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  The Desperate Deal
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Isabella Moreau paused outside the towering glass facade of Callwell Tower, her pulse racing so hard she could feel it in her throat. The financial desperation that had driven her here sat like a lead weight in her stomach. Her event planning business, Moreau Events, was circling the drain. One major client had backed out two weeks ago, leaving a cascade of unpaid invoices, angry vendors, and the very real threat of laying off her small team. At twenty eight, she'd poured everything into building her reputation for flawless, high end events. Now it could all crumble unless this meeting changed everything. 
She smoothed her hands down the front of her tailored black pencil skirt and adjusted the crisp white blouse that suddenly felt too tight across her athletic yet curvaceous frame. Her long, dark wavy hair was pinned back in a professional chignon, and she hoped the touch of makeup she'd applied concealed the exhaustion in her hazel eyes. Leah Myren, Darien Callwell's sharp tongued assistant and their mutual connection from the event planning circuit, had arranged this. Leah had been clear. This was not charity. It was a transaction that could save Isabella's company and solve one of Darien's very public problems.
With a steadying breath, Isabella pushed through the revolving doors. The lobby smelled of polished marble and expensive cologne. Security cleared her quickly, and she rode the private elevator to the top floor in silence. Her mind replayed the late night conversation with Leah from two days earlier. A fake marriage. Six months. Enough money to wipe out her debts and relaunch her business stronger than before. All she'd to do was pretend to be the perfect wife for a man she'd only seen in news articles. A reclusive tech billionaire who needed to look stable and settled to appease his traditional board ahead of a massive merger.
The elevator doors opened to a sleek reception area. Leah waited there, blonde bob perfectly styled, sharp features softened by a knowing smile. She wore a chic navy pantsuit that screamed efficiency.
"You showed up. I was half convinced you'd bolt," Leah said, stepping forward to clasp Isabella's arm. "He's waiting. Try not to look like you're walking into a shark tank."
"I can't believe I'm doing this," Isabella replied, her voice low but steady. She managed a weak smile. "My accountant gave me the numbers again this morning. If I don't secure new capital within thirty days, I'm done. This feels like selling my soul."
Leah guided her down a wide corridor lined with abstract art. "It's not your soul. It's six months of your life. Darien is intense, but he's fair. Keep your head on straight, follow the rules, and you'll walk away with your business intact and a very healthy bank account. Just remember. No feelings. That is the golden rule."
They stopped before a set of double doors. Leah knocked once, then pushed them open without waiting for an answer. Isabella stepped inside and the world seemed to narrow. The office was massive, with floor to ceiling windows offering a dizzying view of the city. A long mahogany desk dominated one side, but the man himself stood near the windows, hands clasped behind his back.
Darien Callwell turned slowly. He was taller than she'd expected, easily six three, with a muscular build that his impeccably tailored charcoal suit did nothing to hide. Dark hair, cut with precision, framed a face carved from stone. But it was his piercing blue eyes that pinned her in place. They swept over her once, assessing, before he spoke in a deep, commanding voice.
"Miss Moreau. Thank you for coming on such short notice. Please sit."
Isabella crossed the room on legs that felt less steady than she'd have liked. She lowered herself into one of the leather chairs opposite his desk. The material was cool against the backs of her thighs. Leah took a seat to the side, tablet in hand, ready to facilitate.
"I understand Leah has given you the broad strokes," Darien continued. He moved to his chair but did not sit immediately. Instead he studied her with that intense gaze. "My board is filled with traditionalists. They won't approve the merger with Vanguard unless they believe I've settled down. A wife provides that image. In return, I'll clear every debt attached to Moreau Events and provide you with a settlement that ensures you never have to worry about finances again."
Isabella swallowed. The desperation that had kept her awake for nights clawed at her, but she forced her voice to remain even. "And in exchange I become your temporary bride. For six months."
"Precisely." He finally sat, the chair creaking faintly under his weight. "Leah will handle the logistics. A quiet courthouse ceremony next week. you'll move into my penthouse immediately after. The public will see a whirlwind romance that culminated in marriage. But make no mistake. This is a contract, not a relationship."
The tension in the room thickened as he slid a thick folder across the desk. Isabella opened it. The document was clinical, filled with clauses and conditions. She read the key points aloud to steady herself.
"No developing feelings. Separate bedrooms. Public affection only when required for appearances. No private physical intimacy. No discussions of this arrangement with anyone outside this room. Violation of any term results in immediate termination of the agreement and repayment of all funds advanced." She looked up, meeting those blue eyes. "you've thought of everything. Do you always negotiate your personal life like a merger?"
A flicker of dry humor crossed his face. "When the stakes are this high, yes. I don't have time for complications, Miss Moreau. My last attempt at a real relationship ended with someone selling details to the press. I won't risk the merger on sentiment."
