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CHAPTER ONE

The Audit
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ELENA

––––––––
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THE COFFEE WAS SHIT.

I noticed that first—before the marble lobby that probably cost more than my entire apartment building, before the security guard whose watch was worth my annual salary, before the creeping sense that I'd just walked into something that had teeth.

The coffee. Burnt. Like they'd made it at six a.m. and left it on the burner until it turned into something bitter and punishing.

I took another sip anyway because my hands needed something to do, and showing up to Morelli Industries with visible nerves would be like bleeding in shark-infested water.

"Miss Castellano" The receptionist's smile was the kind of perfect that required either genetics or a generous dental plan. Maybe both. "Mr. Harding will see you now. Sixty-third floor."

"Thank you." I returned the smile, hoped it looked professional and not like my stomach was attempting gymnastics.

This was routine. I'd done twenty-three audits in the past two years. Numbers didn't scare me. Numbers made sense. Numbers didn't lie—people did, but the math always told the truth if you knew where to look.

The elevator was the kind of polished that showed your reflection with cruel accuracy. I checked anyway. Navy blazer, professional but not expensive. Hair pulled back in a bun that was already surrendering to the February humidity. Lipstick—god, I'd missed the corner of my mouth.

I fixed it with my pinkie, felt the flush of second-hand embarrassment even though no one was watching.

Sixty-three floors. The elevator didn't even shudder. Just this smooth, relentless climb that made my ears pop and my nerves wind tighter.

The doors opened onto silence.

Not the normal office hum of phones and keyboards and the HVAC struggling against too many bodies in too little space. This was the kind of quiet that cost money. Thick carpet that swallowed footsteps. Glass walls that probably had noise-canceling technology I couldn't even pronounce.

Everything was white and chrome and sharp angles. Like someone had designed an office to intimidate first, function second.

"Miss Castellano." A woman materialized from one of the glass-walled offices. Forty-something, blonde in that expensive ash tone that didn't come from a box, wearing a dress that probably had a French name. "I'm Victoria Harding. Chief Operating Officer."

She didn't offer her hand.

I pretended not to notice. "Thank you for accommodating the short notice. The state regulatory commission doesn't usually give much—"

"I'm aware of how audits work." Her smile didn't reach her eyes. Didn't even make it past her chin, really. "I'll be overseeing your access today. Mr. Morelli is unfortunately occupied with overseas calls, but he's made all relevant financial documents available for your review."

Something in the way she said all relevant made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

"I appreciate that." I adjusted my laptop bag on my shoulder. The strap had been digging into the same spot for the past twenty minutes, and I was going to have a bruise. "If I could just get started with the preliminary account overview, I should be able to complete the initial assessment by—"

"Of course. Right this way."

She led me down a hallway that felt more like a gallery. Abstract art that was probably worth more than my student loans. A sculpture that looked like twisted metal but was probably saying something profound about capitalism or the human condition or whatever billionaires thought about.

I didn't belong here.

The thought arrived uninvited and unwelcome. I shoved it down, straightened my spine. I had every right to be here. More than a right—a legal obligation. The state of New York had sent me to review Morelli Industries' financial compliance, and it didn't matter that my blazer was three years old or that I'd had to Google "what to wear to a billionaire's office" last night at eleven p.m.

Numbers. Focus on the numbers.

Victoria showed me into a conference room that was all windows on one side—the kind of view that made Manhattan look like a toy city, manageable and small. The Hudson River snaked through it, catching the weak February sunlight.

"You'll work here. I've had the requested files uploaded to this terminal." She gestured to a laptop that was definitely newer than mine. "Password is on the Post-it. Security protocols require that you not remove any documents from this room, physical or digital. Any questions will go through me first."

"Actually, I typically have direct access to the—"

"Those are the terms." Her smile was made of ice and legal threats. "I'm sure you understand. Mr. Morelli values his privacy."

I understood that she was stonewalling me. I also understood that pushing back on hour one of a thirty-day audit was a good way to make this exponentially harder.

