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Chapter 1: The Elevator Encounter
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Claire Benson was late. She was never late—not for class, not for work, not even for the obligatory family dinners she always found a way to endure with practiced smiles. But today, the universe seemed to conspire against her. The subway had been stalled for thirteen agonizing minutes between stations, the platform had been a circus of irritated commuters, and now, as if in a final act of betrayal, the elevator in her building was crawling down at a pace that could only be described as sadistic.

She jabbed the call button again, her frustration mounting. The red numbers above the door glowed with excruciating slowness—24, 23, 22. Claire checked her phone. She was eight minutes behind schedule for her shift at the café three blocks away, and her manager, Doug, was the kind of guy who kept a mental list of every employee’s infractions. Claire had a near-spotless record. Until today.

With a sigh, she shifted the weight of her overstuffed tote bag on her shoulder. The bag contained her life: pharmacology textbooks, anatomy notes, an outdated tablet she couldn’t afford to replace, and a lunch she likely wouldn’t have time to eat. Medical school was chewing her up slowly, and every penny mattered. Being late wasn’t just a dent in her pride—it was a potential cut to her already meager hours.

The elevator finally dinged. She stepped forward as the doors opened—and walked straight into a man exiting with a stride that brooked no interruption.

Claire bounced off the broad wall of his chest and stumbled back with a surprised gasp.

He didn’t move. Didn’t so much as flinch. Instead, he looked down at her, cool gray eyes meeting hers with a flicker of amusement that didn’t reach his mouth.

“Watch your step,” he said, voice clipped and elegant with a British lilt.

Claire’s cheeks flushed. “Sorry. I wasn’t—”

“I noticed,” he said.

She blinked. Who talked like that?

“I said I was sorry,” she repeated, stepping past him into the elevator.

He followed. The doors began to close behind him, sealing them in a box of muted gold panels and hushed tension.

She stood to the side and jabbed the button for the twentieth floor.

He didn’t press a floor. Didn’t move. Just stood tall, his posture impeccable, suit immaculate, hands clasped behind his back like he was preparing to deliver a eulogy.

Claire glanced sideways at him, suspicion stirring. He was ridiculously attractive—the kind of man who probably didn’t know what it felt like to wait in line or worry about overdraft fees. Strong jaw, perfectly tousled dark hair, eyes that flickered with sharp intelligence and a hint of something colder beneath. She’d seen that face before.

Then it hit her.

Grayson Hunt.

New York’s favorite enigma. Heir to the Hunt Corporation, which owned half of Manhattan’s skyline and a good chunk of Silicon Valley. Tabloid fodder. Infamous bachelor. The kind of man people whispered about in wine bars and boardrooms.

Claire looked away quickly, heart thudding. Of all the elevators in all the buildings in the city...

“Which floor?” he asked.

“I already pressed it,” she said, voice firmer than she felt.

He nodded once. “Right.”

The numbers above the doors ticked upward. Floor 5. 6. 7.

She could feel the weight of his gaze. It wasn’t predatory or flirtatious. It was assessing. Like she was an equation he hadn’t quite solved yet.

Then the lights flickered.

Claire stiffened.

The elevator groaned.

And with a sickening jolt, everything stopped.

She stumbled forward. The floor had vanished beneath her feet for a heartbeat, and when it returned, it did so with a jarring clunk.

“Please tell me that didn’t just happen,” she whispered.

Grayson had already moved. He pressed the emergency button with practiced calm and spoke into the intercom. “This is elevator four. We’re stalled. Between floors, judging by the jolt.”

A crackled voice responded. “Yes, sir. We’re seeing a mechanical delay. Maintenance is on the way. Shouldn’t be long. Stay put.”

“Delightful,” he muttered.

Claire leaned against the wall, trying to control her breathing. She wasn’t claustrophobic, not technically, but being stuck in a box with a stranger—this stranger—wasn’t how she’d planned her morning.

“Well,” she said after a beat, “this is exactly the kind of chaos I didn’t need today.”

He glanced at her. “Does anyone ever need chaos?”

She tilted her head. “That’s deep for a guy in a three-piece suit.”

He almost smiled. “And what does my suit say about me?”

“That you’ve never missed a dry-cleaning pickup in your life.”

A faint chuckle escaped him. It surprised her, even more than the stalled elevator.

