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​Chapter One

​The Offer

The numbers didn’t lie.

Aveline Sinclair had built her career on that certainty. Numbers were clean. Numbers were honest. They didn’t care if you were the second daughter, the overlooked choice, the almost-enough girl standing in someone else’s spotlight. They simply were, and if you understood them well enough, they could become anything you needed them to be—a fortress, a weapon, a way out.

She stood at the head of Meridian Associates’ forty-second-floor conference room, her charcoal Alexander McQueen suit immaculate despite the three hours she’d already spent perfecting the Holbrook Technologies restructuring model. The spreadsheet projected behind her showed a flawless forty-seven-point turnaround strategy. Forty-seven discrete, optimized steps from insolvency to profitability. Each cell color-coded. Each formula triple-checked.

“We’re recommending a phased divestiture of the European subsidiaries,” she said, her voice the precise instrument she’d trained it to be—low enough to command attention, clear enough to cut through the murmur of lawyers and CFOs arrayed around the glass table. “Phase one begins with the Munich distribution network. The cross-border tax implications alone justify—”

Her phone vibrated against the mahogany.

Once. Twice. Three times.

The interval was wrong. Her calendar was synchronized to the minute: 10:47 AM, Holbrook presentation. Nothing else existed in this timeslot. She’d constructed her life around this certainty—that every moment could be optimized, that chaos was merely poor planning dressed in excuses.

“Excuse me.” She didn’t break eye contact with Holbrook’s CEO, a weathered man named Whitfield who’d been blustering about “strategic patience” for twenty minutes. “The German market analysis shows—”

The phone vibrated again. Then an email notification flashed across her laptop screen.

SUBJECT: URGENT—Sterling Global Holdings / Position Assignment

Something cold settled at the base of her spine. Not fear—Aveline didn’t experience fear in the conventional sense. She experienced risk assessment. She experienced the precise moment when a carefully constructed strategy encountered an unplanned variable.

“Perhaps we take a brief interlude,” said Gregory Hartwell.

Her mentor sat at the far end of the conference table, seventy-two years old with the posture of a man who’d never learned to slouch. His silver hair caught the morning light from the floor-to-ceiling windows, and his eyes—pale blue, permanently amused by something no one else could see—fixed on hers with an expression she couldn’t quite read.

Approval? Calculation?

After thirty years navigating the boardrooms of Fortune 500 companies, Gregory had mastered the art of making every expression simultaneously both.

“Aveline.” He rose, smoothing his Charvet tie. “A word in my office, please. The rest of you—coffee. Fifteen minutes.”

The room emptied with the efficiency of people who billed by the hour. Aveline remained standing, her tablet clutched against her ribcage like a shield, her mind already running diagnostics. Had she miscalculated something in the Holbrook model? Had Whitfield complained about her directness again? The client had requested specifically for her after the Meridian website featured her work on the Cortez Retail acquisition. He’d wanted the “ice queen with the spreadsheet obsession.” His words, not hers. She’d worn her favorite gray suit anyway.

Gregory’s office occupied the southeast corner of the building, a mausoleum of dark wood and leather that smelled of pipe tobacco and the particular leather-bound weight of three decades of power. He didn’t sit. He went to the window and looked out at Manhattan, at the empire of glass and steel that Aveline had spent five years learning to navigate with surgical precision.

“How old are you, my dear?”

The question landed wrong. It wasn’t like Gregory to ask anything without strategic purpose.

“Twenty-six.”

“Twenty-six.” He repeated the number as if tasting it. “Wharton at twenty-two. Senior consultant by twenty-four. The youngest woman to lead a restructuring at this firm. Do you know why I hired you?”

“Because I finished the Caldwell merger analysis in eight hours when your team predicted forty.”

A ghost of a smile. “No. I hired you because you were the only candidate in twenty years who didn’t try to charm me.”

He turned. The morning light caught the lines around his eyes, deepening them into something that almost looked like regret.

“Aveline, I’m offering you the chief of staff position for J. Sterling Ventures. Effective immediately.”

The silence stretched between them, thin and brittle.

“I don’t understand,” she said carefully.

“Julian Sterling. The youngest son of Robert and Eleanor Sterling. Sterling Global Holdings—you’re familiar with the family?”

“Thirty-four billion in assets. Real estate, logistics, private credit. Robert Sterling built the empire from a single commercial property in Queens.” The information came automatically, filed in the mental database she maintained for every major player in the markets she navigated. “Julian Sterling runs their VC arm. Los Angeles.”

“Runs is a generous verb.” Gregory moved to his desk, extracted a manila folder, slid it across the mahogany surface. “J. Sterling Ventures. Five hundred million in family allocation. Early-stage tech and entertainment investments. The board forced its creation three years ago to keep him occupied.”

Aveline didn’t open the folder. She was still processing the word: chief of staff. It rang in her ears like a demotion dressed in formalwear. She was a restructuring specialist. She was the woman who’d saved Meridian’s reputation on the Cortez deal by identifying a twelve-million-dollar tax liability everyone else had missed. She was—

“The board is restructuring their advisory relationships,” Gregory continued, as if reading her thoughts. “Sterling Global is consolidating. The firm that secures the primary advisory contract will handle their portfolio for the next decade. Do you understand what that represents?”

She did. She understood exactly. Thirty-four billion in assets under management. Hundreds of millions in advisory fees. The kind of client relationship that built dynasties within dynasties.

“You’re sending me to Los Angeles,” she said, “to babysit a playboy.”

