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Chapter 1

The Ultimatum
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Sofia's POV

The fog rolled through the vineyard like a living thing, wrapping ghostly fingers around the vines Sofia Reyes had spent her entire life protecting. She shivered in the pre-dawn darkness, her boots crunching on frost-covered earth as she checked the tender shoots for damage.

"Please," she whispered to no one, to the vines, to the memory of her father. "Just get through one more season."

The rumble of an engine shattered the morning peace. Too early for workers. Too loud for a normal car.

A black Town Car materialized through the fog like something out of a nightmare, and Sofia's stomach dropped. She knew that car. Knew what it meant.

Harold Morrison stepped out, his five-thousand-dollar shoes looking obscene against her soil. The bank manager's face wore the expression of a man about to pull the trigger.

"Ms. Reyes," he said, not bothering with pleasantries. "We need to talk about your future. Or rather, your lack of one."

Sofia's hands clenched into fists at her sides, dirt from the vines still caked under her fingernails. "It's five-thirty in the morning, Harold. Whatever you have to say can wait until business hours."

"I'm afraid it can't." He pulled an envelope from his coat, the paper pristine white against the grey morning. "Ninety days, Ms. Reyes. That's all Pacific Union Bank can give you. After that, we foreclose."

The words hit her like physical blows. She'd known this was coming—had felt it creeping closer with every missed payment, every declined loan application—but hearing it stated so baldly still stole her breath.

"Ninety days?" Her voice came out steady, a small miracle. "The harvest is in four months. If you could just—"

"The decision comes from above my pay grade." Harold's expression softened marginally. "Your father was a good man, Sofia. But sentiment doesn't pay bills. Two million dollars in ninety days, or Reyes Vineyard becomes bank property."

Two million. Might as well be two billion.

Harold's shoes squelched in the damp earth as he turned back to his car. "There's been interest from developers. The land alone is worth ten times what you owe. Maybe it's time to consider—"

"Never." The word cracked like a whip through the morning air. "This land has been in my family for four generations. I'll die before I let you turn it into another tech campus or golf course."

He shrugged, already sliding back into his car. "Then you have ninety days to perform a miracle."

The Town Car disappeared into the fog, leaving Sofia alone with her vines and the weight of impossible math. Two million dollars. She did the calculations she'd done a thousand times before. Even if she sold every bottle in the cellar, every piece of equipment that wasn't bolted down, she'd barely scratch half that amount.

A strange sound caught her attention—a hissing that didn't belong in the morning symphony of birds and wind. Sofia followed it through the rows, her boots quickening from walk to run as the sound grew louder.

"No, no, no..."

The main irrigation line had been cut. Not worn through or broken by accident—cut. Clean edges where someone had taken a blade to the heavy-duty tubing. Water gushed onto the ground, wasted, while her vines above would go thirsty.

This was the third incident this month. First, the mysterious fire in the equipment shed. Then the contamination in tank seven that had cost her five thousand gallons of her best Cabernet. Now this.

Someone wanted her to fail.

Sofia dropped to her knees in the mud, trying to stem the flow with her hands while she thought. The replacement tubing would cost money she didn't have. The labor to install it, more money she didn't have. Every day without proper irrigation in this heat would stress the vines, potentially ruining this year's vintage.

"Mija?"

Sofia looked up to find Miguel, her vineyard manager who'd worked for her father before her, standing with a roll of temporary patch tape. His weathered face wore the same expression of grim determination she felt in her bones.

"We'll fix it," he said simply, already kneeling beside her. "We always do."

But as Sofia helped him wind tape around the destroyed line, she wondered how many more fixes they had left in them. How many more disasters could they weather before the bank's deadline crushed them all?

By the time the sun burned through the morning fog, Sofia had showered, changed into her one good pair of jeans and a clean work shirt, and made her way to the house that had sheltered four generations of her family. It wasn't grand—nothing like the massive estates that dotted Napa Valley these days. But the two-story farmhouse with its wraparound porch and hand-laid stone foundation was home.

Inside, her grandmother, Elena, was already at the stove, the scent of fresh tortillas and coffee filling the kitchen.

"You were up early," Elena said without turning around. At seventy-eight, she still moved through the kitchen with the grace of a dancer, her silver hair pinned in the same bun she'd worn for forty years.

"Harold Morrison paid a visit."

The spatula in Elena's hand stilled. "And?"

"Ninety days."

Elena turned then, and Sofia saw her own fear reflected in her grandmother's dark eyes. But there was steel there too—the same steel that had kept this family going through drought, recession, and loss.

