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CHAPTER 1 — The Man Who Never Smiled
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The morning light over the glass towers of Halden & Co. had a way of softening the city, turning steel into silver and noise into something almost gentle. But nothing softened Adrian Halden. Not the sunrise. Not the skyline. Not the hopeful hum of the world waking up beneath his penthouse office.

He stood at the window, hands in his pockets, shoulders drawn in that familiar, impenetrable line. A man carved from quiet storms. A man who had forgotten how to be anything but controlled.

He didn’t turn when the door opened.

He never did.

“Good morning, Mr. Halden,” came a voice that carried warmth like a lantern in a dark hallway.

Elara Mills. His assistant. His daily irritation. His daily... something he refused to name.

She stepped inside with her usual brightness, a soft contrast to the sharp edges of his world. Her presence always felt like a small rebellion against the cold order he kept around himself. She moved with a kind of gentle certainty, as if she believed the day would be kind simply because she had decided it should be.

He didn’t look at her. He didn’t need to. He could feel her optimism tugging at the air.

“You’re late,” he said.

“I’m three minutes early.”

“Late,” he repeated, because it was easier than admitting he had been waiting for her voice to break the silence.

She set a stack of folders on his desk, her movements quiet, efficient, annoyingly graceful. “Your schedule is full today. Board meeting at ten. Press briefing at noon. And your brother called—again.”

He exhaled, slow and controlled. “Ignore him.”

“I already did. Twice.”

He almost smiled. Almost. But Adrian Halden didn’t smile. Not for the board. Not for the press. And certainly not for the assistant who insisted on bringing sunlight into his office every morning.

Elara glanced at him, studying the tension in his posture. She had a way of noticing things he wished she wouldn’t. “You didn’t sleep.”

“I slept.”

“You didn’t.”

He turned then, finally meeting her eyes. A spark. A quiet collision. Her gaze held warmth, steady and unafraid, as if she could see through the armor he wore like a second skin.

“Your job description doesn’t include monitoring my sleep,” he said.

“It includes making sure you don’t collapse in the middle of a press conference.”

“I don’t collapse.”

“You look like you might.”

He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. The truth hung between them, soft and unspoken.

She sighed, a small sound that brushed against the quiet. “The board is worried.”

“They’re always worried.”

“This time it’s different.”

He waited.

“They think your... public image is hurting the company.”

His jaw tightened. “My public image is fine.”

“Your public image,” she said gently, “is a glacier.”

He stared at her.

She stared back.

And for a moment, the room felt too still.

“Elara,” he said, voice low, “get to the point.”

She hesitated. Just long enough for him to feel the shift in the air.

“They want you in a stable relationship,” she said. “Something that makes you look... human.”

He blinked once. Slowly. As if the words were foreign.

“A relationship,” he repeated.

“A public one. Preferably long-term. Preferably soon.”

He turned away, the city reflecting in the glass like a distant, unreachable world. “I don’t have time for that.”

“I know.”

“And I don’t want it.”

“I know.”

He felt her step closer. Not close enough to touch. Just close enough for her presence to warm the space between them.

“But they’re serious,” she said softly. “They think it’s the only way to repair the damage from last quarter’s scandal.”

He didn’t flinch, but something inside him did. The scandal. The headlines. The photographs taken at angles meant to wound. He had survived worse, but the company wouldn’t survive another blow.

He closed his eyes for a moment. A breath. A pause.

“Elara,” he said quietly, “I don’t date.”

“I know.”

“And I don’t pretend.”

She hesitated again. Longer this time. “You might have to.”

He turned back to her, and the look in his eyes made her breath catch. Not because it was cold. But because it wasn’t. Not entirely.

“What exactly did the board suggest?” he asked.

She swallowed. “A fiancée.”

The word settled between them like a dropped stone.

He stared at her, unreadable. “A fiancée.”

“For three months. Just until the annual summit. Just until the press calms down.”

He didn’t speak. He didn’t move. He simply watched her, as if the world had narrowed to the space between her heartbeat and his.