“I’m sending you to Los Angeles to prove that Meridian Associates can solve problems that other firms cannot.” Gregory’s voice hardened slightly, the only crack in his paternal facade. “Julian Sterling has burned through three chiefs of staff in eighteen months. One quit. One was fired. One—” He paused, selecting his words with the care of a man who’d spent decades avoiding lawsuits. “One had a personal situation that became... complicated.”

“You want me to be his fourth.”

“I want you to stabilize an unstable asset. Get his fund operational. Get him to board meetings on time. Make him presentable enough that his parents stop threatening to dissolve the entire venture.” Gregory’s eyes met hers with something that felt almost like a challenge. “Do this for twelve months, Aveline. Stabilize J. Sterling Ventures. And when you return, you’ll find the door to the C-suite has been installed specifically for you.”

The C-suite.

The words landed in her chest like stones dropped into still water. She’d spent four years at Wharton, two more climbing the brutal hierarchy of Manhattan consulting, all of it calibrated toward that single destination—the corner office, the title that would finally, finally make her enough. Not second. Not almost. Not the daughter who tried harder but never quite arrived.

“Why me?” she asked.

Gregory smiled, and for the first time, it reached his eyes.

“Because you’re the only person I know who might actually be immune to him.”



The email came seventeen minutes later.

FROM: Sterling Global Holdings, Office of the Chairman TO: Aveline Sinclair SUBJECT: Confirmed Appointment—Chief of Staff, J. Sterling Ventures

The terms were generous to the point of insult. A salary increase that would have meant something if she cared about money beyond its utility as a scorekeeping mechanism. A relocation package. A corporate apartment in West Hollywood. First-class flights between coasts as needed.

She read it three times, searching for the trap she knew had to exist.

Her phone rang.

“Aveline.” Her mother’s voice, cultivated over fifty-six years of Connecticut propriety into something that could convey disapproval across time zones. “I received a call from Eleanor Sterling’s assistant. Apparently, you’re going to Los Angeles to work for that... youngest son.”

That youngest son. As if Julian Sterling were a grammatical error in an otherwise acceptable sentence.

“It’s a strategic assignment, Mother. Twelve months. It leads directly to—”

“A chief of staff is a secretary, Aveline.”

The words landed precisely where her mother had aimed them. Eleanor Sinclair had spent three decades perfecting the art of surgical commentary. She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t need to. She simply identified the exact point of vulnerability and applied pressure.

“It’s a restructuring role,” Aveline said, her voice maintaining the careful neutrality she’d learned in childhood. “J. Sterling Ventures represents a significant portfolio. The fund’s operational inefficiencies—”

“Your sister just closed the Branson acquisition. Did you see the Times?”

“I haven’t had the chance to—”

“Forty million. Condé Nast called her ‘the most formidable woman in New York real estate.’” A pause, weighted with meaning. “I’m not comparing, darling. I’m simply providing context. Your father and I are hosting the benefit on Saturday. Will you still be in the city?”

“I fly to Los Angeles on Monday.”

“How efficient.” Another pause. “Do try not to let this... assignment affect your professional standing. The Sinclairs have a reputation for seriousness, Aveline. We don’t associate with the Sterling family’s... lifestyle elements.”

She meant Julian. She meant the TMZ coverage, the Page Six headlines, the photographs of him emerging from nightclubs at 4 AM with supermodels and actresses and the particular kind of beautiful chaos that Aveline had spent her entire life ensuring never touched her carefully curated existence.

“I’ll represent the family appropriately, Mother.”

“You always do, don’t you? So appropriate. So careful.” A sound that might have been a sigh, or might have been dismissal. “Do send my regards to Eleanor. We see each other at the Met Council luncheon.”

The line went dead.

Aveline stood in her office—a glass-walled cube on the thirty-eighth floor with a view of the Hudson she never looked at—and felt something she didn’t have a name for. Not loneliness. She didn’t permit herself loneliness. It was more like the sensation of standing in a room full of people who were all speaking a language she’d never learned, smiling and nodding and pretending she understood the jokes.

She opened Gregory’s manila folder.

The first page was a photograph. Julian Sterling at what appeared to be a film premiere, caught mid-laugh by some invasive camera flash, his arm around a woman whose face had been partially obscured by a strategically placed handbag. He wore a black suit that looked expensive and slightly rumpled, a white shirt unbuttoned one notch too far, and an expression of such effortless, predatory amusement that Aveline felt something unexpected flicker in her chest.

Not attraction. She didn’t experience attraction in the conventional sense either. She experienced... recognition. The look in his eyes—that particular combination of calculation and carelessness—she knew that look. She’d seen it in the mirror on the mornings after she’d done something perfectly, achieved something flawlessly, and felt precisely nothing.

She turned the page.

J. Sterling Ventures: Portfolio Summary.

The numbers were messy. Unruly. Investments in companies she’d never heard of, valuations that seemed inflated by proximity to celebrity rather than fundamentals, a burn rate that would have triggered emergency protocols at any firm she respected. She flipped through forty pages of financial chaos, her fingers tightening on the paper, her jaw setting in the particular way it did when she encountered disorder.

She would fix this. She would fix him.

She was Aveline Sinclair. She didn’t believe in chaos. She believed in structure. She believed in control. She believed in the forty-seven discrete, optimized steps between any problem and its solution.

Los Angeles didn’t stand a chance.



Three thousand miles away, Julian Sterling stood naked on the balcony of his penthouse overlooking the Pacific, and wondered if the ocean had ever looked at the shore and felt trapped.

Probably not. The ocean wasn’t into self-analysis. That was more his department, performed exclusively at 3 AM with sufficient tequila and insufficient sleep.

