M NOVEL INTRODUCTION.

Fair warning: They say love arrives like a gentle morning breeze. What they forget to
mention is that the fiercest storms often begin with that very same whisper.

| never believed in coincidences, nor in fate’s cruel habit of weaving together two
lives from completely different worlds. To me, life was a series of meticulous plans,
precise calculations, and high walls | had carefully built to protect my heart from the
unexpected.

Until that night.

Under the faded city lights, our paths crossed, and every rule | had ever lived by
crumbled to dust.

It wasn't just a chance encounter; it was the spark that ignited everything | had spent
years trying to suppress. In his eyes, | saw the very chaos | had always run from—yet
in his presence, danger and safety blurred together in a way that utterly stole my
breath.

This isn't merely a story of how two people met. It is the tale of a war between a mind
that refused to break, and a heart that surrendered from the very first second...

CHAPTER ONE
The rain in Chicago had a way of washing everything clean, except for bad decisions.

| stood under the black canvas of my umbrella, watching the water pool around the
toes of my leather boots. Inside the glass-walled galas of the downtown art center,
hundreds of people were drinking champagne they couldn’t afford, pretending to
understand paintings they didn’t care about.

| was supposed to be inside, acting like one of them. That was the plan. Smile, shake
hands with potential investors, secure the grant for my gallery, and leave before
midnight.

Simple. Calculated. Safe.
Then he stepped out of the shadows near the side entrance.

He wasn't wearing a tuxedo like the rest of the men inside. Just a dark wool coat,
hands shoved deep into his pockets, and an expression that suggested he found the
entire universe mildly disappointing.

When his eyes met mine, the ambient noise of the city—the distant honking of yellow
cabs, the rhythmic pitter-patter of rain on glass—simply faded into white noise.



He didn't smile. He didn't move. He just looked at me with an intensity that felt less
like a glance and more like an invasion.

"You're standing in the splash zone, sweetheart," his voice cut through the cold air.
Low, smooth, and laced with a subtle edge that made my pulse betray me instantly.

| straightened my spine, pulling my coat tighter around my shoulders. "l like to live
dangerously."

A slow, devastating smirk tugged at the corner of his lips. "Is that right? Because you
look to me like a girl who hasn't broken a single rule in her entire life."

He was right, of course. But standing there under the dripping sky, looking into the
eyes of a complete stranger who seemed to see right through my armor, | suddenly
wanted to break every single one.

"Rule-breaking is overrated," | said, holding his gaze despite the sudden flutter in my
chest. "Structure keeps the world from falling apart.”

"Structure is just an illusion," he countered, taking a single, slow step toward me. The
light from the gallery window caught the sharp angle of his jaw, tracing the faint
shadow of dark stubble. "It just gives people something to hide behind."

He stopped mere inches outside the rim of my umbrella. Rain gathered in the dark
waves of his hair, glistening like crushed diamonds under the streetlights, but he
didn't seem to care. He looked at me as if he had all the time in the world, and | was
the only thing in it worth watching.

My fingers tightened around the handle of my umbrella. "Are you always this
existential with strangers in the rain?"

"Only when the stranger looks like she’s about to run away," he said, a dangerous
warmth lacing his tone. He reached into his coat, and for a split second, my breath
hitched. But all he pulled out was a silver lighter and a thin black cigarette. He flicked
the flame to life, shielding it with a large, calloused hand. The amber light illuminated
his eyes—a striking, stormy gray that felt entirely too intimate.

He took a slow drag, the scent of expensive tobacco and rain filling the narrow space
between us.

"I'm not running," | lied, my voice slightly tighter than | intended.

"Your eyes say otherwise, mia cara," he murmured, exhaling a soft cloud of smoke
that drifted toward me. "You look terrified. Not of me... but of whatever it is you're
walking into in there." He gestured lazily with his cigarette toward the glowing gala
behind us.



How could a man I'd known for less than two minutes read me with such effortless
precision?

Before | could craft a sharp comeback to salvage my pride, the heavy glass doors of
the gala swung open. A loud, booming voice shattered the atmosphere.

"Julian! There you are!"
| froze. Julian?

A tall man in a tailored tuxedo stepped out, looking exasperated. "The board is
waiting. They won't sign the merger without you."

Julian didn't even turn his head. His gray eyes remained locked on mine, holding me
captive in a silent, suffocating grip. He took one last drag, dropped the cigarette onto
the wet pavement, and crushed it beneath the heel of his boot.

"Looks like your safe world is waiting for you, sweetheart," he said softly, stepping
past me into the rain. As he brushed by, his shoulder lightly grazed mine, sending a
jolt of pure electricity straight down my spine.

