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The Ultimatum




Wyatt




The smell of old money always made me want to gag. It was a specific scent, a mixture of lemon oil, dusty velvet, and the metallic tang of greed. It hung heavy in the air of the lawyer’s office, thicker than the cigar smoke my grandfather used to blow in my face when he was teaching me the difference between a steer and a bull.




I shifted in the leather chair, the collar of my suit choking me. It felt like a noose. A two-thousand-dollar silk noose, tailored to fit a man I hadn’t been in ten years. I belonged in denim and flannel, out on the ridgeline of Iron Creek where the air tasted like pine and snow. Not here. Not in this glass coffin suspended fifty stories above Chicago.




“If we could proceed,” the lawyer said. Harrison. Or maybe Harris. He looked like every other corporate shark my family employed—slicked-back hair, teeth too white, eyes dead behind wire-rimmed glasses. He tapped a manicured finger on the mahogany desk. “The reading of the Last Will and Testament of Silas Cole is a serious matter.”




“Get on with it,” I rasped. My voice sounded like gravel in a room full of glass.




My two brothers, Julian and Preston, sat to my right. They were statues of grief, or at least the corporate approximation of it. Julian, the eldest, dabbed at a dry eye with a handkerchief. Preston was already checking his watch, probably calculating how long it would take to liquidate the assets. They were vultures in Italian wool, waiting for the carcass to cool.




They didn’t give a damn about the old man. They only cared about the empire. The Cole Group. Shipping, tech, real estate. The invisible strings that pulled half the city’s economy.




I didn’t want any of it. I just wanted to go home.




“To my eldest grandson, Julian,” the lawyer read, his voice devoid of emotion. “I leave the majority voting shares of Cole Industries, pending the board’s approval.”




Julian exhaled, a sound of pure avarice masquerading as relief. “I won’t let him down.”




“To Preston,” the lawyer continued. “I leave the international portfolio and the seat on the grandiose charitable trust.”




Preston nodded, already tapping on his phone under the table.




I stared out the window. The city was a grey smear of concrete and steel. Somewhere, two thousand miles west, the sun was hitting the peaks of the Tetons. The cattle would be moving down to the lower pastures for feed. My foreman, Old Pete, was probably cursing the frozen water troughs. That was my world. This? This was a circus.




“And finally,” the lawyer said, pausing for dramatic effect. He looked at me. His eyes narrowed slightly, as if he expected me to lunge across the desk. “To Wyatt.”




My brothers shifted. The air in the room changed. It went sharp.




“To Wyatt,” he repeated, “I leave the entirety of the Iron Creek Ranch in Wyoming.”




I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. My shoulders dropped an inch. Done. It was done. The old bastard had actually come through. He knew I was the only one who loved that land. He knew I was the only one who had bled into that soil, fixing fences in blizzards and pulling calves in the mud while my brothers were sipping scotch in penthouse suites.




“However,” the lawyer said.




The word hung in the air like a gunshot.




My head snapped up. “However?”




The lawyer adjusted his glasses. He picked up a second document, a thick sheaf of paper bound in blue legal backing. “The bequest of Iron Creek is subject to a conditional clause. A stipulation of character.”




“Stipulation of character?” I stood up. The chair flew back, hitting the wall with a thud. “I’ve run that ranch for six years. I turned a profit three years running. I don’t need a character reference.”




“Sit down, Wyatt,” Julian said, his voice dripping with condescension. “Let the man finish.”




I ignored him. I glared at the lawyer. “What clause?”




“Silas felt that while you possess the work ethic to run the land, you lack the… stability required to represent the Cole legacy,” the lawyer said smoothly. He didn’t flinch. “He believed your lifestyle is too solitary. Too rogue. He was concerned that without a stabilizing influence, you would eventually sell the land or run it into the ground out of sheer stubbornness.”




“I would never sell,” I snarled. “He knew that.”




“The clause states,” the lawyer read, lifting his voice over mine, “that title to the Iron Creek property shall only transfer to Wyatt Cole upon the condition that he is legally married.”




The room went silent.




