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  One

  
  
  Chapter One

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




The Man at the School Gate

I saw the black Rolls-Royce before I saw him.

It waited outside the school gate like a warning.

“Mom, tell Liora she can’t take my flowers.”

“They’re not your flowers,” Liora said, holding the silver-wrapped bouquet higher. “Mrs. Bell gave them to both of us.”

“She looked at me when she gave them.”

“She looked at both of us.”

“She likes me better.”

“She likes me because I don’t sing flat.”

“I do not sing flat!”

“You did on the second song.”

“Mom!”

I did not answer.

My hand tightened around Selene’s coat. The sharp winter air cut across the school courtyard, but that was not why I went cold.

The Rolls sat at the curb, dark and polished, its windows black as sin. It did not belong with the line of family SUVs and tired taxis waiting outside St. Catherine’s Academy. It looked too expensive. Too silent. Too sure of itself.

Like him.

“Mom?” Liora tugged my sleeve. “Are you listening?”

“No,” I whispered.

Selene frowned up at me. “Are you sick?”

“I’m fine.”

“You always say that when you’re not fine,” Liora said.

I forced my eyes away from the car and looked down at my daughters. My beautiful girls. My whole world. Liora with her fierce chin and fearless stare. Selene with her soft eyes and careful heart.

His eyes.

God help me.

“Let’s go back inside,” I said.

“But the car is right there,” Liora said. “You said Julian was picking us up.”

“He is,” I said too fast.

Selene looked toward the gate. “Is that his car?”

“No.”

“Then whose is it?”

The driver’s door opened.

My breath stopped.

A man in a black suit stepped out first. Tall. Broad. Security. I knew the type. I had lived around men like that once. Men who opened doors, watched corners, and made normal life feel like a threat.

Then the back door opened.

I heard Selene gasp beside me.

“Mom,” she whispered, “who is that?”

I could not move.

Cassian Vale stepped out of the car.

Six years had not made him smaller. Prison had not broken him. It had stripped him down to something sharper. Colder. His dark coat moved in the wind. His black hair was cut shorter than before. His jaw looked harder. His face was the same face that had once bent over mine in the dark and promised forever.

The same mouth that had said he did not know if he could trust me.

The same man I had married.

The same man I had divorced.

The same man who was never supposed to find us.

“Mom?” Liora said again. “You’re hurting my hand.”

I loosened my grip at once. “Sorry, baby.”

Cassian’s eyes found mine.

The school noise faded. Parents laughed. Children shouted. Cars honked. Somewhere behind us, a teacher called goodbye.

I heard none of it.

Cassian walked toward me.

One step.

Then another.

Not fast. He never rushed. He never had to. The world moved for men like him.

“Valentina,” he said.

My old name sounded different in his mouth. Like a blade pulled from a drawer.

I lifted my chin. “You need to leave.”

His eyes stayed on mine for a moment. Then they moved.

To Liora.

To Selene.

His face did not change.

That was worse.

Liora shifted closer to me. “Mom, who is he?”

Cassian looked at her hair. Her face. Her eyes.

Then he looked at Selene.

Selene held the flowers against her chest. “Hello,” she said softly, because she had manners even when the world was falling apart.

Cassian did not answer her.

His eyes came back to me.

“How many children did you hide from me?”

My knees almost gave out.

Liora’s head snapped toward me. “What?”

“Get in the car,” I said.

“What does he mean?” Liora asked.

“Now.”

“No.” Liora pulled back. “What does he mean, Mom?”

Cassian took one more step.

I moved in front of the girls. “Do not come closer.”

His mouth tightened. “They’re mine.”

“Do not say that here.”

“They are mine.”

“You don’t know anything.”

“I know enough.”

“You know nothing,” I said. “You gave up the right to know anything.”

His eyes flashed. “I gave up nothing.”

A silver Bentley pulled up behind the Rolls.

I turned so fast my neck hurt.

Julian.

Thank God.

Julian Cross stepped out in his gray coat, his face calm until he saw mine. Then he moved quickly.

“Valentina?”

Cassian’s gaze cut to him.

The air changed.

Julian came to my side. “What happened?”

“Take the girls,” I said.

“Mom,” Selene whispered, “I don’t want to go.”

“Please, baby.”

Liora stared at Cassian. “Who are you?”

Cassian’s jaw worked. For one second, just one, I saw something crack in his eyes.

Then it was gone.

“My name is Cassian Vale.”

Liora blinked.

Selene went still.

Julian’s hand touched my back. “Valentina, do you want me to call security?”

Cassian looked at Julian’s hand.

The silence turned sharp.

“Move your hand,” Cassian said.

Julian did not move it. “I asked Valentina a question.”

Cassian gave him a cold smile. “I heard you.”

“Then wait for her answer.”

“Julian,” I said. “Please take them.”

Liora looked up at him. “Do you know him?”

Julian’s eyes stayed on Cassian. “I know of him.”

Cassian laughed once. There was no humor in it. “Of course you do.”

Julian’s voice stayed even. “Girls, come with me.”

“No,” Liora said. “Not until Mom tells us what’s going on.”

Selene’s eyes filled with tears. “Mommy?”

That word almost ended me.

I turned and knelt in front of them, blocking Cassian with my body. “Listen to me. Both of you. Go with Julian. I will be right there.”

“Are we in trouble?” Selene asked.

“No.”

“Are you?” Liora asked.

I touched her cheek. “No.”

“You’re lying.”

“I am protecting you.”

She swallowed. “From him?”

I could not answer.

Cassian spoke behind me. “From me?”

I stood slowly.

“Not now,” I said.

His eyes burned. “When, then? When they turn eighteen? When they get married? When one of them asks why her father never came?”

“You don’t get to do this.”

“I don’t get to do this?” His voice dropped. “You disappear with my child, and now I find two standing in front of me, and I don’t get to ask?”

A few parents turned.

Julian stepped forward. “Lower your voice.”

Cassian looked at him as if he had just noticed dirt on his shoe. “This is between me and my wife.”

“Ex-wife,” I said.

His eyes snapped back to me.

The word hit him. I saw it.

Good.

Let it hurt.

“You signed the papers,” I said.

“In prison.”

“You signed them.”

“After you vanished.”

“After you called me a traitor.”