Behind him, the remnants of last night’s dinner party lay strewn across his living room like modern art: a woman’s Louboutin abandoned under the piano, three champagne bottles in various states of emptiness, a screenplay someone had left on his kitchen island with a Post-it note reading simply FOR YOU in handwriting too enthusiastic for 2 AM. He didn’t remember the woman’s name. He didn’t remember the screenplay at all. He was reasonably certain he’d ordered Thai food at some point, but the evidence suggested he’d eaten approximately none of it.

His phone rang.

He considered letting it go to voicemail. He considered throwing it off the balcony. He considered, with the desperate creativity of a man who’d perfected the art of avoiding his own life, faking his death and moving to a country without extradition.

He answered.

“Julian.”

His mother’s voice. Eleanor Sterling. The woman who’d once fired a household manager for arranging flowers in the wrong shade of cream.

“Mother.” He injected his tone with the precise ratio of warmth and disinterest that twenty-seven years of practice had perfected. “To what do I owe the pleasure? It’s not my birthday. It’s not Christmas. You’ve either found religion or you’re calling about the yacht incident.”

“The Venice yacht incident has been handled. Your father’s settlement was generous and the photographs have been... managed.” The way she said managed made it sound like a threat. “I’m calling about your new chief of staff. She starts Monday.”

Julian blinked at the ocean. A pelican drifted past on a current of warm air, oblivious to the concept of maternal disapproval.

“I don’t need a chief of staff.”

“You’ve had three.”

“Exactly. I’ve gone through them like...” He searched for a comparison his mother wouldn’t find vulgar. “Like a responsible consumer testing multiple products before making a final decision.”

“This one is different.” Eleanor’s voice carried the particular finality of someone who’d already made all the decisions and was simply informing him of the results. “Her name is Aveline Sinclair. She’s from Meridian Associates in New York. Wharton graduate. Corporate restructuring specialist. The board insisted.”

“A restructuring specialist.” Julian laughed, and the sound surprised him—genuine, startled. “Mother, you’ve hired me a babysitter.”

“We’ve hired you a keeper. She starts Monday. Be in your office by nine.”

“I don’t have an office. I have a room with a view and a desk I use for storage.”

“Then clean the desk.” A pause. “Julian. Your father and I are not discussing this. The board has made its position clear. You will cooperate with Ms. Sinclair, or J. Sterling Ventures will be absorbed back into Sterling Global Holdings, and you will find yourself without a portfolio, without a purpose, and without the monthly allowance you’ve been using to fund your... various entertainments.”

The threat landed with the precision of a guided missile. Julian felt it hit, felt the familiar compression in his chest that came whenever his family reminded him of the exact dimensions of his cage. They’d given him money to keep him quiet, a fund to keep him occupied, a coast to keep him far from the real decisions. And now they’d hired him a minder, a corporate nursemaid with a Wharton degree and a spreadsheet obsession, to ensure he didn’t embarrass them again.

“She sounds terrifying,” he said, because it was easier to perform amusement than to acknowledge the feeling underneath it.

“She sounds serious. Which is precisely what you need.” Another pause, softer this time, which was somehow worse. “Nine o’clock, Julian. Don’t make us regret this.”

The line went dead.

Julian stood on his balcony, the Pacific stretching endlessly before him, and felt the walls of his gilded prison press a fraction closer. He was Julian Sterling. Heir to thirty-four billion dollars. Owner of a five-hundred-million-dollar venture fund. He’d been photographed with Oscar winners and supermodels, had closed deals on yachts and in VIP rooms, had built a persona so impenetrable that not even his own family could see through it anymore.

And none of it meant anything.

He pulled his phone back up, scrolled to his recent messages, found the thread he was looking for.

Julian: They’ve hired me a chief of staff. A woman. From New York. Miles: lol another one? what’s the over/under on how long she lasts? Julian: I’ll have her resignation by Friday. Miles: Bet you can’t. Julian: Bet I can.

He stared at the screen, at the casual cruelty of words he’d typed without thinking, and felt something twist in his chest that he chose to ignore. It was easier to be the person everyone expected. The charming disaster. The beautiful catastrophe. The son who’d never amount to anything real.

He went inside. He found his robe—silk, Tom Ford, a gift from a designer who’d wanted JSV to invest in her sustainable fashion line. He poured himself a drink he didn’t need. He sat at his desk, which was indeed covered in unread deal memos and party invitations and the accumulated debris of a life he’d constructed specifically to avoid living.

Monday. Nine o’clock.

He smiled, and the expression felt like a mask he’d worn so long it had become his face.

Let her come. Let them send their very best corporate soldier with her perfect resume and her color-coded spreadsheets and her absolute, terrified certainty that chaos was the enemy. He’d broken three before her. He’d break her too.

It was what he was good at, after all. Being broken, and breaking things.

He raised his glass to the empty room.

“Welcome to Los Angeles, Ms. Sinclair. You’re going to hate it here.”
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​Arrival

The Los Angeles sky was the wrong color.

Aveline noticed this from her first-class window as the plane descended through a haze of gold and amber that no East Coast sunset had ever achieved. In Manhattan, the sky was steel and slate, efficient and predictable. Here, it sprawled. It glowed. It looked like someone had spilled warm honey across the entire horizon and called it Tuesday.

She’d spent the five-hour flight from JFK reviewing every document Gregory had provided, plus the additional research she’d commissioned from Meridian’s LA office. Julian Sterling’s complete financial history. His fund’s portfolio. The media coverage—pages and pages of it, a catalog of chaos that read like a cautionary tale about what happened when privilege met absence of purpose.

She’d organized the information into a comprehensive briefing document. Fifty-seven pages. Color-coded. Indexed.

