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Nora POV

The lawyer’s office smelled like old paper and regret.

I sat in the stiff leather chair across from Mr. Pemberton’s mahogany desk, my hands folded in my lap, trying not to fidget. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting everything in a sterile, clinical glow that made the whole moment feel even more surreal. My mother had been dead for three weeks, and I still couldn’t decide if I was mourning her or mourning the relationship we’d never had.

Probably both.

Mr. Pemberton cleared his throat for the third time in as many minutes, his reading glasses perched low on his nose as he shuffled through a stack of documents that looked thick enough to double as a doorstop. He was a lean man in his sixties with thinning gray hair and the kind of perpetually worried expression that suggested he’d spent his entire career delivering bad news.

“Miss Hayes,” he began, his voice careful and measured, “I want to thank you for coming in today. I understand this is a difficult time.”

I nodded because that seemed like the appropriate response, even though “difficult” didn’t quite cover it. Complicated, maybe. Exhausting, definitely. My mother, Victoria Hayes, had controlled every aspect of my life for twenty-six years—my clothes, my friends, my college major, even the way I wore my hair. When she died of a sudden stroke, I’d felt guilty for the wave of relief that crashed over me alongside the grief.

Freedom had come at the cost of her life, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever forgive myself for being grateful.

“Your mother’s estate is… substantial,” Mr. Pemberton continued, glancing down at the papers. “She was very thorough in her planning.”

Of course she was. My mother had been thorough about everything. Every detail, every contingency, every possible outcome meticulously arranged and controlled. Even in death, she was still pulling strings.

“The primary asset,” he said, sliding a document toward me, “is the family trust, established by your maternal grandfather. It includes the brownstone on West 78th Street, a portfolio of investments, and a cash reserve of approximately $847,000.”

I blinked. I’d known my mother came from money—old money, the kind that whispered instead of shouted—but I hadn’t realized how much was left. She’d always acted as though we were one bad quarter away from ruin, pinching pennies and lecturing me about financial responsibility while living in a pristine Upper West Side townhouse.

“However,” Mr. Pemberton said, and that single word dropped into the room like a stone into still water, “there are conditions attached to your inheritance.”

Of course there were.

I straightened in my chair, my stomach tightening. “What kind of conditions?”

He hesitated, his fingers drumming lightly on the desk. “Your mother established a… morality clause, if you will. In order to access the trust, you must fulfill certain requirements outlined in her will.”

Morality clause. The words tasted bitter even before I fully understood them.

“What requirements?” I asked, my voice sharper than I intended.

Mr. Pemberton pulled another document from the stack, this one older, the edges slightly yellowed with age. “When you were six years old, your mother entered into a marriage contract on your behalf.”

The room tilted.

“A what?”

“A marriage contract,” he repeated, as though saying it again would somehow make it sound less insane. “It was an arrangement made between your mother and another family—a legally binding agreement that you would marry their son when you came of age.”

I stared at him, waiting for the punchline. When none came, I laughed—a short, strangled sound that didn’t contain an ounce of humor.

“You’re joking.”

“I assure you, Miss Hayes, I am not.”

The air in the room felt too thin. I gripped the armrests of my chair, my knuckles going white. “That’s… that’s not legal. You can’t just arrange someone’s marriage without their consent. This is the twenty-first century, not some period drama.”

“The contract was signed by your mother as your legal guardian,” Mr. Pemberton said evenly, “and by the other party involved. While arranged marriages are not enforceable in the traditional sense, the financial clauses tied to this agreement are. Your mother structured her will so that you can only access the trust if you honor the contract.”

My mouth went dry. “And if I don’t?”

He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he pulled out yet another sheet of paper and slid it across the desk. I didn’t want to look at it. I knew, instinctively, that whatever was written there would be the final nail in the coffin of my so-called freedom.

But I looked anyway.

It was a summary of debts. My debts.

The bookshop.

My small, struggling, beloved bookshop—Pages & Co.—the one thing in my life that was entirely mine. The shop I’d scraped together every penny to open after finally breaking free from my mother’s suffocating grip. The one place where I made the decisions, where I chose the books, where I built something with my own hands.

The shop that was, according to this document, drowning in red ink.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered, my eyes scanning the numbers. Past-due rent. Vendor invoices. Utility bills. A balloon payment on a small business loan I’d taken out two years ago, due in thirty days. “I’ve been making payments. I’ve been keeping up.”

“Your mother,” Mr. Pemberton said quietly, “was covering the shortfalls.”

My head snapped up. “What?”

“For the past eighteen months, your mother has been paying the difference between your revenue and your expenses. Anonymously, through a third-party account. You were never aware because the payments were made directly to your landlord and creditors.”

The words hit me like a physical blow.

She’d been keeping me afloat. All this time, while I’d thought I was finally standing on my own two feet, building something independent, proving I didn’t need her… she’d been propping me up from the shadows.

Even my freedom had been a lie.

“Why?” I managed, my voice cracking. “Why would she do that?”

Mr. Pemberton’s expression softened, just barely. “I believe she wanted you to feel independent. But she also wanted to ensure you would come back.”

