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ABOUT THE BOOK

Serafina Vale has built her reputation as one of America's most sought-after crisis strategists, trusted by celebrities, billionaires, and the country's elite to protect their most valuable asset—their image. But when Hollywood superstar Ryan Kingsley hires her to lead his public relations team, she finds herself drawn into a world where fame, power, and dangerous family secrets exist side by side.

Standing in her way is Daniel Kingsley—the billionaire head of the powerful Kingsley Empire and the man feared throughout the underworld as The Devil of the Underworld. Cold, calculating, and fiercely protective of his family, Daniel doesn't trust Serafina from the moment they meet. As suspicion grows, he becomes determined to uncover the truth about the mysterious woman who seems to appear at the center of every problem threatening his family.

As secrets deepen, loyalties are tested, and hidden agendas begin to surface, a dangerous game of trust and deception pulls Daniel and Serafina into an unexpected forced marriage. Trapped beneath the same roof, their rivalry slowly gives way to respect, undeniable chemistry, and emotions neither of them expected.

Filled with powerful family dynamics, psychological battles, shocking twists, hidden truths, and a slow-burn romance, VOWS OF DECEPTION is a gripping journey where every secret has a price, every choice has consequences, and nothing is ever as it seems.

In a world built on deception, can two enemies uncover the truth before it destroys them both?
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DANIEL

The offer on the table was worth four hundred and twelve million dollars, and the man across from me thought that number was the reason he was still breathing.

I let him think that.

The conference room sat on the sixtieth floor of Kingsley Tower, glass on three sides, Manhattan spread out below like something already owned. Outside, the October sky had gone the color of gunmetal, the kind of light that made the whole city look like it was waiting for something to break. Inside, six men in good suits waited for me to say something, and I said nothing, because silence is a tool I understand better than any of them understand their own names.

"Mr. Kingsley." Alan Voss — CEO of a shipping conglomerate that had spent eleven months pretending it wasn't drowning — cleared his throat. "We think four twelve is more than fair, given the port access alone."

"You think it's fair," I said, "because your board told you it was fair before you walked in here."

His jaw tightened. Beside him, his CFO — the new one, not the one who'd resigned two weeks earlier for reasons nobody in that room had yet said out loud — shifted almost imperceptibly in his chair, the particular tell of a man who already suspected how this was going to go and had decided, correctly, that survival meant staying quiet.

"I've read your Q3 numbers three times," I went on, keeping my voice level, unhurried. "Your Long Beach terminal is bleeding forty thousand a day in demurrage fees you haven't disclosed to your own shareholders. Your CFO resigned two weeks ago and you called it a personal decision. It wasn't personal. He didn't want his name near what happens next." I let that sit exactly as long as it needed to sit, watching the way it landed around the table — the new CFO's eyes flicking briefly toward his lawyer, the lawyer's toward Voss, the whole room recalibrating in real time. "Three-ten. Not because I'm generous. Because I know what you're worth, and you don't have the luxury of arguing with me about it."

Nobody moved. Beside me, Thomas Reyes didn't glance up from his tablet, because he'd watched this happen before — the moment a room full of powerful men remembers, all at once, why people don't say my name above a whisper in certain circles of this city.

Voss looked at his own lawyer. His lawyer looked at the table.

"Three-forty," Voss said, and it came out smaller than he meant it to.

"Three-fifteen," I said. "And you'll thank me for it in eighteen months, when your board finally sees the Long Beach numbers and understands you sold at the top of a curve that was about to fall out from under you."

"That's a generous read of my own company's future."

"I don't deal in generous reads. I deal in accurate ones. The difference is that mine make you money and everyone else's make you feel better for a quarter before the truth catches up anyway." I closed the folder in front of me, a small, deliberate gesture that told the room the conversation had reached its natural end whether or not everyone in it had caught up yet. "Three-fifteen. I'll have the paperwork with your counsel by end of day."

It took four more minutes to finish. It always does, once they understand what the negotiation is actually about — not the number, but who in the room has already lost and hasn't said so out loud yet. My father taught me that without meaning to, standing beside him in a room very much like this one when I was nineteen, watching him take apart a man twice his age with nothing but patience and the specific willingness to let silence do work most people wasted on words. I never needed the lesson twice. I have built the rest of my life on it.

When the shipping men filed out, trailing their own security through the lobby, Reyes finally looked up.

"You didn't need the CFO detail," he said. "You had him at forty thousand a day."