“And where,” he said slowly, “am I supposed to find someone willing to do that?”

Her silence answered him.

He understood before she said it.

“No,” he said.

“You haven’t heard the proposal.”

“No.”

She lifted her chin, a quiet defiance glowing in her eyes. “They want me.”

The room stilled.

Completely.

He felt the breath leave his chest in a way he couldn’t explain. “Absolutely not.”

“It’s temporary.”

“No.”

“It’s strategic.”

“No.”

“It’s me,” she whispered.

And something inside him shifted. A small, fragile crack in the walls he had spent years building.

“Elara,” he said, voice low, “you don’t understand what you’re agreeing to.”

“I do.”

“You’d be in the spotlight.”

“I know.”

“You’d be living a lie.”

“I know.”

“You’d be tied to me.”

Her breath trembled. Just slightly. “I know.”

He stepped closer without meaning to. Close enough to see the quiet steadiness in her eyes. Close enough to feel the warmth she carried like a secret.

“Elara,” he said softly, “this will change everything.”

She held his gaze. Brave. Bright. Unshaken.

“Maybe everything needs to change.”

He didn’t breathe.

He couldn’t.

Because in that moment, in the hush between their words, he realized something he had never allowed himself to consider.

She wasn’t afraid of him.

And that terrified him more than anything.
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CHAPTER 2 — The Proposal No One Wanted
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The boardroom felt colder than usual, though the morning sun pressed against the tall windows as if trying to warm the tension inside. Adrian Halden sat at the head of the long table, posture rigid, expression unreadable. He had perfected the art of stillness—of giving nothing away.

Across from him, the board members shifted in their seats, glancing at one another with the uneasy energy of people preparing to deliver bad news to a man who did not tolerate it.

Elara stood near the wall, tablet in hand, trying to look smaller than she felt. She wasn’t supposed to be in this meeting. Assistants didn’t attend board sessions. But today, she was part of the problem. Or the solution. Or both.

Adrian didn’t look at her. Not once. And somehow that made her more aware of him—of the quiet storm he carried in his chest.

The chairman cleared his throat. “Adrian, we’ve reviewed the numbers. The projections. The press sentiment. And we’ve come to a unanimous conclusion.”

Adrian’s jaw tightened. “Which is?”

“You need a partner.”

“A partner,” he repeated, voice flat.

“A stable relationship,” the chairman said. “Something the public can trust. Something that softens your image.”

Adrian leaned back, eyes narrowing just slightly. “I run a multinational corporation. Not a dating show.”

“This isn’t optional,” another board member said gently. “The investors are nervous. The press is relentless. And after the incident with the senator—”

“There was no incident,” Adrian cut in.

“There were photographs,” she replied.

He didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. The silence said enough.

Elara watched him, her heart tightening. He looked like a man being pushed toward a cliff he had no intention of falling from.

The chairman folded his hands. “We’ve already drafted a plan. A three-month engagement. Public appearances. A controlled narrative. After the summit, you can announce an amicable separation.”

Adrian’s voice dropped. “You’re asking me to lie.”

“We’re asking you to protect the company.”

He stared at them, the weight of expectation pressing against him like a closing door. Then, slowly, he turned his head—just slightly—toward Elara.

It was the smallest movement. A glance. A flicker. But she felt it like a shift in gravity.

The chairman followed his gaze. “Ms. Mills has already been briefed.”

Adrian’s eyes sharpened. “Briefed?”

Elara swallowed. “They approached me this morning.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“I tried,” she whispered. “You were... not in a listening mood.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched. He looked away, as if the truth stung more than he expected.

The chairman continued, oblivious to the quiet storm building between them. “Ms. Mills is ideal. She’s already in your inner circle. She knows your schedule. She understands the demands of your position. And the public will find her... likable.”

Elara felt heat rise to her cheeks. Not from the compliment. From the way Adrian stiffened at





































[image: ]
























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A SHORT ROMANCE NOVELLA

KEELY BRECKER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





