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Chapter 1: The Inheritance Clause
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The air in the law office was still, heavy with the kind of silence that follows a bomb no one sees coming. Elena Voss sat at the head of the long mahogany table, one hand resting flat against the cold surface, the other curled tightly in her lap. The executor had just read the final clause of her father's will, and for a brief, jarring second, she felt as though the ground had tilted beneath her.

Married. Within six months. Or she would lose everything.

Her gaze didn’t shift, not even when she felt a dozen sets of eyes slide toward her from across the table. Some curious. Some smug. One pair, however, watched her with an unreadable stillness that made her teeth clench.

Dorian Wakefield.

He hadn’t moved a muscle since the will was read. No twitch of surprise, no flicker of amusement. He sat there in his perfectly tailored suit, hands folded, dark eyes resting lightly on her face as if he already knew what she would do. As if he already knew what her next move would be.

Elena drew a slow breath and rose to her feet. “I need a moment,” she said, voice even. Her father had taught her to never show emotion in rooms like this. He hadn’t taught her what to do when he became the one tipping the chessboard.

The hallway outside was sleek and dim, modern art clinging to the walls like forgotten thoughts. She moved quickly to the window overlooking Lexington Avenue, the city blurred and brilliant below. Rain had started to fall, pattering gently against the glass like a soft warning.

This was his last move. Her father’s final attempt to control her from the grave. Jonathan Voss had built his legacy on power plays and manipulation disguised as wisdom. And now he was demanding the one thing she had never allowed anyone to touch—her autonomy.

Behind her, footsteps approached, measured and familiar.

“You don’t look surprised,” Elena said without turning.

“I’m not,” came Dorian’s low voice. “He told me, once. Off the record. Years ago.”

She turned, sharply. “He told you?”

“He said you were brilliant but ungrounded. That you needed something to anchor you. His words, not mine.”

Her jaw tightened. “And he thought marriage was the answer.”

“He thought pressure was.”

She folded her arms, watching him. “Let me guess. You have a suggestion.”

“I do,” he said, stepping closer. “We get married.”

The laugh that burst from her chest was short and hollow. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’m entirely serious,” Dorian replied. “It would solve your problem. Secure the company. Satisfy the board. And we both know I’m the only one in that room who understands what it takes to run Voss & Wakefield.”

“You mean, you’d gain leverage you’ve always wanted.”

He tilted his head slightly. “Only if you let me. The terms of the clause require a marriage. They don’t require surrender.”

She stared at him. Tall. Composed. Impossibly calculating. There was no affection here, no warmth. Only business. Strategy.

“How long?” she asked finally.

“One year. Legal and public. After that, we part ways. You keep your empire. I walk away.”

“And during that year?”

He gave a half smile. “We play the roles. But we keep our lives. You’ll have your independence. I’ll have mine.”

Elena’s gaze drifted past him, to the rain-streaked glass. It was madness. And it was brilliant. No one would suspect a marriage between rivals. Which was exactly why it might work.

She looked back at him. “Fine. We announce tomorrow. Quietly, for now. I want control of the narrative.”

“Agreed.”

“I pick the venue. The date. The terms of the prenup.”

“Also agreed.”

“I want my legal team involved.”

“Of course.”

There was a pause. Something shifted in the silence between them—not warmth, not trust, but the beginning of a contract neither of them could fully see.

Dorian extended his hand.

Elena stared at it, then shook it.

The deal was struck.

By the time she returned to the boardroom, the room had already buzzed with speculation. She took her seat again without a word, spine straight, face blank. Dorian resumed his seat across from her, a subtle nod exchanged between them.

“I have no intention of giving up my birthright,” she said to the room, voice precise. “The clause will be fulfilled.”

“And may we ask how?” came a snide voice from down the table—Marshall Greer, senior partner, professional doubter.

Elena’s smile was razor thin. “An engagement will be announced shortly. A private ceremony will follow. The matter is handled.”

More murmurs, some open surprise now. But no one dared question her further.

After the meeting, Elena walked back through the corridors of her father’s firm with the weight of the decision beginning to settle on her shoulders. The elevator doors opened to the lobby where a handful of familiar press agents lingered.

No official statement had gone out yet, but it wouldn’t take long. The media would dig. The whispers would grow louder.