"I didn't need it. I wanted him to know I have people inside his company he hasn't found yet." I stood, buttoned my jacket, and looked out at the city my grandfather had built an empire inside of, brick by brick, until the two had become difficult to tell apart. Sixty stories below, taxis moved through the grid like blood through something living, indifferent to the four hundred million dollars that had just changed hands three floors above their heads. "It buys me leverage the next time I need something from him. Men remember exactly how much you knew about them before they agreed to anything. It's worth more than the extra twenty-five million we could have squeezed out of him today."

"Cancel my four o'clock," I said. "I want the security briefing instead."

Reyes hesitated. It was a small thing — half a second, no more — but I've spent my whole life reading half-seconds, and I filed this one away without comment, the way I file everything, for later use.

"Problem with the briefing?" I asked.

"No problem. Cole flagged something. Probably nothing."

"Cole doesn't flag nothing."

❖

Cole Bennett has run Kingsley Family Security for eleven years, since he was thirty-one and I was seventeen and he pulled a half-drunk version of me out of a townhouse in the Meatpacking District before a rival family's men could find out whose son they had on their hands. I don't talk about that night, even now, even with him, but it sits underneath every conversation we've had since — the specific debt of a man who has already seen you at your most exposed and has never once used it against you. Cole doesn't flag nothing. He barely flags anything, because he understands — the way I understand — that ninety percent of vigilance is knowing what not to waste attention on.

He was waiting on sixty-one, a floor that doesn't appear on the building directory, behind a door that requires three separate forms of authentication and leads, eventually, into a room with nothing in it but a long table, six monitors, and the particular quiet of men who deal in things that can't be said in rooms with windows.

"Voss deal close?" he asked.

"It closed." I sat. "What did you flag."

He turned one of the monitors toward me. A financial disclosure filing, dense with numbers, the kind of document that means nothing to ninety-nine people out of a hundred and everything to the hundredth. "Someone accessed the shell structure on the Nevada holdings. Not the public filings — the internal architecture. Whoever it was knew exactly which entity to look at, which means they already knew it existed."

"Someone told them. Or someone's very good."

"Or both." Cole leaned back. "Nothing's missing. Nothing's changed. They looked and they left. Like they were confirming something instead of stealing it. I ran the trace myself, three times, and every path dead-ends into a proxy chain sophisticated enough that whoever built it does this professionally. Not a hobbyist. Not a bored journalist fishing for a story. Someone who's done this before, carefully, and knows exactly how much footprint is acceptable to leave."

I studied the screen for a long moment. I've built my instincts on exactly this kind of stillness before a storm — a threat that doesn't announce itself, that leaves a footprint too careful to be careless and too visible to be accidental, as if whoever made it wanted, on some level, to be found eventually. Not now. Eventually. The kind of patience that suggested planning on a scale most people never bothered with, because most people didn't have the discipline to wait for a payoff they might not live to see.

"Keep it quiet," I said. "Family doesn't hear about this. Not yet."

"Not even Ryan?"

"Especially not Ryan." My mouth flattened — the closest I come to affection when I talk about my brother. "He'll want to make a movie about it."

Cole almost smiled. It's a joke I make maybe four times a year, and everyone who works for me long enough learns to recognize how rare that particular currency is.

"One more thing," he said, and his voice changed register — not urgent, but careful, the tone of a man choosing which order to say things in. "Your uncle called this morning. Wants a family dinner Sunday. Says it's overdue."

"Marcus wants a lot of things."

"He specifically asked that Ryan bring his new publicist. Said the family should meet the woman who saved his image." Cole slid a printed folder across the table — hard copies for anything that matters, because paper doesn't leave metadata. "Serafina Vale. Vale Strategies. You'll want to look at this before Sunday."

I opened the folder.

The photograph clipped to the first page was a professional headshot — dark hair, composed mouth, eyes that gave away exactly as much as a photographer had been permitted to capture and not one degree more. I've seen a thousand photographs like it. Ambitious women in this city curate themselves into exactly this kind of image constantly, all gloss and no seams, learning early that a woman's face in this world is either a liability or a weapon depending entirely on how well she's trained it to lie.

Something about the eyes made me look twice anyway.

I couldn't have said what. That's the part that would irritate me later, lying awake at two in the morning turning the file over in my mind like a coin I couldn't stop flipping — that my objection to Serafina Vale, in this first moment, had no shape at all. Just a flicker. The kind of flicker my grandfather used to call the dog hearing something the room can't.

"What do we know," I said.

