here, everything is quieter. Controlled. More dangerous in its restraint.
“Morning.”
I look up from my desk to find Damien standing beside it, coffee in hand, expression neutral.
“Morning.”
He studies me for a moment. “How are you settling in?”
“Well enough.”
A faint pause. “That sounded diplomatic.”
“I’m adapting.”
“I expected you would.”
There’s approval in his tone, though it carries the careful distance of a supervisor unwilling to appear overly invested.
“Anything I should be aware of?” I ask.
His brow lifts slightly. “Why do you ask?”
“Because I’m not oblivious.”
His mouth twitches faintly. “No. You’re not.”
He hesitates, weighing something, then says, “You’ve drawn attention.”
“I gathered.”
“Liam hiring outside the usual pipeline always does.”
“Is that what this is?” I ask. “Curiosity about the hiring decision?”
This is one of the reasons I was a bit unsure about taking the job offer. The looks I get from them make me feel like I don’t belong, like I’m some outsider barging into their space. It’s not just a little uncomfortable; it’s like they’re judging me for being here
“And the other part?”
Damien takes a slow sip of his coffee. “People are trying to understand where you fit.”
Fit.
As though I’m a puzzle piece yet to prove I belong in the picture.
“I’m not here to disrupt anything,” I say evenly.
Damien’s gaze sharpens slightly. “Disruption isn’t always negative.”
“No,” I reply. “But it’s rarely comfortable.”
—
By late morning, the tension becomes harder to ignore.
Two associates stop speaking the moment I step into the resource lounge. A junior analyst nearly bumps into me in the hallway, murmuring a distracted apology while clearly preoccupied with something else entirely.
Even Hannah from HR greets me with an expression that borders on sympathetic.
Which is deeply unsettling.
I’m reviewing client correspondence when Claire appears at the edge of my desk, posture relaxed, gaze assessing.
“You’ve made an impression.”
I glance up. “That sounds ominous.”
“It’s observational.”
“From you, those are rarely neutral.”
Claire smiles faintly and lowers herself into the chair across from me without invitation.
“How are you holding up?”
“I didn’t realize my stability was under review.”
“It’s not. But transitions into this environment can be… jarring.”
“I’ve handled worse.”
“I’m sure you have.”
Her gaze lingers thoughtfully. “You’re the topic of conversation.”
“I assumed as much.”
“Some people are impressed.”
“And the others?” I look around the lounge, catching a couple of watchful eyes.
Claire’s smile sharpens slightly. “Suspicious.”
“Of what?”
“Your proximity to Liam.”
“My proximity is professional.”
“Yes,” Claire says smoothly. 
She pauses before adding, “There’s curiosity about how quickly everything changed for you.”
The words land softly, but they hit their mark.
Because quickly is relative.
Because from the outside, it must look abrupt — boutique associate one week, corporate client relations the next. As though my previous life simply folded itself away without friction, and It didn’t. Leaving the boutique hadn’t been dramatic, but it hadn’t been painless either. My manager’s thinly veiled hostility had made the decision easier than it should have been. The constant corrections, the shifting standards, the quiet erosion of patience I’d mistaken for professionalism.
When I gave notice, she hadn’t tried to hide her relief.
“Well,” she’d said coolly, “I suppose this solves itself.”
No thank you.
No acknowledgment of years spent stabilizing difficult clients, smoothing crises, absorbing pressure that never technically belonged to my job description.
Just dismissal wrapped in indifference.
“I didn’t leave quietly,” I say before I can stop myself.
Claire’s brow lifts slightly. “No?”
“I left decisively.”
Her gaze sharpens with faint interest. “That sounds more like you.”
“It was necessary.”
Claire studies me for a moment longer, then nods. “For what it’s worth, most people here couldn’t have survived retail.”
I laugh softly. “Most people underestimate retail.”
“Most people underestimate you.”
—
The afternoon brings my first internal confrontation.
I’m exiting a client strategy meeting when Monica steps into my path, posture rigid, smile thin.
“I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“I hope none of it’s interesting.”
“Oh, it’s interesting.”
There’s an unmistakable edge beneath her tone.
“I wasn’t aware my employment was a spectator event.”
“It’s not your employment,” she replies coolly. “It’s the circumstances.”
“You’ll have to be more specific.”
“Liam Underwood doesn’t typically recruit retail associates.”
“I’m not a retail associate anymore.”
“No. You’re not.”
Silence stretches, charged.
“If you have a concern, you’re welcome to address it through appropriate channels.”
Monica lets out a soft laugh. “Relax. I’m not filing a complaint.”
“Good.”
“I’m just curious how long it’ll take before this experiment collapses.”
“I suppose we’ll both find out.”
She steps aside, but irritation lingers.
Because Monica’s tone didn’t carry curiosity.
It carried resentment.
—
By the time the workday ends, exhaustion hums beneath my skin.
The elevator doors slide open.
Then stop.
Liam steps inside.
“How was your day?”
“Productive.”
“You look tired.”
“I am tired.”
“Adjustment fatigue?”
“Social fatigue.”
“There’s tension,” I say.
“With you?”
“With everyone.”
He listens carefully as I explain, his expression tightening almost imperceptibly.
“You were hired for competence.”
“I know.”
“Then let them talk.”
“That’s easy for you to say.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re the CEO and Liam Underwood.”
—
Outside, the cool evening air wraps around us, making everything feel more relaxed. “You’re not an experiment,” Liam says, his voice steady but kind.
“I didn’t say I was,” I shot back, a little defensively. 
We stroll slowly down the sidewalk, the fading light casting a warm glow around us. We walk close enough that our elbows bump now and then.
“You implied it.”
“I’m aware of perception.”
“If anyone crosses a line—”
“They haven’t.”
“But if they do—”
“I can handle it.”
His gaze sharpens. “That wasn’t the question.”
“It’s the answer.”
“I didn’t hire you to make your life more difficult.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”i say as i stop mid walk to look at him.
I hesitate before adding, “Leaving the boutique was already complicated enough.”
Something shifts in his expression, as we start walking again.
“Because of me?”
“Because of everything.”
He studies me quietly, then says, “That tension will pass.”
“You sound certain.” i chuckle a little.
“I am.”
“Why?”
“Because results silence doubt.”
—
Later that night, Aria listens from the couch.
“They’re threatened.”
“By me?”
“By change. And by Liam’s involvement.” She relaxed on the couch, looking at her phone.
“He’s not involved.”
“He hired you.”
I sigh.
“My manager barely blinked when I left.”
Aria frowns. “Seriously?”
“She practically escorted me out emotionally.”I drag myself over to the couch and practically collapse into it, the cushions sinking under my weight. I let out a long breath and press my hand against my forehead, rubbing at my temple, a throbbing ache starts to build. It’s the kind of headache that creeps in slowly, tightening its grip little by little, making me want to close my eyes and just sit there forever.
“That’s cruel.”
“It was clarifying.”
Aria studies me. “Do you regret leaving?”
“Hell No.” i say it almost immediately because i don’t regret it at all.
“Good.”
Because despite everything —
Despite exhaustion, tension, uncertainty —
Walking away from the boutique hadn’t been a loss.It had been an exit. And there’s a difference.


Chapter 29
Valerie
By the following week, the atmosphere at Underwood Co. has shifted again.
Not softened. Not entirely.
But sharpened.
There’s a difference between curiosity and calculation, and somewhere between my first few days and now, the tone of the office has tipped decisively toward the latter. I can feel it the moment I step off the elevator Monday morning — that quiet awareness that follows me through corridors and across glass-walled spaces.
People are no longer just wondering who I am.
They’re deciding what to make of me.
I keep my head down, my pace steady, my expression neutral as I cross the floor. It’s a skill honed long before this building ever entered my life. Retail teaches you how to carry yourself when you’re being observed — how to remain polished under scrutiny, how to smile without revealing anything.
Still, there’s something uniquely exhausting about corporate judgment. It’s quieter than boutique cattiness, but somehow heavier.
More deliberate.
“Morning, Valerie.”
I look up to find Ethan leaning casually against the edge of my desk. He joined the client strategy team two years ago, according to Claire, and has the kind of effortless confidence that suggests he’s never had to question whether he belongs anywhere.
He smiles easily.
Too easily.
“Morning.”
“How was your weekend?”
“Uneventful.” it really was, i sat around aria’s apartment the whole weekend eating on snacks and binge watching tv.
“That sounds suspiciously vague.”
“It was intentionally vague.”
He laughs softly, clearly amused rather than deterred. “You’re hard to read.”
“I’m working.”
“So am I.”
I glance pointedly at the untouched tablet tucked under his arm.
Ethan doesn’t move. Instead, his gaze lingers with an openness that makes my skin prickle faintly. Not inappropriate. Not overt.
But unmistakably interested.
“You settling in okay?” he asks.
“I’m adapting.”
“That doesn’t answer the question.”
“It answers enough of it though.”
His smile widens. “Coffee later?”
I blink once. “Excuse me?”
“Coffee,” he repeats, as though clarifying a harmless logistical detail. “Downstairs. Midday rescue from spreadsheets and Monica’s mood swings.”
There’s a lightness to his tone, but the implication hangs there all the same.
I choose my response carefully.
“I don’t mix work and social.”
“It’s coffee, not a marriage proposal.”
“I’m still declining.”
Ethan studies me for a beat longer, then lifts his hands in surrender. “Fair enough. Can’t blame me for trying.”
“No,” I reply evenly. “But you can stop trying.”
He grins. “We’ll see.”
And just like that, he walks away.
—
The exchange should feel trivial.
It doesn’t.
Because Ethan’s flirtation isn’t subtle enough to escape notice.
Because by mid-morning, Monica is watching me with a new kind of satisfaction.
She doesn’t say anything outright, but her gaze tracks Ethan’s movements with barely concealed interest. Every time he passes my desk, every time he lingers near my workspace, her expression tightens with something dangerously close to vindication.
As though this confirms something she’s been waiting to prove.
Claire appears beside me just before lunch, her voice low.
“You’ve attracted attention again.”
“So I’ve gathered.”
“Ethan’s harmless.”
“That’s reassuring i guess?.”
“He flirts with everyone.”
“He shouldn’t flirt with me.” i almost laugh.
Claire’s mouth twitches faintly. “You’re new. That alone makes you interesting.”
“I’m not interested.”
“That’s also interesting, a lot of women here has been trying to get his attention.”
I sigh, leaning back slightly in my chair. “Does Monica think this is scandalous?”
“Monica thinks everything is scandalous.”
Claire’s gaze drifts across the floor. “She also thinks Liam’s hiring decision was personal.”
My stomach tightens faintly.
“It wasn’t.”
“I know that.”
“Does she?”i reply.
Claire smiles faintly. “Monica believes what suits her narrative.”
—
Liam notices.
Of course he does.
He notices everything.
I’m midway through a client file review when his shadow falls across my desk. The familiar presence sends an involuntary ripple of awareness through me — not nerves exactly, but something adjacent.
Something steadier. Quieter.
“Walk with me.”
It isn’t phrased as a request.
I rise without protest, falling into step beside him as we move toward the conference corridor.
“How’s the workload?” he asks.
“Manageable.”
“And the environment?”
“Educational.”
He glances at me. “That sounds diplomatic.”
“I’m learning a lot about office sociology.”
“Anything specific?”
I hesitate.
Then, “Ethan invited me for coffee.”
Liam’s stride doesn’t falter, but something in his posture shifts — a subtle tightening I wouldn’t have noticed if I weren’t standing this close.
“And?”
“I declined.”
“Did he accept that?”
“Not convincingly.” I shrug my shoulder.
Silence stretches briefly.
Then Liam says, carefully neutral, “He’s been warned before about boundaries.”
“I can handle Ethan.”
“That wasn’t the point.”
“What was?”
“That you shouldn’t have to.”
I glance at him. “I’m not fragile.”
“I never said you were.”
“Then why do you look like you want to fire someone?”
His gaze flicks toward me, sharp and unreadable.
“I don’t.”
“You absolutely do.” i raise my eyebrows in unbelief.
A faint pause.
Then, “I don’t like distractions interfering with productivity.”
The answer is polished.
Corporate.
But something about it rings… incomplete.
—
The afternoon drags.
Not because of work — the pace is brisk, demanding, absorbing — but because Ethan seems to have interpreted my refusal as encouragement rather than dismissal. He stops by twice with flimsy pretexts. Lingers near my desk under the guise of collaboration.
Each interaction draws eyes.
Each glance feeds Monica’s quiet scrutiny.
By the time the workday ends, tension hums beneath my skin like static.
—
Apartment hunting is even worse.
Far worse.
I sit cross-legged on Aria’s bed that evening, laptop balanced on my knees, scrolling through listings that feel increasingly unrealistic with each passing minute.
Everything is either:
Too expensive.
Too small.
Too far.
Too suspiciously “renovated.”
“You’re making that face again,” Aria says from the doorway.
“What face?”
“The ‘I hate adulthood’ face.”
“I do hate adulthood.”
She laughs softly and flops onto the bed beside me. “Anything promising?”
“Define promising.”
“That bad?”
“That impossible.”
Aria peers at the screen. “Okay, this one’s cute.”
“It’s also the size of a shoebox.” i give her a sideye.
“You’re one person.”
“I still require oxygen.”
She nudges me gently. “You’ll find something.”
The distinction sits heavy between us.Because staying here was never meant to be permanent. independence has always been my default state. And relying on Aria,even temporarily feels like wearing shoes that don’t quite fit.
Comfortable enough.
But not mine.
—
Later, under the steady spray of a shower, the day finally begins to peel itself away.
Hot water loosens the tension coiled along my shoulders. Steam curls through the small bathroom, blurring reflections, softening edges. For the first time since morning, I allow my body to relax completely.
No coworkers watching.
No Monica judging.
No Ethan hovering.
Just silence and water and the quiet rhythm of my own breathing.
I tilt my head back, letting the heat soak into my scalp, into the exhaustion I’ve been carrying without fully acknowledging. The past few weeks have been a blur of transition — new job, new environment, new emotional terrain I’m still navigating carefully.
Somewhere beneath it all lingers the strange, complicated presence of Liam Underwood.
My boss.
My disruption.
My… something.
I shut the water off before my thoughts can wander too far.
—
Wrapped in a towel, I stand before the mirror, combing conditioner through damp strands. My hair falls longer now than it did months ago, softer, darker in the low bathroom light. I work methodically, section by section, grateful for the familiar routine.
There’s comfort in small rituals.
In motions that don’t require decisions.
By the time I finish blow-drying, the heaviness in my chest has eased slightly.
Not gone.
But quieter.
—
The next morning brings escalation.
I barely have time to set my bag down before Ethan reappears.
“You’re avoiding me.”
“I’m worki-.”
“You’re working…i know.”
“That’s generally the expectation here.”
He grins. “Lunch then.”
“No.”
“Dinner?”
“No thank you.” im trying to stay polite, why don’t men ever understand no?.
“Persistent refusal is starting to feel personal.”
“It is personal.”
His smile falters slightly, though amusement lingers. “You don’t date coworkers?”
“I don’t date complications.”
“I’m charming, not complicated.”
“Debatable.”
He laughs again, leaning closer.
And across the floor —
Liam sees.
I don’t have to look to know.
The air shifts.
Tightens.
There’s a particular kind of awareness that arrives when someone’s attention locks onto you with sudden intensity, and it rolls through me now like a quiet shockwave.
Ethan straightens slowly.
Follows my gaze.
“Oh,” he murmurs. “That explains it.”
“Explains what?”
“Why you’re untouchable.”
Before I can respond, he walks away.
Leaving behind confusion.
And the unmistakable sensation of Liam’s eyes still on me.
—
By mid-afternoon, Monica makes her move.
“I hope you’re enjoying the attention.”
I glance up coolly. “Excuse me?”
“Ethan’s practically orbiting your desk.”
“That’s Ethan’s decision.”
“And Liam’s?”
“My interactions with Liam are professional.”
Monica’s smile sharpens. “Of course they are.”
“If you have a concern—”
“I don’t have a concern,” she interrupts smoothly. “Just an observation.”
“Then keep observing.”
Her gaze lingers, calculating, before she turns away.
—
But the damage is done.
Whispers ripple.
Glances multiply.
And when Liam calls me into his office just before five —
I know exactly why.
He stands near the window, jaw tight, posture rigid.
“Is Ethan making you uncomfortable?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“He’s been hovering.”
“I can manage Ethan.” i dont move from the closed door, and thank god the glass door and windows are one-way, or it will give them more reasons to gossip about me.
“That’s not the issue.”
“Then what is?”
Liam turns, his expression controlled but edged with something unmistakable.
“I hired you to work, Valerie.”
“I am working.”
“Then stop encouraging distractions.”
The accusation lands like a slap. My brows furrow in confusion.
“I’m not encouraging anything.”
“He seems to think otherwise.”
“That’s his misinterpretation.”
Silence crackles between us.
Then I say, evenly, “If you’re jealous, just say that.”
The words hang there.
Sharp,Liam’s gaze hardens.
“I’m not jealous.”
“Then don’t sound like you are.”
For a moment, something raw flickers beneath his composure — irritation, frustration, something far more complicated.
But just as quickly, it disappears.
“I expect professionalism.”
“You’re getting professionalism.”
“Good.”
“Good.”
And just like that, the conversation ends.
But the tension —
Heavy.
And for reasons I’m not entirely ready to examine, It follows me all the way home.
—
Because this time, when I stand beneath the shower, replaying the day in quiet disbelief —
It isn’t Monica I’m thinking about.
Or Ethan.
Or even the apartment listings waiting on my laptop.
It’s Liam.
And the way his voice sounded when he said he wasn’t jealous.
Like he didn’t entirely believe it himself.


Chapter 30
Liam
Sleep should have neutralized it.
It usually does.
Long days, relentless decisions, a thousand moving parts demanding attention — exhaustion has always been my most reliable reset button. By morning, most complications shrink back into proportion, reduced to problems that can be managed with logic and distance.
This one didn’t.
By the time I step into my office, yesterday’s conversation hasn’t dulled. If anything, it’s sharper, replaying with a frankly irritating clarity.
If you’re jealous, just say that.
I loosen my tie slowly, gaze drifting toward the windows. The skyline stretches beneath a dull gray morning, all glass and steel and indifference. Normally, the view steadies me. Today, it just gives my thoughts more space to wander somewhere they shouldn’t.
Jealous.
The word sits uncomfortably in my mind.
Because jealousy implies emotional investment.
Because emotional investment implies vulnerability.
Because vulnerability — especially within a professional hierarchy — is a liability I’ve spent my entire career avoiding.
I’m not reckless. I don’t blur lines. I don’t let reactions dictate decisions.
And yet yesterday, I reacted.
Not outwardly, not in any way that would raise eyebrows, but internally — sharply, unexpectedly — to something that should have registered as nothing more than background noise.
A junior strategist flirting with an employee.
An employee I hired.
An employee who owes me competence, not emotional neutrality.
Still, the image resurfaces with frustrating persistence.
Ethan leaning against Valerie’s desk like he belonged there.
That easy confidence.
That unmistakable interest.
And Valerie…
Calm.
Unbothered.
Perfectly composed.
The discomfort didn’t come from Ethan alone. If it had, I could’ve dismissed it as an annoyance at workplace distractions. I’ve dealt with worse.
What unsettled me was Valerie’s reaction, her smile when she supposedly declined his offer, the way her back arched when he first approached her desk— or rather, her lack of reaction.
She didn’t encourage him.
Didn’t flirt back.
But she didn’t seem affected either.
And for reasons I don’t particularly enjoy examining, that lodged somewhere beneath my ribs like a splinter.
Because the thought followed too quickly:
That she might accept attention from someone else with an ease that never seems to exist in her interactions with me.
Which is absurd.
Valerie does not owe me warmth.
Does not owe me interest.
Does not owe me anything beyond doing her job well.
I exhale slowly and drop into my chair, fingers resting against the cool surface of my desk. The familiar order of my office — clean lines, controlled symmetry, everything exactly where it belongs — usually brings clarity.
Today it brings awareness.
Of her.
Of the way she looked at me when I accused her of encouraging distractions. the way she didn’t retreat.
The way she said jealous like she was stating an observable fact rather than provoking an argument.
I denied it instantly.
Of course I did.
But denial doesn’t erase recognition.
Because beneath the polished response was something far less controlled:
A sharp, irrational irritation at Ethan’s proximity to her.
An even sharper irritation at myself for noticing.
~~
The morning meeting drags.
Voices blur together — projections, campaign adjustments, client forecasts — and I respond automatically, years of habit carrying me through discussions that normally demand my full attention. Today, my focus splinters at irregular intervals, pulled sideways by thoughts that feel both unwelcome and persistent.
You’re jealous.
It’s ridiculous how easily the words replay.
I’vean entire career of reading people. Detecting hesitation, identifying leverage, and anticipating reactions before they’re fully formed. It’s second nature.
Valerie, however, resists classification in ways that are becoming increasingly inconvenient.
She doesn’t behave like someone impressed by authority.
Doesn’t respond like someone intimidated by hierarchy.
Doesn’t soften when challenged.
If anything, she sharpens.
And that — more than anything — is the problem.
I’m accustomed to a certain rhythm in professional interactions. Respect. Politeness. The subtle deference that tends to follow my title into rooms whether I want it or not.
Valerie offers none of it.
Only composure.
Distance.
And an honesty that borders on dangerous.


I see her just before noon.
She’s seated at her desk, posture relaxed but focused, attention fixed on the screen. Nothing about her suggests yesterday left any mark. No tension, no hesitation, no lingering discomfort.
She looks the same. Hair pinned up, little to no makeup, a dress defining her curves.
Which unsettles me more than I care to admit.
Because I haven’t been able to shake it.
Because I’ve replayed that exchange more times than necessary.
Because I’m not accustomed to being read so directly.
I pause near Claire’s desk.
“How’s Valerie adjusting?”
Claire looks up, clearly surprised by the question. “Well. Why?”
“No reason.”
“She’s doing strong work.”
“I know.”
Claire studies me for a moment longer than I like. “Are you asking as her CEO?”
“There’s no alternative context.”
Her mouth twitches faintly, but she doesn’t push.
I walk away anyway.
~~
The tension lingers through the afternoon, subtle but unmistakable.
Valerie remains professional, our interactions reduced to measured exchanges that feel inexplicably heavier. Every word chosen. Every glance brief. Every silence carrying the faint residue of something unresolved.
Ethan, notably, has retreated.
Which should bring relief.
It doesn’t.
Because relief would imply resolution.
Because resolution would imply clarity.
Instead, I’m left with the distinct sense that something has shifted — not dramatically, not dangerously, but enough to register.
Enough to require adjustment.
And I don’t like adjustments I didn’t plan.


She steps into my office late in the day.
File in hand. Expression neutral.
“You wanted to review the Keller revisions.”
“Yes.”
She moves closer, placing the folder on my desk. Our fingers brush briefly during the exchange — a fleeting contact that sends an unwelcome spark of awareness through me.
Professional.
Maintain professionalism.
I force my attention onto the document.
“The restructuring works.”
“I thought so.”
Silence settles between us.
Not awkward.
But charged.
Valerie’s gaze lingers on me, steady, unreadable.
“Is there anything else?”
The question is polite.
But there’s something beneath it.
A challenge.
An opening.
I consider ignoring it.
Instead, I say, “Yesterday.”
Her posture stills almost imperceptibly.
“I was out of line.”
The admission feels heavier than it should. Valerie studies me for a long moment.
“Yes,” she says evenly. “You were.”
No dramatics. No vindication.
Just truth.
“It won’t happen again.”
“I didn’t think it would.”
Another pause stretches between us.
“And for the record,” I add, voice measured, “I’m not jealous.”
Her brow lifts slightly.
“Of course you’re not.”
There’s no mockery in her tone.
No softness either, just quiet disbelief.
Which is somehow worse.
She turns toward the door.
And I watch her leave with the uncomfortable awareness that nothing about this feels resolved.
Only contained.
Because the truth — the one I’m not particularly eager to resolve — is this:
I don’t know what that reaction was yesterday.
I don’t know why it irritated me.
And I don’t know why Valerie Sinclair has become the only variable in my carefully structured world that refuses to behave predictably.
But I do know one thing.
Sleep didn’t fix it.
And that’s… inconvenient.


Chapter 31
Valerie
By Wednesday, I understand something I hadn’t fully grasped before.
Monica isn’t reacting.
She’s planning.
There’s a difference between hostility and patience, and Monica Pierce has shifted decisively into the latter. The sharp comments have stopped. The open scrutiny has softened into something far more unsettling — a polite, measured professionalism that feels less like acceptance and more like calculation.
She smiles now.
Not warmly.
Strategically.
And everyone notices.
People always notice when tension changes form. It’s instinctive, the way an office senses shifts. Conversations pause when Monica passes my desk. Glances flicker between us during meetings. There’s a subtle anticipation in the air, as though something inevitable is simply waiting for the right moment to surface.
I don’t know what Monica is doing.
But I know she’s doing something.


It starts with a meeting I’m not supposed to be in.
Claire appears beside my desk mid-morning, expression unreadable.
“Conference Room B. Now.”
I blink. “I’m not scheduled for—”
“You are today.”
There’s something in her tone that silences further questions.
When I step inside, Monica is already seated at the far end of the table, posture immaculate, tablet open, gaze sharp and assessing. Liam stands near the window, jacket off, sleeves rolled, looking exactly as he always does before high-level discussions — composed, focused, impossible to read.
Monica smiles when she sees me.
“Valerie. Good.”
The warmth in her voice is so unexpected it momentarily disorients me.
“Have a seat.”
I hesitate for half a second before complying.
“This is the preliminary strategy alignment for the Marsten account,” Monica continues smoothly. “Given your retail background and consumer insight experience, I thought your perspective might be… useful.”
The phrasing is deliberate.
Not complimentary.
Not dismissive.
Just balanced carefully between the two.
I glance briefly at Liam.
His expression remains neutral, though there’s a flicker of something — curiosity, perhaps — at Monica’s sudden inclusion of me.
The meeting proceeds.
Market positioning.
Brand recalibration.
Campaign tone shifts.
I contribute sparingly, offering observations where appropriate, conscious of Monica’s attention tracking every word I speak. She listens with an intensity that feels less like evaluation and more like measurement.
As though she’s cataloging.
Testing.
And when the meeting ends, Monica delivers the first unexpected move.
“Excellent input, Valerie.”
I look up sharply.
Monica’s smile is smooth, public, impossible to challenge without appearing defensive.
“We’ll incorporate your recommendations.”
There’s a brief pause.
Then she adds, casually, “I’d like you to assist Ethan on the Marsten rollout.”
The words land with quiet force.
Across the table, Liam stills.
Not visibly.
But I feel it.
That subtle tightening in the room, like a shift in atmospheric pressure.
“I’m already assigned to Keller revisions,” I say evenly.
“You’ll manage both.”
Her tone leaves no space for negotiation.
I glance at Liam again.
He watches Monica, not me.
And says nothing.
Which tells me everything.


Ethan is delighted.
Of course he is.
“This is unexpected,” he says later, leaning against the edge of my desk with renewed enthusiasm.
“I’m aware.”
“Monica never volunteers collaboration.”
“I’m just now aware of that too.”
He grins. “Guess she’s warming up to you.”
“I doubt it.”
Ethan laughs. “You’re suspicious of everything.”
“I’m observant in a way.”
“Same difference.” His energy is lighter now. Whatever tension existed after my repeated refusals has shifted into something more relaxed, more confident.
More dangerous.
Because Monica didn’t just pair us randomly.
She engineered proximity.


The whispers begin that afternoon.
Not loud.
Not crude.
But persistent.
“…Monica’s finally acknowledging her…”
“…Liam must be relieved…”
“…Ethan’s been hovering for weeks…”
“…you saw the way Liam reacted Monday…”
I keep my head down.
But awareness hums beneath my skin like static.Monica hasn’t warmed up to me. She’s repositioning me.


The second move arrives disguised as praise.
Near the end of the day, Monica stops at my desk.
“I reviewed your Keller projections.”
I look up cautiously. “And?”
“They’re strong.”
The compliment lands so unexpectedly I almost mistrust my own hearing.
“Thank you.”
“I’ve forwarded them to the executive review.”
My stomach tightens faintly.
Executive review means scrutiny.
Means visibility.
Means the kind of pressure Monica knows can fracture even competent performance.
“I appreciate the opportunity.”
Monica’s gaze lingers.
“I’m sure you do.” she says softly.
Then she walks away.
Leaving behind unease that refuses to settle.


By Thursday morning, the office feels different.
Ethan’s desk is relocated closer to mine under the guise of “workflow efficiency.” Monica personally oversees the adjustment, offering polite explanations that sound reasonable enough to deflect suspicion.
But the pattern is clear.
Visibility.
Proximity.
Narrative.
She’s constructing something.


Liam is quieter.
Not distant.
Not cold.
But noticeably more contained.
Our interactions remain professional, though there’s a tension beneath them that didn’t exist before Monday’s argument. His gaze lingers slightly longer now. His tone carries an edge of restraint that feels… deliberate.
As though he’s actively managing something.
Or himself.
During a late-afternoon file review, he pauses beside my desk.
“How’s the Marsten collaboration?”
“Efficient.”
“Any issues?”
“No.”
His eyes narrow slightly. “Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
There’s a beat of silence.
Then he says, carefully neutral, “Monica doesn’t make random decisions.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“And?”
“And I’m not naïve.”
Something flickers across his expression.
Approval?
Concern?
I can’t tell.
“Let me know if anything becomes… uncomfortable.”
“I can handle Monica.”
His jaw tightens faintly.
“I didn’t say you couldn’t.”
But something about the exchange feels loaded with meaning neither of us articulates.


The third move is the most subtle.
And the most effective.
Friday morning, Monica invites me to coffee.
Not Ethan.
Not Claire.
Me.
It happens so casually I almost misinterpret it.
“I’ll be downstairs in ten,” she says. “Join me.”
It isn’t phrased as a request.
Declining would be conspicuous.
So I follow.


The café is sleek, polished, corporate-friendly. Monica selects a corner table, her movements unhurried, expression composed.
“I wanted to speak privately,” she says.
“I assumed.”
“You’re adjusting well.”
I say nothing in return, awaiting a punch line. Her gaze sharpens slightly.
“You should understand something about this office, Valerie.”
I meet her eyes steadily.
“Perception matters here.”
“I’m aware.”
“Are you?”
The question lands softly, dangerously.
“Because perception,” Monica continues, stirring her coffee with deliberate precision, “is rarely shaped by facts alone.”
I say nothing.
Because I finally see it.
The strategy.
“You paired me with Ethan intentionally.”
Monica smiles faintly. “He’s competent.”
“And convenient.”
Her eyes flash with something that might almost be admiration.
“You’re not as easy to manipulate as you look.”
“I’m not easy to manipulate at all.”
Monica leans back slightly.
“Liam Underwood is not known for impulsive hiring decisions.”
“I’m aware.”
“People talk.”
“People always talk.”
There’s a pause heavy with implication. “I’m protecting the stability of this company.”
“By destabilizing me?”
“By ensuring clarity.” she says.
“Clarity about what?”
Monica’s gaze locks onto mine.
“About boundaries.”
The word lands with surgical precision.
And suddenly, everything clicks into place. Shes trying to test Liam, the ceo of the company. The reason for the praise, collaboration, and whispers was all about her assumptions she has about Liam.
When I return upstairs, Ethan greets me with easy enthusiasm, entirely unaware he’s become a pawn in something far larger than office flirtation.
And across the floor —
Liam watches. My steps falter, slowly arriving at my desk.
His gaze is sharp and Unsettled, exactly as Monica intended.


Chapter 32
Liam
It takes me three days to understand what Monica is doing.
Which is irritating.
Because I don’t miss strategy, reading people is my second nature. Monica has been my operations director long enough that I should recognize her patterns without effort. Yet somewhere between Valerie’s arrival and this week’s subtle shifts, Monica moved from visible disapproval to something far more dangerous: composure.
Monica is never composed without purpose.
By Thursday afternoon, the realization arrives not as a dramatic revelation but as a slow, creeping certainty that settles uncomfortably into place.
She isn’t reacting to Valerie.
She’s positioning her.
I stand near the conference room windows, watching the floor below with narrowed focus. From this angle, the office resembles a living diagram — alliances, movements, conversations flowing in predictable currents.
Except for one disruption.
Valerie.
Her presence is unmistakable even at a distance. There’s a steadiness to the way she works, an unforced composure that resists the usual rhythms of corporate behavior. She doesn’t fidget under scrutiny. Doesn’t perform for approval. Doesn’t seek validation through proximity or charm.
She simply… functions.
Efficiently.
Unbothered.
Which, I’m beginning to realize, may be exactly what unsettles Monica.
And exactly what Monica intends to exploit.
Because pairing Valerie with Ethan was not accidental, relocating Ethan’s desk was not logistical. And Monica inviting Valerie for coffee was not social.
~~
I replay the week’s details with growing clarity, each moment sharpening instead of fading. The sudden praise directed at Valerie’s projections. The increased executive visibility. The engineered collaboration. The subtle whispers drift across departments like smoke with no visible source. None of it was accidental. Every move was precise, layered, calculated — designed not to provoke open conflict, but to generate perception. And in corporate environments, perception is a weapon far sharper than confrontation.
“She’s testing something,” Claire says quietly from behind me.
I don’t turn. I don’t need to. “She’s testing me.”
Claire doesn’t deny it. That, in itself, says enough. “Monica’s concerned about boundaries,” she continues carefully.
“My boundaries are intact.”
Claire’s pause stretches just long enough to feel intentional. “Are they?”
I glance at her then. Her expression is calm, perceptive, irritatingly accurate. “You reacted Monday,” she says.
“I addressed it.”
“You reacted.”
There’s no accusation in her voice. Only observation. Which somehow feels worse. I grimace faintly. “She paired Valerie with Ethan intentionally.”
“Yes.”
“To create narrative.”
“Yes.”
“And you didn’t think that warranted mentioning?”
Claire lifts a brow. “I assumed you’d notice.”
I exhale through my nose, tension threading tighter beneath my skin. Monica Hayes. Always two moves ahead.
By late afternoon, that tension has sharpened into something difficult to ignore. It isn’t anger. Not exactly. It’s closer to restless awareness — the uncomfortable realization that Monica’s strategy only works if it touches something real. Perception only gains traction when it leans against truth. And the truth, inconveniently, has been unsettled since Valerie Kane walked into this building.
I find her alone near the archive corridor just before five. She’s reviewing something on her tablet, brow slightly furrowed, posture relaxed but focused. The soft lighting casts subtle shadows along her features, drawing attention to details I’ve been deliberately trying not to notice — the curve of concentration, the quiet precision in her movements, the way she occupies space without apology.
“Walk with me,” I say.
She looks up, unsurprised. Neither of us comments on how often this has become our pattern. We move down the corridor in silence, our steps measured, the space between us carefully maintained. And yet something unspoken hums steadily beneath that restraint.
“You figured it out,” Valerie says at last. It isn’t phrased as a question.
“Yes.”
“Monica.”
“Yes.”
A faint smile touches her mouth. “Took you long enough.”
“I didn’t expect subtlety from Monica.”
“She’s not subtle.”
“She is when she’s being strategic.”
Valerie glances at me. “She’s not trying to hurt me.”
“No.”
“She’s trying to provoke you.”
“Yes.”
The words settle between us with quiet clarity. “And?” she asks.
“And what?”
“Is it working?”
I stop walking. Valerie turns, and suddenly the distance we’d been maintaining collapses. We’re standing closer than intended — close enough for awareness to shift and deepen, for the corridor to feel narrower, the air heavier.
“You think Monica sees something I don’t?” I ask.
“I think Monica sees everything.”
“That wasn’t an answer.”
Her gaze holds mine, steady and unflinching. “It’s not my place to define your reactions, Liam.”
“And yet you keep doing exactly that.”
A flicker of heat crosses her eyes. “Because you keep pretending you’re unaffected.”
“I am unaffected.”
“Liam.”
The way she says my name lands somewhere low and dangerous in my chest. Not sharp. Not confrontational. Just certain. And that certainty unsettles me more than accusation ever could.
We move into my office without discussing it. The door closes behind us with a muted click that sounds far louder than it should. Valerie remains near the threshold while I stay by my desk, the physical distance deliberate — professional — though it feels increasingly theoretical.
“Monica’s narrative only works if there’s something to feed it,” Valerie says.
“There isn’t.”
“Isn’t there?”
The question is quiet, controlled, but the undercurrent shifts the air between us. “This is a workplace,” I reply evenly.
“Yes.”
“You’re my employee.”
“Yes.”
“And Monica is manufacturing drama.”
Valerie studies me with unsettling calm. “You’re avoiding the real point.”
“Which is?”
“That none of this would bother you if you truly didn’t care.”
“I don’t care.”
“Then why are we having this conversation behind a closed door?”
Silence drops heavily into the room. She isn’t wrong. And I don’t have an answer that doesn’t sound defensive or dishonest. Awareness has been building for weeks now, tension tightening with every restrained interaction.
Valerie takes a step closer. Then another. Not aggressively. Not provocatively. Just inevitably. Something sharp and electric moves through my bloodstream.
“You’re not jealous,” she says softly.
“I’m not.”
“You’re not affected.”
“I’m not.”
“You’re completely indifferent.”
“Yes.”
She stops directly in front of me. Close enough that the faint warmth of her perfume curls into my senses. Close enough that my pulse betrays me. Close enough that restraint becomes effort rather than instinct.
Valerie tilts her head slightly. “Say it again.”
My jaw tightens. “Indifferent.”
She doesn’t move. Doesn’t look away. The tension between us shifts — no longer abstract or theoretical, but thick and palpable, stretched taut like a wire pulled too tight.
“You’re standing very close to your indifferent boss,” I murmur.
“You’re not stepping away.” This unusual behavior of hers has my hands gripping the sides of my chair for control.
Neither of us breathes for a moment. Because stepping away would require acknowledgment. And acknowledgment would require honesty. And honesty would change everything.
The air feels charged, heavy, alive. I’m acutely aware of every detail — the measured rise of her chest, the faint tension in her shoulders, the heat radiating between us like a shared secret neither of us dares to name.
“This,” I say carefully, “is exactly the situation Monica wants.”
Valerie’s gaze remains steady. “Does that make it less real?”
The question lands with unnerving force. Strategy doesn’t create tension. It reveals it. Monica didn’t invent this dynamic — she exposed it. And standing here now, Valerie inches away, tension coiling dangerously tight beneath my skin, I’m forced to confront something I’ve been methodically avoiding.
This isn’t about Monica.
This isn’t about Ethan.
This isn’t about office politics.
This is about Valerie — and the profoundly inconvenient effect she has on my otherwise disciplined self-control.
My hand lifts before I consciously decide to move, a subtle shift she notices immediately. Of course she does. Her breath catches — barely audible, but enough. The sound slices through the last fragile threads of professional composure.
The moment stretches, balances, teeters on an edge neither of us fully intended to approach.
Then Valerie steps back.
Not abruptly. Not dramatically. But decisively. Creating space. Breaking the current. Saving us both.
The silence that follows is deafening, tension still crackling and unresolved. My pulse refuses to settle. Valerie’s expression is composed, but a faint flush along her cheekbones betrays the same awareness burning through me.
“This,” she says quietly, “is why Monica’s concerned.”
I rake a hand through my hair and exhale sharply. “She’s not concerned. She has no reason to be when it’s my company”.
“She’s protecting the company,” she says, still backing away slowly.
“She’s manipulating perception.”
Valerie holds my gaze. “And perception only works when it touches truth.”
The words land like recognition. Like challenge. Like something far too close to honesty.
When she leaves my office minutes later, the air still feels charged with everything we didn’t do. Everything we didn’t say. Everything we nearly acknowledged.
As the door clicks shut behind her, one thought settles with undeniable clarity.
Monica …Valerie Sinclair is.
Or more precisely —
What happens to my control whenever she’s standing too close.


Chapter 33
Liam
The call comes at 6:12 a.m.
I’m already awake, though I don’t remember why. My sleep has been fractured lately — not unusual during high-pressure cycles, but persistent enough to irritate me. I’m halfway through reviewing emails when my phone lights up against the nightstand.
Unknown number.
I almost ignore it.
Almost.
Something — instinct, dread, muscle memory — stops me.
“Underwood.”
“Mr. Underwood? This is St. Vincent Medical.”
Everything inside me stills.
There’s a specific kind of silence that follows certain sentences. Not absence of sound, but suspension — the body’s sudden refusal to process anything beyond the implications of what’s about to be said.
“Yes.”
“I’m calling regarding your father.”
My grip tightens around the phone.
“What happened?”
“He was admitted early this morning. Chest pain. They’re running tests now.”
For a moment, my mind refuses the information.
Because my father is indestructible.
Because men like him don’t get “admitted.”
Because the image of him — sharp-suited, iron-spined, permanently imposing — does not align with hospital beds and fluorescent lighting.
“Is he okay?” not too long ago he was hospitalize for the same thing but was fine up until now.
“At the moment, yes. The attending physician would like you to come in.”
Yes.
Stable.
Words designed to soothe without promising anything.
“I’ll be there.”


