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Chapter 1: The Job After Hours
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The building had gone silent hours ago, save for the low hum of air conditioning and the rhythmic ticking of the wall clock that now felt louder than Wren Taylor’s thoughts. The entire twenty-ninth floor of Maddox & Crane felt like a different world after dark, devoid of bustling assistants, snapping heels, and sharp-voiced executives. The usual chaos had vanished, leaving only the dull glow of desk lamps and the soft buzz of city lights bleeding through the towering windows.

Wren sat hunched over her desk, trying to stay awake while squinting at a spreadsheet that refused to make sense no matter how many formulas she dragged across its cells. She glanced at her phone—8:57 PM. Her stomach grumbled, reminding her that the coffee and bagel from this morning had long since worn off. She should have gone home. Everyone else had. But instead, she was here, in her wrinkle-prone blouse and pencil skirt, waiting for her boss to summon her like some kind of medieval lord.

Then it happened. A ping on her screen. A message, short and to the point.

Conference Room A. Now. –L.M.

No greetings. No subject line. Just the cold initials of the man who ruled the office like a king behind his glass-walled throne.

“Charming,” she muttered, stretching her arms before gathering her notepad and straightening her skirt. Her heels clicked a lonely rhythm as she walked the marble corridor toward the conference room.

When she stepped inside, the chill in the room wasn’t just from the temperature.

Liam Maddox stood by the massive window, hands in the pockets of his tailored suit, the Manhattan skyline gleaming behind him like a perfectly orchestrated backdrop. He didn’t turn immediately, and Wren took a moment to look at him—the man behind the empire. Tall, lean but broad at the shoulders, hair dark and perfectly tousled like he hadn’t tried at all. His sleeves were rolled back, his tie loosened, and somehow he still managed to look like he belonged on the cover of a luxury magazine. Or a warning label.

She closed the door behind her, stepping into the silence.

“You called?” she said, trying not to sound sarcastic. Trying, and failing.

“You’re late,” he said, turning slowly.

“It’s nine on the dot.”

He arched a brow. “Punctuality isn’t the same as initiative.”

“And staying in the office this late isn’t the same as being efficient.”

His lips twitched slightly, almost a smile. Almost. But Wren knew better than to think Liam Maddox smiled. That would make him human, and everything about him radiated something else. Precision. Power. Distance.

“Sit,” he said, gesturing to the chair across from where he stood at the conference table.

She sat, placing her notepad in front of her. “What’s this about? Another investor deck? Budget revision?”

“No.”

Wren waited.

“I need you to pretend to be my fiancée.”

Her brain hiccuped. “I’m sorry?”

“I’m offering you a business arrangement. A one-month engagement. Public-facing only.”

“Like... for PR?”

“Yes.”

She stared at him. He didn’t flinch.

“Are you—” She laughed once, dry and incredulous. “You’re serious.”

“I am.”

“You want me to pretend to be your fiancée? Of all people?”

“You’re competent. Professional. You know the company. You won’t get attached.”

That last part stung. And he said it so casually, like she was incapable of wanting more, or simply beneath consideration for real affection.

“Why not hire someone?” she asked, her voice tight. “An actress. Someone trained for this kind of... insanity.”

“Because I trust you,” he said simply. “You’re discreet. You won’t sell this to the tabloids. And you won’t confuse this for anything romantic.”

She blinked, digesting his words with a mix of awe and horror.

“This isn’t a joke?”

“I don’t joke.”

Wren leaned back in her chair, trying to process. “What’s the reason? Investors?”

“Investors. And the board. They’re nervous. They think a settled image means long-term stability. I need a partner. Temporarily.”

“And what’s in it for me?”

“Fifty thousand dollars. Cash. Taxed, of course. Paid the day after the merger signs.”

She exhaled slowly. “Fifty grand.”

He nodded. “For one month. Appearances only. A few events, a trip, and a gala. Then we part ways.”