“You were a traitor.”

I flinched before I could stop myself.

Julian’s voice hardened. “Enough.”

Cassian looked at him. “And who are you? Her lawyer? Her lover? Their replacement father?”

Julian did not blink. “I am the man standing beside her.”

Cassian’s smile turned dangerous. “Brave.”

“No,” Julian said. “Just present.”

The word landed like a slap.

Cassian’s face went still.

I wanted to tell Julian to stop. I wanted to tell Cassian to leave. I wanted to grab my daughters and run until the world forgot our names again.

Instead, I said, “Girls, go to Julian’s car.”

Selene wiped her cheek. “Will you come?”

“Yes.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

Liora did not move. “Is he our father?”

The question cut through me.

Cassian inhaled. Just once. Quiet. Controlled. But I heard it.

I looked at my daughter.

Her eyes were not soft now. They were sharp and scared.

“Liora,” I whispered.

“Is he?” she asked.

The school doors opened behind us, and more families spilled out. Too many eyes. Too many phones. Too many whispers waiting to become a scandal.

Cassian took another step.

I turned on him. “If you care about them at all, you will not do this here.”

His gaze flicked over the crowd.

For the first time, he seemed to remember we were not alone.

“Fine,” he said.

I almost breathed.

Then he added, “We’ll do it in court.”

My blood went cold again.

Julian’s hand tightened at his side. “That is a mistake.”

Cassian looked at him. “No. The mistake was thinking she could keep my children from me.”

“They are not property,” I said.

His eyes came back to mine. “Neither were you. But you still left like a thief.”

“I left like a woman who had no choice.”

“You had a husband.”

“I had a man who chose his empire over me.”

He went silent.

Good.

I stepped closer, keeping my voice low. “You want to stand here in your expensive coat, beside your black car, and act like I stole a perfect life from you? Don’t. You broke that life before the police ever put handcuffs on you.”

His mouth tightened. “You think I don’t remember?”

“I think you remember what helps you hate me.”

His eyes moved over my face. “I hated you because I loved you.”

“That is not love.”

“No?” He leaned closer. “Then what do you call hiding my daughters for nine years?”

“Survival.”

His stare dropped to my left hand.

I knew what he saw.

The small ring Julian had given me three months ago. Not an engagement ring. Not exactly. A promise, maybe. A question waiting for an answer. I had moved it to my right hand that morning, then forgot and moved it back after the recital when Selene played with it.

Cassian saw it.

Of course he did.

His face changed.

“So that is what this is,” he said.

“Don’t.”

“You brought my children here under another man’s name?”

“They use my name.”

“And his?”

“No.”

“Not yet?”

Julian stepped in. “Careful.”

Cassian ignored him. “Are you marrying him?”

“That is none of your business.”

“You are still my business.”

“No,” I said. “I stopped being your business the day you let your mother throw me out of Vale House while I was pregnant.”

Cassian’s face drained of color.

For one second, he looked human.

“What did you say?”

I wished I could take it back.

Not because it was false.

Because it was true.

And truth had teeth.

“Valentina,” Julian said softly.

Cassian’s voice became quiet. Too quiet. “My mother did what?”

I laughed, but it came out broken. “Don’t pretend.”

“I am not pretending.”

“She came with your lawyer. She gave me forty-eight hours to leave. She said if I made noise, the Vale family would bury me.”

His eyes searched mine.

I saw confusion.

Then anger.

Then something worse.

Doubt.

“No,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I never told her to do that.”

I stared at him.

The world tilted a little.

Behind me, Selene whispered, “Mom?”

I turned.

She and Liora had not gone to Julian’s car. Of course they had not. They stood beside him, pale and silent, hearing pieces of a story no child should hear.

My throat closed.

“I’m sorry,” I said to them.

Liora looked at Cassian. “Did you hurt my mom?”

Cassian’s jaw clenched.

I wanted him to lie.

I wanted him to say no.

He did not.

“Yes,” he said.

Selene made a small sound.

Cassian looked at her, and his voice changed. “Not with my hands.”

“That doesn’t make it better,” Liora said.

“No,” he said. “It doesn’t.”

I hated him for that answer.

I hated him more because part of me respected it.

Julian opened the back door of his Bentley. “Girls. Please.”

This time, Selene moved first. She walked to him, still clutching the flowers.

Liora stayed a second longer.

She looked at Cassian and said, “If you make her cry, I’ll hate you.”

Cassian’s face did not move.

But his eyes did.

“I know,” he said.

Liora got into the car.

Julian closed the door, then turned to me. “Come with us.”

“I need one minute.”

“No,” he said.

Cassian smiled faintly. “She can speak for herself.”

Julian looked at me. “Can she? Because men like you usually make that difficult.”

Cassian’s eyes hardened.

I stepped between them. “Stop. Both of you.”

Julian’s gaze softened when it came to me. “Valentina, you do not owe him a private moment.”

“I know.”

“Then don’t give him one.”

“I said I know.”

Julian nodded once, but hurt crossed his face.

I hated that too.

I hated everything.

He walked to his car but did not get inside.

Cassian waited until Julian was out of earshot.

Then he said, “How old are they?”

I folded my arms. “Nine.”

His eyes closed for half a second.

“When is their birthday?”

“April seventeenth.”

His throat moved.

I had dreamed of hurting him with the truth. On lonely nights, when the girls were babies and I had no sleep, no money, and no one to call, I imagined this moment. I imagined Cassian finding out. I imagined his face breaking the way mine had broken.

Now it was here.

It did not feel good.

It felt like opening a grave.

“Names,” he said.

“You heard them.”

“I want you to say them.”

“No.”

“Valentina.”

“Don’t say my name like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you still have the right.”

His gaze dropped again to Julian’s ring. “Does he?”

My fingers curled. “Julian has never hurt me.”

“No. He just wants what is mine.”

I stepped close enough to smell his cologne. Expensive. Dark. Familiar. I hated that my body remembered before my mind could stop it.

“I am not yours,” I said.

His eyes lowered to my mouth.

I saw it.

That old pull.

That stupid, deadly spark that had ruined me once.

“No,” he said. “You made that clear.”

“Good.”

“But they are mine.”

I shook my head. “They are children. Not shares. Not hotels. Not companies you buy back after a bad quarter.”