Pick your battles, Elena.

"Of course. I'll reach out if I need clarification on any discrepancies."

"I'm certain you won't find any." Victoria's hand rested on the door handle. "Mr. Morelli runs a very tight ship."

Then she was gone, and I was alone with the view and the too-new laptop and the feeling that I'd just been politely threatened.

I sat down. The chair was one of those ergonomic nightmares that probably cost a fortune and felt like sitting on a very expensive rock. I'd take my secondhand IKEA desk chair over this any day.

The Post-it had the password in neat, printed letters: Morelli2024!

Original.

I logged in, pulled up the first quarterly report, and let the numbers start talking.

Revenue streams looked clean at first glance. Morelli Industries had fingers in everything—real estate development, private equity, some kind of tech acquisition that I'd need to dig into. The profit margins were aggressive but not impossible.

Then I opened the offshore account documentation.

My coffee went cold while I stared at the screen.

It wasn't obvious. Whoever had structured this knew exactly what they were doing—shell companies nested inside holding corporations, registered in three different countries with favorable disclosure laws. The money moved in careful increments, nothing large enough to trigger automatic reviews.

But the pattern was there. Like a heartbeat buried under noise.

Funds flowing out to the Caymans, then fragmenting, then reappearing in domestic accounts as "consulting fees" and "operational investments." The amounts were staggering when you added them up. Forty million over the past eighteen months, maybe more.

This wasn't a routine audit anymore.

My hands were shaking. I laced my fingers together, pressed them against the desk.

This could be legitimate. International corporations moved money across borders all the time for a thousand legal reasons. Tax optimization, currency hedging, international partnerships—

Or it could be money laundering. Embezzlement. Fraud on a scale that would make the SEC descend like the wrath of God.

I needed to get to the executive floor. Needed to see the primary accounts, the ones that Victoria definitely hadn't included in this neat little package of sanitized documents.

I stood up, smoothed my skirt, and walked back into the hallway.

Lunchtime had emptied the offices. I could hear the distant murmur of voices from somewhere, but the executive floor felt abandoned. Good. I'd apologize later, play confused if anyone asked. I'm so sorry, I got turned around looking for the restroom—

The elevator was at the end of the hall. I pressed the button for sixty-four.

Nothing happened.

I tried again. The button stayed dark. Keycard access, probably. Of course.

"Looking for something"

I spun around, heart in my throat.

Victoria stood five feet away, arms crossed. Her expression was the polite equivalent of a hunting dog scenting blood.

"The restroom," I said, and my voice came out steady. Thank god for small mercies. "I didn't see one on this floor."

"Sixty-second floor. I'll show you."

"That's not necessary, I can—"

"I insist." Her smile was all teeth.

She walked me to the elevator, pressed the button herself, and watched me step inside like a warden ensuring a prisoner returned to their cell.

The doors started to close.

And then a hand caught them.

They shuddered, reversed. Opened.

A man stepped into the elevator.

No—that wasn't right. Men stepped into elevators every day. This was different. This was presence made physical, the kind that sucked the oxygen out of a small space and replaced it with pressure.

He was tall. That was the first coherent thought I managed. Tall enough that I had to tilt my head back slightly, and I was five-seven in heels. Dark hair with just enough silver at the temples to suggest forty, maybe a few years past. A suit that had definitely been custom-made, charcoal gray and perfectly fitted to shoulders that didn't come from sitting behind a desk.

And his eyes—

Dark. Almost black. Fixed on me with the kind of focus that made my pulse forget its rhythm.

"Mr. Morelli." Victoria's voice had changed. Softer. Deferential. "I was just escorting Miss Castellano to—"

"I'll take it from here, Victoria." His voice matched everything else about him. Deep, controlled, with an edge that suggested he didn't make requests—he gave instructions and expected them to be followed.

Victoria hesitated. "Sir, the audit protocols—"

"Are noted. Thank you."