He leaned in close, his breath warm against my ear, sending a shiver through my
entire body.

"“Try not to let them break you before | do."

My feet moved before my brain could process the sanity of my decision. | pulled my
shoulders back and marched up the grand marble staircase toward the VIP balcony.
Anger was a far better shield than fear, and right now, my blood was boiling.

The heavy velvet curtain guarding the private section offered no resistance as |
pushed past it.

Julian was leaning against the brass railing, swirling the amber liquid in his glass with
lazy elegance. He didn't look surprised to see me. In fact, the faint, infuriating smirk
playing on his lips suggested he had been counting the seconds.

"Miss Reed," he said, his deep voice carrying over the muffled jazz music below.
"You look much warmer now that you're inside. Though your eyes still look like a
thunderstorm.”

"What are you doing, Mr. Vance?" | stopped three feet away from him, refusing to let
my hands shake. "Buying the building’s debt? Buying my lease? Is this some kind of
sick game to you?"



He turned fully to face me, placing his glass on a nearby cocktail table. Standing at
his full height, he towered over me, his presence suffocatingly intense. The scent of
rain, cedar, and power radiated from him.

"It's not a game, Nora. It's business," he said quietly, stepping closer until the space
between us shrank to a dangerous minimum. "Your gallery is bleeding money. The
board was going to evict you on Monday anyway. | simply shifted the power
dynamic."

"Shifted it to you," | spat, holding his piercing gray gaze. "You don't care about art.
You dismantle lives for a living!"

"l rebuild what is broken," he countered, his tone dropping to a dangerous, velvet
whisper. He reached out, his long fingers stopping just short of touching my jaw. The
sheer proximity made my heart hammer against my ribs like a trapped bird. "And
right now, your little dream belongs to me."

"l will find another investor," | said, my voice trembling with defiance. "I will raise the
capital. I'll pay off whatever debt you bought."

Julian leaned down, his breath warm against my ear, sending that same electric
shiver straight down my spine.

"You have thirty days, mia cara," he murmured, his lips almost grazing my skin.
"Thirty days to pay me back in full, or the gallery becomes mine. But there's a catch."

| swallowed hard, trapped by his dark magnetism. "What catch?"

He pulled back just enough to look into my eyes, a chillingly beautiful smile crossing
his face.

"To save your gallery, you have to work for me. Starting tomorrow morning... as my
personal executive assistant.”

CHAPTER TWO
| didn't sleep a single second that night.

| spent the remaining hours until dawn pacing my tiny apartment, Julian Vance’s deep
voice echoing in my mind like a cruel mantra: "Thirty days... as my personal
executive assistant.”

The sheer humiliation of it made my blood boil. | had spent four painstaking years
building my reputation and independence in the Chicago art scene, only to become a
glorified paper-pusher for a man who viewed the world as a giant game of Monopoly.



But the alternative was worse: surrender, watch my gallery be turned into a corporate
coffee shop, and abandon the artists who depended on me.

At 8:15 AM, | stood outside the towering glass-and-steel monolith of Vance
Enterprises in downtown Chicago. The building was intimidating, a cold monument to
absolute wealth and power.

| took a deep breath, adjusted the lapels of my black blazer, and walked inside.

The private elevator shot up to the 40th floor with dizzying speed. When the brass
doors slid open, | stepped into the quiet luxury of the executive suite. Dark marble
floors, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the misty skyline, and the faint, expensive
scent of espresso and cedar... the exact same scent that had lingered on his coat last
night.

"You're punctual. | appreciate that."
The voice came from behind a massive dark walnut desk.

Julian was there, dressed in a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his
forearms, revealing lean, corded muscle. He looked different than he had in the
rain—sharper, more formidable, and entirely in control.

| held my chin high, striding across the polished floor. "I'm here to work, Mr. Vance,
not to make small talk. Where is my contract? And what are your conditions?"

He placed his pen down and stood up slowly, stepping around the desk toward me
with a slow, predatory grace that made the room feel instantly smaller.

"No need to rush, Nora," he said, his tone carrying a faint trace of amused dark
warmth. "My terms are very simple: for the next thirty days, your time belongs to me
from 8:00 AM until | say we are finished. You will manage my schedule, attend all my
meetings, and follow my instructions without debate."

"And does that include my freedom to look for investors after hours?" | countered
sharply, folding my arms across my chest.

A dangerous, beautiful smile tugged at the corner of his lips as he stopped just
inches away from me, his presence completely overwhelming my defenses.

"If you have any energy left after working for me, mia cara... you are more than
welcome to try."

