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Chapter 1 – Collision 

Amara Delaine never felt smaller than when she stood at the Grand Royale Hotel. 

The building itself seemed to reach the stars, twenty gleaming floors of glass and gold-trimmed 

steel that caught the city lights and threw them back at the world in a shimmer of money. Luxury 

cars purred at the entrance—Lamborghinis, Rolls Royces, Maybachs—all shining like predators 

ready to devour her rusted Corolla parked three blocks away. 

“Just go in, Amara,” she whispered to herself, gripping the thrifted clutch she’d bought for 

tonight. “Smile, collect the invitation, and leave before anyone notices you don’t belong.” 

She forced her shoulders back, her long curls spilling down her back like a soft curtain, and 

stepped past the marble columns. Inside, it was worse—no, better—than she expected. 

Crystal chandeliers bathed the ballroom in golden light, glittering so much that she almost 

shielded her eyes. A string quartet played softly in the corner. Waiters in white gloves carried 

champagne flutes on silver trays. Every guest seemed sculpted: women in couture gowns, 

dripping in diamonds, men in perfectly tailored tuxedos speaking in low, expensive voices. 

Amara adjusted the straps of her dress. It wasn’t cheap, not exactly. She’d spent two weeks ' pay 

on it. A simple black satin slip dress with a thigh slit—elegant, but nothing compared to the deep 

emerald silk or couture red gowns she saw gliding past her. Her heels pinched. Her heartbeat 

drummed in her ears. 

This was not her world. 

And yet, she was here because she needed the connection. The Hale Foundation was famous for 

funding small start-ups, orphanages, and literacy programs. Tonight’s gala was for their newest 

project: building a network of tech learning centers across the city. 

She found her name on the guest list, was handed a program, and slipped inside before her 

nerves could talk her out of it. 

Her eyes were on the silent auction table, pretending to read the bids for a private villa in Capri, 

when the air shifted. 

It was subtle at first—a quiet drop in sound, a hum that made the hairs at the back of her neck 

stand. Conversations faltered. Even the quartet hesitated before continuing. She glanced toward 

the entrance. 

He had arrived. 

Kian Hale. 



He was taller than she imagined, easily six-three, broad-shouldered in a midnight-black Tom 

Ford suit that looked like it had been sewn onto him. His dark hair was slightly tousled, just 

enough to look effortless but expensive. A silver Patek Philippe watch gleamed on his wrist as he 

buttoned his jacket with precise fingers. His grey eyes scanned the room, cool, unreadable, like 

polished steel. 

And everyone watched him. 

Of course they did. Kian Hale was the youngest self-made trillionaire on the planet, a man whose 

name was whispered in boardrooms and screamed on magazine covers. Tech mogul, shipping 

empire owner, philanthropist, and scandal magnet. He was rumored to have a personal net worth 

north of $3.4 trillion—an impossible number that felt almost mythical. 

He walked through the crowd like he owned not just the building, but the very air. 

Amara swallowed hard, reminding herself to breathe. She wasn’t supposed to look at him. She 

wasn’t supposed to care. And yet— 

His gaze found hers. 

It was one second. Two. But she felt it like a physical touch. A spark shot through her veins, 

sharp and uninvited, and she looked away first, pretending to study the program in her hands. 

“Miss?” A waiter offered her champagne. She shook her head. She needed her senses sharp. 

When she dared to look again, he was still watching her—no, walking toward her. 

Every step seemed unhurried, but deliberate. Guests moved out of his way without him needing 

to ask. By the time he reached her, the faint scent of cedarwood and leather reached her nose, 

rich and dark, and she was suddenly aware of how fast her heart was pounding. 

“You’re staring.” 

His voice was low, smooth, with the faintest rasp, like whiskey poured over ice. 

Amara straightened. “So were you.” 

A faint curve ghosted over his mouth. “Fair. But I had an excuse.” 

“Oh? And what was it?” 

“You looked like you wanted to disappear,” he said simply, slipping one hand into his pocket. 

“And I make it a point to know who wants to leave my gala before dessert is even served.” 

“This is your gala?” 



He tilted his head slightly. “My name is on the invitation, isn’t it?” 

She flushed, hating that he was right. “I—didn’t realize the host was also the type to interrogate 

his guests.” 

“Only the interesting ones.” 

Her breath caught. There was no reason for that line to hit her as hard as it did. His gaze dipped 

for half a second, taking her in—her curls, the faint sheen on her lips, the way her dress clung to 

her curves—and when his eyes returned to hers, there was heat there. Subtle. Controlled. But 

undeniable. 

Before she could form a reply, someone called his name from across the room. 

He didn’t move immediately. His eyes stayed on her as if memorizing her face. Then he leaned 

in just enough that only she could hear him. 

“Stay for dessert,” he murmured. “Then tell me your name.” 

And just like that, he was gone—turning toward the mayor who had called him over, leaving 

Amara clutching her program like it was a lifeline. 

She told herself she should leave. That he was dangerous, too sharp, too much. But she stayed. 

And when dessert came—white chocolate mousse with gold leaf, because of course—she told 

herself it was only for the free food. 

But she knew the truth, She stayed because of him. 

Amara set the empty dessert spoon back onto the porcelain plate and exhaled softly. She had 

survived the night — mostly unnoticed. The room was still buzzing with conversation, laughter, 

champagne flutes clinking together. Somewhere across the ballroom, Kian Hale stood with a 

cluster of politicians and billionaires, his posture relaxed but his presence magnetic, as though 

every orbit in the room leaned toward him. 

It was time to leave. 

She stood, smoothed the slit of her dress, and made her way toward the side entrance where the 

valet attendants waited. Her heels clicked softly against the marble floor, each step echoing in 

her chest. She had almost made it out when a low voice stopped her. 

“Running away so soon?” 

She froze. 



Slowly, she turned, and there he was — Kian Hale — standing just outside the shadow of the 

corridor, one hand in his pocket, jacket unbuttoned now, making him look far more dangerous 

than he had an hour ago. 