"Founded Vale Strategies four years ago. Harvard, then two years at a firm in D.C. before going independent. Client list reads like a Forbes cover — actors, two senators, a Saudi hotel chain. Clean record. No scandals of her own, ever, which for someone in her business is either remarkable discipline or—"

"Or it's built."

"Or it's built," Cole agreed. "I haven't found a seam yet. I will."

"Ryan's serious about her? Professionally?"

"His last agency dropped him after the DUI story broke wrong. Vale picked him up two weeks later and had it dead in six days. Reframed the whole narrative — turned a wasted-celebrity story into a redemption arc, got him on two morning shows crying about your father, which by the way, your father found deeply moving." Cole's dry tone made clear he did not share that opinion. "She's good, Daniel. Genuinely good. That's not the concern."

"Then what's the concern."

He considered his answer the way he always does — weighing a hunch against the discipline of a man who's spent his career refusing to speak in anything but facts.

"The concern," he said finally, "is that I can't find a single moment in four years where Serafina Vale made a mistake. Everyone makes a mistake. Everyone leaves something. I've built profiles on smarter people than her, more careful people than her, and I've always eventually found the thread that pulls the whole thing apart if you tug it hard enough. I haven't found hers yet, and that bothers me more than if I'd found something bad."

I closed the folder. Sixty stories below, the city kept moving, indifferent to the small, cold certainty settling into my chest — the same certainty I felt at nineteen the first time someone tried to lie to me in a negotiation, and I knew, before they finished the sentence, exactly which words were true and which ones were architecture.

"I'll see her Sunday," I said, and stood, and looked once more at the photograph before Cole slid the folder back into its case. Whatever she actually was, I understood, walking out of that room, that I had just spent an entire afternoon closing one deal worth four hundred million dollars and opening another question I suspected, even then, was going to cost me considerably more than money to answer.

SERAFINA

The email arrived at 6:47 in the morning, while I was three miles into my run along the East River, and I didn't need to read it to know what it said, because I had spent four years building toward this exact message with the same patience I once used to memorize the floor plan of a house I would never see again.

Ryan would love for you to come Sunday. Family dinner. Nothing formal. — R

I finished the run before I answered anything. That's a rule I made for myself a long time ago, one of many small disciplines that have nothing to do with fitness and everything to do with never letting anyone — including myself — watch me react to something important in real time. Clara taught me that — my aunt, the only family I have left, half a lifetime ago, in a kitchen in a town whose name I've since made myself forget on purpose. You don't have to feel nothing. You just have to make sure nobody sees you feel it.

The river was grey that morning, moving the way it always moves, patient and indifferent, and I ran the last mile faster than I needed to, letting the burn in my legs stand in for whatever I wasn't yet ready to let myself feel about the message sitting unopened on my phone. I have always run when I need to think clearly. There is something about the specific rhythm of it — the breath, the pavement, the particular emptiness of early morning before the city fully wakes — that lets me hold two versions of a thought at once without either one collapsing into the other.

By the time I reached my building — glass tower in Tribeca, my name on the fortieth floor, VALE STRATEGIES etched into brushed steel that cost more than most people's cars — I'd composed the reply in my head three different ways and settled on the shortest one.

I'd love to. Thank you for including me.

Warm. Grateful. Slightly surprised, the way a woman who genuinely hadn't expected an invitation like this would sound. I read it twice before sending it, checking the register the way I check everything, the way a surgeon checks the tray before the first cut.

Lauren was waiting when I stepped off the elevator, two coffees and a tablet already open to the morning's coverage.

"The Marchetti thing broke overnight, but it's manageable," she said, falling into step beside me. "And Ryan's team wants to confirm the shoot schedule around the premiere — apparently he wants you there."

"At the premiere?"

"At the premiere. He told his manager, quote, 'She's the only person who tells me the truth,' which is either the nicest thing a client's ever said about us or extremely concerning. I haven't decided." Lauren handed me the tablet, scrolling to the next item without waiting for a response. "Also, the Whitmore account wants to move up their quarterly review, and I need you to look at the Larsen contract before Thursday, there's a clause in there I don't love."

"Send it to me tonight. I'll have notes by morning."

"You always do." Lauren studied me for a beat longer than the moment required, the particular scrutiny of someone who has worked closely enough with a person for long enough to notice the small deviations from an otherwise perfectly maintained pattern. "You seem distracted today."

"I'm meeting the Kingsley family this weekend. Full family. It's a lot to prepare for." It wasn't a lie, and it had the additional advantage of being true enough to satisfy the question without inviting a follow-up.