She’d also, at 2:47 AM Eastern time, done something she never did: she’d searched his name on Instagram.

The results had been... educational. Julian Sterling emerging from nightclubs with women whose bone structure suggested genetic lotteries she hadn’t won. Julian Sterling at film premieres, at yacht parties, at exclusive restaurants with tables that seemed to require a minimum net worth for access. Julian Sterling laughing, always laughing, with the particular abandon of someone who’d never learned to be afraid of consequences.

She’d closed the app, cleared her search history, and spent twenty minutes meditating in the airplane bathroom.

Now, as her car—a black Mercedes sent by Sterling Global—navigated the 405 freeway toward West Hollywood, she reviewed her opening strategy. First impressions were data points that could never be revised. She would arrive precisely on time. She would present her fifty-page restructuring plan. She would establish professional boundaries with the clarity of a contract lawyer. She would make it abundantly clear that she was not a secretary, not a babysitter, and certainly not another woman in the long queue of people who found Julian Sterling’s chaos charming.

The Mercedes turned onto Sunset Boulevard, and Aveline felt her first moment of genuine disorientation. Manhattan had grid logic. Numbered streets, alphabetical avenues, a spatial grammar that made sense. Los Angeles sprawled in every direction at once, a city that seemed to have been designed by someone who fundamentally didn’t believe in straight lines. Palm trees rose like skeletal fingers against the golden sky. Billboards advertised movies she hadn’t heard of and skincare routines she didn’t understand. The air smelled of jasmine and exhaust, a combination that struck her as deeply, essentially wrong.

“First time in LA, Ms. Sinclair?”

The driver. She’d forgotten he existed, which was uncharacteristic. Aveline didn’t forget details.

“For an extended stay.”

“You’ll get used to it. The light, I mean. It’s different here. Sharper.” He caught her eye in the rearview mirror. “Drives some people crazy.”

She didn’t respond. She was watching the city unfold, trying to apply her usual analytical frameworks to a place that seemed to actively resist categorization. Every block contained multitudes: a organic juice bar beside a decrepit motel, a luxury boutique adjacent to a taco stand with a line around the corner. The contradiction felt intentional, aggressive, like the city was performing its own chaos specifically to unsettle people like her.

The Mercedes turned up a private drive and stopped before a building that made Aveline’s fingers tighten on her tablet case.

The Sterling Tower rose thirty-four stories of glass and ambition, occupying what real estate listings called “the most prestigious address in West Hollywood.” The lobby featured marble that probably cost more than her education, a security desk staffed by men who looked like they’d been recruited from a modeling agency, and an elevator system that required biometric authentication.

“Ms. Sinclair.” The concierge materialized before she reached the desk. “Welcome to Sterling Tower. Mr. Sterling’s office is on the thirty-fourth floor. He’s... expecting you.”

The hesitation before expecting was a data point. Aveline filed it.

The elevator rose in silence, displaying the city through glass walls as it climbed. At the twenty-third floor, she could see the Hollywood sign in the distance, small and absurd, like a child’s idea of magic. At the thirtieth, the Pacific appeared, a stripe of darker blue against the golden horizon.

At the thirty-fourth floor, the doors opened onto chaos.

Not corporate chaos—the managed disorder of a busy trading floor or a deal room in crunch time. This was something else entirely. This was a space that had given up any pretense of being an office and had instead become a physical manifestation of its occupant’s psyche.

The foyer featured a reception desk with no receptionist. A grand piano occupied one corner, covered in what appeared to be sheet music, empty bottles, and a woman’s silk scarf in a shade of red that suggested expensive mistakes. The walls were glass on three sides, offering a panoramic view of the city that would have been breathtaking if the blinds hadn’t been drawn at chaotic angles, creating stripes of blinding light and deep shadow.

And everywhere—everywhere—the evidence of a life lived without boundaries.

Half-empty coffee cups on every surface. A tuxedo jacket draped over a chair like a shed skin. Stacks of unopened mail, deal books, and what appeared to be a screenplay titled Blood Moon Rising with a Post-it note reading Julian—LOVE THIS, call me in handwriting too enthusiastic for professional correspondence.

Aveline stood in the center of this disorder and felt something shift in her chest. Not panic. She didn’t experience panic. But something close to it—a recognition that the frameworks she’d constructed for this assignment were insufficient to the reality she was facing.

“Hello?”

Her voice came out sharper than intended, a blade cutting through the strange stillness.

No response.

She stepped further into the space, her Louboutins clicking against the marble floor with a sound that felt almost aggressive in the silence. She passed the piano, the empty bottles, the evidence of last night’s whatever-it-had-been. She found a door that might have been an office and pushed it open.

The room was dim, blinds drawn, smelling of stale alcohol and expensive cologne. A desk occupied the center—massive, mahogany, covered in paper drifts like a landscape after a storm. And on the leather sofa against the far wall, tangled in what appeared to be a silk bathrobe and the remnants of his dignity, lay Julian Sterling.

He was asleep.

Or had been, until the light from the doorway hit his face.

He stirred. Groaned. One hand emerged from the robe’s folds to shield his eyes, revealing an arm that Aveline’s analytical mind cataloged with embarrassing specificity: lean muscle, defined tendon, the particular geometry of someone who treated his body as an aesthetic project rather than a functional tool.

“What time is it?” His voice was gravel and smoke, completely different from the polished interviews she’d watched during her research.

“Eight fifty-seven.” Aveline didn’t move from the doorway. She’d prepared for many scenarios in the forty-eight hours since Gregory’s offer—hostility, charm, professional skepticism, sexual harassment. She had not prepared for the visceral reality of Julian Sterling uncomposed, unwashed, and apparently unconscious in his own office. “Your office hours begin at nine.”

