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  A Plea in Glass

  
  




When the elevator doors whispered open, I didn’t step immediately into his domain. 

I stepped into an anteroom in the heart of Saint-Gervais, an area of Geneva where the air itself felt filtered through bank vaults and history. 

The space was more like a modern art museum than a corporate waiting area.

The floors were polished obsidian, reflecting the sparse, geometric lighting overhead. 

At the center of the room sat a desk carved from a single, unbroken slab of white marble. Behind it sat a woman who looked as though she had been sculpted from the very same stone. 

Her dark hair was pulled back into a severe chignon, and her tailored charcoal suit was terrifyingly sharp.

“Miss Rahman,” she said. It wasn’t a question. Her voice clipped through the dead air of the room. “I am Ms. Mansour. Mr. Al-Fassi is expecting you.”

“Thank you,” I managed, my voice sounding entirely too thin in the cavernous space. I tugged self-consciously at the hem of my blazer—a piece I’d borrowed from my old manager at the diner. 

It smelled faintly of stale coffee and desperation, a stark contrast to the ozone and expensive citrus scent pumping through the building’s vents.

Ms. Mansour stood, moving with a fluid, mechanized grace, and pressed her palm against a biometric scanner beside a towering set of frosted glass doors. The lock disengaged with a heavy, satisfying thud.

“He does not appreciate repeating himself,” she warned softly, her hand resting on the sleek metal handle. “Listen carefully. Speak clearly.”

Before I could process the chilling advice, she pushed the doors wide.

I stepped into a space carved out of glass and silence. His office gleamed like ice. Cold. Immaculate. And there he was—Zain Al-Fassi—standing by a wall of windows. 

Behind him, the sprawling, jagged skyline of Geneva stretched out, with the Quai du Mont-Blanc curving elegantly along the lakefront. 

The Jet d’Eau blasted skyward like a silver pillar of liquid ice, a masterfully painted backdrop designed solely to compliment his silhouette.

He didn’t turn right away. 

He kept his hands clasped behind his back, a silver watch catching the harsh morning light. 

For a long, suffocating moment, the only sound was the frantic drumming of my own heartbeat in my ears.

But when he did turn, everything in the room shifted. Gravity seemed to pull in his direction. Sharp cheekbones. 

Ice-blue eyes that stripped away pretense in a fraction of a second. A navy suit so perfectly tailored it probably had its own dedicated staff. 

He looked like the kind of man who didn’t make mistakes—just calculated decisions that the rest of the world was forced to live with.

“Miss Nadia Rahman,” he said, his voice smooth and low, like silk dragged across steel. “You’re punctual.”

“You said ten-thirty,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady. I anchored my feet to the floor to stop my knees from trembling. “I didn’t want to waste your time.”

One corner of his mouth lifted in a smile that completely bypassed his eyes. “You’re not here to be polite.”

I opened my mouth to respond… then thought better of it. He was right. This wasn’t a coffee date or a job interview. 

This was something entirely else. This was a transaction. A plea bargained in the court of a king.

He gestured to the sleek, angular leather chair positioned precisely across from his massive glass desk. “Sit.”

I did, knees stiff, hands immediately knotting together in my lap. My knuckles turned white under the strain. 

His gaze landed on me… cold, analytical, and entirely unbothered. He looked at me like I was a risk he’d already measured, priced, and filed away.

“You said in your email you need exactly one million dollars,” he said, rounding the desk. He didn’t sit immediately, choosing instead to lean against the edge, looming over me.

I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “For my sister. There’s an experimental treatment facility in the mountains above Lake Geneva. The insurance denied the claim, and—”

He raised a single, manicured hand, cutting me off with surgical precision. “Spare me the details. I don’t make emotional decisions, Miss Rahman. Empathy is a terrible business model.”

The words hit like a physical slap across the face. I flinched. He noticed. He didn’t care.

He moved to his chair and leaned back slightly, steepling his long fingers beneath his chin. “Here’s what I propose: I need a fiancée.”

I blink, sure I had misheard him over the rushing blood in my ears. “I… excuse me?”

“A fake one,” he clarified, his tone as casual as if he were ordering a black coffee. “Six months. Public appearances. Corporate galas. Tedious family functions. You’ll move into my penthouse. You will wear the ring I provide. You will smile for the cameras, and you will look at me as if the sun rises and sets on my command.”

He said it like it was nothing. Like I was nothing—just an actress stepping onto a stage he owned.