His face hardened. “You think I would treat them like business?”

“I think you treat everything like business when your heart gets involved.”

He looked away first.

That shocked me.

A phone rang inside his coat. He ignored it.

It rang again.

“Answer your fiancée,” I said.

His eyes came back to mine.

I smiled without warmth. “Yes. I know about Bianca. Your perfect society bride. Does she know you came here?”

His silence was answer enough.

“Of course not,” I said. “Still keeping women in separate rooms, Cassian?”

He took the hit.

“You were my wife.”

“I was your mistake.”

“No.”

“You believed I sent you to prison.”

His jaw flexed.

“You let me carry that,” I said. “You let me become the villain because it was easier than thinking your family could betray you.”

“You disappeared before I could ask.”

“I wrote to you.”

“No,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I never got letters.”

The anger left my body so fast I almost swayed.

“What?”

“I never got letters from you.”

“I sent them every week.”

His eyes sharpened.

“When?”

“For months.”

His voice dropped. “To Blackridge?”

“Yes.”

“I received nothing.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is.”

“No.” I stepped back. “No, don’t do that. Don’t rewrite this.”

“I am not.”

“I told you I was pregnant in those letters.”

He went still.

Every part of him.

Even the air seemed to stop.

“What?”

I covered my mouth.

Too late.

His voice was rough now. “You told me?”

I looked toward Julian’s car. The girls were watching through the window.

“I have to go.”

Cassian caught my wrist.

Not hard.

But enough.

Heat shot up my arm. Old memory. Old need. Old pain.

“Let go,” I said.

He did at once.

That hurt more.

“Valentina,” he said, “if you told me, and I never knew—”

“Don’t.”

“If someone kept that from me—”

“I said don’t.”

His face changed again. Not rage this time.

Purpose.

Cold, brutal purpose.

I knew that look.

It had built towers. Broken rivals. Won wars at board tables.

Now it was aimed at the past.

“You will hear from my lawyer,” he said.

My chest tightened. “There he is.”

His eyes flicked to mine.

“The man I ran from,” I said.

Pain crossed his face, but he buried it fast.

“I will not apologize for wanting my daughters.”

“No,” I said. “You will apologize for how you go after them.”

He stepped closer. “I lost nine years.”

“And I lived them.”

That stopped him.

“I was there for fevers,” I said. “Nightmares. First steps. First words. First day of school. I was there when Selene asked why other girls had fathers. I was there when Liora punched a boy for saying our family was broken.”

His lips parted.

“You don’t get to arrive in a Rolls-Royce and call yourself robbed,” I said. “You were absent. I was present.”

The phone in his coat rang again.

This time, he pulled it out and looked at the screen.

Bianca.

I saw her name.

So did Julian from beside the Bentley.

I laughed once. Soft. Empty. “Go home, Cassian. Your future wife is waiting.”

He declined the call.

“You were my wife first.”

“And you ruined me first.”

His face tightened.

I turned away before my own could break.

Julian opened the passenger door for me as I reached the car.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“No.”

He touched my hand. “Get in.”

I nodded.

Behind me, Cassian said my name again.

I should not have turned.

But I did.

He stood by the school gate, black coat moving in the wind, the whole cold city behind him.

For one second, I saw the man I had loved.

Then he looked past me.

At Liora.

At Selene.

His voice was low, but I heard every word.

“They’re mine.”
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Six Years Earlier

The night my marriage died, Cassian Vale came home with blood on his cuff.

Not much.

Just one dark smear near his wrist.

But I saw it.

I always saw too much.

“You’re bleeding,” I said.

Cassian stopped near the glass wall of our penthouse. Manhattan glittered behind him, all gold lights and black sky. He looked like he owned every window, every tower, every breath below us.

“I’m not.”

I walked toward him. “Then whose blood is it?”

His eyes flicked to his sleeve. “No one important.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one I have time to give.”

I laughed once. It sounded wrong. “Of course.”

He loosened his tie but did not take it off. His phone was still in his hand. It had been in his hand for months. Calls at midnight. Calls in the shower. Calls he took in Italian, Russian, and sometimes in a low voice I could not hear.

“Don’t start tonight, Valentina.”

“Don’t start?” I repeated. “Your shirt has blood on it, Cassian.”

“And you are standing in front of a twenty-million-dollar view wearing a silk robe, acting like I came home drunk from a bar fight.”

“I am acting like a wife whose husband no longer tells her anything.”

His jaw moved. “That is not fair.”

“No. What is not fair is sleeping beside a stranger.”

His eyes cut to mine.

There he was.

My husband.

The man with the beautiful mouth and cold eyes. The man every magazine called the king of Manhattan hotels. The man who kissed my hand in public and let photographers think we were a fairy tale.

The man who had not touched me with tenderness in weeks.

“I am trying to keep this family alive,” he said.

I looked around the penthouse. The marble floors. The glass walls. The white roses replaced twice a week by a woman I had never met. The dining table long enough for twelve, though we had not shared dinner in days.

“What family?”

His face changed.

Only a little.

But I saw it.

“Careful,” he said.

“No,” I said. “You be careful. You do not get to come home with blood on your cuff and warn me about my tone.”

His phone buzzed.

He looked down.

I snatched it from his hand.

“Valentina.”

I stepped back fast. “Who is Soren?”

His hand came out. “Give me the phone.”

“Who is Soren?”

“It is business.”

“Everything is business.”

“Because business pays for the life you live.”

The words hit me harder than a slap.

He knew it too.

His eyes darkened at once. “That is not what I meant.”

I held his phone between us. “Yes, it is.”

“No.”

“You mean I should be grateful. You mean I should smile for cameras, wear the gowns, stand beside you, and ask nothing.”

“I never said that.”

“You never have to.”

His voice lowered. “Give me the phone.”

It buzzed again in my hand.

SOREN: The federal men are moving faster than expected. Lock down the internal files tonight.

I read the message twice.

My mouth went dry.

“Federal men?” I asked.

Cassian went still.

“Valentina.”

“What files?”

He crossed the room. I backed away.

“What files, Cassian?”

“You do not understand what you are reading.”

“Then explain it.”

“I can’t.”

“You mean you won’t.”

His mouth tightened. “Give. Me. The phone.”