Dismissal. Clear as a door closing.

Victoria's jaw tightened, but she stepped back. The elevator doors closed, sealing me in six feet of confined space with Sebastian Morelli.

He didn't press a button.

The elevator didn't move.

"Miss Castellano." He said my name like he was tasting it. Testing the weight. "You're early."

Early The audit was scheduled for nine a.m. It was barely past one.

"I prefer punctuality," I managed. "In all things."

The corner of his mouth moved. Not quite a smile. "Interesting."

He pressed the button for sixty-four.

My stomach dropped as the elevator climbed. "I was actually going to—"

"I know where you were going." He turned those dark eyes on me fully, and I understood why Victoria had been so careful. This was a man who noticed things. Catalogued them. Used them. "You wanted to see the executive accounts. The ones Victoria was instructed not to give you."

My throat went dry. "I don't know what—"

"Don't." One word. Quiet. It cut through my deflection like a scalpel. "I appreciate many things, Miss Castellano. Ambition. Thoroughness. Intelligence. But I don't appreciate being lied to. Not in my own building."

The elevator stopped. Sixty-fourth floor.

The doors opened onto an office that wasn't an office—it was a statement. Floor-to-ceiling windows on two sides. A desk that looked like a single slab of black marble. Everything designed to remind you exactly who held the power in any negotiation.

He stepped out. Looked back at me.

"You wanted access to my files." It wasn't a question. "Come on, then. Let me show you exactly what you're looking for."

Every instinct I had was screaming.

This was wrong. The way he'd appeared in the elevator. The way he knew I'd been trying to bypass Victoria. The way he was looking at me—not like an auditor, not like an inconvenience.

Like I was something he'd been expecting.

But I'd come here to do a job. And if Sebastian Morelli wanted to play games, fine. Numbers didn't lie, even if he did.

I stepped out of the elevator.

Walked into his office.

The doors closed behind me with a soft, final click.

He moved to the bar cart in the corner—because of course there was a bar cart—and poured two glasses of something amber. Offered me one.

"I don't drink during work hours."

"Neither do I." He took a sip, eyes never leaving mine. "But I'm about to make you an offer, Miss Castellano. And you're going to want something to steady your nerves when you hear it."

"I'm here to conduct an audit, Mr. Morelli. Not negotiate."

"I know exactly why you're here." He set his glass down, moved closer. Not threatening—he was too controlled for that. But deliberate. "I know the state sent you. I know you've been an auditor for twenty-six months. I know you graduated top of your class from Baruch. I know you live in Astoria, take the N train, and have a coffee dependency that borders on medical concern."

Ice flooded my veins.

"I also know," he continued, voice dropping lower, "that your father is Antonio Castellano. And that he owes me two million dollars."

The room tilted.

No.

No, that wasn't—Dad didn't—

But I could see it in Sebastian Morelli's eyes. He wasn't bluffing.

"I don't know what my father's personal finances have to do with—"

"Everything." He picked up a folder from his desk. Handed it to me. "He took a loan from one of my lending subsidiaries eighteen months ago. Gambling debts, I believe. The terms were very clear. Payment was due sixty days ago."

I opened the folder with numb fingers.

It was all there. My father's signature. The loan amount. The interest—god, the interest was predatory. And the collateral—

The house. He'd put up my childhood home.

"You're lying." My voice sounded far away. "He wouldn't—"

"Call him."

I stared at Sebastian Morelli. At this stranger who knew too much, who held too much, who was looking at me like I was a puzzle he'd just solved.

"Call your father," he said again, gentler this time. Almost kind. "Ask him if I'm lying."

My phone was in my hand before I decided to move. Muscle memory. I pulled up Dad's number.

It rang four times.

"Elena, honey—" His voice was rough. Tired. "This isn't a good time."

"Dad." I couldn't feel my face. "Did you take a loan from Morelli Industries"

The silence lasted three seconds too long.

"Dad."