I laughed. It was a harsh, barking sound. “You’re joking. This is a joke.”




“I assure you, Mr. Cole, there is no humor in this document.”




“Married?” I looked at my brothers. Preston was smirking. Julian looked bored. “He’s trying to marry me off from the grave?”




“Not just married,” the lawyer continued, driving the nail deeper. “Happily settled. The marriage must be legal, binding, and the spouse must be of ‘good standing and repute.’ No Vegas showgirls. No quickie divorces. You must remain married for a minimum of one year. If you fail to meet this requirement by your thirty-second birthday… the ranch will be liquidated, and the proceeds will be absorbed into the central Cole Trust.”




My blood ran cold. The rage that had been boiling in my chest turned to ice.




“My birthday,” I said slowly. “Is in thirty days.”




“Twenty-nine, actually,” Preston corrected.




I slammed my hands onto the mahogany desk. The wood groaned. “You can’t do this. I built that place back up from nothing. I fixed the rot in the barns. I bred the new line of Angus. That land is mine.”




“Legally, it is currently the property of the Estate,” the lawyer said, closing the folder. “And unless you present a marriage certificate and a bride within four weeks, it will be sold to the strip-mining consortium that has been inquiring about the mineral rights.”




Strip mining.




They were going to tear it open. They were going to take my grandfather’s legacy, my home, the only place on earth where I could breathe, and turn it into a gravel pit.




“He wouldn’t do that,” I whispered. But I knew he would. Silas Cole was a manipulative, controlling son of a bitch until his last breath. This was his final lesson. His final way of forcing me to heel. He hated that I walked away from the city. He hated that I didn’t need him. So he found the one thing I couldn’t live without and held a knife to its throat.




“You have options, Wyatt,” Julian said, standing up and buttoning his jacket. “You could just let it go. Come back to the firm. We could find a place for you in logistics. You’re good with… trucks.”




I looked at my brother. I saw the weakness in his jaw, the softness of his hands. He wouldn’t last a day in a Wyoming winter.




“I’m not coming back,” I said. My voice was low. Dangerous.




“Then you’d better start dating,” Preston chuckled.




I turned and walked out. I didn’t say goodbye. I didn’t look back. I stormed through the glass doors, past the terrified receptionist, and into the elevator.




My reflection stared back at me from the polished brass doors. Dark eyes, dark hair, a scar on my chin from a barbwire fence. I looked like a caged animal.




Thirty days.




I needed a wife.




I didn’t need love. I didn’t need a partner. I didn’t need a soulmate. I needed a signature. I needed a warm body in a white dress who could sign a contract, smile for the cameras, and keep her mouth shut for twelve months.




I needed a mercenary.




The elevator dinged, opening into the lobby. I walked out into the cold Chicago wind, the noise of the city hitting me like a physical blow. I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed the one number I swore I’d never use. A private investigator I’d used once to clear a hand’s name.




“It’s Cole,” I said when he answered. “I need you to find me something.”




“A person?”




“A woman,” I said, watching the traffic crawl by. “Someone desperate. Someone who needs money more than she needs her pride. Someone who has nothing left to lose.”




“That’s a dangerous profile, Wyatt. What do you need her for?”




I looked up at the grey sky. I could almost smell the snow coming.




“I’m going to marry her.”
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Character Profiles




The Hero: Wyatt Cole Archetype: The Reluctant Billionaire / The “Black Sheep.” Vibe: Rugged, brooding, fiercely protective, prefers horses to boardrooms. Backstory: The youngest son of the Cole Dynasty. While his brothers fought for the CEO chair in the city, Wyatt built the family’s Wyoming ranch into a billion-dollar beef empire. He hates the fake smiles of high society. The Conflict: His grandfather’s will has a “stability clause.” Wyatt loses the ranch to the corporate holding company if he doesn’t present a “respectable wife” by the fiscal year-end.