I let myself have the smallest smile, the professional one, the one that costs nothing. "It's good for the account either way."

"Is it just the account?" Lauren asked, and there was nothing suspicious in it — she'd worked for me three years and knew nothing beyond what the whole industry knew, that Serafina Vale doesn't date clients, as a matter of policy — but the question still landed somewhere I've trained myself not to let questions land.

"It's always just the account," I said, and meant it to sound like a joke.

In my office, door closed, I allowed myself ninety seconds. That's the other rule. Ninety seconds, no more, to feel the actual weight of a thing before I fold it back into the shape of a plan.

Sunday. Kingsley Manor. All of them, in one room.

Thirteen years sat behind that sentence. Court filings, obituaries, a hundred pages of underworld rumor sifted for the two percent that was true, three false identities burned to protect the fourth, and one long, terrible night when I was twelve years old, pressed into a gap behind a false wall in my father's study, listening to men I couldn't see say a name I would never, for the rest of my life, be able to hear spoken aloud without my pulse changing.

Kingsley.

I've built Vale Strategies as an instrument, not a destiny, and I remind myself of that the way other people recite scripture — not because I doubt it, but because certainty requires maintenance. I thought of the version of me that had sat in a diner outside Scranton, sixteen years old, watching Clara study a newspaper clipping about the Kingsley shipping empire with an intensity that had frightened me at the time and made complete sense to me now. I thought of every version of the plan I had built and discarded and rebuilt again in the years since, each one more patient, more precise, more carefully insulated against exactly the kind of scrutiny a family like the Kingsleys would inevitably apply to anyone who got close enough to matter.

Ryan is warm, and a little lonely underneath the fame, and I let myself notice that about him because noticing makes everything easier, and because — this is the part I don't examine too closely, not even in my ninety seconds — because he is, unfairly, genuinely easy to be around.

That doesn't change anything. It can't be allowed to change anything.

Daniel Kingsley will be at that dinner too. I've seen photographs of him for four years — board meetings, a handful of gala appearances he attends like a man serving a sentence, one blurry paparazzi shot from when he was nineteen that a tabloid captioned The Ice Prince of Wall Street before anyone understood what he actually was. I know his face better than I know some of my own employees'. I built contingencies around the specific, well-documented fact that Daniel Kingsley trusts almost no one and forgets almost nothing.

I planned for him to be the hardest part.

I didn't plan — because there's no way to plan your way into knowing a thing like this — for what it would feel like to actually stand in a room in front of the man everyone believes ordered my family's murder.

Ninety seconds. I checked the clock. Eleven left.

I used them the way I use everything: one slow breath, and then I stood, smoothed the front of my blazer, and walked back out into the office as Serafina Vale, who has never lost anything in her life worth mentioning, and who is very much looking forward to Sunday.

"Lauren," I said, stepping back into the bullpen, my voice perfectly even, perfectly bright. "Pull everything we have on the Kingsley Family Foundation's last three galas. If I'm meeting the family this weekend, I want to know what they care about before I walk through the door. Seating charts too, if you can find them. And whatever's public about the grandmother — Eleanor. I want to know her before she decides what to think of me."

"On it." Lauren was already moving, tablet in hand, and I watched her go with the particular, practiced calm of a woman who had built an entire company on never once appearing to need anything as badly as she actually needed it.

It wasn't a lie. I did want to know.

I'd wanted to know for thirteen years.
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Chapter Two
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DANIEL

My uncle called it a family dinner. Marcus has never in his life used the word "family" without also using it as a lever.

"Sunday works for everyone," he said, on the phone, in the voice he's used since we were children — warm, reasonable, the voice of a man who has spent thirty years positioning himself as the only adult in a room full of difficult people. "Your grandfather wants to see Ryan before the premiere circus starts. And frankly, Daniel, I think it would do this family good to sit at one table without an agenda for once."

Everything my uncle says has an agenda. That isn't paranoia. It's a documented pattern going back further than I've been alive to remember firsthand — the family joke that Marcus could turn a birthday cake into a negotiation, except nobody in my family actually thinks it's a joke, they just say it like one because saying it plainly would mean admitting how long we've all quietly managed him. My mother does it. My father does it, though he's better at hiding that he's doing it. Even my grandmother, who fears almost nothing, chooses her words around Marcus with a specific care she extends to almost no one else.

"I'll be there," I said.