The drive across the city feels surreal.
Traffic blurs past in streaks of gray and red. My hands remain steady on the wheel, but something volatile churns beneath my composure…fear.
My father does not get sick. He commands rooms. He dismantles negotiations. He built an empire from nothing more than ruthless precision and a refusal to accept limitations. And he does not lie in hospital beds.
Yet when I step into the cardiology wing, the sterile air is heavy with antiseptic and quiet urgency, reality hitting hard.
Underwood.
Room 417.
The door is partially open.
I push it wider.
And there he is. Smaller. That’s the first thought, sharp and disorienting. Not physically diminished — my father still occupies space with unconscious authority — but somehow reduced by the environment. The bed. The monitors. The thin hospital blanket draped across a man who has always seemed carved from something far less fragile.
His eyes open as I step inside.
“Liam.”
His voice is rougher than usual and still controlled.
Always controlled.
“You look terrible,” I say automatically.
He huffs a faint laugh. “Good morning to you too.”
Relief hits harder than I expect.Because he’s speaking and alert.
Because whatever happened did not silence the force that has defined him my entire life.
“What happened?”
“Indigestion,” he mutters.
“Dad.”
“Fine. Chest pain.”
“And you didn’t call me?”
“I didn’t think it warranted theatrics.”
“You’re in a hospital.”
“Yes, and they seem very proud of it.”
Despite everything, irritation flickers.
Classic Underwood deflection.
The physician enters minutes later, delivering clinical explanations about elevated enzymes, precautionary monitoring, possible minor cardiac event. Nothing definitive. Nothing catastrophic.
Nothing reassuring.
“We’ll know more after additional imaging,” he concludes.
I nod.
Thank him.
Pretend calm.
Inside, unease coils tighter.


By the time I leave the hospital mid-morning, the city feels subtly altered.
Not visually.
Psychologically.
There’s something destabilizing about seeing the person who defined your understanding of strength rendered temporarily vulnerable. Something that shifts perspective whether you welcome it or not.
I stand beside my car, staring at my phone.
Work.
Meetings.
Deadlines.
Valerie…
The thought surfaces uninvited.
Because of course it does.
Because my brain, apparently determined to maximize emotional conflict, chooses this precise moment to remind me of the unresolved tension simmering beneath my professional life.
I should go into the office.
I should maintain routine.
I should not let personal disruption bleed into operational stability.
Instead, I call Claire.
“I won’t be in today.”
A pause.
“Everything okay?”
“My father’s in the hospital.”
Silence.
Then, softly, “Go.”


I return the following afternoon.
Reluctantly.
Distracted.
Running on caffeine and fractured sleep.
My father remains under observation, stubbornly dismissive of concern, yet the monitors and specialists tell a quieter, more unsettling story.
Nothing catastrophic.
But not nothing.
The office greets me with its usual precision — glass, steel, controlled efficiency — yet something beneath the surface feels sharper.
Charged.
Because Valerie Sinclair is here.
Because Ethan is here.
Because Monica is undoubtedly observing everything.
I see Valerie before she sees me.
She’s standing near Claire’s desk, hair falling in soft waves over her shoulders, an outfit different from the dresses she usually wear, this time it a skirt that reaches mid thigh and white blouse fitted enough to show the straps of her bra.expression focused as she reviews a file. There’s an ease to the way she occupies space now, a quiet confidence that wasn’t fully present during her first weeks.
She looks…
Settled.
And the awareness hits harder than it should.
Because I’ve been gone barely twenty-four hours.
Because nothing about my absence should register.
Yet something inside me tightens all the same.
Valerie looks up.
Our eyes meet and Recognition flickers instantly.
Followed by something softer, Concern.
~
“You disappeared,” she says later, stepping into my office.
“My father’s in the hospital.”
The words feel strange aloud.
Valerie stills.
“What?”
“Minor cardiac event.”
“Oh my God.”
The genuine alarm in her voice lands unexpectedly.
“He’s stable.”
“That’s not the point.”
I study her quietly.
There’s no calculation in her expression.
No office politics.
Just concern.
“How is he?”
“Stubborn. Irritated. Very much himself.”
Valerie exhales softly, relief evident. I lean back in my chair and let out a breath I feel like I’ve been holding awhile.
“I’m glad he’s okay.”
The sincerity unsettles me.
Because empathy from Valerie feels different than politeness from colleagues, her concern threads into something dangerously close to personal territory. I’ve already been navigating too many blurred lines where she’s concerned.
“I’ll need to leave again,” I say, watching closely to see her reaction.
Valerie’s gaze sharpens. “When?”
“Soon.”
“How soon?” she steps closer to my desk.
“I don’t know.”
~~
The days that follow fracture into an exhausting rhythm.
Hospital.
Office.
Hospital.
Work piles relentlessly. Meetings compress. Decisions multiply. My patience thins under the strain of divided focus.
And beneath it all —
A growing irritation I refuse to fully examine.
Because every time I prepare to leave, one thought intrudes with unwelcome persistence:
Ethan.
Ethan’s proximity to Valerie.
Ethan’s interest.
Ethan’s presence during my absence.
It’s irrational.
Unprofessional.
Entirely inappropriate.
And yet —
“I don’t like leaving,” I mutter one evening, pacing my office.
Claire looks up sharply. “Because of your father?”
“Yes.”
But the hesitation betrays me.
Claire’s brow lifts.
“…And?”
I exhale sharply. “Ethan’s been orbiting Valerie.”
Claire blinks.
Then laughs softly.
“This isn’t funny.” i stop my pacing and glare at claire.
“Oh, it absolutely is.”
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
Her gaze turns perceptive.
“You don’t trust Ethan around her.”
“It’s not about trust.”
“Then what is it about?”
I don’t answer.
Because the truth sits inconveniently obvious. Jealousy sounds juvenile even inside my own head. and admitting attachment would shatter the fragile illusion of control I’ve been clinging to.
Claire sighs softly.
“Go take care of your father, Liam.”
“I am.”
“You can’t micromanage Valerie’s interactions from a hospital waiting room.”
“I’m not micromanaging.”
Claire’s look is eloquent.
“You’re spiraling.”


The call comes Friday morning.
Complications.
Additional monitoring.
Possible procedure.
I stand frozen in my office, phone pressed to my ear, frustration and dread colliding violently beneath my ribs.
I have meetings scheduled.
Client negotiations.
Critical decisions pending.
Valerie.
Ethan.
“I’ll be there,” I say tightly.


Telling Valerie is worse than expected.
“I have to leave again.”
She looks up immediately. “What happened this time?”
“More tests.”
Concern floods her expression again, and the vulnerability in the moment catches me off guard. Telling her everything feels far too intimate, as though we have lived through years of shared history instead of months of professional proximity.
“You should go,” she says gently.
“I know.”
I do know. Still, irritation sharpens beneath the surface. Leaving feels too much like surrender. Distance feels intolerable in a way I do not want to examine too closely. I also dislike the thought of Ethan stepping neatly into the space my absence will create.
Valerie studies me carefully. “You’re angry.” Her voice carries quiet perception.
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
“My father is in a hospital.”
“That’s not why you’re angry.”
Silence stretches between us, taut and unyielding. Her gaze never wavers.
“You don’t trust Ethan.”
“I trust your judgment.”
“That wasn’t an answer.”
“It’s the only one you’re getting,” I reply, the edge in my voice sharper than intended.
Something flickers in her eyes, something that could be frustration or understanding, and something far more dangerous beneath both.
“I’ll be fine, Liam.”
The certainty in her voice unsettles me more than reassurance should. I do not doubt her competence. My discomfort has very little to do with Ethan’s behavior. The truth is simpler and infinitely more complicated at the same time. I do not like being away from her, and I do not like what that realization implies.
~
The hospital feels colder this time, more clinical and undeniably real. My father lies back against stiff pillows, irritation etched into every line of his expression.
“You look worse,” he mutters.
“Thanks.”
“You’re distracted.”
“I’m not.”
He studies me with unnerving clarity. “You always were a terrible liar.”
I say nothing. Exhaustion has eroded my defenses, and fear has stripped away the composure I usually rely on. My father, infuriating and stubborn as ever, still sees more than I would prefer.
“Company trouble?” he asks.
“No.”
“A woman?”
My jaw tightens. He laughs faintly, then winces, the sound dissolving into discomfort.
“Interesting,” he mutters, studying me more closely. “But it shouldn’t be.”
“Rest.”
“You inherited the company, Liam.”
“I’m aware.”
“I built that company from nothing,” he continues, his voice thinning but unwavering. “And I handed it to you on the condition that you protect it. No scandals. No blurred lines. No romantic entanglements under its roof. Personal feelings have no place in corporate structure, especially not at the top.”
I hold his gaze, saying nothing.
“You don’t mix leadership with desire,” he adds. “Not when you’re responsible for hundreds of livelihoods. The moment you do, perception shifts. Authority weakens. The company becomes vulnerable.”
His meaning is clear. It always has been. He did not just give me a title; he gave me a doctrine. Discipline. Detachment. Control.
“You didn’t inherit indifference,” he finishes quietly. “You chose it. And you chose it for a reason.”
The words settle heavily between us. Indifference has always been my armor, the quality that allows me to lead without hesitation. Valerie Sinclair has been dismantling that armor piece by piece without appearing to try. This forced distance has clarified what I have been refusing to confront. Absence does not dull awareness; it sharpens it.
Somewhere across the city, Valerie works while Ethan hovers and Monica observes. For the first time in years, I find myself hating distance. The feeling has nothing to do with business or control. It has everything to do with a woman I was never supposed to care about at all.


Chapter 34
Valerie
The office feels different when Liam isn’t there.
Not quieter — because nothing about this place is ever truly quiet — but subtly off-balance, like a room where someone has moved a piece of furniture you can’t immediately identify. The rhythm remains intact, the conversations hum, keyboards click, phones ring, yet something essential is missing.
Or maybe it’s just my imagination.
That’s what I tell myself as I step out of the elevator Monday morning, adjusting the strap of my bag against my shoulder. The lobby greets me with its usual polished efficiency, glass walls reflecting movement, people already immersed in their routines.
But I notice it immediately.
His office door.
Closed.
Dark.
Empty.
Again.
“He’s still out,” Claire says when she catches me glancing toward it for the third time.
I try — and fail — to make my curiosity look casual. “I wasn’t asking.”
Claire’s mouth twitches. “Of course you weren’t.”
I exhale softly, dropping into my chair. “How’s his father?”
“Stable,” she replies. “Tests, monitoring, the usual terrifying vocabulary designed to sound reassuring.”
Something tightens uncomfortably in my chest.
I barely know Liam outside of this building, yet the knowledge of him sitting beside a hospital bed instead of behind his desk unsettles me more than it should.
Because he always looks so…
In control.
Because absence suits him poorly.
This place, and maybe I have gotten used to his presence.
By mid-morning, Ethan appears beside my desk.
Without warning.
Without invitation.
“Sinclair.”
I look up.
He’s leaning casually against the partition, suit perfectly tailored, expression carrying that familiar blend of charm and mischief that seems permanently stitched into his features.
“Graves.”
“Still holding up without Underwood’s terrifying oversight?”
“I didn’t realize my survival depended on it.”
He grins. “Everything around here depends on Liam.”
There’s something in the way he says it — light but edged — that makes me pause.
“Is he coming back soon?”
Ethan shrugs. “Depends on the doctors. Depends on his father. Depends on whether he can stand being away from work much longer.”
Or something else.
The thought slips in before I can stop it.
I push it away immediately.
Not my business.
Not my lane.
~~
Ethan starts hovering more after that.
Not blatantly.
Not in a way I can directly object to.
But often enough to register. He stops by with questions he doesn’t really need answered. Lingers near my desk under the guise of conversation. Appears in the break room at suspiciously convenient moments. At first, I assume coincidence.
By Wednesday, I know better.
“You’re adapting well,” he says one afternoon, settling against the edge of my desk.
I glance up from my screen. “To what?”
“This place. Liam. The pressure.”
“I don’t feel pressured.”
He laughs softly. “That makes one of you.”
I arch a brow. “Meaning?”
“Liam doesn’t hire easily.”
“So you’ve all told me.”
“He definitely doesn’t get… distracted easily.”
Something in his tone shifts. Subtle and Curious. I straighten slightly. “Distracted by what?”
Ethan studies me for a beat too long.
Then smiles.
“Never mind.”
I don’t like the way my stomach flips at that.
Not because of Ethan but because of what he’s implying, of how easily my mind fills in the blanks.
~~
By Thursday, this time, Monica’s attention sharpens.
It’s impossible to miss. Her gaze follows Ethan’s increasingly obvious orbit around me with clinical precision, her perfectly composed exterior barely concealing something darker beneath. During a meeting, I catch her watching as Ethan pulls out my chair before I sit.
The gesture is small and Polite. Entirely unnecessary.
But Monica’s expression tightens all the same.
~
Friday arrives with an unexpected heaviness.
The kind that seeps in quietly, without dramatic cause.
Maybe it’s exhaustion.
Maybe it’s the accumulated weight of change — new job, new city rhythms, new emotional landscape.
Or maybe it’s Liam’s continued absence.
Which is ridiculous.
Entirely ridiculous.
And yet —
“Coffee?” Ethan asks.
I look up, startled.
“What?”
“The café downstairs?. You look like you’re about to either pass out or commit a felony.”
I almost laugh.
I said…Almost.
“I’m fine and imI’morking.”
“So am I,” he replies smoothly. “This is networking.”
I hesitate.
Because technically, it is, saying no feels unnecessarily defensive, and I could use the break.
“Five minutes,” I say finally.
Ethan grins like he’s won something.
“I’ll take it.”
~
The café buzzes with late-morning energy.
Wealthy professionals. Soft music. The scent of espresso and polished wood. Ethan orders with easy confidence, while I linger awkwardly beside him, suddenly aware of how strange this feels.
Not inappropriate.
Just…
Different.
“You don’t relax much, do you?” he asks as we settle into a small corner table.
“I relax.”
“When?”
I open my mouth.
Close it again.
Ethan smirks.
“Thought so.”
I glare lightly. “Some of us didn’t inherit empires.”
“Touché.”
But his tone carries no offense.
Only amusement.
Only curiosity.
Only —
Something else I can’t quite name.
~~
When we stand to leave.
When Ethan’s hand brushes lightly against the small of my back, guiding me past a crowded table.
The contact is brief.
Innocent.
Entirely social.
Yet my body reacts instantly.
Not with attraction.
With discomfort.
With awareness.
With the sharp, involuntary recognition that this is a line I don’t want blurred.
I step forward quickly, creating distance.
Ethan notices, Of course he does. Something flickers across his face and goes almost immediately.
But not missed.
~
Upstairs, Monica is waiting.
Not literally.
But her gaze lands on us the second we step off the elevator.
On Ethan.
On me.
On the space between us.
Her smile is razor-thin.
“Well,” she says smoothly, “this is new.”
Ethan’s voice remains easy. “Relax, Monica.”
“Oh, I’m very relaxed.”
I’m suddenly not.
And somewhere across the city —
Liam is still gone.
Unaware of the subtle shifts occurring in his absence, and of Ethan’s growing interest.
Of the strange, unsettling truth I’m trying very hard not to examine:
I miss him.


Chapter 35
Liam
Hospitals operate on a different version of time.
Hours stretch and collapse unpredictably, measured less by clocks than by vital checks, doctor rounds, the quiet choreography of nurses moving with practiced urgency. The outside world continues — markets open, meetings proceed, decisions unfold — yet inside these walls, everything narrows to a single axis.
Stability.
Progress.
Risk.
My father sleeps when I arrive.
For once, still.
The monitors beside him glow softly, their steady rhythm a fragile reassurance I’ve come to resent needing. I drop into the chair near his bed, exhaustion pressing heavily behind my eyes.
Three days.
Three days away from the office.
Three days away from Valerie Sinclair.
The thought intrudes before I can suppress it.
Which is becoming a problem. I lean back, rubbing a hand across my jaw.
This is stress, I tell myself.
Disruption.
Fatigue.
Not…
Whatever else my mind seems determined to imply.
Because attraction would be inconvenient.
Because attraction would be irrational.
Because attraction would be —
Entirely predictable.
And that realization lands with uncomfortable clarity.
It isn’t sudden.
That’s the truth I’ve been sidestepping.
There was no single moment, no dramatic shift, no cinematic awareness. Just a gradual accumulation of observations I failed — or refused — to categorize correctly.
The way she holds eye contact.
Unflinching.
The way she challenges me.
Without calculation.
The way her presence alters the atmosphere of a room I’ve occupied without disruption for years.
Valerie Sinclair did not enter my life like an event.
She entered like erosion.
Quiet.
Persistent.
Impossible to ignore once you notice the change.
~~
My father stirs.
“You’re thinking too loudly.”
I glance up.
His eyes remain closed.
“You’re supposed to be resting.”
“I am.”
“You’re terrible at it.”
A faint smile touches his mouth.
“Company trouble?”
“No.”
He opens one eye.
“A woman, then.”
I exhale slowly. “Why does everyone keep assuming that?”
“Because you’re distracted,” he replies simply.
“I’m in a hospital.”
“You’re somewhere else.”
The accuracy of that lands irritably close to the truth. After he drifts back to sleep, I stand near the window. The city stretches beyond the glass, indifferent to my father’s vulnerability, indifferent to my growing restlessness, indifferent to the inconvenient awareness forming with increasing persistence in my mind.
Valerie.
Her face surfaces with unwelcome clarity.
Not softened.
Not romanticized.
Just precise. I picture her the way she looked on Friday afternoon.
Standing near Claire’s desk. Hair falling in loose waves over her shoulders.
Not meticulously styled — Valerie never looks like she tries too hard — but effortlessly composed in a way that draws attention without seeming to seek it.
Her clothes were always understated but exact. Clean lines. Soft fabrics. That quiet elegance that feels less curated than instinctive.
And then there’s her expression.
Alert.
Wary.
Alive with that sharp, restless intelligence that flashes most brightly when she’s irritated.
Which, increasingly, is around me. The realization settles slowly.
I’m attracted to her, not emotionally entangled.
Not romantically compromised.
But physically —
Yes, it’s an assessment, not a confession.
A fact, not a surrender.
Yet my pulse shifts all the same.
Because naming something changes its weight.
Because acknowledgment strips away illusion.
Because denial has been growing increasingly fragile anyway.
Valerie Sinclair is beautiful.
Not in the obvious, polished way Monica embodies, all sharp angles and calculated perfection. Valerie’s beauty is subtler, more disruptive for its lack of precision.
Expressive eyes.
Unpredictable smiles.
A mouth that curves more often in challenge than invitation.
And a presence that feels —
Dangerous.
Not because of a scandal.
Because of the effect. I think about the way she looks at me. Direct and Unfiltered.
Like she sees through layers I’ve spent years constructing.
I think about the tension that crackles so easily between us now, that strange friction charged with something neither of us fully acknowledges.
And I think —
Most dangerously of all —
About touching her.
Not explicitly.
Not graphically.
Just the abstract, involuntary awareness of proximity.
Her shoulder brushing mine.
My hand at the small of her back, on her waist.
The imagined warmth of her skin.
The thought lands sharp and electric, unwelcome in its intensity.
I look away from the window as though the city itself has witnessed something private.
This is not ideal; understatement borders on absurd.
Because Valerie works for me.
Because office dynamics are already volatile.
Because Monica is watching everything.
Because Ethan —
My jaw tightens.
Because Ethan has been orbiting her.
And the irritation that follows that thought burns hotter now, edged with something far less defensible than professional concern. attraction complicates things.
And yet Standing here, in a hospital room that smells faintly of antiseptic and vulnerability, I’m forced to confront a truth I can no longer rationalize away:
My reaction to Valerie has never been purely professional.
~
My father shifts again.
“You look troubled.”
“I’m fine.”
“Liar.”
I huff a quiet laugh.
“You always did hate losing control.”
“I’m not losing control.”
He studies me carefully.
Then says, with infuriating calm, “That’s worse.”
~
Later, alone again, I sit beside his bed.
The monitors continue their steady rhythm.
My mind refuses.
Because now that the truth has been named, everything reframes itself with uncomfortable precision. The pull I’ve been disguising as curiosity, as professional scrutiny, as annoyance. Attraction, Simple and Inconvenient. Somewhere across the city, Valerie Sinclair moves through my office.
Unaware.
Unbothered.
Entirely capable of unraveling me without even trying.


Chapter 36
Valerie
By Friday, Ethan’s attention has shifted from noticeable to inescapable.
Not overwhelming. Not aggressive. Just persistent enough that ignoring it requires effort, and acknowledging it feels like an invitation I’m not prepared to extend.
The morning begins uneventfully. I’m at my desk earlier than usual, grateful for the quiet stretch before the office fully wakes. My inbox is mercifully manageable, and my thoughts relatively steady.
For once.
“Good,” Ethan says from behind me.
I nearly jump.
He’s leaning against the edge of my desk when I turn, expression amused by my reaction.
“You’re going to develop a complex if you keep doing that.”
“Startling you?”
“Appearing out of nowhere.”
He grins. “I prefer to think of it as impeccable timing.”
“I don’t.”
That only seems to entertain him further.
He sets a coffee beside my keyboard — exactly how I take it.
I stare at it.
Then at him.
“You didn’t have to do that.”
“I know.”
“That’s not a reason.”
“It didn’t need one.”
His tone is easy, but something about the gesture feels heavier today. Less playful. More deliberate.
“Thank you,” I say carefully.
Ethan studies me for a beat too long.
“You always sound surprised when you say that.”
“Because I usually am.”
~
The morning passes with unusual smoothness. Meetings, revisions, and a steady flow of tasks keep my mind occupied. Ethan drifts in and out of my orbit, occasionally leaning against my desk, occasionally sending messages that are technically work-related but threaded with an undercurrent of familiarity.
By lunchtime, I’m restless.
“Want to come with me?” Ethan says.
I glance up. “Where?”
“Outside. You look like you’re suffocating under fluorescent lighting.”
“but I’m working.” i point towards my computer.
“So am I.”
“You say that like it explains everything.”
“It explains enough.”
Against my better judgment —
I go.
~
We don’t head toward the restaurants this time. Instead, Ethan steers us down a quieter street lined with boutique storefronts and muted city noise. The distance from the building loosens something in my chest, tension easing with every step.
“You okay?” he asks.
“I’m fine.”
He sighs softly. “You really need a new line.”
“I don’t.”
“You do.”
I glance sideways at him. “Why are you so invested in my emotional stability?”
“Because you pretend you don’t have any.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is anf you know it”
~
We stop at a small park wedged between glass towers. Winter light filters through bare branches, casting delicate shadows across the pavement. Ethan sits on a low stone wall, watching me with that same unreadable expression.
“What?” I ask.
“You’re different lately.”
The words settle between us with a weight that makes my chest tighten. I hadn’t realized he’d been watching me closely enough to notice a shift, hadn’t prepared myself for the possibility that my careful restraint might look like withdrawal. I keep my expression neutral, but inside, unease begins to spread.
“Different how?” I ask, aiming for casual and missing it by a fraction.
“Distant.”
I give a small shake of my head. “I’m not distant.”
“You are with me.”
That lands harder than I expect. It isn’t loud or dramatic, just steady and certain. I adjust my posture on the bench, suddenly aware of how rigid I’ve been sitting, how conscious I am of the space between us.
“Ethan…”
He stands before I can finish. The movement is smooth but decisive, and in a matter of seconds he’s closer than he was before, close enough that I can smell his cologne and feel the warmth of him in the cool afternoon air. My pulse stumbles, not from excitement but from the awareness that this conversation is tilting somewhere I’m not ready for.
“You keep pulling back,” he says, his voice quieter now, stripped of its usual easy humor.
“I’m not pulling back,” I insist, though the defense feels thin even to my own ears.
“You are.”
I exhale slowly, searching for the safest version of the truth. “I’m just being careful.”
“With me?”
“With everything.”
His eyes move over my face as if he’s searching for something specific, some confirmation of what he already believes. Before I can brace myself, he reaches for my hand. The touch is gentle, deliberate, his fingers sliding around mine with quiet intention. It isn’t forceful or presumptuous, but it is intimate enough to make my body go still.
The contact catches me off guard. My instinct is to pull away, yet I don’t want to embarrass him by reacting too quickly. I don’t want to humiliate him or make him feel foolish for taking a chance. At the same time, I know that if I let this linger, if I allow him to believe I’m standing here because I feel the same thing he does, I’ll be leading him somewhere I have no intention of going.
“Ethan…” My voice comes out softer than I intend.
“You feel it too,” he murmurs, studying me as if the answer is already written across my face.
My breath catches, but not for the reason he thinks. I don’t feel the rush he’s expecting. What I feel is confusion layered over hesitation, a resistance that has nothing to do with fear of vulnerability and everything to do with the fact that my emotions are not aligned with his.
“You’re misreading this,” I say gently, forcing myself to hold his gaze instead of looking away.
His fingers tighten slightly around mine, not painfully, but with enough pressure to reveal how much the outcome matters to him. For a fleeting second, the confidence I associate with him slips. I see uncertainty there, and beneath it something raw and hopeful. He isn’t trying to charm me into agreement. He’s risking something real.
That makes this harder.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” I admit quietly.
A flicker of something—worry, maybe even fear—crosses his face. “You’re not hurting me.”
“I might.”
“Valerie…”
The way he says my name carries weight, as though it means more to him in this moment than it ever has before. The space between us feels charged with expectation, thick with possibilities I’m not prepared to fulfill.
And then a voice slices through the air.
“Sinclair.”
Everything inside me stills. I know that voice instantly, even before I turn.
When I do, my breath falters.
Liam Underwood stands several feet away, shoulders squared, posture rigid with controlled tension. His expression is unreadable at first glance, but there’s something dark beneath the surface, something tightly leashed. He was supposed to be out of town. He was supposed to be at the hospital with his father. Seeing him here feels like a sudden shift in gravity.
Ethan drops my hand immediately, stepping back as if the contact has become incriminating evidence.
“Underwood,” Ethan says evenly.
“Graves,” Liam replies, his tone cool and edged.
The air changes. The polite atmosphere of a public park evaporates, replaced by something sharp and electric. Liam’s gaze moves from Ethan to me and back again, assessing, calculating. I feel exposed under it, as though he’s cataloging every detail of what he just witnessed.
“I didn’t realize you were back,” Ethan says.
“I didn’t realize you were conducting meetings in public parks.”
Ethan’s jaw tightens. “We were on lunch.”
Liam’s attention returns to me, and the intensity of it makes my pulse jump. “Walk with me,” he says.
He doesn’t look at Ethan when he says it. He looks at me.
For a moment, I hesitate. Ethan is still standing there. The situation feels loaded in a way that makes every movement seem significant. Still, there’s something in Liam’s expression—something restrained and volatile—that pulls me forward before I can overthink it.
I bid goodbye to Ethan as liam and I walk quickly, neither of us speaking at first. The city hums around us, cars passing, people talking, life continuing as if the tension between us isn’t thick enough to cut. I have to force myself to breathe evenly.
“You’re back early,” I say, breaking the silence.
“My father’s tests are done.”
Relief moves through me before I can stop it. “Is he okay?”
“Yes.”
The word is short, but I hear the exhaustion in it. I hear the strain he’s been carrying.
“I’m glad,” I say sincerely.
His jaw shifts. “Are you?”
I stop walking and stare at him. “Excuse me?”
“You looked comfortable,” he says, his voice measured but tight.
“With Ethan?”
“With him.”
Heat flares in my chest. “You don’t get to sound like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like you have any claim over who I stand next to.”
His eyes flash, but he doesn’t look away. “I never said I did.”
“You didn’t have to.”
Silence stretches between us, heavy and alive. The truth lingers there, unspoken but obvious. There’s jealousy in his tone, and that realization unsettles me more than it should.
“This is exactly why,” I say quietly.
“Why what?”
I hold his gaze. “This tension. Whatever keeps happening between us.”
“Nothing is happening between us.”
The denial is immediate, but it lacks conviction.
Without giving myself time to reconsider, I step closer. Close enough to feel the heat of him, to notice the subtle shift in his breathing. The proximity sharpens everything—sound, sensation, awareness.
“Liam,” I say softly.
His name changes the air between us. His eyes darken, and I see the restraint there, the effort it takes for him to remain composed.
“You feel it,” I continue, my voice barely above a whisper.
“Valerie…” There’s a warning in the way he says my name, low and controlled.
For a suspended moment, the world narrows to the space between us. Standing this close to him doesn’t feel gentle or warm. It feels charged, like touching a live wire and pretending not to notice the current. The pull is undeniable, but so is the risk.
Clarity returns in a sharp, steady wave. I take a step back, putting space between us before impulse overrides reason.
“This would be bad for your company,” I say, keeping my tone even.
He stills at that, his focus sharpening rather than fracturing. He understands exactly what I mean. The optics. The complications. The consequences neither of us can afford.
“You think I’d risk my company?” he asks.
“I think you’re already standing on dangerous ground.”
His gaze drops briefly to my mouth before lifting again, and the look in his eyes makes my pulse spike.
After a long pause, he says, “My father really is doing okay, though.”
The shift in topic feels intentional, as if he’s redirecting both of us away from an edge we nearly stepped over.
“That’s good news,” I reply, and this time the relief in my voice is unmistakable.
“You don’t have to look like that,” he says.
“Like what?”
“Like you were worried.”
“I was.”
The admission surprises us both. Something softer moves through his expression, less guarded, less severe.
“We should go back,” I say quietly, aware that staying here any longer would test boundaries we’ve already strained.
“Yes,” he agrees.
Neither of us moves right away. The air between us remains taut, filled with everything we didn’t say and almost did. Walking away feels significant. Staying feels reckless. For a long moment, we simply stand there, suspended in the aftermath of something that hasn’t happened yet but already feels real.


Chapter 37
Liam
By Monday morning, I am already aware that something is off.
Not in the dramatic, catastrophic sense that usually demands immediate attention, but in the quieter, more insidious way that slips beneath notice and gradually erodes concentration. I sit at my desk with a quarterly performance report open in front of me, yet the numbers refuse to settle into anything meaningful. My eyes move across projections, margins, and growth analyses, but my mind stubbornly circles a single, intrusive memory.
Ethan Graves’ hand wrapped around Valerie Sinclair’s.
It was not scandalous. Not overt. Nothing that would have raised eyebrows from an outside observer. The gesture had been brief, subtle even, but unmistakably intimate. Familiar. Personal.
And for reasons I do not care to examine too closely, it has lodged itself under my skin.
I lean back in my chair, exhaling slowly as I drag a hand across my jaw. Fatigue, I tell myself. Residual stress from the hospital. A disruption in routine. Any number of rational explanations present themselves, each one far more acceptable than the alternative.
Because the alternative is jealousy.
And jealousy implies a level of personal investment I have neither permitted nor acknowledged.
Still, irritation coils tight in my chest.
Through the one-way mirror window of my office, I catch sight of Valerie at her desk. She looks composed, focused, entirely absorbed in her screen. Her hair falls in soft waves around her shoulders today, darker under the muted lighting, framing a face that has become far too familiar. There is something steady about her posture, something quietly self-contained that draws my attention in ways that feel increasingly difficult to dismiss.
Ethan is nowhere near her.
That should be reassuring.
It’s not.
I attempt to refocus, but every email, every document, every conversation feels filtered through an unpleasant, restless awareness. The office hums with its usual efficiency, yet my concentration fractures repeatedly, pulled toward Valerie’s movements, Valerie’s voice, Valerie’s presence.
By midmorning, Claire steps into my office without knocking.
“You look like you’re planning something illegal,” she remarks, closing the door behind her.
“I’m not.”
“You’re glaring at a spreadsheet like it insulted your family.”
I don’t respond immediately, and Claire studies me with the kind of familiarity that is both useful and deeply inconvenient.
“You saw them,” she says.
It is not phrased as a question.
I lean back, crossing my arms. “Saw who?”
“Don’t be tedious, Liam.”
My silence confirms it.
Claire sighs. “And?”
“And nothing.”
“Liam.”
“There is no ‘and.’”
She tilts her head slightly, unimpressed. “You’re distracted.”
“I’m tired.”
“You’re jealous.”
“I’m not.”
“You are.”
“I’m irritated,” I correct.
“Because Ethan crossed some imaginary boundary?” she asks.
Because Ethan touched her.
The thought lands sharp and unwelcome.
Claire’s expression shifts subtly, recognition flickering behind her eyes. “You’re in trouble.”
“I’m fine.”
“You hired a woman you can’t stop watching, and now you’re pretending that watching another man touch her doesn’t bother you. That’s not ‘fine.’ That’s denial with a corporate title.”
I look away, jaw tightening.
Claire leaves without another word, which is perhaps the most irritating part of the exchange.
Because she’s right.
By midday, my patience has thinned to a dangerous degree. Every time Ethan’s voice drifts across the floor, every time Valerie laughs softly at something I cannot hear, tension spikes unpleasantly beneath my ribs.
Enough.
I press the intercom. “Claire.”
“Yes?”
“Send Sinclair to my office.”
A pause. “Immediately?”
“Yes.”
The minutes that follow stretch longer than they should. I stand near the window, city noise muted behind thick glass, my reflection offering no useful insight into the agitation tightening my chest.
A knock sounds at the door.
Soft. Controlled.
“Come in.”
Valerie steps inside, and the air shifts in that now-familiar way. I have stopped pretending not to notice. She looks professional and composed, yet there is a faint alertness in her eyes.
“You wanted to see me?”
“Yes.”
The word emerges rougher than intended.
She notices.
Of course she does.
Valerie moves further into the room, the door clicking shut behind her. Silence settles between us, heavy and charged with something I cannot quite name.
“You’ve been avoiding me all morning,” I say.
Her brow lifts slightly. “Have I?”
“Yes.”
“I haven’t.”
The contradiction lands cool and steady.
Infuriating.
I push away from the window and circle my desk, stopping a few feet from her. Up close, the details sharpen: the faint tension in her shoulders, the subtle rise and fall of her breathing, the way her fingers tighten slightly around the folder she carries.
“Did something happen Friday?” I ask.
“With Ethan?” she replies calmly.
“Yes.”
“We had coffee.”
“I’m aware.”
“Then why ask?”
Because I saw him touch you.
“I saw him hold your hand.”
Valerie stills.
“It wasn’t what you think,” she says carefully.
“And what exactly do you think I think?”
“That it meant something.”
“Didn’t it?”
Her gaze meets mine, steady but edged. “You don’t get to ask that like you have any claim over the answer.”
Heat flares sharply in my chest.
“I’m your employer.”
“And this isn’t a performance review.”
We are closer now, tension tightening the space between us. I can see the faint flush rising beneath her skin, the subtle quickening of her breath.
“This…,” she says quietly. “This is exactly what I meant.”
I step closer before logic can intervene. Valerie doesn’t retreat, but her breathing shifts, shallower now, awareness flickering unmistakably in her eyes.
The air between us thickens.
My hand braces against the desk beside her, caging without touching. She inhales softly, and the sound slides through me with unsettling force.
“Liam…”
My name falls from her lips in a breathless murmur that fractures whatever fragile composure I have left. I am suddenly acutely aware of everything: the warmth of her body, the faint scent of her perfume, the way her lips part slightly as she looks at me.
Her breath ghosts against my mouth.
For one reckless second, instinct surges forward, overpowering reason.
I almost closed the distance.
Clarity slams back with brutal precision.
I jerk away as though burned.
Valerie stares at me, equally shaken, equally caught in the violent aftershock of something we absolutely cannot afford to acknowledge.
I run a hand through my hair, pulse thundering.
Because this is neither normal nor professional.
Because this is not something I know how to control.
Valerie’s voice is barely above a whisper. “Liam…”
I look at her, at the tension still humming between us, at the undeniable pull I am no longer able to dismiss.
And the only coherent thought left in my head is:
What the fuck is happening?


Chapter 38
Valerie
Sleep refuses to come.
I’ve been lying in Aria’s guest bed for what feels like hours, eyes closed, body still, mind relentlessly awake. The room is dark except for the faint wash of city light slipping through the gap in the curtains, painting pale shadows across the ceiling. Somewhere beyond the window, traffic murmurs softly, the distant hum of a world that has no difficulty continuing without me.
I roll onto my side.
Then onto my back.
Then onto my other side.
The sheets twist around my legs, warm and restless, mirroring the uneasy churn of my thoughts.
This is becoming a pattern.
Not the sleeplessness itself, but the reason for it.
Because tonight, like too many nights lately, my mind refuses to quiet around a single, persistent subject.
Liam Underwood.
It’s ridiculous.
Entirely, objectively ridiculous.
Only weeks ago, my nights were consumed by something very different — the slow, suffocating grief of a relationship collapsing under the weight of betrayal. Wayne’s voice echoing through my thoughts, Wayne’s absence stretching wide and raw, Wayne’s choices dismantling a future I had once believed in with embarrassing certainty.
That pain had been sharp, overwhelming, impossible to ignore.
This, however…
This is subtler.
More confusing.
More dangerous for its lack of clarity.
I stare at the ceiling, frustration tightening faintly in my chest.
How did I get here?
How did I go from being a woman who could barely breathe under the weight of heartbreak to lying awake because of tension-filled encounters with a man I first saw standing awkwardly in a lingerie store?
The memory surfaces instantly, vivid despite the darkness.
Bright lights.
Delicate fabrics.
My own nervous excitement as I searched for something that felt bold, romantic, hopeful. I remember the anticipation that fluttered in my chest, the quiet thrill of planning a surprise for Wayne, of doing something special for us.
For a version of us that, I now know, didn’t truly exist.
And Liam —
A stranger then.
Holding a gift for a woman who would later become the wrecking ball through my life.
Neither of us was aware of the irony unfolding around us.
Neither of us was aware that that fleeting moment — that polite, passing glance — would somehow spiral into this strange, tangled intersection of our lives.
I exhale slowly, pressing a hand to my forehead.
It doesn’t make sense.
None of it does.
Because Liam isn’t my type.
Or at least, he shouldn’t be.
He’s controlled to the point of being infuriating. Emotionally guarded. Sharp-edged, distant, infuriatingly composed in ways that often feel more like armor than personality. He challenges me, unsettles me, provokes reactions I don’t entirely understand.
There is nothing easy about him.
Nothing warm.
Nothing safe.
And yet —
I squeeze my eyes shut.
Because there’s the truth I keep circling without fully admitting.
Nothing about Liam feels safe.
But everything about him feels…
Charged.
I turn onto my side again, dragging the blanket higher.
This isn’t an attraction, I tell myself.
It’s stress.
Residual emotional instability.
The psychological whiplash of rebuilding a life I never expected to crumble.
That’s all.
It has to be.
Because attraction would be complicated.
Because attraction particularly toward my Boss would be a spectacularly bad decision.
Still, my body remembers things my mind keeps trying to dismiss.
The way the air changed in his office.
The way my breath caught when he stepped too close.
The unbearable awareness of standing inches from him, close enough to feel the heat of his skin, close enough to sense the subtle shift in his breathing.
Close enough to almost —
My stomach tightens.
I open my eyes again, pulse quickening at the memory.
That moment hadn’t felt imagined.
Hadn’t felt one-sided.
Hadn’t felt like confusion alone.
It had felt mutual.
Volatile.
Terrifyingly real.
And that —
That’s the part that unsettles me most.
Not the tension itself.
But how easily it unraveled me.
Because I don’t do this.
I don’t lose composure over proximity. I don’t lie awake replaying glances, silences, half-finished conversations. I don’t feel my pulse spike violently at the thought of someone standing too close.
I used to be steady.
Certain.
Secure in the predictable rhythm of my relationship, even if that security turned out to be built on something fragile and disastrously misplaced.
Now everything feels uncertain.
Including myself.
I push the blanket away and sit up.
The cool air prickles against my skin. I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, rubbing my palms against my thighs as though I can physically smooth the thoughts spiraling through my mind.
Wayne.
Liam.
The comparison slips in uninvited.
Wayne had been familiar.
Comfortable.
Predictable in the way long-term love often becomes.
I knew how to exist beside him. Known how to interpret his moods, anticipate his reactions, and navigate the quiet landscape of our shared life.
Even when things were breaking, there had been a strange comfort in the known shape of us.
Liam, however…
Liam is entirely different.
Unpredictable.
Unreadable.
A man who looks at me like I’m both a complication and something he doesn’t quite understand how to ignore.
A man whose presence sharpens every interaction into something that feels dangerously close to combustion.
I press my lips together.
Because there it is again.
That word.
Dangerous.
And if I’m honest — truly honest, in the quiet solitude of a dark bedroom where no one can hear the admission — that’s exactly why this scares me.
Not because I feel nothing.
But because I might feel something.
The realization lands heavy and unwelcome.
I’ve already survived one implosion.
Already rebuilt myself from the wreckage of loving someone who treated my loyalty like an inconvenience rather than a gift.
The thought of willingly stepping toward another emotional risk feels almost unbearable.
Especially one like Liam.
Because Liam isn’t just a man.
He’s my employer.
My daily environment.
My professional stability.
Getting involved with him, even hypothetically, even in some distant, reckless fantasy my mind insists on sketching against my will, would be catastrophic.
For him.
For me.
For everything.
And yet —
I stand, pacing slowly across the room.
Because logic has become increasingly ineffective against whatever this is.
Because rational thought does absolutely nothing to quiet the memory of his gaze dropping briefly to my mouth, the way I can feel his breath against it.
Because caution feels flimsy when my pulse betrays me every time he steps too close.
I stop near the window. City lights flicker endlessly below, tiny constellations of movement and momentum. I rest my forehead lightly against the cool glass, letting the chill seep into my skin.
“I am not attracted to Liam Underwood,” I murmur.
The words sound unconvincing even to my own ears.
Because attraction isn’t just desire. It’s awareness. And it’s the way my body reacts before my brain can construct a defense. And my body, Traitorous, unreliable thing that it is
Has already answered the question my mind keeps trying to avoid.
I pull back from the window, arms wrapping loosely around myself.
This is nothing, I insist internally. Just the strange psychological residue of two people who irritate each other into heightened awareness.
That’s all. But even as the denial settles into place, another truth hums quietly beneath it.
Soft, Persistent while being Impossible to silence.
I’m scared…
Not of Liam himself.
But of what he represents.
Of the possibility of wanting something again… of wanting him.
Of the unbearable vulnerability required to let someone close after betrayal has already carved its lesson into my bones.
Because attraction is one thing.
But hope —
Hope is far more dangerous.
I sink back onto the edge of the bed, exhaustion finally beginning to creep in at the edges.
Liam’s face surfaces once more in my thoughts.
His eyes, plushed lips, the way he keeps pulling his bottom lip into his mouth when he sees something he wants.
That sharp, unreadable intensity.
The tension that crackles so easily between us, thick with something neither of us is willing to name.
“This is nothing,” I whisper again.
But my pulse answers differently.
And as I finally lie back against the pillows, sleep hovering faintly at last, one last thought drifts softly through my mind.
Unwelcome.
Unsettling.
Terrifyingly honest.
If this is nothing…
Why does it feel like the beginning of something?