The Heroine: Sutton Vale Archetype: The Fallen Princess / The Steel Magnolia. Vibe: Polished, intelligent, outwardly perfect but internally crumbling. Backstory: Raised to be the perfect corporate wife, her life imploded when her father was arrested for embezzlement. She is now a social pariah, hounded by press and creditors, desperate for safety. The Conflict: She needs money to pay off her father’s innocent debts and a place to hide from the media storm. Wyatt offers her both in exchange for a ring.




World-Building Details




The Setting Contrast: The story moves between “The Glass Tower” (the sterile, high-pressure corporate headquarters in Chicago where the family tries to control Wyatt) and “Iron Creek Ranch” (Wyoming).

The Atmosphere: The Ranch: Described as raw, untamed, and silent. Snow-capped peaks, muddy boots, crackling fires. A place where “money doesn’t matter, survival does.” The Inheritance: The “Cole Trust” is a looming antagonist. It is a legal entity that constantly threatens to strip Wyatt of his home if he breaks the rules.
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Sutton




They say you never hear the bullet that kills you. I discovered that day that you also never hear the siren that ends your life. You just see the lights.




Blue and red. Rotating against the limestone facade of the Vale manor like a strobe light in a cheap nightclub.




I was standing on the grand staircase, my hand resting on the polished mahogany banister. I was wearing a white cashmere sweater and vintage pearls—my mother’s pearls—ready to head out for a brunch with the Junior League. I had my schedule for the day memorized: 11:00 AM brunch, 1:00 PM charity auction committee, 3:00 PM fitting for the Opera Gala.




It was a perfect, calibrated life. A life of soft edges and polite smiles.




Then the front door burst open.




It wasn’t the butler. It was a swarm. Men in windbreakers with three letters emblazoned on the back: FBI.




“Richard Vale!” one of them shouted, his voice shattering the meticulously preserved silence of the foyer. “Federal Agents! Show us your hands!”




My father stepped out of the library. He was holding a crystal tumbler of scotch, even though it wasn’t yet noon. He didn’t look surprised. That was the thing that haunted me later, during the long, sleepless nights on lumpy couches. He didn’t look shocked. He looked… relieved.




“Daddy?” I whispered. The word felt childish, slipping out of me before I could stop it.




He looked up at me. His eyes, usually so sharp, so full of critical assessment, were dull. “Go to your room, Sutton.”




“Secure the perimeter!” an agent yelled, rushing past the Ming vase on the entry table.




“Daddy, what’s happening?” I started down the stairs, my heels clicking on the marble. “Who are these people?”




An agent intercepted me at the bottom of the stairs. He was young, with a buzz cut and a face that said he enjoyed this part of the job. “Ma’am, step back.”




“This is a private residence,” I said, channeling the tone my mother used to dismiss incompetent caterers. “You can’t just barge in here.”




“We have a warrant, Ms. Vale,” the agent said, shoving a piece of paper toward me. “RICO predicate offenses. Wire fraud. Embezzlement. Money laundering.”




The words floated in the air, nonsensical and heavy. RICO? That was for mobsters. That was for criminals in movies. My father was Richard Vale. He sat on the board of the Symphony. He played golf with senators.




I watched, frozen, as they spun my father around. The scotch glass slipped from his hand, shattering on the marble floor. Amber liquid pooled around his loafers. The sound of the handcuffs ratcheting shut was louder than the glass breaking. Click. Click. Click.




“Sutton,” my father said, his voice straining as they pushed his head down. “Call Harrison. Tell him… tell him the account in the Caymans is gone. Tell him it’s all gone.”




“Daddy!” I screamed, lunging forward.




The young agent grabbed my arm. His grip was bruising. “Stay back!”




They dragged him out the door. The flashbulbs started immediately. The press was already there. How were they already there? They were vultures, sensing the carcass before the heart had even stopped beating. I saw the flashes exploding through the open door, a blinding electrical storm.




I stood alone in the foyer. The shattered glass lay at my feet. The smell of expensive scotch mixed with the scent of wet wool from the agents’ jackets.




My phone buzzed in my clutch. Then it buzzed again. And again. A continuous, angry vibration.




I pulled it out. New York Times: Richard Vale Arrested in Billion-Dollar Ponzi Scheme. Chicago Tribune: The Vale Empire Crumbles. Twitter: #EatTheRich #ValeFail.




