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Chapter 1

Shaw Global Headquarters — Los Angeles

The city stretches below the gleaming glass tower, half-asleep in the haze of afternoon
light. Sunlight cuts sharp white angles through the floor-to-ceiling windows of Shaw
Global’s executive suite, glinting off chrome fixtures and pooling across the polished floor.
The faint hiss of a coffee machine breaks the stillness, the air thick with caffeine and
unspoken tension.

A holo-screen hums on the far wall. Elias Molina’s image dominates the room—tall,
magnetic, composed. His voice carries the effortless calm of a man who knows the world
listens when he speaks. The headline beneath him reads, Elias Molina: Five Years of
Expansion and Ethical Growth at Molina Development Group. His tone is sure, the cadence
deliberate, a symphony of intellect and control.

Madeline “Maddy” Jenay Shaw, thirty-six, stands near the window, her five-foot-five
reflection framed by the city skyline. The sunlightthreads through the Balayage effects in
her hair, catching the soft sheen of the charcoal suit jacket she wears with confidence—a
precise cut that accentuates her curvaceous figure. Her caramel skin, warm-toned and
luminous, glows against the sterile office light, a soft reflection of her biracial heritage.
Every gesture is measured—precise, deliberate, never frantic. The tablet in her hand hums
softly as she reviews her slides, her eyes sharp and focused on the screen.

Trent Brockington’s wiry frame, an imposing six feet tall, joins her reflection in the glass
before his voice does. At thirty-nine, Trent’s former surfer-boy good looks appear twisted,
rendered less attractive by the resentment that eats at him—resentment directed entirely
toward his wife, Maddy.

“There-he is again,” he says, stepping into the room, a smile curling into something brittle.
“Molina the Magnificent. Five years in the top spot and the press still acts like he invented
philanthropy.”

“He’s earned it, Trent,” Maddy replies, her voice low and even, eyes never leaving her
screen. “His team turned a family business into a sustainable enterprise in record time. |
can only hope to be that innovative during my tenure.”

Trent scoffs—a sound sharp as broken glass. “Apologies. Wouldn’t want to offend the
golden boy. You know what they’ll say when you announce the partnership? ‘Molina

”

rescues Shaw Global’s image.
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Maddy closes her tablet and turns to him. Her hazel eyed gaze is steady, her tone cool—the
way one speaks to a storm they’ve learned to survive. “That’s not what this is, and you know
it. It’s collaboration. Legacy meeting innovation.”

“Legacy?” His laugh is hollow. “You mean your father’s name. You think they’ll ever see you
in it? Or are you just another heir playing CEO with daddy’s money, high heels, and a fresh
coat of nail polish?”

Her breath escapes in a slow, controlled exhale. “I’ve been CEO for six months, Trent. Six
months of maintaining the productivity of a company half the board said | couldn’t run—
because | wasn’t my father. Oryou.”

His jaw tightens. “Don’t start that shit, Madeline. You think | don’t know how: this looks? The
husband reporting to his wife—the CFO turned prop for the diversity brochure.”

“You can fuck right off with that,” she snaps, voice still low but steel beneath it. “You made
yourself the prop, not me.”

The words land like a slap. Trent steps closer, hiswvoice dropping to a tense whisper. “You
cut me out of decisions. You make me look like I’m just here for the photo ops. | used to be
your partner. Now I’m a liability you manage.”

“You started managing yourself with bourbon and excuses the moment | got this job,” she
fires back. “Don’t try to lay that at my feet.”

He flinches, his anger curdling into.envy. “You think you’re bulletproof because you’re Isaac
Shaw’s daughter? This deal—this ‘alliance’ with Molina—won’t save you. It might even the
thing that buries you.”

“You’re so busy drowning in.your own self-pity,” she says, gathering her notes from the
desk, “you just. can’t see the bigger picture, can you?”

He watches her, eyes filled with resentment and something more fragile beneath it—
remnants.of the love they once had, now suffocating under pride. “You’re not the woman |
married.”

“Damn right I’'m not,” she answers evenly. “I’'m the CEO of a major conglomerate—with a
husband who resents her for it.”

“Go to hell”

“No, Trent,” she continues, eyes flashing. “Let’s be real. You want that fragile widow you
married three years ago. Maybe you weren’t paying attention, but Damon actually valued
my strength. He had enough confidence to see it as an asset—not a threat.”
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The holo-screen flickers again. Elias Molina’s image shifts—handshakes, world leaders, the
scrolling words Visionary. Builder. Humanitarian. The glow from the display paints Trent’s
face in pale blue light, his jealousy naked now.

“So that’s it? Another man walks in and gets the victory lap?” he mutters.

“This isn’t about him,” she says. “It’'s about Shaw Global surviving- no thriving into the
future. It’s about Noah inheriting something worth leading someday. It’s about proving that
my father was right to believe in me.”

“And where does that leave me?”

She meets his eyes, the fatigue etched deep now, but her resolve unbroken.
“Well,” she says quietly, “that’s the question, isn’tit?”

A faint vibration interrupts—the reminder on her watch flashing: STRATEGY MEETING - 15
MINUTES. She tucks her notes into her briefcasewith military precision.