“And you,” he said, “look like someone who’s running late.”

She rolled her eyes. “Wow. Sherlock.”

He leaned casually against the wall opposite her, his arms crossing. “Where to?”

“Work,” she said. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

He said nothing, just watched her with that same impassive gaze.

Claire folded her arms too, matching his posture. “Look, I know who you are.”

“I suspected.”

“You’re the guy who keeps a PR team employed full-time.”

“You’ve done your reading.”

“Just enough to know I should stay out of your orbit.”

“Wise.”

Claire frowned. “Then why are you looking at me like I’m a puzzle you want to solve?”

“Because,” he said slowly, “you’re different. Most people would be simpering or screaming by now.”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

“You haven’t.”

Silence stretched again. The lights flickered, then steadied. The elevator didn’t move.

Claire sighed. “Great. I’m going to lose a shift and maybe get evicted in the same day.”

He raised a brow. “Evicted?”

“Rent’s due. Shifts mean tips. Tips mean food. It’s a delicate ecosystem.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re a student.”

“Medical. NYU.”

“Impressive.”

Claire looked away. “Not really. Not when I’m drowning in debt and barely sleeping.”

Another moment passed.

Then, softly, he said, “What if you didn’t have to worry about rent again?”

Claire laughed. “What?”

He straightened. “I’m serious.”

“You don’t even know me.”

“I know enough.”

She stepped back. “Okay. Either you’re planning to murder me, or you’re about to offer me something deeply inappropriate.”

His eyes glittered. “Neither.”

“Then what?”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a card. Simple. White. Embossed with a name and number.

“Come to the Conrad Hotel. Lobby bar. Tonight. Seven sharp.”

She didn’t take the card.

“What for?”

“A conversation.”

“That’s vague.”

“I prefer mystery.”

She hesitated, then took the card.

“Just a conversation?”

He gave a small smile. “For now.”

The elevator jolted again, and this time, it moved. Slowly, it began its crawl upward.

When the doors opened at the twentieth floor, Claire stepped out, still clutching the card.

She looked back once.

Grayson Hunt met her gaze and gave her a nod.

The doors closed.

Claire stared at the card.

She didn’t know it yet, but this was the moment her life took a turn. One small, strange moment in an elevator—an interruption, a jolt, a proposal not yet made.

Later, she would try to remember what it felt like, standing there with the weight of his eyes on her back and the hum of possibility vibrating in the air. She would try to trace the decision, the yes she hadn’t said yet, and whether it was made in that moment—or long before, in some part of her that had always been waiting for something reckless.

She folded the card into her pocket and walked into the day.
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Chapter 2: His Proposal, Her Laugh
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The bar at the Conrad Hotel smelled like money. Not the crisp, clean scent of freshly printed bills, but the rich, wood-and-leather aroma of long-held wealth. A grand piano hummed faintly in the corner, tended to by a tuxedoed man who played background melodies meant to soothe the overworked and overprivileged. The lighting was low, designed for discretion. The patrons all seemed to know their worth, and no one looked up unless you were important.

Claire Benson stepped into the bar wearing her best blouse and the only pair of heels she owned that didn’t pinch her toes. The rest of her outfit was stitched together from thrift-store finds and one emergency Zara splurge she regretted the second her credit card swiped. Her stomach fluttered, nerves tangling with curiosity. She had no idea what she was walking into, only that Grayson Hunt had asked her to meet him here, at precisely seven o’clock. He hadn’t given a reason, and she hadn’t asked for one. Not yet.

She spotted him instantly.

Grayson occupied a corner booth like it was his throne. A glass of scotch rested in his hand, untouched. His suit tonight was charcoal, sharp enough to cut, and his posture exuded a level of composure that made the rest of the bar dim in comparison. He looked up as she approached, and the slightest twitch of amusement passed across his face.

“You’re late,” he said.

Claire glanced at her watch. “By thirty seconds.”

“I said seven sharp.”

“I had to walk. Some of us don’t have drivers on standby.”

“Some of us prefer privacy.”

She slid into the booth across from him, eyes narrowing. “So, are you going to tell me why I’m here? Or are we going to trade cryptic one-liners all night?”

Grayson leaned back, his gaze raking over her as if assessing her all over again. Not in a lecherous way—he was too precise for that—but like she was a business proposition he hadn’t quite figured out how to price.