I stared at the screen, the white light burning my retinas. My perfect life. My schedule. The Junior League. The fitting.




Gone.




In the span of three minutes, I had gone from Sutton Vale, Heiress, to Sutton Vale, Daughter of the Devil.




The next forty-eight hours were a blur of humiliation.




They froze everything. That was the part nobody explained to you in civics class. When the government comes for a man like my father, they don’t just take him. They take the air you breathe.




I tried to use my Black Card at a coffee shop three hours later. Declined. I tried the emergency Visa I kept in a hollowed-out book in my room. Declined. I tried to get into my online banking. Access Denied. Contact Administrator.




I was twenty-four years old, with a Master’s degree in Art History and a closet full of clothes worth more than most people’s houses, and I couldn’t buy a latte.




I sat on a park bench in Lincoln Park, staring at the skyline. The wind was whipping off the lake, cutting through my cashmere. I hadn’t brought a coat. I hadn’t thought I’d be outside this long.




My phone rang. It was Beatrice, the chair of the Opera Gala committee. My “friend” since prep school. We had learned to walk in heels together.




“Sutton,” she said. Her voice was brittle.




“Bea,” I said, relief flooding my chest. “Thank God. I’m stranded. My cards are frozen, and the feds have caution tape across the manor door. Can I crash at your place tonight? Just until I get a lawyer sorted?”




There was a pause. A long, heavy silence.




“That’s not going to be possible,” Beatrice said.




“What? Bea, it’s me. I’m freezing.”




“The board met this morning, Sutton. Emergency session.”




“The board?”




“We’ve decided it would be best if you stepped down from the committee. Effective immediately.”




I gripped the phone tighter. “Stepped down? I organized the catering. I brought in the corporate sponsors.”




“Yes, well,” Beatrice sighed, as if I were a particularly stubborn stain on a silk blouse. “Those sponsors are pulling out. They don’t want to be associated with the Vale name. It’s… toxic, Sutton. Honestly, it’s embarrassing.”




“I didn’t do anything!” I snapped, my voice cracking. “It’s my father. I didn’t know.”




“Didn’t you?” Beatrice’s voice dropped, cold and accusing. “You lived in that house. You wore the jewelry. You spent the money. Did you really think a hedge fund made thirty percent returns every year by magic? Ignorance isn’t an excuse, Sutton. It’s an accessory.”




The line went dead.




I pulled the phone away from my ear. I stared at it. Blocked.




I scrolled through my contacts. Jason (Boyfriend/Fiancé-ish): Blocked. The Country Club: Membership Revoked. My Personal Shopper: Account Suspended.




I was radioactive.




I wrapped my arms around myself, shivering. I had nothing. My father was in federal custody, and based on the news alerts popping up every second, he wasn’t getting out. The assets—the houses, the cars, the investments—were all “proceeds of crime.”




I checked my wallet. Forty dollars in cash. A crumpled receipt. A breath mint.




I had forty dollars to my name.




I looked up at the skyscrapers looming over the park. Somewhere in one of those glass towers, there had to be a way out. I wasn’t weak. I wasn’t just a socialite. I was a Vale. We were survivors. We were sharks.




Or at least, my father was. I was just the bait.




Two weeks later, I was living in a motel that smelled like lemon disinfectant and stale cigarettes.




It was on the outskirts of the city, near the airport. The kind of place where people paid by the hour and didn’t make eye contact in the parking lot. I had sold my Cartier watch to a pawn shop for a fraction of its value. It bought me a month of rent and enough ramen noodles to survive.




I had applied for jobs. God, I had applied. Gallery Assistant? Overqualified, and “the name is a problem.” Receptionist? “We’re looking for someone with less… baggage.” Barista? “You’ve never worked a day in your life, honey. You’ll break a nail.”




I was sitting on the lumpy mattress, staring at the ceiling. The water stain above me looked like a map of a country that didn’t exist.




My laptop, the only piece of tech the feds hadn’t seized because I had it with me when I left, was open on the bed. I was doom-scrolling.




