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  Introduction


Catherine Jenkins lives for The Kiln, her vibrant community art studio. It’s her grandmother’s legacy, a haven of creativity, a place where art heals and community thrives. But a ruthless development company is circling, threatening to shatter her world and everything she holds dear. Cat needs a miracle, and she needs it now. 
Enter Jack Warner, a corporate titan suffocating under the weight of family expectations. To secure his inheritance and protect his family’s empire, he needs one thing: a fiancée. A temporary, convenient fiancée to satisfy a bizarre, non-negotiable clause in his grandfather’s will.
Their worlds collide in a disastrous coffee shop encounter, leaving Cat fuming and Jack utterly flustered. So when Jack shows up at The Kiln with an indecent proposal—a contract to be his fake bride—Cat is ready to throw him out. But the staggering sum he offers could save her studio. It’s a devil’s bargain, but a desperate woman makes desperate choices.
What begins as a strictly business arrangement quickly spirals into a hilarious, chaotic charade. From awkward public appearances to navigating his icy family and a cunning corporate rival, Cat and Jack find themselves playing roles they never imagined. As the lines blur between their carefully constructed performance and undeniable, electric sparks, they have to ask: can a love born from a contract ever be real? Or is 'Operation: Fiancé' destined to end in heartbreak, leaving both their legacies in ruins?
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  Chapter one
 Cat

The Weight of Clay and Debt


The first thing I’m aware of is the smell. It’s the scent of life, of creation—damp earth, mineral tang, and the faint, sweet perfume of drying clay. It’s a smell that has soaked into the very floorboards of this old warehouse, a scent I’ve carried in my hair and under my fingernails for as long as I can remember. It is the smell of home. 
A high-pitched giggle cuts through the rhythmic whir of the pottery wheels. 'Mine looks like a worm!' seven-year-old Leo shrieks, holding up a lopsided coil of terracotta clay that does, in fact, bear a striking resemblance to a startled earthworm.
'A very handsome worm,' I say, my voice warm with a smile I don’t have to fake. 'He just needs a little help finding his shape.' I move behind him, my clay-caked apron brushing against his chair. My hands, slick with grey slip, gently guide his smaller, clumsier ones. 'See? You just have to listen to the clay. It’ll tell you what it wants to be.' Under our combined touch, the worm begins to rise, to round out, transforming from a wobbly line into the beginnings of a small bowl. Leo’s eyes are wide with a kind of magic that never gets old.
This is my sanctuary. The Kiln Community Art Studio. Sunlight, thick with dancing dust motes, streams through the massive, multi-paned windows that make up the entire front wall, illuminating the beautiful chaos within. Shelves groan under the weight of works-in-progress: lumpy pinch pots from the toddlers’ class, ambitious but slightly crooked mugs from the adult beginners, and the elegant, sculptural forms I work on in the quiet hours after everyone has gone home. Two colossal electric kilns, affectionately named Ignis and Fafnir by my grandmother, stand like silent, slumbering dragons against the back brick wall. Every surface, from the worn wooden workbenches to the concrete floor, is dusted with a fine layer of clay, a testament to the thousands of creations, both masterful and messy, that have been born here.
This place is my grandmother’s legacy, but it’s my lifeblood. She built it from nothing, a defiant splash of creativity in a neighborhood that was slowly forgetting how to make things with its hands. She believed that art wasn’t a luxury, but a necessity, a way for a community to know itself. When she passed, she left it to me, not as a burden, but as a trust. And every day, surrounded by this joyful, noisy, wonderful mess, I try to honor that trust.
'Cat! Cat! Look!' A small girl with fiery red pigtails, Chloe, tugs on my sleeve, her face a mask of intense concentration. 'I think my vase is thirsty.' She points to the small pot she’s been painstakingly painting with underglaze. A bright blue drip is running down the side, blurring her carefully painted yellow sun into a greenish smear.
I crouch down to her level, my knees cracking a protest. 'Oh, I see. It’s not thirsty, sweetie. It’s just crying happy tears because you made it so beautiful.' I take a fine-tipped brush and with a gentle flick of my wrist, I turn the blue tear into a long, graceful stem, connecting it to a new, leafy base. Chloe gasps, her frustration melting into delight. 'A flower!'
'Exactly,' I murmur, ruffling her hair and getting a bit of clay in it. 'Sometimes the mistakes are where the real beauty is hiding.' It’s a lesson my grandmother taught me, a mantra I repeat to myself on the days when the bills pile higher than the bags of clay.
The hour flies by in a flurry of spinning wheels, happy chatter, and the soft squelch of clay being shaped and reshaped. I move between the children, offering a word of encouragement here, a gentle correction there. I love this part of my day, the unbridled creativity of minds that haven’t yet learned to fear failure. They don’t worry about perfection; they just make. It’s a freedom I envy, a state I’m always chasing in my own work.
As the parents begin to trickle in, the energy shifts. The creative chaos is packed away into cubbies, masterpieces-in-progress are carefully transferred to the drying racks, and the studio is filled with the proud 'oohs' and 'aahs' of mothers and fathers marveling at what their children have brought forth from a simple lump of earth. I exchange pleasantries, schedule make-up classes, and wipe down the wheels, the familiar motions a comforting rhythm that grounds me. The last child is collected, a final wave is waved, and then, silence descends. It’s a good silence, a satisfied quiet, filled with the ghosts of laughter and the hum of the kilns cooling in the back.