“I’m not running,” she said, forcing her chin up. 

He stepped closer, closing the distance between them. The soft lighting of the corridor played on 

the planes of his face, sharp cheekbones, strong jawline, the faintest scar on his chin like a secret. 

He smelled faintly of something smoky and clean — not cologne, something deeper. 

“Then what would you call leaving before I even get your name?” 

She swallowed. “Common sense.” 

For a moment, he just looked at her, as though he were trying to decide if she was mocking him 

or challenging him. Then that dangerous almost-smile curved his lips again. 

“Common sense is boring.” 

Her breath caught. “You think I’m boring?” 

His gaze swept her slowly, deliberately, lingering where it shouldn’t — her mouth, the line of 

her collarbone revealed by the thin strap of her dress — before meeting her eyes again. 

“No,” he said finally, his voice rougher this time. “That’s why you’re still here.” 

She hated the shiver that ran down her spine. “I should go.” 

He stepped aside but didn’t stop watching her. “Go, then. But something tells me you’ll come 

back.” 

“And what makes you so sure of that?” 

“Because people always come back to what they can’t stop thinking about.” 

It wasn’t fair — the way he said it, the way his voice wrapped around her like smoke. She turned 

before he could see her blush and walked out into the night air, the city lights blinding for a 

moment. 

The valet didn’t even need her ticket; he already had her car ready — her battered Corolla 

looking painfully out of place parked between a Bentley and a Ferrari. She slid into the driver’s 

seat and started the engine, gripping the wheel tightly. 

In the rearview mirror, she saw him standing just inside the glass doors, watching her go. 

And though she drove away, her pulse still pounding, she knew he was right. 



She would think about him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 2 – The Invitation 

The email had been sitting in Amara’s inbox for three days before she worked up the courage to 

open it again. 

Subject: “Offer of Appointment – Hale Foundation” 

She’d read it so many times she had nearly memorized every line. Salary: three hundred and fifty 

thousand a year. Position: Special Project Coordinator. Location: Manhattan Headquarters. 

It was an impossible offer, the kind people dreamed about. She had sent in her resume months 

ago and never expected a call back, let alone an offer. 

And then she remembered him. 

She told herself he had nothing to do with it. That maybe she really had been chosen on merit. 

But the way he’d looked at her that night, the way he’d said stay for dessert— 

No. She wasn’t going to think about that. 

 

Amara’s first glimpse of the Hale Foundation headquarters came on a Tuesday morning. The 

building rose like a glass monolith in the Financial District, sleek and commanding, with a 

polished metal “H” logo at the top. Inside, the lobby was a cavern of white marble and glass, 

waterfalls running down one wall, an enormous digital art installation on another. 

She gave her name at the front desk, and the receptionist smiled like she had been expecting her. 

“Mr. Hale’s driver will take you up,” she said. 

“Driver?” 

Before Amara could protest, a tall man in a dark suit appeared, gesturing for her to follow. He 

led her through a private elevator whose panel didn’t have buttons — just a keycard scanner. The 

ride was smooth, silent, too fast. 

When the doors opened, she stepped into another world. 

The top floor was nothing like an office. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped the entire space, 

giving a panoramic view of the city. The sky looked close enough to touch. Art worth more than 

her entire apartment lined the walls. A massive black marble desk sat near the center, sleek and 

intimidating, with a single vase of white orchids. 

And there he was. 



Kian Hale. 

He was standing near the windows, jacket off today, shirt sleeves rolled to his forearms, 

revealing tan skin and veins that ran like cords along his wrists. His tie was loose, his expression 

unreadable as he turned to look at her. 

“Miss Delaine.” 

Her name sounded different in his mouth — lower, darker. 

“You’re early,” he said, glancing at his watch. 

“Should I have been late?” 

That almost-smile again, as if she’d said something that pleased him. “Punctuality is good. 

Come.” 

She followed him across the room, her heels nearly silent on the polished floor. He gestured 

toward the view. 

“This is where you’ll be working,” he said. “Your office is through there.” 

Her “office” turned out to be bigger than the entire apartment she shared with her roommate. It 

had a wall of windows, a leather chair that looked like it belonged in a magazine, and a brand-

new MacBook on the desk. 

“This is… too much,” she blurted. 

“Nothing is too much if it gets results,” he said simply. 

She turned to look at him, unable to stop herself from asking, “Why me?” 

He held her gaze for a moment that stretched too long, then said, “Because you don’t look at me 

the way they do.” 

“They?” 

“My board. The press. The women who think my bank balance makes me theirs.” His mouth 

tightened. “You looked at me like you saw a man, not a headline.” 

Her stomach twisted. She didn’t know if that was a compliment or a warning. 

“I’ll have HR bring you the paperwork,” he said, turning back toward the door. “Your first 

project meeting is at ten. Don’t be late.” 

And just like that, he was gone. 



 

The rest of the morning passed in a blur of orientation — NDAs, security passes, a sleek 

company car picking her up for lunch with the other coordinators. But no matter how hard she 

tried to focus, she kept thinking about him. 

About the way his eyes had lingered on her a second too long. 

About how close he had stood when he showed her the view, the faint heat of his body even 

though he hadn’t touched her. 

 

By late afternoon, she was back in her office, skimming through reports for tomorrow’s meeting. 

A knock sounded on her glass door. 

It was him. 

“Come with me,” he said. 

She followed him down a hallway she hadn’t seen before, to a private garage where a row of cars 

waited — a Bugatti Chiron, a Rolls Royce Cullinan, a Mercedes-Maybach S680 Guard with 

blacked-out windows. 

He clicked a fob and the Bugatti came to life with a growl. 

“Get in,” he said. 

She hesitated. “Where are we going?” 

“To see where your first project’s money is going.” 

Inside, the car was like stepping into another universe — black leather seats with red stitching, 

carbon fiber console, the faint smell of new engine oil and luxury. When he shifted gears, the car 

purred forward like a predator unleashed. 