“You can stay or go, Trent,” she says. “But when | walkiinto that boardroom this afternoon,
I’lL do it as your CEO—not your wife.”

She brushes past him toward the door. He.catches her arm—not hard, just desperate.
“Madeline, wait—"

She pauses, turning slightly. Her expression is cool steel edged with sorrow.
“You want me to build you up?”'she says softly. “Start by standing on your own.”

She slips free and leaves. The door closes with the hush of finality.

Trent stands in the empty office, staring at Elias Molina’s fading image. The holo-screen
dims, leaving himreflected.in the dark glass—a man surrounded by everything he’s losing.
The silence swells around him, thick and unbearable, before he yanks the door open and
storms after her.

Chapter 8

Millennium Biltmore Hotel - Night
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Applause rolls through the gala like thunder wrapped in velvet. On the dais, Carlos finishes
the last clean note of a life-story—immigrant grit, gratitude, the obligation to light not only
rooms but roads—and the room exhales as one. Crystal trembles, cameras blink, and
conversation resumes in a polished murmur.

Elias descends from the stage into the sea of lacquered tables and chandelier light. Across
the floor he spots Trent, his fingers pinched into the soft inside of Maddy’s elbow, his mouth
too near her ear. The pose looks affectionate at a distance; up close it curdles.

“Smile.” (beat) “l said smile, dammit.”

“You’re drunk, Trent. Get your hand off my arm.”

“Now, | can’t even touch you?”

“Do you really want to do this in public with all these cameras around?”
“You’re right. Come on.”

Trent steers her away, threading her through sequins and silk out the door of the ballroom.
He steers them toward the restroom in the lobby. As he pushes her through the door, he
swings it shut; the lock snaps like a trap.

“You left me standing out there alone. Do you have any idea how that looks?” Trent’s voice
cuts through the low hum of the party outside.

She snatches her arm away from him but refuses to give him the satisfaction of rubbing the
sore area. “Like | was'avoiding a scene.” Maddy’s tone is calm, clipped—the precision of
someone holding the last thread of control.

“Maddy, please,” he says pleading through the lens of hard liquor. “We can’t keep doing
this. You’re trying to.turn everyone against me — the board, your parents—”

“You’re doing that all by yourself.”

His voice trembles—not with pain, but with something heavier, darker. “l loved you,
Madeline. Still do. But lately, all you see is the company, the image, the damn headlines.”

“No, Trent,” she says quietly, eyes steady on his. “All | see is what’s left after the mask
comes off. And it’s made quite a thud.”

He exhales a bitter laugh, the sound scraping between them. “Don’t get self-righteous with
me. You think you’re better because you have the title now? Because Isaac Shaw’s little
princess finally assumed the throne?”

She moves to leave the bathroom. “We’re not doing this here.”
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But his hand shoots out, fingers clamping around her wrist—hard, punishing. There’s sure
to be a bruise tomorrow.

“You walk out that door, Maddy, and you drag his name through the mud,” he hisses. “Your
father built this empire from nothing—and you’re about to destroy it over your pride.”

Her pulse hammers; her breath stutters. “I’m warning you, Trent. Let go of me.”

Instead, his grip tightens. His face is close now, his breath thick with liquor and anger, his
eyes gone sharp with possession. The glitter of the gala might as well be miles away.

“Do you really think I’'m going to let you destroy everything we’ve built?”

“We built? We didn’t build a gatdam thing. This is my father’s legacy thatl intend to honor,
notyours.”

“What, you think being a frigid little bitch to me in public is the best way to achieve that?”

Her hand curls, breath steadies. She snatches her wrist away and moves for the door for
the second time.

“Don’t you walk away from me.”

He seizes both her arms and slams her backward into the cool tile. He crushes his mouth
against hers in a kiss made to conquer, not to revere.

Against his mouth, “Trent, stop it! Stop!”

Training meets terror——she pivots, herfist drives bone to cartilage. Blood flows which yields
Trent’s surprise and subsequent rage. As he comes toward her, the door explodes inward
and Elias is there, yanking Trent away her mid-lunge, his body an impenetrable wall.

Quietly, but with deadly intent. “Back off. Right. Now.”
“This is between me and my wife.”
“I’m the CEQO. You’re an employee.”

Footsteps and voices break through the locked silence — chaos flooding the doorway like a
storm that’s finally found its breach. Elias’s security detail moves first, black suits and
controlled precision sweeping in to secure the room. Jackson pushes past them, breath
quick and face taut with alarm, while Miguel hovers in the corner — still as stone, but with a
stance that thrums with the edge of steel.
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Kylie stands frozen near the mirrored wall, her reflection split into fragments of shock and
disbelief. The perfect stillness of her frame trembles beneath the weight of what she’s
witnessing — her fiancé between another woman and the ruin of his composure.

Trent, wild-eyed and unsteady, staggers back as two agents seize his arms. One cufflink
snaps free, clattering across the tile — a small, sharp sound that feels like everything
coming apart.

“Get your hands off me! She’s my wife—” Trent snarls, struggling against the men
restraining him.

“Not tonight, she’s not.”

Elias’s voice is a quiet weapon — steady, cold, the kind of calm thatwarns of something far
more dangerous beneath the surface.