Chapter 39
Valerie
By the time I walk into the office the next morning, exhaustion has settled so deeply into my bones it feels structural.
Not dramatic exhaustion. Not the kind that invites concern or sympathy. Just a dull, persistent fatigue that clings quietly beneath the surface, blurring the edges of everything. My reflection in the elevator mirror confirms it: slightly shadowed eyes, movements a fraction slower than usual, composure held together by habit rather than genuine energy.
Aria noticed when I left.
She didn’t comment.
Which somehow made it worse.
The office greets me with its usual rhythm — low conversations, ringing phones, the steady hum of productivity that never seems to falter. I move through it automatically, offering polite greetings, slipping into my chair with a controlled exhale as my computer screen flickers to life.
Normal.
Everything looks normal.
Which feels misleading.
I don’t see Ethan immediately, and the absence registers faster than it should. My shoulders relax slightly before I even realize they had tensed, an involuntary reaction that irritates me the second I become aware of it.
This is getting ridiculous.
I open my inbox, scanning emails with deliberate focus. There’s comfort in tasks that demand attention, in the simple clarity of responding, organizing, prioritizing. For a few precious minutes, I almost manage to forget the restless thoughts that followed me here.
Almost.
“Morning, Valerie.”
My spine stiffens.
Ethan’s voice arrives warm and easy, sliding into my awareness before I can brace for it. I look up to find him leaning casually against the edge of my desk, coffee in hand, expression relaxed in that effortless way that once struck me as charming.
Now it feels… loaded.
“Morning,” I reply evenly.
He studies my face for half a second longer than necessary. “You look tired.”
“I’m fine.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
His gaze lingers.
Not intrusive.
But not neutral either.
Something uneasy shifts low in my stomach.
Ethan straightens slightly, extending the spare coffee toward me. “Peace offering.”
I blink at it. “For what?”
“For working you too hard.”
A faint smile curves his mouth.
I hesitate.
Because refusing feels unnecessarily sharp.
Accepting feels like something else entirely.
After a beat, I take the cup. “Thank you.”
“You didn’t answer my text.”
The words land softly. A few weeks after working here, he insisted on getting my number, you know, for “professional purpose” Apparently, it’s something mandatory here.
I look at him, pulse flickering unpleasantly. “It was three in the morning.”
“So you saw it.”
“Yes.”
“And decided to ignore me?”
“I decided to sleep.”
He tilts his head slightly. “Did you?”
The question shouldn’t feel intimate.
It does.
“I’m working, Ethan.”
The boundary is gentle but firm.
He studies me again, something unreadable flickering briefly behind his eyes before the easy charm slides back into place.
“Right,” he says lightly. “Work.”
But he doesn’t move away.
The proximity presses against my awareness in a way that feels newly uncomfortable. There’s a subtle shift in his posture, a faint narrowing of focus that sets something sharp and alert humming beneath my skin.
“You know,” he says casually, “most people would’ve answered.”
“I’m not most people.”
“I’ve noticed.”
I grip my mouse a little tighter.
Ethan finally pushes off the desk, but instead of stepping away, he circles slowly behind my chair. The movement is unhurried, yet my body reacts instantly, tension sliding into my shoulders as I become acutely aware of his presence at my back.
Too close.
“You okay?” he asks quietly.
“I said I’m fine.”
“You don’t sound fine.”
His hand settles lightly on the back of my chair.
Not touching me.
But near enough that the gesture sends a flicker of unease down my spine.
I turn slightly, meeting his gaze. “Ethan.”
Something in my tone must land because he lifts his hands in mild surrender.
“Relax,” he says with a faint laugh. “I’m not attacking you.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“You look like you’re bracing for impact.”
Because lately, I am.
He studies me for another long second before stepping back, the space between us restoring itself with quiet relief.
“Coffee Friday?” he asks.
The question catches me off guard.
“We had coffee Friday.”
“Another one.”
My stomach tightens.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Why not?”
“We work together.”
“So?”
“So it complicates things.”
Ethan’s brow lifts slightly. “Does it?”
“Yes.”
A pause.
Then, softly, “Or is it just me that complicates things?”
The question lands sharper than it should.
Before I can respond, another presence shifts at the edge of my awareness — familiar, unmistakable.
Liam.
I don’t need to look to know he’s there.
But I do anyway.
He stands several feet away, posture rigid, expression carved into something unreadable yet unmistakably tense. His gaze flicks once from Ethan to me, then settles into that controlled neutrality I’ve learned is rarely neutral at all.
The air changes.
Again.
Ethan notices.
Of course he does.
“Well,” Ethan says lightly, straightening. “Speak of the devil.”
Liam’s eyes narrow fractionally. “Graves.”
“Underwood.”
The exchange is smooth.
Polished.
Edged.
I feel it like static between them.
“I was just asking Valerie to coffee,” Ethan adds.
Liam’s gaze shifts to me.
Steady.
Assessing.
Something tightens painfully in my chest.
“During work hours?” Liam asks coolly.
“After.”
“I see.”
Silence stretches.
Thick.
Charged.
And suddenly I am intensely aware of how this must look.
How it must feel.
How precarious everything has become.
“I should get back to work,” I say carefully.
Neither man moves.
Ethan breaks first, stepping back with an easy shrug. “Think about it, Valerie.”
Then he walks away, leaving behind a tension that doesn’t dissipate with his absence.
It intensifies.
Because Liam is still standing there.
Watching me.
My pulse stumbles.
“You didn’t answer him,” Liam says.
It isn’t quite a question.
“I was going to.”
“Were you?”
“Yes.”
He studies my face in that infuriatingly perceptive way that makes lying feel pointless.
“You look tired,” he says after a moment.
The observation is quieter than expected.
Less sharp.
Which somehow unsettles me more.
“I didn’t sleep well.”
His jaw tightens slightly. “Because of work?”
Because of you.
Because of Ethan.
Because everything feels like it’s shifting under my feet.
“I’m fine,” I say instead.
Liam’s gaze lingers, skepticism flickering briefly before something else replaces it.
Concern?
No.
Not quite.
“Graves is getting comfortable,” he says.
The words are neutral.
The tone is not.
My stomach tightens.
“He’s just friendly.”
“He’s persistent.”
“That’s not a crime.”
“No,” Liam replies evenly. “But it’s not always harmless either.”
I blink.
Because there’s something layered beneath the statement.
Something personal.
Something dangerously close to protective.
“I can handle Ethan.”
Liam’s eyes hold mine. “That’s your answer for everything, and that isn’t what concerns me.” My breath catches faintly, but i say nothing at all.
The silence that follows hums with an awareness neither of us names.
Because naming it would make it real.
After a moment, he nods once. “Get some rest tonight.”
Then he turns and walks away, leaving me sitting there with a pulse that refuses to steady and thoughts that refuse to quiet.
And across the office floor, Ethan Graves stands with a couple of coworkers and watches the entire exchange with an expression I don’t yet know how to interpret.
But I know enough to recognize that Something is changing.
And it isn’t subtle anymore.


Chapter 40
VALERIE
By morning, my nerves are already frayed. I move through Aria’s kitchen in a haze, barely tasting the coffee she presses into my hands. She watches me with quiet concern but doesn’t push. I’m grateful for that. I’m not ready to dissect anything yet.
The city air is sharp when I step outside, cold enough to sting my lungs. By the time I reach the office building, my exhaustion has settled into something heavier, a low, humming tension beneath my skin. The lobby greets me with its usual weekday rhythm: footsteps, muted conversations, the steady churn of corporate life already in motion. Everything looks normal. Everything feels normal. Until I step off the elevator.
It’s subtle at first, more instinct than observation. A faint shift in the air. A few glances that linger a second too long. Conversations that falter as I pass. I keep walking, posture straight, expression carefully neutral, refusing to feed whatever curiosity might be brewing.
Then I hear my name.
“Rie  .”
I freeze so abruptly that my bag nearly slips from my shoulder. That voice is carved into memory, into habit, into a part of me I’ve spent weeks trying to quiet. Slowly, I turn.
Wayne stands near the reception.
For a split second, my brain refuses comprehension. The office blurs around the edges, sound dulling into a distant hum. He looks the same—dark coat, hair perfectly styled, that familiar expression balanced between charm and irritation, as though reality itself has inconvenienced him by unfolding without his approval.
My chest tightens painfully.
No.
He shouldn’t be here. memories of his hands around my throat replaying, being emotionally torn down, remembering those things fuel anger in me.
“Rie,” he repeats, softer now, and the nickname lands like something torn loose from the past.
I take an involuntary step back. “What are you doing here?”
His expression tightens. “That’s how you’re going to greet me?”
“This is my workplace.”
“I know that.”
“Then why are you here?”
Around us, the energy shifts. People pretend not to stare. They absolutely stare.
Wayne glances briefly at the watching employees, then refocuses on me. “We need to talk.”
“No.”
My answer is immediate, instinctive.
His jaw tightens. “Valerie—”
“You don’t get to show up here.”
“I didn’t know where else to find you.”
“That’s not my problem.”
He studies me more closely now, and I see it—the subtle recalibration, the realization that the version of me standing here isn’t the one he left behind.
“You’ve been ignoring my calls.”
“I blocked you.”
He blinks. “You blocked me.”
“Yes.”
The disbelief flickers openly across his face. “You can’t just cut me out of your life like that.”
“I absolutely can.”
“After everything we’ve been through?”
“After everything you did?”
Frustration bleeds into his expression. “You’re being dramatic.”
A humorless laugh escapes me. “You abused, and you cheated on me.”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“It was exactly like that.”
His voice lowers, edged now. “This isn’t the place.”
“You made it the place.”
Before he can respond, another voice cuts through the tension.
“What’s going on?”
My heart stumbles violently.
Liam.
He stands several feet away, posture rigid, gaze sharp as it moves between Wayne and me. The air seems to change temperature instantly.
Wayne turns, irritation already rising. The moment his eyes land on Liam, however, his expression shifts completely. Surprise flashes first, followed by something darker.
“Well,” Wayne says slowly, recognition settling in. “If it isn’t Underwood.”
Liam’s face hardens by degrees. “Wayne.”
The familiarity between them lands like a shockwave.
Of course.
Wayne used to work here.
Used to complain endlessly about “management politics” and “corporate ego.”
My stomach drops.
Wayne lets out a short, incredulous breath. “I should’ve guessed.”
Liam’s tone is dangerously controlled. “Guessed what?”
Wayne’s gaze slides to me, then back to Liam. “This is why she left.”
“I didn’t leave because of Liam,” I say sharply.
Wayne ignores me. “You’re my replacement?”
Liam’s jaw tightens. “She’s not a position.”
Wayne laughs bitterly. “Right. She’s your employee.”
The word lands heavily.
“You’re fucking unbelievable,” I say firmly.
Wayne’s head snaps toward me. “Excuse me?”
“You’re unbelievable, Wayne.”
The tension coils tighter, every word scraping raw against weeks of unresolved anger.
Wayne’s composure fractures. “You blocked me, disappeared, and somehow I’m the villain?”
“You cheated on me.”
“It was a mistake.”
“It was a choice.”
He steps closer, desperation creeping through the irritation. “We can fix this.”
“There’s nothing left to fix.”
“You’re not even trying.”
“I tried for months…years.”
Silence pulses between us. Wayne’s gaze flickers toward Liam again, hostility sharpening. “You did this.”
“I told her the truth,” Liam replies evenly.
“You wrecked my relationship.”
“I ended a lie.”
Wayne’s laugh is sharp. “You don’t even know her.”
Liam’s gaze doesn’t waver. “I know enough.”
Something dangerous flashes in Wayne’s eyes, but it’s gone almost as quickly as it appears. He turns back to me, voice low and urgent.
“Is this really it?”
For a brief, disorienting second, memory collides with reality. Years of history. Familiarity. The comfort I once mistook for security.
Then the truth steadies me.
The lies. The betrayal. The certainty that forgiveness was inevitable.
“Yes.” I feel tears welling up, making my vision blurred just a little.
Wayne recoils slightly, disbelief written plainly across his face. “You don’t mean that.”
“I do.”
“You’re just angry.”
“I’m done.”
The finality settles between us like a closing door. Wayne stares at me, searching for hesitation, for weakness, for the version of Valerie who used to bend rather than break.
She doesn’t appear.
“You’re making a mistake,” he says quietly.
Pain tightens in my chest, but my voice remains steady. “Goodbye, Wayne.”
For a moment, he doesn’t move. Then, without another word, he turns and walks out of the office, bumping into anyone who’s in his way.
The silence that follows is suffocating.
My pulse roars violently in my ears. The adrenaline that carried me through the confrontation crashes all at once, leaving my limbs unsteady. The room tilts slightly.
“Valerie.”
Liam’s voice is closer now, sharper, concern threading unmistakably through the restraint.
“I’m fine,” I whisper.
I’m absolutely not.
His hand steadies my elbow, warm and firm. “Come with me.”
I don’t argue. I don’t have the energy.
Inside his office, the door closes with a quiet click that echoes louder than it should. I sink into the chair, exhaustion crashing down in waves.
For a long moment, Liam says nothing. He stands near the window, shoulders tense, jaw tight, the controlled composure I know visibly strained.
Finally, softly, “Are you okay?”
“I don’t know.”
The honesty surprises us both.
“You didn’t deserve that,” he says.
“I didn’t think he’d actually come here.”
“He shouldn’t have.”
I study him then, really look at him. The anger simmered beneath his calm. The tension radiates through his posture.
“He’s not going to accept this,” I murmur.
Liam turns sharply. “What?”
“Wayne doesn’t handle endings well.”
The implication settles heavily in the room.
Neither of us says it out loud.
We don’t have to.
Because suddenly this doesn’t feel like something left behind.
It feels like something just beginning


Chapter 41
VALERIE
My body sinks into Aria’s couch, exhaustion weighing down my limbs, but my mind refuses stillness. Every time I drift, I see Liam. The warmth of his hand at my waist. The closeness. The breathless second where the world narrowed to the space between us. And then, inevitably, the part that unsettles me most is chim stopping himself.
That moment shouldn’t linger the way it does. Relief would make sense. Gratitude would make sense. Even embarrassment would be logical. Instead, I wake with a dull ache behind my eyes and a strange, restless awareness that something between us shifted last night, something neither of us can easily walk back from.
By morning, my nerves are already frayed. I move through Aria’s kitchen in a haze, barely tasting the coffee she presses into my hands. She watches me with quiet concern but doesn’t push. I’m grateful for that. I’m not ready to dissect anything yet—not Liam, not the almost-kiss, not the terrifying realization that I didn’t want him to pull away.
The city air is sharp when I step outside, cold enough to sting my lungs. By the time I reach the office building, my exhaustion has settled into something heavier, a low, humming tension beneath my skin. The lobby greets me with its usual weekday rhythm: footsteps, muted conversations, the steady churn of corporate life already in motion. Everything looks normal. Everything feels normal. Until I step off the elevator.
It’s subtle at first, more instinct than observation. A faint shift in the air. A few glances that linger a second too long. Conversations that falter as I pass. I keep walking, posture straight, expression carefully neutral, refusing to feed whatever curiosity might be brewing.
Then I hear my name.
“Val.”
I freeze so abruptly my bag nearly slips from my shoulder. That voice is carved into memory, into habit, into a part of me I’ve spent weeks trying to quiet. Slowly, I turn.
Wayne stands near reception.
For a split second, my brain refuses comprehension. The office blurs around the edges, sound dulling into a distant hum. He looks exactly the same—dark coat, hair perfectly styled, that familiar expression balanced between charm and irritation, as though reality itself has inconvenienced him by unfolding without his approval.
My chest tightens painfully.
No.
He shouldn’t be here.
“Val,” he repeats, softer now, and the nickname lands like something torn loose from the past.
I take an involuntary step back. “What are you doing here?”
His expression tightens. “That’s how you’re going to greet me?”
“This is my workplace.”
“I know that.”
“Then why are you here?”
Around us, the energy shifts. People pretend not to stare. They absolutely stare.
Wayne glances briefly at the watching employees, then refocuses on me. “We need to talk.”
“No.”
My answer is immediate, instinctive.
His jaw tightens. “Valerie—”
“You don’t get to show up here.”
“I didn’t know where else to find you.”
“That’s not my problem.”
He studies me more closely now, and I see it—the subtle recalibration, the realization that the version of me standing here isn’t the one he left behind.
“You’ve been ignoring my calls.”
“I blocked you.”
He blinks. “You blocked me.”
“Yes.”
The disbelief flickers openly across his face. “You can’t just cut me out of your life like that.”
“I absolutely can.”
“After everything we’ve been through?”
“After everything you did?”
Frustration bleeds into his expression. “You’re being dramatic.”
A humorless laugh escapes me. “You cheated on me.”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“It was exactly like that.”
His voice lowers, edged now. “This isn’t the place.”
“You made it the place.”
Before he can respond, another voice cuts through the tension.
“What’s going on?”
My heart stumbles violently.
Liam.
He stands several feet away, posture rigid, gaze sharp as it moves between Wayne and me. The air seems to change temperature instantly.
Wayne turns, irritation already rising. The moment his eyes land on Liam, however, his expression shifts completely. Surprise flashes first, followed by something darker.
“Well,” Wayne says slowly, recognition settling in. “If it isn’t Underwood.”
Liam’s face hardens by degrees. “Wayne.”
The familiarity between them lands like a shockwave.
Of course.
Wayne used to work here.
Used to complain endlessly about “management politics” and “corporate ego.”
My stomach drops.
Wayne lets out a short, incredulous breath. “I should’ve guessed.”
Liam’s tone is dangerously controlled. “Guessed what?”
Wayne’s gaze slides to me, then back to Liam. “This is why she left.”
“I didn’t leave because of Liam,” I say sharply.
Wayne ignores me. “You’re my replacement?”
Liam’s jaw tightens. “She’s not a position.”
Wayne laughs bitterly. “Right. She’s your employee.”
The word lands heavy.
“She’s my ex,” I say firmly.
Wayne’s head snaps toward me. “Excuse me?”
“You’re my ex.”
“You don’t get to decide that unilaterally.”
“I already did.”
The tension coils tighter, every word scraping raw against weeks of unresolved anger.
Wayne’s composure fractures. “You blocked me, disappeared, and somehow I’m the villain?”
“You cheated on me.”
“It was a mistake.”
“It was a choice.”
He steps closer, desperation creeping through the irritation. “We can fix this.”
“There’s nothing left to fix.”
“You’re not even trying.”
“I tried for months…years”
Silence pulses between us. Wayne’s gaze flickers toward Liam again, hostility sharpening. “You did this.”
“I told her the truth,” Liam replies evenly.
“You wrecked my relationship.”
“I ended a lie.”
Wayne’s laugh is sharp. “You don’t even know her.”
Liam’s gaze doesn’t waver. “I know enough.”
Something dangerous flashes in Wayne’s eyes, but it’s gone almost as quickly as it appears. He turns back to me, voice low and urgent.
“Is this really what you want?”
For a brief, disorienting second, memory collides with reality. Years of history. Familiarity. The comfort I once mistook for security.
Then the truth steadies me.
The lies. The betrayal. The certainty that forgiveness was inevitable.
“Yes.”
Wayne recoils slightly, disbelief written plainly across his face. “You don’t mean that.”
“I do.”
“You’re just angry.”
“I’m done.”
The finality settles between us like a closing door. Wayne stares at me, searching for hesitation, for weakness, for the version of Valerie who used to bend rather than break.
She doesn’t appear.
“You’re making a mistake,” he says quietly.
Pain tightens in my chest, but my voice remains steady. “Goodbye, Wayne.”
For a moment, he doesn’t move. Then, without another word, he turns and walks out of the office.
The silence that follows is suffocating.
My pulse roars violently in my ears. The adrenaline that carried me through the confrontation crashes all at once, leaving my limbs unsteady. The room tilts slightly.
“Valerie.”
Liam’s voice is closer now, sharper, concern threading unmistakably through the restraint.
“I’m fine,” I whisper.
I’m absolutely not.
His hand steadies my elbow, warm and firm. “Come with me.”
I don’t argue. I don’t have the energy.
Inside his office, the door closes with a quiet click that echoes louder than it should. I sink into the chair, exhaustion crashing down in waves.
For a long moment, Liam says nothing. He stands near the window, shoulders tense, jaw tight, the controlled composure I know visibly strained.
Finally, softly, “Are you okay?”
“I don’t know.”
The honesty surprises us both.
“You didn’t deserve that,” he says.
“I didn’t think he’d actually come here.”
“He shouldn’t have.”
I study him then, really look at him. The anger simmering beneath his calm. The tension radiating through his posture.
“He’s not going to accept this,” I murmur.
Liam turns sharply. “What?”
“Wayne doesn’t handle endings well.”
The implication settles heavily in the room.
Neither of us says it out loud.
We don’t have to.
Because suddenly this doesn’t feel like something left behind.
It feels like something just beginning


Chapter 42
VALERIE
The office feels different the moment I walk in.
Nothing visible has changed. The same muted lighting, the same hum of printers and distant phones, the same low rhythm of keyboards tapping out emails that will decide things far bigger than me. And yet the air feels heavier somehow, like the building itself is holding its breath.
Or maybe it’s just me.
Because I can still feel him. Not physically. That would be easier to explain, easier to dismiss. But the memory of standing between Liam’s knees, of his hands resting at my waist, of that unbearable almost-moment follows me through the revolving door and into the elevator like a second pulse layered beneath my own.
By the time I reach my desk, my composure is already fraying at the edges.
“Morning,” Monica says without looking up.
Her tone is neutral, perfectly normal, but there’s something watchful in the slight tilt of her head. Something assessing in the way her gaze flicks toward me a second later.
“You look tired.”
“I didn’t sleep much.”
“That’s becoming a pattern.”
I offer a faint smile, the kind meant to politely end conversations. Monica studies me for half a beat longer than necessary before returning to her screen. The exchange is harmless, yet my shoulders remain tight.
Because everything feels loaded lately. Every glance. Every silence. Every ordinary interaction vibrating with things unsaid.
I power on my computer, grateful for the barrier of routine. Emails. Scheduling updates. A rescheduled vendor meeting. Something about quarterly projections that I pretend to read while my thoughts drift with irritating persistence toward the corner office.
Toward Liam.
I haven’t seen him yet this morning, which should be a relief. Instead, it feels like anticipation stretched too thin.
The minutes pass slowly. My focus comes in fractured bursts, concentration splintered by the sharp awareness of his presence somewhere beyond the walls dividing departments and titles and rules neither of us seems particularly good at remembering lately.
The memory of last night rises again, vivid and uninvited. His voice low. His restraint. The way he said he wouldn’t be able to stop.
Heat crawls uncomfortably along my skin.
I shift in my chair.
Focus, Valerie.
My phone buzzes against the desk.
Aria.
A strange unease flickers in my chest as I answer.
“Hey, are you okay?”
Silence.
Then, “Not really.”
My stomach tightens instantly. “What happened?”
“There was a pipe issue.”
My heart drops. “What kind of pipe issue?”
“A bad one.”
I’m already standing.
“Aria…”
“The bathroom ceiling collapsed this morning.”
The words don’t register at first.
“What?”
“There’s water everywhere, Val.”
Cold dread floods my bloodstream.
“They’re saying the unit isn’t livable right now.”
My chest constricts.
“How long?”
“I don’t know. Maybe weeks.”
Weeks.
I press my fingers against my temple. The faint discoloration Aria kept mentioning. The soft bubbling near the ceiling. The tiny warning signs we both ignored.
“Oh my God…”
“I need you to come by later,” she says softly. “I can’t deal with this alone.”
“I will. I promise.”
When the call ends, I stand frozen beside my desk, pulse hammering violently in my ears.
Not livable.
Weeks.
Find a place ASAP.
The reality settles heavily over me. I’ve been living on borrowed stability for months. And now even that fragile arrangement is gone.
“Valerie?”
Monica’s voice pulls me back sharply.
“You okay?”
“Pipeline issue at Aria’s apartment.”
Concern flickers across her face. “Bad?”
“Very.”
“That’s awful.”
“I need to find a place. Fast.”
Monica’s brows lift slightly. “Like… immediately?”
“They’re saying weeks.”
She winces. “Jesus.”
“I’ll figure it out.”
Monica studies me carefully. “You always do.”
Before I can respond, a subtle shift ripples through the room.
I feel it before I see him.
Liam.
He moves through the department with his usual composed efficiency, posture straight, expression neutral. Yet beneath the polished exterior, something feels sharper today. More contained.
More aware.
He glances toward my desk.
Just a glance.
But the contact is immediate, electric, violently charged with everything lingering unresolved between us.
I drop my gaze too quickly.
Heat floods my face.
Footsteps approach.
I look up.
Liam stops beside my desk.
Professional distance. Neutral expression.
But his eyes…
His eyes are anything but neutral.
“Ms. Sinclair.”
“Mr. Underwood.”
The formality feels almost absurd now.
“Can I speak with you?”
My heartbeat spikes. “Of course.”
The walk to his office feels longer than usual, every step echoing with sharp awareness. The silence between us is thick, vibrating with tension neither of us acknowledges.
He closes the door behind me.
The click sounds deafening.
“How’s Aria?”
The question catches me off guard.
“She’s overwhelmed. The apartment’s not livable.”
Liam’s jaw tightens slightly. “How long?”
“They’re saying weeks.”
“And you?”
“I need to find a place.”
Silence stretches between us.
Not tense.
Something else.
Something heavier.
“You’ll need flexibility,” he says finally.
“For apartment hunting?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t want special treatment.”
“This isn’t special treatment.”
“It feels like it.”
Liam studies me for a long moment. “Valerie.”
My name in his voice does something unsettling to my nervous system.
“You’re dealing with a housing emergency.”
“I’ll manage.”
“I’m not questioning your capability.”
“Then what are you doing?”
His gaze locks onto mine.
The air shifts instantly.
“I’m acknowledging reality.”
The tension thickens, layered now with something softer, more dangerous. Concern. Restraint. Awareness vibrating between us like a live current.
“This morning,” I say quietly, “everything feels loud.”
Liam’s expression stills.
“You’re not imagining that.”
My breath catches.
Because I know exactly what he means.
Because the space between us suddenly feels charged again.
Too close.
Too intense.
A knock interrupts.
We both step back instinctively.
The moment shatters.
The rest of the meeting passes in careful professionalism, tension forced beneath layers of routine and restraint.
But when I return to my desk, one truth hums relentlessly beneath the surface of everything.
Nothing about this workplace feels neutral anymore.
Not with Liam watching.
Not with my housing collapsing.
Not with control slipping in ways neither of us seems fully prepared to confront.
Something is going to give.
Soon.


Chapter 43
LIAM
I’m already thinking about Valerie when I walk into the office.
Not casually. Not in the vague, passing way someone occupies your thoughts. She’s there with sharp persistence, threaded through my concentration before the day even properly begins. The image of her from yesterday refuses to loosen its grip — the exhaustion in her eyes, the tension she tried and failed to disguise, the quiet strain beneath her composure.
By the time I reach my office, I’ve accepted two things.
First, she didn’t sleep.
Second, she’s trying to handle something she shouldn’t have to handle alone.
I see her through the glass not long after. She’s seated at her desk, posture straight but brittle somehow, attention fixed on her screen with the kind of forced focus that signals distraction rather than discipline.
Something tightens low in my chest.
I don’t let myself sit with that feeling for long.
“Valerie,” I say when she steps into my office minutes later.
She pauses slightly at the sound of her name, and I’m immediately aware of the shift. The space between us feels charged in that familiar, dangerous way that has become increasingly difficult to ignore.
“You didn’t take the day,” I observe.
“I didn’t want to.”
“That wasn’t a suggestion.”
Her lips press together faintly. “I know.”
I study her for a moment. “How are you holding up?”
The question is quieter than intended.
Valerie exhales slowly. “I’ve started looking.”
“Apartments?”
“Yes.”
“And?”
She hesitates just long enough to confirm my suspicion.
“It’s worse than I expected.”
Of course it is.
“There’s nothing decent available short-term,” she continues. “At least not without deposits I can’t justify or leases I can’t commit to.”
“You don’t need to justify stability.”
“I do when stability is expensive.”
I lean back slightly, watching her carefully. “Valerie.”
Her gaze lifts.
“You’re under pressure.”
“I’m managing.”
“You’re surviving.”
Her jaw tightens. “There’s a difference?”
“Yes.”
Silence stretches briefly, tension coiling softly rather than snapping.
Then —
“There is another option.”
She stills.
I hold her gaze.
“My place.”
The words land with deliberate calm, though my pulse betrays a far less neutral internal state.
Valerie blinks slowly.
“You’re serious.”
“Yes.”
“That wasn’t a rhetorical question yesterday.”
“No.”
Her breath shifts, subtle but unmistakable.
“I have a guest room,” I continue evenly. “Fully furnished. Separate space. No disruption to your routine.”
She just stares at me.
“This isn’t charity,” I add. “It’s logistics.”
“You’re my boss.”
“I’m aware.”
“This is…”
She exhales, shaking her head faintly.
“Unconventional?” I offer.
“Complicated.”
“It doesn’t have to be.”
“It absolutely does.”
Her honesty would be amusing if it didn’t mirror my own thoughts so precisely.
“You need somewhere stable,” I say quietly.
“I need something appropriate.”
“You need sleep.”
She looks away.
“That’s not fair,” she murmurs.
“No,” I agree. “It’s accurate.”
Valerie folds her arms, defensive tension sliding into place. “People would talk.”
“People already talk.”
“This would feed it.”
“This would solve your housing crisis.”
Her gaze snaps back to mine.
The air shifts instantly.
“I trust you,” I say.
Her breath catches — just barely.
“And I trust myself,” I add, though the words carry a weight that feels less like certainty and more like challenge.
Valerie’s expression flickers.
Conflict.
Hesitation.
Fear.
Something else entirely.
“I can’t,” she says softly.
“Think about it.”
“I shouldn’t even consider it.”
“You should consider what makes your life easier right now.”
“This wouldn’t be easy.”
“It wouldn’t be chaos either.”
Silence lingers between us, thick with tension and unspoken awareness.
“I’m not trying to overstep,” I say more quietly.
Her eyes lift again.
“I just don’t like the idea of you scrambling for stability.”
Valerie studies me carefully now, something unreadable moving behind her gaze.
“I’ll figure something out.”
The wall is back.
Professional. Controlled. Distant.
She leaves.
And the absence she creates is immediate.
—
The rest of the day is an exercise in distraction management.
Work continues. Meetings progress. Decisions get made. But beneath it all, my thoughts return to Valerie with exhausting persistence. Her hesitation wasn’t dismissal.
It was consideration wrapped in caution.
By evening, I’m still thinking about her.
Which is why I answer immediately when my phone lights up.
Valerie.
“Are you serious?” she asks without preamble.
“Yes.”
A pause.
“I’ve been searching all day.”
“And?”
“It’s a disaster.”
I close my eyes briefly.
“I can’t find anything decent that isn’t outrageously priced, months-long paperwork, or a structural risk I’m not eager to repeat.”
A dry, tired edge laces her voice.
“This is temporary,” she says.
“Yes.”
“Strictly logistical.”
“Yes.”
“Clear boundaries.”
My jaw tightens faintly. “Valerie…”
“Clear boundaries,” she repeats.
“… Yes.”
A breath.
Then —
“Okay.”
Relief hits harder than expected.
“I’ll give you tomorrow,” I say. “Day off. Pack. Move essentials.”
“You don’t have to —”
“I want to.”
Silence.
“… Thank you.”
There’s something softer in her voice now.
Something dangerously disarming.
“I’ll text you.”
“I know where you live.”
A strange warmth curls low in my chest.
“I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
And before I can reconsider —
“I’ll be waiting.”
The line goes dead.
I stare at the screen long after.
Because Valerie Sinclair is moving into my house.
Because nothing about this is neutral.
Because control —
My carefully maintained, increasingly unstable control —
Is about to be tested.
But the truth settles with quiet certainty as I set my phone down.
I would rather have her under my roof…
Than anywhere else.


Chapter 44
LIAM
By the time Liam pulls into the driveway, my nerves have woven themselves into something tight and restless beneath my ribs.
I tell myself it’s just logistics.
Temporary.
Practical.
Necessary.
But none of those words soften the reality of where I am or whose house now stands in front of me.
His place is exactly what I should have expected and somehow nothing like it at all. The exterior is understated — elegant without trying, modern lines softened by warm lighting spilling from tall windows. It doesn’t scream wealth; it implies it. Quiet confidence. The architectural equivalent of Liam himself.
“I don’t bite,” he says mildly.
I blink, realizing I’ve been staring.
“I wasn’t—”
“You were.”
Heat crawls up my neck.
He steps out first, moving around the car with that effortless composure that has become dangerously familiar. There’s no hesitation in him, no awkwardness about the situation. If anything, he looks annoyingly calm, as though bringing an employee into his home is a perfectly routine event.
Meanwhile, I feel like my entire sense of equilibrium has been scooped out and replaced with static.
Liam opens the trunk before I can reach it.
“I can carry my own bags.”
“I’m aware.”
“Then why—”
“Because I want to.”
The words land simply, without emphasis, which somehow makes them worse.
I watch him lift my suitcase like it weighs nothing, his other hand gathering the smaller duffel with practiced ease. There’s a strange intimacy in the act — seeing him handle my belongings, my life condensed into two bags and a box of essentials.
This is real.
I’m really doing this.
Inside, the house is warm, understated, and deeply, unfairly beautiful. Clean lines, neutral tones, soft lighting. Nothing excessive, nothing cluttered. It feels curated but lived in — like a space designed by someone who values order but understands comfort.
My chest tightens unexpectedly.
It feels… safe.
Which is a dangerous thought.
Liam sets my suitcase near the staircase. “Guest room’s upstairs.”
I follow him, hyperaware of everything — the quiet echo of our footsteps, the subtle scent of cedar and something darker that clings to the air, the knowledge that this space is undeniably his.
He opens a door halfway down the hall.
“This is yours.”
I step inside.
And stop.
The room is spacious, softly lit, with a large bed layered in crisp white linens. A sleek dresser. A small sitting chair near the window. Nothing impersonal, nothing cold. It doesn’t feel like a hotel room or a forgotten spare space.
It feels prepared.
“You didn’t have to make it look like a magazine spread,” I murmur.
His gaze flicks toward me. “I didn’t.”
I turn slowly, taking it in. “It’s… really nice.”
Something shifts subtly in his expression.
“Bathroom’s across the hall,” he says. “Closet’s empty.”
Empty.
For me.
The weight of that lands heavier than it should.
“Thank you,” I say quietly.
Liam nods once.
Professional.
Controlled.
Safe.
But when our eyes meet again, something warmer flickers beneath the surface — something that sends a faint, unwelcome ripple through my stomach.
“I’ll let you settle,” he says.
And just like that, he’s gone.
—
Unpacking feels surreal.
Each item I place in drawers or hang in the closet carries a strange sense of displacement. My clothes don’t belong here. My shoes don’t belong here. Even my toiletries look faintly ridiculous lining the marble counter in the bathroom.
Yet the longer I move through the motions, the more the initial sharpness of discomfort softens into something quieter.
This isn’t Wayne’s apartment.
This isn’t Aria’s damaged space with its looming uncertainty.
This is stable.
Solid.
Still.
By the time I finish, exhaustion has settled deep into my bones. Emotional exhaustion more than physical — the kind that comes from too many changes stacked too quickly.
I shower, letting hot water loosen tension I hadn’t realized I was carrying. The unfamiliar bathroom should feel strange, but instead it’s disarmingly calming — soft lighting, plush towels, silence unmarred by dripping pipes or structural anxiety.
When I step back into the guest room, wrapped in one of my oversized sleep shirts, the house is quiet.
Too quiet.
I hesitate before leaving the room, but curiosity wins.
Downstairs, Liam is in the kitchen, sleeves rolled, tie gone, the top button of his shirt undone. The sight hits me with unexpected force — a version of him stripped of corporate armor, relaxed in a way I rarely see.
He glances up.
There’s a pause.
Something unreadable flickers in his eyes.
“I didn’t realize you were still up,” I say.
“My house,” he replies.
I roll my eyes faintly. “Right.”
“Hungry?”
“A little.”
He gestures toward the counter. “Help yourself.”
The domestic simplicity of the moment feels oddly intimate. I move cautiously, aware of his presence, aware of the way his gaze occasionally drifts toward me when he thinks I’m not looking.
I pour a glass of water, leaning lightly against the counter.
“This is weird,” I admit.
“Yes.”
I blink. “You’re not going to argue?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because it is.”
A reluctant smile tugs at my lips.
Silence stretches — not awkward, but charged in that subtle, electric way that seems to follow us lately.
Then Liam’s phone rings.
He glances at the screen.
Something immediately shifts.
His posture straightens slightly. His jaw tightens.
“Everything okay?” I ask.
He hesitates.
Then answers.
“Dad.”
The word lands with restrained neutrality.
I look away instinctively, not wanting to intrude, but the tension in Liam’s voice makes it impossible not to notice.
“I said I’d handle it.”
A pause.
“No, that doesn’t change anything.”
His tone sharpens.
I freeze slightly.
“I’m not having this conversation again.”
Another pause, longer this time.
And then—
Something hard flashes across his face.
Anger.
Raw, sudden, unmistakable.
“For once, can you trust my judgment?”
The words crack through the air.
My chest tightens.
Liam turns slightly away, running a hand through his hair, tension radiating from him in waves.
“I built this division from nothing.”
Silence from the other end.
Then, colder—
“No. That’s not fair.”
A beat.
“I’m not him.”
The words land like something torn loose.
My stomach knots.
“I have to go,” Liam says abruptly.
He ends the call without waiting.
The silence that follows is deafening.
And the shift in him is immediate.
The warmth drains from his expression. His features close off, composure snapping back into place like armor. But beneath it, I can still see the residual anger simmering — dark, sharp, unsettled.
“Liam…”
He doesn’t look at me.
“I’m fine.”
“You don’t sound fine.”
“I said I’m fine.”
The edge in his voice slices clean.
I step back slightly, startled.
The distance between us expands in an instant — not physical, but emotional, palpable.
Whatever that conversation was, it hit something deep.
“I didn’t mean to overhear,” I say carefully.
“You didn’t.”
His tone is clipped, distant.
Cold.
The abruptness of the change stings more than it should.
“I’ll go upstairs,” I murmur.
No response.
I retreat, unease curling low in my chest.
—
Sleep doesn’t come easily.
My mind replays the evening — the strange intimacy of moving in, the quiet tension in the kitchen, the phone call that shifted everything.
“I’m not him.”
The words echo.
Who?
His brother?
Someone else?
The anger in Liam’s voice hadn’t been mild frustration. It had been something older. Deeper. Wounded.
And afterward…
He’d shut down completely.
I’m still awake when a soft knock sounds at my door.
My pulse jumps.
“Valerie?”
Liam.
I open it slowly.
He looks… different.
Still tense, but less sharp. Less volatile. The anger has dulled into something heavier, threaded with exhaustion.
“I’m sorry,” he says quietly.
I blink.
“For earlier.”
“You don’t have to apologize.”
“Yes,” he says evenly. “I do.”
Silence lingers between us.
“My father,” he continues, “has strong opinions about my life.”
“I gathered.”
A faint, humorless smile touches his mouth.
“He thinks proximity complicates clarity.”
The words land carefully.
Measured.
My chest tightens slightly.
“This,” he gestures subtly between us, “was one of those opinions.”
Ah.
Of course it was.
“And you got angry.”
“Yes.”
“Because?”
Liam exhales slowly.
“Because sometimes,” he says quietly, “it’s exhausting being compared to mistakes you didn’t make.”
Something in his voice softens — not weak, but honest.
“My brother made certain… choices.”
The word is loaded.
“My father assumes I’m capable of the same lack of discipline.”
I study him carefully.
“You don’t like being misjudged.”
“No.”
The simplicity of the answer carries surprising weight.
“I shouldn’t have taken that call in front of you.”
“I’m not made of glass.”
“I know.”
His gaze meets mine.
Holds.
“But you’re also not responsible for witnessing my family issues.”
Something warm unfurls quietly in my chest.
“You didn’t scare me,” I say softly.
A flicker crosses his expression.
“I just didn’t like how quickly you pulled away.”
The admission slips out before I can reconsider it.
Silence stretches.
Charged.
Heavy.
Liam’s gaze darkens slightly — not with anger this time, but something far more dangerous.
“I wasn’t pulling away from you.”
The words land low.
Steady.
My breath catches faintly.
“I was managing my temper.”
“Oh.”
A pause.
Then, softer—
“I don’t like being angry in front of you.”
The confession lands somewhere deep and unsettling.
“Why?”
His jaw tightens subtly.
But his voice remains quiet.
“Because you’re living here now.”
My pulse stumbles.
“And?”
“And I don’t ever want you to feel uncomfortable in my house.”
Something inside me shifts.
Warms.
Softens.
“You didn’t,” I whisper.
The air between us thickens.
Liam steps slightly closer.
Not enough to touch.
Enough to change everything.
“You okay?” he asks.
“Yes.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
But my voice is quieter now.
Less certain.
Because he’s standing too close.
Because the tension has returned, heavier, deeper, threaded with something new and unmistakable.
Because I’m suddenly aware of everything — the height difference, the warmth radiating from him, the way his gaze drops briefly to my mouth before returning to my eyes.
“You should sleep,” he murmurs.
Probably.
Instead, neither of us moves.
The silence hums.
My heart pounds.
Liam’s hand lifts slightly —
Hesitates.
Stops.
His jaw tightens.
Control.
Always control.
“Goodnight, Valerie.”
His voice is rougher now.
Thicker.
And then he turns.
Walks away.
Leaving me standing in the doorway, breath unsteady, pulse racing, mind spinning.
Because living in Liam’s house was supposed to solve one problem.
Not create a thousand new ones.
And because something tells me —
This is only the beginning.


