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Chapter 1: Opening Scene.
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Boardroom, Monday morning.

The projector buzzed like it had a grudge, but Emilia DeWitt didn’t flinch. She clicked to the final slide and let it hang on the screen like a mic drop—bold white letters over a hot pink background.

“We don’t sell coffee. We sell the feeling of finally shutting your coworker up with a perfect roast.”

Silence. A few widened eyes. Someone dropped a pen.

Emilia turned to the room. “Any questions, or do you all just need a moment to recover?”

A throat cleared. Mr. Dunbar from finance adjusted his glasses with a glare that screamed I-don’t-get-it-but-I’m-too-proud-to-admit-it.

“Yes, Dunbar?” she asked, sweet as syrup.

“Isn’t that a bit... confrontational for our brand?”

“Our new brand,” Emilia corrected. “We’re not selling sleepy small-town charm anymore. We’re going after the urban market—Gen Z, TikTok, chaotic caffeine energy. This ad doesn’t just wake you up. It slaps you across the face and steals your cardigan.”

Someone chuckled. Then two someones. A slow ripple of laughter rolled around the table.

Emilia smirked. She had them.

“Fine,” Dunbar muttered. “But if this tanks, I’m blaming you.”

“You always do,” she said. “But it never sticks.”

The meeting wrapped. People shuffled out. Compliments murmured. Coffee needed.

Emilia stayed behind to pack up her laptop. She was still riding the high when HR knocked.

HR gently breaks the news—her visa extension was denied. She’s got 30 days. Emilia tries to joke her way through it but is clearly spiraling.

She storms out, muttering under her breath about how she’s not going to cry in the elevator like a rom-com cliché—only to run straight into her ice-cold CEO.

The HR office smelled like cheap peppermint and doom.

Emilia sat in the too-low chair opposite Megan, the department’s soft-spoken vampire of bad news. Megan always looked like she’d rather be anywhere else, which was ironic, considering Emilia was about to be legally required to be somewhere else.

“I really wish there was another way,” Megan said, smoothing down her blouse like it was Emilia’s nerves she was ironing.

Emilia blinked. “You’re telling me I just knocked a major pitch out of the park and I might get deported before it even launches?”

Megan winced. “Your visa extension was denied. We’ve exhausted the appeal process. You’ve got thirty days.”

Emilia stared. “Like... thirty days to pack up my life and move back to a country I haven’t lived in since I still thought low-rise jeans were a good idea?”

“I’m really sorry.”

Emilia stood up slowly, like gravity had doubled. “I’m not mad at you, Megan. I just... need to go scream into something soundproof.”

Megan offered a sad smile. “Just make sure it’s not your Slack messages.”

The elevator pinged and opened to an empty car. Emilia stepped in, pressed the button for the lobby, and leaned back against the mirrored wall. Her reflection looked better than she felt—hair in place, lipstick still intact, no visible panic.

“That’s something,” she muttered. “No one cries in lipstick this good.”

A hand reached in just before the doors closed.

Great.

The CEO himself stepped inside, all brooding jawline and expensive cologne. Nicholas Thorne, king of cold shoulders and colder emails. His suit was so crisp it probably had a higher IQ than most of the accounting department.

He gave her a nod that barely qualified as human interaction.

“DeWitt.”

“Thorne,” she returned, keeping her tone level.

The doors slid shut. Silence pressed in.

She looked straight ahead. He looked like he was planning to fire someone telepathically.

“Your campaign,” he said suddenly. “It’s bold.”

Emilia blinked. “That sounded almost like a compliment.”

“I don’t do compliments.”

“Right. Forgot who I was talking to for a second.”

Another pause.

He glanced at her again, just slightly. “You seem... off.”

“Do I?” she asked, lifting her brows. “Maybe I just thrive on crushing boardroom egos before lunch.”

His gaze lingered a second too long.

Then the elevator dinged. The moment passed.

He stepped out first. She followed, pulse a mess.

She didn’t notice the way he looked back—just once—as the doors closed behind her.

Emilia didn’t usually talk to herself in stairwells. But desperate times and all that.

She paced the empty concrete steps between the twelfth and thirteenth floors, clutching her phone even though she had no signal and no plan.

“This is fine,” she said aloud. “Totally fine. It’s just thirty days to solve a legal nightmare and find a way to not get booted from the country like a malfunctioning robot.”

She kicked the wall lightly with the toe of her heel. “I’ve survived worse. Like that team-building retreat in Arizona. Or Thanksgiving with Trevor’s mother.”

Her phone buzzed—Maya, her best friend.

[Text Message]
Maya: Still thinking fake marriage?
Maya: Vegas isn’t that trashy if you do it ironically.
Maya: Just find someone desperate, rich, and cold enough not to care.
Emilia snorted. “Sure. I’ll just marry my emotionally unavailable billionaire boss. That’s not a lawsuit waiting to happen.”

A low voice spoke from above.

“You think I’m emotionally unavailable?”

She froze.

Nicholas Thorne stood on the landing, one hand on the rail, face unreadable.

“I—” Emilia tried to backtrack, but her mouth had already filed for independence. “Okay. So. Hi. Um... That was mostly sarcasm.”