“And why me?” I demanded, a flicker of defensive anger finally sparking to life. “You have a city full of supermodels and socialites who would throw themselves at your feet for free. Why pick a waitress drowning in medical debt?”

He shrugged, an elegant, dismissive movement. “Because you’re desperate. And because you’re completely removed from my world. You have no hidden motives, no wealthy father trying to force a merger, and no social standing to protect. You need the money too badly to double-cross me.”

I should have been fiercely offended. But all I could think about was my sister’s fragile voice last night, rasping against her hospital pillow amid the rhythmic beeping of the monitors. “Nadia, I’m scared.”

I gripped the arms of the chair. “And in return?” I asked, my voice dropping to a harsh whisper.

“One million dollars. Tax-free. Paid in full to the medical facility of your choosing, with a remainder transferred to your personal account upon the successful completion of the six months.”

My heart pounded so hard it ached against my ribs. A million dollars. Life for my sister. Freedom from the crushing weight that had suffocated me for two years. “And if I say no?”

He leaned forward, placing his forearms on the desk. His eyes were like dead winter. “Then I press a button, Ms. Mansour shows you to the elevator, and I call the next girl on my heavily vetted list.”

The silence between us stretched tight, humming with tension. Every instinct I possessed screamed at me to run. I should have stood up. I should have walked out of that freezing, beautiful cage.

But I looked him dead in the eye, lifted my chin, and said, “Where do I sign?”

He didn’t smirk. He didn’t look triumphant. He simply reached over and pressed a button on a sleek intercom console. “Ms. Mansour. Bring in the primary drafted agreement.”

Less than ten seconds later, the glass doors parted. Ms. Mansour strode in, her heels clicking in a sharp, military rhythm. 

She placed a thick, leather-bound folder on the desk right in front of me, set a heavy, gold-plated fountain pen beside it, and retreated from the room as silently as a ghost.

“This is the contract,” Zain said, gesturing to the ominous folder. “Read it. Understand it. Then sign it.”

My fingers hovered over the dark leather cover. I flipped it open. The pages were thick, creamy parchment, filled with dense legalese. 

Clause 4: Public Affection and Physical Boundaries. Clause 7: Media Gag Order and Non-Disclosure. Clause 12: Weight and Appearance Maintenance.

“What happens after six months?” I asked, my eyes scanning a particularly draconian section regarding paparazzi interactions.

“We separate. Quietly. We release a joint statement citing irreconcilable differences and demanding privacy. Your name eventually disappears from my life, and you go back to yours, significantly wealthier.”

“And during those six months?”

“You’ll live with me. You will attend every event I require. My mother is… particular. She will test you. You will pass her tests.”

I raised a skeptical brow. “And?”

“You’ll act like we’re madly in love. You will convince the board of my company that I am a stable, grounded family man ready to take full control of the legacy.”

The words landed like heavy stones in my chest. Madly in love. With a man who looked like he had ice water pumping through his veins.

“And if I mess up?” I asked quietly.

He gave me a look. Flat. Utterly unforgiving.

“Don’t.”
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I picked up the pen. It was obscenely heavy, probably costing more than my rent for the entire year. I turned to the final page, where a neat line waited for me.

My signature looked horribly out of place on that thick, creamy paper—too small, too uncertain, jagged with nerves. 

It looked exactly like what it was: a forgery of a life. Like it didn’t belong. Like I didn’t belong.

Zain Al-Fassi watched me the entire time, silent as stone, his gaze tracking the movement of my hand. 

When I finally set the pen down, the quiet click echoing in the room, he picked up the folder. 

He gave the signature a quick, clinical glance and tucked it neatly back into his top drawer, turning a small silver key to lock it.

It was done. I had sold six months of my life, my identity, and my dignity. My stomach twisted violently.

“You start tomorrow,” he said, rising to his full, intimidating height. “I’ll have a car pick you up at eight sharp at your apartment on Rue de l’Ancien-Port. Do not keep my driver waiting.”

I stood too, my legs feeling like they were made of lead, not quite meeting his eyes. “What do I tell people? My friends? My sister?”

“That you fell in love with me.”

His voice was so utterly deadpan, so devoid of any romantic inflection, that I almost laughed. Almost.

But he was already walking away, heading toward a built-in bar in the far corner of his office. 

Crystal decanters lined a glowing glass shelf, all of them gleaming pristinely like they’d never been touched by human hands. 