Chapter 45
Liam 
Sleep refuses to come.
I’ve tried discipline — lights off, phone down, mind cleared. I’ve tried logic — exhaustion should win eventually. I’ve tried distraction — emails, reports, anything requiring enough focus to dull the restless edge under my skin.
None of it works.
Because every time I close my eyes, I see her.
Bare legs. Soft cotton. That oversized T-shirt slipping slightly off one shoulder as she stood in the hallway earlier, hair still damp from the shower, eyes heavy with fatigue and something else I haven’t been able to define since.
Comfortable.
Unaware.
Dangerous.
I turn onto my back, staring at the ceiling.
This is ridiculous.
I’ve shared space with women before. Dated. Slept beside. Woken beside. None of those experiences turned my own house into a minefield of awareness.
But Valerie Sinclair existing under my roof is apparently enough to dismantle years of cultivated control.
Because it isn’t just attraction.
It’s proximity.
Memory.
Imagination.
The knowledge that she’s only a few doors down, asleep in a bed that now belongs to my world.
I drag a hand over my face.
Get a grip.
I close my eyes again.
And immediately picture her curled beneath unfamiliar sheets, that same T-shirt riding up slightly, exposing the smooth line of her thigh.
My jaw tightens.
Useless.
With a low exhale, I throw the covers back and sit up.
The digital clock glows: 2:17 AM.
Perfect.
I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and stand, pacing once across the room before stopping near the window. The city lights shimmer faintly in the distance, indifferent to the fact that my thoughts have become completely unmanageable.
This has to stop.
Distance.
Reset.
Sleep.
Instead, my feet move toward the door.
I pause, hand hovering over the handle.
What exactly are you doing?
The rational part of my brain offers several compelling arguments against continuing.
Professional boundaries.
Common sense.
Basic decency.
And yet—
My hand closes around the handle anyway.
The hallway is silent.
Dark.
Each step toward her room feels deliberate, my pulse a slow, steady beat that grows heavier the closer I get. By the time I stop outside her door, my body is fully alert, every sense sharpened in a way that has nothing to do with insomnia.
This is a mistake.
I knock softly.
Once.
No response.
I hesitate.
Then knock again.
There’s a faint rustle inside.
Movement.
The quiet click of a lamp.
The door opens slowly.
Valerie stands there, sleep-tousled and disoriented, wearing exactly what my mind has been torturing me with for hours — loose T-shirt, soft shorts, bare legs illuminated by warm, low light.
My breath stalls.
Her eyes blink up at me, confusion slowly giving way to awareness.
“Liam?”
Her voice is thick with sleep.
Soft.
Unfiltered.
“I—”
Whatever explanation I intended evaporates instantly.
Because she’s right there.
Because she smells faintly like soap and something undeniably her.
Because the thin fabric of that shirt reveals just enough to make coherent thought impossible.
“I couldn’t sleep,” I manage.
She studies me, still half inside the haze of sleep.
“Is everything okay?”
No.
Not remotely.
“Yes.”
A beat of silence stretches between us.
Neither of us moves.
“I didn’t wake you, did I?” I ask.
“I was already…” She gestures vaguely. “Half-awake.”
Another pause.
Charged.
Unstable.
“You okay?” she asks again, quieter this time.
Her concern lands somewhere unexpected.
Dangerous.
Because it softens something I cannot afford softened right now.
“I’m fine.”
But my voice comes out rougher than intended.
Her gaze flickers slightly, catching the shift.
And then—
Something changes.
Subtle.
Electric.
Awareness fully settles into her expression.
The air thickens.
I should leave.
Immediately.
Instead, I step forward.
Not touching.
Just closing the distance.
Valerie doesn’t step back.
Her breath catches — barely perceptible, but enough.
“Liam…”
My name in her voice does something catastrophic to my restraint.
My hand lifts, fingers brushing lightly against her waist.
Warm.
Soft.
Real.
The contact sends a sharp, immediate jolt through my system.
Valerie inhales.
Doesn’t move away.
Her eyes search mine — uncertain, questioning, but not resistant.
That fragile, suspended moment stretches impossibly tight.
“Tell me to stop,” I murmur.
Her lips part slightly.
But no words come.
And that—
That is my undoing.
I close the distance and kiss her.
It isn’t gentle.
It isn’t careful.
It’s restrained desperation finally finding an outlet — weeks of tension compressed into a single, inevitable collision. Her mouth is warm, soft, and immediately responsive, her hands rising instinctively to my chest as though anchoring herself to something already tilting.
My grip tightens at her waist.
She makes the faintest sound — a breath, a gasp, something in between.
The world narrows.
Heat surges.
Every rational boundary disintegrates beneath the reality of her mouth moving against mine.
Valerie’s fingers curl into my shirt.
The kiss deepens, I grip her waist to refrain from pushing her onto the bed.
And then—
Her phone buzzes.
The sharp vibration slices through the moment like cold water.
Valerie stiffens.
We both freeze, staring at each other.
Another buzz.
Reluctantly, breath unsteady, she pulls back.
My chest heaves.
Her eyes are wide, lips parted, face flushed with something that mirrors exactly how violently my pulse is hammering.
The phone buzzes again on the nightstand.
Reality crashes back in.
Valerie blinks, disoriented, then turns and grabs it.
I rake a hand through my hair, every nerve in my body screaming at the interruption while another part of me registers the dangerous line we just sprinted toward.
Valerie’s expression shifts as she reads.
Confusion.
Then surprise.
Then something sharper.
“What?” I ask, voice still rough.
She looks up.
“It’s my aunt.”
“Aunt?”
“She’s…” Valerie glances back at the screen. “She’s coming from Mexico.”
I frown slightly. “Now?”
“She says she booked a flight.” Valerie’s eyes widen. “She wants to visit. Check on me.”
Check on me.
The words land heavy.
Because of course they do.
Because nothing about Valerie’s life ever unfolds without complication.
“Does she know about…” I gesture vaguely around us.
“This?” Valerie’s voice is still slightly breathless. “No.”
Silence settles.
Different now.
Charged, but edged with the return of reality.
The kiss lingers between us like something unfinished.
Dangerous.
I clear my throat slightly.
“You okay with that?”
“With my aunt visiting?” Valerie exhales slowly. “I don’t know. She’s… intense.”
A faint smile tugs at my mouth. “Runs in the family?”
Valerie huffs a soft laugh.
And just like that, some of the tension shifts — not gone, but redirected, forced into something manageable.
We stand there, suspended in the strange aftermath of what almost became something far more reckless.
Valerie’s gaze drifts back to mine.
Drops briefly to my mouth.
Returns.
My pulse spikes again.
Because the memory of that kiss is still burning through my system.
Because pulling away did absolutely nothing to diminish the effect.
Because she looks just as shaken as I feel.
“This is…” she begins softly.
“A bad idea,” I finish.
Valerie swallows.
“Yes.”
Neither of us moves.
The air hums with everything unsaid.
Everything restrained.
Finally, with visible effort, Valerie steps back slightly.
“I should sleep.”
“Yes.”
I don’t leave.
She doesn’t close the door.
Our eyes lock again, tension coiling tighter with the knowledge that we’ve crossed something invisible and irreversible.
Valerie’s voice is barely above a whisper.
“Goodnight, Liam.”
It takes everything I have to turn away.
To walk back down the hallway.
To leave her standing there with flushed lips and unsteady breath and the memory of a kiss that has just made sleep completely impossible for an entirely different reason.
Because now—
Now I know exactly how she feels against me.
And that knowledge is going to ruin me.


Chapter 46
VALERIE
Sleep refuses me in a way that feels personal.
The house is silent, wrapped in that strange, suspended stillness that only exists in the middle of the night. Even the city beyond Liam’s windows seems hushed, its usual noise reduced to something distant and indistinct. I lie awake beneath crisp sheets that are not mine, staring at a ceiling I still haven’t grown used to, my mind looping relentlessly through a single, devastating memory.
Liam’s mouth on mine.
The recollection arrives with cruel precision. The warmth of his hand at my waist. The quiet inhale just before he kissed me. The way my body responded without hesitation, without logic, without permission from the part of me that normally insists on caution.
I press my lips together as if that might somehow erase the phantom sensation still lingering there.
It doesn’t.
My pulse reacts anyway — a soft, traitorous thud against my ribs.
It was just a kiss, I tell myself for what must be the hundredth time.
But the lie collapses the moment it forms.
Because “just” does not apply to the way my stomach tightens at the memory. It does not explain the restless heat pooling low in my chest. It does not account for the dizzying awareness that something fundamental shifted between us the second restraint gave way.
I turn onto my side, dragging the blanket with me.
This is dangerous.
Not because of rules — though there are plenty of those — but because I know exactly how easily lines blur once they’ve been crossed. Because attraction mixed with proximity mixed with unresolved tension is the kind of combination that dismantles good judgment with terrifying efficiency.
Because I liked it.
My phone buzzes sharply against the nightstand.
The sound slices through the quiet, jolting me upright. My heart lurches as I fumble for it, the screen’s sudden brightness stinging my eyes.
Aunt Lucia 💬
Mi niña, I booked my flight ❤️
Send me your address
For a moment, my brain refuses to process the words.
Then reality crashes in.
My aunt.
Here.
Soon.
I sit frozen, phone clutched in my hand, dread and disbelief tangling instantly. Aunt Lucia does not “visit.” She arrives like a beautifully dressed interrogation wrapped in affection. She sees everything. Notices everything. Questions everything.
And what exactly am I supposed to tell her?
That I’m temporarily living in my boss’s house?
That said boss kissed me less than twenty-four hours ago?
That the tension between us could ignite a small electrical grid?
I swing my legs over the side of the bed, pacing barefoot across the room. The wooden floor is cool beneath my skin, grounding and utterly ineffective at calming the spiraling mess inside my head.
I can’t give her Aria’s address.
The apartment is a construction zone of water damage and insurance despair.
Which leaves—
My gaze drifts toward the closed door.
Liam’s address.
A laugh escapes me — soft, incredulous, slightly hysterical.
Of course.
Because stability never arrives without complication.
My thumbs hover over the screen. This feels like more than logistics. Like an unspoken admission of something I don’t even fully understand myself.
But what other choice do I have?
Slowly, reluctantly, I type.
I’ll text it to you ❤️
Then I paste the address.
Liam’s.
I hit send before doubt can intervene.
The message delivers instantly.
There’s no taking that back.


If sleep was elusive before, it becomes completely impossible afterward.
I lie awake watching shadows shift along the walls, thoughts colliding in restless, tangled loops. Liam. The kiss. My aunt. The precarious arrangement we’re about to present to someone with a terrifying talent for detecting emotional inconsistencies.
Friendly roommates.
The phrase echoes hollowly.
Because nothing about the air between Liam and me feels remotely friendly anymore.
Eventually, exhaustion drags me into something closer to unconsciousness than rest.


Morning arrives too bright and far too soon.
I shuffle toward the kitchen wrapped in fatigue, hair loosely tied, Liam’s oversized t-shirt sliding softly against my thighs. The house is quiet in that early-hour way that feels almost intimate — like the world hasn’t fully remembered its obligations yet.
Until I see him.
Liam stands at the counter, sleeves rolled, coffee mug in hand. The sight hits me with immediate, destabilizing awareness. His hair is slightly undone, shirt collar relaxed, posture deceptively casual.
A version of him I’m not used to seeing.
A version that makes my pulse react far too quickly.
He looks up.
Our eyes meet.
And the atmosphere shifts.
The silence stretches thick and charged, memory crashing violently into the present. Last night. That kiss. The way his restraint had visibly fractured.
Heat crawls slowly up my spine.
“Morning,” I say, my voice softer than intended.
His gaze lingers. “Morning.”
The word lands low, threaded with something that sends a faint tremor through my stomach.
I move toward the coffee machine, hyperaware of every step, every inch of space between us. The kitchen suddenly feels too small, the air too dense, the quiet too loud.
I pour coffee I barely taste.
Sip.
Regret the decision when it burns my tongue.
“How did you sleep?” Liam asks.
Casual question.
Not casual undercurrent.
“Fine.”
The lie leaves too quickly.
His mouth twitches almost imperceptibly.
“Liar,” he says quietly.
My breath catches.
I look up.
Mistake.
Because he’s watching me with that same dark, restrained intensity that made my knees feel unreliable last night. Controlled on the surface, something far more volatile beneath.
“I couldn’t sleep either,” he adds.
My pulse stumbles.
“Oh.”
Brilliant, Valerie.
The silence that follows hums with everything we’re not saying.
Everything we’re trying very hard not to acknowledge.
My phone buzzes again.
I flinch.
Liam’s eyes drop instantly.
Aunt Lucia 💬
Perfect. I’ll be there tomorrow afternoon ❤️
Tomorrow.
My stomach drops.
“Oh no.”
Liam straightens immediately. “What?”
“My aunt… she’s coming tomorrow.”
A beat.
“Tomorrow?”
“Yes.”
His brows lift slightly, but there’s no irritation, no hesitation. Only that sharp, assessing focus I’ve come to recognize.
“And you gave her—”
“Your address.”
Silence.
Then, maddeningly calm—
“Okay.”
I blink. “Okay?”
“What else would it be?”
“I don’t know. Shock? Objection? Panic?”
His gaze holds mine, steady, unreadable. “Do you want me to panic?”
Heat rises in my cheeks.
“That’s not the point.”
“Then what is?”
I hesitate.
Because the truth feels dangerously revealing.
“We have to pretend we’re just friendly roommates.”
Something flickers behind his eyes.
Amusement.
Warmth.
Something that absolutely should not make my heart skip.
“Pretend,” he repeats softly.
I glare at him. “Liam.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You didn’t have to.”
The tension coils tighter, charged with humor and something far more dangerous. Awareness crackles invisibly between us, thickening the air with memory and denial and longing neither of us seems particularly good at suppressing anymore.


Aunt Lucia arrives like a whirlwind wrapped in perfume and affectionate scrutiny.
She hugs me tightly, talks rapidly, observes everything. Liam, impossibly composed, greets her with polite warmth that instantly wins her over. He’s charming without trying, respectful without effort, disarmingly gracious.
I watch the interaction with a strange, unsettled awareness.
Because he’s good at this.
Too good.
Friendly.
Appropriate.
Infuriatingly attractive.
And every glance he throws my way feels loaded with a secret only we understand.


By evening, tension saturates the apartment.
My aunt chatters happily from the couch, recounting stories, asking questions, completely unaware of the volatile current threading through the space between Liam and me. We move around each other in the kitchen with careful, deliberate neutrality that feels anything but neutral.
He steps closer to reach a cabinet.
My breath falters.
His arm brushes mine.
Electricity skitters along my skin.
I turn.
He’s already looking at me.
Eyes dark.
Focused.
The world narrows dangerously.
And just as the air tightens into something combustible—
“Valerie, cariño, taste this!” my aunt calls.
We spring apart like we’ve been caught mid-confession.
Liam exhales slowly.
I grip the counter.
Because denial is crumbling.
Because longing is winning.
Because pretending to be “friendly roommates” might actually destroy whatever remains of my self-control.
And because the tension between Liam and me is no longer subtle.
It’s inevitable.


Chapter 47
VALERIE
By the time evening settles fully into night, the air inside Liam’s house feels altered in a way I can’t quite name. Not quieter, because Aunt Lucia has never been capable of leaving silence behind her, but charged — thick with something that lingers long after the front door closes behind her.
She pauses just before stepping out, fingers smoothing the edge of her jacket, her sharp gaze drifting between Liam and me with an expression I recognize instantly.
Suspicion wrapped carefully in affection.
“Such a beautiful place,” she says, her voice warm but edged with something observant. “And such a generous arrangement.”
My stomach tightens.
Liam, leaning casually against the entryway wall, smiles with effortless politeness. “You’re welcome anytime, Lucia.”
She beams at him, charmed as always, but when her eyes return to me, that warmth shifts into something far more knowing.
“I’ve booked a hotel,” she announces.
I blink, thrown. “A hotel? I thought you were staying here.”
“Tomorrow,” she replies smoothly. “Tonight, I rest properly after travel.”
There’s something deliberate in the decision. Aunt Lucia does not choose hotels over family unless she is creating distance to observe more clearly. Calculating. Watching.
She kisses my cheek, lingering half a second longer than usual.
“I’ll see you in the morning, mi niña.”
Then, quieter, meant only for me—
“Remember who you are.”
The words land softly but carry weight.
Before I can respond, she turns gracefully, offering Liam another radiant smile before stepping into the night.
The door closes.
Silence expands through the house like a held breath finally released.
I remain standing there, staring at the door as if it might reopen and undo the sudden rush of awareness flooding my chest.
“Well,” Liam says behind me.
I turn slowly.
He’s still leaning against the wall, but the relaxed posture is deceptive. His expression has shifted — darker now, quieter, something unreadable flickering behind his eyes.
“She’s suspicious,” I murmur.
“She’s observant.”
“That’s a polite way of saying it.”
A faint smile touches his mouth as he pushes away from the wall and walks toward the living room. I follow instinctively, drawn by a gravity I’m no longer pretending doesn’t exist.
He lowers himself onto the couch with an ease that contrasts sharply with the tension humming beneath my skin. I hesitate only briefly before sitting beside him, though the distance I leave between us feels both necessary and completely ineffective.
The house feels different without my aunt’s presence.
More intimate.
More dangerous.
For a while, neither of us speaks. The quiet stretches slowly, thickening with everything left unsaid. I’m acutely aware of Liam beside me — the warmth of him, the subtle shift of his breathing, the faint trace of his cologne that seems permanently embedded in the air around him.
My pulse reacts like it remembers something my mind is still trying to organize.
Because it does.
Because last night happened.
Because that kiss changed something fundamental between us.
I shift slightly.
His gaze moves to me instantly.
“What?” he asks quietly.
“Nothing.”
“You’re thinking too loudly.”
I huff a soft breath. “Is that a skill you’ve developed recently?”
“Only around you.”
The words land low, threaded with something that tightens the air between us. I turn toward him fully, and the moment our eyes meet, the fragile distance separating us feels dangerously insignificant.
“Liam…” I begin, though I’m not entirely sure what I intend to say.
I never get the chance to find out.
Because I lean forward before logic intervenes.
Because his hand rises instinctively.
Because the space between us collapses with terrifying ease.
His mouth meets mine.
Again.
This kiss is nothing like the first. There is no hesitation, no uncertainty. Only recognition — a devastating familiarity that sends heat unfurling rapidly through my chest. His hand settles firmly at my waist, drawing me closer, while my fingers curl reflexively into the fabric of his shirt.
For a moment, everything else disappears.
The complications.
The rules.
The consequences.
Until reality crashes back in with brutal clarity.
And I pull away.
The separation is abrupt, breathless. Liam’s eyes remain closed for half a second longer before opening slowly, his breathing uneven, his gaze dark with something that makes my stomach twist.
“This can’t keep happening,” I whisper.
His jaw tightens slightly. “Why not?”
“Because it’s messy.”
“So is pretending it’s not happening.”
“That’s not fair.”
“No?” His voice remains calm, but tension runs beneath it. “Then tell me what is fair about this.”
I look away, my heart still racing. “You’re my boss.”
“I’m also a man sitting on a couch with a woman I can’t seem to stay away from.”
“That’s exactly the problem.”
“Is it?”
“Yes.”
“Because?”
“Because this ends badly.”
He studies me carefully, his gaze steady. “Wayne ended badly.”
The name lands like a sharp, unexpected blow.
“That’s different.”
“How?”
I hesitate, because the truth is painfully complicated. Because Liam isn’t entirely wrong. Because fear and logic and attraction are colliding violently inside my chest.
“What do you think this is?” I ask softly.
Liam leans back slightly, exhaling slowly as though choosing his words with care. “I think something started the moment you walked into that lingerie store. I think it got worse when you started working for me. And I think pretending there’s nothing happening between us has become impossible.”
The honesty of it settles deep.
Unavoidable.
Terrifyingly true.
“This could ruin your company,” I whisper.
“You think kissing you is a corporate threat?”
“I think sleeping with an employee is.”
His gaze sharpens. “I haven’t slept with you.”
My breath catches at the weight of the statement, at the tension suddenly crackling between us.
“Valerie,” he says quietly, “look at me.”
I do, and the raw sincerity in his expression makes my chest tighten.
“I’m not confused about wanting you,” he says. “I’m confused about timing. But don’t pretend this is one-sided.”
“It’s not,” I admit.
The confession slips out before fear can silence it.
Silence follows, thick and charged with mutual recognition.
“I don’t want to be someone’s mistake again,” I whisper.
“You’re not.”
“You can’t know that.”
“I can. Because I don’t do things I don’t mean.”
Emotion tightens unexpectedly in my throat.
“But this isn’t simple.”
“I never said it was.”
“We can’t keep pretending this isn’t something.”
“And we can’t recklessly jump into something either.”
A faint smile touches his mouth. “Agreed.”
I blink, surprised by the ease of it.
“We proceed carefully,” he continues.
“Carefully?”
“Yes.”
“No secret affair energy?”
“Tempting. But no.”
I exhale a shaky breath.
“And Valerie… if at any point you want distance, I’ll respect it.”
The sincerity in his voice lands somewhere deep and unsteady. I nod slowly.
“And if at any point you decide this is a terrible mistake?”
His gaze darkens slightly. “I won’t.”
The tension between us shifts into something quieter now, no less intense but layered with understanding. Recognition. A fragile, dangerous kind of agreement.
Eventually, Liam’s voice breaks softly through the quiet.
“You should try to sleep.”
Probably wise.
Definitely impossible.
I stand reluctantly, acutely aware of his gaze following me. Each step toward the hallway feels heavier than it should. At my door, I pause and turn.
Liam is still on the couch, watching me with that same dark, unreadable expression that now carries entirely new meaning.
“Goodnight, Liam.”
His gaze lingers.
“Goodnight, Valerie.”
And the way he says it makes sleep feel even more impossible than before. 


Chapter 48
LIAM
Sleep refuses to cooperate.
Not in the mild, inconvenient way that usually yields to discipline, but in the stubborn, relentless way that leaves a man staring at the ceiling, mind alert and body restless, as though something essential has shifted beyond recalibration.
I turn onto my side.
Then onto my back.
Then sit up with a low exhale of irritation.
The digital clock beside my bed reads 1:47 a.m., its soft glow mocking the complete absence of fatigue dragging at my bones. My body is tired. My mind is anything but.
Because Valerie Sinclair kissed me on my couch tonight.
Because she leaned into it.
Because the conversation that followed dismantled every safe illusion I had carefully constructed around this situation.
I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and stand, running a hand through my hair as I move toward the window. Outside, the city rests in that peculiar late-night stillness where everything feels suspended, quieter but somehow sharper.
It matches the state of my thoughts with uncomfortable precision.
I should not be this unsettled.
Attraction is hardly unfamiliar territory. Desire, even less so. I’ve navigated both throughout my adult life with a degree of control I’ve always considered non-negotiable.
Measured.
Managed.
Contained.
And yet Valerie has turned containment into an increasingly abstract concept.
I lean against the glass, arms folded, jaw tight.
The memory arrives uninvited and entirely vivid.
She was sitting close enough that I could feel the warmth of her through the thin space between us. Not touching, but near enough that awareness became unavoidable. Her aunt’s departure had left the house wrapped in a silence that altered the atmosphere instantly.
More intimate.
More dangerous.
Valerie had turned toward me, tension flickering across her face like something she could no longer disguise.
And then—
She leaned in.
No hesitation.
No uncertainty.
Just that quiet, devastating decision.
The kiss itself had been worse than anticipated.
Better.
Her mouth soft, warm, responsive in a way that sent a sharp, visceral jolt through my chest. My hand had found her waist instinctively, drawing her closer, as though proximity had become oxygen.
I close my eyes briefly.
Mistake.
Because the sensation returns with brutal clarity.
The taste of her.
The way her fingers curled into my shirt.
The subtle sound she made when the kiss deepened.
My body reacts instantly, a low tension tightening through muscle and nerve with irritating predictability. I push away from the window, dragging a hand down my face.
This is becoming a problem.
Not the kiss.
Not even the attraction.
But the fact that restraint now requires effort where it once required nothing at all.
I move quietly through the darkened hallway, the house still and silent around me. The kitchen offers little beyond familiarity. I pour a glass of water I don’t particularly want and lean against the counter.
The image forms without permission.
Valerie earlier tonight, curled into the corner of the couch after our conversation, her expression thoughtful, distant, vulnerable in a way that had tightened something unexpectedly deep in my chest.
Not fragile.
But open.
There had been honesty there.
Raw.
Unfiltered.
“I don’t want to be someone’s mistake again.”
The words echo with uncomfortable persistence.
Because I recognized something in them.
Fear wrapped in self-protection.
Because despite every rational objection, my immediate instinct had been reassurance.
Not distance.
Not deflection.
Reassurance.
I take a slow drink of water, staring into the dimness.
What exactly is this?
Chemistry alone does not explain the intensity of my reactions. Nor does proximity adequately justify the persistent pull toward her, the subtle but undeniable awareness that seems permanently tuned to Valerie’s presence.
I notice when she enters a room.
When she leaves one.
When her voice shifts even slightly.
And tonight, sitting beside her, that awareness had sharpened into something far less manageable.
Because the kiss didn’t feel like an accident.
It felt inevitable.
I set the glass down.
The silence stretches.
My gaze drifts toward the hallway.
Toward her door.
Closed.
Quiet.
And suddenly the reality of it lands with startling force.
Valerie is asleep down the hall.
In my house.
Under my roof.
A few steps away.
The thought alone sends a dangerous ripple of heat through my chest.
I straighten slowly, tension coiling low and insistent beneath my skin.
This arrangement had seemed logical when I offered it. Practical. Temporary. A solution to an urgent problem.
It did not account for the reality of wanting her.
Did not anticipate the slow erosion of boundaries that once felt immovable.
Did not predict the increasingly intrusive awareness of her existence within my personal space.
I walk back toward the bedroom.
Stop.
Turn again.
Restlessness refuses to loosen its grip.
Because my mind replays the moment she pulled away from the kiss.
Breathless.
Eyes wide.
“This can’t keep happening.”
Not rejection.
Recognition.
Because she kissed me back.
Because her body leaned into mine.
Because denial between us has become structurally impossible.
I drag a hand through my hair.
This is untenable.
She is my employee.
My responsibility.
A complication I cannot afford, professionally or personally.
And yet the thought of retreat — of reestablishing rigid distance, of pretending the last several weeks haven’t fundamentally altered something between us — feels not just difficult, but wrong in a way I can’t comfortably rationalize.
Which is deeply inconvenient.
I sit on the edge of the bed, elbows resting on my knees.
I’ve built my life on control.
Precision.
Discipline.
Every decision weighed against consequence.
Every risk assessed before engagement.
Valerie Sinclair has introduced an element I did not anticipate.
Desire complicated by something dangerously close to emotional investment.
Not attachment.
Not yet.
But something that makes my reactions feel less like impulse and more like inevitability slowly taking shape.
I lean back, staring at the ceiling once more.
The house remains silent.
But my mind refuses to follow suit.
Because I remember the way Valerie looked at me tonight after our conversation. The subtle shift in her expression. The quiet, searching intensity in her eyes.
Because something changed there.
Something acknowledged.
Something neither of us can convincingly pretend didn’t happen.
And somewhere between exhaustion and relentless awareness, one truth settles heavily, undeniably into place.
Sleeping under the same roof as Valerie Sinclair is going to destroy whatever remains of my restraint.
And I’m no longer entirely certain I mind


Chapter 49
VALERIE
Morning arrives quietly, but there is nothing peaceful about it.
I am awake before the light fully breaks through the curtains, lying still beneath unfamiliar sheets while the storm murmurs against the windows. The sound is steady, persistent, rain tapping in uneven rhythms that match the unsettled cadence of my thoughts. For a few seconds, I exist in that fragile space between sleep and awareness, where memory hasn’t yet rushed in to complicate everything.
Then it does.
The couch.
The conversation.
That kiss.
My eyes open slowly, my chest tightening as the reality of last night settles heavily back into place. Nothing about it feels distant or blurred by sleep. If anything, it feels sharper now, more defined, as though my mind has spent the night polishing every detail.
The way Liam looked at me.
The warmth of his hand at my waist.
The dangerous, breathless pause afterward.
I exhale and roll onto my back, pressing a palm to my forehead.
This is not sustainable.
Because the tension didn’t dissolve when we pulled apart. It didn’t soften when we said goodnight. It followed us into separate rooms, into silence, into sleep that never fully came.
And now there is a storm.
A violent, unrelenting one that rattles the glass and turns the morning sky into a bruised, restless gray.
I push myself upright and slide out of bed, the floor cool beneath my feet. My reflection in the bathroom mirror looks exactly how I feel — tired, slightly dazed, eyes carrying the unmistakable evidence of a mind that refused rest.
By the time I reach the kitchen, the house is already awake.
Liam stands at the counter, sleeves rolled, coffee mug in hand.
He looks as though he hasn’t slept either.
Something tightens low in my stomach at the sight of him. There is no dramatic shift, no overt acknowledgment of what passed between us, but the air changes instantly, awareness sparking like static beneath my skin.
His gaze lifts.
Locks onto mine.
And lingers.
“Morning,” I say, my voice softer than intended.
“Morning.”
The single word carries weight.
Not because of tone.
Because of everything it contains.
I move toward the coffee machine, acutely aware of him tracking my movements. Every step feels exaggerated, every breath unnaturally loud in the quiet space. The distance between us is modest, yet it feels charged, stretched thin by memory.
“How did you sleep?” he asks.
I reach for a mug, fingers tightening slightly. “Fine.”
His brow lifts faintly.
Not convinced.
Not challenging.
Just… aware.
“I didn’t,” he admits.
My hand stills.
I glance up.
Another mistake.
Because he is watching me with that same controlled intensity that has become both unsettling and impossible to ignore. There is fatigue in his eyes, yes, but something else beneath it — something restless, unsettled, dangerously focused.
The memory flashes again.
That kiss.
Heat creeps slowly up my spine.
“Oh,” I murmur.
Brilliant.
Liam exhales quietly, dragging a hand through his hair. The movement is subtle, but it fractures the composed image just enough to reveal something rawer underneath.
The silence stretches.
Neither of us fills it.
Because we both know exactly why sleep failed us.
A sudden crack of thunder splits the air, loud and immediate.
I flinch violently.
And a moment later—
“My goodness!”
Aunt Lucia’s voice echoes from the hallway.
She appears wrapped in one of my borrowed cardigans, dark hair slightly disheveled, eyes wide as she looks toward the windows.
“This storm is terrible,” she declares.
Liam straightens instantly, composure sliding back into place with practiced ease. “Good morning, Lucia.”
She smiles warmly. “Good morning, Liam. I hope I didn’t wake you.”
His mouth curves slightly. “Not at all.”
I fight the urge to laugh.
He hasn’t slept.
I haven’t slept.
And somehow we are all pretending this is normal.
Aunt Lucia moves closer to the window, peering out at the relentless rain. “I don’t think I’ve seen weather like this in years.”
Another violent crash of thunder punctuates her observation, followed by a sharp burst of lightning that illuminates the entire room.
She gasps.
Then looks concerned.
“Valerie, cariño, the roads will flood.”
My stomach drops.
Because I know exactly where this is going.
“I should go back to the hotel before it worsens,” she continues.
Liam glances outside, jaw tightening slightly. “That might not be safe.”
She hesitates.
Another crack of thunder answers for him.
Rain lashes harder against the glass, wind howling low and restless around the structure of the house.
Aunt Lucia exhales slowly. “Perhaps… I stay a little longer.”


“A little longer” becomes the entire day.
The storm intensifies with alarming commitment, sheets of rain swallowing the street, thunder rolling endlessly across the sky. By afternoon, even Aunt Lucia reluctantly concedes defeat.
“It would be foolish to drive in this,” she says.
I nod. “You can stay tonight.”
Her expression softens with relief. “Are you sure?”
“Of course.”
Liam, standing near the fireplace, agrees smoothly. “You’re welcome to stay as long as needed.”
Her smile is immediate. “You are very kind, Liam.”
I catch the brief flicker in his eyes as they meet mine.
Kind is not the word currently echoing in my mind.


Night falls wrapped in storm clouds and flickering light.
Dinner is warm, comfortable, deceptively normal. My aunt chatters happily between bites, completely unaware of the silent tension threading beneath every shared glance, every accidental brush of proximity.
By the time dishes are cleared, reality reasserts itself with cruel precision.
Sleeping arrangements.
“Oh no,” I whisper under my breath.
Aunt Lucia looks between us. “What is wrong?”
I force a smile. “Nothing.”
She waves a dismissive hand. “I will take Valerie’s room.”
Liam nods immediately. “Of course.”
My brain stalls.
Because that leaves—
“You’ll take the couch,” my aunt tells Liam gently.
She says it with complete certainty.
Complete innocence.
Complete obliviousness.
Liam’s eyes flick to mine.
And something dangerous sparks in the silence.
Because neither of us speaks.
Because the couch suddenly feels absurd.
Because the memory of last night makes the idea of sleeping feet away from each other feel like torture disguised as practicality.
“It’s fine,” Liam says calmly.
But I hear the tension beneath it.
Feel it.
Something twists inside my chest.
“No,” I say quietly.
Both of them look at me.
“I’ll take the couch.”
Liam’s jaw tightens. “Valerie—”
“It’s my room.”
Aunt Lucia smiles approvingly. “Such a good girl.”
Liam’s gaze locks onto mine.
There is an entire argument happening silently between us.
Because he knows.
Because I know.
Because the couch is not the real issue.
Later, when my aunt disappears down the hallway, Liam turns to me.
“You’re not sleeping on the couch.”
His voice is low, firm, leaving little room for negotiation.
I cross my arms. “She can’t sleep there.”
“She can.”
“She won’t.”
A charged pause stretches between us.
Rain thrashes violently against the windows.
Thunder growls overhead.
And the awareness between us shifts — subtle, electric, undeniable.
“Liam,” I say softly, stepping closer, “I’ll sleep in your room.”
His breath stills.
My pulse explodes.
“That’s not necessary.”
But his voice has changed.
Lower.
Tighter.
“It’s the only option that doesn’t raise questions.”
Silence.
His eyes search mine.
Stormlight flickers across his face.
And something dangerously unreadable passes through his expression.
“Fine,” he says quietly.