I threw it onto the sofa.

“There,” I said. “Take it. Take your secrets too.”

He picked it up and put it in his pocket. “You should not have read that.”

“And you should not have hidden it.”

“I hid it to protect you.”

I stared at him. “Do not use that word.”

“What word?”

“Protect.”

His eyes narrowed.

I touched my chest because my heart was beating too fast. “You do not protect me. You shut me out. You put men outside our door. You cancel my plans. You tell me where not to go. You decide who is safe for me to speak to.”

His jaw hardened. “Because people are watching us.”

“People are always watching us.”

“Not like this.”

“Then tell me why.”

“I said I can’t.”

“Because you don’t trust me?”

He said nothing.

That silence broke something small inside me.

I nodded. “There it is.”

“Valentina—”

“No. Say it.”

His eyes burned. “Say what?”

“That you don’t trust your own wife.”

His voice turned cold. “I trust you more than anyone.”

“Not enough to tell me the truth.”

“The truth can get you killed.”

“And lies are keeping me alive?”

He moved toward the bar and poured whiskey into a glass.

I hated that bar.

I hated the way he stood near it lately, with his back to me, as if the whole room belonged to him and I was just one more expensive thing inside it.

“Do not drink while I am talking to you,” I said.

His hand paused.

Then he set the glass down without taking a sip.

Good.

At least one part of him still heard me.

“We need to talk,” I said.

“We are talking.”

“No. We are fighting around the thing we need to talk about.”

His phone buzzed again.

He ignored it.

For once.

I pressed one hand to my stomach. I had practiced the words all afternoon. In the bathroom. In front of the mirror. In the nursery I had not yet dared to call a nursery.

Cassian, I’m pregnant.

Cassian, we’re having a baby.

Cassian, I know things are bad, but maybe this is our chance.

Now the words sat in my throat like glass.

He looked at my hand.

“What is it?”

I swallowed.

“Valentina.”

“I went to Dr. Hale this morning.”

His face sharpened. “Are you sick?”

“No.”

“Then why did you go?”

I let out a breath. “Because I missed my period.”

He did not move.

The city blinked behind him.

I almost smiled. Almost. I wanted him to step toward me. I wanted shock. Fear. Joy. Anything human.

“Cassian,” I whispered. “I’m pregnant.”

The room went silent.

Not peaceful.

Not soft.

Dead silent.

His eyes dropped to my stomach.

Then back to my face.

“How far?”

My smile died before it fully formed. “That is your first question?”

“How far, Valentina?”

“Eight weeks.”

He looked away.

Just for one second.

But I saw it.

I saw calculation move across his face like a shadow.

“Was it planned?”

The words hung between us.

Small words.

Simple words.

They ruined me.

I blinked. “What?”

His face tightened. “I did not mean—”

“Yes,” I said. “You did.”

“No.”

“You asked if I trapped you.”

“I asked if it was planned.”

“By me?”

“Valentina.”

“Say it.”

He dragged a hand through his hair. “This is not the time.”

I stepped back. “For a baby?”

“For anything that can be used against us.”

I touched the back of a chair to steady myself. “Our child is not a weapon.”

“To men like Soren, to the board, to my enemies, everything is a weapon.”

“Your enemies,” I said. “Your board. Your empire. Listen to yourself.”

He came closer. “I am days away from taking full control of Vale Hotels. Days. Do you understand what that means?”

“Yes. It means you finally get the throne you married instead of me.”

His face went hard. “That is cruel.”

“It is true.”

“I built this for us.”

“No,” I said. “You built it for your father. For your mother. For every man who told you that you were not ruthless enough.”

His eyes flashed. “You do not know what you are talking about.”

“I know I have been alone in this marriage for months.”

“You live in my home.”

“Your home,” I said softly.

He froze.

I laughed again, but my throat burned. “Thank you for finally saying it with your eyes.”

“That is not what I meant.”

“You keep saying that tonight.”

His phone rang.

He pulled it out, looked at the screen, and turned away.

I moved fast and grabbed his arm. “Do not answer that.”

He looked down at my hand.

“Valentina.”

“If you answer that phone, I am done.”

The phone kept ringing.

His eyes stayed on mine.

For one second, I thought he would choose me.

Then he took my hand off his arm.

“Soren,” he said into the phone.

I stepped back as if he had pushed me.

Cassian turned toward the window. “Not now.”

I could hear a man’s voice on the line. Low. Fast. Angry.

Cassian’s shoulders stiffened.

“No,” he said. “No one touches her.”

I wrapped my arms around myself.

Her.

Me.

Or someone else?

“Where?” Cassian asked.

The voice answered.

Cassian’s eyes moved to me.

Then away.

“Give me twenty minutes.”

He ended the call.

I waited.

He did not speak.

So I did.

“Who are you protecting me from?”

“No one you need to meet.”

“Too late. They already live in this marriage.”

He grabbed his coat from the chair. “I have to go.”

I stepped in front of him. “No.”

“Move.”

“No.”

His eyes darkened. “Valentina, move.”

“Or what?”

He stopped.

The air between us changed.

He had never raised a hand to me. Never. But power did not need fists. Cassian could crush a room with silence. He could make men twice his age sweat with one look.

I hated that he was looking at me like that now.

Like I was in his way.

Like I was a problem.

I whispered, “Do you love me?”

His face changed again.

“Do not ask me that tonight.”

“Why?”

“Because I do not have time for a test.”

“A test?” My voice cracked. “Your wife tells you she is carrying your child, and you call love a test?”

“I am trying to stop a war.”

“You already started one.”

He stepped closer. “You think this is about ego? About money?”

“Yes.”

“Then you have not been listening.”

“I have been begging you to speak.”

He leaned down, his face close to mine. “There are men trying to take my company, my name, and my freedom. If they find one weak place, one opening, one person I love—”

He stopped.

My breath caught.

One person I love.

He looked angry that he had said it.

I placed my hand over my stomach. “Then we leave.”

“What?”

“We leave. Tonight. You and me. We go somewhere quiet. You let the lawyers fight. You let the board wait. You let the empire burn if it has to.”

He stared at me as if I had spoken another language.

“Valentina.”

“No. Listen to me. I do not need the penthouse. I do not need the money. I do not need your name in gold on hotels across the world. I need you.”