Trent jerks once more, but the agents tighten their grip, hauling him out of the bathroom
toward the side exit. His protests dissolve into incoherent curses as they drag him out, the
sound of his resistance fading into the distance. The airthat remains is thick and metallic
— danger still alive in the silence that follows.

Maddy stands near the marble sink; one hand braced against the counter. Her breath
trembles, her gown torn at the strap, the faint marks on her wrist and elbow already
darkening into bruises. She meets Elias’s eyes — gratitude and humiliation flickering like
warring flames behind the maskshe’s tryingto hold in place.

Outside the half-open door, a brutal rhythm of flashbulbs ignites — paparazzi lenses
blooming like a cruel, eager flower.

“Clear the lobby,”Miguel orders sharply, turning to Luke. “Lock down the press corridor.”

Luke nods once, already murmuring into his earpiece, his tone clipped and surgical as he
directs the containment. Lucas “Luke” Lorenzo Carver is Elias’s head of security. A 42-year-
old, former specialforces operator with skills he almost never talks about, Luke radiates a
restrained intensity. His 6 ft. muscular frame moves like a man who’s seen too many
operations go wrong and lived to correct them. His blonde hair is just short of being a crew
cut. His stoic exterior hides a sharp mind and a moral compass honed under fire. Elias
trusts him not because he’s the biggest or the strongest — but because he’s the one who
keeps his promises, nho matter the cost and is always thinking 5 steps ahead.

Elias steps closer to Maddy — not touching her, but close enough that his steady presence
slows her ragged breathing. “You’re safe,” he says quietly. “I’m getting you out of here.”
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Across the room, Kylie’s composure slips as she watches Elias’s gaze which is fixed entirely
on Maddy — and turns away sharply, her heels slicing across the marble as she escapes
the scene she can’t bear to watch.

Jackson moves toward his sister, his voice tight with disbelief. “Maddy, what the hell just
happened?”

“Don’t, Jackson,” she murmurs, steady but hollow. “Just...let it go.”

He hesitates, jaw tight, the protective older brother battling the strategist inside him — until
Miguel steps forward, his tone leaving no room for argument. “She needs air, hot questions.
Go.”

Jackson’s nostrils flare, but he obeys, stalking out with a flash of helpless anger.

Elias exchanges a brief nod with Luke, who presses an electronickeycard into his palm.
“Service elevator’s ready,” Luke reports quietly. “Suite’s been secured upstairs. Lobby’s
clear. The paparazzi won’t follow.”

“Thank you.” Elias turns back to Maddy. “You don’t have to talk,” he says gently. “Just walk
with me.”

She nods, the smallest motion, her body still trembling with the aftershock. He drapes his
tuxedo jacket over her bare shoulders —a gesture both protective and discreet so as to not
show the damage to her clothes — and guides her from the room, their steps measured,
the air between them taut with silence.

As they pass through the mirrored hall, the last echoes of chaos fade behind them. The
shutters outside fall silent. Whatremains is the low hum of security radios and the
rhythmic pulse of Maddy’s uneven breath — the only sound of survival in a night that’s just
begun to break.

Private Suite — Molina Foundation Hotel — Night

Up here, the chaos sounds like weather far away. The suite is a hush of amber lamplight
and floor-to-ceiling windows rinsed in the city’s softened glow. Luke takes his post outside
the door. Inside, only Maddy and Elias remain.

Maddy paces the room, the tear in her gown a stark reminder of the evening’s humiliations.
Her hands tremble in small, betrayed shakes she tries and fails to disguise. Elias crosses
the room once, catches himself, and stills—presence coiled, not performative.
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“Un-fucking-believable,” she comments in a quiet yet hollow voice. “l can’t believe this is
what it’s come to. A gala meant to celebrate progress — and | end up being escorted out of
a bathroom like some tabloid headline.”

“You were assaulted. The scandalisn’t yours.”

“It doesn’t matter. The press doesn’t care about truth. They’ll twist this until I’'m the villain
in my own story. ‘CEQO can’t control her temper... her husband... her company.”

Her voice frays on the last word; she turns away, as if hiding the sound might make it
untrue. Elias’s reply comes like a steadying hand on a railing—no pity, only weight.

“Let them talk. You carry yourself with a kind of grace and independence that’s rare — it’s
something to be proud of, not ashamed of.”

She exhales, eyes fixed on the smear of light beyond the glass, tears blurring the skyline
into a single burning river.

“My father warned me this job would test everything — patience; judgment, even dignity. |
justdidn’t realize the test would come wearing my husband’s face.”

“Trent’s actions don’t define you.”
“No, but they’ll stain everything. The board will panic, investors will start whispering—”

“Then we’ll calm them. I’'llissue a joint statement in the morning. You say nothing until |
clear the press route.”

Turning toward him; “We’ll calm them’?”
“You think I’d leave you to face this alone?”
She studies him—truly looks—reading steadiness where others might only posture.

“You’ve already done too much, Elias. The cameras probably caught us coming out of that
bathroom — now:they’ll spin that too. ‘Molina and Shaw: Billion-Dollar Love Affair.””

He ruefully chuckles, “I’ve survived worse headlines.”