Isabella leaned forward, her wit sharpening as a defense against the nerves. "Sentiment? You make it sound like I'm applying for a position in your corporate harem. I run a business, Mr. Callwell. I'm not an accessory. If I agree to this, I expect to be treated as a partner in the performance, not a prop."
His eyebrows rose a fraction. The corner of his mouth twitched. "A partner in the performance. I like that. you've a sharp tongue. That could be useful in public settings. The board admires a woman who can hold her own. But understand this. Behind closed doors we remain strangers. Separate wings of the penthouse. you've your space. I've mine. Public affection will be limited to what looks natural for newlyweds. A hand at your back. An occasional kiss on the cheek. Nothing more."
Isabella felt heat rise in her cheeks, but she refused to look away. The banter was keeping her grounded. "So no drunk midnight visits to my room? No lingering glances over breakfast? I'm relieved. I was worried you might be the type to fall madly in love with your fake wife."
Darien's laugh was low and unexpected. It sent an unwelcome ripple of awareness through her body. "you're not what I pictured, Miss Moreau. Leah described you as ambitious and resilient. She failed to mention you were also quick with sarcasm. That will make the staged appearances more convincing. The press loves chemistry, even if It's manufactured."
Leah cleared her throat from the side of the room. "The terms are strict for a reason. Both of you've too much to lose. Isabella, your business is saved the moment you sign. Darien, the board meeting is in ten weeks. By then you need to look like a man who has found his perfect match."
Isabella flipped through the remaining pages. The financial figures were staggering. Enough to pay every vendor, retain her staff, and give her breathing room to pursue new clients. She thought of the fear that had gripped her when the Harrington account vanished. The late nights staring at spreadsheets. The shame of nearly losing everything she'd built. This deal was her lifeline, even if it came wrapped in a cold contract and a man whose presence already felt dangerously magnetic.
She picked up the pen. Her hand hovered. "One clarification before I sign. If this accidental chemistry we seem to have sparks in public, we channel it for the cameras only. I won't risk my future on blurred lines."
Darien leaned back, studying her with new intensity. "Agreed. I don't do blurred lines. Sign, and we begin immediately. The first photo opportunity is waiting downstairs. I'd Leah tip off a few trusted paparazzi. They think this is our first meeting after a whirlwind online courtship. We will look surprised but pleased. Nothing more."
Isabella signed with a steady hand that belied the storm inside her. Darien added his own signature with swift efficiency. The ink dried quickly on the page, sealing six months of her life to this commanding stranger.
Leah collected the documents with a satisfied nod. "Congratulations. you're now contractually bound. The elevator will take you to the private exit. Make it look real but not rehearsed."
They rose together. In the elevator, the space felt far too small. Darien stood close enough that Isabella caught the subtle scent of his cologne, something woody and expensive that made her pulse jump. She kept her eyes fixed on the descending numbers, hyper aware of his tall frame beside her.
"Nervous?" he asked, voice low.
"I don't get nervous," she lied. "I strategize. Right now my strategy is to survive the next ten minutes without tripping over my own feet in front of cameras."
He made a sound that might have been amusement. "Good. Because we need this to look organic. Follow my lead once we step outside."
The doors opened to a side entrance where afternoon light spilled onto the sidewalk. The moment they stepped out, camera shutters began clicking. Two photographers and a reporter waited, clearly tipped off. Isabella felt exposed, but Darien moved with practiced ease. He placed a guiding hand near her lower back, not quite touching, as they walked toward the waiting town car.
A reporter called out. "Mr. Callwell, is this the mystery woman from the charity gala photos last month?"
Darien offered a rare, calculated smile. "No comment at this time. Though I'll say some meetings are worth rearranging your entire schedule for."
Isabella turned her head to look up at him, playing the part of the intrigued new acquaintance. As she did, her balance shifted on her heels. Her hand instinctively reached out to steady herself. Their fingers brushed. Skin met skin for only a second. His hand was warm, strong, and the accidental contact sent a spark racing up her arm and straight into her chest.
She froze for half a heartbeat. The sensation was electric, far more intense than it should have been. Heat bloomed low in her belly. When she met his eyes, she saw a flicker of something raw in those piercing blue depths before he masked it. His jaw tightened. The cameras kept clicking, capturing what looked like an intimate first moment between two people discovering instant attraction.
Isabella pulled her hand back, but the tingling remained. This was supposed to be cold. Contractual. Yet that single brush of fingers had ignited something dangerous between them. Something that felt like the first crack in the strict boundaries they'd just signed.
Darien guided her into the car with smooth control, his expression once again unreadable. As the door closed and the vehicle pulled away from the curb, Isabella stared at her hand where their skin had touched. The desperate deal was done. But the sparks it had just created threatened to burn far hotter than either of them had bargained for.
She glanced at him across the leather seat. He was watching her, silent, the weight of his gaze heavy with unspoken assessment. Six months suddenly felt both too long and not nearly long enough. Isabella looked away, out at the passing city, and wondered how she'd keep her guarded heart from complicating the coldest contract of her life.
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