Richard Vale Denied Bail. Prosecution Seeks Maximum Sentence. Victims of Vale Scheme Speak Out: “He Stole Our Retirement.” Where is the Money? Feds Say Millions Still Unaccounted For.




I clicked on an article. There was a photo of me, taken at the Debutante Ball five years ago. I looked radiant. Untouched. The caption read: The Princess of Ponzi. Is Sutton Vale hiding the missing millions?




“I don’t have it,” I whispered to the empty room. “I don’t have a dime.”




A knock on the door made me jump.




My heart hammered against my ribs. Was it the feds? The press? A creditor?




I crept to the peephole. It was a man. He was sliding a piece of paper under the door.




I waited until I heard his footsteps recede before I opened it. I snatched the paper and slammed the door and locked it.




It was an eviction notice. Outstanding Balance: $400. Pay by Friday or vacate.




Friday was tomorrow.




I sank onto the floor, my back against the peeling paint of the door. I pulled my knees to my chest. I couldn’t breathe. The walls were closing in. I was going to be homeless. I was going to be on the street, and the paparazzi would be there to take pictures of me sleeping on a grate. Look at the Vale girl now.




I closed my eyes and tried to think. What would my father do? Lie. Cheat. Steal. No. I wasn’t him.




What would my mother do? Marry well.




The thought hit me like a slap. My mother had died when I was ten, but her lessons were etched into my DNA. Appearance is everything, Sutton. Never let them see you bleed. And remember, a woman’s greatest asset is her ability to secure her future.




I crawled over to the laptop. I opened a new tab.




Chicago Social Calendar.




There was an event tonight. The “Lawyers for Justice” Charity Gala. It was at the Ritz-Carlton. Tickets were $5,000 a plate.




I didn’t have a ticket. I didn’t have $5,000. But I had a dress.




I had managed to salvage one gown from the manor before they locked the doors. It was stuffed in the bottom of my duffel bag. A black silk slip dress, vintage Versace. Simple. Elegant. lethal.




And I knew who would be at that gala. Harrison. My father’s personal lawyer. The man my father had told me to call. I had tried calling his office fifty times, but his secretary blocked me every time. Mr. Harrison is distancing himself from the Vale case.




But he couldn’t block me if I was standing in front of him.




He knew where the bodies were buried. He knew if there was any money left. Any trust fund, any offshore account, anything that was legally mine that the feds couldn’t touch.




I needed to get to him.




I stood up. I walked to the tiny, cracked mirror above the sink. I looked like a ghost. Dark circles under my eyes. Cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass. My hair was limp.




“Pull it together, Sutton,” I hissed.




I turned on the shower. The water was lukewarm, but I scrubbed my skin until it was pink. I blew-dry my hair, styling it into the sleek, straight curtain that had been my signature. I did my makeup with the last scraps of my Chanel palette—sharp eyeliner, blood-red lips. War paint.




I pulled on the dress. It slid over my skin like water. It was a little loose now—I had lost ten pounds in two weeks—but it still looked expensive. I put on my heels.




I looked in the mirror again. The ghost was gone. The Princess was back. She looked cold. She looked desperate. But she looked expensive.




I counted my cash. Thirty dollars left. Enough for a cab to the Ritz. Not enough for a ride back.




“One way trip,” I muttered.




I grabbed my clutch and walked out of the motel room. I didn’t look at the stain on the ceiling. I didn’t look at the eviction notice on the floor.




I was going to the ball. And I wasn’t leaving until I found a monster who could save me.




The Ritz-Carlton ballroom was a sea of tuxedos and sequins. The air smelled of expensive perfume and prime rib. A string quartet was playing Mozart in the corner, polite and inoffensive.




I walked in through the service entrance.




It was an old trick. Wait for the catering van to unload, walk in with a confident stride like you’re the event coordinator, and slip through the kitchen. Nobody questions a woman in a Versace dress if she walks fast enough.




I emerged into the ballroom near the bar. My heart was pounding a frantic rhythm against my ribs, but I kept my face impassive. Chin up. Shoulders back. You belong here.