"l have plenty of energy," | said, refusing to back down, even as the heat from his
body wrapped around me like a velvet trap.



Julian’s gray eyes flickered with a quiet, dangerous amusement. He walked over to
his desk, picked up a thick leather binder, and tossed it onto the glass table between
us with a heavy thud.

"Good. Because your first assignment starts now."

| looked down at the binder. The title printed on the leather made my stomach drop:
Vance Enterprises — Holdings Restructuring Plan.

"What is this?" | asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

"That," Julian said, walking slowly behind me, his boots clicking rhythmically against
the marble floor, "is the valuation report for your gallery... along with five other
properties | acquired this morning."

| spun around to face him. He was standing far too close, his shadow enveloping me
completely.

"You're not just buying my debt," | realized, the horror dawning on me. "You're
planning to demolish the entire cultural district."

"l am planning to build a high-end luxury resort," he corrected smoothly, his voice
cold, devoid of emotion. "Your precious gallery sits right in the center of the
blueprints, Nora. It is the core obstacle."

"Then why hire me?" | demanded, my hands clenching into fists. "If you're just going
to destroy everything I've built, why keep me around for thirty days? To watch me
bleed?"

Julian reached out, his long fingers gently catching a loose strand of dark hair that
had fallen across my cheek. The contact was feather-light, yet it felt like a jolt of fire
against my cold skin. | froze, unable to move, unable to breathe.

He tucked the strand behind my ear, his knuckles lingering against the sensitive skin
of my neck.

"Because, Nora," he whispered, his stormy gray eyes dropping to my lips before
locking back onto mine with brutal intensity, "I want to see if you'll break... or if you'll
burn this whole city down to stop me."

Before | could process his words, his desk phone buzzed. Julian didn't break eye
contact for a single second as he pressed the speaker button.

"Mr. Vance," his secretary's voice echoed through the room. "The board of directors
is ready for the merger presentation in Conference Room A."



Julian stepped back, breaking the suffocating spell. He buttoned his suit jacket with
effortless grace, never taking his eyes off me.

"Grab your notebook, mia cara," he said softly, a dark smirk playing on his lips. "It's
time to go to war."

CHAPTER THREE

The silence in the elevator on the way down to the underground garage was
suffocating.

| stood in the corner, holding my leather notebook against my chest like armor. Julian
was standing next to me, adjusting the cuffs of his shirt with effortless composure. He
hadn't said a word since we left the boardroom, but the sheer energy radiating from
him made the small metal space feel terrifyingly hot.

When the elevator chimed at Basement 2, the doors slid open to reveal a sleek,
obsidian-black Maybach waiting in the dim light.

"Get in," Julian said, his voice quiet, carrying that same smooth, undeniable authority.

| hesitated, looking at the dark tinted windows. "Where are we going, Mr. Vance? My
shift started thirty minutes ago, and as far as | know, my duties are in your office."

Julian stopped, turning to face me. The fluorescent overhead lights cast harsh,
elegant shadows across his jawline.

"Your duties are wherever | am, Nora," he said, taking a step toward me until | was
forced to rest my back against the cool elevator wall. He reached past me to hold the
door open, his arm lightly brushing against mine, leaving a trail of pure heat. "And
right now, we are going to celebrate your little performance in front of my board."

"It wasn't a performance," | replied, holding his intense, stormy gaze despite the
sudden flutter in my pulse. "It was a promise."

A low, dangerous chuckle escaped his throat. "A promise requires leverage, mia
cara. And right now, all you have is defiance and a very ticking clock."

He opened the passenger door for me, his eyes never leaving mine. "After you."

| swallowed hard, stepped out of the elevator, and slid into the leather interior of the
luxury sedan. The door shut with a heavy, vacuum-sealed thud, locking out the noise
of the world outside. A second later, Julian slid into the seat right next to me.

The driver pulled out of the garage into the gloomy, rain-slicked streets of Chicago.



"We're going to the Vance Estate," Julian announced calmly, checking a tablet on his
knee. "My private residence."

My head snapped in his direction. "Your house? | am your assistant, not your—"

"My personal collection is being auctioned off to private collectors tonight," Julian
interrupted, his voice dropping to a velvety whisper as he turned his head to look at
me, a sharp, intoxicating intensity in his gray eyes. "Including a rare 19th-century oil
painting that your gallery has been trying to acquire for two years. If you want a
chance to save your world, Nora... tonight is where you start playing by my rules."

The rain blurred the tinted windows as the Maybach glided through the wrought-iron
gates of the Vance Estate.