His jaw clenched.

“I need my husband,” I said. “And our baby will need a father.”

His phone buzzed again.

Neither of us looked at it.

“Come with me,” I whispered.

He closed his eyes.

For one wild second, I thought I had reached him.

Then he opened them.

“I can’t.”

The words were quiet.

They hurt more because of that.

I nodded slowly. “You mean you won’t.”

“If I walk away now, everything I built—”

“Everything you built has already destroyed us.”

His face went cold.

“No,” he said. “You are scared. You are emotional. You are not seeing this clearly.”

I felt the floor fall away.

“Emotional,” I repeated.

“Valentina—”

“Because I am pregnant?”

“Because you are not thinking like someone who understands the cost.”

“The cost?” I moved closer. “I am the cost, Cassian. I have been paying it every day.”

He looked away.

I wanted him to fight for me.

To say I was wrong.

To say I mattered more.

He did not.

A sharp knock hit the penthouse door.

Cassian turned fast.

I looked toward the private elevator hall.

“Are you expecting someone?” I asked.

“No.”

Another knock.

Harder.

Then a voice.

“Federal agents. Open the door.”

My blood turned cold.

Cassian stood very still.

“Cassian,” I whispered.

He did not answer.

The voice came again. “Mr. Vale, open the door.”

He moved toward me. “Go to the bedroom.”

“What?”

“Now.”

“No.”

“Valentina, for once in your life, do not argue.”

“For once in my life?” I stared at him. “You arrogant son of a—”

The door opened.

Not broke open.

Opened.

My heart stopped.

Two federal agents stepped inside with three uniformed officers behind them.

Our housekeeper, Marta, stood pale near the elevator, her hand shaking around her key card.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Vale,” she whispered. “They had a warrant.”

A man in a navy suit stepped forward. “Cassian Vale?”

Cassian’s face became stone. “You know who I am.”

“I’m Agent Mercer. You are under arrest for securities fraud, conspiracy, obstruction, and money laundering.”

I grabbed the back of the sofa.

“No,” I said. “No, there has to be a mistake.”

Agent Mercer did not look at me. “Turn around, Mr. Vale.”

Cassian smiled faintly. Cold. Empty. “You came to my home for theater.”

“We came because a judge signed a warrant.”

Two agents moved toward the study.

Cassian’s head turned.

His eyes locked on the hallway.

The study.

His private study.

The room I was never allowed to enter without him.

An agent came out seconds later carrying a silver laptop bag.

Cassian’s face changed.

Just slightly.

“Where did you get that?” he asked.

The agent did not answer.

Another officer walked out with a stack of files in clear evidence bags.

I recognized the red folder on top.

I had seen it once on Cassian’s desk.

Only once.

The night he told me not to touch anything in his office.

Agent Mercer opened one of the folders and looked at Cassian. “These were delivered to our office this afternoon. The originals match what we found inside your home.”

Cassian looked at the folder.

Then at me.

The air left my lungs.

“No,” I whispered.

His eyes were not cold now.

They were wounded.

Worse.

They were accusing.

“Cassian,” I said. “I didn’t.”

He said nothing.

“I didn’t,” I repeated.

Agent Mercer stepped closer. “Hands behind your back.”

Cassian did not move.

His gaze stayed on me.

I walked toward him. “Listen to me. I did not send anything. I don’t even know what that is.”

His mouth barely moved.

“Did you know?”

“What?”

“About the files.”

“No.”

His eyes dropped to my stomach.

The baby.

Our baby.

Then back to my face.

For one second, I saw every thought pass through him.

She read my phone.

She was angry.

She knew about the files.

She told me she was pregnant.

Was that real?

Was any of it real?

“No,” I said, because I saw the question before he asked it. “Do not do that. Do not look at me like that.”

Agent Mercer grabbed his wrist.

Cassian let him.

The click of the handcuffs sounded too loud in our perfect glass penthouse.

“Cassian,” I said, reaching for him.

He stepped back before I could touch him.

That small movement broke my heart more than the handcuffs.

“Please,” I whispered.

His voice was low. “Was this the plan?”

I went still.

“What?”

“The pregnancy,” he said. “The fight. The files.”

Tears burned my eyes. “You think I did this?”

He looked at me with a face I did not know.

Or maybe I did.

Maybe this was the real Cassian Vale. The man under the suits. The man who trusted no one. The man who could love me and still believe I had put a knife in his back.

“I don’t know what to think,” he said.

“That means yes.”

The agents pulled him toward the door.

I followed. “Cassian, please. Look at me. Look at me and tell me you know I would never do this.”

He stopped at the elevator.

For a moment, I thought he would say it.

I thought he would choose me at last.

Then Agent Mercer said, “Mr. Vale.”

Cassian looked at me.

At my face.

At my stomach.

At the life inside me.

His eyes turned to ice.

“You should have stayed out of my study, Valentina.”

The elevator doors opened.

I could not breathe.

“I didn’t,” I said.

He stepped inside with the agents.

“I didn’t,” I said again, louder.

The doors began to close.

I ran forward. “Cassian!”

His face was the last thing I saw.

Not fear.

Not love.

Betrayal.

The doors shut.

And I stood alone in the penthouse, one hand on my stomach, while the whole city glittered beneath me like nothing had happened.

Behind me, his phone buzzed on the sofa.

I turned slowly.

The screen lit up with one new message from an unknown number.

SHE GAVE THEM EVERYTHING.
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The Wife Who Vanished

“They’re mine.”

Cassian’s words followed me into Julian’s car.

Not shouted.

Not broken.

Not even angry.

That was what scared me most.

A furious man could be reasoned with. A shouting man could lose control. A cruel man could show his next move before he made it.

Cassian Vale did none of that.

He stood by the school gate with his hands at his sides, his black coat moving in the wind, his eyes fixed on my daughters through the Bentley window.

Liora sat stiff beside Selene.

Selene held the crushed flowers in her lap.

Julian stood outside the open driver’s door. “Valentina.”

I looked at him, but my mind was still at the gate.

Cassian had found us.

Cassian knew.

“Valentina,” Julian said again, softer this time. “Get in.”

I nodded and slipped into the front passenger seat.

My hands shook as I pulled the door shut.

From the back seat, Liora said, “You lied.”