“Unfortunately, that is not the reassurance you think itis,” taking a seat on the sofa. Her
voice reflects resignation for the chaos that is to come.

He draws a breath, sits across from her—near, but not crowding.

“When | served, there was a rule we lived by: protect the objective, no matter what.
Sometimes that meant a person. Sometimes it meant a principle. Right now, you’re both,
Maddy.”
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Her gaze flickers to the small scar near his temple, a new map key for the man she thought
she knew by reputation.

“You were military?”

“Six years. Marine Corps. Forward logistics, combat zones mostly. | learned how to stay
calm when everything around you is burning.”

“Well, thank you for your service.”

He nods in acknowledgement. “Now, | build things instead of breaking them. My father
calls it redemption.”

The words soften in him; a memory warms his eyes.

“My father came here from Portugal with nothing but his wife, a toolbox, and a stubborn
belief that hard work could change his destiny. He built Molina Development from the
ground up. Everyrisk | take, every deal | make — it’s his'legacy I’'m trying to honor.”

“You talk about him like you still want to make himproud.”
“Every day.”
A delicate shift, like a door easing open between strangers.

“| get it. My father built Shaw Global with the same kind of grit and determination. Breathing
while black was more than a notion as he came up. He’s had to fight for everything he has.
Sometimes | think he’s proud of me. Other times... | think he misses the son he didn’t give it

»
.

to
Elias tilts his head, attention gentle as light.
“No, he chose right. You’re not afraid to stand alone when it matters. That’s rare.”

Softly and more to herself than anyone else, “Yeah, well...Standing alone gets lonely and
it’s fucking exhausting.”

“l know.”

Silence gathers with them—heavy, charged, and unexpectedly kind. When Maddy’s breath
finally breaks into a small, ragged sound, Elias rises. He kneels—no grand gesture, only
proximity offered like shelter.

“You’re safe here. No cameras. No board of directors. No Trent.”

She nods; a single tear slides, and he brushes it away with the back of his fingers—
reverent, careful, as if touching a flame. The distance between them tightens into
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something alive: not rescuer and rescued, not titles, just two people who understand fire
and what it takes to walk through it.

Whispering, “You shouldn’t have to keep rescuing me.”
“Maybe I’m not rescuing you. Maybe I’m just... showing up.”

Air hums between them, respect and restraint strung taut. City light washes their faces; her
tears stop trying to disappear.

“Well, | have kept you from your own event long enough. Your fiancée is probably
wondering where you are.”

He stands reluctantly. She walks him to the door; composure returns like a cloak, but it
hangs lighter now.

“Goodnight, Ms. Shaw.”

“Have a good night, Mr. Molina.”

He steps into the doorway. She calls after him, a soft flare.
“Elias? Thank you.”

“My pleasure, Maddy.”

The door finds its latch. She leans into the quiet and feels, for the first time in months, less
alone inside her own skin.
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Chapter9

Maddy’s Penthouse — Early morning

The penthouse lies in half-light, that pale hour when the city hasn’t decided if it’s awake.
Floor-to-ceiling windows stretch across the skyline, glass turning dawn into a quiet
cathedral of muted gold. The air smells faintly of scotch and last night’s regret.

Trent sits slumped in one of the living room armchairs, still in his tuxedo fromthe gala. His
shirt hangs open, tie limp around his neck, the bow undone like a confession. The
television hums softly—looped footage of their fight, headlines crawling mercilessly along
the screen. He holds a glass of scotch that’s long since lost its chill, staring through it as
though the bottom might offer a solution.

The elevator door opens with a muted chime. Maddy unlocks the front door and steps
inside the penthouse, her heels clicking against floor. She moves with weary precision, her
expression calm but brittle.

Trent turns his head, voice rough. “Where the hell have you been?”

“l took a room at the hotel,” she replies evenly. “Max picked me up this morning.”
He laughs without humor. “You humiliated me.”

“Pretty sure you did that all on your own.”

He pivots toward her, eyes bloodshot and accusing. “You’ve been itching to do that since
you took the throne: I’m the CEO.” God, you loved saying it.”

“l don’t love any of this!”

He steps closer, voice softer but more dangerous. “Does that include me?”
She looks away, jaw tight.

“What are you saying?”

Her eyes meet his again, steady now. “What I’m saying is, I’'m done, Trent. I’'m done with all
of your undermining, and your cheating, and all of your pretentious, manipulative bullshit.
I’m fucking done. Get the hell out of my house.”

He lets out a short, disbelieving laugh. “What, you’re gonna fire me? You can’t!”

“As | pointed out last night,” she says, voice cool as the skyline beyond the glass, “I’m the
CEO. I most assuredly can fire you. The board, as you like to remind me, wants strong
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leadership. What better demonstration than removing the liability | happen to be married
to?”

His face twists. “You bitch!”

He takes another step toward her—but before he can close the gap, Max appears from the
hallway, quiet but immovable. Maddy doesn’t raise her voice, doesn’t blink.

“Get the fuck out of my house. Now.”

Trent breathes through his nose, chest heaving, the stance of a bull denied its charge. He
looks at Max, then back at her. For a moment, defiance wars with cowardice. He runs a
hand through his hair.