He selected a dark green bottle and poured something pale and fizzy into two delicate flutes.

Champagne.

He walked back and held one out to me. “To our engagement, Miss Rahman.”

I hesitated, staring at the bubbles racing to the surface. I took the fragile glass and clinked it against his with the barest, hollow tap.

“To lies,” I muttered, unable to stop myself.

His lips twitched. It was the closest thing to a genuine expression I’d seen yet. “To strategy.”

I sipped. It was aggressively cold, painfully crisp, and tasted exactly like a life I didn’t belong to.

He watched me over the rim of his glass, his pale eyes tracking the movement of my throat as I swallowed. “You’ll need a wardrobe upgrade immediately. You look like you’re dressed for a court hearing, not a society launch. Ms. Mansour will handle that tomorrow morning.”

My gaze dropped to my pathetic, ill-fitting blazer. A flush of hot humiliation crept up my neck. “Right. Of course. Just point me toward the rack.”

“And you’ll need to pack whatever essentials you possess. You move in by the weekend.”

That pulled my eyes back up, my pulse spiking again. “Already? I need to pack up my apartment, deal with my landlord—”

“We have an event Monday night,” he interrupted smoothly. “A charity gala for the pediatric wing of Hôpitaux Universitaires de Genève (HUG) on Rue Gabrielle-Perret-Gentil. The press will be there in full force. You’ll be expected on my arm, looking the part.”

I swallowed hard, the champagne suddenly tasting like acid. “What do I wear to a charity gala with billionaires?”

He tilted his head, his gaze sweeping over me in a way that made me feel entirely exposed. “Something expensive. Something that says ‘I’m in love with Zain Al-Fassi, and I belong by his side.’”

God, I was in so far over my head. I was drowning, and the man holding the life raft was charging me my soul for the privilege.

“What about my job?” I asked, gripping the stem of the glass like a lifeline. “I have shifts. I have regulars.”

“You won’t need it. Call your manager and quit.”

I blinked, frustration warring with the intimidation. “I’m a waitress, Mr. Al-Fassi, not a trust fund baby playing pretend. I can’t just walk away from my only source of income.”

He cut in smoothly, his patience clearly wearing thin. “You’ll be compensated weekly with a stipend that triples your current annual salary. It’s outlined in Clause 8 of the arrangement. Your financial worries are over.”

“Still,” I murmured, looking down at my scuffed shoes, “it feels like I’m giving up everything that makes me… me.”

Zain finished his champagne in one fluid motion and set the glass down on his desk with a gentle, definitive clink. “You’re not giving up, Miss Rahman. You’re trading up. Most people would kill for this opportunity. Try to look a little more grateful.”

That stung more than I wanted it to. It was the cold, unvarnished truth wrapped in condescension.

He walked over to the frosted glass doors and opened them, an unspoken, absolute dismissal. “Ms. Mansour will email you the itinerary. We’ll see you tomorrow at eight.”

I placed my half-full glass on the edge of the desk, grabbed my worn purse, and stepped out into the anteroom. 

The click of my cheap heels echoed loudly against the polished obsidian floor. Ms. Mansour didn’t even look up from her monitor as I passed her desk.

Just before the heavy glass elevator doors closed to swallow me back into the real world, I looked back through the gap.

Zain Al-Fassi was already seated at his desk again, typing something with swift, practiced fingers, his face illuminated by the harsh glow of his monitors. 

He had completely forgotten me the second I walked out. I was just another line item in his massive empire. A minor variable solved. A pawn moved efficiently into place on his grand board.

And maybe I was. Maybe I was just a desperate girl playing a game she didn’t understand.

The elevator jolted, beginning its rapid descent. I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the cool glass wall.

He thought I was just a pawn. But as I touched the phantom weight on my left ring finger, I realized something Zain Al-Fassi might have overlooked in all his brilliant calculations.

Pawns could still become queens. And I was playing for a life.
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The elevator ride down felt like a freefall, though the digital floor indicator climbed steadily toward the lobby. 

My stomach stayed somewhere on the forty-second floor, pinned under the heel of Zain Al-Fassi’s expensive Italian shoes. 

When the doors finally hissed open, releasing me into the crisp, lake-scented air of Rue du Rhône, I didn’t move. 

I stood on the sidewalk for a long time, a static figure in the middle of the Geneva rush-hour current, watching the sleek luxury sedans and trams glide like silent predators through the city’s historic arteries, while the Jet d’Eau blasted a white plume into the sky in the distance.