It was less of a house and more of a modern fortress—a striking structure of dark
stone and towering glass nestled deep within a private forest. As the car pulled up to
the grand entrance, valets lined the driveway, sheltering arriving guests under
massive black umbrellas.

Julian didn't wait for the driver. He stepped out into the damp cool air and held out a
hand for me.

| looked at his open palm, the long fingers and broad hand capable of signing away
whole livelihoods with a flick of a pen. Accepting his help felt like a surrender, but as
a fresh gust of wind drove the rain sideways, | placed my fingers in his. His grip was
warm, firm, and entirely unyielding.

"Stay close," he murmured, his voice dipping near my ear as he led me under the
grand marble archway. "The people in this room eat weakness for breakfast. Don't
give them a taste."

The interior of the estate was a masterclass in shadowed elegance. High ceilings,
flickering candlelight, and soft orchestral music filled the vast art gallery. Dozens of
wealthy collectors in haute couture walked the room, sipping champagne and eyeing
the rare pieces on display.

Among them, placed on a solitary easel under a spotlight, was La Sombra del
Amor—the 19th-century masterpiece | had spent two years hunting. My heart did a
slow, painful flip. It was breathtaking.

"It's real," | whispered, stepping toward the painting as if pulled by an invisible thread.

"Of course it's real," Julian said, stepping up behind me so closely | could feel the
heat radiating through his suit. "I don't collect counterfeits, Nora. In art... or in
people."



| turned my head slightly, my breath catching as | found his eyes already on me,
ignoring the million-dollar painting entirely.

"Why bring me here, Julian?" | asked, dropping the formal 'Mr. Vance' for the first
time. "To rub it in my face that you own what | could only dream of?"

"To show you what you're fighting for," he replied softly, his gray eyes darkening with
an emotion that felt dangerously real. "And to see if you're brave enough to bid
against the world to get it back."

Before | could answer, an auctioneer’s gavel struck a velvet pedestal, shattering the
fragile tension between us.

"Ladies and gentlemen," the auctioneer announced. "We begin with the crown jewel
of the Vance collection..."

"The bidding for La Sombra del Amor starts at two million dollars," the auctioneer
announced, his voice echoing through the grand hall.

Instantly, paddles shot into the air.

"Two point five," whispered a man to my left. "Three million," called out an elderly
woman dripping in diamonds.

| stood frozen beside Julian, my heart hammering painfully against my ribs. To these
people, this painting was merely an asset—a status symbol to hang in a lonely
mansion. But to me, it represented the soul of the 19th-century romantic movement,
a piece | had promised to display for the public in my gallery.

"Three point five million," the auctioneer shouted, scanning the room. "Going once...
going twice..."

Julian leaned close, his breath brushing the shell of my ear, sending an electric
shiver down my spine.

"If you want it, Nora... raise your hand," he whispered, his tone an intoxicating mix of
command and temptation.

"l don't have three million dollars, Julian," | hissed back, locking my eyes with his
piercing gray gaze. "You know that."

"l know," he murmured, his fingers gently tracing the line of my wrist before taking my
hand and slowly raising it into the air.

"Four million dollars to Mr. Vance!" the auctioneer declared loudly.



Gasps erupted across the room. My breath caught in my throat. | tried to pull my
hand back, but Julian wrapped his warm, strong fingers around mine, holding us
tethered together in front of the entire elite crowd.

"What are you doing?" | whispered frantically, my pulse racing uncontrollably. "l can't
pay you back for this!"

"Four million dollars going once... going twice... Sold to Julian Vance!"

The room applauded. Julian turned his full attention toward me, stepping into my
personal space until the distance between us evaporated. His thumb brushed over
the back of my hand, sending fire through my veins.

"l didn't buy it for myself, Nora," he said, his voice dropping to a low, velvet murmur
that made my knees weak. "l bought it for your gallery. But now... your debt to me just
doubled."

| stared at him, caught between overwhelming fury and an undeniable, terrifying
desire.

"You're trapping me," | breathed, my chest heaving.

A dark, beautiful smile touched his lips as he leaned down, his mouth inches from
mine. "l am giving you a reason to fight me, mia cara. Let's see if thirty days are
enough for you to escape."

CHAPTER FOUR

The heavy mahogany doors of the auction room closed behind us, cutting off the
blinding flashbulbs of reporters and the intoxicating buzz of elite whispers. But the
silence that replaced it in the private corridor was far more dangerous.

Julian’s hand remained rested at the small of my back. It was a gesture that
appeared chivalrous to the outside world, yet | felt every line of his palm burning
through the silk fabric of my dress—a physical reminder of the four-million-dollar
anchor he had just fastened around my neck.