He sat up. The robe slipped.

Aveline looked at the ceiling.

“You’re the babysitter,” he said, and she heard the smile in his voice without needing to see it.

“I’m your chief of staff. Aveline Sinclair. I’ve been retained by Sterling Global Holdings to restructure the operations of J. Sterling Ventures and establish professional protocols for your—”

“You’re looking at the ceiling.”

“I’m maintaining appropriate professional boundaries.”

“I’m wearing shorts.”

She lowered her gaze. He was, in fact, wearing shorts—athletic, expensive, revealing legs that suggested regular tennis or swimming or some other activity that involved being seen in minimal clothing. The robe hung open over a chest that her brain processed with embarrassing efficiency before she could redirect her attention to his face.

His face.

She’d seen photographs, of course. Dozens of them. She’d told herself she was prepared for the physical reality of Julian Sterling—the sharp jawline, the dark hair that fell in calculated disarray, the eyes that some magazine had described as “the color of expensive whiskey.”

Photographs were lies. They captured geometry, not gravity. They didn’t convey the particular quality of his presence in a room, the way he seemed to occupy more space than physics should permit, the lazy, predatory focus of his attention as it landed on her with the weight of a physical touch.

“Aveline Sinclair,” he said, tasting the name. “From New York.”

“Correct.”

“Sent by my parents.”

“Retained by Sterling Global Holdings to—”

“Restructure. Establish protocols.” He rose, moving to the window with a loose-limbed grace that made her spine straighten involuntarily. He pulled the blinds, and Los Angeles flooded in—gold light, endless horizon, the particular brilliance that had unsettled her from the plane window. “Do you always talk like a press release, or is this a first-impression thing?”

“I communicate with precision, Mr. Sterling.”

“Julian.” He turned, and the light hit his face, and Aveline felt something in her carefully constructed fortress shift a fraction of an inch. “Mr. Sterling is my father. I’m the disappointing one.”

“I’m aware of your family structure.”

“Are you?” He moved closer, close enough that she could smell last night’s whiskey on his breath, this morning’s coffee, the expensive cedar of his cologne. He was operating at approximately twelve inches. Her training said step back. The optimal distance for professional discourse was eighteen inches minimum.

She didn’t move.

“Victoria runs the family office,” she said, her voice maintaining its clinical precision despite the proximity. “Alexandria manages the media investments. Tristan oversees logistics on the East Coast. Leo handles sustainability initiatives. And you—”

“I play with my five hundred million and try not to embarrass anyone too publicly.” He smiled, and the expression didn’t reach his eyes. “How’s my spreadsheet looking, Ms. Sinclair? Does my quarterly report offend your delicate sensibilities?”

“I’ve prepared a comprehensive restructuring plan.” She set her tablet case on the only clear surface she could find—a side table that wobbled when she touched it. “Fifty pages. Operational protocols, investment frameworks, governance structures, and a detailed analysis of your current portfolio’s underperformance relative to benchmark indices.”

“Fifty pages.” He laughed, and the sound was genuinely surprised, startled out of whatever performance he’d been planning. “You brought me homework?”

“I brought you a roadmap from operational chaos to sustainable performance. Your fund’s IRR is fourteen points below comparable VC vehicles. Your burn rate exceeds revenue by a factor of three. You’ve made twelve investments in the past eighteen months, and eight of them lack clear paths to—”

“Coffee.”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

“I need coffee.” He stretched, the robe slipping further, apparently unconcerned with the boundary violations he was committing against both professional etiquette and basic physics. “There’s a machine in the kitchenette. I take it black, two sugars. Actually, three sugars. Actually, just bring the sugar bowl.”

Aveline stared at him.

“You’re waiting for me to get you coffee,” she said.

“I’m hoping for it. There’s a difference.” He collapsed onto the leather sofa, propping his feet on the coffee table with deliberate casualness. “You’re my chief of staff, right? Staffing includes beverages. It’s practically in the title.”

“I’m a senior restructuring specialist from Meridian Associates. I have an MBA from Wharton. I led the Cortez Retail turnaround that saved twelve thousand jobs. I will not be getting you coffee.”

Something flickered in his eyes—surprise, maybe, or the first genuine assessment of her as something other than another interchangeable corporate appointee.

“No?”

“No.”

“What if I said please?”

“I’d say you should learn to operate basic kitchen appliances.”

The silence stretched between them, taut and humming. Aveline held his gaze with the discipline of someone who’d spent years learning to never be the first to look away. She was aware of her heartbeat, her breathing, the particular temperature of the room. She was aware that Julian Sterling was evaluating her with an intensity that felt almost physical, a kind of x-ray vision that made her grateful for the armor of her gray suit.

Then he laughed.

It wasn’t the performative amusement she’d expected—the charming deflection he deployed in interviews and paparazzi encounters. This was different. This was real, startled, the laugh of someone who’d forgotten what genuine surprise felt like.

“Okay, Aveline Sinclair from Wharton.” He rose, moving past her close enough that his sleeve brushed her shoulder, a contact she felt through three layers of expensive fabric. “You don’t get me coffee. I won’t call you before noon. Deal?”

“We need to discuss your schedule. Your calendar has no entries for the next two weeks.”

“That’s because I don’t plan two weeks ahead.”

“You have a board meeting on Thursday.”

“Do I?”

“Sterling Global quarterly review. Your attendance is mandatory per the terms of your fund’s operating agreement.” She followed him into what appeared to be a kitchenette, watching as he performed the apparently unfamiliar task of operating a coffee machine. “I’ve prepared a presentation outlining JSV’s strategic direction. You’ll need to review it before—”

“Strategic direction.” He measured coffee grounds with the concentration of a man performing brain surgery. “Ms. Sinclair, do you know what JSV’s strategic direction is?”