I stand in the center of the room, my arms crossed, a real, bone-deep contentment settling over me. My jeans are splattered with a rainbow of glaze colors, my old t-shirt has a permanent handprint of white clay on the hip, and my hands feel raw from the constant washing and drying. I am a mess. A complete and utter mess. And I have never felt more myself. This is everything. This controlled chaos, this haven of creation. This is what I’m fighting for.
The bell above the door jingles, a cheerful, tinkling sound that signals the arrival of my best friend and the one person who keeps this beautiful, chaotic ship from sinking entirely. Maya Sinclair walks in, and she is, as always, the complete antithesis of my current state. Her dark slacks are perfectly pressed, her white silk blouse is pristine, and her black hair is pulled back in a sleek, no-nonsense bun. She carries a leather tote bag that probably costs more than my monthly clay budget. She stops just inside the door, her perfectly-arched eyebrows rising as she surveys the room, and then me.
'Did a clay-nado hit in here?' she asks, her voice dry, but her eyes are sparkling with amusement. She carefully navigates a puddle of murky water to reach the front desk, pulling a tissue from her purse to wipe a stray smudge of blue glaze from the countertop before setting down her bag.
'It was a productive storm,' I grin, grabbing a towel to wipe my hands. 'The under-eights division created a whole menagerie of lopsided animals. I think Leo’s giraffe might actually be a masterpiece of abstract expressionism.'
'As long as their parents’ checks don’t bounce, they can call it a Picasso for all I care,' she says, pulling a neat stack of mail from her tote. Maya is a freelance accountant, a wizard of spreadsheets and tax codes who graciously donates her time to keep The Kiln’s finances from spiraling into the abyss. She’s the organized pragmatism to my creative mess, the numbers to my colors. I’d be lost without her.
'Anything good?' I ask, leaning against the desk, the weariness of the morning finally starting to seep into my bones.
'The usual,' she says, sorting the envelopes into small, terrifying piles. 'Invoice from the clay supplier, the electricity bill which is, as usual, astronomical—you know, Cat, we could really save if you switched to the newer, energy-efficient kilns—'
'Ignis and Fafnir are family,' I interrupt, my tone light but firm. 'You don’t replace family just because they’re a little expensive to feed.' It’s an old argument, one we have every month. She wants efficiency; I want to preserve the soul of this place, and those old kilns are its heart, humming with the memory of my grandmother’s hands on their controls.
Maya sighs, a sound of fond exasperation. 'Fine. Keep your fire-breathing heirlooms. There’s a check from the community grant, which is good. It’ll cover the clay order.' She continues sorting through the pile. A flyer for a new restaurant. A postcard from a former student traveling in Italy. Another bill. And then she stops. Her hands freeze over a single envelope resting on the bottom of the stack.
It’s easy to see why it caught her eye. It’s a vibrant, blood-red. The paper is thick, creamy, and expensive-looking, a stark contrast to the flimsy, windowed envelopes of the bills. In the top left corner, an embossed logo is pressed into the paper: a stylized ‘A’ intertwined with a ‘X’, for Apex Urban Development Group. A name that has become a four-letter word in this neighborhood.
My stomach plummets. The warm, happy glow of the morning evaporates, replaced by a familiar, icy dread. I’ve been getting letters from them for months. First, polite offers to buy the property. Then, more insistent ones. Lately, they’ve been more… official. More threatening.
'Just throw it out,' I say, my voice suddenly tight. I turn away, pretending to busy myself by organizing a shelf of glazes, my hands suddenly clumsy.
'Cat,' Maya’s voice is soft, but there’s an edge of steel in it. 'You can’t keep ignoring these.' She picks up the envelope. It looks garish and wrong in the earthy, muted tones of the studio. An invading force.
'There’s nothing to see,' I insist, my back still to her. 'It’s just another offer. They want to tear this place down and put up another one of their glass and steel boxes. Some soulless condo building with a fancy name like ‘The Artisan Lofts’ and not a single artist who can afford to live there.' My voice is bitter. I’ve seen it happen all over the city. A developer swoops in, buys up history, and replaces it with sterile, overpriced modernity.
'It feels different,' Maya says quietly. I hear the slice of a letter opener. My shoulders tense. I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to know. If I don’t read it, it can’t be real. It’s a stupid, childish logic, but it’s all I have.
A long silence stretches between us, filled only by the quiet drip of a leaky faucet in the wash-up area. The silence is worse than any words. Finally, I can’t stand it anymore. I turn around. Maya is standing there, her face pale, holding a single sheet of that same thick, expensive paper. Her usual composure is gone, replaced by something that looks a lot like pity. And that scares me more than anything.
'What?' I whisper, my throat dry.
She doesn’t say anything. She just holds the letter out to me. My feet feel like they’re encased in concrete, but I force myself to walk the few steps to the desk. I take the paper from her. My fingers are trembling slightly, leaving dusty grey smudges on the crisp, white page.
The words are printed in a cold, black, unforgiving font. They blur together at first, a meaningless jumble of legal jargon. But then, certain phrases leap out, sharp and cruel as shards of glass.
…failure to meet financial obligations…
…final notice…
…foreclosure proceedings to commence…
…property to be seized in thirty days…
Thirty days. The air rushes out of my lungs in a painful whoosh. Thirty days. The number echoes in the sudden, cavernous silence of my mind. Thirty days until they take my home. Thirty days until they padlock the doors my grandmother built. Thirty days until the laughter of children is replaced by the roar of bulldozers. The letter slips from my numb fingers and flutters to the floor, landing face up. The stark red of the envelope it came from seems to mock me from the desk, a bloody wound in the heart of my studio.
