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​Prologue

New York City — Winter, Early Evening

Steve Myers adjusted his tie in the reflection of the glass office window, the city lights flickering like distant stars behind him. He prided himself on control—every deal, every project, every interaction meticulously calculated. But tonight, a merger had brought a complication he hadn’t anticipated: Lynne Combs.

She strode into the room with a confidence that made his pulse quicken, eyes sharp, smile playful yet challenging. Their first meeting was electric — every word a duel, every glance a challenge. Steve had thought he could manage her. Control her. Outmaneuver her.

He was wrong.

By the end of the evening, one thing was certain: she wasn’t just a rival. She was a threat to his composure... and, alarmingly, to his heart.

In the world of mergers, contracts, and appearances, Steve believed everything could be calculated. He believed he could predict the outcome.

Until Lynne Combs entered the equation.

And nothing would ever be the same.
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​Chapter One — The Rival Pitch
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The glass walls of the Myers & Hartman Design Group conference room shimmered with early-morning sunlight, reflecting the skyline of Manhattan like a crown of steel and ambition. Inside, the air hummed with the scent of espresso, nerves, and competition.

Steve Myers adjusted the cuff of his charcoal suit and tried not to show how much this presentation mattered. The firm’s biggest project of the year — a luxury mixed-use tower on Fifth Avenue — was about to go to the best pitch team. His team.

Until she walked in.

“Hope you don’t mind, Steve,” said the director of the board, half-smiling, “we thought we’d hear from the marketing partners as well. Lynne Combs is leading their side.”

The name alone made Steve’s pulse tighten.
And then she appeared — sharp heels, sleek navy dress, hair swept up like she’d personally declared war on gravity. Her confidence filled the room before her voice even did. Beautiful and elegant, all in one.
“Good morning,” Lynne said, sliding her portfolio onto the table with disarming grace. “I trust you won’t mind a little healthy competition.”

Steve smiled thinly. “I wouldn't dream of it.”

It had been nearly a year since their last professional clash — a sustainability pitch that ended with Lynne landing the client and getting a front-page spread in Architect’s Digest for “modern marketing brilliance.” Steve still hadn’t forgotten the sting... or the smirk she’d given him as she accepted the handshake.

Now, here she is again, radiant, infuriating and confident as ever.

Her team set up sleek digital slides, projecting concept renderings across the room. “The Fifth Avenue Tower,” Lynne began, “isn’t just another skyline statement. It’s a heartbeat — a place where light, glass, and human connection meet.”

Steve crossed his arms, half-listening, half-studying her. Her voice carried a rhythm — confident, precise, a melody of intellect and poise. He hated how much it drew him in.

When it was finally his turn, he stood, buttoning his jacket with a sharp motion. “That was cute,” he said, ignoring the flicker of amusement in her eyes. “Now let’s talk about reality.”

His slides came alive with technical renderings and feasibility data — sharp, efficient, undeniably brilliant. As he spoke, his deep voice filled the room with confidence, the kind that made investors lean forward and rivals bristle. He was smooth, commanding, and completely in his element.

Until Lynne interrupted.

“Impressive numbers,” she said, tilting her head. “But you’ve built a building. I’m building an experience. People don’t fall in love with spreadsheets, Steve. They fall in love with dreams.”

He looked at her, jaw tightening, lips curling into something dangerously close to a smile.
“Dreams don’t get permits approved, Lynne.”
The room chuckled, but her gaze didn’t waver.
“Maybe not,” she replied softly, “but they sell apartments — and investors know it.”
For a heartbeat, silence lingered — sharp and electric. Two egos. Two minds. One battlefield.

When the meeting ended, polite applause rippled through the room. The board murmured their thanks, promising to “review both proposals carefully.” Steve gathered his files, pretending not to notice Lynne standing by the window, watching the skyline with quiet satisfaction.

“You’ve gotten bolder,” he said finally, stepping beside her.

She glanced at him, her perfume a mix of jasmine and challenge. “And you’ve gotten predictable.”

He leaned closer, voice low enough only she could hear. “Careful, Combs. Keep talking like that, and people might think you enjoy this.”

Her lips curved. “Enjoy beating you? Absolutely.”

She started toward the door, heels clicking like punctuation marks, leaving him with nothing but her scent and the faint echo of her laughter.

Steve exhaled, tugging at his tie.
God, she was infuriating. Brilliant. Unshakable. Impossible.
And for the first time in months, he felt alive again.
He didn’t know yet that the next time he saw her, it wouldn’t be across a boardroom table.