For a few minutes, they rode in silence, the city blurring by. Then he said, almost casually, “You 

don’t like champagne.” 

She blinked. “Excuse me?” 

“At the gala. You didn’t take a glass.” 

“You were watching me?” 

His hand tightened slightly on the wheel. “I notice everything.” 



Her pulse jumped. 

They arrived at a construction site where a team of workers were building the first of the tech 

learning centers the Foundation had promised. Children from the neighborhood peeked through 

the fence, laughing and shouting. 

Something in his face softened as he watched them. 

“You built this place for them,” she said quietly. 

“I built it for me,” he said. 

She turned to him, surprised. 

“So I don’t forget what I’ve done,” he added, his voice flat. Then he was striding away toward 

the foreman, leaving her staring after him with a hundred questions burning on her tongue. 

 

That night, as she sat on her bed, laptop open with tomorrow’s schedule, she couldn’t stop 

replaying the look on his face when he said those words. 

So I don’t forget what I’ve done. 

It made no sense. And yet — it made everything about him suddenly feel darker, heavier. 

And she couldn’t stop thinking about him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 3 – Glimpses of the Past 

Kian woke with his heart pounding, shirt sticking to his chest, breath sawing out of his lungs. 

For a moment, he wasn’t in his Manhattan penthouse. He was back there. 

The scream of twisting metal rang in his ears. Glass rained like diamonds across the asphalt. The 

smell of burning rubber, gasoline. His hands on the wheel, knuckles white, headlights slicing 

through the rain—and then—impact. 

And silence. 

Always silence. 

He sat up, dragging a hand down his face. His bedroom was dark, but the city lights outside 

painted faint lines across the floor. On the nightstand, a glass of water sat untouched. 

He didn’t drink anymore. Not since the night everything changed. 

But he still saw it. Every night. 

 

By the time the sun rose, Kian was already in his private gym, shirtless, sweat dripping down his 

back as he punished his body through a punishing set of deadlifts. Pain was easier than 

remembering. 

At exactly seven, his assistant brought in black coffee. At eight, his first call began. By nine, he 

was back in his office, mask firmly in place, no trace of the man who had woken screaming in 

the night. 

 

Amara saw none of this, but she saw the exhaustion. 

When she stepped into his office for the morning project meeting, he was standing by the 

window again, grey eyes distant, sleeves rolled to his elbows. A faint shadow of stubble clung to 

his jaw, making him look less polished, more dangerous. 

“You look…” She stopped herself just in time. 

His gaze flicked to her. “Say it.” 

“Tired,” she said carefully. 



For a moment, his mouth curved, humorless. “Good. Maybe that will keep people from bothering 

me.” 

He gestured for her to sit. 

 

The meeting lasted an hour, though it felt longer. Kian was sharp, precise, but distracted. At one 

point, he pinched the bridge of his nose as though warding off a headache. 

When the others had left, Amara hesitated. 

“You work too much,” she said softly. 

He looked up, one brow raised. “Is that a complaint?” 

“No. Just an observation.” 

He leaned back in his chair, studying her like she’d said something no one else dared to. 

“You think work is the problem?” 

“I think you look like a man who hasn’t slept.” 

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Then he said, almost to himself, “Sleep is overrated.” 

 

That afternoon, she saw a side of him she hadn’t before. 

She had been reviewing a funding request when she heard voices in the hallway — Kian’s, low 

and hard, and another man’s, pleading. 

She shouldn’t have listened. 

“…We can’t approve the cut,” the other man said. 

“We will approve it,” Kian’s voice was cold as steel. “I don’t care if it slashes our quarterly 

profit projections. This center gets built.” 

“But the board—” 

“Tell the board they can fire me if they want,” Kian snapped. “And then tell them I still own 

fifty-one percent of this company and I’ll rebuild it without them if I have to.” 

Silence. Then the sound of the other man leaving quickly. 



Amara sat frozen. 

She’d never heard him lose control before. And yet — he wasn’t angry about money for himself. 

He was angry about money for the project. 

It made no sense. 

 

That night, she couldn’t sleep. 

She tossed in bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking of his face in that moment — tight, furious, 

desperate. 

It wasn’t just charity. It was something else. Something personal. 

 

Kian sat alone in his penthouse, the city glittering far below. In his hand was a worn newspaper 

clipping. 

COUPLE KILLED IN RAINY-NIGHT COLLISION. 

He had folded it so many times the edges were soft. The names were burned into him, carved 

into his chest. 

He’d read the article enough to know it by heart — the date, the weather, the details of the crash. 

Their daughter had survived, because she wasn’t in the car that night. 

His chest tightened as he traced the headline with his thumb. 

Every center he built. Every scholarship he funded. Every check he signed — was for them. 

So he didn’t forget. 

 

The next morning, Amara arrived early again. She found him already there, jacket off, reading 

something in his hand. He slipped it into his desk drawer before she could see. 

“You’re early,” he said. 

“You always say that,” she replied. 

“Then stop proving me right.” 



Her lips curved before she could stop herself. 

And just like that, the tension broke — not fully, but enough for her to take the chair opposite 

him, feeling a strange warmth settle in her chest. 

She didn’t know his secrets. 

But she wanted to. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4 – The Magnetic Pull 

The building was quiet at night. 

Most of the staff had gone home hours ago, leaving the top floor wrapped in silence, the city a 

blur of lights beyond the windows. Amara sat at her desk, laptop open, scrolling through reports 

for tomorrow’s presentation. 

She told herself she was staying late because the project was important. 

But part of her knew it was because he was still here. 

She heard him before she saw him — the low sound of his shoes on the polished floor, the faint 

clink of ice against glass. When she glanced up, Kian was standing in his office doorway, jacket 

off, shirt open at the throat, tie long gone. The lamplight gilded his skin, catching the curve of his 

jaw and the shadowed cut of his collarbone. 