The world narrows to the four corners of that piece of paper. The vibrant colors of the studio seem to fade, leaching away into a dull, uniform grey. Maya is talking, her voice a distant buzz, like a fly trapped behind a windowpane. I can’t make out the words. All I can hear is the frantic, panicked thumping of my own heart against my ribs.
'Cat? Catherine, say something.' Maya’s hand is on my arm, her touch grounding me, pulling me back from the edge of a dizzying precipice. I blink, and the studio swims back into focus, but it looks different now. Frail. Temporary. Every dusty shelf, every beloved, clunky old kiln, every child’s handprint smudged on the wall feels impossibly precious and already lost.
'Thirty days,' I choke out, the words tasting like ash in my mouth. 'They’re giving us thirty days.'
'Okay,' Maya says, her voice regaining its usual brisk efficiency, a shield against the panic she must feel, too. 'Okay, this is bad, but it’s not over. We can fight this. I’ll call my brother-in-law, the one who does real estate law. We can file for an extension, maybe declare bankruptcy to stall them—'
'No,' I cut her off, the word sharp and final. My stubborn pride, the same pride that makes me cling to my grandmother’s ancient kilns, rears its head. 'No bankruptcy. I’m not… I won’t let this place have that stain on its name.' I can’t bear the thought of admitting defeat, of surrendering my grandmother’s legacy to a balance sheet.
'Cat, this isn’t about pride! This is about survival!' Maya’s frustration is palpable. 'That development company has an army of lawyers. You can’t fight them with sentiment!'
'I know,' I snap, my voice raw. I hate the tremor in it. I hate the hot sting of tears behind my eyes. I will not cry. I will not fall apart. I pace away from her, needing to move, to do something, anything, to outrun the crushing weight that’s settling on my chest. My eyes scan the studio, my sanctuary, and all I see are vulnerabilities. The crack in the plaster near the ceiling. The faint scent of mildew from the old plumbing. The outdated wiring. It’s not just a studio; it’s a money pit. And the money has finally run out.
My gaze lands on my personal workbench in the corner, a small island of relative order in the sea of chaos. On it sits my latest commission, a piece I’d been pouring all my hopes into. It’s a tall, elegant vase, its form inspired by the graceful curve of a calla lily. The porcelain is so fine it’s almost translucent. It’s the most difficult thing I’ve ever made, and it’s nearly perfect. The client, a wealthy woman from uptown, had promised a handsome sum for it—enough to cover the electricity bill and the next clay order, enough to give me a tiny bit of breathing room.
A bitter laugh escapes me. Breathing room. What a joke. The money from this one vase is a single drop of water against a raging forest fire.
A surge of hot, helpless anger courses through me. It’s not fair. I work so hard. I pour every ounce of my heart and soul into this place, into my art. I create beauty. And for what? So some faceless corporation can demolish it and make a profit? The injustice of it is a physical thing, a tight, burning knot in my gut.
I stalk over to the bench, my movements jerky and uncoordinated. My vision is blurry with unshed tears of rage. I reach for a trimming tool, my hand shaking. I just need to feel the clay, to carve a line, to do something that feels controlled and purposeful in a world that has just spun wildly out of my control.
My elbow catches the vase.
It happens in horrifying slow motion. The elegant form teeters on the edge of the bench for a heart-stopping second, a perfect, fragile silhouette against the dusty afternoon light. I lunge for it, a strangled cry catching in my throat, but my fingers close on empty air. It tips over the edge and falls.
The sound is sickening. A sharp, crystalline crack that echoes in the sudden, dead silence of the studio. It’s not a loud crash, but a delicate, heartbreaking sound, like a promise breaking. It hits the concrete floor and explodes into a dozen large pieces and a thousand tiny slivers of white.
I stare at the wreckage. My beautiful vase. Hours of work, weeks of careful drying, the one tangible piece of hope I had, shattered at my feet. It’s too much. The final, cruel punctuation mark on a sentence of despair.
'Oh, Cat…' Maya’s voice is a soft murmur of sympathy from behind me. 'I’m so sorry.' She moves forward, grabbing the dustpan and brush from the wall. 'Don’t worry. I’ll get it. Just… just go sit down.' Her instinct is to clean it up, to sweep away the evidence of the disaster, to make it disappear.
'Stop,' I say, my voice surprisingly steady. 'Don’t.'
She freezes, the brush hovering over the shards. 'What?'
I kneel down on the hard, cold concrete, heedless of the dust and the sharp edges. The anger has vanished, washed away by a wave of profound, hollow grief. I look at the pieces. The elegant curve of the neck is still intact in one large shard. The delicate, flared lip is in another. The smooth, white glaze I spent days perfecting still gleams under the light. It’s broken. Utterly, irrevocably broken. But the pieces… the pieces are still beautiful.
I reach out a tentative finger and touch the sharp edge of the largest fragment. It’s a clean break. A strong line. My mind, a place that has been a chaotic storm of panic for the last ten minutes, suddenly goes quiet. An idea flickers in the darkness, small and faint, but persistent. A memory of a lecture from art school, of a philosophy I’ve always admired but never had the courage to try.
Kintsugi. The Japanese art of repairing broken pottery with lacquer dusted or mixed with powdered gold. The philosophy behind it is that the piece is more beautiful for having been broken, that the cracks are part of its history and should be celebrated, not hidden.
I pick up one of the larger pieces, its weight familiar in my palm. I trace the fractured edge with my thumb. A line of gold, right here. Another one there, connecting this curve to that one. It wouldn’t be a vase anymore. It would be something new. A sculpture about survival. About being shattered and put back together. About the beauty in the mistakes.