“You’ll regret this.”
“Possibly,” she says. “But I’'ll regret it more if you stay.”

He storms toward the bedroom where she hears drawers slamming open, hangers scraping
metal. A suitcase zips, the sound mechanicaland final. Maddy crosses to the window,
staring out at the sprawl of the city—an empire built on other people’s choices. Her
reflection in the glass looks foreign: elegant, exhausted, unbreakable. She touches her
elbow, finds the dull ache of bruising, and covers it with her palm like a secret.

The suitcase wheels over the polished floor; the sound grows fainter.

“This isn’t over,” Trent growls.

“Itis for me.”

The door opens and shuts behind him. The penthouse exhales, the silence thick but whole.

Maddy stands still for a long time, then leans against the counter. Max steps closer. “You
okay?”

“I’'mfine;” she lies. She slides the wedding ring from her finger and presses it into his hand.
“Getrid of it. Change the codes, locks, both here and at Shaw Global. Revoke his access.
He doesn’t come back from this.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says softly and leaves to handle it.

The penthouse hums again—quiet, safe, high above the city. Her phone vibrates on the
marble countertop: Unknown Number. She doesn’t answer. A moment later, a text
message lights the screen. Step down before you lose everything.
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She stares at it for a long time, the glow reflected in her eyes. Then she sets the phone face
down, turns back to the window, and watches the city wake beneath her—unbroken,
unbowed, and hers to protect.
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Chapter 19

SHAW GLOBAL HQ - MADDY’S OFFICE - DAY

Maddy’s office hums with quiet authority — soft amber light glinting off glass, a digital
model of the Shaw-Molina Corridor Project rotating slowly in the air like a promise in
motion. The space feels alive, organized, pulsing with the precision of a woman who built
her power from order.

Outside the glass wall, she spots Isaac Shaw lingering by the door. Her father’s posture —
hands clasped, expression taut — tells her this isn’t a social visit. She mutes her call and
waves himin.

“Hi, Daddy. This is a nice surprise.”
“You got a minute?”
“Always. Just give me a minute to finish up on this call.”

He nods and takes a seat opposite her desk, his movements slow and deliberate, as if every
inch costs him something. Maddy turns backto her laptop, voice steady as she wraps the
meeting.

“Okay, so the sustainability analysis is complete, and the cost-sharing model aligns with
the city’s guidelines. Let’s get that revised proposal circulated by end of day tomorrow.
Alright, thanks everyone. Janice, please go ahead and put the follow-up meeting on the
calendar.”

“Yes, Ms. Shaw,” Janice’svoice replies over the intercom.

The moment the call ends, Maddy’s attention shifts fully to her father. “Okay. What’s
wrong?”

Isaac offers.a dry half-smile. “Do | look that bad?”
“Does the phrase, ‘Rode hard and put away wet, do anything at all for you?”

He exhales alaugh that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “That’s actually pretty spot on. | just
came from talking to your brother.”

Her body tenses, like a string drawn too tight. “From your expression, | take it the
conversation didn’t go well.”

“That would be an understatement.”
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He leans forward, elbows resting on his knees, eyes fixed on the floor before meeting hers
again. “l tried, Maddy. Tried to talk to him like a father, not a boss. But he’s so... angry. Says |
never saw him, never trusted him.”

“That’s just not true, Dad. You gave him the COO position.”
“He doesn’t see it that way. He thinks | handed you the crown and left him with the scraps.”

She sighs and rubs her temples, a weary ritual. “Jackson’s been harboring that resentment
since college. | thought he’d outgrow it at some point, but it’s only getting worse.”

Isaac nods grimly. “He didn’t. He drinks too much, gambles too much, and every word he
utters feels like a punch he’s been waiting years to throw.”

“Look, we’ve all tried talking to him separately. Maybe we needto do an intervention. Get
him into a program.”

“l don’t know, Maddy. That could end up making things' worse, with him feeling like we’re
piling on.” He hesitates, voice low. “l just— l.didn’t realize until today how deep the wounds
he has are.”

For a long moment, silence fills the space between them — not empty, but weighted. Then
Isaac’s tone softens, shifting focus.

“You, on the other hand... seem lighter.”
She blinks, caught off guard. “Lighter? After that tabloid circus?”

“l don’t know. You..:you seem like yourself again. Not the CEO, not my daughter — just

»

you.
Her brow furrows. “Elias and\l are business partners, Dad. That’s all.”

“Who said anything about Elias?” He smiles when she scowls. “You can lie to reporters, not
to me.”

Isaac gives her that maddeningly knowing look — gentle, teasing, impossible to dodge.

“Even if there was something there — which there isn’t — it would be completely
inappropriate, not to mention, did you forget he’s engaged?”

“Butis he happy?”
“Dad!”

“You’re running a corporation, not taking vows.”
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“Daddy?!”

He chuckles softly, though there’s a weary tenderness in the sound. “I’m just saying —
you’re young-ish, alive, and human. Don’t let the job make you forget that. You’re still a
woman, Maddy. You have a right to—"”

“Can you please, stop. | cannot — will not — talk about my non-existent sex life with my
father.”

“Who said sex life? | said needs.”

!”

“Oh, my God! That’s worse! Please stop talking, | am begging you!

