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Chapter 1: Unseen From the Start
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The clink of crystal glasses and low hum of conversation echoed through the upper floor of the Wexler Tower, where New York’s elite mingled beneath chandeliers imported from Vienna. Waiters in black moved like shadows, offering champagne to men in custom suits and women who wore diamonds like second skins. But none of them noticed the woman by the service elevator, clutching a tablet and trying to stay invisible.

Juliette Marr wasn’t supposed to be seen tonight. Not by these people. Not by him.

She adjusted the headset hooked around her ear and tapped at the screen, checking that the lighting changes were syncing with the speech cues. Her fingers trembled slightly, and she cursed herself for the coffee she hadn’t had time to finish. She’d gotten four hours of sleep in the past two days prepping for this product launch—Wexler Dynamics' latest AI system—and she wasn’t even invited to the actual unveiling.

Her job was logistics. Background. Anonymous.

“You’re in the wrong place,” a deep voice said behind her.

Juliette turned and nearly dropped her tablet. Damian Wexler stood three feet away, impossibly tall in a black suit that fit like it had been grown on him rather than tailored. His tie was undone, his sleeves rolled back just slightly, and his gaze was dispassionate, practiced, and surgical.

Every photo of him online was polished and severe, but in person, he looked even more unreal—like someone carved from steel and dark secrets.

She straightened, heart racing. “I—I’m with the tech team. AV synchronization. Sorry, I was just—”

“You’re standing near the Wexler Vault access door.” His voice was flat. “That area’s not marked for logistics. Why?”

Juliette blinked, heat crawling up her neck. “I was checking the uplink router. Signal was bouncing. It won’t happen again.”

Damian’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t ask her name. He didn’t offer to help. He didn’t even seem angry. Just... intrigued.

He stepped closer, and instinct made her shift slightly back. But he didn’t stop.

“You’ve worked in this building how long?”

“Seven months.” Her voice didn’t shake, though she expected it to.

He glanced at her tablet, then at the small badge clipped just below her jacket lapel. She wore flats, black slacks, and a plain gray cardigan. Invisible uniform. And still—his eyes stayed on her longer than necessary.

Juliette could feel it in the air, how something in the atmosphere shifted. Just slightly. Like the pressure before a storm.

“Stay out of the vault hallway,” he said. Then he walked away.

She exhaled, unaware she’d been holding her breath. Her hands were sweating. Her pulse felt loud in her ears.

It meant nothing, she told herself. Just a run-in. A warning. That was all.

—-
[image: ]


Damian didn’t look back as he walked into the main hall. He knew the event was going well—of course it was—but his thoughts snagged unexpectedly on the girl near the service elevator. He couldn’t recall ever seeing her before, and he was certain he knew every staff member that had been handpicked for in-house tech support.

He remembered her badge: Marr, J. Level Two Clearance.

Seven months. Nondescript. Efficient. Forgettable.

He remembered all of it, and that alone irritated him.

“Mr. Wexler,” a man in a silver suit intercepted him, holding out a hand. “Absolute pleasure. The launch is immaculate.”

Damian nodded once, gave a half-smile, and moved on. He had no patience for praise he paid for.

At the podium, he delivered his speech precisely at 8:00 PM. Three minutes, sharp. No wasted words. The AI rollout would redefine corporate security worldwide, and the stock market had already responded favorably. Applause followed. So did cameras. He posed for them because it was expected, but his mind had already returned to that woman with the badge he shouldn’t have remembered.

She hadn’t looked afraid of him. Not really. She’d looked... aware.

—-
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Juliette waited until the event was over to check the hardware inventory. Once the guests left and the clean-up crew began their work, she moved quietly through the floor, making notes, locking down equipment.

She didn't expect to hear his voice again.

“You stayed late.”

Juliette froze near a lighting rig. Damian was there—no tie, jacket gone. His sleeves still rolled back. No security detail. Just him.

“I’m finishing the diagnostics.” Her voice stayed even.

“No one finishes diagnostics at midnight unless something went wrong.”

“I finish them at midnight because I’m not paid to sleep.”

Damian studied her, the corner of his mouth lifting faintly. Not amusement. Curiosity.

“Where did you work before this?”

“Evermark Systems. AV operations.”

“Why did you leave?”

“They downsized. I stayed the longest.”

“And now you’re here.”

Juliette nodded, her throat dry.

He walked past her slowly, glancing over the setup. She was aware of everything—the rustle of his footsteps, the precision in his movements. Nothing accidental. Even his pauses felt calculated.

“Your badge says Level Two Clearance,” he said, stopping just beside her.

“Yes.”