'Cat, what are you doing?' Maya asks, her voice laced with concern. 'You’ll cut yourself.'
I barely hear her. The world outside this small circle of porcelain ruin has faded away again. The red envelope, the foreclosure notice, the crushing weight of debt—it’s all still there, a monster waiting in the shadows. But right here, on the floor, amidst the wreckage of my shattered hope, a tiny, defiant idea is taking root. It’s not a solution. It’s not a plan. It’s just… a refusal to be swept away. A refusal to believe that broken means the end.
Slowly, methodically, I begin to gather the pieces. I pick them up one by one, my movements careful and deliberate, and lay them on a clean cloth on my workbench. The large shards first, then the smaller splinters. One sharp edge slices my finger, and a single, bright drop of my own blood falls onto the white porcelain, a startling crimson against the pale surface. I don’t even flinch. I just wrap a rag around the cut and keep working, my focus absolute. I will not throw this away. I will not let this be the end. I will take these broken pieces, and I will make them into something stronger.






  
  Chapter two
Jack

The Stability Clause


The air in the boardroom is the same temperature as the polished chrome and smoked glass it circulates through: cold, sterile, and unforgiving. It’s a manufactured chill, designed to keep a dozen expensive suits from sweating under the pressure of billion-dollar decisions. From my seat at the head of the monolithic mahogany table, I can feel the chill seeping through the fine wool of my jacket, a familiar sensation that does nothing to cool the knot of heat in my gut. My gaze sweeps the room, a practiced, dispassionate inventory of the faces staring back at me. Henderson, with his perpetual look of anxious indigestion. Davies, old guard and loyal to my grandfather’s memory, but timid. And across from me, a few seats down, him. Theodore Miller. 
Theodore is leaning back in his chair, a picture of relaxed confidence. His silver-and-black hair is perfect, his smile is a carefully calibrated instrument of charm, and his eyes—his eyes are watching me with the placid, patient hunger of a shark that knows blood is in the water. He hasn’t said a word for the last ten minutes, but his silence is louder than any objection. It’s a performance, and the rest of the board is his captive audience.
'…so, by reallocating the Q4 marketing budget towards R&D for the renewables division,' I continue, my voice a steady, even baritone that betrays none of the tension coiling in my shoulders, 'we project a seven percent increase in our patent portfolio within twenty-four months, securing our position as an industry leader well into the next decade.' I click the remote in my hand, and the projection on the screen behind me shifts to a series of upward-trending graphs. Clean. Logical. Indisputable.
My grandfather built Warner Corporation on a foundation of innovation, of looking not just to the next quarter, but to the next generation. This move is straight from his playbook. It’s a long-term investment in the company’s soul, not just its stock price. A legacy I am sworn to protect.
'A bold strategy, Jack.' Theodore’s voice is smooth as single-malt scotch, sliding into the brief silence I’d left for effect. He doesn’t raise his hand. He doesn’t need to. He commands attention as if it were his birthright. 'Bold, and I must say, admirable in its optimism.' He lets the compliment hang in the air for a moment before delicately inserting the knife. 'I only wonder if sacrificing short-term market confidence is the most prudent course of action right now. Our shareholders have been… jittery.' He glances around the table, his expression one of shared, reasonable concern. Heads nod. Of course they do.
I resist the urge to clench my jaw. He makes it sound like I’m gambling with the company coffers on a whim, not making a calculated, strategic play for its future. 'Prudence is about more than the next earnings call, Theodore. My grandfather taught me that. It’s about ensuring there is a next earnings call, ten years from now.' I meet his gaze across the vast expanse of polished wood. A challenge.
He smiles, a flash of perfectly white teeth. He doesn’t take the bait. He’s too smart for that. Instead, he pivots. 'Of course. Arthur Warner was a visionary. No one disputes that.' He shifts his focus to Davies. 'And in his time, the board and the market had absolute faith in his direction. He was a pillar. A rock.' Theodore’s words are a eulogy, painting my grandfather as a figure from a bygone era, a stark contrast to the man currently sitting in his chair. Me.
The subtext is clear: He was a rock. You are not.
Every word Theodore speaks is a subtle erosion of my authority, a grain of doubt planted in the minds of the men and women who hold the company’s fate—and mine—in their hands. He questions my projections with feigned humility, praises department heads I’ve just implicitly challenged, and frames his own aggressive, profit-driven agenda as a safe harbor in a storm of my making. He’s a master of this game, this boardroom ballet of power and perception.
The meeting grinds on for another hour, a slow, methodical chipping away at my agenda. I get my budget reallocation approved, but just barely. The victory feels hollow, a battle won in a war I am slowly, undeniably losing. As I call the meeting to a close, a palpable sense of relief fills the room. Chairs scrape back. Muted conversations begin. The tension dissipates, but my own remains, a steel band around my chest.
I’m gathering my papers, my mind already on the dozen calls I need to make, when Theodore approaches. He moves with an easy, athletic grace that belies his fifty years, his hand outstretched. I take it, my grip firm, professional. His is warm, dry, and holds on a fraction of a second too long.
'Good meeting, Jack,' he says, his voice lowered to a conspiratorial murmur. 'You handled Henderson’s panic attack with real finesse.' He winks, as if we’re on the same team, two sane men in a room of fools. It’s his most dangerous weapon: the illusion of intimacy.
'It’s what I’m paid for,' I reply, my tone clipped.