"It's handled, sweetheart. You don't need to worry about—"

"Two million dollars" My voice cracked. "You put the house up and didn't tell me"

"I was going to pay it back before—Elena, I had a sure thing, the investment was supposed to—"

I hung up.

My hand was shaking so badly I nearly dropped the phone.

Sebastian Morelli was watching me with something that might have been sympathy on anyone else. On him, it looked like calculation.

"Sit down," he said.

"I'm fine."

"You're about thirty seconds from passing out. Sit."

I sat. Mostly because my knees made the decision for me.

He poured a second glass of whiskey—or maybe it was scotch, I couldn't tell, couldn't think—and pressed it into my hand. This time I didn't argue. Just took a sip and felt it burn all the way down.

"What do you want" My voice came out hoarse.

"Direct. Good." He leaned against his desk, arms crossed. "I'm prepared to forgive your father's debt. All of it. Plus I'll cover the interest he's accrued."

There it was. The catch. There was always a catch.

"In exchange for what"

His smile was slow. Dangerous.

"Thirty days, Miss Castellano. I need a fiancée for thirty days to close a business merger. You play the part convincingly, and when it's done, your father's debt disappears. Your family keeps their home. You walk away free and clear."

I stared at him. "You're insane."

"I'm practical." He picked up another folder—god, how many did he have prepared—and set it in front of me. "This is the contract. Read it. Take your time. But understand that if you walk out of this office without signing, I will call in your father's loan tomorrow morning. The foreclosure process takes sixty days. Your mother will be evicted by April."

My mother.

He knew about my mother. Of course he did. He probably knew she collected porcelain birds and volunteered at the church and hadn't worked since the accident left her with chronic pain.

He knew everything.

And I knew nothing except that I was drowning and he was the only one offering a rope.

Even if that rope was tied into a noose.

I opened the contract.

Thirty days. Public appearances as his fiancée. Attendance at all required social and business functions. Residence at his penthouse for the duration—

"You expect me to move in with you"

"The arrangement needs to appear authentic. We'll have separate bedrooms, if that's your concern."

It wasn't. Or it was, but it was buried under about fifty other concerns that were screaming for attention.

I kept reading.

Physical affection in public settings as appropriate to maintain the illusion. Jesus Christ.

Confidentiality clause—I couldn't tell anyone the truth. Not my friends, not my family.

And at the bottom: Breach of contract will result in immediate reinstatement of the Castellano family debt plus penalties.

"This is coercion," I said.

"This is a business transaction." He moved closer, and I caught the scent of him—something expensive and cedar-dark. "You need money. I need a fiancée. It's simple economics."

"Nothing about this is simple."

"No," he agreed. "But it is necessary. For both of us."

I looked up at him. At this man who'd engineered this entire thing—he'd known I was coming, known about my father, probably known I'd try to access the executive files because he'd designed the breadcrumbs for me to follow.

"Why me" The question came out smaller than I wanted. "If you need someone to play pretend, you could hire an actress. A professional."

Something flickered in his expression. "Because you're not an actress, Miss Castellano. You're an auditor with a reputation for integrity. When you're seen with me, people will believe it's real. That matters for what I'm trying to accomplish."

"What are you trying to accomplish"

"Thirty days from now, that won't be your concern." He straightened, checked his watch. "You have until five p.m. to decide. Sign the contract and leave it with Victoria, or don't. But if you don't—"

"My family loses everything."

"Yes."

No apology. No softening. Just fact, delivered like a scalpel between the ribs.

I looked down at the contract. At my father's debt paperwork. At the view of Manhattan stretching out behind Sebastian Morelli like a kingdom he owned.

I thought about my mother crying when they took the house. About my father's voice on the phone, defeated and ashamed. About twenty-three audits and two years of building a career that would evaporate the second I signed this.

I thought about having a choice.

Realized I didn't.

"I need a pen," I heard myself say.

Sebastian Morelli smiled.

It was the kind of smile that should have come with a warning label.