I closed my eyes.

Julian got in, but he did not start the car right away.

“Liora,” I said.

“No.” Her voice cracked. “You lied to us.”

Selene whispered, “Is he really our dad?”

I looked at the rearview mirror.

Both girls stared at me.

Liora’s face was pale with anger. Selene’s eyes were wet.

I wanted to turn around and hold them. I wanted to tell them everything. I wanted to say their father was a monster and a victim and the love of my life and the man who had broken me.

No child deserved that truth.

“Girls,” Julian said gently, “your mother needs a moment.”

Liora snapped, “You’re not our dad either.”

The words hit him.

I saw it in the way his hand tightened on the steering wheel.

But Julian only nodded. “You’re right. I’m not.”

“Liora,” I said. “Do not speak to him like that.”

“Why?” she said. “Everyone is lying anyway.”

Selene began to cry.

That broke me more than Liora’s anger.

I turned in my seat. “Baby, please don’t cry.”

“I don’t understand,” Selene whispered. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“Because I was trying to protect you.”

“From him?” Liora asked.

I looked out the window.

Cassian had not moved.

He watched us like a man who had just found a stolen kingdom.

“From everything,” I said.

“That is not an answer,” Liora said.

“I know.”

“Then give us one.”

I swallowed. “Not here.”

“You always say that when something is bad.”

“Because some things are bad, Liora.”

She looked at Cassian again. “Did he go to prison?”

Julian’s head turned slightly toward me.

Selene sniffed. “Prison?”

Liora kept her eyes on mine. “I heard Ava’s mom say it. She said he’s Cassian Vale. She said he was in prison.”

My chest tightened.

Julian’s voice stayed calm. “Children hear too much at school gates.”

Liora ignored him. “Was he?”

I could lie.

I had done it before.

Not with direct words. Never with a full false story. But I had shaped silence into walls and hidden their father behind them.

Those walls were falling now.

“Yes,” I said.

Selene made a small sound. “Why?”

“He was accused of doing something wrong.”

“Did he do it?” Liora asked.

“I don’t know.”

Her brows pulled together. “How can you not know? You were married to him.”

Julian finally started the car.

Cassian’s eyes moved to the engine, then back to me.

“Because marriage does not mean you know every secret,” I said.

Liora sat back. “Then I’m never getting married.”

Julian drove away from the curb.

I did not breathe until the school gate disappeared behind us.

Then my phone rang.

The sound made me jump.

Selene cried harder.

Julian glanced at the screen in my hand. “Is it him?”

Unknown number.

My blood went cold.

“No,” I said, though I knew.

I rejected the call.

It rang again at once.

Liora leaned forward. “Is it him?”

I turned the phone face down on my lap. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to us,” she said.

“Not now.”

“Mom—”

“Liora, not now.”

My voice came out sharp.

She sat back as if I had slapped her.

Guilt clawed at my throat.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

She looked out the window. “Whatever.”

Selene whispered, “Are we safe?”

Julian answered before I could.

“Yes.”

I looked at him.

He kept his eyes on the road. His jaw was tight, but his voice was gentle.

“You are safe,” he said again. “Both of you.”

Liora asked, “Can he take us?”

The car went silent.

Julian’s hands tightened on the wheel.

“No,” I said.

But the word came too fast.

Liora heard the fear inside it.

“You don’t know,” she said.

“I won’t let him.”

“What if he has more money?”

I looked down at my hands.

Cassian had more money than almost anyone.

He had lawyers who could break people with one letter. He had judges who played golf with men who owed his family favors. He had buildings with his name on them, and a mother who could smile while ruining lives.

And now he had blood rights.

Julian pulled into the underground garage of my building.

Not my old building. Not the penthouse above Manhattan. Not the world where Cassian had once kept me wrapped in diamonds and fear.

This was a quiet building with worn brick, warm light, and a doorman who knew my daughters’ names.

It had felt safe yesterday.

Today it felt made of paper.

Julian parked but did not turn off the engine.

“I’ll come up with you,” he said.

“You don’t have to.”

“Yes,” he said. “I do.”

I heard something in his voice.

Not command.

Care.

That almost hurt worse.

“I can handle it.”

“I know you can.” He looked at me. “That does not mean you should have to.”

Liora opened her door before I could answer.

“Liora, wait.”

She got out and slammed it.

Selene flinched.

I unbuckled fast and climbed out.

“Liora.”

She stood near the elevator, arms folded, her chin up. My chin. Cassian’s eyes.

“I don’t want to talk,” she said.

“I know.”

“Then don’t make me.”

“I won’t.”

She stared at me. “Did he know about us?”

I walked closer. “No.”

Selene stepped beside me, holding my hand. “Why not?”

I looked at both of them.

Because I was afraid.

Because I was alone.

Because I wrote letters that never came back with answers.

Because your grandmother threw me out.

Because your father looked at me like I had killed him before the police took him away.

Because I loved him too much to survive him twice.

Instead, I said, “Because I thought it was safer if he didn’t.”

Liora’s face crumpled for half a second.

Then anger covered it again.

“You should have told us.”

“Yes,” I whispered.

That surprised her.

She blinked.

“You should have,” she repeated, but softer.

“I know.”

Selene squeezed my hand. “Are you mad at us?”

“No.” I dropped to my knees in front of them. “Never. Listen to me. Nothing that happened today is your fault. Nothing that happened before today is your fault. You are not a mistake. You are not a secret because I was ashamed. I hid because I was scared.”

“Of him?” Selene asked.

I looked toward Julian.

He stood a few feet away, giving us space, but his eyes did not leave me.

“Yes,” I said. “Of him. Of his family. Of what they could do.”

Liora’s voice trembled. “He looked at us weird.”

“How?”

“Like he was angry and sad at the same time.”

My throat tightened. “He probably was.”

“Good,” she said.

Selene whispered, “That’s mean.”

“I don’t care,” Liora said. “He scared Mom.”

“He is our dad,” Selene said.

“He is a stranger.”

The elevator doors opened.

Mrs. Halpern from the fourth floor stepped out with her tiny white dog. She smiled, then saw my face.

“Valentina? Everything all right?”

“Yes,” I said quickly.

The lie sounded tired.

Her eyes moved to Julian, then the girls. “Well. Have a good evening.”