“You’re still here,” he said. 

“So are you.” 

He smiled faintly at that, stepping closer, a glass of amber liquid in his hand. 

“Is that—” 

“Whiskey,” he said, taking a sip. “The good kind. Don’t look at me like that — I haven’t touched 

a drink in years. Tonight seemed like it deserved one.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I signed off on funding for three new centers,” he said simply, lowering into the leather 

chair across from her desk. “One of them will open next spring. You helped make that happen.” 

Amara blinked. “I just crunched numbers.” 

“You fought for the budget.” 

“That’s my job.” 

“That doesn’t mean most people do it well.” 

She looked away, heat creeping up her neck. Compliments from him were rare. 

Silence stretched between them, the soft hum of the city below filling the space. Then he said, 

“Do you ever wonder what your life would look like if one thing had gone differently?” 



The question caught her off guard. “Sometimes.” 

He studied her, grey eyes searching. “What would you change?” 

Her throat tightened. “I’d… I’d have my parents back.” 

The air shifted, heavy with something she couldn’t name. 

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. 

She looked at him, startled. “For what?” 

“For the world being cruel enough to take them from you.” 

Her chest ached at the way he said it — like he meant it more than he should. 

 

She stood, needing to break the moment, and crossed to the floor-to-ceiling window. The city 

glittered beneath them, endless and alive. 

“Look at this,” she said softly. “Millions of people down there. All those lives. All those stories.” 

He joined her, his reflection tall and broad in the glass, standing close enough that she could feel 

the heat of him. 

“They all want something,” he murmured. 

“What do you want?” 

He was quiet for a long time. She turned her head to look at him — and found him already 

watching her. 

Her breath caught. 

“This,” he said finally. 

She didn’t know if he meant the view. The silence. Or her. 

The air between them felt charged, so heavy it almost buzzed. 

And then his hand brushed hers — accidental, maybe — but enough to send a shock through her 

veins. 

She froze. 



He didn’t move away. 

Neither did she. 

 

When she finally stepped back, her heart was hammering. “I should finish this report.” 

He nodded, but his gaze didn’t leave hers. 

“Goodnight, Amara,” he said, voice low. 

“Goodnight, Kian.” 

She sat back at her desk after he left, hands trembling on the keyboard. 

It wasn’t just attraction. 

It was something bigger. 

Something dangerous. 

 

Later, as she left the building, she saw his Bugatti parked near the private entrance, headlights 

glowing softly. He was inside, engine off, one hand on the wheel. 

He didn’t roll down the window, didn’t say a word. 

But when their eyes met, it felt like a promise. 

Or a warning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 5 – Cracks in the Armor 

Kian hadn’t slept. 

He hadn’t meant to look into her file. 

At least, that’s what he told himself. 

But the second he saw her name attached to the new proposal, the familiar gnawing had started 

— the one that always demanded more, always made him dig deeper, control every detail. 

And so, hours before dawn, he’d had her background pulled. 

And there it was. 

Amara Lane. 

Her parents’ names stared back at him from the report — names he knew too well. Names etched 

into him like scars. 

The accident report was still in his nightstand drawer. 

For a long time, he just sat there, staring at the screen, every muscle locked. 

And then, without realizing, he laughed — a low, bitter sound that didn’t belong in the quiet of 

his penthouse. 

Of course. 

Of course it would be her. 

 

The next morning, he was colder. 

She noticed it immediately — the clipped tone, the way he barely looked at her during the staff 

briefing. 

When she handed him the report she’d stayed late to finish, he only nodded. 

“Good work,” he said flatly, before turning to speak to his CFO. 

Good work. 

Not Amara. Not even a glance. 



The change left her unsettled in a way she didn’t want to examine. 

 

By noon, she’d had enough. 

When she saw him heading to the private elevator, she followed, slipping inside just before the 

doors closed. 

“Kian.” 

He didn’t look at her. “You should be at your desk.” 

“Don’t do that.” 

“Do what?” 

“Shut me out.” 

That made him turn, slow and deliberate, grey eyes unreadable. 

“Maybe you should be grateful I am,” he said quietly. 

The elevator stopped at the top floor. She stepped out after him, pulse pounding. 

“What’s going on with you?” 

“Nothing,” he said, striding toward his office. 

She caught his arm before he could disappear inside. 

The look he gave her could have frozen fire. 

“You don’t want to do that,” he said softly. 

Her hand fell away, but she didn’t back down. 

“You’re acting like I did something wrong.” 

“Maybe you did,” he murmured. 

And then he was gone, the office door closing between them. 

 

The rest of the day was unbearable. 



He was there — she could feel his presence through the glass wall — but he didn’t speak to her 

except for curt instructions. 

By evening, most of the staff had gone home. Amara sat at her desk, staring at the glowing city, 

trying not to cry. 

She hated that he could do this to her. 

Hated that she cared this much. 

 

Inside his office, Kian stood by the window, drink in hand. 

He’d lasted twelve hours. 

Twelve hours of keeping his distance. 

Twelve hours of convincing himself it was for the best. 

Because if she ever knew — if she ever found out what he’d done — she would never look at 

him the way she had last night. 

She’d hate him. 

And maybe she should. 

 

At eight, he found her still there. 

He should have walked away. 

Instead, he opened his office door. 

“You’re still here,” he said. 

“So are you,” she shot back. 

Something twisted in his chest. 

“I don’t want to fight with you,” he said quietly. 

“Then stop shutting me out.” 

Her voice broke on the last word, and something inside him shattered. 



In two strides he was in front of her, close enough that she had to tilt her head back to look at 

him. 

For a moment, neither of them moved. 

Then his hand came up, brushing a strand of hair from her face — almost tender. 

“You shouldn’t trust me, Amara,” he said hoarsely. 

“Maybe I already do.” 

The air between them was molten. 

He stepped back first, like it physically cost him. 

“Go home,” he said roughly. 