My hand was shaking so badly I had to shove it deep into the pocket of my jeans. Through the denim, I felt the sharp corners of the folded contract. 

It was just paper, but it felt heavy—like I was carrying a lead weight. My soul, neatly typed, paginated, and notarized.

I couldn’t go back to the diner. 

I couldn’t stand the thought of pouring lukewarm coffee at Café du Centre or smiling for tips while the ink on a million-dollar lie was still drying on my skin. 

I didn’t call my manager. 

I didn’t check my schedule. I walked toward the tram stop at Bel-Air, my movements mechanical, my mind a blur of ice-blue eyes and the clinical scent of Zain’s office.

I went straight to the hospital.

The Intensive Care Unit at Hôpitaux Universitaires de Genève (HUG) was a world of beige tiles and a heavy, cloying smell of antiseptic that didn’t just sit in the air—it stayed in the back of your throat, tasting of copper and grief. 

To most, the ICU was a place of high-stakes drama, but to me, it had become a place of agonizingly slow silence.

I pushed through the double doors on Rue Gabrielle-Perret-Gentil, my heels clicking a hollow rhythm that seemed to annoy the nurses at the station. 

They didn’t look up. In this wing, you were either a tragedy or a miracle, and the staff had seen too many of the former to be curious.

I reached Room 412. Laying there, framed by a terrifying tangle of plastic tubes and the rhythmic, mocking hiss-click of a ventilator, my sister, Layla, looked like a fallen sparrow.

She was only twenty-two, but the Acute Encephalitis had stolen her from me in the span of a single afternoon. 

What had started as a simple headache had turned into a brain-swelling nightmare that left her trapped in a persistent vegetative state. 

Her skin, once the color of rich honey, was now the shade of parched earth. 

She was disappearing before my eyes, her body becoming a shallow, mechanical vessel managed entirely by the machines.

“Excuse me, dear, you can’t have those in here.”

I turned to see Nurse Berta, a woman whose soul was as sturdy as her orthopedic shoes. She was pointing at the small paper bag of oranges I’d bought at the market stall in Plainpalais—a habit from the days when Layla could actually eat.

“Sorry, Berta. I forgot,” I said, my voice cracking.

Berta’s expression softened. She’d watched me sit in the plastic chair in the corner of this room for six months. 

She’d seen me sleep upright, seen me cry in the cafeteria over a cup of gray soup, and seen me check my bank balance with the frantic eyes of a gambler.

“You look different today, Nadia,” Berta murmured, stepping closer to check the pressure monitors that tracked the swelling in Layla’s brain. “Tired. But… sharp.”

I looked down at my simple t-shirt and worn jeans. 

To Berta, I looked like I’d finally found a light at the end of the tunnel. To Zain, I looked like a risk. The duality of it made me want to scream.

“I just had a meeting,” I said, which was the understatement of the century.

Berta patted my shoulder—a heavy, comforting weight. “The specialist from the private clinic in Crans-Montana called again. 

They are the only ones with the neuro-regenerative technology to wake her up, Nadia. But they need the deposit by Monday, or they’ll give the bed to a patient from Dubai. I told them you were working on it, but…”

“I have it,” I interrupted.

Berta stopped. Her hand stayed on my shoulder, but her fingers twitched. “Nadia, that’s two hundred thousand francs just to start. Where would a girl like you—”

“I have it,” I repeated, louder this time, my voice echoing off the sterile walls. “I found a… benefactor. An investment.”

I didn’t wait for her to ask more. I couldn’t. I walked to the edge of Layla’s bed and took her hand. It felt like holding a bundle of dry twigs—fragile, brittle, as if the slightest pressure would snap the connection between us.

“I did it, Layla,” I whispered, leaning down until my forehead rested against the cold metal rail of the bed. “I did it. We have the money. You’re going to the mountains. No more beige walls. No more waiting for the state doctors to give up on you. They have the best surgeons in the world there. They’ll fix the swelling. They’ll bring you back.”

She didn’t move. 

The monitor continued its steady, indifferent beep… beep… beep.

The tears came then, hot and stinging, blurring the sight of her sunken eyes. I thought of the contract in my pocket. 

I thought of Zain Al-Fassi’s face when he told me I was “desperate.” He was right. I was so desperate I would have crawled through broken glass if it meant Layla could see the sun again. But the reality of what I’d done began to settle in.

For the last six months, the weight on my chest had felt like it was going
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