He claps a hand on my shoulder, a gesture that is meant to look supportive but feels proprietary. 'It is indeed. And you’re doing a fine job. A fine job.' He pauses, his gaze sweeping the room, now mostly empty. 'You know, what this company truly needs, what the market truly craves in these uncertain times, is a sense of permanence. Of… stability.' The word is a key turning in a lock I’ve been trying to ignore. His eyes flick down to my left hand, pointedly bare, then back up to my face. 'Investors like to see strong, settled leadership. A man with roots. It inspires confidence.'
There it is. The jab I’ve been waiting for. It’s not about R&D budgets or shareholder jitters. It’s about the clause. The damnable, archaic, and utterly binding clause my grandfather, in a fit of what he must have considered romantic pragmatism, had embedded deep in his will. The clause that stipulated that to be confirmed as the permanent CEO of Warner Corporation, his heir must be married. A 'stabilizing influence', he’d called it. A partner to anchor the man who would command his empire.
Theodore is one of only three people in this room who knows about it. Me, him, and Davies, who was the executor. And Theodore is using it not as a shield, but as a spear, aimed directly at my heart. He’s not just undermining my decisions; he’s undermining my very legitimacy.
'I’ll keep that in mind, Theodore,' I say, my voice dangerously quiet. I pull my shoulder from his grasp and slide my papers into my briefcase with a sharp snap of the latches. The sound echoes in the cavernous room.
He just smiles that polished, predatory smile again. 'I know you will.' He turns and walks away, leaving me alone in the cold, silent boardroom, the weight of my grandfather’s legacy feeling heavier than ever before. It’s not just a company anymore. It’s a gilded cage, and the walls are closing in.
The silence in my penthouse is absolute. It’s a deep, pressure-filled quiet that absorbs sound, a stark contrast to the muffled roar of the city that sprawls out in a glittering, indifferent tapestry fifty stories below. The floor-to-ceiling windows turn the metropolis into a silent film, a million lives playing out in tiny squares of light, all of them completely disconnected from me. My home is less a home and more an observation deck. A sterile, minimalist space of white walls, black leather, and polished chrome, curated to be looked at, not lived in. It suits me. Or at least, it used to.
I loosen my tie, the silk hissing as I pull it free from the starched collar of my shirt. The knot in my gut from the board meeting has hardened into a cold, dense stone. I walk to the bar, a single slab of black marble, and pour three fingers of scotch into a heavy crystal tumbler. The amber liquid catches the light, a small, warm sun in the monochrome landscape of my apartment. I don’t bother with ice. I need the burn.
The first sip is fire, searing a path down my throat and into my stomach, where it begins to work on dissolving that stone of tension. I take the glass and walk to the window, looking down at the endless rivers of headlights flowing through the concrete canyons. My grandfather started with one building, down there in the financial district. A single, brick-faced testament to his grit and vision. Now, the Warner Corporation logo is a beacon on half a dozen skyscrapers in this city alone. He built an empire. And he left it to me to keep it from crumbling.
The memory of Theodore’s hand on my shoulder, the condescending weight of it, makes me grip the tumbler tighter. Stability. He’d said the word as if it were a weapon, and it was. A weapon my own grandfather had handed him. I drain the rest of the scotch in one long swallow, the heat spreading through my chest, but it doesn’t reach the chill that has settled deep in my bones.
The chime of the private elevator breaks the silence. A moment later, the stainless-steel doors slide open, and Lance Peterson walks into the living room. He’s the only person who has unrestricted access, the only person I trust implicitly. He’s dressed in his usual uniform of a rumpled suit that looks like he slept in it and a perpetually loosened tie. His hair is a mess, and he’s holding a tablet that is, as always, glued to his hand.
'Bad day at the office?' he asks without preamble, his sharp eyes taking in my tie-less state and the empty glass in my hand. He tosses his briefcase onto a severe-looking leather couch that no one ever sits on. 'Let me guess. Our friend Theodore was sharpening his teeth on the furniture again.'
Lance has been my best friend since we were miserable freshmen together at boarding school, and he’s been the Warner Corporation’s chief legal counsel for the last five years. He’s the only person on this planet who knows the full, unvarnished truth of the pressure I’m under. He’s a pragmatist down to his bones, a man who sees the world not as it should be, but as it is: a series of problems to be solved, loopholes to be exploited, and disasters to be mitigated.
'He was more direct today,' I say, walking back to the bar to pour another drink. I offer him one with a raised eyebrow. He shakes his head.
'It’s the quarterly reports,' Lance says, sinking into an armchair and swiping through something on his tablet. 'He always gets more aggressive when the numbers are good. Your success is a direct threat to his ambition.'
'It wasn’t about the numbers,' I say, swirling the scotch in my glass. The tiny whirlpool is mesmerizing. 'He brought up the clause. Not directly, but… he might as well have.' I recount the conversation, Theodore’s words about roots and settled leadership.
Lance listens, his expression grim. When I’m finished, he lets out a long sigh and pinches the bridge of his nose. 'So he’s making his move. The deadline for the board to confirm the new CEO is in six months. He’s laying the groundwork to have you declared unsuitable. To paint you as a reckless bachelor, a temporary placeholder, not the long-term leader the company needs.' He looks up from his tablet, his gaze serious. 'And the worst part is, Jack, it’s working. I’ve been talking to some of the junior board members. They’re nervous. They like you, but they love their dividends more. Theodore is offering them what they think is a safer bet.'
The words confirm the cold dread I’ve been feeling all day. 'So what do I do, Lance? I’m running this company exactly as my grandfather would have. I’m securing its future, making it stronger. But I’m going to lose it all because I haven’t found the time to get married?' The absurdity of it, the sheer, infuriating injustice, makes my voice raw.
