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The rain battered the glass walls of Sterling Enterprises’ Manhattan headquarters, a sleek monolith of steel and ambition. Inside the penthouse office, Alexander Sterling stood like a statue carved from granite, his sharp gray eyes fixed on the city below. At forty-two, he was a man who commanded rooms without speaking, his tailored charcoal suit accentuating a physique honed by discipline rather than vanity. His dark hair, streaked with premature silver, framed a face that was all angles—severe, unyielding, and devastatingly handsome. To the world, he was the billionaire tycoon whose name synonymous with ruthless success. To Poppy Monroe, he was just her boss. For now.

Poppy sat across from him at the polished mahogany desk, her fingers twisting the hem of her thrift-store skirt. At twenty-six, she was a burst of color in his sterile world—her auburn curls spilling over her shoulders, her green eyes bright with a warmth that seemed out of place in this cold office. She’d been temping as his assistant for three months, her sunny disposition a stark contrast to his icy demeanor. She’d learned to navigate his curt orders and frosty silences, but nothing prepared her for the bombshell he’d just dropped.

“A marriage?” Poppy’s voice cracked, her heart hammering. “You’re asking me to marry you?”

Alexander’s lips twitched, not quite a smile. “A business arrangement, Miss Monroe. One year. You play the part of my wife, and I pay you one million dollars.”

Poppy’s breath caught. A million dollars. The sum was obscene, a lifeline for the medical bills piling up from her mother’s cancer treatment. Her tiny Brooklyn apartment, the late-night diner shifts she’d taken to make ends meet—it all felt like a suffocating cage. But this? This was a deal with the devil himself.

“Why me?” she asked, her voice steadier than she felt. “You could hire an actress, a model, anyone.”

He leaned back in his leather chair, steepling his fingers. “You’re discreet. You’ve seen my schedules, my contracts, my life. You don’t gossip. And you’re... believable.” His gaze flicked over her, lingering on the curve of her lips, the freckles dusting her cheeks. “My grandfather’s will stipulates I must be married by my forty-third birthday to inherit the Sterling estate. That’s in ten months. I need someone who can play the role convincingly, without complications.”

Poppy’s cheeks flushed under his scrutiny. She wasn’t blind—Alexander was attractive in a dangerous, untouchable way, like a storm you admired from afar. But he was also cold, demanding, and emotionally unavailable. She’d overheard enough of his terse phone calls with ex-lovers to know he didn’t do feelings.

“And if I say yes?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

He slid a thick contract across the desk. “You sign this. We marry in a private ceremony next week. You move into my penthouse. We attend public events, convince my family and the board we’re in love. At the end of the year, we divorce quietly, and you walk away a millionaire.”

Poppy’s fingers trembled as she picked up the contract. Pages of legalese stared back at her, detailing everything from public appearances to a clause that made her stomach twist: Consummation of the marriage may be required to ensure legal validity. Her eyes snapped to his.

“You expect me to sleep with you?” she asked, her tone sharp.

Alexander’s jaw tightened. “Only if necessary to satisfy legal scrutiny. I have no interest in forcing you into anything, Miss Monroe. Consent is non-negotiable.”

She swallowed, her mind racing. A million dollars could save her mother, could change her life. But living with Alexander Sterling, pretending to be his wife, sharing his bed? It was a gamble with her heart and her body.

“I need to think about it,” she said, standing.

“You have until tomorrow morning,” he replied, his voice like steel. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

The tiny Brooklyn apartment, once her cozy sanctuary, now felt like the walls of a tomb. The air was thick with the scent of stale coffee and the unspoken anxieties that clung to the overdue bills on her table. Poppy traced the sharp edge of the contract with a trembling finger. One million dollars. The number was an alien concept, a string of zeroes that seemed to mock the gritty reality of her life—the worn-out sofa, the flickering fluorescent light in the kitchen, the constant, gnawing fear for her mother’s health that sat like a stone in her stomach. This wasn't just a contract; it was a portal to another universe, and she was terrified of what she would become if she stepped through it.

