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CHAPTER 1: Terms of Service
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The espresso machine in the corner of Wren Callaway's office had been broken for three weeks, which felt like exactly the right amount of time for everything else in her life to also be falling apart on a slightly delayed schedule.

She didn't look up when the door opened. She was too busy staring at a spreadsheet that refused, no matter how many times she recalculated it, to stop telling her the same thing: Callaway Events had six weeks of runway left, maybe seven if she didn't pay herself.

"Ms. Callaway."

The voice was the kind that didn't ask permission to enter a room — it simply informed the room that entering was already underway. She knew who it was before she looked up. Everyone in the events industry knew Callum Ashgrove's voice, the way you know the sound of a storm before you see the sky.

She closed the laptop. Not fast. Casual. Like she hadn't been doing math that made her stomach hurt.

"Mr. Ashgrove. I don't recall an appointment."

"You don't have one." He didn't sit, though there was a chair. He set a folder on her desk instead, squared it precisely to the edge like it mattered that the corners lined up. "I have a proposal. Business. Six months. I'd like you to consider it before you say no."

"I haven't said no yet."

"You will. Everyone's instinct is no, at first." A pause, something almost like amusement flickering and dying at the corner of his mouth. "That's fine. Read it anyway."

She opened the folder because refusing would have meant admitting she was curious, and admitting she was curious felt more dangerous than whatever was actually inside. The first page was a summary. The second was a number.

Wren did not, as a rule, let her face do anything her brain hadn't approved first. It slipped, this time, by about half a second.

Six months. That number. That solves — that solves everything.

"You want to hire me to plan a wedding," she said carefully, scanning further, "except the wedding is—" She stopped. Read the line again to be sure she wasn't inventing it out of desperation. "The wedding is ours."

"An engagement, to start. The wedding is contingent." He said it the way he might describe a merger timeline. "My family's trust releases full operating control of Ashgrove Holdings to me on the condition that the board sees — evidence, is the word my father prefers — of stability. A fiancée provides that evidence. You have a business that plans weddings, corporate events, has photographed well in the society pages before, and, from what I understand, needs six weeks of runway to become six months of runway. I checked."

"You checked my finances."

"I check everything before I sign my name to it." Not an apology. Not even close to one. "This isn't personal, Ms. Callaway. It's a term sheet. I need a fiancée who can perform the role convincingly for six months. You need capital. I'm offering an exchange, not a fantasy."

She should have been offended. She noted, distantly, that she wasn't — not really — and that the absence of offense was its own kind of alarming. What she felt instead was the cold, fast click of arithmetic, the same motion her brain made every time a client asked for something impossible on an impossible timeline: can this work, what does it cost, what do I lose if I say yes, what do I lose if I say no.

She was already three steps into structuring it before she'd agreed to anything.

"There'd need to be terms," she said. "Real ones. Written. Exit clauses. What happens to my business's name if this goes badly — I'm not attaching my company's reputation to a stranger's family drama without protection."

"There are seventeen pages of terms in that folder, Ms. Callaway. I don't do handshake agreements." Something shifted behind his eyes — not warmth, but the recognition of an opponent worth respecting. "You'll notice clause four addresses reputational indemnity specifically. I had counsel draft it before I walked in here, not after. I don't ask people to trust me. I ask them to read."

She flipped to clause four. It was, annoyingly, exactly what she would have asked for.

"You're very prepared for a man proposing to a stranger."

"I'm prepared for everything. It's the only thing my father ever actually taught me." He said it flatly, a fact filed and closed, not an opening for sympathy. He didn't want her sympathy. She noted that too, and noted that she'd noted it, and decided both observations were irrelevant to the six weeks of runway sitting on her desk in the shape of a signature line.

Wren picked up the pen sitting in the folder's spine — he'd brought his own pen, of course he had — and didn't sign yet. Held it. Made him wait, because the version of herself that answered to no one needed at least that much of the room.

"If I do this," she said, "I need you to understand something. I'm not doing it because I believe in it. I'm doing it because the math works. Don't confuse the two."

"I wouldn't dream of confusing them." A beat. "That's clause two, actually. I had it in writing before you said it out loud."

She almost smiled. Caught it. Signed instead.

The pen was heavier than she expected, and the room, for one disorienting second, felt smaller than it had ten minutes ago — like something had just been let in through a door she'd have sworn was locked.

"Congratulations, Mr. Ashgrove," she said, sliding the folder back across the desk, voice perfectly level. "You've acquired a fiancée."

"Callum," he said, taking the folder. "If we're engaged, Ms. Callaway, you might as well use my name."

He left before she could decide whether that request had been business or something else entirely. She sat very still for a long moment afterward, staring at the broken espresso machine, doing math that no longer had anything to do with money.
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