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​CHAPTER ONE — THE DEMAND
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If Aria Dawson had known that walking into Adrian Vancourt’s office would shatter her life, she would have run in the opposite direction.

Instead, she stood frozen in the doorway of the top-floor penthouse office, clutching a folder so tightly her knuckles turned white. The door clicked shut behind her with a soft mechanical seal — the kind that whispered one brutal truth:

She wasn’t getting out until he let her.

The office was breathtaking in a cold, ruthless way — floor-to-ceiling glass overlooking the entire city, the skyline glowing with early evening lights. Sleek obsidian walls. White leather seating no one dared sit in. A sourceless hum of air conditioning that made the room feel like an interrogation chamber rather than a workspace.

Adrian Vancourt sat behind his massive black marble desk, every inch of him as composed and unreadable as a statue carved from ice.

Aria swallowed hard.

Her heartbeat felt like a drum.

This was a mistake.
A terrible, irreversible mistake.
Adrian looked up.

His eyes — dark, sharp, assessing — locked onto her like twin blades sliding free of their sheath. He didn’t stand. Didn’t smile. Didn’t move at all.

“Miss Dawson,” he said in a voice smooth enough to be deceptive. “You took your time.”

Aria’s throat tightened.

“I— I left work as soon as you called,” she said. “I had to drop off my sister—”

“Excuses,” he interrupted softly. “You’re here now. Sit.”

The command carried no room for defiance.

Aria moved to the chair opposite him, her legs trembling just enough that she silently prayed he wouldn’t notice. She placed the folder on the desk, pushing it toward him with a shaking hand.

“I brought everything you asked for,” she said. “Proof of income, identification, school records—”

He didn’t reach for the folder.

His gaze dipped to her hands instead — pale, fidgeting, betraying her fear.

“Relax,” he murmured.

The gentleness in his tone wasn’t comforting.
It was frightening.
Calculating.
She forced her fingers still.

“Good,” he said. “Now let’s get to business.”

Aria’s stomach churned.
She knew what this was about.
Why she was here.
Why he had summoned her personally.
But hearing it out loud would make everything horribly real.

“What... business?” she tried, though her voice was tighter than she intended.

Adrian leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking softly. His suit — charcoal, custom-tailored, perfect — shifted with him. He steepled his fingers beneath his chin, studying her with an interest that felt far too intimate.

“Marriage,” he said.

Aria’s breath caught.

Her world tilted, spinning for a single horrifying moment.

He continued as if discussing quarterly revenue.

“A legal marriage. Bound by contract. Duration: one year. Terms: confidential. Compensation: substantial.”

Aria stared at him, mouth falling open.

“No,” she whispered. “There must be some mistake. I—I’m not—”

“There is no mistake.” His voice cut through her panic like a scalpel. “I need a wife. Immediately. You will do.”

Her pulse thundered.

“This is insane,” she breathed. “Why me?”

Adrian didn’t blink.

“Because you are ordinary.”

Aria recoiled as if slapped.

He went on, expression unwavering.

“You have no public footprint. No social media. No scandals. No political ties. No wealthy family. No ambition that threatens my position. You are invisible — until I choose to make you visible.”

Aria forced down a rush of anger.

“I’m not a pawn,” she said quietly.

“You’re exactly what I need,” he countered.

She rose to her feet, voice shaking.
“This—this can’t be legal.”
“It’s perfectly legal,” he said. “The contract has already been drafted.”

She stared at him, searching for any sign this was some cruel joke.

There was none.

He motioned toward the folder she’d brought — untouched.

“You are responsible for your sister, yes? She’s sixteen?”

Aria stiffened.

“Don’t bring her into this.”

“Can you afford her tuition next year?” he asked.
“Rent? Medical care? Daily expenses?”
Aria’s stomach twisted.

He knew.
He knew everything.
He leaned forward now, voice dangerously soft.

“You’re drowning, Miss Dawson. You’re one step away from losing your apartment. Two from losing custody of your sister. You can’t provide what she needs... but I can.”

Aria’s breath hitched.

He was right.

And he knew it.