“You too,” I said.

We stepped into the elevator.

Nobody spoke until the doors closed.

Then Selene asked, “Is Julian going to be our dad if you marry him?”

Julian went still.

My heart slammed against my ribs.

“Selene,” I whispered.

“What?” she said. “Everyone at school says you wear his ring.”

I looked down.

The ring was there.

Small. Silver. Safe.

Not an engagement ring. Not exactly. Julian had given it to me after my last panic attack, after a fundraiser where a hotel investor had mentioned the Vale name and I had nearly passed out.

He had said, Wear it when you need to remember you are not alone.

I had worn it too often.

Julian looked at the floor.

Liora said, “Are you marrying him?”

I did not know how to answer.

The elevator reached our floor.

“Inside,” I said.

“That is not an answer,” Liora muttered.

“No,” I said, unlocking the apartment door. “It is not.”

The girls went in first.

Liora dropped her recital bag by the sofa and marched toward the hallway. “I’m going to my room.”

Selene hovered near me. “Can I take the flowers?”

I looked at the crushed bouquet. “Of course.”

“Will he come here?”

“No.”

“Promise?”

My mouth opened.

No words came.

Julian stepped beside me. “He cannot get past the front desk without being announced.”

Selene looked up at him. “But he’s rich.”

Julian smiled a little. “So am I.”

For the first time since the school gate, Selene almost smiled.

Then she turned and followed Liora.

When their bedroom door closed, the apartment felt too quiet.

I walked to the kitchen, gripped the counter, and bent my head.

Julian came in behind me.

“You’re shaking.”

“I know.”

“Sit down.”

“I can’t.”

“Valentina.”

“If I sit, I’ll fall apart.”

He moved closer but did not touch me. “Then fall apart.”

I laughed once. “I don’t have that luxury.”

“You do with me.”

Those words were dangerous.

Soft things were dangerous when I was weak.

I looked at him. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I disagree.”

“He saw you.”

“I noticed.”

“You don’t understand what that means.”

Julian’s mouth tightened. “I understand powerful men.”

“Not him.”

“No,” he said. “Not him. But I understand jealousy. I understand ownership. I understand a man who looked at your hand and wanted to cut mine off.”

I closed my eyes. “Julian.”

“He still thinks you belong to him.”

“I don’t.”

“I know.”

His answer came too fast.

Too firm.

Like he needed me to believe he believed it.

I turned away. “He will come after me.”

“Then we get ahead of him.”

“How?”

“My attorney.”

“No.”

“Valentina—”

“No. I will not drag you into this.”

“I stepped in at the school gate. I am already in it.”

“You stepped in because you are kind.”

“I stepped in because I care about you.”

The room went quiet.

I gripped the counter harder.

“Don’t,” I said.

He exhaled. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t say things like that tonight.”

“Why?”

“Because I might need them too much.”

His face softened.

He stepped closer.

Still not touching.

“I don’t mind being needed.”

“I do.”

“Why?”

“Because need becomes debt. Debt becomes control.”

“I am not Cassian.”

The name filled the kitchen like smoke.

“No,” I whispered. “You are not.”

But my body remembered Cassian.

The cruel thing. The shameful thing. The part of me I hated most.

It remembered the way he looked at me at the gate. Like rage and hunger and grief had been locked in a cage for six years and I had opened the door.

Julian must have seen something on my face.

He looked away.

“You still love him.”

I flinched. “No.”

“That was too quick.”

“I hate him.”

“That wasn’t what I said.”

I pressed my hand to my mouth.

Julian nodded slowly. “I see.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I see enough.”

“It’s not love.” My voice broke. “It is damage. It is habit. It is old pain. It is the part of me that forgot how to stop waiting for him.”

Julian’s eyes softened with hurt. “And me?”

I wanted to lie.

I wanted to say, You are enough. You are safe. You are the life I should choose.

But lies had already brought us here.

“You are good,” I said.

“That sounds like a sentence.”

“It is a compliment.”

“No.” He smiled faintly, but it did not reach his eyes. “Good is what a woman calls a man she wishes she loved more.”

Tears stung my eyes. “Please don’t make me answer tonight.”

He nodded once.

“I won’t.”

My phone rang again.

Unknown number.

Julian’s eyes went to it.

I rejected the call.

A message appeared.

UNKNOWN: We need to speak. Alone.

I deleted it.

Another message came.

UNKNOWN: Do not make me find another way.

Julian took one step forward. “Is that him?”

“Yes.”

“Block him.”

“He’ll use another number.”

“Then let me handle it.”

“No.”

“Valentina.”

“I said no.”

The phone buzzed again.

UNKNOWN: I have missed nine years. You do not get to decide if I miss another day.

My stomach twisted.

Julian reached for the phone. “Give it to me.”

I pulled it back. “No.”

“You are scared.”

“I am angry.”

“You are both.”

“Yes.”

The phone rang this time.

I stared at the screen.

Julian said, “Do not answer.”

I answered.

Cassian’s voice came through low and controlled.

“Put me on speaker.”

“No.”

“Valentina.”

“You do not get to give orders.”

A pause.

Then, “Fine.”

That one word was worse than a threat.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“To see them.”

“No.”

“They are my daughters.”

“They are frightened.”

“Because you lied to them.”

My hand tightened around the phone. “Do not call me and attack me.”

“I am not attacking.”

“You never think you are.”

Julian watched me carefully.

Cassian said, “Is he still there?”

“That is none of your business.”

“So yes.”

“Goodbye.”

“If you hang up, my lawyer calls next.”

My blood went cold.

Julian saw my face change.

“Cassian,” I said quietly.

“There she is,” he said.

“What?”

“The woman who knows when to stop pretending she isn’t afraid.”

I closed my eyes. “I hate you.”

His silence lasted two breaths.

“No,” he said. “You don’t.”

I hung up.

My hand shook so hard I almost dropped the phone.

Julian took it gently from me this time. I let him.

“He threatened court,” I said.

“I heard enough.”

“He won’t wait.”

“Then neither will we.”

I shook my head. “He will destroy me.”

“No,” Julian said. “He will try.”

The girls’ bedroom door opened.

Liora stood in the hall. “Was that him?”

I wiped my face fast. “Yes.”

