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Chapter 1 – The Woman Behind the Empire
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The ballroom shimmered beneath a galaxy of crystal chandeliers, every surface polished to impossible perfection. Gold-rimmed champagne glasses reflected flashes of camera lights while the wealthiest names in Manhattan drifted through the room wrapped in silk, diamonds, and carefully rehearsed laughter.

At the center of it all stood Teresa Valmont.

At fifty-seven, she carried elegance the way royalty carried bloodline—naturally, effortlessly, with the quiet understanding that entire rooms shifted around her presence. Her black satin gown hugged her figure with understated sophistication, the long sleeves contrasting the graceful line of her exposed collarbone. Emerald earrings, gifts from her late husband decades earlier, shimmered against her dark hair.

People admired Teresa constantly.

Very few actually saw her.

“Mrs. Valmont, over here!”

“Teresa, one photo!”

“How does it feel to unveil the most expensive development project in the city?”

She gave the photographers a practiced smile. Calm. Refined. Untouchable.

“The Valmont Tower represents more than luxury,” she said smoothly to one reporter. “It represents permanence. Architecture should outlive trends.”

The answer earned approving nods.

Inside, she felt nothing.

Another gala. Another speech. Another room filled with people who wanted access to her influence, her wealth, or her last name.

The music swelled as servers floated through the crowd carrying trays of champagne and caviar. Somewhere near the stage, her executive team entertained investors with polished enthusiasm.

Teresa glanced toward the massive floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Manhattan skyline. The city glittered below like a kingdom that belonged to her.

And yet the loneliness remained.

Eight years.

Eight years since Richard’s death, and she still occasionally reached across empty sheets expecting warmth beside her.

She had survived the grief the way she survived everything else—with discipline. She expanded the company internationally. Doubled profits. Protected the Valmont legacy from competitors who expected a grieving widow to collapse.

Instead, she became more powerful.

More respected.

More alone.

“Mrs. Valmont?”

Her assistant appeared beside her. “The architectural consultants have arrived for the presentation.”

Teresa nodded once. “Good. Let’s get this over with.”

The ballroom lights dimmed slightly as guests moved toward the presentation stage. Massive digital renderings of the new Valmont luxury tower illuminated the screens—glass, steel, prestige.

Applause echoed politely.

Teresa took her reserved seat at the front beside investors and board members while one of the senior architects began speaking in tedious detail about structural innovation and premium aesthetics.

She stopped listening almost immediately.

Until a voice interrupted from somewhere near the back.

“With respect, it still feels lifeless.”

The room went silent.

Teresa slowly turned.

A young man stood near one of the display tables, hands in the pockets of a charcoal suit that fit him just slightly less expensively than everyone else’s. Tall. Dark-haired. Sharp jawline. Confident posture.

Too confident for this room.

Several executives exchanged irritated looks.

The lead architect frowned. “Excuse me?”

The young man stepped forward calmly. “Luxury without emotional identity becomes sterile. Beautiful, yes. Memorable? Not really.”

Murmurs spread through the audience.

Teresa watched carefully.

Most people became nervous under pressure from wealth and status. This man looked almost energized by it.

“And you are?” one board member asked coldly.

“Michael Reyes,” he answered. “Junior architectural consultant.”

Ah.

That explained the inexpensive suit.

The senior architect forced a smile clearly hiding annoyance. “Well, Michael, perhaps when you’ve spent twenty years designing international properties—”

“People don’t remember buildings because they’re expensive,” Michael interrupted. “They remember how those spaces made them feel.”

Teresa’s attention sharpened.

Interesting.

The screen behind him displayed the planned tower—sleek, flawless, emotionally empty.

Michael gestured toward it.

“This could belong anywhere. Dubai. London. Singapore. Wealthy people already have glass towers. What they want now is meaning.”

A dangerous statement in a room full of billionaires.

And yet Teresa couldn’t stop watching him.

Not because he was young—though he was undeniably attractive—but because he spoke without fear. No hesitation. No desperate attempt to impress powerful people.

He challenged them.

The lead architect’s face tightened. “I think we’re done here.”

“No,” Teresa said quietly.

The room froze.

Her voice was never loud. It never needed to be.

She stood slowly from her chair, eyes fixed on Michael.

“What would you change?” she asked.

Now the attention shifted entirely to him.

For the first time since speaking, he looked slightly surprised.

Then he recovered.

“The lower structure,” he answered, walking toward the digital display. “You’re building for status instead of legacy.”

Several executives visibly bristled at the comment.

Teresa folded her arms. “Go on.”

Michael pointed toward the rendering.

“You preserve nothing from the original historical site. It’s all replacement. No soul. No continuity.” His eyes moved toward her. “People with real power don’t erase history. They incorporate it.”

A strange stillness settled inside her chest.

Because that... sounded exactly like Richard.

Her late husband used to say architecture carried memory.

Teresa studied Michael more carefully now. Twenty-five, perhaps. Intelligent eyes. Calm under scrutiny. Handsome in a way that felt unpolished compared to the artificial perfection surrounding them.

Real.

One investor laughed dismissively. “Idealism is charming when you’re young.”

Michael didn’t even look at him. “So is relevance.”

A few gasps spread through the crowd.

Teresa nearly smiled.

Nearly.

Instead, she turned toward her executives. “Who hired him?”

Her assistant quickly checked notes. “He joined the consulting team three months ago.”

“And nobody thought to mention him?”

Silence.

Teresa looked back at Michael.