"Remove your hand, Julian," | said, my voice echoing off the marble floor as we
walked toward the estate's private wing.

"If I do, you'll run," he replied calmly, his stride effortless, matched perfectly to mine
despite the storm raging inside me. "And we have a contract to discuss, Nora.
Running is no longer an option."

Rain lashed violently against the grand arched windows as he ushered me into his
private study. It was a formidable sanctuary wrapped in dark walnut paneling, lined
with floor-to-ceiling leather-bound volumes, and anchored by a massive glass desk
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overlooking the tempest outside. A crackling fire burned in the hearth, casting long,
dancing shadows across the Persian rug.

Julian closed the double doors, shutting out the rest of the world. He walked silently
to a crystal decanter, pouring two measures of amber whiskey.

"l don't want a drink," | said, clutching my notebook to my chest like a shield. "l want
an explanation. Four million dollars, Julian? You bought La Sombra del Amor under
my name just to trap me!"

Julian turned around slowly, holding a single glass. The firelight caught the sharp
contours of his jaw and the cold intensity of his gray eyes.

"An explanation for what, mia cara?" he asked softly, taking a measured sip. "For
handing you the exact painting you've spent two years trying to secure for your
gallery?"

"You used your wealth to shackle me!" | stepped closer, my pulse hammering against
my ribs. "You knew | couldn't match that bid. Now everyone in the art world thinks I'm
indebted to Vance Enterprises—or worse, to you personally."

Julian set his glass on the desk with a quiet, deliberate tap. He closed the distance
between us with slow, predatory grace until the rich scent of cedar, rain, and vintage
oak consumed my senses.

"You think this is about money?" he murmured, leaning down so his face was inches
from mine. "If it were about money, | would have foreclosed on your gallery three
weeks ago. Money is effortless, Nora. Control... control is an art form."

His long fingers reached up, lightly tracing the line of my jawline. A jolt of electricity
rushed down my spine, making my breath hitch. | wanted to step back, but my feet
felt rooted to the floor.

"You made a pledge in front of my board today," his voice dropped to a low, velvet
whisper near my ear, his breath warm against my skin. "Thirty days to save your
gallery. But every time you fight me... | will raise the stakes."

"And if | win?" | whispered, my voice trembling slightly despite my best efforts.

Julian pulled back just enough to look into my eyes, a dark, dangerous smile
touching his lips. "Then you get your freedom. But by the end of these thirty days... |
doubt freedom is what you'll be begging for."

Before | could formulate a reply, a soft, urgent knock broke the suffocating spell
between us. Julian didn't pull away immediately; his thumb lingered against my skin
for one agonizing second longer before he turned toward the door.
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"Enter," he commanded, his posture reverting instantly to cold authority.

The door clicked open, and his chief security assistant stepped in, carrying a sealed
black envelope stamped with a red wax seal.

"Mr. Vance," the assistant said briskly, handing over the envelope. "This was
delivered directly to the gates just now. It bears the seal of the Vance family estate."

Julian’s eyes narrowed slightly as he broke the wax seal and extracted a single sheet
of heavy parchment. As his eyes scanned the lines, the subtle warmth that had
lingered in his expression vanished entirely, replaced by a deadly, calculating
stillness.

"What is it?" | asked, stepping forward as my instincts flared.

Julian slowly folded the paper and looked at me, his gaze colder than the rain
outside. "It appears our thirty-day timeline just collapsed. My father's estate has
contested the ownership of your gallery’s land, effective immediately. They are giving
you forty-eight hours to vacate—unless | sign over the deed to La Sombra del Amor
as collateral."

My heart dropped into an abyss. "They're trying to destroy my gallery before our thirty
days even begin."

"They are testing me," Julian corrected softly, his fingers tightening around the
parchment until it crinkled. "And they are using you as the wedge."

He stepped closer, holding out his hand to me. "The game has escalated, Nora. You
can walk out those doors right now and let them take your gallery... or you can move
into the Vance Estate tonight and let me fight them with you."

The thunder crashed outside, echoing the battle lines drawn between us. The trap
was fully sprung, and | had nowhere left to run.

CHAPTER FIVE

The silence that settled over the study was heavier than the storm outside. The rain
continued its relentless assault against the glass, but inside, every second stretched
tight, bound by the impossible choice holding me captive.

Move into the Vance Estate.

The words echoed in my head, mocking every instinct that told me to pull away, to cut
my losses and run. But running meant watching my gallery—the only thing my father
had left behind for me—demolished in less than forty-eight hours.
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Julian didn't press. He simply stood there, extending his hand, his posture
commanding and unflinching. He knew he had backed me into a corner where pride
was a luxury | couldn't afford.

