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Chapter 1: The Cottage and the Clause
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Isla Wynn stood ankle-deep in wildflowers, the scent of lavender clinging to her paint-splattered sundress like a memory she refused to let go. Her grandmother’s cottage loomed behind her, crooked and charming, its ivy-draped roof sagging under the weight of years. The land was quiet, still—too still. Like it was holding its breath.

A letter flapped in her hand, creased and torn at the edges from being read one too many times. The county had given her sixty days to vacate. Sixty days until bulldozers leveled the only home that had ever felt like hers. The price to buy it back from the estate tax auction? Two hundred and forty thousand dollars. Isla had sixty-four dollars in her checking account.

“Stupid taxes. Stupid system,” she muttered, crushing the letter in her fist.

She didn’t cry. She hadn’t cried when her grandmother died, and she wouldn’t now. Tears wouldn’t bring back the woman who taught her how to paint outside the lines or the creaky old floorboards that squeaked in welcome. But maybe—just maybe—a miracle could.

Her phone buzzed. Isla swiped it open. A message from her best friend, Tasha:

You’re coming to the gallery party tonight, right? Wear something with buttons. Trust me.

Buttons? Isla raised an eyebrow. Tasha always spoke in fashion riddles. But Isla had nothing else to lose.



The gallery thumped with soft jazz and louder egos. Isla tugged at the sleeves of her borrowed blazer, the only thing she owned with buttons unless you counted overalls.

Paintings lined the walls—some abstract, some obnoxiously expensive. Isla’s gaze bounced between them and the crowd, until her eyes locked on a man who looked like he’d been carved from granite and frozen in perpetual disdain.

Dominic Steele.

He wore navy like it had been tailored onto his bones. Square jaw, darker eyes, and a presence that sucked all the air from the room. Isla had seen him once before—at Tasha’s office. He hadn’t spared Isla a glance then.

Tonight, he was staring.

“Isla Wynn,” he said, appearing beside her like smoke. “I hear you need money.”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

Tasha appeared, wine glass in hand. “He’s not kidnapping you. Promise. Just... hear him out.”

Isla stared between them, brain scrambling. “You told him?”

“I told him you’re the most talented, stubborn woman I know. And that you’re about to lose a house full of memories.”

Dominic studied her like she was a puzzle with missing pieces. “I need a fiancée.”

She laughed. “Congratulations. Try Tinder.”

“I’m serious.”

“Clearly. Because asking a stranger to fake an engagement is so normal.”

He didn’t flinch. “My father’s will has a clause. I don’t get my company’s shares unless I’m engaged for at least six months. To someone real. Someone unexpected.”

“You need me to be your... loophole?”

Dominic nodded. “You pretend to love me. Attend a few events. Keep your sass dialed down. In return, I pay off the taxes on your cottage and sign it over to your name. Clean.”

Her laugh died in her throat.

“I don’t want your pity,” she said quietly.

“It’s not pity,” he replied. “It’s business. Six months. No strings.”

No feelings either, she bet.

Isla looked at the man who terrified corporate boards and made interns cry. The man who looked at her like she wasn’t just some broke art teacher in borrowed clothes.

“Fine,” she said, lifting her chin. “But I have rules.”

“Of course you do.”

“Rule one: no touching in private. Rule two: no real kissing. And rule three: if you fall in love, you tell me first.”

His lips twitched. “Are you planning to seduce me?”

“Don’t flatter yourself, Steele.”

But somewhere, deep inside her chest, a dangerous flutter stirred.

And the deal was made.



The next morning, a car she couldn’t afford pulled up outside her crumbling cottage. Dominic stepped out, phone pressed to his ear, expression unreadable. He was early. Of course.

“Ready to play house?” he asked, pocketing the phone.

“Sure,” she said. “Just let me grab my fake engagement ring.”

“You’ll get one by dinner.”

He handed her a folder. Contracts. NDAs. A six-month plan that included fake vacations, photo ops, and an interview with some glossy magazine that made Isla want to disappear into the flowerbed.

“This is insane.”

“It’s calculated.”

“You’re calculated.”

“And you’re chaos in lipstick.”

She smiled, wicked and bright. “I’m not wearing lipstick.”

Dominic paused. “Noted.”

The cottage creaked behind her. Her grandmother’s ghost, if she had one, was definitely watching.

“This better work,” Isla whispered.