“And no sex?” she asked, arching a brow.

His eyes flickered with something—amusement, maybe—but his voice remained flat. “Not unless you initiate.”

She snorted. “Wow. You’re charming.”

“Strictly business, Wren.”

“Right. Business,” she echoed, tapping her fingers against the table.

Fifty thousand dollars. It would wipe out her credit cards, pay off the last of her student loans, cover the rent her roommate hadn’t paid in two months, and maybe even let her breathe for once. It was the kind of offer that could change her life—or ruin it.

But she was already halfway drowning. Might as well grab onto the rope someone was offering.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

Liam nodded once, like he’d known her answer all along.

“But let’s be clear,” she added, standing, “if you so much as touch my ass without permission, I will end this little fairy tale in front of your entire boardroom.”

He actually smirked. “Understood.”

“Good.”

She turned on her heel and walked out of the room, her heart pounding harder than it should’ve been. Behind her, the man she’d just agreed to fake a future with stood still as stone, already calculating his next move.

She didn’t know what she’d just gotten herself into. But one thing was clear—her life, her job, and her rules were no longer hers alone.

And something told her Liam Maddox never did anything without a reason.
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Chapter 2: CEO of Ice
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The morning after agreeing to fake-engage her billionaire boss, Wren Taylor woke up with a migraine and a heavy sense of unreality. Her alarm had gone off at six sharp, and she'd stared at her ceiling for a full ten minutes wondering if she’d hallucinated the entire conversation. Liam Maddox wanted her to pretend to be his fiancée. Not for a few hours, not for a single company dinner, but for a full month. Photos, trips, public displays, maybe even interviews. All of it packaged as a business transaction.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stared at the worn carpet of her one-bedroom apartment. Fifty thousand dollars. It wasn’t just a life raft. It was a freaking yacht compared to the sinking rowboat of her current finances. And she’d said yes. The word had left her mouth like a stranger's voice, too smooth and too fast, before she had a chance to weigh the consequences.

Now she had to follow through.

At 7:38 AM, Wren stepped into the glass-walled skyscraper of Maddox & Crane with her heart hammering under her tailored blazer. Her blouse, freshly ironed, clung to her like armor, and her hair was swept back into a bun so tight it could cut diamonds. She’d worn her confidence today like war paint.

As she passed the sleek lobby, she ignored the sidelong glances from the receptionists and assistants. Maybe it was in her head, but it felt like the atmosphere had already changed. Like somehow, everyone knew. But they couldn’t, right? He wouldn’t have told anyone.

Wren stepped into the elevator and rode it to the executive floor, trying to recall the exact terms of their deal. One month. One trip. One gala. Fake affection. Zero emotions. She could do that. She had done worse for less.

When the elevator dinged, the doors opened to reveal the sharp lines and polished chrome of the twenty-ninth floor. She stepped out, heels clicking on marble, and made her way to her desk just outside Liam’s office. Her computer glowed to life as she sat, pretending her heart wasn’t galloping like a racehorse.

The door behind her opened.

“Wren,” came the familiar, deep voice. Controlled. Smooth. Chilling.

She turned.

Liam Maddox stood there, framed in his doorway like he’d stepped out of a billionaire catalog. He wore another immaculate suit—dark navy today—with a crisp white shirt and a slim tie that screamed old money. He didn’t smile. He never did. But his gaze lingered on her a second longer than usual.

“Inside,” he said. Just that. Then he turned and walked back into his office, expecting obedience as if it were stitched into the fabric of his expensive life.

Wren grabbed her notepad and followed, closing the door behind her. His office smelled like cedarwood and ambition. Floor-to-ceiling windows bathed the space in morning light, catching the edges of his sleek black desk. She waited for him to speak, nerves taut.

“We’re leaving for Florence tomorrow,” he said, glancing down at his laptop.

Her heart skipped. “I beg your pardon?”