"Is this part of your plan, Julian?" | asked, my voice barely cutting through the crackle
of the hearth. "Did you orchestrate this with your family just to force me under your
roof?"

A cold shadow crossed his features. "If | wanted you under my roof, Nora, | wouldn't
need my father's pathetic games to achieve it. The Vance estate is playing dirty
because they see you as my vulnerability. They think threatening your gallery will
make me surrender La Sombra del Amor."

He took a step closer, his hand remaining steady between us.

"They don't know me very well," he murmured, his dark gray eyes holding mine. "l
don't surrender. And | don't let anyone destroy what belongs in my sphere."

"l don't belong to your sphere," | countered, though my chest heaved with every rapid
breath.

"You signed a thirty-day contract, Nora. For the next four weeks, your fight is my
fight." Julian's fingers brushed against mine, a subtle, electricity-laced invitation. "So
tell me... do we fight them together, or do you let them erase your legacy by Tuesday
morning?"

| swallowed the lump in my throat, looking down at his extended palm. Entering his
world was dangerous—a gilded web designed to strip away my defenses until | gave
in to his control. But losing the gallery was an absolute death sentence.

Slowly, reluctantly, | placed my hand in his.

The moment my skin met his warm, calloused palm, his fingers closed securely
around mine, sealing the unspoken pact. A subtle, satisfied tilt softened the corner of
his lips.

"Good," Julian whispered, his voice dropping an octave as he pulled me half an inch
closer. "Welcome to the storm, mia cara."

Julian’s grip on my hand didn't loosen, even as he reached with his free hand to
press an intercom button on the edge of his desk.

"Gideon," Julian commanded, his voice cold and resolute, instantly shattering the
charged intimacy between us. "Prepare the East Wing suites for Miss Reed. Have
her personal belongings brought from her apartment within the hour, and double the
perimeter security starting tonight."
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My eyes widened in disbelief. "My apartment? How do you even—"

"l know the layout of your life, Nora," he interrupted softly, releasing my hand only to
gently brush a stray lock of hair behind my ear. "If we are to play this game against
my father, there can be no vulnerabilities. Starting now, you live under my roof, under
my terms, and under my protection."

"And what exactly are your terms?" | demanded, leaning back to re-establish the
space he so easily dissolved.

Julian stepped closer once more, towering over me with that suffocating, velvet
presence. The light from the fireplace flickered across the sharp angles of his face,
emphasizing the dangerous allure that made my pulse race despite my mind
screaming to resist.

"Term number one," he murmured, his gaze dropping to my mouth before locking
back onto mine. "You don't question my authority when it comes to keeping you
safe."

"Unacceptable," | snapped, setting my shoulders. "I am a partner in this arrangement,
Julian, not your trophy or your prisoner."

A dark, enigmatic smile touched his lips—a predator thoroughly entertained by his
prey's refusal to bow.

"We'll see how long that fire lasts, mia cara," he whispered, stepping aside as the
double mahogany doors opened, revealing a butler waiting respectfully in the hall.
"Show Miss Reed to her chambers."

As | walked out of his study, the weight of the heavy doors closing behind me felt like
the latch of a gilded trap springing shut. | was inside the lion's den now, and the
thirty-day countdown had only just begun.

CHAPTER SIX

The East Wing of the Vance Estate was less of a residence and more of a sanctuary
designed for absolute isolation.

The butler, an elderly man named Arthur with impeccable posture, led me through
corridors adorned with nineteenth-century oil paintings and crystal wall sconces.
Every footstep we took melted silently into the plush burgundy runner stretching
down the hallway.

"This is your suite, Miss Reed," Arthur said, pushing open two white double doors
with carved gold trimming. "Mr. Vance gave strict instructions to ensure you have
everything required for your comfort. Your luggage has already been unpacked in the
dressing room."
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| stepped into the space, the breath catching in my throat despite myself.

The suite was breathtaking—a master bedroom dominated by a king-sized canopy
bed draped in charcoal silk, an adjoining private parlor with a fireplace, and
floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the rain-soaked gardens below. It was a
masterpiece of luxury, yet it felt impeccably calculated.

"Is Mr. Vance always this thorough?" | asked, turning to Arthur as | laid my notebook
on the glass coffee table.

Arthur offered a small, knowing smile. "Mr. Vance does not believe in leaving
variables to chance, ma'am. Especially not when the stakes involve his father."

"His father..." | echoed, stepping toward the window as lightning illuminated the
horizon. "Tell me, Arthur. Is the Vance family really capable of taking my gallery?"