"Bring Reyes if you want. I know you like having someone take notes." A small laugh. "Or don't. It's dinner, not a deposition."

"How's Trent settling into the Aspen property? I heard he's been out there more than usual this quarter."

A brief pause, almost nothing, gone before most people would have noticed it. "He's finding his footing. Twenty-four is a difficult age for a young man in this family — old enough to want independence, too young for anyone to fully trust him with it. I try not to hover. You remember what it felt like, being watched that closely at his age."

I did remember. I also remembered that at twenty-four I had already closed two major acquisitions and hadn't spent a single quarter "finding my footing" in a chalet that ran considerably more than his trust income could reasonably absorb. I didn't say that. I filed it, the way I file everything, and let the conversation move on.

"I'll be there," I said again, and hung up before he could work the conversation toward whatever else he'd called to learn.

I sat with it for a moment afterward, the way I sit with most things Marcus says, turning it over for the part that isn't visible yet. He'd asked, twice now, whether Ryan was bringing "the publicist." Not "his publicist." The publicist. As if he already had an opinion about her before meeting her, or as if he wanted the rest of us watching to think he did.

My uncle has spent twenty-six years being extraordinarily good at appearing to have no ambition left. He lost the succession to my father when I was two years old — a decision my grandfather made and never once revisited publicly, and one that Marcus has spent every year since accepting with what looks, from the outside, like genuine grace. He sits on the board. He chairs the family foundation. He hosts the dinners nobody else wants to host, smooths the arguments nobody else wants to referee, and has built, over two and a half decades, a reputation as the one Kingsley who never wanted the throne.

I don't believe reputations. I believe patterns. And the pattern, if you strip away thirty years of good manners, is a man who has positioned himself at the center of every family decision without ever once being blamed for making one.

I've never had proof of anything. I want to be precise about that, even in my own head, because precision is the only thing standing between an instinct and a mistake. I have never had proof that my uncle wants anything more than what he already has. What I have is the accumulated weight of small things — the way he always seems to know information before it's shared with him, the way his children live at a level his public compensation doesn't explain, the way he is, without fail, the person urging patience whenever patience benefits him specifically.

None of it means anything on its own. All of it together has kept me from ever fully turning my back on him, not once, not for eleven years.

Reyes found me in my office at six that evening, going through the last of the Voss paperwork.

"Cole ran a soft trace on Vale Strategies' financials," he said, setting a second folder on my desk. "Nothing illegal. But it's an interesting company. She's turned down clients — big ones — twice in the last two years. A senator's son with an assault allegation. A hedge fund guy who wanted his divorce spun favorably. Both would've paid double her rate."

"So she has standards."

"Or she's selective about which fires she's willing to be photographed near." Reyes tapped the folder. "There's also this. Small thing. Her firm's insurance policy lists her legal next of kin as an aunt — Clara Vale. No parents listed anywhere, not even deceased-parent boilerplate you'd expect on a standard filing. Just Clara."

"People don't always fill out every field."

"They fill out that one. It's for liability payouts." Reyes shrugged, unbothered, filing it the way he files most anomalies — as noise, not signal. "Probably nothing. I just log everything, you know that."

I did know that. It's why I keep him.

I looked at the name again after Reyes left. Clara Vale. No public presence to speak of — no social media, no professional history that Cole's initial pass had turned up, nothing beyond a woman who existed, as far as any database could tell, primarily in relation to her niece. That in itself wasn't strange. Plenty of people live quiet, undocumented lives on purpose. But I've built an empire on the specific belief that the things people go quiet about are rarely the things that don't matter.

I didn't do anything with it. Not yet. I wrote the name down on the legal pad I keep in the top drawer — the one Reyes doesn't have access to, the one nobody has access to — beside three other names that meant nothing individually and, someday, I suspected, might mean everything together.

Then I closed the drawer and went home to prepare for a dinner I already knew I wasn't going to enjoy.

SERAFINA

Ryan Kingsley called me himself at 9 p.m. the night before our first official meeting, which told me two things: that his manager hadn't briefed him properly, and that he was the kind of man who preferred doing things himself even when he didn't have to. Both were useful.

"I looked you up," he said, no preamble, an easy warmth in his voice that I recognized from every interview clip I'd studied for six weeks before this call. "You're terrifyingly good at your job."

"I try to be reasonably good," I said. "Terrifying seemed unnecessary."

He laughed — a real laugh, not the practiced one from the talk shows — and something in my chest did the thing it does when a plan starts working exactly the way I built it to work: a small, cold satisfaction that I have never once allowed myself to call by its true name, because true names have a way of becoming feelings, and feelings were never supposed to be part of this.