His bedroom feels different at night.
Closer.
More intimate.
More dangerous.
I stand near the edge of the bed, heart hammering violently as Liam moves around the room with deliberate restraint. Every motion feels loaded with awareness, tension thickening invisibly in the quiet space.
“This is temporary,” I murmur.
He glances at me. “Obviously.”
But the word carries weight.
Because nothing about this feels obvious.
I slide beneath the covers slowly.
Liam hesitates only a fraction of a second before doing the same.
The mattress shifts.
Warmth floods the space between us.
And suddenly the air feels impossibly thin.
We lie there in silence, inches apart, the storm raging wildly outside while something far quieter — far more dangerous — hums between us beneath the sheets.
My heart pounds so loudly I’m certain he can hear it.
Certain he can feel it.
Neither of us moves.
Neither of us speaks.
Because proximity like this is its own language.
And every second stretches thinner, heavier, more fragile beneath the unbearable weight of restraint


Chapter 50
LIAM
I am acutely aware of two things.
First, the storm.
Second, Valerie Sinclair lying beside me.
The rain continues its relentless assault against the windows, wind rattling faintly through the bones of the house, thunder rolling at distant but steady intervals. Under any other circumstance, the sound would be grounding, even soothing. Tonight, it is nothing more than a backdrop to the far louder disturbance unraveling inside my head.
Because Valerie is in my bed.
Not metaphorically.
Not hypothetically.
Actually.
I lie flat on my back, staring into the darkness, every muscle in my body locked in a tension that sleep has absolutely no chance of penetrating. The room is dim, lit only by occasional flashes of lightning that slice briefly through the curtains, illuminating the shape of her before plunging everything back into shadow.
She is turned slightly away from me, curled onto her side.
Close enough that I can feel her warmth.
Close enough that restraint feels less like discipline and more like slow torture.
This is a mistake.
A spectacular, catastrophic mistake.
Not because I don’t want her here.
Because I want her here far too much.
I shift slightly, the mattress responding with a subtle movement that feels disproportionately loud in the silence. Valerie’s breathing remains slow, though not quite deep enough to suggest sleep.
She’s awake.
Of course she is.
No rational person could sleep under these circumstances.
My gaze drifts toward her silhouette, barely visible in the darkness. The loose t-shirt she changed into earlier rides slightly along her thigh, soft fabric tracing lines my mind has absolutely no business cataloguing with this level of detail.
I drag a hand over my face.
This is getting out of control.
I have spent weeks pretending proximity is manageable.
Pretending attraction is containable.
Pretending that offering her my spare room was an act of pure practicality.
Lying beside her now strips those illusions with brutal efficiency.
Because my entire body is attuned to her presence.
Every small movement.
Every subtle shift of breath.
Every inch separating us that feels both infinitesimal and unbearably vast.
Another flash of lightning floods the room.
For half a second, I see her clearly.
Hair spilling across the pillow.
Lips slightly parted.
Skin warm, soft, entirely too close.
Desire hits hard and immediate, a sharp, visceral pull low in my chest that tightens my jaw instinctively. I exhale slowly through my nose, attempting — with diminishing success — to maintain something resembling composure.
This is Valerie.
My employee.
A woman navigating the fragile aftermath of betrayal.
Someone I am supposed to protect from complication, not become the most dangerous one in the room.
And yet—
I want to touch her.
Not casually.
Not abstractly.
In a way that feels increasingly urgent, increasingly necessary, increasingly impossible to ignore.
I turn onto my side.
Face her.
The movement is slow, deliberate, as though caution alone might neutralize the intensity building beneath my skin.
It does not.
Because now she is directly in front of me.
Close.
Warm.
Real.
Valerie shifts slightly, rolling onto her back.
Her eyes open.
We freeze.
The storm hums loudly beyond the glass, but inside this bed, silence expands into something charged and fragile.
Neither of us speaks at first.
Because there is nothing neutral left to say.
“You’re not asleep,” she murmurs.
Her voice is soft, threaded with fatigue and something else I recognize instantly.
Awareness.
“No.”
A pause.
“Me neither.”
Lightning flickers again, softer this time, casting faint silver light across her face. Her eyes meet mine, and something tightens sharply in my chest at the unguarded vulnerability lingering there.
This — this quiet, suspended space — is infinitely more dangerous than the couch.
Because there are no cushions.
No polite distance.
No illusion of separation.
Only shared warmth and the unbearable gravity of proximity.
“You okay?” she asks quietly.
The question lands strangely.
Because the honest answer is complicated.
“No,” I say.
Her brows knit slightly. “Why?”
I hesitate.
Because truth feels reckless.
Because anything less feels dishonest.
“Because you’re here.”
Her breath catches.
And the air between us shifts instantly, tension sharpening into something palpable, electric, impossible to misinterpret.
“Liam…”
My name on her lips does something catastrophic to my restraint.
I reach for her before logic intervenes, my hand settling lightly at her waist. The contact sends a jolt through both of us, Valerie’s breath hitching as her fingers curl instinctively against my chest.
Heat floods my bloodstream.
Fast.
Relentless.
“I can’t stand this,” I murmur.
Her eyes search mine. “Stand what?”
“This.” My thumb shifts slightly against her side. “Lying here. Pretending I don’t want to touch you.”
The silence that follows is thick, trembling with everything neither of us has fully dared to say.
Valerie’s lips part slightly.
Her voice is barely a whisper.
“You’re not pretending.”
“No.”
Honesty lands between us like a spark near gasoline.
My hand tightens at her waist, pulling her closer in a slow, inevitable motion that erases the last inches of space. Her body fits against mine with devastating precision, soft curves aligning in a way that feels dangerously natural.
Too natural.
My pulse pounds violently.
Because now there is nothing separating us.
Because I can feel every line of her.
Because restraint is slipping at an alarming rate.
Valerie’s hand slides slowly up my chest, fingers curling lightly at my shoulder as her gaze drops to my mouth.
“Liam…”
I kiss her.
There is no hesitation left.
No caution.
Only the quiet, consuming inevitability that has been building for weeks.
Her mouth is warm, impossibly soft, responding instantly as the kiss deepens. Valerie presses closer, a soft, breathless sound escaping her that sends a brutal surge of desire straight through my spine.
My hand moves along her back, fingers splaying against the thin fabric of her shirt, pulling her tighter against me.
Fuck.
This is dangerous.
This is reckless.
This is exactly what I want.
The kiss grows heavier, hungrier, tension snapping into something raw and urgent. Valerie’s fingers tangle into my hair, her body arching subtly into mine in a way that obliterates whatever fragile control I had left.
I shift instinctively, guiding her beneath me.
She doesn’t resist.
If anything, she pulls me closer.
My heart slams violently against my ribs, desire burning hot and relentless as I hover over her, our breathing uneven, mouths still inches apart.
Valerie’s eyes are dark.
Wide.
Completely wrecking me.
“I need you,” I murmur against her lips.
The words leave before I can censor them.
Because they are true.
Because want has evolved into something far more consuming.
Her breath shudders.
My hand slides slowly along her thigh, heat flaring sharply at the subtle reaction that ripples through her body.
“Liam…”
“I really want you.”
The confession is low, rough, restraint fraying audibly in my voice.
Her fingers tighten at my shoulders.
I lower my mouth to her neck, kissing softly, slowly, feeling the tremor that moves through her in response. Every reaction, every breath, every subtle movement fuels the desire tightening relentlessly in my chest.
Fuck.
This is getting too hard.
In every possible sense.
My body is screaming.
My mind is dissolving.
Weeks of tension collapsing into something dangerously close to breaking point.
Valerie’s hand slides down my back, nails pressing lightly, her breath uneven beneath my mouth.
And then—
She freezes.
Her hands press against my chest.
“Wait.”
I still instantly, pulse hammering violently as I lift my head. “What?”
Her eyes are wide now, not with fear, but with sudden, jarring reality.
“My aunt is across the hall.”
The words crash through the haze of desire like cold water.
For half a second, I simply stare at her.
Breathing hard.
Mind struggling to reassemble coherence.
Because my body is nowhere near ready to stop.
Because everything inside me is still burning, still pulling, still desperate to continue.
“Valerie…”
She shakes her head slightly, chest rising and falling rapidly. “She’ll hear us.”
I close my eyes briefly, jaw tightening with frustration so sharp it borders on physical pain.
Fuck.
She’s right.
Of course she’s right.
This house is quiet.
Walls are not soundproof.
And Lucia Sinclair is perceptive enough already.
But that knowledge does absolutely nothing to ease the desire raging through my bloodstream.
I look at Valerie again.
Flushed.
Breathless.
Lips swollen from kissing.
My restraint snaps thin.
“Fuck,” I breathe, voice rough, strained. “This is getting too hard.”
Her breath catches at the words.
And I realize I mean more than the obvious.
Because this — wanting her, needing her, lying inches from crossing lines that can’t be uncrossed — is becoming impossible to navigate with anything resembling control.
Valerie’s hand lifts slowly, resting against my cheek.
A soft, grounding touch.
“We can’t,” she whispers.
I lean into her palm despite myself, chest still heaving with unspent tension.
“I know.”
But knowing feels like its own form of agony.
Because my body is still pressed against hers.
Because every nerve feels lit.
Because walking away from this — from her — feels increasingly like an act of violence against instinct.
I roll reluctantly onto my back, dragging a hand through my hair as I stare into the darkness once more.
Valerie shifts beside me, close but no longer wrapped around me.
The space feels enormous now.
Empty.
Cruel.
The storm continues outside, thunder rumbling low and distant.
Inside, my pulse refuses to settle.
Because I can still taste her.
Still feel her.
Still want her with a clarity that leaves absolutely no room for denial.
And as I lie there, desire unresolved, restraint hanging by threads that feel dangerously worn, one truth settles with brutal certainty into the center of my chest.
Controlling myself is becoming nearly impossible


Chapter 51
VALERIE
Morning feels fragile in a way I can’t quite explain.
Not quiet — the storm still hums faintly outside, rain softer now but persistent — but delicate, as though the air itself has thinned overnight. I wake slowly, awareness returning in layers, memory arriving before I even open my eyes.
Liam.
His bed.
His hands.
That kiss.
Heat rushes instantly into my cheeks, my stomach tightening as I stare at the unfamiliar ceiling. The memory isn’t hazy or dreamlike. It’s sharp. Vivid. Every breathless second preserved with cruel clarity.
We almost slept together.
I press my lips together, pulse already accelerating.
Because the truth is worse.
We wanted to.
The sheets shift beside me.
My breath catches.
Liam is awake.
Of course he is.
I turn my head slowly, heart hammering as my gaze lands on him. He’s lying on his back, eyes open, jaw tight, the tension in his expression subtle but unmistakable.
The silence between us crashes down immediately.
Heavy.
Charged.
Filled with everything we didn’t do.
“Morning,” I whisper.
My voice sounds softer than intended.
Careful.
Liam turns his head slightly, his eyes meeting mine, and the look there — dark, restrained, carrying the unmistakable echo of last night — sends a dangerous ripple through my chest.
“Morning.”
One word.
But it lands like a memory.
I sit up too fast, dragging a hand through my hair. “I should—”
“Yeah.”
We both stop.
Because this is strange.
Because this is intimate.
Because this is absolutely not normal.
I slide out of bed, refusing to look at him again, my entire body hyper-aware of his presence only a few feet away.
Because this bed holds history now.
Because this room holds tension.
Because pretending neutrality feels laughably impossible.
By the time I step into the hallway, relief and dread collide sharply in my chest.
Because Aunt Lucia is awake.
And cheerful.
And already in the kitchen.
“Buenos días, cariño!”
I force brightness into my voice. “Morning, Tía.”
She looks entirely refreshed, which feels unfair given the emotional chaos currently destabilizing my nervous system.
Liam appears moments later, composed as ever, though I catch the faint tension lingering at the edges of his expression.
“I’ve decided something,” Lucia announces.
I glance up warily.
“Tonight, I cook dinner for you both.”
My pulse stumbles.
“Oh.”
“You have both been so generous. It is the least I can do.”
Liam smiles politely. “Lucia, that’s not necessary.”
“It is absolutely necessary.”
I nod weakly. “We’d love that.”
His eyes flick to mine.
And something in that glance — something warm, knowing, entirely too aware — sends heat curling low in my stomach.


The drive to work is worse.
I hesitate beside Liam’s car, nerves buzzing.
“You don’t have to ride with me,” he says quietly.
“I know.”
But I get in anyway.
Rain streaks across the windshield as we pull away.
“People are going to see us,” I murmur.
“They already do.”
“Yes, but this is different.”
He glances at me briefly. “Because now you’re living with me?”
My silence answers.
Liam’s jaw tightens faintly, but he says nothing more.
And the quiet between us feels thick with everything we’re both actively avoiding.


Work should feel normal.
It does not.
Walking into the building beside Liam feels like stepping onto a stage under invisible scrutiny. No one openly stares, but I feel it — that subtle awareness of eyes, of curiosity, of the quiet machinery of office speculation beginning to turn.
Inside the elevator, silence presses close.
“You’re tense,” Liam murmurs.
“I’m fine.”
“You’re gripping your coffee like it betrayed you.”
I glance down.
He’s right.
His mouth twitches slightly.
And for half a second, the tension softens into something dangerously close to amusement.


But the shift follows us upstairs.
Every professional interaction feels threaded with memory.
Because now when Liam leans beside my desk, reviewing a document, I’m aware of everything — the quiet warmth of his proximity, the low cadence of his voice, the subtle familiarity that no longer feels purely professional.
“This needs adjusting,” he says.
I nod.
But my thoughts fracture briefly on how close his hand is to mine.
Neither of us moves.
Neither of us acknowledges it.
But the air changes anyway.
“Valerie.”
My name, low.
I glance up.
Big mistake.
Because his eyes are already on me.
Dark.
Focused.
Holding something that sends a sharp, destabilizing pulse through my chest.
“Yes?”
A beat.
Then, softer, “Nothing.”
He straightens.
Walks away.
Leaving my pulse racing.


By afternoon, restraint feels visibly strained.
In the conference room, our knees nearly touch beneath the table.
Neither of us shifts.
The tension hums quietly between us, invisible but undeniable.
And when I hand him a folder, our fingers brush.
The contact is fleeting.
But the heat lingers.
His gaze lifts.
Locks onto mine.
And the memory of last night crashes back with dangerous force.


Dinner that evening feels deceptively calm.
Lucia beams as she serves plates, clearly pleased with her decision.
“This is nice,” she says warmly.
“It is,” Liam agrees.
We look like something dangerously close to domestic.
Then the questions begin.
“So,” my aunt says casually, “how exactly did this arrangement happen?”
I nearly choke.
Liam answers smoothly. “Valerie needed a place to stay.”
Lucia turns to me. “And you were comfortable moving into your boss’s home?”
“It wasn’t like that,” I say quickly.
Her brow lifts.
“He didn’t pressure me. He helped me.”
Lucia studies Liam carefully. “You must be a very good man.”
“I try to be.”
“And very patient?”
Something tightens subtly in Liam’s expression.
“I have my moments.”
I jump in. “He’s been incredibly respectful.”
Liam’s gaze flicks to mine.
Lucia smiles slowly. “You defend him very quickly.”
Heat rushes into my face.
“Because it’s true.”
She leans back slightly, watching us with a perceptiveness that makes my pulse spike.
“There is something very… close between you.”
The air shifts instantly.
Charged.
Dangerous.
Before Liam can respond, I speak.
“He’s my boss, Tía.”
But even to my own ears, it sounds thinner than intended.
Lucia’s eyes soften slightly. “Still. Not every boss would do what he has done.”
My voice firms instinctively. “He didn’t have to offer me a place to stay.”
Silence.
“He didn’t have to be patient when everything with Wayne exploded.”
Another glance from Liam.
“He didn’t have to make me feel like my life wasn’t completely falling apart.”
The table falls quiet.
Lucia’s expression softens.
Liam’s gaze remains locked on me.
And suddenly I’m painfully aware of how honest that sounded.
How intimate.
Lucia smiles gently. “He sounds very special.”
My breath catches.
Liam says nothing.
But something deepens in the silence.


Later, when Lucia retires, Liam and I linger alone in the kitchen.
“You didn’t have to say all that,” he says quietly.
“It was true.”
His gaze lingers.
Too steady.
My pulse stumbles.
A pause stretches between us, thick with awareness.
Then—
“We should have dinner tomorrow.”
My breath catches. “Tomorrow?”
“After Lucia leaves.”
The words land softly, but the meaning beneath them is unmistakable.
No aunt.
No interruptions.
No storm.
Just us.
“Why?” I ask quietly, though I already know.
His eyes hold mine.
“Because we need to talk without an audience.”
My heart pounds violently.
Because he’s right.
Because there are things hovering between us that refuse to stay unspoken.
Because last night changed something neither of us can pretend didn’t shift.
I nod slowly. “Okay.”
His gaze darkens slightly.
And the tension between us hums low and dangerous, carrying the unmistakable promise of something waiting just beyond restraint.
Tomorrow night


Chapter 52
VALERIE
The next day begins with a strange, restless energy humming beneath my skin.
Not dread.
Not exactly excitement.
Something far more unsettling that sits somewhere between nervous anticipation and a quiet, persistent awareness that tonight carries weight. I wake before my alarm, staring at the ceiling of the guest room that has started — dangerously — to feel familiar.
Dinner.
With Liam.
Alone.
No storm.
No aunt.
No interruptions.
Just the thought of it sends my pulse into an uneven rhythm.
I roll onto my side, pressing my face briefly into the pillow as if I can smother the spiraling thoughts already forming. It’s just dinner, I tell myself.
Except it isn’t.
Because nothing between Liam and me has been “just” anything for weeks.
Because we almost slept together.
Because he told me he wanted me.
Because I wanted him too.
My stomach tightens.
God.
I drag myself out of bed, padding quietly into the bathroom. The house is still, the soft early light filtering through the windows carrying the calm after last night’s storm. It should feel peaceful.
It doesn’t.
It feels like the quiet before something shifts.
By the time I reach the kitchen, Liam is already there.
Of course he is.
He stands at the counter in a crisp shirt, sleeves rolled, coffee mug in hand, looking infuriatingly composed. The image is so effortlessly controlled it almost convinces me that I imagined the tension, the hunger, the unraveling intensity of the night we shared.
Almost.
Then his eyes lift.
Meet mine.
And the illusion collapses instantly.
Because there’s awareness there.
Because there’s memory.
Because there’s something dark and unreadable that sends a dangerous ripple through my chest.
“Morning,” I murmur.
“Morning.”
One word.
Still loaded.
Still impossible.
Lucia appears moments later, cheerful and entirely too perceptive for my comfort.
“I will leave after breakfast,” she announces.
My chest tightens unexpectedly. “So soon?”
She smiles. “You two deserve your space back.”
My fork nearly slips from my fingers.
Because Liam’s gaze flicks to mine.
Because space suddenly feels like the most dangerous thing we could possibly be given.
Work is worse.
Not because anything dramatic happens.
Because nothing does.
Because the day stretches with agonizing normalcy while my brain refuses to cooperate.
Emails blur.
Meetings pass unheard.
And every time Liam enters my orbit — leaning beside my desk, calling my name, standing just slightly too close — my pulse reacts like I’m under direct threat.
Which, emotionally speaking, might actually be accurate.
“You okay?” Monica asks mid-morning.
I blink. “What?”
“You’ve opened the same email four times.”
I glance at my screen.
Shit.
“I’m fine.”
Her eyes narrow slightly, curiosity sharpening. “You don’t look fine.”
“I’m just tired.”
Which isn’t entirely a lie.
Sleep has been… inconsistent.
My thoughts drift — traitorously — to Liam’s mouth, Liam’s hands, Liam’s voice low in the dark.
Heat rushes into my cheeks.
Focus, Valerie.
Across the office, Liam glances up from his desk.
And somehow, impossibly, catches me looking at him.
The air shifts.
Just for a second.
Something tight.
Something electric.
Something that makes the hours crawl painfully toward evening.
By late afternoon, anticipation has mutated into full-blown anxiety.
This is ridiculous.
It’s dinner.
Except…
What if it’s not?
What if tonight becomes the conversation?
What if something finally breaks?
What if nothing happens at all?
That last thought unsettles me the most.
Because I don’t want nothing.
Which feels like a dangerous realization all on its own.
Back at the house, the silence feels different.
Charged.
Expectant.
Liam disappeared into his office after we arrived, leaving me alone with my spiraling thoughts and an open closet door that has suddenly become the center of my emotional crisis.
“What do you wear to dinner with the man you almost slept with?” I mutter.
Everything looks wrong.
Too casual.
Too intentional.
Too revealing.
Too safe.
I pull out three different outfits before discarding each one onto the bed in mounting frustration.
This is not a date.
So why does it feel like one?
I stare at a simple black dress.
Elegant.
Effortless.
Dangerous.
My pulse stumbles.
No.
Absolutely not.
I toss it aside and reach for something softer — a fitted sweater, tailored trousers. Polished but not obvious. Attractive but not trying.
Neutral.
As if neutrality is still a believable concept between Liam and me.
The shower does nothing to calm me.
Warm water cascades over my skin, but my mind remains relentlessly fixed on tonight. On the memory of his hands. On the intensity in his voice. On the way restraint has become its own unbearable form of intimacy.
By the time I step out, wrapped in a towel, my pulse is still racing.
I dry my hair slowly, watching my reflection with growing unease.
Because there’s something different in my expression.
Something softer.
Something dangerously hopeful.
“Get it together,” I whisper.
But my stomach flips anyway.
When I step back into my room, dressed and dry, there’s a knock at the door.
My breath catches.
“Yeah?”
The door opens.
And Liam Pierce walks in.
My brain stalls.
Because he looks—
God.
Dark shirt.
Tailored pants.
Effortlessly devastating.
My pulse slams violently against my ribs.
For a moment, neither of us speaks.
Because the air shifts instantly.
Because awareness surges hot and immediate between us.
Because something about the way he’s looking at me feels dangerously close to undoing.
“You ready?” he asks quietly.
His voice is lower than usual.
Rougher.
I nod, though my throat feels suspiciously tight. “Yeah.”
But neither of us moves.
His gaze lingers.
Slow.
Unsettling.
Taking me in with an intensity that sends heat curling low in my stomach.
Fuck.
This is absolutely not neutral.
“You look…” He pauses.
My heart stops.
“…nice.”
Nice.
The word is painfully insufficient.
But the look in his eyes says something entirely different.
Something darker.
Something that makes my pulse trip wildly over itself.
“Thanks,” I whisper.
The silence stretches.
Thick.
Charged.
And for half a second, I think—
He steps closer.
Just slightly.
Close enough that my breath catches.
Close enough that tension sparks violently between us.
Close enough that memory floods my bloodstream with dangerous heat.
“Liam…”
His jaw tightens faintly.
And I see it.
That restraint.
That tension.
That same barely controlled awareness that’s been building for weeks.
Then, softly, “We should go eat.”
Right.
Dinner.
The thing we’re pretending is casual.
I nod quickly.
Because if we stay standing here another second, I’m not entirely sure what survives.
And as we step into the hallway together, shoulders nearly brushing, tension humming low and relentless between us, one truth settles with quiet, terrifying certainty into the center of my chest.
Tonight is not going to be simple


Chapter 53
LIAM
I knew this dinner was a mistake the moment Valerie sat across from me.
Not because I didn’t want to be here, but because I wanted it too much.
Because the quiet intimacy of the dining room, the soft lighting, the deliberate stillness of the house without her aunt’s presence, strips away every convenient distraction we’ve been hiding behind for weeks.
Because Valerie looks…
Christ.
She’s wearing a fitted sweater that traces the soft lines of her body with understated cruelty, the fabric skimming curves I’ve spent an unreasonable amount of time trying not to imagine. Her hair falls loose around her shoulders, slightly tousled, framing a face that has become dangerously familiar to my thoughts.
And tonight, there’s something different in her.
Not just nerves.
Awareness.
The same tight, restless energy humming beneath my own skin.
“You’re staring,” she says softly.
I blink, dragged back to the table.
“Am I?”
Her lips curve faintly. “A little.”
There’s no accusation in it. No discomfort.
Just observation.
Which somehow makes it worse.
I lean back slightly, forcing a measured breath. “Occupational hazard.”
“Of being my boss?”
“Of being around you.”
The words leave my mouth before I can temper them, and the shift in the air is immediate.
Subtle.
But unmistakable.
Valerie’s fingers still against her glass.
Her gaze lifts fully to mine.
And something electric tightens between us.


Dinner should feel ordinary.
Two people eating.
Talking.
Except nothing about this feels ordinary anymore.
Every glance lingers too long.
Every silence carries weight.
Every small movement registers with unsettling clarity.
Valerie tucks her hair behind her ear, a nervous gesture I’ve come to recognize, and my focus locks helplessly onto the exposed line of her neck. The delicate curve. The soft pulse fluttering just beneath her skin.
Awareness surges low and dark through my chest.
“You okay?” she asks.
“I should be asking you that.”
“I asked first.”
Her tone is light, but there’s tension beneath it. A fragile edge that mirrors my own restraint far too closely.
“I’m fine,” I say.
It’s a lie.
She knows it.
I know it.
Valerie studies me for a moment, then murmurs, “You’ve been quiet.”
“I’m thinking.”
“That usually means trouble.”
“For who?”
Her breath catches faintly.
And there it is again.
That tension.
That pull.
That dangerous, unspoken thing neither of us has managed to outrun.


Her phone buzzes against the table.
Valerie startles slightly, glancing down.
I watch the shift in her expression as she reads the message.
Relief.
“My aunt,” she says. “She’s boarding.”
Something inside me loosens, tension unwinding just enough to let something darker slide into its place.
“So,” I say quietly, “no audience.”
Valerie’s eyes lift slowly.
The silence stretches.
Thickens.
Because we both remember saying that.
Because we both know what tonight was really meant for.


Conversation resumes, but it feels different now.
Less guarded.
More fragile.
Valerie pushes her food around her plate before finally meeting my gaze.
“This doesn’t feel casual,” she admits.
“No,” I agree.
Her fingers tighten slightly around her fork. “And that’s… unsettling.”
“Because?”
She hesitates.
And for a moment I see it — the conflict moving across her face like a storm she’s trying unsuccessfully to contain.
“Because I didn’t expect this,” she says quietly. “Because I didn’t plan on you.”
Something tightens in my chest.
Not defensiveness.
Something far more dangerous.
“You think I planned this?” I ask.
Her eyes flicker. “I don’t know.”
“I didn’t.”
The honesty lands between us with quiet force.
Valerie’s breath stutters faintly.
Because there’s no room for misinterpretation there.


The air grows heavier as dinner progresses.
Charged.
Every glance pulling tighter.
Every silence vibrating with everything we’re circling but haven’t yet touched directly.
Valerie’s voice softens as she says, “This scares me.”
My pulse slows.
Sharpens.
“Why?”
Her gaze drops briefly before returning to mine, vulnerability flickering in her eyes.
“Because the last time I let myself feel something real for someone, it broke me.”
Wayne.
Even now, the name leaves a bitter taste.
I lean forward slightly, my voice quieter. “I’m not him.”
“I know that logically.”
“But?”
She exhales shakily. “Emotionally doesn’t move as fast as logic.”
The admission hits harder than I expect.
Because it’s honest.
Because it’s real.
Because it isn’t rejection — just fear.
We drift naturally into the living room, drawn by something silent and inevitable. Valerie sits beside me on the couch, close enough that I can feel the warmth of her body through the thin space separating us. The air feels heavier here, thick with everything dinner stirred loose but never fully resolved.
“You’re thinking again,” she murmurs.
“I can’t seem to stop.”
“About?”
I turn toward her, and whatever restraint I’ve been clinging to all evening fractures under the weight of her gaze. “About how impossible it’s become to pretend this is nothing.”
Her breath catches softly, and the sound moves through me like a match struck in a dark room.
For a suspended second neither of us moves. My eyes drop to her lips, then lift again, searching her face for hesitation, resistance — anything that might slow the dangerous momentum building between us.
There’s none.
I kiss her.
Slow at first, testing the contact, but the moment Valerie responds — the moment her fingers curl into my shirt and her body shifts closer — the tension we’ve been holding back for weeks ignites with startling intensity. Her mouth moves against mine with a softness that feels deceptively gentle, a contrast to the hunger tightening sharply beneath my ribs.
I slide a hand along her waist, pulling her closer, deepening the kiss. Valerie exhales into my mouth, the sound unsteady, and the reaction it provokes is immediate and dark.
She doesn’t just lean into me.
She climbs into my lap.
The movement is hesitant only for a fraction of a second before resolve replaces uncertainty. One moment she’s beside me, the next she’s straddling me, her knees pressing into the couch cushions on either side of my hips as her hands brace lightly against my shoulders.
The shift sends a violent surge of heat through my bloodstream.
My hands find her instinctively, gripping her waist as the kiss transforms — slower, deeper, charged with something far more dangerous than curiosity. Valerie’s body presses against mine, the contact intimate, unmistakable, and my pulse responds with a brutal, aching intensity.
She pulls back just enough to breathe, her lips hovering dangerously close to mine.
“Liam…”
My name leaves her mouth like a warning and an invitation all at once.
My grip tightens. “You’re killing me.”
Her breath trembles. “I feel like I’m losing my mind.”
I tilt my head, brushing my mouth along the line of her jaw, feeling the shudder that moves through her in response. “You’re not the only one.”
Valerie’s fingers slide into my hair as my lips find her neck, the soft skin there warm and impossibly tempting. The faint hitch in her breathing fans the fire already burning low and relentless inside my chest.
Every shift of her hips, every subtle movement of her body against mine, drags my control further toward collapse.
I pull back, meeting her gaze.
Her pupils are blown wide.
Her lips parted.
Desire flashes raw and unguarded across her face.
“Tell me to stop,” I say, my voice rougher than I intended.
Valerie’s answer is immediate, breathless. “Don’t.”
Something dark snaps inside me.
I kiss her again, harder this time, my hands sliding up her back, fingers pressing into the soft curve of her spine as she melts fully against me. The sensation of her — warm, responsive, completely wrapped around my body — sends a dangerous, dizzying pressure crashing through my system.
Valerie shifts again, and the friction nearly undoes me.
“Jesus…” I mutter against her mouth.
She exhales shakily. “I know.”
My forehead drops briefly to hers, both of us breathing harder now, the air between us charged with a thick, pulsing tension that feels one heartbeat away from detonating completely.
“This is getting out of control,” I murmur.
Valerie’s voice is barely a whisper. “It’s been out of control.”
My hands flex at her waist, fighting the instinct to pull her closer, deeper, to erase every remaining inch of space between us.
Because I want to.
God, I want to.
But beneath the heat, beneath the hunger threatening to consume every rational thought, something heavier presses forward.
Something real.
I study her face, searching through the haze of desire. “Valerie…”
Her expression shifts, the same conflict flickering back into her eyes.
And just like that, the moment changes.
Not disappearing.
But deepening.
“What are we doing?” she asks softly.
The question isn’t panicked. It’s vulnerable, threaded with something far more dangerous than uncertainty.
I keep my hands on her, my voice quieter now. “I think we stopped pretending this was just tension a while ago.”
Valerie swallows, her gaze searching mine. “That’s what scares me.”
“Why?”
“Because this feels like something that could matter.”
The words land with quiet force.
Because she’s right.
Because it already does.
Her fingers curl slightly against my shoulders. “And I don’t know if I’m ready for something that matters.”
Desire still burns between us, hot and relentless, but now it’s laced with something else — something sharper, more fragile.
Truth.
I brush my thumb lightly along her waist. “Do you want this to stop?”
Valerie’s breath stutters.
Her eyes lock on mine.
And after a long, suspended moment, she whispers, “No.”
The word moves through me like fire.
“But I’m scared,” she admits.
I nod slightly, my chest tightening with an emotion far more complex than frustration. “I know.”
“I don’t know how to just… step into something again like nothing ever happened before.”
“You’re not stepping into nothing.”
Her gaze flickers. “That’s exactly the problem.”
Silence settles around us, thick with everything neither of us can fully resolve tonight.
Yet.
Valerie leans forward slowly, resting her forehead against mine, her breath warm against my lips.
“I don’t want to run from this,” she whispers.
Hope — sharp, unexpected — cuts through my chest.
“But I need you to understand why it terrifies me.”
My hands tighten gently at her waist, grounding, steadying. “Then don’t run.”
Her eyes lift.
Searching.
Unsteady.
And when I kiss her again, it’s slower, deeper, charged with something far more dangerous than desire alone.
Because now it carries meaning.
Because now it carries choice.
Because now it carries the undeniable weight of something neither of us can keep calling accidental.


Chapter 54
LIAM
By the time we walk into the office the next morning, something has already shifted.
Not visibly. Not in any way that could be easily explained or professionally addressed. But the awareness between Valerie and me follows us through the revolving doors like a silent third presence, persistent and impossible to ignore.
We rode in together.
That alone feels loaded.
Valerie spent most of the drive staring out the window, her posture composed but her fingers betraying her. I noticed the way they twisted loosely in her lap, the subtle tension that never fully left her shoulders. It mirrored my own restlessness with uncomfortable accuracy.
Now, stepping into the controlled climate of Pierce Industries, the contrast is jarring. Fluorescent lights. Polished floors. The low hum of conversation and keyboards. Everything feels aggressively normal, as if the charged intimacy of last night belonged to an entirely different reality.
Valerie slows slightly beside me.
I glance at her.
She’s already scanning the space ahead with thinly veiled apprehension.
“You okay?” I murmur quietly.
Her eyes flick briefly to mine before returning forward. “People notice things.”
“They always do.”
“That’s not comforting.”
I fight the urge to smile. “You think everyone’s tracking our commute now?”
“I think Monica tracks everything.”
That, unfortunately, is accurate.
As if summoned by the mention of her name, Monica appears near Valerie’s desk, her expression sharp with curiosity the moment she spots us approaching together. It’s subtle — the slight lift of her brows, the calculated neutrality that never quite masks her instinct to analyze.
Valerie’s spine straightens beside me.
Professional armor sliding firmly into place.
“Morning,” Monica says.
“Morning,” Valerie replies smoothly.
But I catch it — the fractional delay, the careful modulation of tone.
Monica’s gaze flicks between us. “Traffic bad?”
Valerie doesn’t hesitate. “Not really.”
“Hm.”
That single syllable carries entirely too much implication.
I step in before Monica’s curiosity can sharpen further. “Meeting in ten.”
Her attention shifts to me. “Already prepared.”
“I’d expect nothing less.”
Her eyes narrow slightly, then she nods once and turns away, though not before sending Valerie a lingering look that promises future interrogation.
Valerie exhales softly.
“Told you,” she mutters.


Work should provide distraction.
Instead, it amplifies everything.
Because Valerie moves through the office with her usual efficiency, yet my focus keeps snagging on details I have no business registering. The way her hair falls forward when she leans over her keyboard. The subtle crease between her brows when she concentrates. The unconscious way she presses her lips together while reading something on her screen.
Every small movement lands with heightened clarity.
Heightened consequence.
I catch myself watching her twice before noon.
The third time, she looks up.
Our eyes lock across the space.
And something tightens instantly in my chest.
Not embarrassment.
Recognition.
Because she feels it too.
Valerie blinks first, dropping her gaze back to her monitor, but the faint color rising along her cheekbones confirms exactly what I already know.
This tension isn’t one-sided.
It hasn’t been for a long time.


The disruption comes just after lunch.
Valerie’s phone vibrates against her desk, sharp and insistent. She glances down, expecting something routine, but the shift in her expression is immediate and unmistakable.
Her color drains.
Her posture stiffens.
I’m out of my chair before I consciously decide to move.
“Valerie?”
She doesn’t answer.
Just stares at the screen.
I reach her desk, lowering my voice. “What happened?”
She swallows hard. “It’s Wayne.”
Every muscle in my body locks.
A cold, familiar anger sliding instantly into place.
“What about him?”
“He’s downstairs.”
The words hit like a detonation.
My jaw tightens. “Excuse me?”
“He texted. Said he’s here. Said he ‘just wants to talk.’”
Of course he does.
Because men like Wayne always want to talk after the damage is done.
I straighten slowly, already turning toward the elevators. “Stay here.”
Valerie’s hand shoots out, gripping my wrist.
The contact is firm.
Urgent.
“Liam, don’t.”
My gaze snaps back to hers. “He doesn’t belong here.”
“I know.”
“Then let me handle it.”
Her grip tightens slightly. “This is exactly what he wants.”
The truth of that lands with immediate irritation.
Because she’s right.
Because confronting Wayne would give him a spectacle.
An opening.
Still, the idea of him standing anywhere inside this building sends a dark, volatile pressure surging through my chest.
Valerie’s voice softens. “Please.”
I hold her gaze.
Fight the instinct to go anyway.
Finally, through clenched restraint, “Security should’ve blocked him.”
“He used to work here, Liam.”
That bitter reminder settles like acid.
Wayne knows the layout. The systems. The blind spots.
I glance toward the elevators again, then back to Valerie. “You’re not seeing him alone.”
“I wasn’t planning to.”
“Good.”
Because that isn’t happening.
Not now.
Not after last night.


We find him in the lobby.
Wayne stands near the reception area with an ease that immediately infuriates me. Hands in his pockets. Casual posture. As if he hasn’t detonated Valerie’s life once already.
As if he hasn’t earned permanent exile from her orbit.
His eyes land on her first.
Then on me.
Recognition flashes.
Followed by something darker.
“Well,” he drawls. “This is unexpected.”
Valerie’s shoulders tense beside me.
I step slightly forward, positioning myself without fully realizing I’m doing it. “You’re not authorized to be here.”
Wayne’s smirk doesn’t falter. “Relax, Pierce. I’m not applying for reinstatement.”
“Then leave.”
Valerie’s voice cuts in quietly but firmly. “Wayne.”
His attention snaps back to her, smugness softening into a calculated imitation of sincerity. “Val.”
I hate the familiarity of it.
The intimacy he no longer deserves.
“I just wanted five minutes,” he says.
Valerie’s tone is cool. “You shouldn’t have come.”
“I didn’t know how else to reach you.”
“You had plenty of ways.”
Wayne’s gaze flicks briefly toward me. “Seems like you’ve been… busy.”
The insinuation hangs thickly in the air.
Valerie’s spine stiffens. “Don’t.”
He lifts his hands slightly. “I’m not here to fight.”
“Funny location choice.”
His jaw tightens. “I wanted to see you.”
“And now you have.”
Silence stretches.
Wayne studies her face with an intensity that makes my blood run cold. “You look different.”
Valerie doesn’t respond.
Wayne exhales. “Can we talk somewhere private?”
“No.”
The answer is immediate.
Final.
And something like wounded pride flickers across his expression.
“Val—”
“No, Wayne.” Her voice sharpens. “You don’t get to appear out of nowhere and ask for privacy like nothing happened.”
“I said I was sorry.”
“You said a lot of things.”
The tension between them crackles with unfinished history.
With old wounds.
Wayne’s gaze hardens slightly. “You’re really doing this?”
Valerie’s chin lifts. “I already did it.”
That lands.
Clean and decisive.
Wayne’s eyes flick toward me again, resentment flashing openly now. “So this is it?”
Valerie’s voice drops, steady and unwavering. “This has been it.”
The finality of her words settles into the space like a sealed door.
Wayne stares at her for a long moment.
Then laughs softly — bitter, disbelieving. “Unbelievable.”
He shakes his head, backing away. “You’ll regret this.”
My patience snaps. “Get out.”
Wayne’s eyes meet mine, hostility burning bright. “Take care of her, Pierce.”
The implication beneath the words is unmistakable.
And deeply unwelcome.
Then he turns and walks out.


Valerie doesn’t move.
Doesn’t speak.
I glance down at her, tension still thrumming through my bloodstream. “You okay?”
She nods faintly, though her expression remains distant. “Yeah.”
“You don’t look okay.”
“I just…” She exhales slowly. “I didn’t expect that.”
“No one ever expects Wayne.”
Her lips twitch faintly. “That sounded personal.”
“It is.”
Valerie looks up at me then, something unreadable moving behind her eyes.
And for a moment, the entire lobby seems to fade into irrelevance.
Because she’s here.
Because he’s gone.
Because something about the way she’s looking at me carries an awareness that has absolutely nothing to do with Wayne anymore.


Upstairs, the tension follows us back like a storm that refuses to dissipate.
Monica is waiting.
Of course she is.
“What happened?” she asks immediately.
Valerie’s voice is controlled. “Nothing.”
Monica’s brows lift. “Security said there was an incident.”
“Handled.”
Her gaze sharpens. “Handled how?”
I step in smoothly. “Not your concern.”
Monica’s eyes narrow slightly. “It becomes my concern when it disrupts the floor.”
Valerie interjects gently. “It’s fine, Monica.”
That earns her a long, assessing look.
Monica exhales through visible restraint. “If he comes back, I’m escalating it.”
“He won’t,” I say flatly.
Because if Wayne tries that again, escalation will be the least of his problems.


The rest of the afternoon unfolds under a strange, volatile quiet.
Valerie works.
I pretend to.
But the emotional residue of the encounter lingers heavily between us.
By the time the office begins to empty, the silence has become almost unbearable.
Valerie stands near my doorway.
Hesitant.
“Liam?”
I look up.
And the simple sound of my name on her lips sends a slow, dangerous ripple through my chest.
“Yeah?”
She steps inside. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For earlier.”
I hold her gaze. “You didn’t need to thank me.”
“I wanted to.”
The air shifts subtly.
That now-familiar tension sliding back into place.
Less explosive than the lobby.
But deeper.
More intimate.
Valerie’s voice softens. “You didn’t have to stand there with me like that.”
“Yes,” I say quietly. “I did.”
Her breath catches.
And the look that passes between us feels anything but professional.
Anything but safe.
Because Wayne’s reappearance didn’t weaken anything.
If anything…
It clarified it.
And as Valerie turns to leave, my awareness follows her with quiet, unsettling certainty.
This isn’t just tension anymore.
And we’re running out of ways to pretend otherwise.


