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The heavy oak door to Jeanette’s office groaned as it closed behind them, enclosing Vanessa and her husband, Graham, inside with her mother-in-law. There was nothing she hated more than to enter that office, knowing she would be facing the raven-haired woman.

Knowing why...

Her fingers tightened around the hem of her green dress, and she could only hope the older woman didn’t notice her nervousness. It wasn’t as if the other woman liked her, or Vanessa enjoyed her mother-in-law’s company. Still, every sign of weakness was another justification for the other woman to complain about her.

She let her husband guide them forward, keeping her gaze fixed on the polished obsidian desk, glancing over the enchanted crystal orb that lit Jeanette’s documents.

Graham stood beside her, his shoulder brushing hers, a silent anchor. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with the same sharp jawline and intense blue eyes as his mother, though his hair was a sun-bleached gold compared to Jeanette’s raven-black strands.

The servants whispered he looked like his mother, not the one behind the desk now, but the one who had left Jeanette a widow.

Yet, despite what the servants said, Vanessa could see the similarities between Graham and Jeanette. He had the same eyes she had, the same lines on his face. His posture was rigid like hers.

Understanding there was no avoiding it, Vanessa allowed her own blue eyes to rise and meet her mother-in-law’s gaze. Jeanette Marmont, the formidable merchant queen, the matriarch whose wealth and influence stretched across the nation. And the source of their current, suffocating tension.

“Sit,” Jeanette commanded, her voice seemingly echoing inside the office. It wasn’t a request. Vanessa slid onto the plush, dark leather chair. Graham took the one beside hers, his knuckles gripping the armrests. The silence stretched, thick and heavy.

“Vanessa,” Jeanette began, her gaze fixing on her daughter-in-law. “You’ve been married to my son for over two years.” The word hung in the air, sharp as a knife. “The Marmont name requires an heir, someone who can carry my bloodline and my fortune in the future, once I’m dead and Graham follows me. And yet, neither of you has fulfilled your duty.”

Vanessa’s stomach clenched, and a familiar knot of dread tightened, coiling around her heart. She’d heard this speech a hundred times.

Her mother-in-law wished for her and her husband to have a child and didn’t hesitate to pressure them to have one. Worst of all, Vanessa tried. She’d lain with Graham twice, once during her wedding night, and months later when he attempted to bed her once more. She had done everything she could to please him and make him enjoy.

It didn’t change who he was...

It didn’t change the fact that he didn’t feel any attraction for her, or for any woman.

“I have tried,” Vanessa said, her voice surprisingly steady, though her hands trembled. “I have done my duty. I have been patient. Graham has tried his best. It just hasn’t happened yet.” She’d been forced to accept that it was beyond his control, that his body rebelled against the very act required of him. The blonde understood perfectly well how much the act cost him, and she’d never voice how much she wished he could change.

“Your best?” Jeanette repeated, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. She leaned back, steepling her fingers, her blue eyes narrowing. “You speak of duty, Vanessa. Yet you’ve done little to fulfill it. If my son doesn’t seek your bed of his own initiative, convince him.”

The words were like acid, burning through Vanessa’s carefully constructed composure. “I have tried,” she repeated, louder now, her voice cracking. “I have tried to be what Graham needs, but I can never be that. No woman can.” The last words were ripped from her throat.

She looked at Graham, seeking his support, his understanding. He was pale, his jaw clenched so tightly a muscle jumped in his cheek. His eyes met hers, and at that moment, she saw the depth of his pain, his care for her. She saw how much he hated what his mother put them through.

He didn’t look at his mother. He looked at Vanessa, and a small, sad smile touched his lips. It was a look of shared burden. “It’s not your fault, Van,” he murmured, so low only she could hear. “It’s... It’s never been your fault.”

The tenderness in his voice was a balm, but it only intensified the pressure.

Jeanette slammed her palm down on the desk, the sound echoing.

“Enough!” She roared, her voice cracking the air. “Enough of this blame-shifting! You are both adults! You are both responsible for your failings to the Marmont name.” She rose, filling the space behind the desk. “I have given you every chance to solve this issue! And you have failed!” She pointed a sharp, manicured finger at Graham. “And you, Vanessa, you have failed to persuade him to do his duty.”

