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Wives of the Wealthy

Chapter 1 – The Woman Behind the Diamonds
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The chandeliers of the Adler Imperial Hotel glowed like frozen constellations above the ballroom, scattering warm gold across polished marble floors and crystal champagne towers. Vienna’s wealthiest families filled the room in tailored tuxedos and couture gowns, their laughter rising in careful waves beneath the orchestra’s soft performance.

Franciska Adler stood at the center of it all wearing diamonds worth more than most apartments in the city.

And she had never felt more alone.

“Franciska, darling, the photographers are waiting near the foundation banner.”

Her husband barely looked at her as he adjusted the cuff of his black tuxedo. Henrik Adler’s attention remained fixed on the cluster of investors gathered near the stage. Even at sixty-two, he carried himself like a man who believed entire rooms existed for his convenience.

Franciska offered the practiced smile expected of her.

“Of course.”

She moved gracefully through the crowd, every inch the perfect society wife. At fifty-eight, Franciska possessed the kind of beauty that didn’t beg for attention—it commanded it quietly. Silver-blonde hair framed sharp cheekbones softened only slightly by age. Her emerald silk gown hugged her figure with understated elegance, while years of discipline kept every movement controlled and deliberate.

Women envied her.

Men admired her.

Magazines called her timeless.

None of them knew how exhausted she truly was.

“Franciska!”

A tall brunette air-kissed both her cheeks near the photography wall.

“You look divine tonight,” the woman said. “Henrik must be terrified every man in Vienna still wants you.”

Franciska laughed softly because wealthy women were expected to laugh at comments like that.

“Henrik doesn’t frighten easily.”

“No,” the woman replied dryly. “That’s the problem with powerful men.”

The photographers began calling Franciska’s name before she could answer. Flashbulbs exploded around her as she posed automatically beside Henrik beneath the foundation’s gold-lettered banner.

ADLER CULTURAL RESTORATION INITIATIVE

Another charity gala.

Another donation.

Another performance.

Henrik rested a possessive hand against the small of her back for the cameras, but the touch felt colder than the diamonds around her throat.

“Smile properly,” he murmured without moving his lips.

Franciska’s jaw tightened almost invisibly.

The photographers thanked them, and Henrik immediately disappeared toward a group of politicians near the stage. No glance backward. No quiet compliment. No acknowledgment beyond obligation.

Twenty-eight years of marriage had reduced them to polished appearances and carefully negotiated silence.

Franciska accepted a champagne flute from a passing waiter and stepped toward the quieter edge of the ballroom. From there she could observe the event without participating too deeply in it.

She preferred watching people these days.

The wealthy fascinated her in ways they never had when she was younger. Once, she had believed elegance meant refinement. Now she understood most luxury simply disguised desperation.

Old men buying younger wives.

Women competing through jewels and surgery.

Families smiling through betrayals large enough to destroy kingdoms.

Money didn’t erase loneliness.

It upholstered it in velvet.

A movement near the architectural presentation display caught her attention.

Several guests had gathered around the large restoration model of Adler Hall—the family’s historic lakeside estate in Austria. Henrik had recently announced plans to renovate the centuries-old property into a private cultural retreat for elite donors and international guests.

Franciska herself had pushed for the project. Adler Hall had once been the only place she truly loved.

Now she watched an unfamiliar man studying the model with open skepticism.

He looked younger than most attendees by at least twenty years.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Dark-haired.

His black suit fit well enough, though not with the effortless polish of inherited wealth. There was something more grounded about him—something practical. Strong hands. Straight posture. A face made sharper by concentration.

One of the architects, perhaps.

As Franciska watched, the man gestured toward one wing of the model while speaking to another designer.

“The west structure shouldn’t be modernized that aggressively,” he said.

His accent carried traces of Eastern Europe beneath smooth German.

“It destroys the integrity of the original estate.”

The older architect beside him sighed impatiently.

“The clients requested contemporary luxury.”