Chapter 55
LIAM
Two weeks change things.
Not in ways that would be obvious to anyone watching from the outside, but in quieter, more dangerous shifts that settle beneath the surface. Valerie has become threaded into the rhythm of my life with an ease I never intended and no longer know how to reverse. Mornings blur into shared coffee and restrained glances. Evenings stretch into conversations that wander past professional boundaries and linger in spaces charged with everything we are still pretending not to define.
Nothing has officially happened.
And yet everything has.
Which is precisely why standing in my kitchen with an open suitcase on the counter feels like a problem far larger than a three-day business trip should be.
Valerie leans against the opposite counter, arms folded, watching me pack with an expression that has remained unreadable for the past ten minutes. The silence between us isn’t comfortable, but it isn’t hostile either. It hums with something unsettled, something neither of us has chosen to address directly.
“Three days,” she says finally.
I glance up. “That’s usually how long three days last.”
Her lips flatten slightly. “You know what I meant.”
I do.
Unfortunately.
“It’s just meetings,” I reply, sliding a stack of documents into my bag. “Chicago isn’t exactly a vacation destination in February.”
“That’s not what I’m worried about.”
My hands pause. “Then what are you worried about?”
Valerie hesitates, her gaze dropping briefly before lifting again. “Nothing.”
A lie.
A transparent one.
Before I can press further, her phone lights up on the counter. The shift in her attention is immediate, irritation flickering faintly across her face as she glances at the screen.
“Ethan,” she mutters.
Something tightens unpleasantly in my chest.
I keep my tone neutral. “What does he want?”
She exhales. “He’s asking if I want to grab dinner tonight.”
The words land with quiet, unmistakable impact.
Dinner.
Tonight.
With Ethan.
I straighten slowly. “Why?”
Valerie blinks. “Why?”
“Yes. Why is Ethan asking you to dinner?”
She studies my face, recognition dawning with visible annoyance. “Because people sometimes ask other people to dinner, Liam.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s the only one you’re getting.”
I zip my suitcase with more force than necessary. “You’re going?”
Valerie’s brows lift. “Are you serious right now?”
“It’s a simple question.”
“No, it’s not.” Her posture shifts, tension sharpening her voice. “It’s you doing that thing again.”
“What thing?”
“That possessive, territorial—”
“I am not possessive.”
She actually laughs, disbelief flashing openly across her face. “Liam.”
“There is nothing inappropriate about questioning why a colleague is asking you out.”
“A colleague?” Valerie’s eyes narrow. “That’s interesting wording.”
“It’s accurate wording.”
“It’s defensive wording.”
The air thickens rapidly.
I hold her gaze. “Are you going?”
Valerie’s jaw tightens. “I haven’t decided.”
My pulse spikes. “Valerie.”
“There it is.”
“What?”
“That tone.”
“What tone?”
“The one that sounds like you think you get a vote.”
My control frays. “I live with you.”
“That doesn’t give you ownership over my social life.”
“It gives me the right to question Ethan’s intentions.”
“My social life is not a boardroom decision.”
“And Ethan is not neutral.”
Valerie pushes off the counter, frustration igniting fully now. “You don’t get to act like this.”
“Like what?”
“Like I’m doing something wrong.”
“I didn’t say you were.”
“You didn’t have to.”
The argument escalates with terrifying speed, weeks of unspoken tension feeding directly into the fracture forming between us.
“You know how he looks at you,” I say.
Valerie’s eyes flash. “And how do you look at me, Liam?”
The question lands like a blow.
Because the answer is complicated.
Because the answer is dangerous.
Because the answer is written all over my face.
She shakes her head. “This is exactly why I didn’t want things getting blurred.”
“Blurred?” My voice hardens. “Ethan asking you on a date is not blurred.”
“He’s not asking for marriage!”
“He’s not asking as a friend.”
“And you’re not reacting like my boss.”
Silence detonates between us.
Raw.
Unfiltered.
Valerie’s breathing is sharper now, anger and something more fragile flickering beneath it. “You don’t get to be jealous.”
“I’m not jealous.”
“Liam.”
“I’m being realistic.”
“You’re being territorial.”
“I’m being protective.”
“I didn’t ask you to protect me.”
My restraint snaps. “That doesn’t mean you don’t need it.”
The words hang in the air, heavy and irreversible.
Valerie stares at me.
Hurt flashing instantly behind her anger.
“That,” she says quietly, “is not your decision to make.”
She turns abruptly, moving toward the hallway.
“Where are you going?”
“To get some air.”
“It’s dark.”
“I don’t care.”
My chest tightens. “Valerie.”
She grabs her coat. “I’m not standing here being treated like a possession.”
“You’re not a possession.”
“Then stop acting like I am!”
She moves toward the door.
I cross the distance in two strides.
Block it.
Her eyes widen slightly. “Move.”
“No.”
“Liam—”
“It’s not safe for you to be out there while it’s dark.”
Her voice shakes with fury. “I don’t need your permission.”
“Even if we’re angry,” I say, my tone low and immovable, “you’re not leaving.”
Valerie freezes.
The tension between us turns electric, volatile and dangerously intimate.
“You cannot control where I go,” she whispers.
“I’m not controlling you.”
“You’re literally standing in front of the door.”
“I’m making sure you’re not storming out into the night because we’re both pissed off.”
Her eyes burn into mine. “Move.”
“No.”
For a long, charged second we simply stare at each other, anger and something far more complicated crashing violently beneath the surface.
Then Valerie spins away.
Storms down the hallway.
Her bedroom door slams with a force that echoes through the house.


The silence afterward is unbearable.
Not peaceful.
Not calming.
But heavy with the ugly residue of words thrown too sharply, emotions exposed too suddenly.
I drag a hand through my hair, pacing once across the kitchen before stopping near the hallway. Every instinct pushes me toward her door, toward resolution, toward undoing the damage before it has the chance to settle into something harder to repair.
Still, I wait.
Five minutes.
Ten.
Fifteen.
Each one stretching longer than the last.
Finally, I move.


I knock softly.
No response.
“Valerie.”
Silence.
I try again, quieter. “Val.”
A pause.
Then, reluctantly, “What?”
I lean against the doorframe. “Can I come in?”
“No.”
Fair.
“I’m sorry.”
Nothing.
“I shouldn’t have handled that the way I did.”
The door opens.
Valerie stands there, arms folded tightly across her chest, eyes still bright with anger — but something else lives there now too. Something wounded. Something unsettled.
“You don’t get to decide what’s safe for me,” she says.
“I know.”
“You don’t get to tell me I’m not leaving.”
“I know.”
Her gaze searches my face. “Then why did you?”
Because I can’t stand the thought of something happening to you.
Because the idea of you walking away while angry feels unbearable.
Because the thought of Ethan—
“I reacted badly,” I admit.
Valerie’s voice softens, just slightly. “You reacted like you were scared.”
The truth of that lands squarely in my chest.
“I don’t like the idea of you going out with him.”
Her breath catches faintly.
Not denial.
Not quite acceptance.
Just awareness.
“Why?” she asks quietly.
I step closer.
Close enough to feel the shift in her breathing.
Close enough that the tension between us transforms into something darker, heavier.
“Because,” I say, my voice rougher now, “I’m not as detached from this as I pretend to be.”
Valerie’s eyes widen slightly.
Emotion flickering rapidly across her face.
“And I don’t want to leave for three days with you thinking I don’t care.”
The air changes instantly.
Something fragile giving way.
Something inevitable rising.
Her voice barely a whisper. “Liam…”
I close the remaining distance.
Cup her face.
And when I kiss her, it’s not tentative.
It’s apology and hunger and restraint unraveling all at once.
Valerie responds immediately, her hands gripping my shirt as the tension fractures into heat. The kiss deepens, weeks of suppressed want igniting with dangerous intensity.
“I’m not going on this trip with you being mad at me,” I murmur against her lips.
Her breath trembles. “Then don’t leave things like this.”
“I won’t.”
And as her fingers slide into my hair and her body presses closer, one truth settles with undeniable clarity.
Three days have never felt longer.


Chapter 56
VALERIE
The house feels wrong without him.
Valerie notices it the second she steps inside.
Nothing has changed. The furniture sits exactly where it always has. The lights glow with the same soft warmth. The air carries the faint, familiar scent of clean linen and whatever understated cologne Liam wears that somehow lingers long after he leaves a room.
And yet everything feels unmistakably different.
Too quiet.
Too still.
Too aware of his absence.
She closes the door behind her and stands there longer than necessary, fingers still curled loosely around the strap of her bag. For weeks now, coming home has meant navigating a space charged with tension, with conversation, with the subtle hum of shared presence that has slowly — dangerously — become part of her daily rhythm.
Tonight, there is only silence.
Valerie exhales softly, shaking off the strange tightness settling in her chest. It’s just three days, she reminds herself, slipping off her shoes. Three days is nothing. People survive much longer separations every day without unraveling.
Still, as she moves through the living room, the emptiness presses against her in ways she hadn’t anticipated.
His jacket is gone from the chair.
His laptop missing from the coffee table.
Even the kitchen feels stripped of something essential.
She sets her bag down and rubs her arms lightly, though the house is warm. “This is ridiculous,” she mutters to herself.
But the discomfort doesn’t fade.
Because it isn’t really about the quiet.
It’s about the fact that she misses him.
And that realization lands with deeply unsettling clarity.


The evening stretches awkwardly.
Valerie tries distraction first.
She changes into something comfortable, pulls her hair into a loose knot, and settles onto the couch with a book she’s been meaning to finish. The words blur almost immediately, her focus dissolving after the same paragraph for the third time.
Her thoughts drift.
To Liam in Chicago.
To what he’s doing.
To whether he’s thinking about her at all.
She shifts, irritated with herself, and forces her attention back to the page. It lasts less than a minute.
With a frustrated sigh, she tosses the book aside.
Next comes television.
Noise, at least, should help.
But even the soft murmur of a late-night show feels hollow, the flickering images doing little to fill the strange vacancy humming beneath her skin. Valerie finds herself glancing toward the hallway more than once, as if expecting Liam to emerge from his office or kitchen with that infuriatingly composed expression and a dry comment about whatever she’s watching.
The expectation is automatic.
And every time reality corrects it, the silence feels heavier.
She turns the TV off.
The quiet rushes back in.


By nine-thirty, restlessness has fully taken hold.
Valerie wanders into the kitchen, opening the refrigerator without any real intention. She stares blankly at its contents, then closes it again with a soft click.
Not hungry.
Just unsettled.
Her phone sits on the counter.
Tempting.
She picks it up.
Scrolls absently.
Stops.
Because there’s a message from Liam.
Sent an hour ago.
Landed. Meetings start early tomorrow.
Her pulse stumbles faintly.
The text is simple. Neutral. Entirely appropriate.
And yet warmth curls unexpectedly through her chest.
She types a reply.
Deletes it.
Types again.
Hope the flight wasn’t awful.
Too casual.
Delete.
Chicago treating you kindly?
Too personal.
Delete.
Valerie groans softly, dropping the phone onto the counter. “Get a grip, Sinclair.”
Since when does responding to a text require this level of emotional analysis?
Since Liam Pierce.


She lasts another twenty minutes before giving in.
Glad you landed safely.
She stares at the screen after hitting send, heart beating with ridiculous, disproportionate anticipation.
The reply comes faster than expected.
You okay?
Valerie blinks.
Reads it again.
Not Goodnight.
Not Thanks.
But You okay?
Concern.
Direct and unmistakable.
Her fingers hover briefly before responding.
Why wouldn’t I be?
A pause.
Then:
Just checking.
The simplicity of it tightens something low in her chest.
Because he didn’t have to check.
Because he still did.


The quiet deepens as the night wears on.
Valerie attempts sleep early, hoping exhaustion will overpower the restless energy that has refused to loosen its grip all evening. She showers, the warm water easing some of the tension from her muscles but doing absolutely nothing to calm her mind.
Because standing beneath the spray only leaves more space for thoughts she has been unsuccessfully avoiding.
Memories of his hands.
His voice.
The way he kissed her before leaving.
The way he looked at her.
God.
She presses her forehead briefly against the cool tile, breath unsteady.
This is getting dangerous.
Not the attraction — that ship sailed weeks ago — but the attachment forming quietly beneath it. The comfort. The awareness. The slow, creeping sense that Liam’s presence has stopped feeling like a complication and started feeling like something far more essential.
Something she is not prepared to define.


Her bed feels bigger tonight.
Colder.
Valerie turns onto her side, then onto her back, then back again, sheets twisting around her legs as sleep remains stubbornly out of reach.
The storm outside mirrors her mood.
Rain lashes softly against the windows, wind whispering through the trees in restless, unsettled gusts. Normally the sound would soothe her. Tonight, it only amplifies the strange ache sitting low in her chest.
She misses him.
Not dramatically.
Not tragically.
But persistently.
In the quiet spaces.
In the pauses.
In the absence of his voice drifting down the hallway.
Valerie squeezes her eyes shut.
This is temporary.
Three days.
That’s all.


Sometime after midnight, her phone buzzes again.
She fumbles for it, pulse jumping.
Liam.
Can’t sleep.
Valerie’s breath catches.
She sits up slowly, staring at the screen.
Because the intimacy of that confession lands far heavier than it should.
Jet lag? she types.
No.
A pause.
Then:
Too quiet here.
Her chest tightens painfully.
Because she knows exactly what he means.
Because she feels it too.
Valerie hesitates only a second before replying.
It’s too quiet here too.
The typing indicator appears immediately.
Disappears.
Reappears.
Finally:
Go to sleep, Val.
The words feel gentle.
Soft.
Almost protective.
She bites her lip lightly.
You first.
Another pause.
Then:
Working on it.
Valerie stares at the screen long after the conversation ends, warmth and something far more dangerous curling slowly through her bloodstream.
Because distance was supposed to bring clarity.
Instead, it’s bringing something else entirely.
Something that feels suspiciously like missing each other.


Sleep eventually claims her in fragile, uneven waves.
And as Valerie drifts off, one truth settles quietly into the edges of her consciousness.
Three days suddenly feels like a very long time.


Chapter 57
VALERIE
Morning arrives without ceremony, sliding pale light through the curtains and waking me with a strange, hollow awareness I don’t immediately understand. For a few disoriented seconds, I lie still, eyes half-open, suspended in that fragile space between sleep and memory, waiting for the familiar sounds that have quietly defined my mornings for weeks now. The muted clink of a coffee mug. The low murmur of Liam’s voice on a call. The subtle, grounding knowledge that he is somewhere in the house, moving through his routine with that effortless, infuriating composure.
The silence answers instead.
Complete. Uninterrupted. Wrong.
The realization settles slowly, then all at once.
He’s gone.
A three-day business trip. Perfectly normal. Perfectly reasonable. And yet the absence presses against my chest with disproportionate weight, as if something essential has been removed from the structure of my day. I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling, irritation flickering faintly beneath the ache.
This is ridiculous.
It’s been one night.
Still, the house feels different without him. Even from here, tucked inside the guest room that has become my temporary refuge, I can sense the shift. The energy is thinner. The air somehow emptier. It’s unsettling how quickly I’ve grown used to his presence, how instinctively my body registers its absence.
I push the covers back with a quiet sigh and swing my legs over the side of the bed.
Get it together, Sinclair.


The kitchen confirms what I already know.
No coffee brewing.
No quiet movement.
No Liam leaning against the counter with that unreadable gaze that somehow manages to feel both detached and intensely aware at the same time.
Only stillness.
I stand there longer than necessary, fingers resting lightly against the cool marble of the island, struck by the odd intimacy of the emptiness. His mug is gone from its usual spot. The chair he favors sits pushed neatly in, untouched. Even the subtle hum of background noise — music, news, the faint rhythm of another person occupying space — is missing.
I didn’t realize how much I liked our mornings.
The thought slips in uninvited, soft and dangerously honest.
I busy myself with routine to quiet it. Coffee. Toast. Small, mechanical tasks that normally pass without notice. Today, each movement feels faintly off-balance, as if my internal timing has been disrupted.
Because it has.
Because Liam has become part of it.


Work is worse.
Not because anything dramatic happens.
Because everything is normal.
Painfully, relentlessly normal.
The elevator ride. The polite greetings. The quiet buzz of conversation drifting across the office floor. My desk sits exactly as I left it, screen blinking patiently with emails that demand attention I struggle to summon.
And Liam’s office door remains closed.
The awareness lingers like static beneath my skin.
I feel it every time I glance up.
Every time my brain expects to see him stepping out, jacket slung effortlessly over one shoulder, gaze scanning the room with that sharp, controlled focus that always seems to narrow — subtly, dangerously — when it lands on me.
Except it never does.
Because he isn’t here.
“You’re distracted.”
Monica’s voice cuts cleanly through my spiraling thoughts.
I blink, startled. “What?”
She leans lightly against the edge of my desk, arms crossed, expression threaded with curiosity and something far more perceptive than I’m comfortable with. “You’ve been staring at that spreadsheet like it personally offended you.”
Heat creeps faintly into my cheeks. “I’m fine.”
Her eyebrow lifts in silent disbelief.
“I’m just tired,” I add quickly.
Which isn’t entirely untrue. Sleep came late and left early, my mind refusing to settle into anything resembling rest.
Monica studies me another second, then nods slowly. “If you say so.”
She walks away, but I feel the lingering weight of her suspicion long after she’s gone.


By mid-morning, my phone has become a problem.
It sits beside my keyboard, screen dark, radiating quiet temptation.
Liam hasn’t texted.
Not since last night.
A perfectly reasonable gap. He’s in meetings. Traveling. Busy with responsibilities that have nothing to do with me.
And yet.
I find myself checking anyway.
Scrolling aimlessly through emails I’ve already read.
Waiting.
For what, exactly, I’m not entirely sure.
A message.
A distraction.
Proof that whatever this strange, restless tension is, I’m not carrying it alone.


The first ripple of disruption arrives just before lunch.
Ethan.
Of course.
He appears at my desk with that easy, practiced charm that has always felt faintly too smooth for my liking. Today, my patience for it is dangerously thin.
“Hey,” he says, flashing a smile that might have been disarming under different circumstances.
“Hi.”
My tone is polite. Neutral. Guarded.
“You grabbing lunch?”
My stomach tightens faintly.
Because Liam’s absence sharpens the question in ways Ethan cannot possibly understand.
Because two weeks ago, this wouldn’t have registered at all.
Because now, everything does.
“I already have plans.”
A lie.
Ethan’s smile flickers, only slightly. “Rain check?”
I hesitate.
Not because I’m tempted.
Because I’m tired.
Because I don’t want to navigate this particular dynamic today.
“Sure,” I say softly, hoping vagueness will dull the edge of expectation.
It doesn’t.
His satisfaction is immediate.
And unsettling.


Liam texts five minutes later.
As if summoned by the universe’s impeccable sense of timing.
How’s your day?
My pulse stumbles violently.
Relief floods first.
Warm. Immediate. Ridiculous.
Followed closely by irritation at how deeply that relief lands.
Busy, I type.
A pause.
Then, impulsively:
Ethan asked me to lunch.
The message sits there, loaded with implications I don’t fully unpack until after I hit send.
Why did I tell him that?
Because honesty feels natural with Liam.
Because hiding things suddenly feels… wrong.
The reply takes longer than expected.
Long enough for unease to creep in.
Finally:
And?
One word.
Sharp.
Tight.
My chest tightens.
I said no.
Three dots appear almost instantly.
Disappear.
Reappear.
Good.
The word lands with quiet, dangerous weight.
Possessive.
Controlled.
Very Liam.
And something about it sends a complicated ripple through my bloodstream.


The afternoon deteriorates from there.
Not outwardly.
Internally.
Because that single exchange lingers beneath everything, coloring my focus, sharpening my awareness of the strange, fragile territory Liam and I now occupy.
Because his tone felt different.
Because distance has not softened anything between us.
If anything, it’s amplifying it.


The final disruption arrives just before five.
A missed call.
From Liam.
My heart lurches as I stare at the notification.
He didn’t leave a voicemail.
Didn’t text.
Just called.
Once.
The uncertainty crawls slowly under my skin.
I step outside before returning it, seeking privacy I suddenly, desperately need.
He answers on the second ring.
“Val.”
My breath catches at the sound of his voice.
Low.
Familiar.
Threaded with something I can’t quite name.
“Hi.”
“You okay?”
There’s that question again.
Soft.
Direct.
Disarming.
“Yes,” I say, though my pulse is doing entirely unreasonable things.
A pause hums quietly between us.
“I just wanted to hear your voice,” he says finally.
My heart stops.
Then slams violently against my ribs.
Because the intimacy of the confession lands like impact.
Because Liam Pierce is not careless with words.
Because he wouldn’t say that unless he meant it.
Warmth blooms low and unsteady in my chest.
“Oh,” I whisper.
Another pause.
He exhales softly. “I’ll see you soon.”
Soon.
Three days suddenly feels both shorter and impossibly long.
“Okay.”
But as the call ends, one truth settles with quiet, unsettling certainty into the center of my chest.
Distance is no longer creating space between us.
It’s pulling everything tighter.


Chapter 58
LIAM
I should be paying attention.
The presentation unfolding across the conference table is objectively important, filled with projections, timelines, strategic pivots that normally command my full concentration. Numbers, performance metrics, expansion models — this is the terrain I navigate without hesitation. This is where my mind is precise, controlled, unshakable.
Today, it’s none of those things.
Because Valerie Sinclair is not here.
Because three days suddenly feels like an insult rather than a schedule.
Because distance, I’m discovering, is far less neutral than I ever allowed myself to believe.
“Liam?”
I blink, dragged back into the room by the cautious prompt of a senior partner who has clearly asked me a question I didn’t hear.
“My apologies,” I say smoothly, straightening slightly. “Could you repeat that?”
The conversation resumes, but irritation coils low in my chest — not at them, not at the meeting, but at myself. Distraction is inefficient. Sloppy. Entirely unlike me.
And yet.
Every quiet lull, every dip in engagement, my mind drifts with relentless predictability back to her.
To the way she looked standing in the hallway when I left.
To the tension that still lingered between us after our argument.
To the kiss that followed my apology — soft, hesitant, dangerous in its sincerity.
To the unmistakable truth that I didn’t want to walk out that door.
I’ve been on countless business trips.
None of them have ever felt like this.


The hotel room is worse.
Sterile. Impersonal. A space designed for temporary occupation rather than living. My suitcase sits open on the stand, clothes neatly arranged with the mechanical efficiency of routine, yet the room feels unsettled, as if it’s missing an element that should exist but doesn’t.
Her.
The thought lands with a force I no longer bother resisting.
I loosen my tie and sit on the edge of the bed, jaw tightening faintly as silence presses in from every direction. Normally, I welcome this kind of stillness. It allows space for clarity, for recalibration.
Instead, it amplifies everything.
Because without the distraction of work, meetings, movement, there is nothing to compete with the constant awareness of her absence.
I picture Valerie moving through the house.
Barefoot in the kitchen.
Hair still damp from a shower.
Soft t-shirt, sleepy eyes, that quiet vulnerability she rarely seems aware she carries.
Heat flickers instantly beneath my skin.
Followed closely by something sharper.
Possessive.
Uncomfortable.
Because my absence means other men still occupy her orbit.
Because Ethan exists.
Because distance, no matter how brief, creates opportunity.
I exhale slowly, irritation tightening my shoulders.
This is irrational.
Valerie is not mine.
Except…
The thought refuses to complete itself cleanly.
Because something between us has shifted beyond casual tension.
Because lines have blurred.
Because the memory of her straddling my lap on that couch is now permanently embedded in my nervous system.
Because restraint is becoming an increasingly fragile concept.


Her text arrives just as I’m considering calling.
How’s the trip?
My pulse reacts with immediate, involuntary recognition.
Ridiculous how quickly my body responds to a name on a screen.
Productive, I reply.
A beat passes.
Then:
Quiet without you.
I stare at the words longer than necessary.
Quiet.
Without you.
Three simple words that carry disproportionate weight.
My chest tightens faintly.
Quiet here too.
The honesty feels instinctive rather than calculated.
Because there is no advantage in pretending otherwise.
Because she already knows.
Because Valerie has an unsettling ability to read through my composure with alarming accuracy.


The second day crawls.
Meetings blur into one another, my tolerance for inefficiency thinning with every passing hour. I move through obligations with practiced authority, voice steady, decisions precise, yet beneath the surface a restless agitation refuses to settle.
I don’t like being away from her.
The realization lands with quiet, unwelcome clarity somewhere between a negotiation session and a working lunch I barely taste.
It’s not just desire.
Not just tension.
Not just the addictive friction that has defined our interactions for weeks.
It’s the absence itself.
The disruption of routine.
The strange, persistent awareness that something is… off.
As if my internal equilibrium has been quietly recalibrated around Valerie’s presence without my conscious permission.
I don’t appreciate the loss of control.
I appreciate the implications even less.


By the third evening, restraint feels dangerously thin.
I stand at the window of my hotel room, city lights flickering below in a restless constellation of movement and noise. Normally, this view would anchor me, provide perspective, a reminder of scale.
Tonight, it’s meaningless.
Because my thoughts are still fixed several states away.
On Valerie.
On the house.
On the quiet tension we left unresolved.
On the argument that still lingers like unfinished business.
My jaw tightens.
I replay it with involuntary precision.
Ethan asking her out.
Valerie’s hesitation.
My reaction — sharp, possessive, edged with something dangerously close to jealousy.
The memory unsettles me.
Because the intensity surprised even me.
Because Valerie’s frustration was justified.
Because I don’t have the right to dictate who occupies her time.
Except…
The familiar friction returns, low and relentless.
Because the thought of Ethan with her — laughing with her, touching her, occupying space that has become intimately, dangerously familiar to me — ignites something visceral and deeply inconvenient.
I don’t like it.
I don’t like him.
I especially don’t like the fact that my absence leaves room for him.


I book the earlier flight before I can reconsider.
Professional obligations completed ahead of schedule.
A justifiable decision.
A completely irrational motivation.


The house greets me with silence.
But not the wrong kind.
Not the hollow absence that defined Valerie’s description.
This silence hums with awareness.
Expectation.
Possibility.
I step inside, pulse unexpectedly uneven, and immediately sense it — that subtle, electric shift that has become inseparable from Valerie’s presence.
She’s here.
Of course she is.
Where else would she be?
And yet the knowledge lands like impact.
I find her in the living room.
Curled slightly into the corner of the couch, laptop open but clearly ignored, soft lamplight tracing the familiar lines of her face.
For a moment, I simply stand there.
Watching.
Because distance has sharpened everything.
Because absence has made every detail feel amplified.
Because the sight of her sends something dangerously close to relief flooding through my bloodstream.
Her head lifts.
Eyes meeting mine.
And the air changes instantly.
“Liam.”
My name in her voice does entirely unreasonable things to my nervous system.
“Valerie.”
The word comes out lower than intended.
Rougher.
Her gaze flickers across my face, searching, assessing, something unreadable moving behind her eyes.
“You’re early.”
“I finished sooner than expected.”
A beat passes.
Neither of us moves.
Because tension rushes back with immediate, suffocating familiarity.
Because three days of distance has not dulled anything.
Because if anything, it’s intensified the awareness humming violently between us.


The conversation begins cautiously.
Carefully.
But tension undercuts every word.
“How was work?” I ask.
“Busy.”
“Ethan behave himself?”
Her eyes narrow slightly.
There it is.
That spark of irritation I both anticipate and, perversely, admire.
“Ethan is not a child.”
“No,” I say evenly. “He’s not.”
The silence that follows is tight.
Charged.
Unavoidable.
Valerie closes her laptop slowly, setting it aside with deliberate calm that does absolutely nothing to disguise the tension tightening her shoulders.
“We’re not doing this again.”
“I’m not trying to argue.”
“You always say that right before we argue.”
My jaw tightens faintly.
Because she’s not wrong.
Because control becomes… complicated where Valerie is concerned.
“I don’t like other men circling you,” I say quietly.
The honesty lands between us with dangerous weight.
Valerie’s breath catches, just slightly.
And something shifts.
Not softer.
But deeper.
“That’s exactly the problem,” she says.
I step closer.
Close enough now to see the faint rise and fall of her chest, the tension threaded through her posture, the awareness sparking unmistakably in her gaze.
“And what problem is that?”
Her pulse jumps visibly at her throat.
“This thing where you act like you own me.”
“I don’t act like I own you.”
Her expression sharpens. “Liam.”
The warning in my name tightens something low in my chest.
Because she’s pushing against a boundary I didn’t realize I’d drawn.
Because she’s not entirely wrong.
Because the thought of someone else stepping into the space that has become intimately, dangerously charged between us ignites something instinctive and deeply inconvenient.
I lower my voice.
Measured.
Controlled.
“I don’t own you, Valerie.”
“Then stop acting like it.”
The air crackles.
Tension surging hot and immediate between us.
Because frustration and desire have become dangerously entangled.
Because distance has done absolutely nothing to cool the fire simmering beneath the surface.
Because Valerie looks flushed, breath uneven, eyes bright with irritation and something far more volatile.
I reach for her before I can reconsider.
Not rough.
But not hesitant either.
My hand closing around her wrist, tugging her gently but firmly closer.
Her breath catches.
“Liam…”
My other hand finds her waist.
And the argument collapses instantly beneath the weight of something far more primal.
Because three days without touching her has been an exercise in mounting frustration.
Because the memory of her in my arms has haunted every quiet moment.
Because restraint is becoming a dangerously fragile concept.
“I hated being away from you,” I murmur.
The confession slips out unfiltered, voice roughened by weeks of suppressed tension and three days of relentless absence.
Valerie stills.
Eyes widening slightly.
And something vulnerable flickers across her face.
“I hated it too,” she whispers.
That’s all it takes.
My mouth finds hers with quiet, devastating inevitability.
The kiss is not cautious.
Not restrained.
It’s hunger and relief and frustration and something dangerously close to need colliding all at once.
Her hands grip my shirt.
My fingers tighten against her waist.
And the world narrows violently to heat, breath, the intoxicating familiarity of her mouth moving against mine.
Valerie pulls back first.
Breathless.
Eyes dark.
“We need to talk.”
The words land like impact.
Because she’s right.
Because avoidance is no longer sustainable.
Because whatever this is has long since crossed into territory neither of us can pretend not to recognize.
I rest my forehead lightly against hers, breath still uneven.
“Then talk.”
Her hands remain curled against my chest.
But her voice trembles faintly.
“What are we doing?”
The question lingers between us.
Heavy.
Unavoidable.
And for the first time, I don’t reach for deflection.
Don’t hide behind composure.
Don’t pretend uncertainty where clarity has already taken root.
“I don’t know what the label is,” I say quietly. “But I know I don’t want distance from you. I know I don’t want other men touching you. I know being away from you feels…” I pause, jaw tightening faintly. “…wrong.”
Valerie’s breath stutters.
Because truth, I’m discovering, carries its own dangerous intimacy.
Her eyes search mine.
Unsteady.
Honest.
“That scares me.”
“I know.”
“I just got out of something that nearly destroyed me.”
“I know that too.”
“And this — whatever this is — it’s intense, Liam.”
My hand slides slowly up her back, fingers splaying gently against the warm curve of her spine.
“It’s intense for me too.”
Silence hums softly between us.
Charged not with conflict now.
But recognition.
Possibility.
Fear.
Want.
Valerie swallows.
Voice barely above a whisper.
“I think I want this.”
My pulse slams violently against my ribs.
Because the admission lands with devastating force.
Because desire sharpens instantly into something deeper, heavier, infinitely more dangerous.
“But?” I murmur.
Her gaze flickers.
Uncertain.
“I’m afraid of losing myself again.”
I tilt her chin gently upward.
Forcing her to meet my eyes.
“You won’t.”
“You can’t promise that.”
“No,” I say quietly. “But I can promise I won’t treat you like something to control or contain.”
Her breath catches.
Because the words cost me something.
Because honesty with Valerie is becoming a habit I no longer resist.
She studies me another long, searching second.
Then nods faintly.
“Okay.”
The word is soft.
But seismic.
Because something shifts.
Because the space between us feels different.
Because lines are no longer just blurred — they’re being deliberately, dangerously crossed.


Later, lying awake beside her, one truth settles with quiet, unsettling certainty into the center of my chest.
Three days away clarified something I didn’t want to examine.
I don’t just want Valerie Sinclair.
I am already far too attached to the idea of her being mine.


Chapter 59
VALERIE
Everything feels different.
The awareness greets me before my eyes even open, a quiet, unmistakable shift humming beneath my skin like a secret my body already understands. For a few suspended seconds, I remain still, caught in that fragile space between sleep and memory, unsure whether the warmth at my back is real or imagined.
Then Liam’s arm tightens slightly around my waist.
And reality settles with a soft, disorienting rush.
I inhale slowly, pulse stumbling into a rhythm that feels entirely too aware for first thing in the morning. The room is washed in pale light, the early sun slipping through the curtains and tracing gentle lines across the sheets. It should feel ordinary.
It doesn’t.
Because I’m lying in Liam’s bed.
Because sometime between the argument, the kiss, and that long, impossible conversation, something subtle and seismic shifted between us.
Because we didn’t just fall asleep side by side.
We crossed into territory neither of us can pretend not to recognize now.
Carefully, I tilt my head, glancing back.
He’s still asleep.
And the sight of him — dark hair slightly disheveled, expression unguarded in a way I almost never see — sends a soft, dangerous ripple through my chest. Liam always looks composed, controlled, perpetually aware of himself and the world around him.
Not like this.
Not relaxed.
Not human in this quiet, intimate way.
My heart tightens unexpectedly.
God.
This is new.
Not the tension.
Not the attraction.
But the tenderness creeping quietly into moments like this, slipping past my defenses before I fully understand it.
I shift slightly, and Liam’s eyes open almost instantly.
Sharp.
Aware.
Locked onto mine.
For half a second, neither of us speaks.
Because the air changes.
Because memory rushes back — his voice low in the dark, his mouth against mine, the confession threaded with honesty that still feels startling in its intensity.
“Morning,” he murmurs, his voice rough with sleep.
The sound curls low and warm through my bloodstream.
“Morning.”
My voice comes out softer than intended.
Something flickers behind his eyes — recognition, awareness, something that makes my pulse jump in response.
Neither of us moves.
But the space between us feels charged in an entirely different way now. Less volatile. Less uncertain. Still electric, still threaded with that familiar heat, but undercut with something quieter.
Something dangerously close to comfort.
Liam studies my face for a long moment, his hand resting lightly against my waist.
“You okay?”
There’s no teasing in the question.
No guarded detachment.
Only quiet sincerity.
And the gentleness of it does something strange to my chest.
“Yes,” I say softly.
A pause.
Then, more honestly, “I think so.”
His thumb brushes absentmindedly against my side, the subtle contact sending warmth blooming through my skin.
Last night replays in fragments of sensation rather than sequence.
The intensity.
The vulnerability.
The terrifying honesty of it.
What are we doing?
I think I want this.
The memory tightens my throat.
Because I meant it.
Because wanting something again feels both exhilarating and deeply, profoundly dangerous.
Liam’s gaze remains steady.
Unsettling in its focus.
“As long as ‘okay’ isn’t code for spiraling.”
Despite everything, a small smile tugs at my mouth.
“It’s too early for a full spiral.”
“Good.”
But something in his expression softens faintly, relief flickering across his features with disarming transparency.
And that, more than anything, unsettles me.
Because Liam doesn’t do relief.
Because Liam Pierce does not wear emotion openly.
Because seeing evidence that he feels the shift too lands with quiet, destabilizing weight.
I sit up slowly, the sheet sliding down as reality settles more fully around us.
Last night wasn’t just tension and heat.
It was recognition.
Choice.
A fragile, unspoken agreement that something real exists between us now.
Even if neither of us has dared to define it completely.


The kitchen feels different too.
Every space in the house does.
As if the walls themselves are aware that something has shifted, that the invisible current humming between Liam and me has subtly recalibrated overnight.
He moves around the counter with familiar ease, sleeves rolled, coffee already brewing. The domestic normalcy of it should ground me.
Instead, it heightens everything.
Because I’m hyper-aware.
Of him.
Of us.
Of the way his gaze lingers a second longer than usual when it lands on me.
Of the way silence no longer feels empty but charged with unspoken memory.
“You’re staring.”
I blink. “What?”
Liam’s mouth twitches faintly. “You’ve been watching me like I’m about to reveal classified information.”
Heat creeps instantly into my cheeks.
“I wasn’t staring.”
His eyebrow lifts in blatant disbelief.
I look away, reaching for a mug with exaggerated focus. “Okay, maybe a little.”
“A little,” he repeats dryly.
But the amusement in his voice is softer than usual, threaded with something warmer, something that sends a confusing flutter through my chest.
God, this is strange.
Not awkward.
Not exactly.
Just… new.
Because every glance carries memory now.
Because every small interaction feels loaded with the awareness of what nearly happened and what almost certainly will.
Because the tension hasn’t disappeared.
It’s deepened.
Liam slides a mug toward me, fingers brushing mine briefly.
The contact is light.
Incidental.
And yet my pulse reacts like he’s done something far more deliberate.
His eyes flick to mine.
And I see it.
That same awareness.
That same quiet, dangerous recognition humming beneath the surface.
Neither of us comments on it.
But the silence feels anything but neutral.


The drive to work is quieter than usual.
Not tense.
Not uncomfortable.
Just charged with a strange, unsettled energy that seems to pulse softly between us.
I watch the city blur past the window, my thoughts circling the same impossible terrain they’ve occupied since waking.
What are we now?
What did last night actually change?
What happens when reality intrudes?
Because reality always intrudes.
Because Liam’s company is not a minor complication.
Because secrecy is not sustainable forever.
Because the fragile space we’ve stepped into feels as precarious as it is intoxicating.
“You’re thinking too loud again.”
I glance at him. “I didn’t say anything.”
“You didn’t have to.”
There’s a hint of a smile in his voice.
Soft.
Knowing.
Dangerously perceptive.
I exhale slowly. “Everything feels different.”
Liam’s grip tightens faintly on the steering wheel.
“I know.”
Two simple words.
But they land with quiet, undeniable weight.
“And that doesn’t bother you?” I ask.
His gaze flicks briefly toward me.
Steady.
Certain.
“No.”
The answer is immediate.
Unequivocal.
And something about the quiet confidence of it sends warmth unfurling low and unsteady in my chest.
Because I’m still catching up.
Still adjusting.
Still trying to reconcile fear with the unmistakable pull drawing me toward him.


Work is… impossible.
Not because anything dramatic happens.
Because everything does.
Because Liam’s presence feels different now, every movement through the office subtly charged with awareness that hums relentlessly beneath my skin.
Because last night exists.
Because we exist.
Because every time he enters my orbit — leaning beside my desk, calling my name, standing just slightly too close — my pulse reacts with humiliating predictability.
And worse?
He seems just as aware.
Our eyes meet across the room mid-morning.
The air shifts.
Not visibly.
But undeniably.
Something tight.
Something electric.
Something that lingers a second too long.
Monica notices.
Of course she does.
Her gaze flicks between us with sharp, narrowing curiosity that sends a quiet spike of unease through my chest.
Later, she appears at my desk, expression deceptively casual.
“Something going on I should know about?”
My stomach tightens instantly.
“What?”
She tilts her head slightly, studying me. “You and Liam feel… different.”
My pulse stumbles.
Because she’s not wrong.
Because subtle shifts are rarely invisible to someone as observant as Monica.
Because whatever changed between Liam and me is apparently radiating more clearly than I realized.
“We’re fine,” I say carefully.
Her eyebrow lifts.
That word again.
Fine.
The universal signal for not fine at all.
But Monica lets it drop, though suspicion lingers unmistakably in her eyes.
And unease curls low in my chest.
Because perception leads to speculation.
Speculation leads to risk.
And risk, where Liam’s company is concerned, is not theoretical.


The ripple arrives just after lunch.
Ethan.
He stops by my desk with familiar charm, but something in his expression feels sharper today, his smile carrying an edge of curiosity that immediately puts me on guard.
“Hey, stranger.”
“Hi, Ethan.”
“You’ve been hard to catch lately.”
My stomach tightens faintly.
“Work’s been busy.”
His gaze drifts across the office.
Then back to me.
Lingering.
Assessing.
“Yeah,” he says slowly. “I noticed.”
The implication hums quietly beneath the surface.
And suddenly the air feels heavier.
Because Ethan is perceptive in his own way.
Because tension leaves traces.
Because whatever exists between Liam and me is no longer entirely invisible.
“You doing anything tonight?” he asks.
My pulse jumps.
Not from temptation.
From awareness.
From the complicated, newly sharpened knowledge that my answer now carries entirely different weight.
“I already have plans.”
Another lie.
Another shield.
Ethan’s smile tightens slightly.
“Rain check?”
Before I can respond, a familiar presence materializes at my side.
Liam.
His proximity sends a violent, immediate jolt through my nervous system.
“Ethan.”
His voice is smooth.
Controlled.
But beneath it, something unmistakably territorial hums low and dangerous.
Ethan straightens. “Liam.”
The tension between them is subtle but razor-sharp, invisible lines of hierarchy and friction vibrating quietly beneath the surface.
“I need Valerie for a moment,” Liam says evenly.
Not a request.
Ethan’s jaw tightens faintly.
But he nods. “Sure.”
And walks away.
The silence he leaves behind is thick with implications neither Liam nor I immediately address.


Inside Liam’s office, the door clicks shut with quiet finality.
I turn toward him, pulse still uneven.
“That was unnecessary.”
His gaze locks onto mine.
Dark.
Unreadable.
“I disagree.”
“Liam.”
Something flickers behind his eyes — frustration, restraint, something that sends heat sparking low in my stomach despite the tension.
“I don’t like him asking you out.”
My breath catches faintly.
Because honesty from Liam still carries destabilizing force.
“Ethan is allowed to ask.”
“And you’re allowed to say no.”
“I did.”
Silence stretches.
Charged.
Unsteady.
Then Liam steps closer.
Close enough that my pulse stumbles into something far less composed.
“I hate being away from you,” he says quietly.
The confession lands like impact.
“I hate that distance gives other men the illusion they have a chance.”
My heart lurches.
Because the possessiveness is still there.
But now it’s threaded with something deeper.
Something frighteningly sincere.
Something that curls dangerously warm through my chest.
“Liam…”
His hand finds my waist.
Slow.
Deliberate.
And the tension shifts instantly, awareness surging hot and electric between us.
Everything.
Feels.
Different.
And somehow, impossibly, I know this shift is only the beginning.