“I need a fiancée,” he said simply.

Claire blinked. “Excuse me?”

“A temporary one,” he added. “Twelve months. No more.”

She stared at him, wondering if this was some elaborate prank. “You’re serious.”

“Deadly.”

Her laugh came out sharp. “You’re insane.”

He didn’t flinch. “Let me explain.”

“Please do. Because right now, you sound like you escaped from a Netflix original.”

He folded his hands. “My father’s estate—Hunt Holdings—is currently transitioning leadership. There’s a clause in the will. A condition. In order to inherit full control of the company, I must present a stable, long-term personal relationship.”

Claire snorted. “Let me guess. Your last girlfriend sold a story to the tabloids?”

“Something like that.”

“And now you need a replacement.”

“I need someone believable. Someone who doesn’t run in my usual circles. Someone no one would expect.”

“And you chose me?”

“You impressed me.”

“With my clumsiness and caffeine dependence?”

“With your honesty. Your lack of artifice. You were real. Most people I meet want something. You didn’t.”

Claire folded her arms. “So now you’re offering to buy me?”

“No. I’m offering you a business arrangement.”

She arched a brow. “Which is different how?”

He slid a thin, leather folder across the table. “You’ll find the proposal inside. Terms. Compensation. Non-disclosure agreement. Everything.”

Claire opened it slowly, eyes scanning the contents. Her breath caught when she saw the number.

“That’s...” she swallowed. “That’s enough to pay off all my debt.”

“And then some.”

Claire closed the folder. “Why me?”

“I’ve already told you.”

“No, you told me I was honest. That doesn’t explain this.”

Grayson studied her. “You have no ties. No high-profile connections. No history that would raise red flags in the press. And—most importantly—you can act.”

Her mouth opened in protest.

“You handled yourself well in the elevator. You weren’t intimidated. That matters.”

“This is ridiculous,” she said, though her voice had lost some of its conviction. “No one would believe it.”

“They won’t have to. They’ll believe what I tell them to.”

Claire leaned back. “And what, exactly, would this arrangement entail?”

“Public appearances. Family dinners. Occasional travel. A ring, of course.”

“Of course.”

“A shared residence, for credibility.”

Her eyes widened. “You want me to move in with you?”

“It’s not negotiable.”

She exhaled. “So, I’d be your live-in girlfriend. Playing house for a year.”

“Fiancée.”

“Right. Even worse.”

He offered a small smile. “You’d be protected. Compensated. And entirely free when the contract ends.”

Claire stared at the folder, heart pounding. It was insane. Irresponsible. Immoral, maybe. But it was also the first real way out she’d ever been offered.

“And what happens if one of us wants out before the year is up?”

“There are clauses. Penalties.”

“Figures.”

He sipped his scotch, eyes not leaving hers. “You’d be paid in monthly installments. First payment up front.”

Claire tapped the folder. “And this NDA?”

“Standard. You speak of this to no one.”

She laughed bitterly. “Because this isn’t the kind of thing people would believe anyway.”

He shrugged. “Still.”

They sat in silence for a long moment. Claire felt like she was standing at the edge of a cliff, staring down at something dangerous and glittering. She could say no. Walk away. Go back to her tiny apartment, her overdue bills, her thousand flashcards on cardiac pharmacology. She could keep drowning.

Or she could leap.

She looked at him, this man of secrets and steel, and wondered what kind of woman agreed to fake her way through a relationship with someone like him.

Maybe the kind who had nothing left to lose.

“You’re insane,” she said again.

“Probably.”

“And I’m even more insane for thinking about it.”

“You are.”

She opened the folder once more, then closed it decisively. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

His brow lifted. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“No questions?”

“Oh, I have a million questions. But right now, I’m saying yes before I talk myself out of it.”

He nodded, satisfied. “Good.”

Claire reached for the scotch glass he’d barely touched and took a sip, grimacing. “God, that’s awful.”

He chuckled. “Acquired taste.”

“I doubt I’ll be here long enough to acquire it.”

“You’ve got twelve months.”

She handed the glass back. “Then you better make it worth my while, Mr. Hunt.”

“I intend to.”

Claire slid out of the booth, head spinning.

“Wait,” he said.

She turned.

“We start tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“There’s a fundraiser. You’ll need a dress.”