“Yes,” the younger man replied calmly. “But if you erase the soul of the building, then it becomes another expensive hotel pretending to have history.”

Franciska blinked.

No one spoke like that at Adler events.

Especially not to senior designers.

Curious, she moved closer.

The younger architect continued examining the model, unaware of her presence.

“These lakeside estates were built emotionally, not commercially,” he said. “Every room was designed to frame the landscape. If you remove that intimacy, you lose the entire purpose of the architecture.”

“You’re being dramatic, Otto.”

“Architecture should be dramatic.”

The older architect chuckled.

“There’s a reason they hired you despite your stubbornness.”

Otto.

The name suited him somehow.

Before Franciska realized what she was doing, she stepped beside the display.

“I agree with him.”

Both men turned immediately.

Recognition flashed across the older architect’s face first.

“Mrs. Adler.”

Otto straightened at once.

Up close, he was even more striking. Perhaps twenty-nine or thirty. Deep brown eyes. A face carrying just enough roughness to feel real among the artificial perfection surrounding them.

But it wasn’t his appearance that unsettled her.

It was the way he looked directly at her.

Not greedily.

Not strategically.

Simply honestly.

The older architect cleared his throat nervously.

“We were just discussing some renovation possibilities for Adler Hall.”

“So I heard.” Franciska’s gaze remained on Otto. “You believe the redesign lacks emotional integrity?”

A flicker of hesitation crossed his features.

Most people in this room feared offending billionaires.

“Yes,” he admitted carefully. “Though I apologize if that sounds disrespectful.”

“It sounds intelligent.”

The older architect looked horrified.

Franciska almost smiled.

Otto studied her for a brief moment, perhaps trying to determine whether she was mocking him.

“You know the estate well?” he asked.

“I spent most of my life there.”

“Then you already understand what I mean.”

His confidence surprised her again. Not arrogance—certainty.

There was a difference.

Henrik suddenly appeared beside them, his expression immediately tightening.

“Franciska.” His voice carried warning beneath the politeness. “The minister wishes to speak with us.”

His attention shifted toward Otto.

“And you are?”

“Otto Novak,” the younger man replied. “Restoration architect.”

Henrik nodded vaguely, already dismissive.

“Well. I trust the project remains on schedule.”

“Yes, sir.”

Henrik placed a hand against Franciska’s arm.

“We shouldn’t keep the minister waiting.”

Franciska glanced once more at the estate model.

“What would you preserve?” she asked Otto suddenly.

Henrik exhaled impatiently.

But Otto answered after only a second of thought.

“The library,” he said. “And the lakeside greenhouse.”

Franciska felt something strange twist softly inside her chest.

“The greenhouse?” she asked quietly.

“Buildings remember people,” Otto replied. “Places where life genuinely happened matter most.”

For a moment, the ballroom noise faded around her.

No one had mentioned the greenhouse in years.

Not since her daughter was small.

Not since before grief settled permanently into Adler Hall’s walls.

Henrik interrupted coldly.

“Mr. Novak, I believe the project priorities are already well established.”

Otto met his gaze evenly.

“Of course.”

But Franciska noticed something rare.

Otto wasn’t intimidated by him.

That alone made him dangerous.

Henrik guided her away toward another cluster of guests. Franciska allowed herself to be led across the ballroom, though her thoughts lingered behind near the architectural display.

“You encourage employees too much,” Henrik muttered under his breath. “It creates confusion about boundaries.”

“He seemed knowledgeable.”

“He seemed opinionated.”

Franciska took a slow sip of champagne.

“And since when do we dislike intelligent people?”

Henrik gave her a sharp look.

“You know exactly what I mean.”

She did.

Henrik valued obedience far more than intelligence.

Especially from people beneath him socially.

The minister greeted them warmly, launching immediately into discussions about donor expansions and international partnerships. Franciska listened politely while Henrik dominated the conversation with effortless authority.

Once, she had admired that confidence.

Now it merely exhausted her.