'It’s not about justice. It’s about leverage,' Lance says, his voice taking on the cool, analytical tone he uses when he’s dissecting a legal problem. 'Theodore has it. You don’t. We need to change that.' He goes quiet for a long moment, his eyes staring unfocused at the city lights. I can practically hear the gears turning in his brilliant, ethically flexible mind. The silence stretches, thick with unspoken possibilities.
'I could try dating,' I say, the words tasting foreign and ridiculous on my tongue. 'Take some private equity heiress to a few galas. Be seen.'
Lance scoffs, a short, sharp sound of derision. 'You don’t have time for that. You think Theodore is going to sit back and politely wait while you conduct a six-month courtship? He’ll have you ousted by Christmas. And besides, any woman from our world who agrees to a whirlwind romance will come with her own army of lawyers and a pre-nup the size of the tax code. It’s too complicated. Too messy. Too many variables.'
He’s right. My life is a series of scheduled meetings and calculated risks. Romance is an inefficient, unpredictable variable I have no room for.
'So that’s it, then,' I say, the words flat. 'I do nothing, and he wins.'
'No,' Lance says slowly, leaning forward in his chair. He sets the tablet aside. The look on his face is one I’ve seen before—it’s the look he gets right before he proposes something utterly insane, but disturbingly logical. 'We don’t play the game by his rules. We change the game.' He takes a deep breath. 'You don’t need a wife, Jack. You need a fiancée.'
I stare at him. 'That’s the same problem with a different title.'
'Not if she’s temporary,' he says, his voice dropping. 'Not if it’s a contract.'
The words hang in the sterile air between us. A contract. The scotch in my hand feels suddenly colder. 'What are you talking about?'
'I’m talking about a business arrangement,' he says, his voice gaining momentum as the idea takes shape. 'A straightforward, transactional agreement. You find a suitable candidate—someone respectable, someone believable, someone who needs something you can provide. You offer her a deal. She plays the part of your adoring fiancée for the next six months, long enough to get you past the confirmation vote. You appear stable, settled, the perfect heir. Theodore’s entire argument evaporates overnight. Once you’re confirmed as permanent CEO, the two of you have an amicable, quiet parting of ways. You pay her for her time and discretion, and everyone gets what they want. It’s clean. It’s efficient. It’s a solution.'
He lays it all out with the dispassionate clarity of a lawyer outlining a merger. But he’s not talking about merging two companies. He’s talking about manufacturing a life. About faking the one thing my grandfather seemed to value above all else: a genuine partnership. The audacity of it, the sheer, cynical brilliance, leaves me speechless. I just stand there, glass in hand, the silent city my witness, staring at my best friend as if he’s just suggested we rob a bank.
The silence that follows Lance’s proposal is different from the one that preceded it. It’s no longer empty; it’s charged, humming with the sheer audacity of his words. I slowly lower my glass to the bar, the crystal making a soft, definitive click against the marble. The sound seems to echo in the cavernous room.
'No.' The word is quiet, but it’s as hard and unyielding as the granite countertop beneath my hands.
Lance doesn’t look surprised. He just watches me, his expression patient. 'Jack—'
'Absolutely not,' I cut him off, turning to face him fully. A hot, unfamiliar anger is rising in my chest, a feeling of deep, personal offense. 'Are you listening to yourself, Lance? Hire a fiancée? You make it sound like we’re sourcing a new vendor for office supplies. We’re talking about a person. We’re talking about my life.'
'I’m talking about your company,' he counters, his voice still infuriatingly calm. 'The one that’s about to be ripped out from under you by a man who will sell it for parts and call it progress.'
'This isn’t about the company!' I snap, my voice louder than I intended. I begin to pace, the restless energy too much to contain. 'This is about my grandfather. His will, that clause… it wasn’t some corporate loophole to be exploited. He was an old-fashioned man. He believed in it. He believed a partnership, a marriage, made a man stronger. More grounded. He wanted that for me. To hire an actress, to turn the entire thing into a… a charade? It’s a violation of everything he intended. It’s a mockery of his memory.' My own words sound hollow even to me, a desperate appeal to a sentiment that has no place in the world I now inhabit.
I stop in front of the window, my back to him, staring down at the city again. I see his reflection in the glass, watching me, letting me burn off the initial wave of indignation. I’m gripping the back of a leather chair so tightly my knuckles are white. I’m disgusted by the idea. It feels cheap, deceptive. Beneath me. I am a Warner. We build things, we don’t concoct elaborate lies.
'You’re right,' Lance says quietly from behind me. The agreement surprises me, and I glance at his reflection. 'Arthur wouldn’t have approved of the method,' he concedes. 'But let me ask you this: would he approve of the alternative? Would he want Theodore Miller sitting in his chair?'
I flinch. Lance presses the advantage, his voice hardening with pragmatic urgency. 'Think about it, Jack. Theodore doesn’t give a damn about your grandfather’s legacy. To him, this company isn’t a living thing, it’s a balance sheet. He sees the renewables division not as the future, but as a drain on quarterly profits. He’ll scrap it. He’ll lay off the R&D team your grandfather spent thirty years assembling. He’ll sell the overseas manufacturing plants, the ones that support entire towns, to the highest bidder. He will strip this company down to its most profitable bones, cash out, and move on to the next corporate carcass. In five years, Warner Corporation will be nothing but a name in a history book. Is that honoring your grandfather’s intent?'
His words are brutal, clinical, and surgically precise. He paints a picture of a future that is my single greatest fear. Everything I’ve been working for, everything I’ve sacrificed my personal life for since my grandfather’s death, turning to ash. Not because of a market crash or a bad decision, but because of a technicality in a will that I failed to satisfy. The anger begins to cool, replaced by the familiar, icy dread. He’s right. The outcome he describes is not a possibility; it’s a certainty if Theodore takes control.