“I don’t—”

“I’ll handle it.”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course you will.”

As she walked away, she heard him say one last thing:

“Welcome to the performance of a lifetime.”

Claire didn’t look back.

She was too busy wondering what the hell she’d just gotten herself into.
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Chapter 3: The NDA
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Claire stared at the sleek envelope on her kitchen table like it was radioactive. The initials “GH” were embossed on the flap in gold, heavy and unapologetically elegant, much like the man who had handed it to her earlier that morning. She hadn’t even fully woken up when he’d knocked on her door at precisely 8:00 a.m., dressed like he was going to a board meeting and smelling faintly of leather and espresso. He had handed her the envelope without ceremony, muttered, “Read it carefully,” and turned on his heel before she could stammer out a sarcastic reply.

Now, the document inside was laid out before her. Nondisclosure Agreement, printed in intimidating capital letters. Claire picked it up with hesitant fingers. Her name was already filled in, printed neatly next to the date, as if this decision had already been made and all that remained was her signature to cement her fate. The legal language ran for ten pages. She scanned it slowly, her eyes catching on phrases like “non-compete clause,” “non-disparagement,” and “liquidated damages.” The final page detailed penalties for breach of contract. They were astronomical.

Grayson didn’t trust people. That much was obvious. And yet, here he was, asking her to become the most visible part of his life. She flipped the page again, tapping her pen against the margin. Her stomach twisted. It wasn’t just a piece of paper. It was a line drawn in ink between the life she had and the one she was about to enter. Her current life was chaos, but it was hers. It was real. The new one would be rehearsed, observed, dissected. Claire Benson, fiancée to Grayson Hunt. A role she hadn’t auditioned for but had somehow won.

She picked up the pen and signed.

The second her signature dried, a weight seemed to press into her shoulders. She tucked the papers back into the envelope and dropped it into her bag, heart pounding. A knock came at her door ten minutes later, right on schedule. When she opened it, a slim, severe-looking woman with a headset and clipboard stood waiting, her expression unreadable.

“Claire Benson?”

“Yes?”

“I’m Emilia. Mr. Hunt’s executive liaison. I’ll be overseeing your integration into the arrangement.”

Claire blinked. “Is that code for babysitter?”

Emilia didn’t smile. “You’ll be expected to maintain the appearance of a loving, committed couple at all times. There will be photographers. Journalists. Family friends. You’ll be briefed before all appearances.”

“Sounds romantic.”

Emilia’s tone remained cool. “You’ll also be given a wardrobe budget, access to a stylist, and a PR consultant who will help you develop a compatible backstory.”

Claire stepped back from the door. “A compatible backstory?”

“You and Mr. Hunt met six months ago through mutual acquaintances. You began dating privately. The engagement was recent, a spontaneous decision driven by overwhelming affection.”

Claire raised her eyebrows. “Wow. I always imagined getting engaged after a botched blind date, not during a business transaction.”

Emilia finally offered a smile, thin and fleeting. “You’ll find this arrangement is many things. Romantic isn’t one of them.”

Claire grabbed her bag. “Let’s get this fairytale started.”

The car that took her to Grayson’s building was black, sleek, and silent inside. Emilia handed her a binder full of notes—approved phrases, facts about Grayson’s life, favorite restaurants, photos from past trips they were supposed to have taken. Claire skimmed it, amazed at how thoroughly her fake history had been curated. There were even captions for photos that didn’t exist.

By the time they reached Grayson’s penthouse, her head was spinning. Emilia led her through a private elevator that opened directly into the apartment. Claire stepped out onto glossy marble floors, her breath catching at the sheer size of the place. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the Manhattan skyline. The furniture was minimalist, angular, and clearly expensive.

Grayson was in the kitchen, sleeves rolled to his elbows, sipping something dark from a crystal glass. He looked up as they entered, his gaze lingering on her.

“You signed?”

Claire nodded. “Do I get a key to the kingdom now?”

He gestured toward the binder. “That’s your key.”

Emilia stepped forward. “We’ll begin prep immediately. First event is tomorrow evening. Charity gala at the Hunt Foundation.”

Claire flinched. “You didn’t mention anything about diving straight into the deep end.”

“It’s expected,” Grayson said, setting his glass down. “The announcement goes live tomorrow morning. We’re giving them twenty-four hours to speculate before we confirm.”