“Based on my analysis, it appears to be ‘invest in whatever seems interesting at the moment and hope for the best.’”

He looked up. For a moment, something sharp and real moved behind the whiskey-colored eyes—assessment, or challenge, or the first crack in a carefully maintained facade.

“And what’s wrong with interesting?”

“Nothing, in entertainment. Everything, in venture capital. Interesting doesn’t generate returns. Interesting doesn’t justify a five-hundred-million-dollar allocation from a multibillion-dollar family enterprise.”

“Maybe the returns aren’t the point.”

“Then what is?”

He held her gaze for a long moment, longer than professional comfort permitted. The coffee machine gurgled behind him, filling the silence with the sound of domestic normalcy in a space that felt anything but normal.

“Maybe,” he said finally, “the point is to have something that’s mine. Something they didn’t plan, didn’t approve, didn’t orchestrate down to the last decimal point. Something... interesting.”

The words hung in the air, unexpectedly raw, and Aveline felt something in her chest respond—a recognition, dangerous and unwanted, of the person behind the performance. She saw it for a fraction of a second: the exhaustion beneath the charm, the loneliness beneath the laughter, the desperate, defiant claim of mine in a life that must have felt borrowed from birth.

Then he smiled, and the mask was back, and the moment passed like it had never existed.

“But what do I know?” He poured his coffee, added sugar with reckless abandon. “I’m the disappointing one. Ask anyone.”

He raised his cup in a mock toast and disappeared into what she assumed was a bathroom, leaving Aveline standing in his kitchenette with her fifty-page plan and the disturbing realization that her assignment had just become significantly more complicated than any spreadsheet could capture.

She pulled out her phone, opened her notes app, and typed with fingers that were steadier than she felt:

Subject displays classic avoidance patterns masked by performative self-deprecation. Possible depression indicators. Definite control issues. Recommend: strict boundaries, professional distance, frequent progress reporting to Sterling board.She stared at the screen, then deleted the last sentence and replaced it:

Recommend: proceed with caution.She didn’t type what she was actually thinking—that Julian Sterling looked at her like she was a puzzle he wanted to solve, and that the expression in his eyes when he’d said mine had made her want to ask questions that had nothing to do with venture capital and everything to do with the particular loneliness of being surrounded by people who only wanted you for what you represented.

She put her phone away.

She had a job to do. She would do it. She would stabilize J. Sterling Ventures, earn her path to the C-suite, and leave Los Angeles with her professional reputation intact and her emotional boundaries uncompromised.

Julian Sterling was a project. Nothing more.

She almost believed it.
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​Chapter Three
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​The Document

By Wednesday, Aveline had catalogued the full scope of the disaster.

J. Sterling Ventures operated from a suite of offices that occupied the entire thirty-fourth floor of Sterling Tower, a space that should have housed twenty professionals and instead contained Julian, a receptionist named Dakota who appeared only on Tuesdays and alternate Fridays, and a Head of Operations named Katya Volkov who regarded Aveline with the suspicious intensity of a wolf encountering another predator in her territory.

“You’re the fourth,” Katya said, by way of introduction.

They stood in the operations room—a glass-walled space that looked like it had been designed by someone who’d seen a photograph of a tech startup and interpreted it as a cry for help. Exposed brick walls. Mid-century modern furniture that no one sat in. A whiteboard covered in equations that seemed to be a combination of financial modeling and what might have been Russian curse words.

“The fourth what?” Aveline asked, though she knew.

“Chief of staff. In eighteen months.” Katya was approximately thirty, with the bone structure of a Slavic supermodel and the wardrobe of someone who’d weaponized business casual. Her accent suggested St. Petersburg via Manhattan, and her eyes suggested she’d seen things in corporate boardrooms that would have sent lesser women to therapy. “Meredith lasted three months. She cried in the bathroom every day at eleven. Jessica made it six weeks—Julian fired her for alphabetizing his vinyl collection ‘wrong.’ And Elena—” She paused, something complicated moving across her face. “Elena was different.”

“How?”

“She lasted eight months. Longest of anyone.” Katya turned back to her whiteboard, dismissing the topic with the finality of someone who’d learned not to get attached to temporary fixtures. “Your desk is through there. Julian said to tell you he won’t be in today.”

“It’s Wednesday. We have the Aura preliminary review at two.”

“Julian doesn’t do Wednesdays.”

“He’ll do this Wednesday.” Aveline set her tablet on the desk she’d been assigned—a glass surface so clean it was practically invisible, in marked contrast to the chaos of Julian’s office. “The Aura investment represents forty percent of JSV’s current allocation. If we’re not prepared for the Series B conversation—”

“You’re very organized.” Katya’s tone made it sound like an accusation.

“I believe in operational efficiency.”

“So did Meredith.” Katya capped her marker, turned to face Aveline with the full weight of her attention. “Let me save you some time, New York. Julian isn’t going to read your reports. He isn’t going to follow your schedules. He isn’t going to show up to meetings on time or remember your protocols or treat any of this like a real job. Because in his mind, it isn’t.”

“And in your mind?”

Something flickered in Katya’s expression—surprise, maybe, at being asked her opinion. “In my mind, Julian Sterling is the only reason I have a career in this country, and I’ll protect him from well-meaning corporate efficiency experts until my last breath.”

“I’m not here to hurt him.”

“No. You’re here to fix him.” Katya smiled, and the expression contained no warmth. “That’s worse.”