I scanned the room.




It was the usual crowd. The Mayor. The partners from the big law firms. The tech CEOs. People who had eaten dinner at my house a month ago. People who had toasted my father’s health.




Now, as I moved through the crowd, I saw the ripple effect. Eyes widened. Whispers started behind hands. Is that her? Is that the Vale girl? I thought she was in jail. The audacity.




I ignored them. I was a shark in a tank of guppies. I had one target.




I spotted him near the ice sculpture. Harrison. He was holding a martini, laughing at something a senator was saying. He looked relaxed. Untroubled. While my father was rotting in a holding cell and I was sleeping on a lumpy mattress, he was drinking gin.




I started toward him.




“Champagne, miss?” a waiter offered, holding out a tray.




I took a flute. not to drink, but to have a prop. Something to hold so my hands wouldn’t shake.




I was ten feet away from Harrison when a wall of black wool blocked my path.




I looked up. And up.




The man standing in front of me was massive. He wasn’t wearing a tuxedo like the other men. He was wearing a black suit, but the cut was different—broader in the shoulders, tighter in the chest. And he wasn’t wearing a bow tie. His top button was undone, revealing a tanned throat.




But it was his face that stopped me. It wasn’t a soft, city face. It was hard angles and rough stubble. A scar cut through the heavy shadow on his chin. His hair was dark and unruly, as if he’d combed it with his fingers.




And his eyes. They were dark, almost black. And they were fixed on me with a terrifying intensity.




He didn’t look at me like the others. He didn’t look at me with pity or disgust or curiosity. He looked at me like I was a problem he was trying to solve. Or maybe… like I was a heifer he was evaluating at an auction.




“Excuse me,” I said, trying to step around him. “You’re in my way.”




He didn’t move. He was a boulder in the middle of a stream.




“You’re Sutton Vale,” he said. His voice was deep. It vibrated in my chest, lower than the cello in the corner. It sounded like gravel crunching under tires.




I stiffened. “If you’re with the press, I have no comment.”




“I’m not with the press.”




“Are you with the FBI?”




“No.”




“Then get out of my way.”




I tried to step to the left. He mirrored me.




I looked up at him, annoyance flaring hot in my chest. “Do you know who I am?”




“Yeah,” he said. He took a sip of his drink—whiskey, neat. “You’re the drowning woman.”




I blinked. “Excuse me?”




“I’ve been watching you,” he said. “You walked in here through the kitchen. You’re holding that champagne glass like it’s a weapon. You’ve scanned the exits twice. And you’re wearing a dress that costs more than my truck, but your shoes are scuffed at the heel.”




I instinctively tried to hide my feet. My face heated. “My shoes are none of your business.”




“You’re desperate,” he said. It wasn’t an insult. It was a statement of fact. “You’re looking for a lifeline.”




I narrowed my eyes. “Who are you?”




He swirled the whiskey in his glass. “Someone who needs a swimmer.”




“I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, Cowboy,” I sneered, the nickname slipping out as I took in his sun-weathered skin. “But I have business to attend to.”




“With Harrison?” he asked. He nodded toward the lawyer behind him.




My blood ran cold. “How do you know Harrison?”




“He’s my lawyer too. Unfortunately.” The man took a step closer. He smelled like rain and sandalwood and something distinctly masculine. It drowned out the expensive cologne of the men around us. “He’s not going to help you, Sutton. He’s the one who turned over the evidence against your father to save his own skin.”




The world tilted on its axis. “What?” I whispered.




“Harrison cut a deal,” the stranger said. “He gave the feds the ledgers. He’s the reason your old man is going away for life. You think he’s going to give you money? He’s going to call security the second he sees you.”




I looked past the stranger’s broad shoulder. I saw Harrison again. I saw the way he was smiling. The way he looked so… safe. The stranger was right.




The hope I had been clinging to, the tiny flame that had gotten me out of that motel room, was snuffed out. I felt the room spin. The champagne glass slipped from my fingers.




Before it could hit the floor, a large, calloused hand caught it.