It would be at his grandmother’s will reading — where fate, and a clause he never saw coming, would force him to say two impossible words to the one woman who could drive him crazy with a smile.

“I do.”
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​Chapter Two — The Will Reading
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Rain swept across the glass walls of the Myers & Hartman headquarters, blurring the skyline of New York into streaks of gray and gold.
Steve Myers sat alone in his office, staring at an unopened letter that bore his grandmother’s signature seal — embossed in silver wax, her initials curling like vines: D.M.
It had arrived that morning from her lawyer, hours before the official reading.
He’d known this day was coming.
He just hadn’t expected it to hurt like this.
“Mr. Myers?” came the voice from the doorway.
It was Marcus Vance, his longtime business partner — smooth, perpetually grinning, the kind of man who could sell fire to a dragon. “Are you ready for the reading?”
Steve glanced up. “As ready as someone can be to hear how many ways he disappointed his grandmother.”

Marcus smirked. “Oh, come on. Delaney Myers adored you. You were her golden boy.”

“Until I told her I didn’t want to settle down.”
He picked up the letter again, thumb running across the seal.
“She used to say ‘a man who can design a building should be able to build a life.’”
Marcus chuckled. “And you told her your buildings don’t talk back.”

Steve gave him a look. “Exactly.”

They left the office, descending into the marble lobby where a car waited to take them uptown to Langston & Pryce Law Associates — a sleek, old-money law firm that smelled faintly of paper, oak, and expensive secrets.

Inside the conference room, a few familiar faces waited — distant relatives, investors, and one very bored cousin scrolling on his phone.
At the head of the table sat Mr. Pryce, the family attorney — crisp gray suit with patient smile.
“Mr. Myers,” he greeted warmly, motioning to a seat. “Please. We’ll begin shortly.”

Steve sank into the leather chair, trying to ignore the hollow space in his chest. His grandmother had raised him after his parents’ accident. She’d taught him ambition, grace, and the art of never needing anyone. Now she was gone, and all that remained was the echo of her expectations.

The will reading began with the usual pleasantries — donations to charities, bequests to relatives, an art collection divided among museums.
Then Mr. Pryce cleared his throat.
“And now, to Mr. Steven Myers.”

The room hushed.

“To my grandson, I leave controlling interest in Myers & Hartman, as well as the estate in Hudson Valley...”
A pause.
“Conditional upon one clause.”
Steve straightened. “Conditional?”

Mr. Pryce nodded. “Yes. The clause reads as follows: ‘In order to inherit, Steven must be legally married within six months of the reading of this will.’”

Steve blinked. “I’m sorry — what?”

Mr. Pryce adjusted his glasses, unfazed. “It seems your grandmother believed stability should extend beyond architecture.”

Marcus let out a low whistle beside him. “Guess she finally found a way to make you settle down.”

“Married,” Steve repeated, disbelief cutting through the air. “To who, exactly?”

Mr. Pryce offered a sympathetic shrug. “That’s for you to decide, Mr. Myers. The clause only specifies marriage — not love.”

The room broke into quiet murmurs. Someone stifled a laugh.
Steve sat back, jaw tight. “This is absurd.”
“I assure you, it’s legally binding,” Mr. Pryce said gently. “If you’re not married within six months, your shares revert to the firm’s secondary trustees.”

“Which would be me,” Marcus added lightly, tapping the table.

Steve shot him a glare. “Don’t look too excited.”

“Oh, I’m just imagining the bachelor party,” Marcus quipped. “Assuming you find someone willing.”

Steve ignored him, running a hand through his hair.
Married.
Six months.
To keep everything he’d built.
Outside, thunder rolled through the city — low and distant, like a warning.

That evening, Steve found himself at The Lantern, a quiet bar tucked under the Manhattan Bridge, where rain slicked the cobblestones and the city hummed beyond the glass.

He sat nursing a drink when a familiar voice drifted from behind him.

“Fancy seeing you here, Myers.”

He turned — and there she was again. Lynne Combs.

Of course.

Her dress was black this time, simple but devastating, hair loose around her shoulders. She looked far too composed for someone who’d just crushed his pride twelve hours ago.

He arched an eyebrow. “You following me, Combs?”

“Please,” she said, sliding onto the stool beside him. “If I were following you, I’d at least pretend to be impressed by your drink choice.”

He almost smiled. Almost. “Didn’t realize
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