She opened her mouth to argue — and then stopped. 

Because for the first time, she saw it. 

The crack in his armor. 

The man behind the billionaire mask. 

And he looked like he was breaking. 

 

That night, she couldn’t stop thinking about him. 

She dreamed of his hand in her hair, of his voice low and rough in her ear. 

When she woke, heart pounding, she knew one thing for certain: 

Whatever this was — whatever this dangerous, impossible pull between them was — it wasn’t 

going away. 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 6 – The First Kiss 

The gala was a blur of glittering gowns and soft music, the kind of night where every glass of 

champagne seemed to sparkle. 

Amara had never felt more out of place. 

Until she saw him. 

Kian. 

He stood at the far end of the ballroom, black suit perfectly cut, dark hair swept back, silver 

cufflinks glinting under the chandeliers. He wasn’t smiling, but the moment his eyes found hers 

across the room, everything else seemed to fade. 

She swore the air shifted as he crossed the floor toward her. 

“You look…” He stopped just in front of her, grey gaze sweeping down her dress and back up 

again, deliberate, lingering. “Dangerous.” 

She tried to laugh but it came out breathless. “I was going for elegant.” 

“You missed.” His mouth curved. “Dance with me.” 

 

On the dance floor, everything slowed. 

The orchestra played something soft, and his hand slid to the small of her back, pulling her close. 

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she said, finally finding her voice. 

“Or maybe I’ve been trying not to ruin you.” 

Her chest tightened. “Why does it feel like you already have?” 

He went very still, eyes locking on hers. 

And then he kissed her. 

It was nothing like she imagined — rougher, hungrier, like he’d been holding back for months 

and couldn’t anymore. She clutched his lapels as the ballroom spun. 

When he pulled back, his breathing was ragged, forehead pressed to hers. 

“This is a mistake,” he said hoarsely. 



“Then don’t stop.” 

He didn’t. 

 

She didn’t remember leaving the ballroom, only the feel of his hand in hers, guiding her up the 

private stairwell to the suite above. 

The door shut behind them, and suddenly there was nothing but heat. 

His jacket landed on the floor. Her heels followed. 

Every kiss was deeper, every touch more frantic, until her back was against the wall and she 

could feel his heartbeat hammering against hers. 

“Tell me to stop,” he said against her throat. 

“I won’t.” 

He swore softly and kissed her again, harder, like a man trying to burn away his own restraint. 

 

The knock shattered everything. 

Sharp. Urgent. 

Kian froze, chest still heaving, before pulling away and crossing to the door. 

His security chief stood there, grim. 

“You need to see this.” 

Kian took the tablet. One glance — and all the color drained from his face. 

“What is it?” Amara asked, breathless, still against the wall. 

He didn’t answer immediately. 

When he finally turned the screen toward her, her stomach dropped. 

The headline glared back at her: 

“Unsealed Records Reveal Hale’s Link to Fatal Crash That Claimed Couple’s Lives 

Thirteen Years Ago.” 



Her breath hitched. Beneath the headline was an old black-and-white photo of a mangled car, 

rain-soaked asphalt glinting under emergency lights. 

Her parents’ car. 

 

Her knees went weak. 

“This is…” Her voice failed. 

“Someone leaked the report,” Kian said, his tone like ice. “The timing is too perfect.” 

“You knew about this?” 

He didn’t answer right away — and that silence was louder than anything he could have said. 

Amara’s chest tightened. 

“Tell me it isn’t true,” she whispered. 

He closed his eyes, just for a second. 

“I can’t.” 

The room spun. 

 

Within minutes, the suite was full of security staff and PR advisors, phones buzzing, screens 

flashing with headlines spreading across every major network. 

Kian’s mask was back in place — sharp, commanding, issuing orders like a general at war. 

“Get the full report off every site that has it,” he said. “No comment from us. We control the 

narrative first.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Pull up every file from that year. I want to know who had access.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

 

Amara stood frozen by the window, arms wrapped around herself. 



Her parents’ names were everywhere now — plastered on screens, trending on social media, 

strangers dissecting the night they died like it was entertainment. 

And Kian — the man she had just kissed, the man whose hands still felt like fire on her skin — 

was at the center of it. 

 

When the room finally emptied, he turned to her. 

“You should go home,” he said quietly. 

Her laugh was sharp, bitter. “Home? After this?” 

“Amara—” 

“You knew,” she said, stepping closer, her voice shaking. “You knew about the accident. About 

them. And you never said a word.” 

He looked at her then — really looked at her — and for the first time she saw something close to 

pain in his eyes. 

“I was trying to protect you,” he said softly. 

“From what?” 

“From me.” 

Her heart twisted so hard she thought it might break. 

“Too late,” she whispered. 

And then she was gone, the door closing softly behind her, leaving him standing alone in the 

ruins of everything he had tried to keep buried. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 7 – Shattered 

Amara couldn’t breathe. 

Not from running — though she had run, all the way down the hotel stairs, past the glittering 

lobby, past the flashing cameras outside — but because the world had closed in on her. 

The air felt too thick, her skin too tight. 

Thirteen years. 

She was twelve. 

She still remembered the rain that night, the way the phone call had woken her in the dark, the 

way her aunt had held her while she screamed and screamed until she had no voice left. 

And now — now she knew who had been behind the wheel of the other car. 

Kian Hale. 

The man who kissed her like she was oxygen. 

The man who made her feel alive for the first time in years. 

The man whose hands were still on her skin. 

Her stomach twisted so hard she had to grab the railing just to stay upright. 

 

By the time she reached the street, paparazzi were already gathering. 

“Amara! Amara Lane! Is it true?” 

“Do you blame Hale for your parents’ deaths?” 

The questions were like knives. 

She shoved past them, tears blurring the lights, and stumbled into the first cab she could find. 

“Anywhere,” she told the driver, voice breaking. “Just… anywhere but here.” 

 

She ended up in her tiny apartment hours later, barefoot, dress wrinkled, makeup streaked. 