He raises his hands in mock surrender, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “All
right. I’'ll rephrase. You deserve to feel... something other than duty.”

She looks away, discomfort and warmth colliding incher chest.

“Look, Dad, | am clearly not good with relationships. And.I’m.not looking for another one.
Not right now anyway.”

“Maybe it’s not about looking. Maybe it’'s about not running when something real shows
up.”

She studies him for a long moment — this man who’s both mentor and father, carrying his
wisdom like armor. “You think Elias is real?”

“l see the way he looks at you. Either way, | think you’ll find out soon enough.” He stands,
straightening his jacket, composure regained. “Just promise me one thing — don’t let fear
make your choices for you.”

“And what if fear’s the only thing keeping me from repeating past mistakes?”

He pauses in the doorway, glancing back with that small, knowing smile. “Then make new
ones:. At least they’ll be yours.”

Maddy groans, pressing her palms to her face. “God, you’re impossible.”
“That’s hereditary, sweetheart. Love you!”

The door closes behind him, and quiet returns — the soft hum of monitors, the faint
vibration of the city far below. Maddy stares out the window, torn between exasperation and
affection. Despite herself, a small smile tugs at her lips.

She thinks about her father’s words, about choices and fear, and somewhere in the noise of
her thoughts, Elias’s voice echoes: You don’t have to apologize for someone else’s hands.
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Her phone buzzes. A new message flashes across the screen:
Free for a drink? — E.M.
No emoji. No flourish. Just a line and an open door.

She types back: When and where?
A moment later, his reply: Pick you up in 20 mins.

A spark of something — not quite joy, but close — flickers in her chest.

“Janice,” she calls into the intercom, “I’m taking the rest of the day. I’'ll see'you inthe
morning.”

And as she shuts down her computer and reaches for her coat, the city outside gleams —
full of threat, promise, and the faint, dangerous thrill of something new.

MOLINA DEVELOPMENT HQ - OUTSIDE - DAY

The day leans toward dusk, sunlight dissolving into a molten amber that paints the mirrored
face of Molina Tower in fire. The city hums.around it— the faint growl of engines, the
distant echo of horns, a thousand lives in motion beneath the quiet intensity of the hour.

Elias Molina exits the tower with his usual composed precision — jacket slung over one
shoulder, phone in hand, gaze fixed straight ahead. He’s the picture of control until the
shape leaning againsta black sedan across the street breaks that symmetry.

Trent Brockington waits there, sunglasses still on despite the dying light. His smile isn’t
friendly; it’s a provocation — the lazy smirk of a man spoiling for a fight he already suspects
he’ll lose.

When Elias steps onto the curb, Luke, ever watchful, shifts instinctively, moving between
them:.

“We should talk;” Trent calls out, voice pitched with false calm.
“Doubtful,” Elias replies, barely glancing his way.

Trent tries to sidestep Luke. “You’ve been spending a lot of time around my wife. People
notice.”

Elias gives a subtle nod, signaling Luke to let him through. The air between the two men
hums like a live wire.
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“You mean the wife you assaulted in a public restroom?” Elias says evenly. “Yes, | can see
how that might draw attention.”

A flash of anger slices through Trent’s practiced smirk.
“You don’t know what goes on between us.”

“l know enough. | know that if | hadn’t stepped in, she might’ve actually kicked your ass
herself.” Elias’s tone is surgical — quiet, deadly precise. “The way | see it, | did you a favor.
Looks like your wife broke your nose.”

Trent’s hand flies up, brushing the faint bruising beneath his skin. “You think that’s funny?”
“No. But it’s accurate.”
A horn blares as a car speeds past. Neither flinches.

Trent takes a step closer, his voice low and venomous. “You want to play the hero, Molina —
fine. But let’s make something clear — Madeline Shaw issmine. Always has been. Always
will be.”

Elias tilts his head slightly, the calm in his face making the threat sound absurd. “You talk
about her like she’s property. That’sa mistake. One of many, I'd imagine.”

“My husbandly right, you mean.”

“Just so you know, any man who has to remind the world he owns a woman doesn’t have
her —and never did.”

The words cut through Trent’s ego like glass. He forces a slow breath, smile returning with
effort.

“Her first husband didn’t lastlong enough to learn how to handle her,” he says, voice
turning darkly casual. “Him having that tragic accident and all. Shame, really.”

Elias’s entire body stills.

Trent presses the advantage, eyes narrowing. “Funny how accidents, even tragic ones,
leave footnotes. How a single night can rewrite everything. Damon didn’t pay attention, and
he paid the price. Let’s hope you’re a bit smarter than he was.”

That does it. Elias steps forward — just enough for Trent to feel his pulse spike.

“That sounded like a threat, but I’m not sure toward whom. Why don’t you spell it out for
me, if you have the stones to do it?”
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Trent falters, his grin twitching. “You think she’ll ever divorce me? She won’t. She can’t.
Madeline Shaw will either have me — or no one at all.”

Elias’s smile this time is small and cold, his tone pure steel. “Now see, that one, | knowis a
threat. Do it again, and I’ll forget the part of me that believes in consequences before
actions.”