I turn away from the window, the fight draining out of me. I walk back to the bar and lean against it, the cold marble a stark contrast to the turmoil inside me. 'It’s a disgusting choice, Lance.'
'It’s the only choice,' he says, his voice softening now that he senses my resistance crumbling. 'Look, I’m not saying it’s pretty. But this is the world we live in. Power isn’t about principles; it’s about positioning. Theodore has you in check. This is the only move you have left on the board that gets you out of it. We find the right person. Someone who understands the stakes. We draft an ironclad non-disclosure agreement. Every detail is managed. It’s a six-month performance for an audience of one: the board of directors.'
I close my eyes, picturing it. Standing at a charity gala, a stranger on my arm, her smile as fake as mine. Introducing her to people, telling them lies about how we met, about our future. The thought makes my stomach turn. It feels like a profound kind of failure, a betrayal not just of my grandfather, but of myself.
But then, I picture Theodore sitting at the head of the boardroom table, my table, announcing the dissolution of the renewables division. I see the faces of the researchers, men and women who have dedicated their lives to the work my grandfather started. I see the Warner logo being stripped off buildings. And in that moment, the choice becomes clear. It’s not a choice between right and wrong. It’s a choice between two different kinds of wrong. One is a lie that protects a legacy. The other is a truth that destroys it.
My entire life has been a series of transactions, of calculated risks and strategic partnerships. I have negotiated multi-billion dollar deals with less internal conflict. I can do this. I have to do this. I just need to reframe it. To strip the emotion out of it and see it for what it is.
I open my eyes and look at Lance. My expression is set, my resolve hardened into something cold and practical. The disgust is still there, but it’s been packed away, compartmentalized behind a wall of grim necessity.
'It’s a business transaction,' I say, the words feeling like ice in my mouth. 'A temporary strategic alliance.'
Lance nods slowly, a flicker of relief in his eyes. 'Exactly.'
'There will be a contract,' I continue, my mind already shifting into a familiar, comfortable mode of logistics and control. 'Clauses for every contingency. A strict NDA. A clear termination date. It will be a professional service, compensated accordingly.'
'Of course,' he agrees. 'I’ll start drafting it tomorrow.'
I pick up my glass and drain the last of the scotch, the burn a final, futile protest against the decision I’ve just made. I have chosen to honor my grandfather’s legacy by perpetrating a fraud he would have despised. It’s a distasteful, ugly compromise. But as I place the empty glass down with a quiet click, I know, with a certainty that chills me to the core, that it is a necessary one. I will save Warner Corporation. No matter the cost to my own integrity.






  
  Chapter three
Cat

A Storm in a Coffee Cup


The Kiln was too quiet. The silence in my studio, usually a welcome blanket after a day of happy chaos, had turned into something suffocating. It echoed with the memory of the vase shattering, with the stark, final words of the foreclosure notice. Every shadow in the corner looked like a creeping threat. I couldn't breathe in there, let alone think. So I ran. 
I ended up here, at the Sacred Grounds Cafe. It’s my usual refuge, a place that normally feels like an extension of my own creative space. The air is a rich, comforting blend of dark roast coffee, steamed milk, and a hint of cinnamon from the pastries in the glass case. Mellow jazz trickles from hidden speakers, and the low murmur of conversation provides a gentle, anonymous hum. Today, though, the comfort feels thin, a flimsy bandage on a gaping wound.
I’m crammed into my favourite corner booth, the one with the cracked red vinyl and a clear view of the entire cafe. My worn leather satchel is on the seat beside me, overflowing with pencils of varying sharpness and a few stray paintbrushes. My sketchbook lies open on the scarred wooden table, its pages a stark, intimidating white. In front of it, a large mug of black coffee steams, its bitter aroma the only thing sharp enough to cut through the fog of panic in my head. I need to work. I have a commission—a new one, from a client who saw a photo of my earlier work online. It’s not enough to save the studio, not even close, but it’s work. It’s a reason to pick up a pencil. It’s a reason to pretend I’m not drowning.
My jeans are stiff with dried clay and have a permanent smear of turquoise acrylic paint on the right thigh. My fingernails, despite a frantic scrubbing before I left, are still rimmed with a fine line of grey. My hair is piled into a messy knot on top of my head, secured with a pencil I’ll probably spend ten minutes looking for later. I am a stark island of disarray in a sea of clean, pressed people. To my left, two women in chic business attire tap away on laptops, their conversation a low buzz of quarterly reports and marketing strategies. Near the window, a man with a perfectly coiffed beard reads a hardcover book, one elegant finger tracing the lines of text. They are all so… neat. So orderly. Their worlds feel linear and predictable, a stark contrast to the beautiful, terrifying chaos of mine.
I take a deep, shaky breath and pick up a charcoal pencil. The commission is for a large, abstract sculpture for a corporate lobby. The client’s only direction was ‘something about resilience’. The irony is so thick it’s almost choking me. I’m supposed to sketch out a monument to resilience while my own is crumbling into dust. The image of the shattered vase flashes in my mind. The clean, sharp breaks. The elegant, ruined curves. Kintsugi. The idea is still there, a single, stubborn spark in the darkness. Mending the broken pieces with gold. Celebrating the scars.