Her phone was blowing up — calls from work, from her aunt, from unknown numbers — but 

she threw it onto the couch and collapsed against the kitchen counter. 

For a long time she just stood there, shaking. 

Then she slid to the floor, pulling her knees to her chest. 

It wasn’t just grief. 

It was betrayal. 

Kian had known. He had known who she was from the start — and still he had kissed her like 

that, touched her like that, let her fall for him knowing what he’d taken from her. 

And the worst part was that even now, even knowing everything she knew — 

She still wanted him. 

 

Across town, Kian sat in his penthouse, glass of water untouched on the table beside him. 

His team was scrambling to contain the damage. They’d pulled half the articles already, but the 

story was still spreading like wildfire. 

And Amara was gone. 

He’d watched her leave. 

He hadn’t stopped her. 

Because what could he say? 

That he was sorry? He’d said those words a thousand times, to a thousand people, in a thousand 

boardrooms, writing checks so large they didn’t feel real anymore. 

But none of it mattered. 

Because the one person he’d been trying to atone for was the one person who now knew the 

truth. 

 

When the security chief came in with an update, Kian barely looked up. 



“We traced the leak,” the man said. “It came from inside. Someone accessed the restricted 

archive and sent the file to a journalist.” 

“Who?” 

The man hesitated. “We don’t know yet. But whoever it is — they knew exactly which report to 

pull.” 

Kian’s jaw tightened. 

“This was deliberate,” he said. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Find them,” he said quietly. “And make sure they regret breathing.” 

The man nodded and left. 

 

The city stretched out below him, endless lights against endless dark. 

For years, he had built his empire as penance, poured billions into rebuilding the very 

community he had once broken. 

But now it was all unraveling. 

And worse — 

So was she. 

 

Amara didn’t sleep that night. 

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw her parents’ faces — her mother’s warm smile, her 

father’s terrible jokes — and then she saw the wreckage, the rain, the flashing ambulance lights. 

And Kian. 

Always Kian. 

 

The next morning, her aunt was waiting at her door. 



“Sweetheart, I saw the news,” she said softly. 

Amara nodded, throat too tight to speak. 

Her aunt sat beside her on the couch, taking her hand. 

“I know this hurts,” she said gently. “But you need to think before you do anything rash. This 

man — this Kian Hale — he’s powerful. He could crush you.” 

“I don’t care,” Amara whispered. 

Her aunt hesitated. “You care enough to still be here and not on TV telling the world what you 

think of him.” 

Amara swallowed hard. 

Because that was the truth. 

She didn’t want the world to have this. 

She didn’t want strangers to dissect it. 

She wanted answers. 

From him. 

 

That night, she found herself outside his building. 

She shouldn’t have been there. 

But somehow, she ended up in the elevator, heart pounding as it carried her to the top floor. 

When the doors opened, he was standing there like he’d been waiting for her — suit jacket gone, 

tie loose, exhaustion written into the lines of his face. 

“Amara,” he said softly. 

She froze. 

He didn’t look like the man from the headlines. 

He looked like someone who hadn’t slept in days. 

Someone who was breaking. 



 

“Tell me everything,” she said, her voice barely steady. 

For a moment, he just stared at her. 

Then he nodded once. 

And for the first time in thirteen years — 

He began to tell the truth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 8 – The Truth Burns 

The silence between them stretched like a wire pulled too tight. 

Amara stood just inside the penthouse, chest rising and falling too fast, her fingers digging 

crescents into her palms. Kian didn’t move, as if any sudden gesture might send her running. 

“You said you wanted the truth,” he said quietly. “You deserve it. All of it.” 

Amara swallowed, her throat raw. “Then say it. Say it, Kian. Say what you did.” 

 

He exhaled — a slow, pained sound — and crossed to the floor-to-ceiling windows. The city 

lights cut across his face, sharp and cold, making him look almost carved from shadow. 

“I was seventeen,” he said finally. “Too young to be drinking that much, too stupid to know I 

shouldn’t have been behind the wheel.” 

Amara’s chest constricted. 

“It was the end of summer. We’d snuck out after a party — me, my best friend, two girls. I 

thought I was invincible. My uncle had just given me my first car. I wanted to show off. And 

then—” 

His voice cracked, just slightly, but enough to punch through her ribs. 

“There was rain. Heavy. We were coming around the bend too fast. I never even saw your 

parents’ car until it was too late.” 

Amara flinched as though struck. 

“I woke up in the hospital two days later. My best friend didn’t wake up at all.” 

Her breath hitched, pain and rage tangled in her chest. 

“My uncle — he handled everything,” Kian continued, voice low. “Buried the reports, paid the 

settlements, made sure the media never got hold of it. Said it was the only way to protect the 

family. My mother… begged him to do it. She said if the world found out, it would destroy me 

before I even had a chance to grow up.” 

He turned then, meeting her eyes. 

“I spent five years in a private rehab facility. Not for drugs — for myself. For my rage, my guilt, 

my grief. I wasn’t allowed to leave the grounds, wasn’t allowed near a car, wasn’t even allowed 

to have my phone most of the time. My life ended that night too, Amara.” 



Tears burned her throat. 

“Do you think that makes this better?” she whispered. 

“No,” he said immediately, stepping closer. “Nothing could make it better. But you asked why I 

do what I do — the foundation, the scholarships, the hospitals. It’s because of you. Because of 

them. Because I can’t undo what I did, but I can make sure someone else doesn’t lose everything 

the way you did.” 

 

She backed away until her spine hit the wall. 

“You knew who I was,” she said, voice trembling. 

“Yes.” 

“And you still—” 

“Yes.” 

“You still touched me,” she said, tears spilling now, “you still kissed me, still made me feel 

like—like this—” She gestured helplessly to her heart, her whole shaking body. 

“Yes,” he said again, voice raw. “Because I’m in love with you, Amara. I’ve been fighting it 

since the moment I saw you. I thought I could stay away, thought I could be strong enough, but 

every time you walked into a room I forgot how to breathe.” 