Claire exhaled. “Okay. Fine. Let’s get it over with.”

Emilia handed her a phone. “This is your new device. Preloaded with contact information, calendar events, and a secure messaging system for internal communication.”

Claire took it, eyeing it like it might bite. “Do I get a manual too?”

“I’ll walk you through it,” Emilia said. “But first, we need you to meet with the stylist. She’s waiting in the guest suite.”

Claire nodded slowly. “This is starting to feel less like a romance novel and more like spy school.”

Grayson looked amused. “Would you prefer training in hand-to-hand combat?”

“Actually, that might come in handy,” she muttered as she followed Emilia down the hall.

The guest suite was larger than her entire apartment. Racks of dresses were lined against one wall, shoes organized by color and heel height. A tall woman in red-framed glasses turned as they entered, her face lighting up.

“You must be Claire. I’m Lita. Your fairy godmother.”

Claire offered a tentative smile. “Do you turn mice into limos too?”

Lita laughed. “Only if they’ve signed NDAs.”

She was measured, efficient, and a whirlwind of motion. Within minutes, Claire was trying on gowns, being pinned and spun and analyzed. Every dress she tried on was more luxurious than the last. Satin, silk, lace—she was drowning in a sea of elegance she had never imagined herself worthy of. Eventually, Lita settled on a midnight blue number that hugged Claire’s waist and shimmered when she moved.

“This,” Lita declared, “says I’m not here to play, but I’m not afraid to steal your soul either.”

Claire stared at her reflection. She barely recognized the woman in the mirror. For a moment, she wondered if Grayson had made a mistake. If she could really pull this off.

When she stepped back into the main room later that evening, Grayson looked up from the couch and stilled. His eyes roamed her figure slowly, and something unreadable flickered across his face.

“Well?” she asked.

“You’ll do.”

She snorted. “You really know how to flatter a girl.”

Grayson stood and walked toward her. “Are you ready for tomorrow?”

“No,” she said honestly. “But I’ll fake it.”

He nodded. “That’s all I’m asking.”

They stood in silence, the air thick with unsaid words. Then Grayson extended a small box.

“What’s this?”

“Your ring.”

Claire opened it slowly. Inside was a diamond the size of a small glacier. Her breath caught.

“It’s fake,” he said, watching her reaction.

“Right. Of course.”

“It’s also insured for six figures.”

“Even better.”

He reached for her hand and slid it onto her finger. It fit perfectly. Of course it did. Nothing in Grayson’s world was left to chance.

Claire stared at the ring, then at him. “We’re really doing this.”

“We are.”

“And if someone asks how we met?”

He smiled faintly. “You’ll tell them we collided in an elevator.”

She raised a brow. “And fell in love instantly?”

He considered her for a moment. “No. That came later.”

Claire laughed, the sound escaping before she could stop it. Maybe it was nerves, or absurdity, or the weight of what she was signing up for, but in that moment, it felt good to laugh. Even if everything around her was a lie, the ring on her finger fake, and the man standing across from her more enigma than human, she felt—somehow—alive.

And that was a start.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: Trial Run
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Claire had never worn anything that fit her this perfectly. The fabric of the dress slid over her skin like water, cool and silky, hugging curves she rarely paid attention to and revealing a version of herself she didn’t quite recognize. The mirror in the penthouse’s guest suite showed a woman who looked calm, composed, almost regal. It was strange to think that just days ago, she’d been juggling coffee orders and stressing over textbook costs. Now she was about to be escorted to a charity gala as the fiancée of one of the city’s most powerful men.

The concept still felt like fiction.

She stepped into the hallway where Grayson was waiting, dressed in a tuxedo that looked like it had been stitched onto him by invisible hands. He turned at the sound of her heels clicking against the floor and paused, eyes roaming slowly over her figure. For a brief moment, Claire thought she saw something flicker across his expression—something unguarded—but it vanished before she could place it.

“You look...” he started, then stopped.

“Like someone playing dress-up?” she offered with a nervous smile.

“Like someone who won’t be forgotten tonight,” he said instead, voice steady.

Claire let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. He extended an arm, and she took it, careful not to smudge her makeup or stumble in the unfamiliar heels. They walked toward the private elevator that would take them to the
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