The butler’s expression tightened subtly, his polite veneer faltering for a fraction of a
second. "The Vance estate built its empire on relentless acquisition, Miss Reed. But if
| may offer a word of advice... do not underestimate Julian. He has protected this
estate from his father's shadows for a decade. He will not let them touch you."

"l am not afraid of his father, Arthur," | murmured, staring at my reflection in the dark
glass. "I'm afraid of what Julian will demand in return when this is over."

Before Arthur could reply, a soft knock echoed at the open door. | turned to see Julian
leaning against the frame, his jacket discarded, his crisp white shirt unbuttoned at the
collar. The cold composure of the businessman was still there, but beneath it lay a
dangerous, relaxed intimacy.

"That will be all, Arthur," Julian said quietly, his eyes never leaving mine.

Arthur bowed slightly and exited, closing the doors softly behind him, leaving us
alone in the quiet grandeur of the suite.

Julian pushed away from the doorframe and took a slow, deliberate step into the
room.

Without his tailored jacket, he looked marginally less like the corporate titan who had
bought a four-million-dollar masterpiece on a whim, and far more like a man who was
entirely comfortable in his own domain. But that only made him more unsettling.

"Do you find the accommodations acceptable?" he asked, stopping near the edge of
the fireplace mantel. The gold flames bathed his tall frame in a warm, amber glow.

“It's a prison, Julian. A luxurious one, but a prison nonetheless," | said, folding my
arms tightly across my chest. "You dragged me into your family war, and now I'm
trapped in your fortress."
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Julian’s eyes darkened slightly, a dangerous flicker replacing his calm composure.
"You are not trapped, Nora. You chose to step through those gates to protect what is
yours. Don't rewrite history to play the victim."

| took a sharp breath, his blunt truth striking a nerve. "Your father's estate wants to
destroy my gallery because of you."

"My father wants to destroy anything | value," Julian corrected in a low, resonant tone
that seemed to vibrate through the quiet room. He walked toward me until the space
between us evaporated once more. "He saw how far | was willing to go for La
Sombra del Amor—and for you."

My heart did a violent flip in my chest. "What does that mean?"

Julian reached out, his long fingers lightly catching my chin, forcing me to hold his
gaze. The warmth of his skin against mine sent a familiar, electric tension racing
straight down my spine.

"It means, mia cara, that as long as you are under my protection, nobody touches
what belongs to me," he murmured, his thumb brushing slowly over my lower lip,
causing my breath to hitch. "Not my father. Not the art world. Nobody."

"l am not your property, Julian," | breathed, trying to keep my voice steady despite
the overwhelming heat of his proximity.

A slow, devastating smile curved his lips. "Then prove it," he whispered, leaning
down until his lips hovered barely a millimeter from mine. "Prove that you can resist
me for thirty days."

Before | could answer, he released my chin, stepped back with infuriating elegance,
and turned toward the doors.

"Get some rest, Nora. Tomorrow, the real fight begins."

The heavy doors clicked shut behind him, leaving me alone in the vast, quiet suite
with my racing pulse—and the terrifying realization that thirty days under his roof
might destroy me far faster than his father ever could.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Morning broke over the Vance Estate not with sunshine, but with a pale, misty dawn
that washed over the manicured grounds like charcoal on velvet.

| barely slept. Every creak of the ancient estate, every whisper of the wind against
the tall glass windows kept me tethered to a heightened state of alert.
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By 7:00 AM, | was dressed in a tailored cream suit—an armor of my own
making—and heading down the grand marble staircase toward the main dining hall.
If | was going to survive thirty days in Julian's sanctuary, | needed to know what his
next move was before he executed it.

The smell of freshly ground espresso and dark roasted cocoa led me to a sunroom at
the back of the mansion.

Julian was already seated at the head of a dark oak table, surrounded by stacks of
legal briefs and glowing tablet screens. He wore a crisp charcoal shirt with the
sleeves rolled up to his forearms, revealing the lean muscle and silver watch that
caught the faint morning light.

He didn't look up when | stepped in, yet he spoke immediately.
"You're late by ten minutes, Nora."

"l don't operate on your corporate clock, Julian," | said, pulling out a sleek leather
chair opposite him. "And you didn't give me a schedule."

"When you live under my roof during a crisis, my schedule is your schedule," he
replied calmly, finally setting down a file and taking a slow sip from a porcelain cup.
His gray eyes swept over me, assessing, sharp, and entirely unbothered by my icy
tone. "Your attorney tried to reach you three times this morning. Your gallery's bank
accounts have been frozen by a court injunction filed by Vance Holdings."