He adjusts his jacket, eyes locked on Trent. “Now, here’s your only warning. You stay away
from her. From her office, from her home, from her son. You come near her again; and |
promise you won’t get to choose how it ends.”

Elias brushes past, his cologne a faint, clean ghost in the fading air. Luke opens the SUV
door, and Elias climbs in without another glance.

Trent stands in the middle of the street, fury vibrating through him. When Elias’s car
disappears into traffic, he slams his fist down on the roof of his own — a hollow, metallic
sound swallowed by the city’s noise. But the hatred.in his eyes says the fightisn’t over.
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Chapter 20

SHAW GLOBAL HQ - OUTSIDE - A SHORT TIME LATER

The glass fagade of Shaw Global Headquarters gleams in the afternoon light, a towering
reflection of ambition and exhaustion. The mirrored surface catches the clouds like it’s
trying to hold them still, but the wind keeps everything moving — relentless, like the world
inside.

Maddy steps out through the main doors, her coat pulled tight against the chill, phone
pressed to her ear. The day hangs on her shoulders like armor that’s forgotten how.to
protect.

“No comment,” she says finally, her tone clipped, professional; tired. “No further
statements will be issued.” She ends the call and exhales, watching her breath fog the air.

Across the street, hidden behind a parked deliveryvan; a camera lens clicks — quiet,
deliberate, predatory.

Headlights sweep over the curb. A sleek black car pulls up, and Elias steps out, all calm
authority and quiet steadiness. His jacket.catches the.amber light, and when he smiles, it’s
the kind of softness that disarms before you realize it’s happening.

“Rough day?” he asks.
Maddy gives a wry laugh. “Rough might be a bit of an understatement.”

He opens the passenger door for her, the city lights glinting in his eyes. “Then let’s trade
fluorescent lights for something that serves bourbon.”

She hesitates, glancing toward the faint glimmer of flashbulbs across the street.
“Someone’salways watching.”

Elias follows her gaze, unconcerned. “Let them. You’ve earned the right not to care. We
both have.”

After a moment, she slides into the car. The door closes with a soft, definitive thud, and the
vehicle melts into the city’s current — two silhouettes disappearing into the night.

PRIVATE BAR — LATER

The bar hums with the kind of quiet that belongs to secrets. Low amber light pools across
polished wood, the air thick with aged whiskey and soft jazz. In a tucked-away corner
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booth, Maddy Shaw and Elias Molina sit across from each other, the world beyond its walls
fading to a distant hum.

He leans back in his seat, relaxed but observant, his gaze holding hers with a familiarity
that shouldn’t exist yet feels inevitable. “You mentioned your son on the phone the other
night — it’s Noah, right?”

Maddy’s expression softens instantly, the CEO vanishing, replaced by the mother. “He’s
nine. Brilliant. Curious. Obsessed with coding right now — thanks to Ana, probably.” A faint
smile tugs at her lips. “He’s the best.”

“He sounds like his mother,” Elias says.

She meets his eyes, just long enough for the silence between them to shift. “He reminds
me more of his father. Damon was... centered. Grounded. Everything I’'m not lately.”

“That’s grief talking,” Elias says gently. “You’re allowed to move forward.”

Maddy studies the amber swirl in her glass before taking a sip. “What about you? Any
kids?”

He shakes his head. “None that | know of... | guess l'just haven’t found the right person to
make me consider having them.”

The unspoken until now hangs betweenthem, subtle but heavy. Maddy exhales, the
warmth between them both comforting and dangerous. She breaks the spell. “So, you
haven’t talked with your fiancée about having kids?”

Elias’s tone is matter-of-fact. “Actually, | no longer have one.”

She blinks. “Oh. Wait, what?”

“l broke things off with Kylie.”

Her brows lift slightly — surprise, not regret. “I’m... sorry to hear that.”
He smirks, eyes narrowing playfully. “No, you’re not.”

A soft laugh escapes her, real and unguarded. “You’re right. I’'m not.”
“l figured as much,” he says, swirling the last of his whiskey.

“She always struck me as... well, she’s a lot,” Maddy says with a small grin. “Beautiful, but
like a landmine in stilettos. | know it’s none of my business, but how did you ever wind up
together?”
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“Gravitational pull,” he replies easily. “Wrong place, wrong time, too much charm and not
enough wisdom.” He tilts his head, a teasing glint in his eyes. “Kind of like you and Trent,
maybe?”

Maddy laughs — a mix of amusement and rue. “Touché. Though in my defense, | was newly
widowed, and Trent was good at pretending to be a decent human being.”

“So was Kylie,” Elias admits, chuckling. “l guess we both have a type.”
“Self-absorbed? Manipulative?”
“Exhausting.”

They share a smile — a quiet acknowledgment between two people who’ve lived through
the same storm and survived it.

“Guess that makes us slow learners,” Maddy says.

“Maybe,” Elias replies. “Or maybe it just took the right person.to remind us what not to
settle for.”

Her eyes meet his again, that easy confidence radiating from him like warmth she’s been
trying not to need. “Careful, Mr. Molina. That almost sounded like a line.”

He grins. “Maybe it was. Maybe it wasn’t.”

“You’re awfully good at getting people to talk,” she says, a spark of curiosity in her tone.
“How do you do that?”