Chapter 60
VALERIE
The idea frightens me the moment it takes shape.
It isn’t a dramatic fear, not the kind that makes my hands shake or my breath catch. It’s quieter than that, more insidious. A tightness beneath my ribs. A whisper of memory sliding cold fingers along my spine.
Surprise him.
My stomach knots instantly.
Because once, not that long ago, I had the same thought about someone else.
Wayne.
The memory arrives uninvited and unwelcome, vivid in the way only bad memories seem capable of being. Soft candlelight. Careful effort. Silk against my skin. Hope fluttering nervously in my chest like something fragile and naive.
And then—
My throat tightens.
I push the thought away, but my body remembers what my mind tries not to replay too clearly. The way his mood shifted without warning. The accusation in his eyes. The sudden, terrifying grip of his hands.
The choking.
The anger.
The confusion.
My pulse spikes violently, the echo of that night still sharp enough to rattle through my nervous system.
God.
I close my eyes briefly at my desk, fingers curling slowly into my palm.
This is not the same.
Liam is not Wayne.
The distinction should feel obvious.
And yet trauma has a cruel way of blurring logic, of stitching fear into places it no longer belongs.
Still, the thought refuses to leave me.
Surprise him.
Not because I have to.
Because I want to.
Because something inside me — something tentative but growing stronger with every honest conversation, every careful touch, every moment Liam proves himself steady rather than volatile — wants to give instead of simply react.
Wants to choose instead of brace.
By the time I leave work early, my pulse carries a restless, unsettled rhythm that has nothing to do with deadlines and everything to do with the quiet war unfolding inside my chest.
This is a terrible idea.
This is a beautiful idea.
This is terrifying.
This is… Liam.
Inside the house, silence greets me, and for a long moment I simply stand there, bag slipping from my shoulder onto the entryway table as hesitation curls tight and stubborn around my thoughts.
I don’t have to do this.
No one expects this from me.
No one is demanding vulnerability dressed up as romance.
And yet…
I glance toward the kitchen.
Toward the dining space.
Toward the life that has somehow, impossibly, begun to feel shared rather than borrowed.
Liam’s face flickers through my mind — the rare softness in his eyes, the sincerity threaded through his voice when he tells me things he clearly isn’t used to admitting.
I exhale slowly.
He is not Wayne.
The truth lands again, firmer this time.
Liam has never raised a hand to me.
Never frightened me.
Never turned tenderness into something cruel.
With cautious determination, I move.
Cooking becomes an anchor, the rhythm of preparation grounding me in the present rather than the past. The quiet chop of vegetables, the warmth of the stove, the familiar comfort of movement with purpose — all of it steadies the storm of nerves humming beneath my skin.
Dinner.
Simple.
Safe.
Except my heart refuses to behave like this is either of those things.
By the time everything is simmering softly, hesitation returns in a far more dangerous form.
The closet.
I stare at it from across the room as if it might judge me.
Because this is where the real fear lives.
Not dinner.
Lingerie.
My pulse stumbles.
Because silk and lace are no longer neutral in my memory.
Because vulnerability once wore that disguise and paid for it.
Because my body still remembers the panic, the confusion, the terror of realizing too late that a gesture meant to be intimate had somehow triggered rage instead.
“You don’t have to,” I whisper to myself.
And I mean it.
There is no rule requiring this.
No expectation.
No obligation.
But then Liam’s voice drifts through my mind.
That low, rough honesty.
I hate being away from you.
My chest tightens.
Because Liam has only ever met my vulnerability with care.
Because even in anger, he has never crossed into cruelty.
Because the man waiting at the end of this choice is steady, not explosive.
Liam.
Not Wayne.
The distinction matters.
Slowly, I step forward.
My fingers tremble only slightly as they close around silk.
Black.
Soft.
Dangerous in a way that feels thrilling rather than threatening.
Fear flutters wildly in my chest as I dress, the reflection staring back at me stirring an unsettling mix of nerves and fragile, defiant courage.
This is new.
Not just the relationship.
But the act of reclaiming something that once became tangled with fear.
“You’re safe,” I murmur quietly.
And for the first time, I believe it.


The sound of Liam’s key nearly stops my heart.
Every nerve ending ignites, anticipation and anxiety colliding violently as I step into the hallway, pulse hammering so hard I’m convinced he’ll hear it before he sees me.
The door opens.
Closes.
His briefcase hits the floor.
And then his eyes lift.
Everything in him freezes.
The reaction is immediate, visceral, stunning in its intensity. His gaze locks onto mine, disbelief and something far darker flashing across his features with breathtaking speed.
“Valerie…”
My name leaves his mouth like it’s been pulled from deep in his chest, low and rough and threaded with something that makes my pulse spiral wildly.
For half a second, fear flickers.
A reflex.
A ghost.
That old instinct to brace for unpredictability.
But Liam’s expression holds only astonishment.
Only hunger.
Only that now-familiar heat that has never once turned cruel.
Relief rushes through me so suddenly my knees nearly weaken.
He steps closer, eyes raking slowly down my body, his breathing visibly shifting.
“I…” He drags a hand through his hair, gaze darkening. “I wasn’t expecting…”
“I know.”
My voice is softer than intended, nerves threading through every syllable.
Silence hums between us, thick with awareness.
Then his attention flicks toward the dining area.
Candles.
Wine.
Dinner waiting patiently beneath soft light.
He looks back at me, something shifting in his expression — desire, yes, but layered now with something warmer, something that lands gently and dangerously in the center of my chest.
“You did this for me?”
The quiet sincerity in his voice nearly undoes me.
“Yes.”
He studies my face, and I wonder if he sees it — the fragile edge of vulnerability beneath my composure, the quiet courage it took to stand here like this.
If he senses the history woven invisibly into the moment.
Liam’s hand lifts slowly, fingers brushing my waist with reverent care.
Not possessive.
Not demanding.
Gentle.
The contact sends warmth blooming through my skin.
“You okay?” he asks quietly.
The question surprises me.
Because he sees it.
Because he always seems to see more than I realize.
I swallow.
Honesty rising before fear can stop it.
“I was scared to do this.”
His entire body stills.
The shift is immediate, concern flashing across his features.
“Scared?”
I nod faintly, my pulse loud in my ears.
“The last time I tried to surprise someone like this…”
My throat tightens.
But Liam’s gaze remains steady, patient, giving me space rather than pressure.
“It didn’t go well.”
Understanding flickers slowly behind his eyes, something dark and protective tightening subtly in his expression.
“Wayne?”
The name lands heavy but accurate.
“Yes.”
Silence stretches, but it isn’t uncomfortable. It feels careful, grounded in the quiet gravity of truth rather than tension.
“He got angry,” I whisper. “Really angry.”
Liam’s jaw tightens sharply.
“He scared me.”
Something dangerous flashes in his eyes.
But when he looks back at me, his touch remains impossibly gentle.
“I’m not him, Valerie.”
The words are low.
Certain.
Threaded with something that settles deep and steady in my chest.
“I know.”
And I do.
Because my body isn’t bracing.
Because my pulse, though racing, carries anticipation rather than dread.
Because Liam has never made me afraid of him.
His hand slides slowly along my back, drawing me closer.
“You never have to be scared of me.”
Emotion rises unexpectedly, tight and overwhelming.
“I’m starting to believe that.”
His forehead rests lightly against mine, breath warm and uneven.
“Good.”
The kiss that follows is soft at first, then deepens rapidly, tension and relief and want colliding into something heated and dizzying.
His hands move with reverence, not urgency.
Desire.
Not aggression.
Liam pulls back just enough to look at me, his voice low, rough with restraint and something far more dangerous.
“You’re wearing this for me?”
My heart pounds violently.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
The question isn’t doubt.
It’s wonder.
And the tenderness of it melts something fragile inside me.
“Because I wanted you to know.”
His gaze darkens.
“Know what?”
“That I’m not afraid of this.”
Of you.
Of us.
His breath stutters.
And when I meet his eyes, my voice is steady, certain, trembling only with desire now.
“I want you.”


Chapter 61
VALERIE
The kiss that answers me isn’t a kiss at all, not at first. It’s a breath. A shared, shuddering exhale as his forehead stays pressed to mine. My confession hangs in the air between us, fragile and powerful. I want you. His hands, which had been resting so gently on my back, tighten just slightly, not in restraint, but in a kind of helpless awe. It’s the first time I’ve initiated without a shadow of fear, and he feels the weight of it as clearly as I do.
“Valerie,” he murmurs again, my name a rough caress. And then he kisses me.
It’s nothing like the desperate, frantic clash of before. This is slow. Deliberate. His lips move over mine with a reverence that makes my chest ache. It’s a question, and an answer, all at once. I part my lips, and his tongue sweeps in, not to claim, but to explore. He tastes like mint and the faint, clean scent of his cologne, a smell that has become synonymous with safety. My hands, which were trembling at my sides, lift to his chest, fisting in the soft cotton of his shirt. The fabric is warm from his skin. I feel the steady, rapid beat of his heart against my palm, a rhythm that matches my own.
He pulls back, his eyes dark and searching. “Are you sure?” he asks, his voice a low gravel that vibrates through me.
Instead of answering, I reach for his hand. My fingers are steady now as I lace them through his and lead him toward the bedroom. I don’t look back, but I can feel his gaze on me, a physical weight that is thrilling, not threatening. The silk of the lingerie feels like a second skin, a declaration. With every step, the ghost of Wayne recedes further, replaced by the solid, undeniable presence of the man behind me.
In the bedroom, the city lights cast a soft glow through the window. I turn to face him, releasing his hand. He stands there for a long moment, just looking at me. His gaze is a slow, burning caress, tracing the line of my collarbones, the swell of my breasts pushed up by the black lace, the curve of my hips. There’s no judgment in his eyes. No calculation. Just pure, unadulterated want that makes me feel powerful, not exposed.
He reaches out, his fingers tracing the strap on my shoulder. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispers, the words thick with emotion.
It’s the perfect thing to say. He understands. He sees it not as an invitation for sex, but as an offering of trust. And that’s what finally breaks the last dam inside me.
I close the small distance between us, my hands going to the buttons of his shirt. My fingers fumble once, twice, and he covers my hands with his, stilling them. He doesn’t rush me. He just waits until I find my footing, then lets me go. I undo each button slowly, revealing the hard planes of his chest,the warm skin beneath. I push the shirt from his shoulders, and it pools silently on the floor.
My hands explore the new territory, mapping the contours of his shoulders, the solid strength of his arms. He’s so warm. So solid. So real. His breath hitches as my fingers trail down his stomach to the buckle of his belt. The metal clinks softly in the quiet room. I pause, looking up at him. His eyes are locked on mine, dark with a desire so potent it’s almost a tangible thing. He gives a single, almost imperceptible nod, his bottom lip pulled in, im now knowing he does this habit to fight the urge of doing something reckless.
I undo his pants, sliding them down his hips. He steps out of them, kicking them aside. He stands before me in just his boxers, his body a testament to a quiet strength, not aggression. I’ve seen him without a shirt before, but this is different. This is intentional. This is us.
His hands come to my waist, his thumbs stroking the sensitive skin just above the lace. “Your turn,” he murmurs against my ear.
But he doesn’t rip the fabric. He doesn’t tear it away in a fit of passion. He turns me gently, his fingers finding the tiny hooks at my back. He works them with a patience that is both arousing and deeply comforting. The black silk falls away, catching for a moment on my hips before sliding to the floor. I’m naked before him, bathed in the soft city light.
For a heartbeat, old panic flickers. A cold chill. The memory of being exposed and vulnerable. But then Liam’s hands are on my hips, turning me back to face him. He doesn’t look at my body with a predator’s gaze. He looks at me—all of me—with an expression of profound tenderness.
“You’re perfect baby,” he breathes.
He lifts me as if I weigh nothing, my legs wrapping around his waist as he carries me to the bed. He lays me down gently, settling over me, propping himself on his elbows so he’s not crushing me. The weight of him is a welcome anchor, a solid presence that chases away the last of the ghosts.
He kisses me again, a deep, drugging kiss that leaves me breathless. His hands begin to move, learning my body with a careful curiosity. He traces the line of my ribs, the curve of my waist, the soft skin of my inner thighs. Each touch is a question, and my body answers with a shiver, a soft sigh, an arch of my back. There’s no rush. This isn’t a race to a finish line. It’s a journey of rediscovery.
His mouth follows his hands, pressing hot, open-mouthed kisses to my neck, my collarbone, the swell of my breast. He takes his time, worshipping every inch of skin he can find. When his lips finally close around my nipple, a jolt of pure electricity shoots through me. I gasp, my fingers tangling in his hair, holding him to me. He lavishes attention on my breasts, his tongue and teeth working in a rhythm that builds a slow, sweet fire low in my belly.
He shifts, moving down my body, his kisses trailing a path of fire across my stomach. I know where he’s going, and instead of fear, a sharp, anticipatory thrill courses through me. He settles between my thighs, his hands gently parting them. I’m exposed, vulnerable, and for the first time in my life, I feel completely safe in that vulnerability.
He looks up at me, his eyes asking for permission one last time. I nod, my breath catching in my throat.
The first touch of his tongue is a revelation. It’s gentle, exploratory. He’s not in a hurry. He takes his time, learning what I like, what makes me gasp, what makes my toes curl. He builds the pleasure slowly, methodically, a master craftsman at work. The tightness in my belly coils tighter and tighter, a spring winding deliciously. My hips begin to move of their own accord, seeking more of that exquisite pressure.
“Liam,” I gasp, his name a prayer on my lips.
He responds with a low moan against my skin, the vibration sending me hurtling toward the edge. He slides a finger inside me, then another, curling them to find that spot that makes my vision white out. The dual stimulation is too much. The spring inside me snaps, and pleasure crashes over me in a blinding, soul-shattering wave. I cry out, my body arching off the bed as the orgasm rips through me, leaving me shaking and breathless in its wake.
He doesn’t stop. He works me through it, drawing out every last tremor until I’m a limp, boneless puddle on the sheets. He kisses his way back up my body, his movements slow and deliberate. He settles over me again, his face hovering above mine.
I can feel him, hard and ready, pressing against my entrance. The old fear tries to make a final stand, a whisper of what if. But I look into his eyes, and all I see is love. And patience. And an unwavering respect for me.
“I want you,” I say again, my voice hoarse from my release. “All of you.”
He reaches between us, positioning himself. He enters me slowly, inch by agonizing inch, giving my body time to adjust, to accept. There’s no pain, only a deep, stretching fullness that feels right.
“Fuck baby,” he says as his head goes back in pleasure.
He fills me completely, and the feeling is so intense, so profound, that tears prick at the corners of my eyes.
He stills, buried deep inside me, his forehead resting against mine again. “Okay?” he whispers, his voice strained with the effort of holding back.
I can only nod, my throat too thick with emotion to speak.
He begins to move, and it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever felt. His strokes are long and slow, a deep, rhythmic rocking that builds the pleasure all over again. This isn’t fucking. This isn’t just sex. This is making love in its truest, purest form. It’s a conversation without words, a sharing of souls. His eyes never leave mine, and in their depths, I see my own reflection—not the scared, broken woman from my past, but the woman I am becoming with him. Brave. Whole. Desired.
The rhythm builds, our bodies moving in perfect sync. The room fills with the sounds of our breathing, the soft slap of skin on skin, my quiet moans, his low groans of pleasure. I can feel another orgasm building.


Chapter 62
LIAM
I wake slowly, suspended in a rare, unfamiliar state of awareness that feels softer than consciousness usually does. For a few lingering seconds, I don’t move. I simply exist in the warmth of the moment, my mind surfacing gradually rather than snapping awake the way it has for most of my adult life.
Then I feel her.
Valerie’s body rests against mine, her back pressed lightly to my chest, one of my arms curved around her waist as if it found its place there sometime during the night and refused to leave. The sheets are still warm, the room washed in pale morning light, and the quiet intimacy of it lands with a force I’m not remotely prepared for.
My chest tightens.
Not with tension.
With something dangerously close to euphoria.
I inhale slowly, my pulse carrying an unsteady, almost disbelieving rhythm as memory returns in waves rather than sequence. The dinner. The way she looked at me. The slow, breathless unraveling of restraint that had defined weeks of proximity and denial. The moment everything shifted from anticipation into something deeper, something inevitable.
And then the night itself.
Heat curls low in my body at the recollection, desire stirring again with lazy, persistent insistence, but it’s eclipsed almost immediately by something far more unsettling.
The realization that I’ve never felt like this before.
Not after sex.
Not after intimacy.
Not after anything.
There’s a lightness in my chest that feels foreign, my mind strangely quiet instead of crowded with obligations, calculations, and the perpetual undercurrent of responsibility that rarely loosens its grip. The world beyond this room feels distant, secondary, almost irrelevant compared to the simple, staggering reality of Valerie lying here beside me.
Months.
We’ve only known each other for months.
By any reasonable standard, this should feel reckless. Too fast. Poorly considered. A lapse in the discipline and caution that built my life, my career, my control.
Instead, it feels like certainty.
My gaze drifts over her shoulder, taking in the soft rise and fall of her breathing, the faint disarray of her hair against the pillow. There’s something profoundly disarming about the vulnerability of sleep, about the unguarded stillness of someone who trusts the space they occupy.
Trusts me.
A slow, unexpected warmth spreads through my chest.
Anyone looking from the outside would say we’re moving too quickly. That intensity like this, attachment like this, formed in such a short span of time, carries all the classic warning signs of disaster.
I should be questioning it.
Analyzing it.
Creating distance from it.
But lying here with Valerie wrapped in my arms, the thought of pulling away feels not just unappealing, but fundamentally wrong.
Because this isn’t impulse.
This isn’t infatuation.
This is something that’s been building with quiet, relentless inevitability since the day she walked into my life and refused to remain peripheral.
I tighten my arm slightly around her waist, the subtle movement drawing a soft, sleepy sound from her that sends an immediate, ridiculous surge of affection through my bloodstream.
Affection.
Jesus.
I brush my lips lightly against her shoulder, the contact instinctive rather than calculated, and Valerie shifts slowly in my arms before turning to face me.
Her eyes open gradually, still heavy with sleep, and the sight of her like this — flushed, warm, entirely real in the gentle light of morning — hits me with the same destabilizing force it did the first time I saw her standing in that lingerie store, sharp and unexpected and impossible to ignore.
But now it’s layered.
Deepened.
Charged with memory.
“Morning,” she murmurs, her voice soft and drowsy.
The sound settles low in my chest.
“Morning.”
My voice comes out rougher than intended, sleep and something far less innocent threading through the word.
Valerie studies my face for a moment, her gaze carrying a quiet curiosity that makes my pulse shift.
“What?” I ask.
She smiles faintly, still half-asleep. “You look… happy.”
The observation lands with surprising force.
Because I am.
Because the feeling is so unfamiliar it borders on surreal.
Because happiness has never been a word easily associated with me, at least not in ways that extended beyond professional success or fleeting, surface-level satisfaction.
“I am,” I admit quietly.
Her eyebrows lift slightly, surprise flickering through her expression.
“Really?”
I brush a strand of hair back from her face, my fingers lingering briefly against her skin.
“Really.”
She searches my eyes as if looking for irony, deflection, some trace of the guarded detachment I usually default to.
Finding none.
Something softens in her expression.
And the shift does something unsettling to my chest.
Valerie’s hand slides slowly along my arm, her touch warm and unhurried.
“I thought you’d be the one panicking this morning.”
A faint smile tugs at my mouth. “Why would I panic?”
“Because,” she says gently, “people usually do after crossing certain lines.”
People.
Not me.
The distinction hums quietly beneath the surface.
I hold her gaze steadily. “Do you regret it?”
The question leaves my mouth before I can filter it, vulnerability threading through the words with uncomfortable clarity.
Valerie’s expression softens immediately.
“No.”
Relief moves through me with startling intensity.
“Do you?”
The answer is so immediate it surprises even me.
“Not even slightly.”
Her breath catches faintly.
And the air between us shifts into something warmer, quieter, threaded with a fragile honesty that feels far more intimate than anything physical.
Valerie studies my face carefully. “You don’t think this is… fast?”
There it is.
The question I should be asking myself.
The doubt I should be entertaining.
I consider it honestly, not because I’m uncertain, but because she deserves sincerity rather than reflexive reassurance.
“Maybe it is,” I say slowly.
Her pulse jumps beneath my fingertips.
“But I don’t care.”
The words settle with quiet certainty between us.
Because they’re true.
Because the idea of calibrating my feelings according to arbitrary timelines feels absurd in the face of something that has never once felt hesitant or half-formed.
Valerie’s gaze flickers, something unreadable moving behind her eyes.
“Most people would.”
“I’m not most people.”
She huffs a soft laugh. “That’s becoming very clear.”
I shift closer, my hand resting lightly against her waist.
“When I’m in, Valerie… I’m in.”
The confession lands heavier than I intend, the truth of it vibrating quietly beneath the words.
Because this isn’t casual for me.
Because she isn’t casual for me.
Because somewhere between tension, conflict, vulnerability, and desire, Valerie Sinclair became something dangerously central to my life.
Her fingers curl slightly against my chest.
“That’s a little terrifying, you know.”
“I’m aware.”
“But also…” She hesitates, her gaze softening. “It’s not entirely unwelcome.”
Warmth spreads through my chest.
I brush my forehead lightly against hers, the contact grounding and intimate in ways that still feel startlingly new.
“We’ll figure out the pace,” I murmur. “But I’m not going to pretend last night was a mistake just because it happened sooner than some imaginary rulebook would recommend.”
Valerie’s breath steadies, her body relaxing slightly against mine.
“I don’t think it was a mistake.”
“Good.”
Silence settles between us, but it’s comfortable now, charged less with tension and more with the quiet, disorienting awareness of shared reality.
We did this.
We crossed that line.
And nothing feels broken.
If anything, everything feels sharper, clearer, impossibly more defined.
Valerie traces lazy patterns against my skin, her touch sending slow currents of warmth through my body.
“So,” she says softly, “what now?”
The question carries weight.
Not dread.
Possibility.
I study her face, the vulnerability in her expression stirring something protective and steady inside my chest.
“Now,” I say quietly, “we navigate reality.”
Her eyebrows lift. “That sounds ominous.”
“It’s not.”
Though the truth is, reality has never felt more complicated.
Or more worth confronting.
Because the stakes are no longer abstract.
Because secrecy is no longer theoretical.
Because whatever exists between Valerie and me has moved beyond tension into something that demands acknowledgment, strategy, and care.
“We keep this ours,” I continue.
“For now.”
She nods slowly, understanding flickering across her features.
“My father.”
“My company.”
“Our timing.”
Valerie’s gaze softens faintly. “That’s a lot of variables.”
“I’m good with variables.”
“You’re good with control.”
I smile slightly. “That too.”
She studies me carefully. “And if something shifts?”
“It will.”
“Liam.”
Her voice carries a quiet seriousness that pulls my attention fully back to her.
“We’re stepping into something complicated.”
“I know.”
“And you’re still happy?”
I don’t hesitate.
“Yes.”
Because despite the risks, the optics, the inevitable friction between desire and responsibility, the truth remains startlingly simple.
Valerie makes my world feel larger, not more precarious.
More alive, not less controlled.
And lying here with her in the quiet light of morning, my chest still carrying that unfamiliar, intoxicating sense of ease, I realize something I haven’t allowed myself to articulate until now.
I’m not just drawn to her.
I’m already all in.
And for the first time in a very long time, that doesn’t feel like losing control.
It feels exactly like finding something worth surrendering to.


Chapter 63
VALERIE (same morning POV)
I wake with a strange, weightless sensation blooming gently through my chest, a feeling so unfamiliar it takes several long seconds for my mind to place it. My eyes remain closed as awareness returns in slow, drifting layers. Warmth. Soft sheets. The steady rhythm of breathing that does not belong solely to me.
Then memory arrives, and my pulse stumbles.
Liam.
The night.
Everything.
Heat floods my skin instantly, my body reacting before my thoughts fully catch up. I shift slightly beneath the covers, acutely aware of the quiet intimacy surrounding me, of the arm draped securely across my waist, of the solid warmth of Liam’s body pressed along my back.
For a moment, I simply lie there, suspended between disbelief and something softer, something dangerously close to contentment.
We really did that.
Not tension. Not almost. Not restrained longing hovering endlessly at the edge of possibility.
We crossed the line.
And the world did not collapse.
My breath leaves slowly, my chest tightening with an emotion I struggle to name without feeling ridiculous. There’s a tenderness to the morning light filtering through the windows, a gentleness to the stillness of the room that feels almost conspiratorial, as if the universe itself is handling this moment with unusual care.
I turn carefully in Liam’s arms, my pulse quickening when his grip tightens instinctively, his body responding even before he wakes. His face is relaxed in sleep, the usual tension smoothed away, dark lashes resting against skin still warm from the night before.
Something inside me melts.
This version of Liam — unguarded, peaceful, entirely stripped of the controlled composure he wears like armor — feels profoundly intimate in ways I hadn’t anticipated. It’s not just attraction that hums quietly beneath my ribs now.
It’s affection.
Connection.
Something deeper, steadier, far more terrifying.
His eyes open slowly, hazy with sleep, and the moment he focuses on me, something shifts in his expression. Softness flickers there first, followed immediately by a warmth that sends my pulse spiraling.
“Morning,” he murmurs, his voice low and rough.
My stomach flips. “Morning.”
For a few suspended seconds, we simply look at each other, the silence between us charged not with tension, but with the fragile, disorienting awareness of shared memory.
We did this.
We chose this.
Liam’s hand slides slowly along my waist, his touch warm, unhurried, sending a ripple of sensation through my skin.
“You okay?” he asks quietly.
The question surprises me, though it shouldn’t. Liam has developed an unsettling habit of noticing things I haven’t said out loud.
I nod faintly. “Yeah.”
But my voice comes out softer than intended, threaded with emotion that feels newly exposed.
His gaze sharpens slightly. “Talk to me.”
I hesitate, my fingers tracing absent patterns against his chest.
“It just feels…” I search for the right word. “Different.”
A faint smile curves his mouth. “Good different?”
My pulse flutters. “Yes.”
Relief softens his expression.
“I was half-expecting awkwardness,” I admit.
“You were?”
“Well…” I gesture vaguely. “Morning-after weirdness. Sudden panic. Regret spirals.”
Liam huffs a quiet laugh. “Regret spirals?”
“You know exactly what I mean.”
“I do.” His thumb brushes slow circles against my skin. “But no.”
“No panic?”
“Not even remotely.”
The certainty in his voice does something dangerous to my chest.
I study his face carefully. “You really don’t think we’re moving too fast?”
There’s a brief flicker of contemplation in his eyes, but no hesitation.
“Maybe by some people’s standards,” he says calmly. “But it doesn’t feel fast to me.”
My heartbeat stumbles.
“Does it feel fast to you?”
The question lands gently, but its weight is undeniable.
I consider it honestly, because pretending caution has magically disappeared would be both inaccurate and unfair.
“It feels intense,” I admit quietly.
Liam’s gaze doesn’t waver.
“But not wrong.”
Something warm and steady passes through his expression.
“Good.”
Silence settles between us again, but it’s softer now, threaded with something quietly reassuring.
Eventually, reality nudges its way back in.
Work.
Time.
The world beyond this room.
Reluctantly, I slide from the bed, acutely aware of Liam’s eyes following my every movement. The awareness is immediate, heated, charged with memory in ways that send warmth curling low in my stomach.
“This is going to make mornings very dangerous,” he mutters.
I glance back, smiling. “Why?”
“Because now I know exactly what I’m waking up next to.”
Heat rises to my cheeks.
“And?”
“And leaving this bed suddenly feels like a deeply unreasonable request.”
My pulse trips.
God.
Domestic flirtation should not be this destabilizing.
The kitchen carries the soft, comforting rhythm of routine, though today even the simplest movements feel subtly altered. Liam moves around me with an ease that feels new, his hand brushing lightly along my back as he passes, his fingers grazing my waist with casual familiarity that sends tiny shocks of awareness through my skin.
Everything feels charged.
Not tense.
But aware.
Like the air itself understands something fundamental has shifted.
“This feels suspiciously like couple behavior,” I murmur.
Liam glances up from the coffee maker. “Does it?”
“Yes.”
“Is that a problem?”
The question lands lightly, but my pulse reacts anyway.
“No,” I say softly. “Just… noticeable.”
His gaze lingers on me, something unreadable flickering behind his eyes.
“Good noticeable?”
My breath catches faintly. “Yes.”
Breakfast stretches with an easy, unfamiliar warmth, conversation drifting effortlessly between teasing and something quieter, something that feels dangerously close to comfort.
Comfort.
The word alone is enough to unsettle me.
Because comfort implies safety.
Implies stability.
Implies something lasting rather than fleeting.
And I’m not entirely sure my heart remembers how to trust those concepts without flinching.
By the time we’re getting ready for work, the glow of the morning has softened into something steadier, though a faint ripple of anxiety curls low in my stomach as we step into the garage together.
Same car.
Again.
The optics of it suddenly feel heavier.
“What?” Liam asks, catching the hesitation in my expression.
“Nothing.”
“Valerie.”
I sigh softly. “People are going to talk.”
“They already do.”
“Yes, but this is…” I gesture vaguely between us.
“Obvious?”
My pulse stumbles. “Potentially.”
Liam studies me for a moment before stepping closer, his hand resting lightly against my waist.
“Let them talk.”
Easy for him to say.
He isn’t the one whose career could be quietly shredded by office speculation.
Still, something about his calm steadiness grounds the spiral before it can fully form.
The drive passes with a quiet tension humming beneath the surface, not uncomfortable, but threaded with the fragile awareness of navigating something newly delicate.
And then reality intrudes.
Hard.
The moment we step into the office, I feel it.
The shift.
Eyes lingering slightly longer than usual.
Conversations pausing.
That subtle, unmistakable ripple of curiosity that moves through shared spaces when something has changed and everyone senses it before understanding exactly why.
Monica’s gaze finds mine almost instantly.
Sharp.
Assessing.
Dangerously perceptive.
“Well,” she murmurs as I reach my desk, “you look suspiciously radiant.”
My pulse spikes. “I do not.”
“You absolutely do.”
Heat creeps up my neck.
Across the room, Ethan glances up.
And something tightens in my chest.
Because his eyes linger.
Because curiosity flickers there.
Because the timing feels suddenly, precariously dangerous.
Liam moves past us moments later, his presence commanding as always, but today there’s something different in the air, something charged with awareness I can’t quite shake.
Monica watches him.
Then me.
Then back to him.
“Oh no,” she whispers.
“What?”
She leans closer. “Something happened.”
My heartbeat slams violently.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Valerie.”
Her grin is wicked. “Please.”
I turn quickly toward my computer, my pulse racing.
But I feel it.
The tension.
The scrutiny.
The world beginning, slowly, inevitably, to close in.
And for the first time since waking in Liam’s arms, a sharp, sobering truth settles heavily into my chest.
Nothing stays suspended forever.
Not even happiness


Chapter 64
LIAM
By the time I step out of Valerie’s orbit, the morning has already taken on a dangerous edge.
It isn’t visible to anyone else, at least not in ways they could easily name, but I feel it with uncomfortable clarity. The awareness. The shift. The subtle recalibration of space that follows us like a shadow now. Walking into the building together may have felt insignificant in the moment, but inside the office, perception sharpens into something far less forgiving.
I catch it immediately.
Lingering glances.
Conversations that soften when I pass.
That quiet, unmistakable ripple of curiosity moving through the floor like an electrical current searching for grounding.
Valerie tries to mask her reaction. She’s good at that — composed, professional, careful — but I know her well enough now to recognize the faint tension in her shoulders, the slight hesitation in her movements as she settles behind her desk.
And I hate it.
Not because she’s wrong to be cautious.
Because she has to be.
I force my focus back to the tablet in my hand, scanning numbers I’ve reviewed twice already. Concentration refuses to cooperate. My mind drifts — traitorously — to the memory of waking beside her, of warmth, of soft morning light, of the quiet intimacy that still feels surreal in its intensity.
Dangerous territory.
Especially here.
“Rough morning?”
Ethan’s voice cuts cleanly through my thoughts.
I glance up to find him leaning casually against my office doorway, his expression unreadable but edged with curiosity.
“Not particularly.”
He studies me. “You look distracted.”
“I have a company to run, Ethan. Distraction is implied.”
A faint smirk tugs at his mouth. “That didn’t sound like your usual brand of sarcasm.”
Before I can respond, my assistant appears, her posture tighter than usual.
“Mr. Pierce…”
Something in her tone sharpens my attention instantly.
“Yes?”
“My apologies for the interruption, but…” She hesitates. “Your father is here.”
The words land like a controlled detonation.
My chest tightens sharply.
“Where?”
“In the boardroom.”
Of course he is.
A slow burn of tension coils beneath my ribs, years of conditioned response settling automatically into place. My father doesn’t visit casually. He doesn’t “drop by.” His presence in this building, unannounced, carries the unmistakable weight of intention.
Agenda wrapped in paternal authority.
I hand Ethan the tablet without looking at him.
“Reschedule my next thirty minutes.”
Ethan’s eyebrows lift. “Everything okay?”
“No,” I say calmly. “But it will be.”
As I move down the corridor, the air feels heavier, memory threading through my thoughts with unwelcome clarity. My father’s expectations. His standards. The legacy he built and the invisible pressure that accompanied inheriting it instead of my older brother.
And beneath it all, a sharper, more immediate concern surfaces.
Valerie.
Because my father doesn’t miss things.
Because perception travels faster than discretion.
Because if he’s “hearing things,” there’s only one subject that would bring him here personally.
I push open the boardroom door.
He’s standing near the windows.
Waiting.
He doesn’t turn when I enter.
My father remains facing the windows, hands loosely clasped behind his back, posture straight and immovable. The morning light cuts a sharp silhouette around him, the familiar image stirring an old, instinctive tension beneath my ribs. Even after all these years, even after inheriting the authority he once embodied so absolutely, his presence still carries weight.
“Liam.”
His voice is calm, measured, as if this were a scheduled meeting rather than an ambush.
“Dad.”
The door clicks shut behind me. The sound feels louder than it should.
Only then does he turn. His gaze lands on me with that precise, assessing sharpness that has defined nearly every meaningful interaction we’ve ever had. Time has added silver to his hair but has done nothing to dull the clarity of his scrutiny.
“I wasn’t informed you’d be visiting.”
“No,” he says evenly. “You weren’t.”
A statement. Not an apology.
I cross the room slowly, stopping at the head of the table. “To what do I owe the surprise inspection?”
His eyebrow lifts faintly. “Is that how you see this?”
“It’s how history suggests I should.”
Silence stretches between us, thick with the quiet gravity of familiarity. We’ve had versions of this exchange before. Different circumstances. Different subjects. The same undercurrent of tension that never quite escalates into open conflict but never fully dissolves either.
He gestures toward the chair across from him. “Sit.”
I remain standing.
Something flickers behind his eyes. Irritation, perhaps. Or recognition.
“We can do this without theatrics,” I say calmly.
“As you wish.”
He studies me for a long moment before speaking again. “I’ve been hearing things.”
My jaw tightens almost imperceptibly. “About?”
“You.”
Of course.
“And?”
“About your judgment.”
The phrasing is deliberate. Clinical. Dangerous.
I meet his gaze evenly. “That’s a broad category.”
“Not as broad as you’d like it to be.”
There it is — the shift from ambiguity to precision.
“You’re involved with an employee.”
The words land cleanly, without hesitation or cushioning.
My chest stills.
I don’t respond immediately. Not because I’m caught off guard. Because reaction matters. My father has always measured silence as carefully as speech.
He continues, voice steady. “An employee, Liam.”
“I’m aware of her employment status.”
His eyes narrow slightly. “This isn’t a situation that calls for sarcasm.”
“It isn’t sarcasm.”
“It’s recklessness.”
The word lands heavier than the accusation itself.
I hold his gaze. “You’re making assumptions.”
“I’m drawing conclusions based on information.”
“Information,” I repeat coolly, “or gossip?”
“Do you deny it?”
The silence that follows answers for me.
Because denial would be pointless.
Because the truth refuses to bend to optics.
“I didn’t think so,” he says.
A slow burn ignites beneath my ribs. “And what exactly concerns you?”
His laugh is soft, edged with disbelief. “What concerns me?”
“Yes.”
He steps closer, his presence filling the space with effortless authority. “I handed you this company.”
Not gifted.
Handed.
The distinction hums sharply beneath the surface.
“I trusted you with its stability, its reputation, its future.”
“And I’ve done nothing to compromise any of those.”
“You’re sleeping with someone whose career depends on your authority.”
The bluntness lands like a strike to the chest.
Anger flashes hot and immediate. “You don’t know anything about the nature of my relationship with Valerie.”
His expression cools. “Valerie.”
The way he says her name — distant, clinical — tightens something fiercely protective inside me.
“So it’s serious enough to warrant first names.”
“She’s not ‘someone,’” I say evenly. “And she’s not a liability.”
“Every personal entanglement inside a professional hierarchy is a liability.”
“She’s exceptional.”
The certainty in my voice stills the room.
My father studies my face carefully. “Exceptional rarely survives scrutiny under corporate pressure.”
“She’s already under corporate pressure.”
“And now she’s under you.”
I take a slow breath, forcing the surge of irritation back beneath controlled restraint. “You’re reducing something real to something transactional.”
“I’m evaluating risk.”
“She’s not a risk.”
“She’s an employee you’re romantically involved with.”
“She’s a woman I care about.”
The admission lands heavier than intended, the words vibrating in the air between us.
His gaze sharpens. “That alone should concern you.”
“It doesn’t.”
“Liam.”
“She is not a threat to this company.”
His jaw tightens slightly. “Perception is already shifting.”
Because of course it is.
Because nothing remains hidden forever.
“Rumors spread faster than facts,” I say calmly.
“Then perhaps you shouldn’t be providing material.”
Silence crashes between us, tension thickening with every passing second.
“You’re asking me to end it.”
“I’m advising you to correct a mistake before it escalates.”
My spine stiffens. “She’s not a mistake.”
“Every man says that.”
“I’m not every man.”
The words land sharper than intended, years of contained friction threading through the exchange.
For a moment, something unspoken flickers between us — history, inheritance, the quiet fracture that followed his decision to pass the company to me instead of my older brother.
Legacy has never been neutral territory.
“You’re risking more than you understand,” he says quietly.
“I understand exactly what I’m risking.”
“And you’re willing to gamble the company for a relationship measured in months?”
Measured.
Quantified.
Reduced.
The framing ignites something unyielding inside my chest.
I meet his stare without hesitation.
“How about you just meet her.”
The words land clean and deliberate.
He goes still.
“You can see who she is,” I continue evenly. “How she is.”
Silence tightens.
“She’s not a threat to the company.”
My father studies me with that sharp, calculating gaze, something layered shifting behind his eyes.
“You’re asking me to evaluate the woman you’re involved with.”
“I’m asking you to see her as a person rather than a hypothetical liability.”
The air hums with tension.
Finally, “This doesn’t change the reality of the situation.”
“No.”
“But it might change your understanding of it.”
A long pause stretches between us, thick with reluctance battling curiosity.
“I’ll consider it,” he says at last.
Not agreement.
But not refusal.
Movement.
As he turns toward the door, I feel the weight of the conversation settle heavily into the room. Nothing about this stays contained now. Not the relationship. Not the scrutiny. Not the inevitable collision between personal truth and corporate expectation.
The door closes behind him.
And the silence that follows feels deafening.
I stand there for several seconds, jaw tight, pulse steady but charged with a slow, simmering tension that refuses to dissipate.
Then I become aware of something else.
Valerie.
Because my father didn’t just confront me.
He made her part of the equation.
And as I step back into the corridor, my gaze finding her almost instinctively across the floor, one truth lands with sharp, undeniable clarity.
This just became very real.