He moved with a speed that belied his size. He set the glass on a passing waiter’s tray without looking away from me.




“Easy, Princess,” he murmured.




“I’m ruined,” I said. I didn’t mean to say it out loud. It just fell out of my mouth. “I have nothing.”




“That’s not true,” he said.




He looked down at me. His gaze dropped to my mouth, then back to my eyes. It was a possessive look. A predatory look.




“You have a name,” he said. “Or you did. You have a look. Class. Breeding. You can walk into a room like this and make everyone stop and stare, even when you’re broke.”




“So what?” I choked out. “I can’t eat ‘class’.”




“No,” he agreed. “But you can trade it.”




He stepped closer. He was so close now that his jacket brushed my bare arm. The heat radiating off him was intense.




“I have a proposition for you, Ms. Vale.”




I looked at him. Really looked at him. He was dangerous. Every instinct I had was screaming Run. He wasn’t one of the soft men I was used to. He was a wolf in a suit.




“What kind of proposition?” I asked, my voice trembling slightly.




He leaned down. His lips brushed my ear. The stubble on his jaw grazed my cheek, sending a shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with the air conditioning.




“I need a wife,” he whispered. “And you need a check.”




I pulled back, staring at him in shock. “You’re insane.”




“I’m rich,” he corrected. “And I’m on a deadline.”




He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a card. He pressed it into my hand. His fingers were rough, warm, and engulfing.




“My suite is upstairs. Room 402. Be there in ten minutes.”




“And if I don’t come?”




He shrugged. The movement rippled through his broad shoulders. “Then enjoy the walk back to whatever hole you crawled out of. But if you walk through that door… your debts are gone. Your father gets the best defense money can buy. And you get to live.”




He turned and walked away. He didn’t look back.




I looked down at the card in my hand. It was heavy, cream-colored stock. Embossed in black ink.




Wyatt Cole. Owner, Iron Creek Ranch.




I looked at Harrison, laughing with his martini. I looked at the exit, where the cold Chicago wind was waiting. And then I looked at the elevators.




I crushed the card in my fist. I wasn’t a victim. I was a Vale. And Vales did business.




I turned and walked toward the elevators.
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Wyatt


I hate waiting.


Waiting is for men who don’t have work to do. It’s for men who sit in offices and watch stocks tick across a screen. On the ranch, you don’t wait. If a fence is down, you fix it. If a cow is calving, you pull it. If a storm is coming, you batten down the hatches. Action is the only currency that matters.


But here I was, pacing the carpet of a four-thousand-dollar-a-night hotel suite, waiting for a woman whose name I hadn’t known two hours ago.


I poured myself another whiskey. The bottle was some crystal decanter nonsense the hotel provided—top shelf, smooth, lacking the bite I was used to. I took it to the window and looked out at Chicago.


It was a beautiful city, if you liked things that were dead.


Steel, glass, concrete. Lights that never turned off. A hum that never stopped, a low-frequency vibration that rattled my teeth. It felt like being inside a machine. I could feel the walls closing in, the air conditioning recycling the same stale oxygen that a thousand other people had breathed before me.


I loosened my tie, pulling the silk knot until it hung limp around my neck. I wanted to rip the whole suit off. I wanted to be back at Iron Creek.


I closed my eyes and tried to summon the image of the ranch. The way the light hit the Sawtooth Ridge at sunrise, turning the snow into pink fire. The smell of sagebrush after a rain. The sound of the wind moving through the ponderosa pines, a sound that was actually clean.


Thirty days.


The lawyer’s voice echoed in my head. Liquidation. Strip mining.


My hand tightened around the glass. I would burn this entire city to the ground before I let them touch one acre of my grandfather’s land. I would do whatever it took.


Even this.


I checked my watch. Eight minutes had passed since I left her in the ballroom.


Sutton Vale.


I’d seen her face in the papers, of course. You couldn’t walk past a newsstand in Chicago without seeing the “Princess of Ponzi” plastered across the front page. I’d read the headlines with the same detached disinterest I had for all city drama. Just another rich girl toppling off her pedestal.


But seeing her in person… that was different.