“Florence. Tuscany. One of our key European investors is hosting a private summit at his estate. We’ll be staying for five days. It’s the first public appearance for the engagement.”

“I haven’t even said yes to Italy,” she said.

He looked up. “You said yes to the arrangement. Italy is part of it. I assumed the passport you submitted with your HR documents is still valid?”

She stared at him. “Do you always bulldoze through people’s comfort zones this easily?”

“Yes.”

“Well, good to know.”

“You’ll need to pack accordingly. We’ll be staying at the estate, but there are formal dinners every night. Media will be present. You’ll be fitted this afternoon for appropriate attire.”

She blinked. “Fitted?”

“My stylist will meet you at two. You’ll be on the company account.”

“Of course I will.”

He stood and walked around the desk until he was just a few feet from her. She resisted the urge to take a step back. There was something about his presence—unrelenting, cold, almost gravitational.

“This will only work,” he said, voice low, “if people believe it. That means proximity. Eye contact. Physical gestures that suggest familiarity. Can you do that?”

“I’ve seen enough Hallmark movies to fake a handhold,” she replied, arms crossed.

His eyes dropped to her mouth for a second. A heartbeat. Then they lifted again, unreadable.

“There will be photos,” he said. “Social media speculation. We need to be in sync.”

“Great. I’ll study your Instagram.”

“I don’t use Instagram.”

“Of course you don’t.”

She turned to leave, the pressure of his gaze burning into her back. She stopped at the door and glanced over her shoulder. “Do I at least get a ring?”

His lips twitched. “You’ll have it by this afternoon.”

She stepped out and let the door close behind her.

By noon, the rumors had already started.

The first whisper came from Karen in accounting, murmuring something to a fellow number cruncher by the coffee machine.

“Wren and Liam? No way. She’s not his type.”

The second came from Gerald in legal, who openly stared as Wren passed him in the hallway.

“Wonder what she did to land him.”

By the time two o’clock rolled around, she was seated in a private fitting room two floors below the executive suite, surrounded by silk gowns, glittering shoes, and a stylist named Yvette who wore heels higher than Wren’s rent.

Yvette moved around her like a hurricane with tape, pins, and the kind of eyes that saw every flaw.

“You’ve got the figure,” she said in a French accent so faint it felt curated. “You just don’t know how to use it.”

“Thanks?” Wren replied, holding her arms up while Yvette wrapped a blood-red dress around her body.

“It needs to say elegance. Mystery. Sex. But also ‘I belong in the billionaire’s bed.’”

Wren flushed. “I don’t actually—”

“Oui, oui, fake. I know. But they cannot know. So. You wear this.”

Yvette spun her around toward a mirror. Wren barely recognized herself. The dress hugged her like it had been painted on, the neckline dipping into dangerous territory, the slit up her thigh rising like a whisper.

“I look like a Bond girl,” she said softly.

“You look like someone who can ruin a man.”

Wren wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

At five o’clock, she returned to her desk. A box sat on it. No card. No label. Just a black velvet square.

She opened it.

Inside was a ring—platinum, vintage cut, and easily worth more than her entire student loan debt. She stared at it, her breath catching, then slid it onto her finger.

It fit perfectly.

The door behind her opened. She turned. Liam stood there, hands in his pockets.

“It looks right,” he said.

“You could’ve asked my size.”

“I did. Last year. When you sent me that HR form. I keep records.”

Of course he did.

She stood, held up her hand, and wiggled her fingers. “Well, boss, we’re officially engaged.”

He stepped closer, eyes locking on hers.

“Not yet,” he murmured. Then he leaned in, brushed his lips against her cheek, and whispered, “Now we are.”

Wren’s breath caught. It was nothing—a brief graze. But it sent her entire system into chaos.

She swallowed hard. “This is going to be a disaster.”

He smiled then, the rarest of things.

“No. This is going to be perfect.”
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