Chapter 65
VALERIE
The rest of the workday passes in a blur I barely manage to survive.
I sit at my desk, answer emails, attend meetings, nod at appropriate moments, yet none of it fully registers. My mind remains trapped in Liam’s office, replaying every word of that conversation with relentless clarity.
His father knows.
Not suspects. Not wonders.
Knows.
Even now, hours later, the realization refuses to settle into anything manageable. It hovers inside me like a quiet, persistent tremor, rattling my thoughts every time I try to focus.
Across the office, Liam is deep in discussion with the finance team, posture straight, voice steady, expression composed. To anyone watching, he looks exactly as he always does — controlled, confident, untouchable.
But I see it.
The tension held too tightly in his shoulders.
The faint rigidity in his movements.
The subtle distance that has nothing to do with work.
And beneath it all, something else.
Pressure.
Responsibility.
The weight of a legacy that suddenly feels like it’s pressing down on both of us.
I look away quickly, pulse unsteady.
Because the truth is, fear has been building quietly in my chest since the moment he said the words.
About us.
Us.
The word should feel grounding.
Instead, it feels terrifyingly fragile.
By the time the clock finally drags toward evening, my nerves are stretched thin with a mixture of exhaustion and restless anticipation. I gather my things slowly, hyper-aware of Liam’s presence even before he approaches my desk.
“Ready?” he asks.
My stomach flips at the normalcy of the question.
As if nothing seismic shifted between us this morning.
As if his father’s disapproval isn’t now a living, breathing reality.
Still, I nod. “Yeah.”
We walk out together in silence, the tension between us no longer sharp and electric but quieter, heavier, threaded with thoughts neither of us seems ready to voice.
The drive home is worse.
Not because Liam is cold.
Because he isn’t.
He’s simply… distant.
Focused somewhere deep inside his own head.
Streetlights blur past the window as I steal a glance at him. His hands grip the steering wheel a little tighter than usual, jaw faintly clenched, gaze fixed on the road with an intensity that has nothing to do with traffic.
My chest tightens.
“Liam?”
His eyes flick briefly toward me. “Yeah?”
“You’re doing it again.”
A pause. “Doing what?”
“Leaving.”
The word hangs softly between us.
He exhales slowly, tension flickering across his features. “I’m right here.”
“Physically.”
His grip tightens slightly. “Valerie…”
“I can feel it,” I say quietly. “Something’s still spinning in your head.”
Silence fills the car.
For a moment, I think he might deflect, brush it aside with practiced ease.
Instead, his voice lowers. “It’s complicated.”
“I know.”
“He’s not wrong about the stakes.”
My stomach sinks.
The words land gently, but their weight presses hard against my ribs.
“I never wanted to become something that jeopardizes your company,” I say softly.
His head turns sharply. “You’re not jeopardizing anything.”
“Your father clearly disagrees.”
“My father sees variables, not reality.”
“That reality could still cost you.”
The car slows at a red light.
Liam turns fully toward me now, his gaze dark, intense, threaded with something that sends a nervous ripple through my chest.
“You think I don’t understand the risks?”
“I think you’re under pressure.”
“I am.”
The honesty of it steals my breath.
“But not because of you.”
The light changes.
He drives forward, voice quieter now, edged with something rawer beneath the surface. “I spent years proving I could run that company. Years fighting perceptions that I only have it because it was handed to me.”
My chest tightens.
“Now he thinks I’m letting emotion interfere with judgment.”
“Are you?”
The question leaves my mouth before I can stop it.
Liam’s gaze flicks to mine.
And something in his expression shifts.
Softens.
Deepens.
“Yes,” he says quietly.
My breath falters.
“Because you’re not a distraction, Valerie.”
The words wrap around my chest with dangerous warmth.
“You’re…”
He trails off, jaw tightening faintly.
I swallow hard. “I’m what?”
His gaze returns to the road, voice lower, rougher. “You’re the one thing in my life that doesn’t feel like strategy.”
My pulse stumbles violently.
Silence floods the car.
Because that — that — is not a small confession.
By the time we reach the house, my heart is beating far too fast for reasons that have nothing to do with fear anymore.
Inside, the familiar quiet greets us, but the air feels charged with everything left unresolved between us.
Liam drops his keys onto the counter, running a hand through his hair in a gesture I’m beginning to recognize as agitation.
“I hate this,” he mutters.
I step closer. “Hate what?”
“That he’s in your head now.”
My chest tightens. “He should be.”
Liam’s gaze snaps to mine. “No.”
“This isn’t just about us.”
“It is to me.”
Emotion surges unexpectedly through my chest. “Liam, your father built that company. Your name is tied to it. Your reputation—”
“My reputation is not more important than my life.”
The intensity of his voice steals the air from my lungs.
“I’m part of that life,” I whisper.
“You are.”
The words land without hesitation.
Without doubt.
And something inside me trembles.
Because here’s the truth I can no longer ignore.
We’ve only known each other for a handful of months.
Months.
By any rational standard, this should still be fragile, uncertain, undefined.
But it doesn’t feel that way.
It feels…
Established.
Rooted.
As if somewhere along the line, time collapsed without asking permission.
As if what exists between us skipped past the tentative stages and settled into something deeper, heavier, more terrifyingly real.
“I know this sounds insane,” I say softly.
Liam’s gaze steadies on mine.
“But we haven’t known each other that long.”
His expression doesn’t change.
“And yet…”
My voice falters.
Because saying it out loud makes it real in a way thinking it never could.
“It feels like we’ve been together much longer.”
Silence fills the space between us.
Liam’s eyes darken slightly, something unreadable flickering there.
“I was thinking the same thing,” he says quietly.
My breath catches.
“That should scare us.”
“Does it scare you?”
“Yes.”
The answer is immediate.
Honest.
Terrifying.
“But not in the way it should.”
His gaze softens, tension bleeding slowly from his posture as he steps closer.
Until there’s barely any space left between us.
“I don’t feel rushed with you,” he murmurs.
My pulse races.
“I feel…”
His hand lifts, fingers brushing lightly along my waist.
“Certain.”
Heat curls low in my stomach.
Dangerous.
Unsteady.
“Liam…”
“I’ve dated before,” he continues softly. “I’ve been with women for years and never felt anything close to this.”
My chest tightens painfully.
“You’re not temporary to me.”
The words land deep.
Too deep.
Emotion rises swiftly in my throat.
Because this — this — is the part that terrifies me most.
Not desire.
Not tension.
But the quiet, destabilizing certainty growing between us.
“I don’t want to become the reason you fracture things with your father,” I whisper.
His hand slides to my jaw, tilting my face gently upward.
“You’re not the reason.”
His forehead rests briefly against mine.
“He is.”
The intimacy of the moment steals my breath.
“I can handle pressure,” he murmurs. “I can handle conflict.”
His thumb brushes slowly along my cheek.
“But I can’t handle the idea of losing you because of fear.”
My heart stumbles violently.
Because he’s right.
Because fear has been threading through my thoughts since the moment his father entered the picture.
Fear of being too much.
Too complicated.
Too dangerous to his world.
“I’m not fearless,” I admit quietly.
“I don’t need you to be.”
His lips hover dangerously close to mine.
“I just need you to stay.”
My breath catches.
The air thickens.
Tension shifts — no longer sharp, no longer uncertain — but softer, heavier, charged with emotion that feels dangerously close to something irreversible.
My hands curl lightly into his shirt.
“Okay,” I whisper.
The word is barely audible.
But it’s enough.
Liam’s mouth crashes softly against mine, the kiss deepening almost instantly, emotion and relief and something far more vulnerable tangling between us.
There’s urgency there.
But also reassurance.
As if we’re both trying to anchor something that suddenly feels precarious.
His hands slide along my back, pulling me closer, my body responding with an intensity that makes my pulse race.
We break apart breathlessly.
Foreheads touching.
Air shared.
“This isn’t just tension anymore,” he murmurs.
My chest tightens.
“I know.”
His gaze searches mine.
“And you’re still here.”
“I am.”
The words feel heavier than they should.
Because staying has never felt this significant before.
Because staying now means stepping deeper into something that could alter both of our lives.
His lips brush mine again, slower this time, softer, yet somehow more dangerous.
Because there’s no denial left.
No distance.
No pretending this is anything less than what it has become.
And as his arms tighten around me, one truth settles with quiet, breathtaking clarity into the center of my chest.
We may not have known each other long.
But nothing about this feels temporary.


Chapter 66
VALERIE
I don’t tell Aria right away.
Not because I don’t want to, but because the truth feels too large, too fragile, too charged with consequences to casually drop into conversation. It sits inside me all day like a secret made of light — impossible to ignore, impossible to handle without trembling.
Liam and I are together.
Even thinking the words sends a nervous warmth through my chest. Together. Not circling. Not hovering in that electric space between tension and restraint. Something has shifted, solidified, rooted itself in a way that makes everything feel different.
Real.
By lunch, I can’t stand it anymore. I pull out my phone.
Me: Coffee after work?
Aria: That sounds suspicious.
Me: Just come.
Aria: WHAT HAPPENED.
Me: Aria.
Aria: I’m choosing the place.
Of course she is.


The café is softly lit, warm, familiar. I slide into the booth by the window, heart already beating too fast. My fingers fidget with the sleeve of my cup while my mind races ahead, rehearsing sentences that dissolve the moment I try to form them.
Aria arrives in a rush of energy and curiosity, dropping into the seat across from me with narrowed eyes.
“Okay,” she says immediately. “Why do you look like you’re about to confess something illegal?”
I laugh nervously. “That’s dramatic.”
“Valerie.”
My stomach flips.
There’s no easing into this. No soft entry point. No casual lead-up.
“I’m seeing someone.”
Aria blinks. “You’re what?”
“I’m seeing someone.”
Her eyes widen. “WHO?”
A few heads turn. I wince.
“Can you not yell?”
“Can you not say that like you’re telling me you changed shampoo?”
I bite my lip, pulse thundering. “It’s Liam.”
Silence.
Utter, stunned silence.
Aria’s mouth opens slightly. “Liam?”
I nod.
“Your Liam?”
Heat rushes to my cheeks. “Yes.”
“Your boss Liam?”
“Yes.”
“The Liam who looks like he’s perpetually one inconvenience away from destroying someone?”
I exhale a laugh. “That Liam.”
She stares at me as if I’ve just announced I’m moving to Mars.
“You’re serious.”
“Yes.”
“How serious?”
My chest tightens.
Because this is the part that still feels surreal even to me.
“We’re… together.”
Aria leans back slowly. “Okay. No. You cannot just say that and sip your coffee like this is normal.”
I smile despite my nerves. “It built.”
Her eyebrow lifts.
“It didn’t just happen,” I clarify softly. “It built.”
Something shifts in her expression then — excitement flickering beneath protective concern.
“Are you happy?”
The question lands directly in my chest.
“Yes.”
The word leaves me before hesitation can touch it.
Aria studies my face carefully. “Like… really happy?”
“Yes.”
She exhales, tension easing from her shoulders. “Okay. I’m excited for you.”
Relief loosens something tight inside me.
“But,” she adds.
“There’s always a but.”
“This is big, Val.”
“I know.”
“He’s your boss. He runs an entire company. That’s power dynamics, reputation, risk—”
“His father knows.”
Aria freezes. “Knows knows?”
“Yes.”
“Oh shit.”
“Exactly.”
Concern replaces humor instantly.
“How bad?”
“He thinks I’m a liability. A risk to the company.”
Aria’s jaw tightens. “Of course he does.”
“Liam told him to meet me.”
Her eyes widen. “He did what?”
“He wants his father to see me as a person.”
Silence stretches between us.
Then Aria exhales slowly. “That’s… actually huge.”
“I know.”
“That’s not casual-relationship behavior.”
No. It absolutely isn’t.
I stare down at my cup, thoughts swirling into something I can barely articulate.
“We haven’t known each other that long,” I admit quietly.
Aria nods.
“But it feels like we have.”
Her expression softens.
“It feels like we’ve been together much longer,” I whisper.
She watches me carefully now, something emotional flickering in her eyes.
“That’s either incredibly romantic,” she says gently, “or mildly terrifying.”
“Both.”
A pause.
Then softly, “You love him.”
The words steal the air from my lungs.
Because I haven’t said it out loud.
Because even inside my own head, the realization still feels enormous.
“I…”
My voice falters.
Aria’s eyes widen slowly.
“Oh my God.”
Tears sting unexpectedly at the corners of my eyes.
Because yes.
Because somehow, impossibly, dangerously —
Yes.


I call my aunt that evening, nerves buzzing beneath my skin. She answers quickly, her voice warm.
“Valerie!”
“Hi, Tía.”
“How are things at the house?”
My pulse stumbles. She doesn’t say Liam’s name, but it’s there, hovering beneath the question.
“They’re good.”
A pause.
“You sound thoughtful.”
“I wanted to tell you something.”
“Okay…”
“It’s about Liam.”
Silence.
Not surprised.
Not confused.
Just still.
Then calmly, “I was wondering when you would say his name.”
My breath catches.
“We’re together,” I whisper.
Another pause, heavier.
“I thought so.”
Emotion tightens in my chest. “You did?”
“I saw the way he looks at you, mija.”
Heat floods my cheeks.
“And the way you look at him,” she adds gently.
I swallow hard.
“He treats you well?”
“Yes.”
“He respects you?”
“Yes.”
“He is patient with you?”
My throat tightens. “More than anyone ever has.”
A softer silence follows.
“He is not like Wayne.”
It isn’t a question.
“No,” I say firmly. “He’s nothing like Wayne.”
“And you feel safe with him?”
“Yes.”
Because it’s true. Because Liam’s arms have never felt like anything except shelter.
“We have not known him long,” she says carefully.
“I know.”
“But?”
I stare at the wall, heart thudding.
“But it feels like we have.”
Silence hums between us.
“Sometimes the heart does not follow calendars,” she murmurs.
Tears sting unexpectedly.
“I don’t want to be foolish.”
“There is a difference between foolish and in love.”
My breath falters.
“Are you happy, Valerie?”
“Yes.”
“Then protect your happiness,” she says softly. “But do not run from it.”
~~~
Instead of moving away, he exhales softly and lowers himself beside me. The couch dips under his weight as he stretches out, then without hesitation he slides closer, one arm curling around my waist as he settles against me.
The movement is slow, natural, instinctive.
As if this — being tangled together on the couch in the quiet of the night — has already become something familiar.
My breath catches when his chest presses against my back, his warmth wrapping around me in a way that instantly quiets the restless thoughts still lingering in my head.
He tucks me closer, his chin brushing lightly near my temple.
The touch is gentle.
Possessive.
Comforting.
Dangerous.
“You okay?” he murmurs, his voice low against my skin.
I nod, though the truth feels heavier than that simple answer. “Yeah.”
But my voice comes out softer, threaded with something I can’t quite hide.
His arm tightens slightly around my waist.
Not restraining.
Holding.
“What’s going on in that head?” he asks quietly.
There’s no teasing in his tone. No arrogance. No Underwood steel.
Just him.
I hesitate, fingers curling into the cushion beneath me. “It’s just…”
He waits.
He always waits now.
And somehow that patience feels more intimate than anything else.
“This feels big,” I whisper.
His breath shifts faintly against my hair.
“It is big.”
“I mean…” I swallow. “Telling Aria. Telling my aunt. Saying it out loud.”
Liam’s hand moves slowly along my side, not in seduction but in something almost absentminded, soothing, grounding. The gentle stroke sends a quiet shiver through me anyway.
“You regret it?”
The question is calm, but something tight coils beneath it.
I turn slightly in his arms, just enough to see his face.
The tension in his eyes hits me instantly.
“No,” I breathe.
Relief flickers there, subtle but unmistakable.
“I just keep thinking,” I admit softly, “about how fast everything happened.”
His gaze darkens slightly. “Fast?”
“We’ve only known each other for a few months.”
“And?”
“And it doesn’t feel like that.”
Something shifts in his expression.
Recognition.
Understanding.
Because he feels it too.
“It feels…” I struggle for the words. “Like we’ve been together much longer.”
Silence stretches between us, thick with something quiet and undeniable.
Liam’s fingers still against my back.
Then, softly, “You know what it feels like to me?”
My pulse stumbles. “What?”
“Like I’ve known you longer than I’ve actually had you.”
The words land deep in my chest.
Dangerously deep.
Emotion swells so suddenly it almost hurts.
Because that’s exactly it.
Because this connection never felt new.
It felt… inevitable.
His hand slides slowly up my spine, cradling the back of my neck as he draws me closer. Our foreheads touch, breath mingling in the dim light of the living room.
“I don’t feel like this is rushed,” he murmurs.
My heart pounds violently.
“You don’t?”
“No.”
There’s no hesitation. No uncertainty.
Just that same terrifying Liam certainty that both steadies and unravels me.
“I feel like I’ve been walking toward you for a long time.”
My breath catches sharply.
And God — the intensity in his eyes — the raw honesty of it — strips something open inside me.
“You scare me when you talk like that,” I whisper.
A faint smile touches his mouth. “Why?”
“Because it sounds like you’re already all in.”
His gaze doesn’t waver.
“I am.”
The words steal the air from my lungs.
No drama.
No grand speech.
Just truth.
My chest tightens painfully.
Because I know.
Because I feel it.
Because I’m standing right at the edge of something just as deep and just as irreversible.
My fingers curl lightly into his shirt.
“I’m trying not to be reckless,” I murmur.
Liam’s thumb brushes gently along my jaw.
“Loving someone isn’t reckless.”
My breath falters.
The word hangs there between us.
Loving.
Neither of us pulls away from it.
Neither of us pretends not to hear it.
The air shifts.
Heavy.
Charged.
Tender.
Terrifying.
“You don’t feel temporary to me, Valerie,” he says quietly.
Emotion surges violently through my chest.
Because that fear — that old, lingering fear — has lived inside me from the very beginning.
My voice trembles. “Neither do you.”
Something raw flickers across his face.
And then he kisses me.
Slow.
Soft.
Not hungry.
Not desperate.
But filled with something so deeply intimate it makes my heart ache.
It isn’t tension.
It isn’t lust.
It’s connection.
And as his hand tightens gently at my back, holding me against him like I’m something precious rather than fleeting, one truth settles deep and undeniable inside me.
This isn’t just something happening.
This is something becoming permanent.


Chapter 67
VALERIE
Something is wrong.
I feel it before Liam says a word.
Before the tension settles into the house like a living thing. Before the silence thickens into something sharp and uneasy. Before my chest starts to tighten with that familiar, creeping dread that whispers that peace never lasts.
He’s late.
Later than usual.
Later than he said he’d be.
And when the front door finally opens, the sound slices through the quiet with an intensity that makes my pulse jump violently.
I look up from the couch.
Liam steps inside, shoulders rigid, jaw tight, his expression carved from something dark and unreadable. There’s no softening when his eyes land on me. No immediate warmth. No quiet smile.
Just tension.
Heavy. Coiled. Dangerous.
My stomach drops.
“Hey,” I say carefully.
He doesn’t answer right away. He loosens his tie with an abrupt motion, fingers rough, impatient. His gaze drifts past me toward nothing in particular, as if his mind is still somewhere else entirely.
Somewhere far less peaceful than this room.
“Long day?” I ask gently.
A beat.
Then, flatly, “You could say that.”
Something cold slides down my spine.
Because Liam’s voice — his controlled, measured, devastatingly calm voice — always carries weight. But this?
This sounds strained.
Fractured at the edges.
I sit up slowly. “What happened?”
He exhales sharply, running a hand through his hair. “My father happened.”
Of course.
Tension tightens instantly beneath my ribs.
“What did he say?”
Liam lets out a humorless laugh, pacing once across the living room like he can’t stand still inside his own skin.
“What didn’t he say?”
My pulse quickens.
“He’s pushing harder,” Liam continues, voice tight. “Board concerns. Legal implications. Reputation risk.”
Each word lands like a stone in my chest.
“He thinks the relationship is going to damage the company.”
The air leaves my lungs.
I swallow. “Liam…”
“He thinks you’re a liability.”
The word hits like a physical blow.
Liability.
My throat tightens painfully.
“I told him he was wrong.”
I look up quickly.
Liam’s eyes finally meet mine — dark, intense, burning with something volatile.
“I told him you’re not a risk.”
Emotion surges unexpectedly, but it’s tangled with something else now.
Fear.
Because this isn’t over.
Because his father isn’t going to let this go.
Because Liam is being forced to defend me in rooms I’ve never even stepped into.
“What did he say to that?” I whisper.
Liam’s jaw tightens. “That I’m blinded.”
My chest constricts.
“That I’m letting emotions interfere with judgment.”
The room suddenly feels smaller.
Heavier.
As if the walls themselves are listening.
“And the board?” I ask quietly.
Liam hesitates.
Just for a second.
But it’s enough.
My pulse stutters violently.
“Liam.”
His silence is answer enough.
Something sharp and sickening twists in my stomach.
“What about the board?”
His voice lowers. “They’re nervous.”
Cold dread floods my bloodstream.
“Nervous how?”
“They don’t like uncertainty.”
My heart starts to race.
Uncertainty.
Risk.
Liability.
Every word circles back to the same unbearable implication.
Me.
“This is because of me,” I whisper.
Liam’s gaze snaps to mine. “Valerie—”
“No.”
My voice trembles.
“Yes, it is.”
Emotion rises fast, violently, choking.
“This is my fault.”
His expression darkens. “Don’t do that.”
“How can I not?”
My chest tightens painfully, thoughts spiraling into something wild and relentless.
“Your father thinks I’m ruining the company.”
“He’s wrong.”
“The board is nervous.”
“They’ll adjust.”
“You’re being questioned because of me.”
Liam steps closer, frustration flashing. “Valerie—”
“You built everything there!”
The words burst out, raw and shaking.
“This is your life, Liam!”
My vision blurs.
Heat stings behind my eyes.
“And I’m just…” My voice cracks. “…the complication.”
His face hardens. “You’re not a complication.”
“But I am tells differently!” I choke.
Tears spill before I can stop them.
Because the truth crashes into me all at once.
Because the weight of it is unbearable.
Because loving him suddenly feels like standing directly in the path of something capable of destroying everything he’s worked for.
“I never wanted to be the reason you had to defend yourself,” I whisper brokenly.
Liam’s expression shifts — anger fracturing into something more dangerous.
Hurt.
“You think I resent that?”
“I think you shouldn’t have to.”
Silence detonates between us.
Thick.
Charged.
Unstable.
“I’ll leave.”
The words slip out through tears before I can stop them.
The room freezes.
Liam goes completely still.
My heart shatters even as I say it.
“I’ll leave the company.”
His eyes flash violently. “No.”
“I can transfer.”
“No.”
“I can find another job—”
“Valerie.”
His voice drops low.
Deadly.
Warning.
But I can’t stop now.
Because the fear is too big.
Because the guilt is too loud.
Because the idea of being the reason his world collapses is suffocating.
“I can’t be the thing that destroys your career!”
My voice breaks completely.
“I won’t do that to you!”
“You’re not destroying anything!”
“But what if I do?!”
I’m crying openly now, chest heaving.
“What if your father is right?”
Liam’s expression snaps.
Not cold.
Not distant.
Explosive.
“Don’t you dare.”
The intensity of his voice slams into me.
“You are not leaving because of him.”
Tears blur everything. “Liam…”
“You are not sacrificing yourself like you’re some problem that needs to be removed.”
“I’m trying to protect you!”
His hands land on my arms, firm, grounding, eyes blazing with something raw and unrestrained.
“You are not protecting me by walking away from me.”
The words rip straight through my chest.
Emotion crashes violently between us, jagged and shaking.
“I can’t stand the thought of being the reason you lose everything,” I whisper.
Liam’s jaw tightens, his voice rough now, stripped of control.
“And I can’t stand the thought of you thinking you’re disposable.”
My breath falters.
“I am not letting you leave.”
“I’m not disposable,” I sob.
“Then stop talking like you are!”
The force of it shakes me.
Silence trembles in the air.
“You think I’d choose the company over you?”
My voice cracks. “You shouldn’t have to choose at all.”
Liam’s expression shifts into something devastatingly intense.
“I already did.”
The words steal the air from my lungs.
“If it ever comes down to that,” he says, voice shaking with emotion he rarely lets surface, “I choose you.”
My heart stumbles violently.
“Liam…”
“I am not losing you because my father can’t handle reality.”
Tears stream uncontrollably.
Because he means it.
Because the certainty in his eyes is terrifying.
Because love like this feels too big, too consuming, too irreversible.
“I was trying to be strong,” I whisper.
His grip softens instantly.
Pain flickers across his face.
“I know.”
“I just…”
My voice breaks again.
“I don’t want to hurt you.”
Liam’s forehead presses against mine, his breath uneven.
“You leaving would hurt me.”
My chest aches painfully.
“You walking away thinking you’re protecting me?” he whispers. “That would destroy me.”
Emotion crashes through me.
Raw.
Unfiltered.
And when his mouth finds mine, it isn’t gentle.
It’s desperate.
Fierce.
Shaking with everything we almost lost in the span of a single argument.
His hands tighten at my waist, pulling me against him as if proximity alone can erase the terror that just ripped through us.
I’m not losing you. Do you hear me?”
The words hit me like a force of nature, low and raw against my lips, vibrating straight through my chest. Liam’s forehead presses harder into mine, his breath uneven, his hands firm at my waist as if the act of holding me there is the only thing anchoring him.
My pulse stumbles violently.
Because of the intensity in his voice.
Because of the certainty.
Because there is absolutely nothing hesitant about the way he says it.
“I’m not going anywhere,” I whisper, though my voice trembles with the remnants of tears and adrenaline and everything that nearly tore through us minutes ago.
Liam pulls back just enough to look at me.
And the expression in his eyes steals what little breath I have left.
There’s relief there.
But beneath it, something darker.
Something shaken.
Something that looks dangerously close to fear.
“You scared the hell out of me,” he murmurs.
The confession lands softly, yet it slices deep.
“I scared you?” I ask quietly.
“Yes.”
No hesitation.
No pride.
No walls.
His thumb brushes beneath my eye, catching the dampness still clinging to my skin, the touch impossibly gentle compared to the storm that just passed between us.
“The way you said you’d leave…” His jaw tightens. “Like it was already decided.”
Emotion tightens painfully in my chest.
“I thought I was doing the right thing.”
“You thought you were sacrificing yourself.”
“I thought I was protecting you.”
Liam’s gaze sharpens, his hands sliding up my back, firm and warm and grounding.
“Valerie,” he says softly, but the weight of my name in his mouth is devastating. “Losing you is not protection.”
My breath catches.
The air between us shifts again.
Not sharp now.
Not volatile.
But heavy.
Charged with something slower.
Something deeper.
Something that coils low in my stomach and spreads like heat beneath my skin.
“I don’t ever want to hear you talk about leaving me like that again,” he murmurs.
The intensity in his voice sends a ripple through me.
“You don’t get to decide what’s best for me by removing yourself from my life.”
My heart pounds harder.
Because he’s still holding me.
Because his body is pressed against mine.
Because the argument may be over, but the emotions are still burning hot and restless between us.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” I whisper.
“I know.”
His voice lowers.
“But it still wrecked me.”
The honesty in that admission does something dangerous to my insides.
My hands slide up his chest without conscious thought, fingers curling lightly into the fabric of his shirt. I feel the steady rise and fall of his breathing, feel the tension still humming beneath his skin.
Feel the way he reacts to my touch.
Subtle.
Immediate.
His gaze drops to my mouth.
My pulse spikes.
And when he kisses me again, it’s different.
Not desperate like before.
Not frantic.
But slow.
Deliberate.
Burning.
His lips move against mine with a controlled intensity that makes my knees feel weak, that melts the last brittle edges of fear into something molten and aching. One of his hands slides into my hair, tilting my head back slightly, deepening the kiss with a quiet dominance that sends heat spiraling low in my stomach.
A soft sound escapes me before I can stop it.
Liam’s grip tightens.
Not harsh.
But possessive.
Needing.
As if that sound does something catastrophic to his restraint.
“Valerie…” he breathes against my mouth.
My fingers tighten in his shirt.
Because the way he says my name now is different.
Thicker.
Darker.
Still edged with emotion, but threaded through with something unmistakably physical.
Something that makes my entire body hum.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper, my lips barely leaving his.
“For even saying it.”
His mouth trails along my jaw, down the curve of my neck, each touch slow and deliberate and devastating.
“I know you are.”
My breath shatters.
“But we’re not doing that,” he murmurs against my skin. “You don’t walk away from me.”
Heat floods my bloodstream.
Because his voice has changed.
Lower.
Rougher.
Because his hands are moving now, sliding down my back, fingers pressing into my waist with a possessive firmness that sends sparks racing across my nerve endings.
Because the shift from emotional to something far more dangerous is happening so fast I can barely process it.
“I wasn’t trying to walk away from you,” I breathe.
Liam pulls back just enough to look at me again.
His eyes are dark.
Heavy-lidded.
Burning with something that makes my pulse slam violently against my ribs.
“Then don’t ever talk like you are.”
The command is soft.
But absolute.
My stomach flips.
And before I can think better of it, before doubt or fear or lingering insecurity can interfere, my hands slide up to his face, pulling him down into another kiss.
This one isn’t careful.
Isn’t hesitant.
It’s hungry.
Because something inside me has snapped too.
Because the thought of losing him—even hypothetically—has left me raw and shaken and aching for reassurance I can’t put into words.
Liam responds instantly.
His hands grip my hips, pulling me flush against him, the contact sending a shockwave of heat through my entire body. The kiss deepens, intensifies, turning slow and consuming and dizzying. I feel the tension in him, the barely restrained energy coiled beneath his skin, the way his control is hanging by threads that are fraying with every second we remain like this.
My heart races.
My body reacts.
Every nerve ending alive and burning.
And when Liam shifts, guiding me backward toward the couch, the movement feels inevitable.
Natural.
Dangerous.
My legs hit the edge of the cushions.
He sits.
Pulls me with him.
And suddenly I’m straddling his lap, breathless and trembling and acutely aware of everything.
The heat of his body beneath mine.
The strength of his hands gripping my waist.
The sharp inhale that leaves his chest as I settle against him.
The tension.
God, the tension.
Liam’s gaze drags over my face like a slow burn.
“You have no idea what you do to me,” he murmurs.
The words send a violent pulse of heat straight through my core.
My fingers curl into his shoulders.
Because I can feel it too.
The hard line of his restraint.
The way his jaw tightens.
The way his hands flex against my hips like it takes conscious effort not to pull me closer, not to lose himself completely in this moment.
“Liam…”
My voice barely exists.
His hands slide up my back, slow and deliberate, fingers splaying against my spine, the touch firm enough to make my breath hitch.
“You scared me,” he says quietly.
I blink, still catching my breath. “I said I was sorry—”
“I know.”
His thumbs trace small, slow circles against my skin.
“But do you understand what that did to me?”
The question is soft.
But loaded.
My heart stutters.
“I just didn’t want to be the reason you lost everything.”
Liam’s grip tightens.
His eyes darken further.
“You are not something I lose.”
Emotion collides violently with desire in my chest.
Because of the conviction.
Because of the intensity.
Because the way he’s looking at me right now feels like standing in the center of something powerful and irreversible.
His mouth finds mine again.
Slow.
Deep.
Burning with something that’s no longer just reassurance.
It’s need.
His hands slide down, gripping my hips more firmly now, guiding me against him in a way that pulls a soft, helpless sound from my throat.
Liam groans quietly against my lips.
“Fuck…”
The word is low.
Rough.
Shaken.
Heat floods my entire body.
Because I can feel exactly what he’s reacting to.
Because the tension between us has shifted fully now, transformed into something molten and aching and impossible to ignore.
His mouth trails down my neck again, slower this time, more deliberate, his hands sliding beneath the hem of my shirt, fingers pressing into warm skin.
My breath shatters.
Because every touch feels amplified.
Because every movement feels like it’s pushing us closer to an edge we’ve danced around too many times to pretend we don’t recognize.
“Liam…” I whisper, my fingers tightening in his hair.
His grip tightens at my waist.
His voice rough against my skin.
“Tell me to stop.”
The words send a shock through me.
Not because I want him to.
But because I don’t.
Because my body is already leaning into him, already responding, already burning with the same need crackling violently in the air between us.
“I don’t want you to stop,” I breathe.
Something dark and heated flashes in his eyes.
And the look alone nearly undoes me.
His hands slide higher, his mouth finding mine again with a slow, consuming intensity that steals every coherent thought from my brain. The world narrows to heat and breath and the way his fingers press into my skin like he’s memorizing every inch of me.
The argument.
The fear.
The tension.
It all melts into something else.
Something far more dangerous.
Far more intoxicating.
His forehead presses to mine, both of us breathing harder now, the air thick with everything building between us.
“You drive me insane,” he murmurs.
My pulse races wildly.
“You’re not exactly calm yourself.”
A faint, breathless laugh leaves him, his hands sliding slowly along my back.
“I’m trying to be.”
The words vibrate through me.
Because of the way he says them.
Because of the tension still coiled tightly beneath his control.
Because the truth is written all over his face.
He’s barely holding it together.
And somehow…
So am I.
My fingers trace slowly along his jaw, my voice softer now.
“You don’t have to fight me.”
Liam’s eyes darken dangerously.
“That’s exactly the problem.”
Heat curls low in my stomach.
Because the meaning is unmistakable.
Because the air between us is practically vibrating now.
Because every breath feels heavier than the last.
His hands tighten at my hips again, and the subtle shift of pressure pulls another soft, helpless inhale from my lips.
Liam’s head falls back slightly against the couch.
“Jesus…”
My heart pounds violently.
Because I can feel it.
All of it.
The want.
The tension.
The barely restrained hunger thrumming through him.
And when his hands slide up my thighs, slow and firm and devastatingly deliberate, my breath completely unravels.
“Liam…”
His gaze lifts to mine, dark and burning.
“You feel that?” he murmurs.
I nod, pulse racing.
Because there is absolutely no denying it.
Because the tension between us has evolved into something molten and consuming.
Because every inch of my body is alive and aching and dangerously close to losing all sense of reason.
His mouth crashes back into mine.
Hungry now.
Deeper.
His grip tightening as the kiss turns heated, desperate in a way that sends sparks racing violently through my bloodstream.


Chapter 68
VALERIE
The night feels different.
Not because anything dramatic has happened. Not because the world has suddenly gone quiet or the stakes have magically dissolved. But because something inside me has shifted in a way that feels both subtle and seismic, like the moment before a storm breaks or the instant the air changes before lightning splits the sky.
Liam is standing near the window when I step into the bedroom.
City lights spill through the glass, painting him in shadows and gold, outlining the broad line of his shoulders, the quiet tension in his stance. His tie is gone, shirt slightly open at the collar, sleeves rolled back just enough to reveal strong forearms that I know far too well now — arms that have held me, steadied me, undone me.
He turns when he hears me.
And the look in his eyes steals the breath straight from my lungs.
Not hunger alone.
Not desire.
Something deeper.
Something that makes my chest tighten with a rush of emotion so powerful it almost hurts.
For weeks — months — we’ve lived inside the space between restraint and surrender. Every touch loaded. Every glance charged. Every kiss teetering on the edge of something we both felt but never fully allowed ourselves to fall into without hesitation.
Too many rules.
Too many risks.
Too many reasons we shouldn’t.
But tonight…
Tonight there is no hesitation in his gaze.
No shadow of doubt.
Only certainty.
“You’re staring,” I murmur softly.
A slow, devastating smile touches his mouth.
“I’m appreciating.”
My pulse stumbles.
Because the tone of his voice is lower tonight. Rougher. Weighted with something that slides warm and electric down my spine.
I step closer.
The air between us thickens instantly.
Every inch of distance humming with awareness.
“You okay?” I ask quietly.
Liam’s eyes move over my face like he’s memorizing me all over again.
“I am now.”
Emotion flutters painfully in my chest.
There’s something about the way he says it — the honesty, the rawness — that strips away the last fragile layer of nervousness still clinging to my thoughts.
Because this isn’t just another night.
Because this isn’t just desire.
Because something has settled between us with breathtaking clarity.
We chose each other.
Not impulsively.
Not recklessly.
But fully.
And the weight of that choice lingers in the room like a living thing.
Liam closes the remaining distance without another word.
His hands slide slowly to my waist, fingers curling with deliberate, possessive familiarity that sends heat spiraling low in my stomach. My breath catches, palms flattening instinctively against his chest, feeling the steady, powerful rhythm of his heartbeat beneath my fingertips.
It’s racing.
Just like mine.
“You have no idea what you do to me,” he murmurs.
My pulse spikes violently.
“Liam…”
His forehead presses lightly against mine, breath warm, uneven.
“I spent months trying to fight this.”
Emotion swells in my chest.
“And?”
His lips brush mine softly, teasing, unhurried.
“I lost.”
The kiss deepens slowly.
Not rushed.
Not desperate.
But charged with something far more dangerous — intention.
Every movement deliberate.
Every touch speaking what words no longer need to.
His mouth moves against mine with a hunger that feels different now. Not restrained. Not carefully controlled. But open, consuming, as if the invisible barriers we’ve both carried have finally dissolved.
My fingers slide into his hair.
His grip tightens at my waist.
And when he kisses me again, deeper, slower, the world tilts violently on its axis.
Because there’s no fear underneath it.
No hesitation.
No lingering voice whispering we should stop.
Only heat.
Only want.
Only the intoxicating, dizzying certainty of finally being done with holding back.
Liam lifts me effortlessly, and I gasp softly against his mouth as my legs wrap around his waist, his hands gripping my thighs as he carries me toward the bed. The air feels electric, charged with anticipation that thrums beneath my skin like wildfire.
He lowers me slowly onto the mattress.
But he doesn’t pull away.
Doesn’t create distance.
His body presses against mine, weight warm, solid, grounding, his mouth trailing from my lips to my jaw, my neck, each kiss slow and devastatingly intentional.
My breath unravels.
My heart pounds wildly.
“Tell me,” he murmurs against my skin.
My fingers tighten in his shirt. “Tell you what?”
“That you’re not scared anymore.”
Emotion catches painfully in my chest.
Because fear had lived here once.
Fear of the consequences.
Fear of the intensity.
Fear of how deeply he had begun to matter.
But now…
Now love has rewritten the landscape of my heart.
“I’m not scared,” I whisper.
Liam stills.
Pulls back just enough to look at me.
And the emotion in his eyes nearly undoes me.
“You sure?”
I lift my hand to his face, fingers brushing softly along his jaw.
“I’ve never been more sure of anything.”
Something raw flashes across his expression.
Something dangerously close to awe.
And when he kisses me again, it isn’t hunger alone.
It’s reverence.
It’s emotion.
It’s the kind of kiss that feels like a promise instead of a question.
Clothes disappear slowly, unhurried, each touch lingering, each movement saturated with awareness. There is no frantic urgency, no desperation born from fear of interruption or stolen moments.
Because tonight we are not hiding.
Not rushing.
Not bracing for something to pull us apart.
Tonight is ours.
Fully.
Completely.
And when his skin meets mine, when warmth and heat and want collide in a slow, breathtaking fusion, my entire body trembles with the overwhelming intensity of it.
Not just pleasure.
Connection.
Belonging.
Love made tangible.
Liam’s breath shudders against my mouth as our bodies move together, slow and deep and devastatingly intimate, every sensation magnified by the emotional gravity of this moment.
No walls.
No restraint.
No distance left to maintain.
Only us.
Only this.
Only the dizzying, euphoric realization that everything we’ve been circling for months has finally found its inevitable, breathtaking release.
My name leaves his lips like something sacred.
His hands grip my body like he never wants to let go.
And when pleasure crests — fierce, consuming, incandescent — it tears through us both with a force so powerful it feels almost transcendent.
Like something breaking.
Like something sealing.
Like something beginning.
Afterward, we lie tangled together, breathless and warm, his arms wrapped tightly around me, my head resting against his chest as his heartbeat slowly steadies beneath my ear.
Silence fills the room.
Soft.
Heavy.
Perfect.
I trace idle patterns against his skin, my body still humming faintly with the aftershocks of everything we just shared.
“This feels…” I murmur.
Liam’s fingers slide lazily along my back.
“Different?”
I tilt my head slightly. “Yeah.”
He presses a kiss into my hair.
“It is.”
Emotion swells quietly in my chest.
Because this isn’t just physical closeness.
It’s peace.
It’s certainty.
It’s the profound, grounding comfort of knowing we are no longer dancing around what we are to each other.
No ambiguity.
No denial.
No careful emotional distancing.
Just truth.
Just love.
Just the breathtaking, terrifying beauty of finally being all in.
“I don’t want to imagine my life without you anymore,” Liam says softly.
My breath falters.
I lift my head, meeting his gaze.
And my heart nearly stops.
Because there is no guardedness there.
Only honesty.
Only vulnerability.
Only something so deep and real it shakes me to my core.
“You don’t have to,” I whisper.
His hand cups my face gently.
“Good.”
The word lands like a vow.
And as he pulls me closer again, our foreheads touching, the city lights flickering quietly beyond the window, one truth settles into my chest with breathtaking clarity.
This isn’t an ending.
It never was.
Because love like this doesn’t conclude.
It expands.
It deepens.
It begins again and again in ways neither of us could have imagined when this first started.
And somehow, impossibly, terrifyingly…
this was only the beginning. 