Down in that ballroom, she hadn’t looked like a criminal. She hadn’t looked like a princess, either.


She looked like a cornered doe.


I’d seen that look a hundred times in the wild. Ears back, muscles coiled, eyes wide and white-rimmed. Terrified, but ready to kick your teeth in if you got too close.


Most people in her position would have crumbled. They would be at home crying, or begging on TV for sympathy. But she had put on a dress that cost more than a tractor, walked into a room full of people who hated her, and held her head high.


That took guts. Or stupidity.


I respected both.


I took a sip of the whiskey. She was perfect. Not because she was beautiful—though she was, in a sharp, dangerous way that made my blood run a little hotter than I liked—but because she was ruined.


My grandfather’s will demanded a wife of “good standing.” But it also demanded I stay married for a year. A woman with options wouldn’t last a month on the ranch. A woman with a life, a career, a family who loved her… she’d bolt the first time the temperature dropped below zero or the water pipes froze.


I needed someone with nowhere else to run.


Sutton Vale was radioactive. She had no friends, no money, and a father in federal custody. If I offered her sanctuary, she wouldn’t just take it; she’d cling to it. She would be dependent on me. And dependency meant control.


It sounded cold. It was cold. But this was business. I was buying a broodmare to save the herd. You don’t fall in love with the livestock.


A knock sounded at the door.


Reference. Three sharp raps. Hesitant, but firm.


I set the glass down on the marble console table. I checked my reflection in the mirror—dark eyes, scar on my chin, hair a mess. I didn’t fix it. Let her see the wolf. If she was going to run, let her run now before I signed the papers.


I walked to the door and pulled it open.


She was standing there.


Up close, the cracks in the porcelain were more visible. Under the harsh hallway lights, I could see the faint purple shadows under her eyes that makeup couldn’t quite hide. I saw the way her collarbones pressed too sharply against her skin, a sign she hadn’t been eating. I saw the slight tremor in her hands, which she was trying to hide by clutching that ridiculous little purse.


But her eyes—blue, icy, intelligent—were steady.


“You came,” I said.


“I’m curious,” she replied. Her voice was cool, cultured. The kind of voice that ordered servants around. “And I’m apparently worth a lot of money to you.”


I stepped back, opening the door wider. “Come in.”


She stepped past me. The scent of her hit me again—expensive flowers and something sharper, like nervous sweat. It triggered a primitive instinct in the back of my brain. Protect.


I shoved it down.


She walked into the center of the suite and stopped. She didn’t look around at the luxury. She’d probably grown up in rooms twice this size. She turned to face me, crossing her arms over her chest. A defensive posture.


“You have five minutes, Mr. Cole,” she said. “Make your pitch.”


I closed the door. The latch clicked shut with a heavy sound.


“Do you want a drink?” I asked, walking to the bar.


“I want answers.”


“I’ll pour you a bourbon. You look like you need it.”


I poured a splash into a glass and held it out. She hesitated, then took it. She didn’t drink it immediately. She just held it, like a shield.


I leaned back against the heavy oak desk, crossing my ankles. I wanted to loom over her, to use my size to intimidate her, but she looked like a stiff breeze would knock her over. I stayed put.


“My grandfather died two weeks ago,” I said. No preamble. “He left me Iron Creek Ranch. It’s twenty thousand acres in Wyoming. Cattle, timber, land that’s been in my family for four generations.”


“I’m sorry for your loss,” she said automatically.


“Don’t be. He was a bastard.”


She blinked. The polish chipped a little. “Okay.”


“He left a stipulation in the will,” I continued. “I have to be married by my thirty-second birthday to inherit the title. If I’m not, the land gets sold to a mining company.”


“And when is your birthday?”


“September 25th.”


She did the math. I saw her eyes widen. “That’s… three weeks away.”


“Twenty-nine days now,” I corrected.


“So you need a warm body,” she said, her voice dripping with disdain. “You need a prop.”


“I need a partner,” I said. “Legally, anyway. The will requires the marriage to last one year. No divorce, no separation. We have to live together. We have to look
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