Julian arrived at 2:47 PM, seventeen minutes after the Aura call had been scheduled to begin.

He walked into the conference room wearing jeans that probably cost more than Aveline’s monthly rent, a T-shirt with what appeared to be a wine stain, and sunglasses despite the interior lighting. He carried two iced coffees and a grin that suggested he’d either forgotten about the meeting entirely or was performing forgetting with Academy Award precision.

“You’re here,” Aveline said.

“I am.” He set one coffee in front of her. “Vanilla oat milk latte. I asked Dakota to guess what you’d drink, but Dakota only works Tuesdays, so I asked the barista to guess instead. She said ‘something complicated with oat milk.’”

“I don’t drink coffee after noon. It disrupts sleep architecture.”

“It’s two forty-seven.”

“Exactly.”

He laughed, dropping into the chair beside her with the boneless grace of someone who’d never experienced a formal performance review. “You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”

“I’m not here to be easy. I’m here to be effective.” She pulled up the Aura financial model on the conference room screen. “We need to discuss the Series B terms. Nathaniel Cross has requested a valuation of four hundred million, which represents a three hundred percent increase from the Series A. Based on my analysis—”

“Nate’s brilliant.”

“Based on my analysis, Aura’s current revenue run rate doesn’t support that multiple. The AI content platform has impressive technical capabilities, but the go-to-market strategy is underdeveloped, the burn rate is concerning, and Nathaniel Cross’s personal... lifestyle... presents reputational risk for institutional co-investors.”

“His lifestyle.” Julian’s voice shifted, a subtle cooling that Aveline filed for later analysis. “You mean the Oscar. The parties. The ‘eccentric genius’ performance he does for interviewers.”

“I mean the documented substance issues. The erratic public behavior. The fact that his brother is Damien Cross of Apex Capital, who has made no secret of his interest in acquiring controlling interest in Aura if the current valuation—”

“You did your homework.” Julian removed his sunglasses, and his eyes were different than they’d been on Monday—sharper, more focused, the whiskey color darkening to something approaching sobriety. “What else do you know about Nathaniel?”

“He won an Academy Award for technical achievement at twenty-one. He founded Aura at twenty-three. The platform processes approximately two million content requests daily and has attracted interest from three of the major streaming services. He’s also Damien Cross’s younger brother, and the sibling relationship appears to be... strained.”

“Strained.” Julian laughed, a short sound without humor. “That’s one word for it. Damien tried to have Nate committed last year. ‘Concerned about his mental health.’ What he was concerned about was Nate refusing to let Apex Capital control Aura’s board.” Julian leaned forward, close enough that Aveline caught the scent of him—coffee, something citrus, the particular warmth of skin that had been in the sun. “Nate isn’t erratic, Ms. Sinclair. He’s surviving. There’s a difference.”

The words carried a weight that felt personal, and Aveline felt the familiar sensation of information assembling into patterns she hadn’t anticipated.

“You protected him,” she said. “The Series A investment. You didn’t just write a check—you structured the deal specifically to keep Apex Capital out.”

Julian’s expression shifted, the mask slipping to reveal something more complicated. “JSV invested forty million at a favorable valuation. Standard venture practice.”

“Standard practice would have included pro-rata rights for institutional co-investors. You excluded everyone except yourself and two strategic angels with no connection to Apex.” She pulled up the capitalization table, the document she’d spent Monday night analyzing until her eyes burned. “You didn’t just invest in Aura. You built a fortress around it.”

For a long moment, Julian was silent. The conference room hummed with the white noise of climate control, and outside, Los Angeles sprawled in all its contradictory glory.

“Nate’s my friend,” Julian said finally, and the simplicity of the statement felt foreign in his mouth, like a language he hadn’t practiced. “And Damien Cross is a predator who collects broken things so he can decide when to finish breaking them. I know the type.” He met Aveline’s eyes, and something passed between them—an acknowledgment, a recognition, a door opening fractionally before closing again. “But you wouldn’t know about that, would you? Your world is spreadsheets and protocols and the beautiful certainty of optimized outcomes.”

“Is that what you think?”

“It’s what I’ve observed.” He leaned back, the mask reassembling. “You haven’t smiled since you got here. You eat protein bars at your desk. You flinch when I stand too close, but you don’t step back. You’re either the most disciplined person I’ve ever met, or you’re so afraid of what happens when you stop being disciplined that you’ve forgotten there are other ways to exist.”

Aveline felt her spine straighten, felt the familiar armor locking into place. “My personal habits aren’t relevant to the—”

“They’re relevant to me.” The words came out sharper than his usual performance, a crack in the charm that revealed steel underneath. “You’re in my space, Aveline. You’re reorganizing my life, recategorizing my investments, telling me what I should care about and when I should care about it. The least you can do is let me observe you in return.”

“I’m not a portfolio company.”

“No.” His gaze held hers with an intensity that made her aware of the pulse in her throat, the temperature of her skin beneath her collar. “You’re much more interesting.”

The phone rang.

Aveline reached for it with something approaching gratitude, breaking the strange magnetic pull of his attention. “J. Sterling Ventures, Chief of Staff’s office.”

“Ms. Sinclair.” A man’s voice, polished and cold as marble. “Damien Cross. I believe we’re scheduled to discuss Aura’s Series B tomorrow. I’m calling to move the meeting to tonight. San Vicente Bungalows. Eight PM.”

“That won’t be possible. Mr. Sterling has—”

“Tell Julian it’s not a request. Tell him it’s about Elena.”

The line went dead.

Aveline set the phone down, her mind processing the interaction with the speed of someone trained to extract meaning from limited data. The tone. The reference. The deliberate use of Julian’s first name coupled with the implicit threat in it’s about Elena.