A cold wave of panic hit my stomach, but | refused to let my expression crumble.
"How? The forty-eight-hour notice only started last night!"

"My father doesn't wait for deadlines when he senses weakness," Julian said, his
voice dropping into that chilling, authoritative register. "He wants to starve your
gallery financially so you have no choice but to surrender the land deed before the
week is out."

| leaned forward, placing both hands flat on the polished table. "Then unfreeze them.
You have the power and the attorneys to counter-file."

Julian leaned back in his chair, folding his hands over his lap. A faint, dangerous glint
entered his eyes.

"l can," he murmured. "In fact, my legal team has already drafted the emergency
motion. But every action | take in this war has a price, Nora."

"We already agreed on thirty days!" | snapped, my heart pounding against my ribs.
"What more do you want?"

17



Julian leaned forward slowly, resting his elbows on the table, closing the distance
between us without ever leaving his seat.

"l want total access to your gallery’s private archives," he said quietly. "Every ledger,
every historical provenance record your father kept before he passed.”

| froze. "My father's private records have nothing to do with this!"

"They have everything to do with this," Julian countered, his gaze locking onto mine
with suffocating intensity. "Because the secret to destroying my father’s claim on your
land isn't in my legal department... it's hidden in what your father took from him
twenty years ago."

The room fell into a suffocating silence. The warm sunlight filtering through the glass
felt suddenly cold against my skin.

"My father was an honorable man," | said, my teeth grit so hard my jaw ached. "He
built that gallery with his own sweat. He never stole anything from the Vance empire!"

Julian slowly stood up from his leather chair. He walked around the long dark oak
table, his footfalls silent, until he stopped right beside me. The height advantage, the
looming shadow of his broad shoulders, pressed down on me like an unyielding
weight.

"l didn't say he stole it, Nora," Julian whispered, leaning down slightly so his voice
vibrated right near my temple. "l said he took it. There is a vast difference between
theft... and a blood debt."

"A blood debt?" | echoed, turning my head to look at him, our faces mere inches
apart. "What are you talking about?"

Julian’s hand moved smoothly, his thumb lightly caressing the curve of my jawline, a
delicate touch that contrasted dangerously with the icy weight of his words.

"Twenty years ago, before my father transformed Vance Holdings into a ruthless
empire, your father held something that belonged to him—a secret ledger of lost
provenances that could dismantle half of my family's current assets," Julian
murmured, his dark gray eyes locked on mine with undeniable gravity. "My father
doesn't want your gallery for the land, Nora. He wants it because he believes that
ledger is buried in your private vaults."

My chest heaved as the pieces began to click together in a terrifying picture. "And...
do you want it too?"

A slow, enigmatic smile curved Julian’s lips, sending a shiver directly down my spine.
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"l don't need the ledger to destroy my father, mia cara," he whispered, his grip on my
chin tightening just enough to hold me hostage to his gaze. "l already have
everything | need right here in this room."

Before | could process his words, his phone buzzed violently on the table, shattering
the intense atmosphere. Julian glanced at the glowing screen, his expression
immediately turning into stone.

He released my chin and picked up the device. "Speak, Gideon."

"Sir," his security chief's panicked voice leaked through the speaker, "Vance Holdings'
enforcement team just broke the seals on the gallery's front doors. They have a
federal seizure order."

My heart plummeted into darkness.

Julian didn't flinch. He looked at me, his eyes blazing with a cold, predatory fire. "Tell
the legal team to execute Protocol Black. We are leaving for the city right now."

He reached out his hand to me once more. "The war has begun, Nora. Are you
coming?"

CHAPTER EIGHT

The obsidian Maybach tore through the rainy city streets like a phantom. Inside, the
silence was tense, almost suffocating, broken only by the rhythmic click of Julian’s
fingers against the armrest and the low hum of the encrypted phone line embedded
in the console.

| stared out the rain-streaked window, watching the blur of neon lights reflected on
the wet asphalt. My hands were balled into tight fists, fingernails biting into my palms
to keep the tremor from consuming me. They were at my gallery right now. My
father's legacy.

"Take a breath, Nora," Julian said, his voice terrifyingly calm amid the chaos. "Panic
is a useless emotion in a siege."

| snapped my head around to glare at him. "A siege? Julian, federal agents and your
father's thugs are breaking through my doors this very second! How can you sit there
so unbothered?"

"Because | anticipated this move three days ago," he replied, turning his gaze toward
me. His dark eyes were cold, calculating, and entirely composed. "They have an
injunction, but they do not have total authority. Not yet."

He reached over and slid a sleek black tablet onto my lap. On the screen was a live
video feed from inside my gallery.
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