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    To all the dreamers who believe in the magic of Christmas and the power of a love that can save you, even when you're not looking for it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "In a world of contracts and promises, I found my truth in a fake husband and a Christmas tree."
—Han Min-seo, from a journal entry
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CHAPTER 1: A CONTRACT WRITTEN IN PINE AND ICE
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The day my world ended began with a lie and the scent of pine needles. Not the clean, fresh scent of a forest, but the artificial, cloying fragrance from a diffuser in the office of JKH Group, the company my new fake husband, CEO Lee Jae-hoon, owned. He wasn't supposed to get sick. He was a fortress of polished granite and cold ambition, a man who wielded power like a scalpel and had no time for trivialities like the flu. Yet here he was, huddled under a cashmere blanket, shivering in his sterile, minimalist penthouse, a victim of his own ruthless schedule and a sudden, unseasonal fever. It was a weakness he couldn't afford. His grandfather, the formidable chairman of JKH Group, had given him an ultimatum that was as sharp as the Seoul winter: find a suitable wife and produce an heir by Christmas Eve, or lose the company to his conniving cousin, Se-yeon. The deadline, a mere two weeks away, felt like a noose tightening around his neck. And I, Han Min-seo, was the rope.

The irony was a bitter pill. For years, he’d dodged every attempt at an arranged marriage, dismissing love as a distraction and relationships as a liability. Now, his legacy depended on a contract forged in desperation. He’d found me—a struggling artist with a mountain of student debt and a family to support. I was brilliant, fiery, and fiercely independent, the complete opposite of the submissive, polished women his grandfather expected. I was also in desperate need of the money he offered, a cold, transactional proposal that left no room for emotion. Our agreement was simple: a year of a fake marriage, a public pretense of love and devotion, in exchange for a staggering sum that would solve all my problems. The contract was bulletproof, filled with clauses designed to protect his family’s reputation and ensure my discretion. He'd even included a clause about "public displays of affection" to make our act more believable. But as I watched him on the security feed from the lobby, my long hair disheveled from the winter wind, my cheeks flushed with cold, I felt a flicker of something I couldn't name. He was late, and my impatience was a sharp, biting thing.

When I finally entered his penthouse, I didn't apologize. Instead, I set down a large paper bag and glared at him with an intensity that made his carefully constructed facade crack. "The contract said nothing about playing nursemaid," I said, my voice a low, husky whisper that sent a jolt of awareness through him. He was a man accustomed to being obeyed, but I treated him like a problem to be solved, not a master to be served. It was infuriating, and for some reason, intensely intriguing. I handed him a mug of ginger tea, my fingers brushing his, and the simple contact was an electric shock. He was a man who had built his life on control, and I was an anomaly, a chaotic force that threatened to unravel everything he had planned.

Our first public appearance was a disaster. We were meant to be a loving, engaged couple at a high-profile charity gala. Instead, he was his usual brooding, detached self, and I was a whirlwind of social grace and wit, charming everyone from potential investors to the snootiest socialites. He found himself watching me, captivated by my easy laughter and genuine warmth. I was so different from the cold, calculating woman he expected me to be. As the night wore on, the lines between our contract and reality began to blur. He found himself instinctively placing a hand on the small of my back, a possessive gesture he couldn't explain. I leaned into his touch, my scent, a mix of cinnamon and pine, filling his senses.

The real test came when his grandfather invited us to the family Christmas dinner. The old man was a master of psychological warfare, and his home was a minefield of carefully placed questions and subtle judgments. I, however, was a master strategist in my own right. I spoke of our "shared love for literature" and "planning our dream home," weaving a tapestry of a life together that was so convincing, he almost believed it himself. He found himself playing along, adding details about a fireplace he didn’t have and a garden he’d never plant. It was a dangerous game, one that made my heart pound with a mix of fear and exhilaration.

The fake marriage was a series of carefully choreographed lies and stolen glances. We held hands for the cameras, shared a few chaste kisses for the sake of the narrative, and always maintained a professional distance when we were alone. But the facade was wearing thin. He found himself thinking about me when I wasn't around, wondering what I was doing, if I was safe. He caught me watching him, too, a flicker of something unreadable in my dark eyes. One rainy afternoon, he found me in his study, my head resting on my arms, a book I had been reading forgotten on the desk. He watched me for a long time, the rhythmic rise and fall of my chest, the soft curve of my lips. The urge to reach out and touch me, to smooth a stray strand of hair from my face, was overwhelming.

The night he brought home a Christmas tree, our world tilted on its axis. He’d done it for the contract, for the optics of a couple building a life together. He’d expected me to be apathetic, but my face lit up with a genuine, childlike delight. I insisted on decorating it together, a shared task that was not in the contract. As we hung the ornaments, our hands brushed, our heads bent close together, and the air between us crackled with an unspoken energy. He found himself smiling, not for the cameras or his grandfather, but for me, for the
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