"Then we have ninety days to save our home," Elena said simply. "Sit. Eat. You can't fight on an empty stomach."

Sofia wanted to argue that she had no appetite, that she needed to get to work on the irrigation line, that she had a dozen phone calls to make to banks that would all say no. But she sat, because her grandmother was right. Because this routine, this moment of normalcy, might be one of the last they shared in this kitchen.

Her phone buzzed with an unknown San Francisco number. Sofia almost ignored it—probably another creditor—but something made her answer.

"Sofia Reyes?" The voice was crisp, professional, and female.

"Yes?"

"Please hold for Mr. Chen."

Before Sofia could ask which Mr. Chen or why she should hold for anyone, the line filled with classical music, she was about to hang up when a different voice came on—male, deep, with an edge that made her spine straighten involuntarily.

"Ms. Reyes. I understand you're having some difficulties with your vineyard."

"Who is this?"

"Marcus Chen. Nexus Technologies."

Sofia's free hand clenched. She knew the name—everyone in California knew the name. Marcus Chen, the thirty-two-year-old CEO who'd built Nexus from a startup to a tech giant worth billions. The man who'd been buying up land all over Napa Valley for the past year.

"If you're calling to make an offer on my land, Mr. Chen, you can save your breath. I'm not selling."

"I'm not calling to make an offer." A pause, weighted with something she couldn't identify. "I'm calling to propose a solution. One that keeps your vineyard in your hands."

Sofia's heart hammered against her ribs. "I'm listening."

"Not over the phone. Tonight. Eight o'clock. Atelier Crenn in San Francisco."

Atelier Crenn. She'd read about it—three Michelin stars, impossible to get reservations, the kind of place where dinner cost more than her monthly grocery budget.

"I can't—"

"You can't afford not to, Ms. Reyes. Your irrigation line was cut this morning. That's the third incident this month. How many more can you sustain before your entire harvest is ruined?"

Ice flooded her veins. "How do you know about—"

"Eight o'clock. Tell the maître d' you're my guest." Another pause. "Wear something appropriate."

The line went dead.

Sofia stared at her phone, anger, and hope warring in her chest. Marcus Chen knew about the sabotage. Which meant either he was behind it, or he'd been watching her vineyard closely enough to know about it. Neither option was comforting.

"Who was that?" Elena asked.

"Maybe a miracle," Sofia said. "Or maybe the devil himself."

Elena crossed herself. "Sometimes, mija, they're the same thing."

Sofia spent the rest of the day trying to focus on the vineyard's immediate needs, but her mind kept circling back to Marcus Chen. She knew his reputation—brilliant, ruthless, someone who acquired what he wanted regardless of the cost. The business magazines painted him as a visionary. The gossip sites called him cold, controlling, and impossible to please.

As afternoon faded to evening, Sofia stood before her closet, staring at her limited options. "Wear something appropriate," he'd said. Everything she owned was appropriate for the vineyard, not for a three-star restaurant in San Francisco.

Finally, she pulled out the one dress she'd kept from better times—a black sheath her mother had bought her for her college graduation. It was simple, classic, and five years old, but it would have to do.

The drive to San Francisco took ninety minutes, each mile increasing the knot in her stomach. By the time she handed her ancient truck keys to the clearly skeptical valet at Atelier Crenn, she was questioning her sanity. What was she doing here? What could Marcus Chen possibly want with her?

The restaurant interior was all understated elegance—soft lighting, abstract art, the quiet murmur of wealth. The maître d' looked at her like she'd wandered in by mistake until she mentioned Marcus Chen's name. Then his entire demeanor shifted.

"Of course, Ms. Reyes. Mr. Chen is waiting."

He led her to a private dining room, and Sofia's breath caught.

Marcus Chen stood with his back to her, looking out floor-to-ceiling windows at the city lights. Even from behind, he commanded the room—tall, broad-shouldered, his dark suit clearly custom-tailored to his athletic frame. When he turned, Sofia understood why magazines always struggled to capture him properly.

It wasn't just that he was handsome, though he was—devastatingly so. Sharp cheekbones, full lips, dark eyes that seemed to see straight through her. It was the intensity that radiated from him, the sense of controlled power that made the air feel electric.

"Ms. Reyes." His voice in person was even more affecting than over the phone. "Thank you for coming."

He pulled out her chair—old-world manners that contrasted with his reputation for cutting-edge innovation. When his fingers brushed her shoulder, Sofia fought not to shiver.