Dominic offered his hand. “Deal?”

She took it. His fingers were warm. Strong. And when their palms met, the air between them shifted.

Like fate had just signed its own contract.

And suddenly, pretending didn’t feel so pretend anymore.
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Chapter 2: Enter the Grump
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Dominic Steele did not believe in fate, fairy tales, or feelings. He believed in spreadsheets, stock reports, and silence. Which was why, exactly five minutes before noon, he stood at the foot of Isla Wynn’s overgrown garden with a scowl on his face and a black coffee in hand, wondering why the hell he’d signed himself up for six months of chaos with a woman who painted her mailbox pink.

Isla wasn’t ready. Of course. He adjusted his cufflinks and glanced at his Rolex. Three minutes late. She probably thought that was early.

The door creaked open.

“Sorry!” Isla’s voice floated out, followed by the whirlwind herself. She was barefoot, again, with wet hair pulled up in a messy bun and a smear of turquoise paint on her cheek. “I was teaching a virtual class. You’re early.”

“I’m on time. You’re late.”

“Touché.” She stepped outside, slinging a canvas bag over one shoulder. “Ready for our first official outing as fake soulmates?”

Dominic nearly choked on his coffee. “Don’t call it that.”

“What, soulmates?”

“Fake.”

She grinned. “Sensitive word for a man with no feelings.”

He narrowed his eyes but said nothing. This was part of the deal. Banter, banquets, and maybe a little background check.

They drove in silence for a while, his sleek black car gliding down winding roads. Isla reached for the radio.

“No,” he said sharply.

She paused. “What, you allergic to music?”

“I’m allergic to distractions.”

“Well, buckle up, Mr. Grump, because I’m a walking one.”

He sighed. “I gathered.”



Their destination: an upscale luncheon hosted by the board of Steele Enterprises. A mandatory appearance. A test.

Isla stepped out of the car and instantly felt like a poorly drawn cartoon next to all the designer-clad swans floating toward the event hall. She adjusted her vintage blazer—sunny yellow, of course—and shot Dominic a sidelong glance.

“You could have warned me this crowd eats art teachers for breakfast.”

“They eat everyone for breakfast,” he replied coolly. “Just smile and don’t spill anything.”

Inside, eyes turned. Whispers started. Dominic, the famously unattached CEO, had walked in with a woman who didn’t match the crisp world he ruled. It was exactly what he’d hoped.

“Isla,” he murmured near her ear. “Time to sell the fantasy.”

She leaned in, looping her arm through his. “Careful. I might start enjoying myself.”

“You’re supposed to.”

The next forty minutes were a blur of introductions, fake laughter, and champagne she couldn’t pronounce. Isla kept up, playing the charming, quirky fiancée with a sparkle in her eye and a dagger in every comeback.

“So how did you two meet?” a board member’s wife cooed.

Dominic opened his mouth, but Isla beat him to it. “We fought over the last pastry at a coffee shop. He insisted on buying it for me. I told him to shove it.”

The woman blinked.

Dominic coughed. “It was a cinnamon roll.”

“I still say it wasn’t worth it.”

The table erupted with laughter. Isla felt Dominic’s hand slide lightly to the small of her back. Protective. Possessive. Too real.

Afterward, in the hallway lined with portraits of old billionaires and older egos, Dominic turned to her. “You were... good.”

Isla grinned. “That almost sounded like a compliment.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

She stepped closer. “I think you enjoyed yourself.”

“Don’t push it.”

“I saw you smile.”

“It was indigestion.”

She laughed, and he watched her for one second too long. That smile—it did something dangerous to his pulse.

Back in the car, silence fell again. This time, not uncomfortable. Just charged.

“Why me?” she asked suddenly. “You could have picked anyone. A model. A socialite. Someone who knew how to walk in heels.”

Dominic hesitated. “Because no one would believe I fell in love with someone like that. But you... you’re unpredictable. Real. You make people look twice.”

She turned her face to the window, hiding her surprise. His words shouldn’t have mattered. But they did.

When they reached the cottage, Isla unbuckled her seatbelt and lingered. “For a heartless man, you’re awfully good at pretending to care.”

Dominic stared at the gravel. “Maybe I’m just good at business.”

“Maybe,” she whispered. “Or maybe you’re more than you let on.”

She climbed out before he could respond. Dominic watched her disappear behind wildflowers and rusted wind chimes.
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