Adrian stood and rounded the desk with slow, stalking confidence. He stopped in front of her — far too close — his height forcing her to tilt her chin up.

His scent — sharp cedar and something darker — filled her lungs.

“You don’t have the luxury of saying no,” he murmured. “Not if you want to protect the only family you have left.”

Aria blinked back tears.
She refused to let him see her break.
“That’s manipulation,” she whispered.

“That’s reality,” he corrected.

He reached into his suit pocket and withdrew an envelope, placing it gently into her trembling hands.

“Inside is a check,” he said. “The amount is more than you will earn in the next five years. That is simply for signing.”

Aria stared down at the envelope like it was a live grenade.

“This can’t be happening,” she whispered. “People don’t do this. Not in real life.”

Adrian’s expression softened in a way that made her heart stumble.

“People like you don’t,” he said. “People like me... do whatever is necessary.”

He took a step closer, his voice a low, hypnotic threat.

“And I will have what I need, Aria.”

She felt the room shrinking around her.
Closing in.
Trapping her.
“What do you get out of this?” she asked, her voice barely above a breath.

Adrian’s eyes darkened until they were nearly black.

“Stability.”
“Control.”
“And a wife no one can weaponize against me.”
His hand lifted slowly — too slowly — as if giving her time to pull away.
But she didn’t.
She couldn’t move.
He brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

Aria’s breath shuddered.

“You’re shaking,” he murmured. “Are you afraid of me?”

She swallowed.

“Yes.”

Something flickered in his eyes. Something unreadable.

“Good,” he said softly. “Fear keeps people loyal.”

Her knees weakened.

“Sign the contract,” he continued, stepping back. “And your sister will never want for anything again.”

Aria looked at the envelope in her hands.
Thought of rent overdue.
Of eviction notices.
Of her sister’s hopeful smile.
Of every moment she’d felt like she’d failed her family.
“If I say no?” she whispered.

Adrian’s jaw tightened.

“Then I find someone else,” he said.
“And you lose everything.”
Aria’s heart felt like it split in two.

He gave her the pen.

She stared at it for what felt like forever.

Her hands trembled. Her breath shuddered. Her decision carved her apart from the inside.

Finally —

Her fingers closed around the pen.

She signed.

The moment the ink dried, she felt the world shift.
A line crossed.
A future decided.
Adrian smiled for the first time, small and predatory.

“Good girl.”

Aria’s stomach dropped.

She had no idea that she had just stepped into a storm darker than anything she’d survived before.
A storm named Adrian Vancourt.
And he had no intention of letting her go.
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CHAPTER TWO — THE PRICE OF YES
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Aria didn’t remember leaving Adrian’s office.

She only remembered the cold.

The hallway outside his penthouse floor was warm, expensively decorated, luxurious in a way she had no right to touch — yet she felt cold all the way to her bones. The envelope with the check was tucked beneath her arm, but it might as well have been a piece of ice.

She took the elevator down, her reflection staring back at her in the mirrored walls.

Pale.
Wide-eyed.
A girl who had just traded her future for survival.
And she had no idea what she had stepped into.

When the elevator doors opened into the building lobby, the world felt painfully normal. A couple in workout sets walked past, laughing. A delivery driver held the door for a receptionist carrying coffee. Even the city outside buzzed with its usual electric pulse.

Normal.

And Aria felt like she had just sold her soul.

She forced herself to breathe. To move. To find her phone.

There were three missed calls.

All from the same name.

Sienna.

Her younger sister.

Aria fumbled to call her back, fingers shaking so badly she nearly dropped the phone.

Sienna answered instantly.

“Aria? Where are you? You were supposed to pick me up from Nora’s and—”

“I know, I know.” Aria pinched her eyes shut. “I’m so sorry. Something... came up.”

There was a short pause.

“Your voice sounds weird.”

Aria forced a swallow.
She needed to sound normal.
She needed to hide what she’d just done.
“Just tired,” she said, though the words felt like lies made of broken glass. “I’m coming now, okay?”

“Okay,” Sienna murmured. “Be careful.”

Aria hung up.
The weight of everything she didn’t say clung to her like a second skin.
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