"Let's skip the pleasantries," she said, needing to establish some control. "What do you want?"

His lips curved in what might have been amusement. "Direct. I appreciate that." He took his own seat, never breaking eye contact. "I need something from you. And you need something from me."

"My land—"

"I don't want your land. At least, not in the way you think." He gestured, and a server appeared with wine. Sofia recognized the label—a Reyes Vineyard Cabernet from her father's last vintage. "2018. An exceptional year."

"You've done your research."

"I always do." He watched her over the rim of his glass as he tasted the wine. "Your father was a master vintner. You have his palate, his instincts. What you don't have is his business acumen."

The words stung because they were true. "If you brought me here to insult me—"

"I brought you here to offer you a deal." He set down his glass with deliberate precision. "I need a fiancée."

Sofia blinked. "Excuse me?"

"Nexus is about to acquire Spectrum Systems for forty-eight billion dollars. The board is concerned about my image. Too young, too unattached, too unstable for such a massive expansion." His jaw tightened. "They want to see me settled. Committed. The kind of man who has roots, not just ambitions."

"So find a real fiancée."

"I don't have time for real. And real comes with complications I can't afford." He leaned forward, and Sofia caught his scent—something expensive and masculine that made her pulse skip. "Six months. You pretended to be my fiancée for six months. In exchange, I pay off your debt, invest in your vineyard's infrastructure, and ensure you never have to worry about money again."

The room spun. Sofia gripped the edge of the table. "You want to pay me two million dollars to pretend to be your fiancée?"

"I want to pay you five million dollars. Two for the debt, three for the performance."

Five million. The number was absurd. Impossible.

"What's the catch?"

"No catch. Just terms." He pulled out his phone, and she saw a document already prepared. "You live with me when required. Attend public events. Convince the board and the media that we're in love. In private, we maintain appropriate boundaries. After six months, we have an amicable breakup. You keep the money and your vineyard. I get my acquisition approved."

Sofia's mind raced. It sounded too good to be true, which meant it probably was. "And if I refuse?"

Something flickered in his dark eyes. "Then, in ninety days, Pacific Union Bank forecloses. Your vineyard goes to auction. And Jake Morrison, who's been sabotaging your operations for the past three months, gets exactly what he wants—your land at a fraction of its value."

"You know about Jake?" Sofia's voice came out sharp. "Can you prove it?"

"I can prove many things. But proof won't save your vineyard. I will."

The server returned with the first course—something architectural and beautiful that Sofia couldn't have named if her life depended on it. She didn't touch it.

"Why me?" she asked. "You could have any woman in San Francisco. Models, socialites, people who actually know how to play this game."

"Because you're real." The intensity in his gaze made her stomach flip. "You have roots, history, and authenticity. The board will believe us because you're everything I'm not—warm, grounded, connected to something beyond profit margins."

"You mean poor."

"I mean genuine." He paused. "And you're beautiful."

The words were delivered matter-of-factly, but they sent heat rushing through her anyway. Sofia took a sip of wine to steady herself.

"I won't be your whore."

His expression hardened. "I'm not asking you to be. This is a business arrangement. Nothing more."

"And if I wanted to date someone else during these six months?"

"Then the deal is off." His tone brooked no argument. "For six months, you're mine in public. What you do in private is your business, as long as it doesn't compromise the arrangement."

Mine. The word shouldn't have affected her, but it did.

Sofia stood abruptly. "I need to think about it."

"You have twenty-four hours." He rose as well, and suddenly he was too close, too tall, too overwhelming. "After that, the offer disappears, and you can deal with Morrison and the bank on your own."

"You're threatening me?"

"I'm giving you options." He reached past her, and for a moment, she thought—but he was only retrieving her wrap from the chair. When he settled it around her shoulders, his hands lingered for just a second. "Twenty-four hours, Sofia."

The way he said her name—soft, with just a hint of an accent on the syllables—made her shiver.

She left without another word, practically fleeing to her truck. It wasn't until she was halfway across the Bay Bridge that she realized she was still wearing the wrap he'd placed around her shoulders. It smelled like him.

Twenty-four hours to decide whether to make a deal with the devil himself.

Or maybe, as her grandmother had said, her miracle.

Either way, Sofia knew her life was about to change forever.
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Chapter 2

The Billionaire


[image: ]


[image: A black background with white text

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Marcus's POV

Marcus Chen stood on the forty-second floor of the Nexus Technologies building, watching the sun rise over San Francisco Bay. The city sprawled below him like a circuit board, all precise lines, and calculated connections. He'd been here since 4 AM, unable to sleep after last night's meeting with Sofia Reyes.

