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Chapter One: The Deal
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The summons arrived on a Tuesday.

Serena Voss had learned long ago that Tuesdays held no loyalty. Her father had lost the company on a Tuesday. Her mother had left on a Tuesday. And now, holding a cream-colored envelope stamped with the Blackwood Group's silver crest, she understood that this particular Tuesday intended to finish the job.

She stood in the corridor of the forty-seventh floor, still wearing her assistant editor's lanyard, the recycled air of the magazine building pressing against her skin. The letter was brief. It always was with men like Damien Blackwood — three lines, no pleasantries, and a sum of money that made her vision blur.

Her father owed him four million dollars.

She had forty-eight hours to respond.

Serena folded the letter with the careful precision of someone who had learned to keep her hands steady even when her chest was caving in. She walked back to her desk, sat down, and did not cry. Crying was a luxury she'd stopped affording herself at nineteen, the year the banks came for the house.

She typed his name into the search bar instead.

Damien Blackwood, thirty-four, founder and CEO of the Blackwood Group — a private investment empire that had swallowed three failing hotel chains, a pharmaceutical distributor, and two tech startups in the last eighteen months alone. The photographs showed a man who seemed to have been carved rather than born: sharp jaw, dark eyes that gave nothing away, and a mouth that appeared constitutionally incapable of smiling.

There were rumors. There were always rumors about men with that much money. Cold. Ruthless. Brilliant in the particular way that frightened people. An ex-girlfriend had given an interview once — anonymously, of course — describing him as 'a man who treats every human being like a line item on a balance sheet.'

Serena stared at his photograph for a long moment.

Then she picked up her phone and called his office.

✦  ✦  ✦
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Chapter Two: Blackwood Tower
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His building was obscene.

Serena had walked past it a hundred times without ever really looking — a slab of black glass rising sixty floors above Manhattan like a declaration of intent. Up close, it was worse. The lobby had no art on the walls, no softening gestures. Just polished black marble, the low hum of invisible machinery, and a receptionist who looked at Serena as though she were a scheduling error.

'Ms. Voss.' The woman did not phrase it as a greeting. 'Mr. Blackwood is expecting you. Forty-eighth floor.'

The elevator was fast and silent. Serena watched her own reflection in the mirrored doors and gave herself the same speech she always gave before difficult things: You are not afraid. You are just paying attention.

The doors opened directly into his office.

It was enormous. Floor-to-ceiling windows on two sides, the whole jagged skyline laid out like an offering. No clutter. No personal photographs. A desk of dark wood, and behind it, Damien Blackwood.

He was worse in person.

Not uglier — the opposite, which was its own kind of problem. The photographs had flattened something that was, in three dimensions, distinctly unsettling. He was tall even seated, and he had the absolute stillness of a man who had never once in his life needed to fill a silence. He was reading something when she came in and he finished it before he looked up.

Those eyes. Dark, direct, and entirely without warmth.

'Ms. Voss,' he said. His voice was low and unhurried. 'Sit down.'

'I prefer to stand,' Serena said.

Something shifted in his expression — not quite surprise, but close to it. He studied her for a moment in a way that made her want to take a step back. She didn't.

'Your father owes me four million dollars,' he said. 'His restaurant group is six months from insolvency. By my calculations, his assets — including the property he transferred to your name last year — cover approximately sixty percent of the debt.'

'I know the numbers,' she said. 'That's not why I'm here.'

'No.' He set down his pen. 'You're here because you have a counteroffer.'

'I'm here because I want to understand what you actually want,' Serena said. 'Because men like you don't chase four million dollars in person. You have people for that.'

The corner of his mouth moved — a fraction, barely perceptible. 'Men like me.'

'Men who own buildings,' she said. 'What do you want, Mr. Blackwood?'

He was quiet for a moment. Then: 'I need a fiancée.'

✦  ✦  ✦
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Chapter Three: Terms and Conditions
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Serena was proud of herself for not laughing.

It was a near thing. She pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth and waited, because she had learned that men who said absurd things in serious voices usually had reasons, and she needed to hear the reason before she decided what to do with it.

'My grandmother,' Damien said, 'controls forty percent of Blackwood Group shares, held in trust. The terms of the trust stipulate that control transfers to me unconditionally when I marry. Until then, a board of trustees — three of whom are currently attempting a quiet restructure of my company — can override my decisions on acquisitions above a certain threshold.' He paused. 'I need to be engaged within sixty days. I need someone presentable, intelligent enough to be convincing, and — ' his gaze moved over her once, clinical and unhurried, ' — unlikely to become emotionally inconvenient.'

'You've described a business transaction,' Serena said.

'That's exactly what it is. Six months as my fiancée. Public appearances, family dinners, one visit to my grandmother in Connecticut. Your father's debt is cleared on the day of our engagement announcement. At the end of six months, we part ways due to irreconcilable differences. You leave with half a million dollars and a non-disclosure agreement.'

Serena was quiet. The city glittered behind him, indifferent and enormous.

'Why me?' she asked. 'You could hire someone.'

'I did, twice. Hired women have a tendency to develop attachments or agendas. You have something better than professionalism — you have a reason to keep this clean.' He looked at her steadily. 'You want your father's debt gone. You want nothing else from me. That makes you reliable.'

'You've researched me.'

'Thoroughly.'

She didn't know whether to be offended or impressed. She settled on neither. 'What happens if I say no?'

'Your father's account goes to collections Friday. The restaurant properties, including the building your aunt operates her bakery from, will be liquidated within ninety days.'

There it was. Not a threat — he didn't need to make it sound like one. Just the shape of the world as it would be, delivered in the same tone one might use to describe the weather.

Serena thought of her father, who was brilliant and reckless and had loved her mother so much that losing her had broken something navigational in him. She thought of her Aunt Rosa kneading bread at four in the morning, flour on her forearms, singing softly to herself.

'I have conditions,' Serena said.

He nodded once, as though he'd been expecting this.

'I keep my job. I keep my apartment. I am not your property — I am your employee, on contract. You do not touch me without my consent, and you do not speak to me as though I am furniture. If at any point you violate those terms, the engagement ends and you still clear the debt. In writing.'

The silence stretched. Damien Blackwood looked at her with an expression she couldn't read.

'Agreed,' he said.

She told herself that the word settled something in her chest. She told herself that it was only relief.

✦  ✦  ✦
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Chapter Four: Learning to Lie
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The ring arrived the next morning by courier.

Serena opened the velvet box at her kitchen table with a cup of coffee going cold beside her and stared at it for a full minute before she allowed herself to touch it. A cushion-cut diamond, maybe three carats, set in platinum with small pavé stones along the band. Tasteful, expensive, chosen by someone who understood jewelry as signal rather than sentiment.

There was no note.

She put it on her right hand first. Then moved it. The fit was exact.

He'd known her ring size. Of course he had.

Her phone buzzed. A message from an unknown number that she understood immediately was his: *Engagement announcement publishes Friday. My PA will contact you regarding Thursday's dinner with my sister. Dress is business formal. Be prepared for questions.*

She typed back: *Good morning to you too.*

Three dots appeared, then disappeared. Then, thirty seconds later: *Good morning, Ms. Voss.*

She almost smiled.

Almost.

She called her father that afternoon. He cried — brief, undignified sobs that he tried to swallow, and she held the phone and waited, because the best thing she could do for him now was simply to still be there.

'Rena,' he said when he'd collected himself, 'you didn't have to—'

'I know,' she said. 'I wanted to.' It was close enough to the truth.

'What did you give him?' Her father knew her too well for comfortable lies.

'Six months of my time,'
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