“Come to my office tomorrow morning,” she said.

The lead architect blinked. “Mrs. Valmont—”

“That wasn’t a suggestion.”

The room immediately fell quiet again.

Michael held her gaze steadily. “What time?”

God.

No fear at all.

“Nine.”

He nodded once. “I’ll be there.”

The presentation resumed awkwardly afterward, but Teresa barely heard any of it. Her attention kept drifting toward the back of the ballroom where Michael stood speaking with another junior designer.

He laughed at something quietly.

Warmth transformed his entire face.

Teresa found herself staring longer than she should.

It unsettled her.

Attraction wasn’t unfamiliar to her. Men had pursued her for years—some for genuine interest, most for status or money. Younger men especially often treated her like a fantasy wrapped in designer gowns and power.

Teresa never entertained them.

Experience taught her that admiration faded quickly when confronted with reality, with age, with complexity.

But this felt different.

Because Michael Reyes didn’t seem impressed by her wealth at all.

If anything, he seemed more interested in challenging her.

And somehow that was far more dangerous.

By the end of the evening, Teresa escaped the ballroom through a private elevator leading directly to the underground garage. Her security team followed at a respectful distance while her driver opened the door to the black town car waiting outside.

The city blurred past the windows as they headed toward her penthouse overlooking Central Park.

Normally after events like this, she poured herself a glass of wine and buried herself in work until exhaustion replaced thought.

Tonight was different.

Tonight, she kept replaying a single moment.

People with real power don’t erase history. They incorporate it.

She could still hear his voice.

Confident. Intelligent. Alive.

Her phone buzzed beside her.

A text from her eldest son.

Great event tonight. Investors seem happy.

Teresa stared at the message without answering.

Investors always seemed happy.

That was the problem.

The car stopped outside her building. Staff greeted her immediately as she entered the marble lobby, but she barely noticed them.

Inside her penthouse, silence greeted her like an old companion.

The city skyline stretched endlessly beyond the windows. Expensive art decorated the walls. Every detail of the home reflected impeccable taste.

And none of it mattered.

Teresa removed her emerald earrings slowly and walked toward the bar near the fireplace. She poured a glass of red wine before moving to the terrace overlooking Manhattan.

Cold night air brushed against her skin.

For the first time in months, perhaps years, her mind felt awake instead of merely occupied.

Curious.

About a man twenty-two years younger than her.

A man bold enough to challenge an empire in a ballroom full of powerful people.

A man she absolutely should not be thinking about.

And yet when Teresa finally went to bed that night, it wasn’t business keeping her awake.

It was the memory of dark eyes meeting hers without intimidation.

Without caution.

Without permission.
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Chapter 2 – Dangerous Curiosity
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The Valmont International headquarters rose above Midtown Manhattan like a monument to power itself.

Forty-seven floors of smoked glass and steel reflected the pale morning sunlight while black luxury cars lined the private entrance below. Inside, employees moved with polished efficiency through marble hallways and open executive spaces designed to intimidate as much as impress.

Michael Reyes stood near the reception desk on the top executive floor trying very hard not to look impressed.

It wasn’t working.

Everything about the building screamed money. Quiet money. The kind that didn’t need gold decoration because ownership itself was the decoration.

A sharply dressed assistant approached him with a tablet in hand.

“Mr. Reyes?”

“That’s me.”

“Mrs. Valmont will see you now.”

Michael nodded calmly, though his pulse kicked harder beneath his composure.

He had barely slept.

Not because he regretted speaking out at the gala—but because Teresa Valmont had looked at him in a way he couldn’t stop thinking about.

Most powerful people hated being challenged publicly. Especially billionaires.

Instead, she invited him into her world.

The assistant led him down a private corridor lined with original artwork and muted lighting before stopping outside massive double doors.

She opened them without knocking.

“Mr. Reyes.”

Michael stepped inside.

And immediately understood why people feared Teresa Valmont.

Her office wasn’t merely luxurious—it was commanding. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked Manhattan like the city belonged to her personally. Dark wood shelves displayed architectural models and international awards while a long black conference table occupied the center of the room.

Teresa stood near the windows holding a cup of coffee.

The morning light wrapped around her elegantly, illuminating the smooth line of her cream silk blouse and fitted charcoal skirt. Her dark hair was swept back neatly today, exposing diamond earrings that caught the sunlight every time she moved.

She looked even more beautiful in daylight.

More dangerous, too.

“Mr. Reyes,” she said calmly.

Michael crossed the room. “Mrs. Valmont.”

Her eyes studied him carefully, almost analytically.

“You were difficult to track down.”

He smiled faintly. “I didn’t realize I was being hunted.”

One corner of her mouth nearly moved.

Nearly.

“Sit.”

He obeyed, settling into one of the leather chairs across from her desk. Teresa remained standing for a moment longer, reviewing him with quiet intensity before finally taking her seat opposite him.

The silence stretched.

Not uncomfortable.

Measured.

“You embarrassed my senior architect last night,” she said finally.

Michael leaned back slightly. “Should I apologize?”

“No.” Her gaze sharpened. “I dislike people who protect bad ideas simply because they’re expensive.”

Interesting.

Michael folded his hands loosely. “Then why does everyone in this building look terrified to disagree with you?”

That earned a pause.

A real one.

Teresa slowly set down her coffee cup. “You assume fear and respect are the same thing.”

“Aren’t they?”

“No.”

The confidence in her answer fascinated him.

Most executives relied on volume or ego to maintain authority. Teresa barely raised her
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