She'd left her wrap behind. It sat on his desk now, a cashmere remnant that still carried the faint scent of her perfume—something floral and defiant, probably inexpensive, definitely intoxicating.

He shouldn't have noticed. Shouldn't have catalogued the way her pulse had fluttered at the base of her throat when he'd stood close to her. Shouldn't have watched her flee to that ancient pickup truck with something that felt dangerously close to regret.

This was business. Nothing more.

"Mr. Chen?" His assistant, Patricia, appeared in the doorway. "The surveillance report you requested."

Marcus took the tablet, swiping through the drone footage of Reyes Vineyard. The damage was worse than he'd initially assessed. Three months of systematic sabotage had crippled Sofia's operations. Cut irrigation lines, contaminated tanks, destroyed equipment—Jake Morrison was nothing if not thorough.

"Sir?" Patricia lingered. "The board meeting has been moved to next month. They want to see progress on your... personal situation before they vote on the Spectrum acquisition."

Personal situation. Corporate speak for "get a wife or lose forty-eight billion dollars."

Marcus had built Nexus from nothing, sacrificing everything—relationships, sleep, any semblance of a normal life—to create something extraordinary. Now, a group of old men who'd never written a line of code wanted him to prove his stability by acquiring a fiancée like another asset for his portfolio.

The irony wasn't lost on him that he was doing exactly that.

His phone buzzed. James Park, his best friend, and the only person who could get away with calling him this early.

"Tell me you didn't actually proposition the vineyard owner," James said without preamble.

"News travels fast."

"You took her to Atelier Crenn. Half of San Francisco's elite saw you leave together. She looked like she wanted to throw wine in your face."

Marcus's lips twitched. She'd wanted to do more than that. The fire in Sofia's eyes when he'd mentioned the deal had been... unexpected. Most people faced with financial ruin would have jumped at his offer. She'd walked away.

"Is this about Morrison?" James asked. "Because there are easier ways to handle him than marrying his target."

"It's about the acquisition." Marcus moved to his desk, pulling up the contracts his lawyers had drawn up. "The board wants stability. Sofia Reyes provides it."

"Sofia Reyes provides complications. She's not some socialite who understands the game. She's a real person with real feelings."

"Which is exactly why she's perfect."

James sighed. "You know what happened the last time you mixed business with feelings."

Vivian. Marcus's jaw tightened at the memory. His ex-fiancée had sold Nexus's proprietary code to a competitor for thirty million dollars and a VP position at their firm. The betrayal had cost him more than money—it had confirmed what he'd always suspected: emotions were vulnerabilities, and vulnerabilities were luxuries he couldn't afford.

"This is different," Marcus said. "It's a contract. Clear terms. No feelings."

"Right. Because you're famous for your lack of feelings when beautiful women are involved."

Marcus ended the call. James didn't understand. No one did. The Spectrum acquisition wasn't just about money or power—it was about legacy. His father had died believing Marcus would amount to nothing, that technology was a fool's pursuit compared to the family's traditional import business. This deal would prove him wrong, posthumously perhaps, but definitely.

He pulled up the satellite images of Reyes Vineyard again. One hundred and twenty acres of prime Napa real estate, worth ten times what Sofia owed if developed properly. But it wasn't the land that interested him—it was what Jake Morrison was doing to acquire it.

Morrison had approached Marcus three months ago with a proposal: partner with him to develop Napa Valley into the "Hamptons of the West." When Marcus had declined, Morrison had smiled and said, "Then I'll do it myself. Starting with that quaint little Reyes property."

Marcus had been monitoring the situation since then, watching Morrison systematically destroy Sofia's business while maintaining perfect plausible deniability. It was cruel, calculating, and exactly the kind of move that gave capitalism a bad name.

He could have intervened sooner. Should have, perhaps. But Marcus had learned long ago that people rarely appreciated unsolicited help. They needed to want saving before they could be saved.

His computer chimed with an encrypted message. The private investigator he'd hired had sent another report. Marcus opened it, scanning the details of Sofia's life with the same attention he gave to potential acquisitions.

Twenty-eight years old. MBA from UC Davis that she'd never used, returning home to run the vineyard after her parents died in a car accident five years ago. No significant relationships since then—a few dates that never went anywhere, too busy keeping the vineyard afloat to maintain anything lasting.

There was a photo attached—Sofia at last year's harvest festival, laughing as she danced with an elderly man, Marcus recognized as Miguel, her vineyard manager. Her hair was loose, her smile genuine, her dress a simple cotton that the wind had pressed against curves that her practical work clothes usually hid.