He handed me a fountain pen—heavy, expensive, the kind that probably cost more than my monthly rent. Our fingers brushed. His were warm.

Mine were ice.

I pressed the pen to paper.

Hesitated.

"Once you sign," he said quietly, "you're mine. Understand"

I met his eyes. Saw the certainty there. The victory.

Hated him.

Hated my father.

Hated myself.

I signed my name.

Elena Maria Castellano, in ink that looked black but bled blue.

Sebastian took the contract, looked at my signature, and nodded once. "Good. We start tomorrow. A car will pick you up at eight a.m. Bring enough clothes for a week. We'll arrange for the rest to be moved."

"Moved." I stood up, felt the world tilt slightly. "This is really happening."

"This is really happening." He extended his hand. "Welcome to the arrangement, Miss Castellano."

I looked at his hand. At the man attached to it.

Shook it.

His grip was firm. Controlled. He held on a fraction too long, thumb brushing over my knuckles.

"One more thing," he said, not letting go. "In public, you'll call me Sebastian. I'll call you Elena. We should probably practice being familiar with each other. Don't you think"

He released my hand.

I felt the absence like cold water.

"Sure," I managed. "Sebastian."

My name in his mouth sounded different. Intimate. Like he'd already learned the shape of it.

"Elena." He said it slowly. Deliberately. "I think we're going to work very well together."

I didn't answer.

Just grabbed my laptop bag and walked to the elevator on legs that felt borrowed.

The doors opened. I stepped inside.

Turned around.

Sebastian Morelli was still watching me. Backlit by the Manhattan skyline, hands in his pockets, expression unreadable.

"Eight a.m.," he reminded me. "Don't be late. I meant what I said about punctuality."

The doors closed.

I made it to the lobby before my hands started shaking.

Made it to the street before the enormity of what I'd just done hit me like a physical blow.

I'd sold myself to a stranger for thirty days.

No—that wasn't right.

I'd saved my family.

I'd had no choice.

I pulled out my phone, stared at the screen, and realized I couldn't call anyone. Couldn't tell my best friend or my sister or anyone that I'd just signed a contract to be Sebastian Morelli's fake fiancée because if I did, I'd breach the agreement and my parents would lose everything anyway.

I was alone in this.

Completely alone.

My phone buzzed. Unknown number.

I opened the text.

Sleep well, Elena. Tomorrow, we begin. -S

I looked up at Morelli Industries. Sixty-four floors of glass and steel and money.

Somewhere up there, Sebastian Morelli was probably pouring another drink.

Celebrating his newest acquisition.

I shoved my phone in my pocket and started walking.

The coffee shop on the corner was still open. I ordered the largest size they had, black, no sugar.

It tasted like ash.

I drank it anyway.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Ultimatum
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SEBASTIAN

––––––––
[image: ]


SHE WAS GOING TO RUN.

I could see it in the way Elena Castellano held herself as she walked out of my office—spine too straight, shoulders locked like she was physically holding herself together. Fight or flight response. Most people chose flight.

I gave her twelve hours before she tried to find a way out.

The elevator doors closed, and I returned to my desk, picking up the contract she'd signed. Her handwriting was interesting. Neat, controlled, but the E in Elena had a slight flourish she'd probably tried to suppress. A tell. Everyone had them.

I'd been collecting hers for three weeks.

My phone buzzed. Marcus, my head of security.

"She's leaving the building," he confirmed. "Want me to maintain visual"

"No. But flag me if she goes anywhere other than home or her office."

"Copy that."

I ended the call and moved to the windows. Sixty-four floors below, Elena emerged onto the street, a dark-haired figure in a navy blazer that had seen better days. She stood there for a moment, and even from this distance, I could read the body language. Shock. Disbelief.

Then she started walking.

Not toward the subway. Toward the coffee shop on the corner.

I smiled despite myself.

The file Victoria had compiled sat on my desk, three weeks of research distilled into forty-seven pages. I'd already memorized most of it, but I flipped it open anyway, looking at the photo clipped to the inside cover.