She thought of Alexander Sterling, a man carved from ice and ambition. He wasn't offering a partnership; he was offering an acquisition. Her life, for one year, in exchange for his. She remembered the cold, assessing look in his gray eyes—not cruel, but utterly devoid of the warmth she took for granted in the world. He was a predator, and she was being invited to walk willingly into his gilded cage. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic bird wanting to flee, yet she couldn't ignore the pull of his offer. It was a devil's bargain, promising salvation at the cost of her soul.

Her gaze fell upon the latest hospital bill, the red ink of the "PAST DUE" stamp like a fresh wound. Hundreds of thousands. The number was insurmountable, a mountain she could never hope to climb with late-night diner shifts and a temp salary. This money wasn't for her; it was for her mother. It was the difference between a fighting chance and a slow, painful surrender. It was the ability to look her mother in the eye and say, "We can beat this," and actually mean it. The weight of that responsibility was heavier than any fear of Alexander Sterling.

Poppy closed her eyes, and a single, hot tear escaped, tracing a path down her cheek. She wasn't selling herself. She was fighting. This was her weapon—the only one she had. With a shuddering breath that felt like both a prayer and a curse, she opened her eyes, picked up a pen, and the scratch of her signature on the paper was the loudest sound she had ever heard.

Poppy didn’t sleep that night. She sat on her sagging couch, the contract open on her coffee table, her mother’s hospital bills stacked beside it. The numbers were merciless—hundreds of thousands she’d never pay off on her temp salary. She thought of her mother’s frail smile, the way she’d always told Poppy to chase her dreams. This wasn’t a dream, but it was a way to keep her mother alive.

By dawn, she’d made her decision. She marched into Alexander’s office, her chin high, and slapped the signed contract on his desk.

“I’m in,” she said. “But I have conditions. No lies beyond what’s necessary. And you treat me like a partner, not an employee.”

His eyes narrowed, assessing her. “Agreed.”

The next week was a whirlwind. A private courthouse wedding, Poppy in a simple white dress that made Alexander’s gaze linger a moment too long. A diamond ring heavy on her finger. And then, the move to his Upper East Side penthouse—a sprawling, minimalist fortress of glass and marble that felt as cold as its owner.

Their first night together set the tone. Poppy stood in the guest room—her room, he’d insisted—clutching her suitcase. Alexander appeared in the doorway, his tie loosened, a glass of scotch in hand.

“We need to establish ground rules,” he said. “Publicly, we’re affectionate. Privately, we keep our distance. You have your space, I have mine.”

Poppy nodded, her heart sinking. She’d hoped for a flicker of warmth, but he was all business. “Fine. But I’m not a prop, Alexander. I’m a person.”

His gaze softened, just for a moment. “Noted.”

On their second night in the penthouse, Poppy found herself wandering the cavernous living room, unable to sleep. The silence was a physical presence, a stark contrast to the constant hum of her life in Brooklyn. She was drawn to Alexander’s study, the one door he had explicitly, if politely, told her was off-limits. The door was slightly ajar, a sliver of warm, golden light spilling onto the cold marble floor. Hesitantly, she peeked inside, expecting to find him buried in paperwork. Instead, he was standing by the window, not looking at the city, but at a small, silver-framed photograph in his hands.

His shoulders, usually so straight and commanding, were slumped. The tailored lines of his expensive suit seemed to hang on a man suddenly diminished, hollowed out by a private sorrow. He didn’t notice her, lost as he was in his own world. He traced the glass of the frame with one long, gentle finger—a gesture so tender and uncharacteristic it made Poppy’s breath catch in her throat. For the first time, he didn't look like a tycoon or a devil. He just looked like a man who had lost something irreplaceable.

Sensing her presence, he stiffened, his back straightening into its familiar rigid posture. He turned, his face a mask of cool indifference, but not before she saw the flicker of raw pain in his eyes. He placed the photograph face down on his desk. "Miss Monroe," he said, his voice clipped. "I thought we agreed on the need for privacy." He wasn't angry, but his voice was layered with a coldness designed to push her away, to rebuild the wall she had just seen crumble.

"I'm sorry," she whispered, her heart aching for reasons she couldn't explain. "I was just getting a glass of water." He simply nodded, his jaw tight, a silent dismissal. Poppy retreated, but the image of him with that photograph was burned into her mind. It was a single, vulnerable moment that told her more than any contract could: the deal he’d struck was not just about an estate. It was about a ghost.
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