“Who was that?” Julian asked, though something in his expression suggested he already knew.

“Damien Cross. He’s moved the Aura meeting to tonight. San Vicente Bungalows. He said—” She paused, watching Julian’s face with the attention she’d learned to apply to financial statements. “He said it’s about Elena.”

The change was subtle but absolute. Julian’s hand tightened on his coffee cup. A muscle in his jaw flexed. And for a fraction of a second, the charming, chaotic playboy disappeared entirely, replaced by someone harder, colder, more dangerous than any magazine profile had ever captured.

“Cancel it,” he said.

“The Aura investment represents forty percent of your portfolio. You can’t—”

“Cancel it.” He rose, moving to the window with the restless energy of a man who needed to be anywhere but here. “Tell Damien I’m unavailable. Tell him I’m in rehab. Tell him I’ve joined a monastery and taken a vow of silence. I don’t care.”

“Julian.” She used his first name without thinking, and the sound of it in her voice seemed to stop him. “Who’s Elena?”

He didn’t turn. For a long moment, he stood at the glass wall, looking out at Los Angeles with the expression of someone seeing a city that had disappointed him.

“Elena was my third chief of staff,” he said quietly. “She was brilliant. She was beautiful. She was...” He paused, selecting words with uncharacteristic care. “She was someone I hurt because I didn’t know how to be anything except the person everyone expected me to be.”

“And Damien Cross has something to do with her.”

“Damien Cross,” Julian said, turning to face her with eyes that had gone flat and hard, “collects other people’s mistakes and weaponizes them. He’s been trying to get something on me for five years. If he’s bringing up Elena, it means he’s found something. Or he’s bluffing. Or—” He stopped, ran a hand through his hair, the gesture revealing a vulnerability he usually kept buried beneath six layers of performance. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not playing his game.”

“It does matter.” Aveline opened her tablet, pulled up the Aura capitalization table, the Series B timeline, the risk assessment she’d prepared. “Damien Cross represents the single greatest threat to JSV’s largest investment. If he’s acquired leverage against you personally, it affects the fund’s strategic position. I need to understand the full picture.”

“You need to stay out of it.”

“I’m your chief of staff. My job—”

“Your job is to manage my calendar and keep my parents happy.” The sharpness in his voice was new, a crack in the facade that revealed something raw underneath. “Your job is not to dig into my personal history. Your job is not to ‘understand the full picture’ of my mistakes. Your job is to stand there in your perfect suit with your perfect plans and pretend that people like me are projects to be optimized rather than disasters to be survived.”

The words landed like physical blows, and Aveline felt something shift in her chest—not hurt, she didn’t permit herself hurt, but something adjacent to it. Something that recognized the truth in his accusation, the uncomfortable mirror of her own approach to this assignment.

She’d seen him as a problem to be solved. From the first moment in his office, with his robe and his chaos and his beautiful, broken smile, she’d categorized him as an asset requiring stabilization. She hadn’t considered what it meant to be constantly viewed that way—to be the family disappointment, the cautionary tale, the charming disaster that everyone tried to fix until they realized fixing was impossible.

“I’m not your enemy, Julian.”

“Aren’t you?” He laughed, but the sound was hollow. “You’re everything I can’t stand, Aveline. You’re discipline and control and the absolute certainty that the world makes sense if you just organize it properly. You’re the voice in my head that tells me I’m wasting my life. You’re my mother, my father, my sisters, every person who’s ever looked at me and seen something that needed to be fixed.”

“And you’re everything I can’t understand.” The words came out before she could stop them, driven by something deeper than professional strategy. “You’re chaos and impulse and the absolute refusal to take anything seriously, including yourself. You’re the reason people like me exist—because without structure, without discipline, without someone willing to clean up the mess, you’d—”

“What? Burn out? Collapse? Finally become the failure everyone’s been waiting for?” He moved closer, close enough that she could see the flecks of darker color in his whiskey eyes, the faint shadow of stubble on his jaw. “Maybe that’s exactly what needs to happen. Maybe the world needs fewer people like you, organizing everything into neat little boxes, and more people like me, willing to burn the boxes down and see what’s left.”

They stood in the conference room, inches apart, breathing the same air, and Aveline felt something she hadn’t expected—a recognition that went beyond professional analysis into territory she didn’t have maps for. He was right, and he was wrong, and the contradiction between those truths felt like electricity in the space between them.

Her phone buzzed.

She stepped back, breaking the strange spell, and looked at the screen. A text from an unknown number:

Ms. Sinclair. Damien Cross. I understand you’re new to Los Angeles. I’d welcome the chance to meet the woman who’s been tasked with saving Julian Sterling from himself. San Vicente Bungalows, 8 PM. Consider it professional courtesy.Aveline stared at the message, feeling the pieces of a game she hadn’t realized she was playing begin to assemble themselves into a picture she didn’t yet understand.

“What is it?” Julian asked.

She looked up at him—at the chaos and the charm and the unexpected flashes of something real underneath—and made a decision that her training told her was strategically unsound but something deeper insisted was necessary.

“I have a meeting tonight,” she said. “I’ll handle Damien Cross.”

“Aveline—”

“You don’t want to play his game. Fine. But someone has to understand the rules.” She turned toward the door, pausing at the threshold without looking back. “And Julian? The next time you compare me to your mother, make sure I haven’t just spent three days cataloguing the full extent of the financial disaster you’re pretending not to care about.”

She left him standing in the conference room, and if she walked faster than necessary down the corridor to her office, if her hands were steadier than her heartbeat, she chose not to analyze those data points.

Not yet.
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