Across the ballroom, she noticed Otto again speaking with the design team. Unlike nearly everyone else in attendance, he wasn’t performing for the room. He seemed entirely uninterested in status.

And somehow that made him impossible not to notice.

Their eyes met briefly across the crowded gala.

Otto looked away respectfully.

But not quickly enough to hide that he had been watching her too.

Something unfamiliar stirred beneath Franciska’s carefully controlled composure.

Not desire.

Not yet.

Something far more dangerous.

Awareness.

For the first time in longer than she could remember, someone had looked at her as though she were a woman instead of an institution.

The orchestra shifted into a slower piece as waiters carried silver trays through the glittering ballroom. Around her, wealthy couples danced beneath crystal light while politicians toasted future fortunes.

Franciska smiled when expected.

Spoke when necessary.

Performed perfectly.

But somewhere beneath the diamonds and silk and decades of discipline, a quiet crack had finally appeared.

And she suspected the young architect with honest eyes had noticed it immediately.
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Chapter 2 – The Estate by the Lake
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Morning fog drifted low across Lake Hallstatt like pale silk pulled gently over water.

Franciska Adler stood beside the window of the private train compartment, watching the Austrian countryside unfold in muted shades of silver and green. Pine forests climbed distant hillsides while small villages disappeared behind curtains of mist. The world looked softer here, quieter than Vienna’s polished chaos.

She always forgot how deeply Adler Hall affected her until she returned.

Or perhaps she tried not to remember.

Her assistant sat across from her reviewing schedules on a tablet.

“The Milan investors arrive next month,” Claudia said. “Henrik wants the west wing presentation completed before then.”

Franciska nodded absently.

“And the restoration team?”

“They arrived yesterday evening. Mr. Novak included.”

At the mention of Otto’s name, Franciska’s gaze shifted back toward the window.

A strange response stirred inside her again—that same unfamiliar awareness from the gala. She found herself replaying fragments of their conversation far more often than she should have.

Buildings remember people.

Such an odd thing for a young man to say at a billionaire charity event.

Yet the words had lingered.

Claudia glanced up carefully.

“I heard he challenged Henrik during the initial planning meeting.”

Franciska allowed herself a faint smile.

“Did he survive?”

“Barely.”

That almost made her laugh.

The train slowed gradually as mountains rose around the lake region. Soon Adler Hall appeared through the fog atop a gentle hillside overlooking the water.

Even after all these years, the estate still possessed breathtaking presence.

Built in the late eighteenth century, Adler Hall combined Austrian grandeur with intimate lakeside elegance. Ivy climbed pale stone walls. Tall arched windows reflected the gray-blue water below. The estate’s sprawling gardens descended toward private docks hidden among trees.

From a distance it looked timeless.

Up close, time had begun winning.

Weather damage scarred portions of the exterior. Several balconies required reconstruction. Entire sections remained closed due to structural instability.

Henrik viewed the restoration as a prestige investment.

Franciska viewed it differently.

This estate contained nearly every important memory of her adult life.

Her daughter learning to walk beneath the orchard trees.

Summer parties filled with music and champagne.

Quiet winters reading beside the library fireplace.

And later...

Funerals.

Silences.

Loneliness echoing through oversized rooms.

The train finally stopped at the small private station near the estate grounds. Staff members waited beside black luxury vehicles while workers transported architectural materials toward the property.

The cold mountain air greeted Franciska immediately as she stepped outside.

Fresh.

Sharp.

Real.

Nothing like Vienna.

One of the estate managers approached quickly.

“Welcome back, Mrs. Adler.”

“Thank you, Stefan.”

As luggage was loaded into the waiting car, Franciska noticed several construction vehicles farther up the hill. Workers moved carefully around scaffolding already built along the western façade.

Then she spotted him.

Otto stood near the estate entrance reviewing blueprints with two contractors. He wore a charcoal coat over dark clothing, sleeves partially rolled despite the cold. Wind shifted through
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