The confession struck her like a blow — too much, too soon, too honest. 

“You don’t get to say that,” she whispered. “You don’t get to love me after everything you took 

from me.” 

His jaw clenched. “Then hate me. But don’t leave thinking I don’t care. Because this—” He 

pressed a hand to his chest, his voice breaking. “This is yours. It’s always been yours.” 

 

Her tears fell freely now, hot and bitter. 

“It hurts,” she whispered. “God, it hurts knowing I can’t even hold it against you. Knowing I 

can’t hate you the way I want to.” 

Kian stepped closer, slow like he was approaching something fragile. “Then stay. Yell at me. 

Break something. Just… don’t walk out.” 



But she was already shaking her head. 

“I can’t,” she said, her voice splintering. “Not tonight. Maybe not ever.” 

And then she turned, her heels clicking too loud in the silence as she walked to the door. 

 

“Kian,” she said softly, hand on the handle. 

He looked up, something desperate in his eyes. 

“I wish I’d never met you,” she whispered. 

The door closed behind her. 

 

He stood there for a long time, staring at the space where she’d been. 

Then he poured the glass of water down the sink, picked up the one bottle of whiskey he kept 

untouched, and hurled it across the room until it shattered. 

The city lights glittered outside like indifferent stars. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 9 – The Price of Truth 

The news cycle moved on, like it always did. 

Two weeks later, the story was already buried under fresher scandals, fresher headlines. 

But for Amara and Kian, nothing had moved on at all. 

 

Amara 

Every night she dreamed of that penthouse, of the way his voice had cracked when he said he 

loved her. 

Every morning she woke with her chest aching. 

She threw herself into work, covering extra shifts, staying late until her coworkers whispered 

about her. 

But no amount of distraction could stop the memories from clawing their way back — his hand 

on her cheek, the way his eyes had looked when he told her the truth. 

And worst of all, the way she’d left him standing there. 

 

Kian 

For Kian, the days blurred together. 

He was quieter in meetings now, quicker to anger with his team. 

The only thing that kept him moving was the hunt for whoever had leaked the report. 

When his head of security finally walked into the room with a name, Kian didn’t smile. 

“Bring me everything,” he said. 

 

The Leaker 

The man’s name was Dominic Vance. 

An ex-board member who had been forced out three years earlier after an ugly dispute over 

missing funds. 



“He sold the report to the press for half a million,” Kian’s security chief said. “And he’s been 

talking to two of your competitors, trying to force a buyout of one of your subsidiaries.” 

Kian’s hands tightened around the file. 

“Take him to court,” he said. His voice was calm, but his jaw was like iron. “Every charge we 

can make stick. Ruin him.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

 

Dominic was served papers within forty-eight hours. 

The lawsuit was explosive — breach of contract, theft of confidential materials, attempted 

corporate sabotage. 

Every business outlet picked it up. 

Dominic’s smug press interviews from weeks earlier were replayed alongside footage of him 

leaving the courthouse looking gray and shaken. 

Justice, Kian thought grimly, had a taste almost as bitter as guilt. 

 

The Broadcast 

Three days later, Kian made the decision his board begged him not to make. 

He was going public. 

Not just with the lawsuit. 

With the truth. 

 

Amara didn’t mean to watch. 

She told herself she wouldn’t. 

But when the news alert pinged her phone — Kian Hale To Make Live Statement Tonight — her 

thumb moved on its own. 

She sat on the couch with her aunt beside her, the screen glowing in the dim apartment. 



Kian stood at a podium, no notes, no teleprompter. 

Just him, and the cameras. 

 

“I was seventeen when it happened,” he began, his voice steady. 

Amara’s throat closed. 

“For thirteen years, I’ve carried the weight of that night. For thirteen years, I’ve tried to atone — 

quietly, privately — because I believed I didn’t deserve forgiveness.” 

The room was so quiet Amara could hear her own pulse. 

“But tonight, I’m done hiding. If the world wants to hate me, let it hate me for who I am — not 

for a version of me created by silence.” 

He told them everything. 

The rain, the crash, the years locked away in rehab. 

The foundation. The hospitals. The schools. 

And when he was done, he announced a new one. 

“The Hale-Lane Foundation,” he said, voice rough. “Named for the two people whose lives I 

took that night. I am endowing it with one billion dollars to provide housing, education, and 

medical care for children who have lost their parents. I can’t give them back what was taken. But 

maybe I can give someone else a chance.” 

By the end, Amara was crying silently, hands pressed to her mouth. 

 

Aftermath 

The broadcast dominated the next day’s news cycle. 

Some praised him. 

Some demanded he step down as CEO. 

But for Amara, the noise didn’t matter. 

What mattered was the way he’d said their names. 



Like they were holy. 

Like he carried them inside him every single day. 

 

The Crash 

That night, Kian left the studio late. 

He loosened his tie as he slid into the back of his car, his driver pulling into the slick, rain-dark 

streets. 

For the first time in weeks, he felt almost… lighter. 

Then headlights flared too bright behind them. 

The driver cursed, swerving — 

Too late. 

The SUV hit them from the side, metal shrieking as the world spun and shattered. 

 

When the car stopped moving, Kian’s head was ringing. 

His driver was unconscious, blood running down his temple. 

Through the broken window, Kian saw a man climbing out of the other car. 

Dominic Vance. 

Of course. 

His face was twisted with fury, his hand clutching something that gleamed in the streetlight. 

 

Somewhere far away, Amara’s phone buzzed on her nightstand. 

She ignored it, still wiping tears from her face. 

She didn’t know yet that when she answered, someone would tell her that Kian Hale’s car had 

been pulled from a wreck. 



That he was barely alive. 

That Dominic Vance — the man who had leaked the report — was the one who had caused it. 

 

And for the first time since she’d walked away from him, Amara felt her heart stop. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 10 – What’s Left After the Fire 

Amara’s phone was ringing again. 