Elena Maria Castellano. Twenty-six. Graduated summa cum laude from Baruch College with a degree in accounting. Hired by the New York State Department of Financial Services immediately after graduation. Twenty-three successful audits, two commendations, zero disciplinary actions.

On paper, she was exactly what she appeared to be: smart, ambitious, principled.

I'd almost dismissed her entirely when Victoria first flagged the incoming audit.

Then I'd seen the last name.

Castellano.

It had taken Marcus less than six hours to confirm that Elena was Antonio Castellano's daughter. Antonio, who'd taken a two-million-dollar loan from one of my subsidiary lending companies eighteen months ago to cover gambling debts he'd racked up at an underground poker club in Queens.

Antonio, who'd missed his payment deadline sixty days ago.

Antonio, who had a daughter working for the very agency sent to audit my company.

The universe had a sense of humor.

Or I did.

I'd been looking for a solution to the Grayson merger for two months. Richard Grayson was old money, old values, and old-fashioned enough to refuse to finalize a hundred-million-dollar deal with a man he considered morally bankrupt. He'd said it to my face at the last negotiation meeting.

"You're a brilliant businessman, Morelli. But you're also a bastard who's left a trail of broken partnerships and burned bridges. I won't tie my family's legacy to a man who has no concept of loyalty or love."

I'd pointed out that business and emotion were separate entities.

He'd pointed out that his vote controlled the board, and unless I demonstrated some semblance of human decency, the deal was dead.

Enter Elena.

Beautiful enough to be believable. Accomplished enough to be respectable. And—most importantly—in no position to refuse.

I'd spent three weeks orchestrating this. Making sure the audit request went through. Making sure Victoria would stonewall her just enough to make her curious. Making sure I'd be available at exactly the right moment.

The one variable I hadn't accounted for was whether she'd actually sign.

But I'd seen the look in her eyes when I mentioned her mother. That's when I knew I had her.

Everyone had a pressure point. Hers was family.

Mine used to be the same, once. A long time ago.

My office phone rang. I picked up.

"Mr. Morelli, I have Richard Grayson's assistant on line two," my secretary said. "Confirming your attendance at the Metropolitan Museum gala this Saturday."

Saturday. Four days away. I'd need Elena ready by then.

"Confirm," I said. "And add a plus-one to my reservation."

"Of course. Name for the plus-one"

"Elena Castellano. My fiancée."

There was the smallest pause. Professional enough that most people wouldn't notice.

I noticed everything.

"I'll update the registry," she said smoothly. "Anything else"

"Send the details to Miss Castellano's address. And arrange for a stylist to visit my penthouse Friday at two p.m. She'll need appropriate attire."

"Certainly, sir."

I hung up and pulled up the security feed from the lobby on my tablet. An old habit. I'd had the system installed five years ago after a corporate espionage incident that had cost me seventeen million and taught me that trust was a commodity I could no longer afford.

The feed showed Elena in the coffee shop. She was sitting at a corner table, both hands wrapped around a cup, staring at nothing.

She looked lost.

I should have felt satisfaction. This was going exactly according to plan. Elena would play her part, Grayson would see me as a reformed man capable of commitment, the merger would close, and I'd expand Morelli Industries into the telecommunications sector I'd been targeting for three years.

Simple. Transactional. Clean.

So why was there a tightness in my chest that felt uncomfortably like guilt

I closed the tablet.

Poured another scotch.

Didn't drink it.

The intercom buzzed. "Mr. Morelli, Victoria is here to see you."

"Send her in."

Victoria entered with the expression she wore when she was about to tell me I'd made a mistake. I'd seen it often enough to recognize it from across the room.

"You signed the Castellano girl." Not a question.

"I signed Elena to a thirty-day contract, yes."

"This is a mistake, Sebastian." She crossed her arms. "Using an active state auditor as a prop in your personal life—if this gets out, the regulatory blowback alone—"

"Won't happen. The contract has an ironclad NDA."