Vanessa felt the world tilt, and everything blurred. She saw Graham’s face, twisted in anguish, his eyes pleading with her to say something, anything. And then, she saw Jeanette’s face, a mask of cold fury. The weight of the world crashed upon her, pressing down on her, crushing her heart.

When a tear escaped from her eyes, Graham moved. There was anger in him, a terrifying fury that Vanessa had never seen him display before. He stood, his chair scraping back as he did it.

“Duty?” Graham’s voice was low, dangerous, cutting through the tension like a blade. “How about love, Mother? Do you think you’re helping us with this constant, suffocating pressure? This relentless demand for a child you wish for?” He took a step forward, his gaze locked on Jeanette’s, his voice rising. “You talk about duty, but what about your duty as a mother? Where is your love for me?”

The older woman didn’t reply, simply gazing back at him.

“You want an heir, mother? Then do it yourself! Spend your nights in Vanessa’s bed if you want her to conceive so badly.”

The room froze. Vanessa gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. Graham’s words hung in the air, horrifyingly clear.

“Go ahead,” Graham continued, his voice shaking with suppressed rage. “You’re a futa. You can do it and leave me the fuck alone.”

He didn’t wait for a response. He turned, his back rigid, and strode towards the door. It groaned as he yanked it open, the sound echoing in the sudden, deafening silence. He didn’t look back. He just walked out, leaving Vanessa alone in the suffocating room with her mother-in-law.

She remained rooted in her chair, the dark leather suddenly icy against her thighs, her body locked in a state of suspended disbelief. What her husband just said seemed to echo inside her mind, making her feel awful. 

Without quite meaning to, she allowed her blue eyes to gaze at Jeanette and caught sight of a frown in the older woman’s face, just for a fraction of a second, before her mask of cold control slammed back into place.

Then, Jeanette looked at her.

Her severe blue eyes, which had been fixed on the door through which Graham had vanished, locked onto Vanessa with unnerving intensity, and the blonde felt a shiver race down her spine. The silence between them lasted a long time, pressing in on her, forcing her to meet that gaze.

“Vanessa,” Jeanette said, her voice utterly devoid of warmth. It was the voice of the merchant queen closing a deal. “You understand the stakes. I’ll not allow my name and all I fought for to end because my son couldn’t do what was required of him. You have two choices.” She paused, letting the weight of the words settle. “Either you are pregnant by the end of this year. Or I will arrange the annulment of your marriage to Graham. The Marmont line will not be allowed to die because of... personal inadequacies.”

The words were enough to make Vanessa feel as if she had been hit. Annulment.

Graham would be free to marry again, perhaps to a woman who could get him to do what was needed, while she would be cast out, a discarded wife, her name tarnished, her future uncertain. 

Her hands, which had been clenched in her lap, tightened into fists. The pressure in her chest intensified, a vise squeezing her heart. The anger that had been smoldering beneath the surface of her fear flared into life, hot and sudden.

It was fury she hadn’t known she possessed – fury at Jeanette’s relentless, suffocating control, rage at the impossible burden placed on her, fury at the way her husband was unable to do what needed to be done, and now said what he said before leaving her alone with his mother.

Her voice, when it came, was a brittle thing, laced with a venom she didn’t recognize in herself. “So,” she said, her eyes fixed on Jeanette’s, her chin lifting slightly. “You expect me to tie Graham to the bed? Force him into making love to me?” The words were out before she could stop them, and they gained a more mocking edge as she continued. “Or perhaps you would like to take his place, as he suggested. It must have been a while since you’ve been with a woman.”

Jeanette simply looked back at Vanessa with an expression of cold calculation, and the blonde swallowed, fearing she had pushed a limit she hadn’t known was there. She understood her mother-in-law had loved her wife very much – everyone told her that. That she mentioned Jeanette hadn’t been with anyone since the other woman died...

An uncomfortable silence fell between them, making it feel as if the light in the room was dimming. She couldn’t believe she had dared to talk back to her mother-in-law like that. The two of them disliked one another, but she had always been respectful before.

For a long time, she was certain she had condemned herself with her words. Then she noticed the older woman’s gaze dropping to her clenched fists, slowly rising again until their gazes met once more.
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