She almost didn’t pick up this time — it was past midnight and her eyes felt like sandpaper from 

crying — but when she saw her aunt’s name flash across the screen, her chest went tight. 

“Hello?” Her voice cracked. 

“Sweetheart—” Her aunt’s tone was too careful, too soft. “There’s been an accident. Kian’s car 

was hit. They’ve taken him to St. Alden’s.” 

For a heartbeat Amara couldn’t move. 

Then she was running. 

 

The Hospital Dash 

The hospital lobby was a blur of flashing cameras and shouting reporters by the time she got 

there, but Amara didn’t stop. Security barely checked her before waving her through — they 

must have recognized her from the photos. 

Her sneakers squeaked against the linoleum as she sprinted down the hallway, heart hammering 

so loud it drowned out the world. 

When she reached the critical care wing, she froze. 

Through the window, she saw him. 

Kian Hale — always so sharp, so commanding, so impossibly alive — lying perfectly still, pale 

against the white sheets, a tube in his mouth and wires covering his chest. 

Something broke inside her. 

She pressed a hand against the glass and slid down until she was sitting on the floor, silent sobs 

racking her body. 

She wanted to go in. 

She wanted to throw herself across the bed and shake him awake. 

But her legs wouldn’t move. 



After a long time, she stood, wiped her face with the sleeve of her hoodie, and walked out 

without ever opening the door. 

 

The Days After 

Kian’s driver woke up the next morning and gave a statement — Kian had shoved him across the 

backseat just before the SUV hit them. The move saved the man’s life. 

The story hit the news before noon, and suddenly public opinion shifted. 

Pundits who had spent weeks tearing Kian apart now praised him for his courage. 

Flowers and thank-you cards flooded the hospital lobby. Children from the foundation he had 

funded sent drawings. 

Amara watched the coverage from her couch with tears streaming down her face, her chest 

hurting with a pride she didn’t know she was allowed to feel. 

But she still couldn’t make herself go inside. 

 

Amara’s Silent Visits 

She went back three days later, standing outside the same glass window. 

Kian hadn’t moved. 

She came back again a week later. 

Then again. 

Each time she stayed a little longer. 

Each time she thought about opening the door, about saying something, but she never did. 

Her heart couldn’t seem to decide if it wanted to hate him or hold him. 

 

The Breaking Point 

It was almost a month to the day when she finally couldn’t take it anymore. 



She walked into the room on legs that felt weightless, her breath catching as she took in the sight 

of him up close — the bruises on his face fading but still there, the stubble rough along his jaw, 

the steady rise and fall of his chest. 

Her hands shook as she reached out and brushed his hair back from his forehead. 

“Kian,” she whispered. 

The sound of his name in the room nearly undid her. 

She sat down, her tears spilling freely now, her voice breaking with every word. 

“I hate you for what you did,” she said softly. “But I hate myself more for still loving you after 

everything. I can’t stop. I’ve tried. I’ve stayed away for weeks and it just… it just hurts worse.” 

She leaned forward until her forehead rested against his chest, listening to the faint but steady 

thump of his heart. 

“I miss you,” she whispered. “I miss you so much it feels like I can’t breathe.” 

And then, as if her words had called him back, his eyelids fluttered. 

 

Kian Wakes 

“Say it again.” 

Amara froze. 

His voice was raw and faint, but unmistakably his. 

Her breath hitched as she pulled back enough to see his eyes half-open, hazy but focused on her. 

“I love you,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face. 

His lips curved in the smallest, most fragile smile she had ever seen. 

“I love you too,” he rasped. 

Amara laughed then, a broken, disbelieving sound, pressing her forehead to his again. 

“You scared me half to death.” 

“You came back,” he murmured. 



“I couldn’t stay away.” 

 

The doctors burst in then, checking his vitals, adjusting machines, speaking in low urgent tones. 

Amara stepped back, heart pounding with relief as they confirmed he was stable. 

 

His Mother’s Arrival 

She saw his mother later that night, standing quietly in the hallway, elegant and exhausted. 

“I saw you go in,” she said softly. 

Amara tensed. 

The older woman smiled faintly. “Thank you. For staying. For being here when he woke up.” 

Amara blinked hard, fighting tears again. “I didn’t know if I had the right—” 

“You have more right than anyone,” Kian’s mother said gently. She reached out and squeezed 

Amara’s hand. “I begged my brother to cover it all up back then. I thought I was protecting my 

son. But I see now that all I did was let him punish himself alone. Please. Don’t let him be alone 

anymore.” 

 

The Graveside Visit 

Three weeks later, Kian was walking again, slower than usual but upright. 

Amara drove him to the cemetery just before sunset, the sky painted gold and pink. 

They stood in silence for a long time in front of the stone that bore her parents’ names. 

Then Kian knelt, laying white lilies on the grass. 

“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “For that night. For everything after. For not coming here sooner. I 

promise you I will spend the rest of my life trying to be the man you would have wanted her to 

love.” 

Amara’s tears fell silently, but her heart felt lighter than it had in years. 

She took his hand, squeezing it. 



“They would have liked you,” she said quietly. 

 

The Ribbon Cutting 

The new Hale-Lane Foundation opened on a bright, clear morning. 

Amara stood with a pair of ceremonial scissors in her hands, the cameras flashing. 

Kian stood beside her, strong again, his hand brushing hers as she cut the ribbon. 

The crowd cheered, children from the foundation’s programs running forward to hand them 

flowers. 

Kian leaned close, his lips brushing her ear. 

“You saved me,” he said softly. “Twice. Once from my past, and now from myself.” 

She turned her head just enough to catch his mouth in a soft, lingering kiss as the cameras 

clicked. 

For the first time, it didn’t feel like scandal. 

It felt like hope. 

 

Closing Line 

The past would always be theirs, but so would the future. And for the first time, Amara believed 

they might survive both. 

 