"NDAs don't prevent people from talking. They just make it expensive." Victoria moved closer, lowered her voice. "And you're using her father's debt as leverage. That's—"

"Effective."

"Coercion."

I met her eyes. "I gave her a choice."

"Between signing and watching her family become homeless. That's not a choice."

"She could have walked away. Found another solution. Taken out her own loan to cover her father's debt." I swirled the scotch I still hadn't drunk. "She chose the easier path. That's not my responsibility."

Victoria was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice was careful. "I've worked for you for seven years. I've seen you do a lot of ruthless things. But this feels different."

"Different how"

"Personal."

I laughed. It came out harsher than I intended. "There's nothing personal about this, Victoria. Elena Castellano is a means to an end. In thirty days, she'll leave, I'll have my merger, and we'll both get what we need."

"And what does she need"

"To save her family. I'm giving her that opportunity."

"You created the crisis you're saving her from."

"Her father created the crisis. I'm just the one holding the bill." I finally took a sip of the scotch. It burned, but less than it should have. "Is there anything else I have calls to make."

Victoria studied me with an expression I couldn't quite read. Disappointment, maybe. Or concern.

"Be careful," she said finally. "Girls like her—they're not like the women you usually associate with. She's not going to play by the same rules."

"Then she'll learn new ones."

Victoria shook her head. "That's what I'm afraid of."

She left.

I stood alone in my office, watching the sun set over Manhattan, and thought about Elena Castellano sitting in a coffee shop drinking something she probably couldn't taste.

Thought about the way her hand had trembled when she signed the contract.

Thought about the flash of hatred in her eyes when she'd looked at me.

Good.

Hate was honest. Hate was clean.

Hate I could work with.

It was the other possibility—the one Victoria was warning me about—that was dangerous.

But I'd built an empire on calculated risks.

This was just another one.

My phone lit up with a message from Marcus.

Subject returned home. Astoria apartment. Lights on in unit 4B.

I pulled up the building on Google Maps. A walk-up in a neighborhood that was gentrifying but hadn't quite gotten there yet. Street parking. A bodega on the corner. The kind of place where people still knew their neighbors' names.

I tried to imagine Elena there. Climbing four flights of stairs because the elevator was probably broken more often than not. Unlocking three different deadbolts because the building security was a joke.

Failed.

She didn't fit in my world, but I was beginning to suspect she'd outgrown hers.

That made her dangerous in a different way.

Dangerous because she had nothing to lose and everything to prove.

I drafted a text, deleted it, drafted another.

Finally settled on: Sleep well, Elena. Tomorrow, we begin. -S

Sent it.

Watched the screen.

No response.

I didn't expect one.

I finished the scotch, grabbed my jacket, and took the private elevator down to the parking garage. My driver was waiting with the Aston Martin—I'd told him I'd drive myself tonight.

Needed to think.

I headed north on the FDR, no destination in mind, just movement. The city blurred past. Lights and steel and eight million people living on top of each other, most of them one bad month away from losing everything.

I'd been one of them once.

Long time ago. Different life.

My father had taught me that sentiment was a luxury poor people couldn't afford. Then he'd proven it by drinking himself to death while my mother worked three jobs to keep us fed.

I'd learned the lesson.

Built Morelli Industries from nothing—well, from a hundred thousand dollars I'd earned through investments that weren't entirely legal and partnerships that had required me to become someone I barely recognized.

But I'd survived.

Thrived.

And I'd made damn sure I'd never be powerless again.

Elena Castellano thought I was a monster.

She was probably right.

But monsters didn't get backed into corners. Monsters didn't lose.

And I'd worked too hard, sacrificed too much, to let Richard Grayson's antiquated morality stand between me and the merger that would cement Morelli Industries as a major player in telecommunications.

If that required a fake fiancée for thirty days, fine.

If that required leveraging a debt her father owed, so be it.

If that required ignoring the small
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