"My team wants to sit in on the meeting tomorrow," he said. "I told them I'd rather just talk to you first. Is that weird?"

"It's smart," I said. "You should always know who you're hiring before you let a room full of other people decide it for you."

"See, that's — that's exactly the thing everyone's telling me I need right now. Someone who actually says what they think instead of just agreeing with whatever I already believe."

I let a small silence sit there, the kind that invites a person to keep talking without my having to ask anything. Clara taught me that trick before I ever set foot in a boardroom — silence does more work than questions, if you can stand to hold it. Ryan filled it exactly the way I expected him to.

"The DUI thing wasn't even that bad," he said, quieter now. "I mean, it was bad, obviously, I shouldn't have been driving, I know that. But the story that ran made it sound like I'd — like I was some kind of disaster. And the worst part is my old team just let it happen. Nobody fought for the real version."

"What's the real version?"

"I'd just found out my grandfather had a stroke scare. I wasn't thinking straight. I made a stupid decision because I was scared, not because I don't care what happens to me." A pause. "You're the first person who's asked me that, by the way. What actually happened. Everyone else just asks how we spin it."

I already knew what had actually happened. I'd known before the story broke, because the story existed because of me — a leak, carefully sized, to a mid-tier outlet that would run it fast and sloppy, guaranteeing his existing agency exactly enough rope to hang themselves with a clumsy response. I had never wanted to hurt him. I want to be honest with myself about that, in the ninety seconds I allow myself for honesty: I built a controlled fire specifically so I could be the one who put it out, because putting fires out is how you become indispensable to a family that has spent generations making sure nobody gets close enough to matter.

I hadn't accounted for how easy it would be to actually like him.

"I ask because it's the only version worth building a strategy around," I told him. "You can't protect a story you don't understand. Everyone else was trying to make you look good. I'm going to make you look true. Those aren't the same thing, and true holds up longer."

He was quiet for a second. "Nobody's ever put it like that to me before."

"Most people in my industry are selling comfort. I'm selling accuracy." I let a small warmth into my voice — real warmth, because it cost me nothing to give him that much and because, if I was being honest in my ninety seconds, it wasn't entirely performance. "It's a harder sell. It works better."

"When can you start?"

"I already have," I said. "I've read every interview you've given since you were nineteen. I know which stories you tell about yourself and which ones you avoid. Tomorrow I'll tell you what I found."

❖

The meeting the next afternoon took place in a conference room on the forty-first floor of Kingsley Tower — one floor above my own office building's ceiling in height, though nobody in that room needed to know I'd noticed that detail, or that I'd chosen my own building specifically for the sightline, back when I was still building the version of this plan that required knowing precisely how their world looked from inside it. Ryan arrived first, warm and slightly too tall for the chair he chose, the kind of physical ease that came from a lifetime of rooms rearranging themselves around him without his ever having to ask. He'd brought two assistants and a lawyer, all of whom he waved off toward the far end of the table with the easy authority of a man used to having his instructions followed without argument.

"Sorry about the entourage," he said, dropping into the chair beside mine instead of across from me, which I noted, filed, and did not react to. "They insist on coming to everything. I keep telling them I can handle a meeting on my own."

"You're allowed an entourage. It's practically a job requirement in your line of work."

"See, that's the thing, everyone treats it like a requirement and I've started to wonder if it's just a habit nobody's willing to break first." He grinned, and something in it was unguarded enough that I understood, immediately, exactly how easy the next several months were going to be with him, and exactly how much that ease was going to complicate everything underneath it.

Daniel Kingsley arrived four minutes later, and every easy thing in the room went still.

I had built a mental file on him for four years — photographs, court filings, two profiles from business magazines that had clearly been granted the minimum access necessary to run a cover story — but none of it had prepared me for how the actual presence of him would feel, the way a room's temperature seemed to organize itself around his silence rather than his words. He didn't sit so much as occupy a space the way weather occupies a sky. He wore his authority the way some men wear a well-tailored suit — so completely that it no longer registered as separate from him at all.

"My brother tells me you're the reason his publicist problem is now a publicist solution," he said, once introductions had been made, once he'd taken the seat directly across from me, close enough that I could see he had our father's exact shade of grey eyes from the one photograph I'd found of the elder Kingsley from thirty years ago. "I'd like to understand how."

Not nice to meet you. Not even a version of small talk dressed up as business
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