He looked at her. “I don’t remember authorizing that.”

“You don’t authorize everything,” she said before she could stop herself.

A long silence followed. Then he laughed, once, quietly.

“No. I don’t.”

Juliette turned back to her tablet, resisting the impulse to step away.

Damian leaned in slightly. “I’ve seen a thousand people come and go through this building. I never remember faces. That’s by design. But for some reason, I’ll remember yours.”

He didn’t wait for her to respond.

He was gone before she could even process what had just happened.

—-
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In the quiet of the train ride home, Juliette kept her head down, but her thoughts wouldn’t stop spinning.

Damian Wexler noticed her.

He wasn’t supposed to.

She wasn’t supposed to matter.
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Chapter 2: Coffee Stains and Gold Cufflinks
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The morning after the launch, the office floor was unnaturally quiet. Everyone was recovering from the late-night event, still basking in the afterglow of media praise and executive approval. Everyone except Juliette, who arrived before the lights had fully powered on.

She balanced a lukewarm coffee in one hand and a file of post-launch reports in the other. Her shoes were damp from the rain, and a drip from her umbrella had left a trail behind her, but she didn’t care. The tech servers on sublevel four were glitching, and she needed to check them before the IT supervisors started throwing around blame.

Her office—if it could be called that—was a windowless corner near the network servers. The desk was plain, the chair barely cushioned, and the overhead lights buzzed faintly when they flickered on. She placed her coffee down too quickly and winced as the cup tilted, staining the edge of a report she’d printed at 6:00 AM.

“Great,” she muttered. “Perfect.”

She reached for tissues, dabbing at the paper. It was nothing, really. It didn’t matter. But something about the stain on the edge of her work made her feel disposable.

She was halfway through salvaging the printout when the door creaked open.

“You’re early,” Kerrigan Vale said, stepping in with a tablet in hand. Her black pencil skirt was perfect, not a hair out of place. She always looked like she’d stepped out of a press release.

“I like the quiet,” Juliette answered, still dabbing.

Kerrigan raised an eyebrow, stepping closer. “Damian noticed you.”

Juliette froze. “What?”

“At the launch. He mentioned you. Not by name, but... he described you. I knew exactly who he meant.”

Juliette stared at her. “He noticed me standing near the wrong hallway. That’s all.”

Kerrigan tilted her head. “He doesn’t usually speak to staff unless you’ve cost him money. You didn’t. So now you’re an anomaly.”

“I’m not trying to be.”

“I believe you. But it doesn’t matter what you try to be. It matters what he thinks you are.”

Juliette said nothing.

Kerrigan tapped her tablet and handed it over. “He wants you to sit in on the upcoming AI protocol debrief.”

“That’s for senior engineers. I’m support.”

“He said he wants ‘the girl with the gray sweater.’ So unless someone else showed up wearing that exact thing and standing exactly where you were, I’d suggest you change your schedule.”

Juliette stared at the screen. Her name was there, next to five others who all had executive clearances and full project histories.

“This is a mistake.”

Kerrigan gave a cool smile. “I’ve worked with Damian for four years. He doesn’t make mistakes.”

—-
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The debrief was held in a glass conference room near the executive level. Juliette arrived ten minutes early, her badge scanning green with an unfamiliar beep. No one else was there yet.

The room was clinical—white marble, a table with mirrored trim, and chairs that looked like art installations. She sat at the far end, unsure if she was supposed to touch anything, and reviewed the digital documents Kerrigan had sent her on the elevator ride up. Her nerves spiked with every minute that ticked by.

The first to arrive was Devlin Mark, the lead systems architect. He glanced at her with vague confusion, nodded once, and sat opposite without a word. The next three—VPs and engineers—barely looked at her.

Then, the glass door slid open.

Damian entered without preamble, adjusting the cuff of his black shirt. Gold cufflinks gleamed briefly in the light. He didn’t greet anyone. He sat at the head of the table and began speaking as if the meeting had already started.

Juliette took notes as fast as she could, though her thoughts were fractured by the impossible reality of sitting across from the most inaccessible man in the building.

He asked questions sharply. When Devlin stumbled over a projected model discrepancy, Damian cut him off with a glance.

And then—he looked at her.

“Marr. What’s your analysis of the real-time learning delay during the demo?”

All eyes turned to her.

Juliette blinked. “There was a 0.3-second lag in the neural interaction sync. I think the audio server’s secondary buffer didn’t clear between command loops. It resolved by 20:31.”

Silence.

Then Damian gave a single nod. “Correct. Devlin, fix that before Friday.”

Devlin muttered a half-apology and tapped something
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