“Occupational hazard, | suppose,” he says lightly. “Comes with rebuilding cities and
people.”

“And what do you do for yourself?”
A faint, private smile ghosts across his face. “Me? Believe it or not... | dance.”
She laughs. “What? You mean like ballroom dancing?”

He shakes his head, eyes glinting. “No, my brother, Miguel, has a club. Plays a lot of
Kizomba music. It’s the only time the noise in my head stops.”

Maddy studies him — the honesty in his voice softening something in her. “Wow. You know,
I haven’t gone dancing since my early twenties, before Noah was born.”

Elias leans forward slightly. “Then tonight’s as good a night as any to start again.”

She tilts her head, incredulous. “I’m sorry, what?”
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“Let’s go dancing.”
“Elias, you can’t be serious. | just came from work. I’m not dressed to go dancing.”
He stands, that effortless charm settling over him like a tailored suit. “Do you trust me?”

Maddy looks at his outstretched hand, the space between them humming with something
equal parts temptation and fear. “Oh, it’s dangerous when you say it like that.”

But after a moment — just long enough for her pulse to quicken — she takes his'hand.

MIGUEL’S PRIVATE CLUB — LATER

The sound hits her first — a sultry rhythm pulsing through the floor, bass and breath and
heart. The club glows low and red, a hidden world of silhouettes and motion. People move
as one body, swaying to the hypnotic beat of “Bla.Bla” by Ricky Bo.

Elias leads her through the crowd toward the center, hand warmagainst hers. The air
smells like spice and velvet and something electric.

Miguel Molina spots them immediately from across the room, grinning like a man who’s just
seen trouble worth watching.

“Elias Molina, out on a weeknight? The world must be ending.”
“Just saving someone from hers,” Elias replies.

Miguel’s gaze lands‘on Maddy, amused and appraising. “Welcome to my sanctuary,
Maddy.” He catches her hand and-spins her playfully, “No cameras, no press, no
judgment.” He'dips her with theatrical flair, “Just music.”

Elias steps in'smoothly, bringing her upright. For a moment, she’s caught between the two
brothers — one pure mischief, the other amused intensity.

“I’m gonnastick out like a sore thumb,” she murmurs, glancing down at her tailored suit.
“No, you won’t,” Miguel says with a grin. “You look like power. That’s always in style.”

Elias nods. “He’s right.” He takes her jacket from her shoulders, handing it off to Miguel,
then turns back and extends a hand.

“C’mon,” he says softly. “Dance with me.”
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Maddy hesitates only a second before placing her hand in his. The song changes and the
rhythm swells — low, sensual, alive. And when Elias pulls her close, guiding her into the
slow, deliberate movements of Kizomba, the rest of the world disappears.

The airinside Miguel’s club hums with rhythm and heat. As Maddy and Elias step onto the
dance floor, a new song begins — “Leva-Me” by Daddy Killa— the kind of song that doesn’t
just play, itinhabits.

Elias moves behind her, his body close but unassuming, his presence an invitation rather
than a claim. “Let me lead,” he murmurs near her ear. Maddy nods, uncertain, her back
brushing his chest as she lets him set the rhythm.

The first few movements are hesitant — her steps small, deliberate, guarded. Then his
hands find her hips, warm and steady. The touch startles her, stiffening her frame.

Elias leans in, voice low enough to melt against the bass line. “Relax, Maddy. Let go. Just
move to the music.”

The words sink into her like warmth spreadingthrough chilled skin. So, she does. Slowly.
She lets the melody guide her instead of her thoughts. The sway of her hips matches the
beat, the rhythm softening her edges.

For the first time in a long while, Madeline Shaw stops thinking. She just feels — the pulse,
the music, the heat of the moment — and lets herself move.

The melody is slow, magnetic, pulsing through the low lights and velvet air. Around them,
couples sway in fluid motion, but as the music deepens, the crowd seems to recede —
until it feels as if there’s noone else left. Just the two of them.

Kizomba is a conversation without words — one built on trust and breath. As she begins to
follow the subtle cues of his hands and the whisper of his movements, something inside
her unknots.

She feels.the music how — and the man behind her. The closeness. The safety. The danger.

Her laughter breaks through, unguarded and real, rising above the music like light through
smoke. Elias’s smile mirrors it — not possession, but admiration, pure and unspoken.

Then the tempo shifts. Slower. Deeper.

He turns her gently, one hand pressed against the small of her back, drawing her in until
there’s barely space between them. Her breath catches as the world fades to pulse and
proximity. Their movements fall into rhythm again — deliberate, intimate, a quiet
conversation between bodies learning each other’s language.
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When the final note lingers, he dips her low, the world narrowing to heartbeat and breath.
The moment stretches — suspended in something fragile and electric.

He brings her upright, and though the music has ended, neither of them moves away. His
hand lingers against her spine. Her fingers remain at his shoulder.

“This feels... dangerous,” she whispers.

Elias’s voice is soft, steady. “Only if you stop moving.”
Their eyes lock — and that’s what undoes her.

She stops moving.

The space between them hums with everything unsaid — longing, recognition, and the
quiet, terrifying certainty that something has just changed forever.
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