She reached her car. The driver opened the door without a word. The city rolled by in a blur of wet glass and headlights. In her apartment, high above the city, she shed her coat and stared at the engagement ring Dorian had sent over via courier. A flawless emerald-cut diamond. Cold and precise. Just like him.

She placed it on the marble countertop and walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows.

It was not love. Not romance. Not even convenience.

It was war in silk.

And she intended to win.

Somewhere, beneath all the city noise, she could hear the ghost of her father’s laughter.

She smiled. Let him laugh.

Because she wasn’t the one who’d made the final move.

She was the one still playing.
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Chapter 2: Terms of Agreement
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Elena had never been late to anything in her life. Punctuality wasn’t a habit; it was a discipline, one of the many sharpened edges she used to keep the world from getting too close. So when she walked into the private dining room of The Gramercy Club five minutes early, it wasn’t a surprise. The table had been set for two, the lighting dim and carefully curated. Crystal stemware, a small spray of white orchids in the center, and an unobtrusive server standing near the wall completed the illusion of intimacy.

This was not a date.

This was a press strategy.

She sat down at the head of the table, back to the windows, eyes fixed on the door. When Dorian walked in, she noted, with the detachment of a surgeon, the ease of his stride, the subtle flair in his navy suit, the slight looseness of his tie. Charming, but not overdone. Confident, but never careless.

He sat across from her without ceremony, glancing once at the place setting. “You chose white orchids.”

“Neutral. Uncomplicated. Unromantic,” she said, picking up the wine list.

He didn’t reach for one. “So what’s the script?”

Elena folded her hands. “We make the announcement by the end of dinner. The press is already outside. Paparazzi included. They’ll catch the exit shot. You say nothing unless I cue you. We give the outlets just enough detail to keep the speculation spinning.”

Dorian gave a slight nod. “And the ring?”

She opened the small velvet box beside her plate and slid the ring onto her finger. It caught the light perfectly, cold and brilliant. “You chose well.”

“I know what sells,” he replied.

They ordered without looking at the menus—both had memorized them. As the server departed, Dorian leaned back. “Have you had your team review the marriage contract?”

“It’s being drafted tonight. You’ll have a copy by morning. No shared assets. No inheritance crossover. Public appearances pre-agreed and limited to necessity.”

“And post-divorce confidentiality?”

“Non-negotiable.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Protecting your reputation?”

“Protecting my company,” she said evenly.

He didn’t argue. Instead, he reached into his jacket and pulled out a slim folder, sliding it across the table.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“My own conditions,” he said. “In writing. I like clarity.”

Elena opened it and scanned quickly. She found what she expected—clauses about public image protection, equal distribution of media obligations, limits on how either of them could speak about the other. But one paragraph made her pause.

“This clause,” she said, tapping the paper. “You want editorial approval of any press piece involving both of us?”

“Yes. I don’t like surprises. And I know you’ve got half the business press in your contacts list.”

“You think I’d use this marriage to spin a narrative against you?”

“I think you’d use anything to win,” Dorian said, not unkindly. “And I admire that. But I’m not here to be cast as your shadow.”

Their food arrived—artfully plated, untouched for several minutes.

“Fair,” she said at last. “I’ll accept the clause, provided I receive the same editorial right.”

“Done.”

They ate in silence for a few moments. A flashbulb popped through the window, a reminder of the waiting eyes beyond the glass.

Dorian glanced toward it. “Have you decided how we met?”

She didn’t look up. “Rival firms. Professional circles. Kept it private.”

“Why not something warmer? More... believable?”

“Because believable doesn’t work in this case. The public already knows we don’t get along. Suddenly claiming otherwise would only fuel rumors of manipulation.”

He gave a low laugh. “So instead we tell them the truth—two people who clashed, then struck a compromise.”

“Exactly,” she said. “It plays better. Stronger. Like mutual respect rather than some saccharine fairy tale.”

“People love fairy tales.”

“They love power more.”

Dorian studied her for a moment, eyes narrowing. “Do you trust me to hold up my end?”

“I don’t trust anyone to do anything unless there’s a legal contract binding them,” she replied. “That’s why we have one.”

He smiled faintly. “I can work with that.”

By dessert, she leaned back slightly and checked her watch. “Give it five minutes. When we leave, keep your hand over mine. Not too forced. A little awkward is good—it keeps the story honest.”

“And the announcement?”

“I’ll speak. You nod. Smile if you want, but
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