“Is he coming?”

“No.”

“You said that at school, and he was there.”

I had no answer.

Selene appeared behind her. She held one flower from the bouquet. “Does he want to meet us?”

I knelt near the hallway. “Yes.”

Liora crossed her arms. “I don’t want to meet him.”

Selene looked down. “I kind of do.”

Liora turned on her. “Why?”

“Because he’s our dad.”

“He scared Mom.”

“He looked sad.”

“He looked mean.”

“He looked lonely,” Selene whispered.

The words went straight through me.

Julian looked away.

I held out my arms. Selene came first. Then, after a moment, Liora did too. She came stiffly, like she did not want comfort but needed it anyway.

I held them both against me.

“I don’t have perfect answers tonight,” I said. “But I swear I will not let anyone take you from me.”

Liora’s voice was small against my shoulder. “Even him?”

“Even him.”

The doorbell rang.

All three of us froze.

Julian moved first.

“Stay here,” he said.

My heart pounded as he walked to the door and looked through the peephole.

“Who is it?” I whispered.

His shoulders eased a little. “Courier.”

“At this hour?”

He opened the door only a few inches, keeping the chain on.

A man’s voice said, “Delivery for Ms. Royce.”

Julian took the envelope, signed something, then closed the door.

The envelope was thick.

Cream paper.

Expensive.

My name was printed across the front.

Valentina Royce.

Not Vale.

Royce.

Cassian knew exactly which name I had chosen when I buried his.

Julian handed it to me. “You don’t have to open it now.”

But I already knew.

My fingers tore through the seal.

Inside were legal papers.

Too many pages.

Too many words.

My eyes found only a few.

Emergency petition.

Parental rights.

Temporary custody hearing.

Cassian Vale.

I could not breathe.

Julian took the papers from my hand and read quickly.

His face changed.

“What?” Liora asked.

Selene gripped my sweater. “Mom?”

Julian looked at me.

His voice was calm, but his eyes were not.

“He filed tonight.”

I pressed a hand to my chest. “Already?”

Julian nodded.

“For emergency parental rights.”

The room tilted.

Liora whispered, “Can he take us?”

I looked at my daughters.

Then at the papers.

Then at the city lights outside the window.

Six years ago, Cassian Vale had looked at me like I had betrayed him.

Tonight, he had made his first move.

And this time, he was not coming for his empire.

He was coming for us.
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Cassian Vale Does Not Beg

I did not go home after leaving the school.

Home was too soft a word for Vale House.

Home had warmth. Noise. Life.

Vale House had marble, silence, and ghosts wearing diamonds.

“Mr. Vale,” my driver said from the front seat. “Where to?”

I looked out at the school gate as Julian Cross’s Bentley turned the corner and disappeared with my daughters inside it.

My daughters.

The words did not fit inside my chest.

“Mr. Vale?”

“Vale House.”

“Yes, sir.”

The Rolls moved into traffic.

I did not look away from the street until the school was gone.

My hand still remembered the feel of Valentina’s wrist. Warm. Thin. Alive. I had held it for less than a second, and still, my skin burned.

I should have hated her.

I did hate her.

I had hated her for six years because hatred was easier to feed than grief.

But then I saw those girls.

One with her anger.

One with her eyes.

My eyes.

No.

Our eyes.

I loosened my tie, but it felt like wire around my throat.

My phone rang.

BIANCA.

I ignored it.

It rang again.

I turned it off.

The driver looked at me through the mirror and quickly looked away.

Good.

I was not in the mood for witnesses.

By the time we reached Vale House, the sky had turned dark blue. The mansion stood at the end of the private drive, lit from every window like a museum no one had permission to touch. White stone. Tall columns. Iron gates. Old money pretending it had never been dirty.

The front door opened before the car stopped.

My mother’s butler stood there, stiff and pale.

“Mr. Vale,” he said as I stepped out.

“Where is she?”

“In the blue salon, sir.”

“Who is with her?”

He hesitated.

I looked at him.

He swallowed. “Miss Devereaux.”

Of course.

My mother and my fiancée. Two women who liked the same things.

Diamonds.

Control.

A man they could dress up for the public.

I handed him my coat. “No interruptions.”

“Yes, sir.”

I walked across the marble foyer. My shoes echoed too loudly. The same sound had followed me as a boy when I was late for dinner. The same sound had followed me as a man after prison, when the house staff stared without staring.

Ex-convict.

Disgraced heir.

Returned son.

They all had names for me.

None of them mattered tonight.

The blue salon doors were open.

My mother sat near the fire in a cream suit, a string of pearls at her throat. Octavia Vale never dressed down. I had seen her in black silk the morning my father died. I had seen her in white cashmere the day I was sentenced.

Bianca Devereaux stood by the bar with a glass of champagne in her hand.

When she saw me, her red mouth tightened.

“So,” Bianca said. “The rumors are true.”

I walked in. “Which rumors?”

“You went to a school and caused a scene with your ex-wife.”

“My private life is not a rumor.”

My mother lifted her tea cup. “Everything about you is a rumor now, Cassian. That is what prison did.”

I looked at her. “Careful.”

Her brows rose. “Excuse me?”

“Careful,” I repeated.

Bianca set down her glass. “Do not take that tone with your mother because you lost control today.”

“I did not lose control.”

“No?” she asked. “You found Valentina Royce and two children, then stormed out of a school gate like a jealous husband.”

“I am her husband.”

My mother’s cup stopped near her mouth.

Bianca laughed once. Sharp. Ugly. “No, darling. You are not.”

I turned my head toward her.

She paled a little but lifted her chin.

I said, “Never call me darling when you are trying to insult me.”

“Then do not humiliate me.”

“You are not humiliated.”

“My fiancé spent the afternoon chasing the ghost of his first wife.”

“She is not a ghost.”

“No,” Bianca said. “She is worse. She is alive.”

My mother placed the tea cup on its saucer. “Bianca.”

“What?” Bianca asked. “We are all thinking it.”

“No,” I said. “You are thinking it. My mother is calculating it.”

Octavia gave me a thin smile. “And what are you doing, Cassian?”

I saw Valentina again.

Her body in front of the girls.

Her voice low and fierce.

They are children. Not shares. Not hotels. Not companies you buy back after a
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