I close my eyes, trying to conjure the image of the shards laid out on my workbench. I can use this. I can pour all this fear and anger and desperation into the design. I press the charcoal to the page, and a line appears. It’s shaky. I try again, a sweeping curve meant to represent the neck of the vase. It’s all wrong. Too weak. My hand feels disconnected from my brain, my fingers clumsy and stupid. The red Warner Corporation envelope superimposes itself over the page, the words FINAL NOTICE burning behind my eyelids. Thirty days. Twenty-nine now. Each tick of the clock on the wall behind the counter sounds like a hammer blow, nailing the door of The Kiln shut.
A wave of nausea rolls through me. I push the sketchbook away, the blank page mocking me. My coffee is cold. I wrap my smudged hands around the mug anyway, trying to steal some warmth, but the ceramic is as cold as the dread in my stomach. Maybe Maya was right. Maybe I should have just let her call her lawyer brother-in-law. Maybe I should be looking at bankruptcy filings instead of sketching impossible sculptures. But the thought of it, the surrender, feels like a betrayal of my grandmother, of every kid who ever discovered the magic of clay within those walls. My pride is a stubborn, stupid thing, but it’s all I have left.
I pull the sketchbook back towards me with a sigh of resignation. I am not a quitter. I am my grandmother’s granddaughter. I will work. I force my mind to focus, blocking out the quiet chatter, the clink of cups, the hiss of the espresso machine. I focus on the texture of the thick paper under my hand, the gritty feel of the charcoal stick between my fingers. I begin to map out the cracks, the intricate web of fractures from the real, broken vase. The lines start to flow, gaining confidence. A jagged break here, a delicate splinter there. I imagine them filled with shimmering gold, turning a disaster into a design. The image begins to take shape. It’s not just a repaired vase anymore; it’s a story. A story of being shattered and refusing to be thrown away. A flicker of my old focus, my creative fire, returns. I lean in closer, completely absorbed, the world beyond the edges of my sketchbook finally, blessedly, fading away.
The cafe door opens with a jingle of a small bell, a sound I’ve barely registered for the last hour. But this time, a shift in the room’s atmosphere follows it, a subtle change in pressure that pulls me from my trance. A cold draft snakes around my ankles, carrying the scent of the city—damp pavement and exhaust fumes—that momentarily cuts through the warm coffee-shop aroma. I glance up, my eyes blinking to readjust to the wider world.
He fills the doorway. Not just physically, though he is tall, with broad shoulders that stretch the fabric of a ridiculously expensive-looking suit, but with an aura of intense, forward momentum. He’s like a high-speed train barreling into a quiet country station. Everything about him is sharp angles and dark colors—the severe cut of his navy suit, the crisp white of his shirt, the polished black of his shoes. His dark hair is neatly cut, but a few strands have fallen across his forehead, as if he’s been running a hand through it in frustration. He isn’t looking where he’s going. His attention is entirely consumed by the phone pressed to his ear, his handsome face set in a grim, focused mask.
'No, that’s unacceptable,' he says into the phone, his voice a low, commanding rumble that cuts through the cafe's gentle hum like a serrated knife. Heads turn. The women in business attire look up from their laptops with expressions of mingled annoyance and interest. 'Leverage the asset portfolio if you have to, but get it done. I want a solution, not an excuse.'
My lip curls in distaste. He’s one of them. A suit. A man who talks about ‘leveraging assets’ and probably thinks ‘synergy’ is a personality trait. He radiates a kind of cold, transactional energy that feels utterly alien in this warm, creative space. He is the human equivalent of the glass and steel towers that are slowly devouring my neighborhood, block by block. He is everything I despise, wrapped in a thousand-dollar suit.
He paces a few steps into the cafe, still deep in his call, his gaze scanning the room for a quiet corner, a place to conduct his very important business. His eyes sweep right past me, as if I’m part of the furniture. He turns, his back to the main counter, gesturing with his free hand as he argues with the person on the other end of the line. 'The board will see it my way once they understand the long-term—'
He doesn’t see the barista moving behind him with a tray. He doesn’t see the small puddle of water on the floor from a previous customer’s umbrella. He takes one more backward step, his polished leather shoe hitting the wet spot.
It all happens in a horrifying, cinematic slow motion. His body lurches, a sudden, awkward break in his confident posture. His arm flails out, seeking balance. The cup in his hand—a large, steaming paper cup of what looks and smells like a latte—is launched into the air. It seems to hang there for a heart-stopping second, an orbiting moon of hot, milky coffee, before gravity takes over and it arcs directly, unerringly, towards my table. Towards me.
I have no time to react, no time even to gasp. The world narrows to that flying cup. And then, impact.
A wave of scalding heat splashes across my hands and arms. A sharp, stinging pain makes me cry out, a strangled yelp. But that’s not the worst of it. The worst of it is the sound. A wet, sickening splash as the bulk of the latte slams directly onto the open page of my sketchbook. I watch in frozen horror as the creamy brown liquid blooms across the paper, a tidal wave of destruction. My charcoal lines, the intricate network of cracks that I had just coaxed from my soul, blur and dissolve instantly. The thick, textured paper warps and buckles, soaking up the coffee like a thirsty sponge. Hours of painstaking, emotionally draining work, my one fragile thread of hope, is gone. Drowned in a sea of overpriced, lukewarm latte.
The world comes rushing back in a cacophony of sound. The clatter of the empty cup hitting the floor. The man’s belated, sharp curse. The collective gasp from the other patrons. For a long, stunned moment, I can only stare. I stare at the brown, soggy, ruined mess that was my design. The smell of sweet, burnt milk fills my nostrils, a scent I know I will hate for the rest of my life. My hands are red and stinging, coffee dripping from my fingertips onto my paint-splattered jeans. But the
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