She was beautiful, but that wasn't what made Marcus stare at the photo longer than necessary. It was the joy in her expression, the pure, uncomplicated happiness of someone doing exactly what they loved with people they cared about.

When was the last time he'd felt that way? Had he ever?

"Mr. Chen?" Patricia again. "Your nine o'clock is here."

Marcus minimized the photo. "Send them in."

The morning proceeded with its usual parade of meetings—CTOs wanting bigger budgets, investors wanting bigger returns, everyone wanting a piece of his attention. But his mind kept drifting to Sofia Reyes and the twenty-four-hour deadline he'd given her.

Would she accept? Her pride said no, but her circumstances said yes. Marcus had built an empire on predicting human behavior, on understanding what people wanted versus what they needed. Sofia needed money. But what she wanted...

His phone rang. Unknown number, Napa area code.

"Mr. Chen?" Her voice was steady, but he heard the tension underneath. "This is Sofia Reyes."

"Ms. Reyes." He waved off the executives in his office, ignoring their frustrated expressions as they filed out. "Have you made a decision?"

"I have questions first."

"I'm listening."

"These public appearances—how many are we talking about?"

"Two or three per week. Galas, charity events, business dinners. The usual circuit."

"I don't know the usual circuit."

"You'll learn."

A pause. "And living arrangements?"

"You'll have your own suite in my penthouse. Complete privacy. We'll only need to appear together for breakfast occasionally when I have business guests."

"What about my vineyard? I can't abandon it for six months."

"You can commute as needed. I'll provide a driver." He pulled up his calendar. "We'll need to spend most weekends together, at least publicly. The board expects to see a real relationship."

"And how do we explain how we met? People will check."

Smart question. "I've been looking at vineyard properties for a retreat center. You heard about it and approached me with a partnership proposal. Initial business discussions led to personal interest."

"That's almost true."

"The best lies always are."

Another pause, longer this time. Marcus found himself holding his breath.

"I want to add conditions," she said.

Interesting. "Such as?"

"Protection for my employees. If this goes south, I don't want them suffering for my choices."

"Agreed."

"And my grandmother. She has early-stage dementia. I need guaranteed care for her regardless of what happens between us."

The request revealed more about Sofia than hours of surveillance reports. "Done."

"And I want Morrison stopped. Not just for me, but for all the small vineyards he's targeting."

Marcus smiled, though she couldn't see it. "That was always part of the plan."

"Then I'll do it."

Victory should have tasted sweeter. Instead, Marcus felt an odd twist in his chest, something that might have been guilt if he allowed himself such luxuries.

"I'll send a car for you tomorrow," he said. "We'll finalize the contracts and begin immediately."

"Tomorrow's Saturday."

"And Saturday night is the Tech Innovation Gala. Eight hundred of Silicon Valley's most influential people. The perfect place to debut our relationship."

"I don't—I can't—I have nothing to wear to something like that."

"That will be addressed. The car will pick you up at nine AM."

"Mr. Chen—"

"Marcus." The correction came out softer than intended. "If we're going to convince anyone, you need to call me Marcus."

"Marcus." She tested the name, and he had the absurd thought that he'd never liked the sound of it before. "What aren't you telling me?"

Everything, he thought. That Morrison had threatened more than her vineyard. That the board's concern about his stability was just an excuse—they'd already made a deal with a competitor if the Spectrum acquisition failed, and that he'd been watching her for months, long before this arrangement became necessary.

That was when she'd thrown her head back and laughed in that harvest festival photo; he'd felt something crack in the armor he'd spent years constructing.

"Nothing that affects our arrangement," he said instead.

"Somehow I doubt that."

"Doubt all you want. But be ready at nine."

He hung up before she could respond, before her voice could continue doing whatever it was doing to his carefully ordered thoughts.

Marcus stood and walked back to the windows. The city stretched out before him, a kingdom of glass and steel he'd conquered through sheer force of will. In six months, after the Spectrum acquisition was complete and the board was satisfied, he'd let Sofia go. She'd return to her vineyard with enough money to secure her family's legacy for generations. He'd return to his empire, having proven once again that everything was negotiable, everyone had a price, and emotions were just another variable to be controlled.

It was a perfect plan.

So why did he feel like he'd just lit a fuse on something that would burn down everything he'd built?

His phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number. Sofia.

"For the record, I still think you might be the devil."

Marcus found himself smiling—a
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