One brow rose. “Mostly?”

“I didn’t mean you specifically. I meant... generically. As in... the concept of emotionally unavailable billionaires.”

Silence. He didn’t move.

Then he descended a step. “Your visa’s expiring?”

“I’m handling it.”

“By marrying someone?”

“Fake marrying,” she corrected automatically. “It was a joke.”

“You were alone.”

“And yet somehow still embarrassing myself.”

Another step.

She crossed her arms. “Look, it’s not your problem. I’ll figure it out.”

Nicholas watched her for a long moment. Then, very calmly:

“What if it became my problem?”

She blinked. “Come again?”

“I could solve it.”

“By...?”

“Marrying you.”

The stairwell spun. Or maybe that was her brain breaking.

“That’s not funny.”

“I’m not joking.”

And with that, he turned and walked back up the stairs, as if he’d just offered her a refill on coffee, not a fake marriage proposal.
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Chapter 2: The Deal.
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The Terms of Engagement.

Emilia sat in Nicholas Thorne’s office like she was waiting to be sentenced. Which, to be fair, she kind of was.

The floor-to-ceiling windows glared down at her, the skyline smug in its permanence. Unlike her.

Nicholas was behind his desk, suit jacket off, sleeves rolled to the elbows. He looked less like a CEO and more like a man about to dismantle her life and rebuild it in his image.

“This is insane,” she said.

“Correct,” he replied, typing something without looking up. “But also effective.”

“You’re suggesting we get married.”

“I’m suggesting we solve both of our problems efficiently.”

“What’s your problem, exactly? You lose sleep over your tax bracket?”

He stopped typing.

“My board has concerns,” he said flatly. “They think I’m... emotionally distant. Unrelatable. Not the kind of man people want to invest in long-term.”

“Because nothing screams ‘relatable’ like marrying your employee to improve your image.”

He looked at her. Steady. Serious.

“I attend dozens of public events. Galas, conferences, fundraisers. I need a partner who can handle that with charm. Poise. Intelligence. Someone who can lie well.”

She blinked. “So... I’m being hired as your fake wife slash PR strategy?”

He gave a small shrug. “You’d keep your job. Your visa. Health benefits. A significant raise. And your evenings free—unless you’re needed for appearances.”

“Wow. So romantic. I might swoon.”

“I’m not asking you to swoon,” he said. “I’m asking you to sign a contract.”

She folded her arms. “And if I say no?”

“Then you’ll be deported within the month. And I’ll be forced to marry someone far less competent.”

He said it like a weather report. Dry. Direct.

She hated how calm he was. And she hated that he wasn’t wrong.

“You understand this is completely unhinged,” she said.

“I prefer the term ‘strategic alliance.’”

“Does this ‘alliance’ include... expectations?”

He met her gaze evenly. “It includes a legal marriage, public affection, and a shared narrative. Nothing more. This is not a romance.”

Her stomach flipped—irritatingly.

“Fine,” she said, standing. “But I’m keeping my last name. And I want my own bathroom.”

“Done.”

“I also want dental.”

“You drive a hard bargain.”

“I floss like a warrior.”

Nicholas stood as well. He extended his hand.

Emilia looked at it, then at him.

“If you kiss me at an event, I reserve the right to knee you on instinct.”

“I’d expect nothing less.”

She shook his hand.

The deal was struck.

The disaster had begun.

The courthouse smelled like floor polish and old arguments.

Emilia stood beside Nicholas Thorne, fake-fiancé turned fake-husband-in-five, wearing a navy sheath dress and the expression of someone who’d just agreed to rob a bank in broad daylight.

The clerk looked bored. The room was empty except for the two of them and a sleepy bailiff sipping coffee from a paper cup that said You Got This!

“I can’t believe this is legal,” she muttered.

Nicholas adjusted his cufflinks. “It’s legal. Just not memorable.”

“Wow. Really tugging the heartstrings, Thorne.”

He glanced at her. “Would you prefer fireworks?”

“I’d prefer tequila and poor decisions. But this’ll do.”

The clerk cleared her throat. “Are you ready?”

Emilia nodded. Nicholas didn’t blink.

It took seven minutes.

Seven minutes to trade freedom for security. Seven minutes to agree, in front of a witness, that she was now legally connected to the man who treated emotions like clutter.

“Do you, Emilia DeWitt, take this man—”

“I do,” she said, before she could overthink it.

“Do you, Nicholas Thorne—”

“Yes.”

Just like that.

The clerk handed them a paper. “Congratulations. You’re married.”

There was no kiss.

Just a pen.

Nicholas handed her the document like it was a nondisclosure agreement.

Emilia signed.

Outside, the sun was too bright. Emilia slipped on her sunglasses and looked at her brand-new fake husband.

“Are we celebrating, or just going back to pretending this didn’t happen?”

Nicholas gave a small smirk. “Celebration requires champagne. Which is off-brand for me.”

“Right,” she said, walking toward the car. “Wouldn’t want to accidentally feel joy.”

He followed. “You’ll get your own key to the penthouse tomorrow. We’ll start coordinating appearances next week.”

“Can’t wait.”

They drove off in silence.

Married.

Legally. Technically. Disastrously.
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