Come back. To this. To her control, even from beyond the grave.

“The debts total just over $90,000,” he continued. “Without the trust, Miss Hayes, you will not be able to cover them. Your shop will close. You’ll lose everything.”

I couldn’t breathe. The walls of the office seemed to close in, the air growing thicker and heavier with every passing second. I’d spent my entire adult life fighting to be free of my mother’s expectations, her manipulations, her need to orchestrate every moment of my existence. And now, even in death, she’d found a way to trap me.

Marry a stranger, or lose the only thing I’d ever built for myself.

“Who is he?” I asked, my voice hollow.

Mr. Pemberton hesitated again, and I hated him for it—hated the pity in his eyes, hated the way he looked at me like I was some tragic figure in a story he’d read a hundred times before.

“Miss Hayes, I strongly encourage you to take some time to consider—”

“Who. Is. He.”

The lawyer sighed, a long, weary sound, and reached for a thin manila folder that had been sitting at the edge of his desk the entire time. He held it for a moment, as though weighing whether or not to hand it over, and then slid it across the polished wood.

I opened it.

Inside was a single photograph, clipped to a stack of biographical documents.

The man in the photo was striking in a way that made my breath catch—sharp jawline, dark hair that looked like he’d run his hands through it too many times, and eyes that seemed to see straight through the camera lens. But it wasn’t his looks that made my stomach drop.

It was the scar.

A jagged line ran from his left temple down to his cheekbone, pale against tanned skin. It wasn’t the kind of scar you got from a childhood accident. It was the kind that told a story—one that probably ended badly.

I forced myself to look at the name printed below the photo.

Elias Ward.

The name meant nothing to me. I flipped through the rest of the documents—a brief bio, a few news clippings, a copy of the contract my mother had signed decades ago—but my brain couldn’t process any of it. All I could see was that scar and those cold, unreadable eyes staring back at me from the photograph.

“He’s… agreed to this?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

“He has reviewed the terms and signed the necessary documents,” Mr. Pemberton said carefully. “The marriage would be legally binding, Miss Hayes, but the duration and nature of the arrangement can be negotiated between the two of you.”

Negotiated. As if this were a business deal and not the rest of my life.

I closed the folder and set it on the desk, my hands trembling. “I need time.”

“Of course. However, I must inform you that the debts associated with your shop are time-sensitive. The balloon payment is due in thirty days, and your landlord has already begun eviction proceedings.”

Thirty days.

One month to decide whether I would marry a stranger or watch everything I’d worked for crumble to dust.

I stood abruptly, the chair scraping loudly against the floor. “I’ll be in touch.”

Mr. Pemberton rose as well, his expression somber. “Miss Hayes, if I may offer one piece of advice—”

“Please don’t,” I said, cutting him off. I couldn’t handle advice right now. I couldn’t handle anything except getting out of this office and finding somewhere I could scream without witnesses.

I grabbed my purse and headed for the door, my heels clicking sharply against the tile floor. My hand was on the doorknob when Mr. Pemberton spoke again.

“He’s not what the headlines say he is.”

I froze, glancing back over my shoulder. “What?”

The lawyer’s face was unreadable. “Elias Ward. The media has not been kind to him. But I’ve known his family for many years, Miss Hayes, and I can tell you that the man in that photograph is not the monster they make him out to be.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I didn’t know if it made things better or worse.

So I just nodded and walked out.

The subway ride back to Brooklyn was a blur.

I sat in the corner of the train car, staring at my reflection in the dark window as the tunnel lights flickered past. My face looked pale and drawn, my dark hair falling limply around my shoulders. I looked like someone who’d just been told their entire life was a lie.

Because it was.

My mother had orchestrated everything. My independence, my shop, my sense of accomplishment—all of it had been a carefully constructed illusion, designed to lead me right back to her control. And now I had a choice that wasn’t really a choice at all.

Marry Elias Ward, or lose everything.

By the time I reached my small apartment above the bookshop, my hands were shaking so badly I could barely get the key in the lock. I stumbled inside, dropped my purse on the floor, and sank onto the couch.

The folder was still in my bag.

I pulled it out slowly, as though it might bite me, and opened it again. The photograph stared back at me, that scarred face and those haunted eyes. Elias Ward. A stranger who was somehow supposed to become my husband.

I flipped to the news clippings.

The first headline made my blood run cold.

“Billionaire Heir Elias Ward Involved in Fatal Crash – Alcohol Suspected.”

I scanned the article, my heart pounding. A car accident three years ago. One fatality. Elias had been behind the wheel. There were mentions of reckless behavior, substance abuse, a pattern of self-destruction. The Ward family had kept most of the details out of the press, but the damage was done. Elias Ward was a scandal. A cautionary tale. The broken heir who’d destroyed his own life and taken someone else’s in the process.

And my mother wanted me to marry him.

I closed the folder and pressed my palms against my eyes, trying to block out the fluorescent-lit memory of Mr. Pemberton’s office, the stack of debts, the impossible choice.

He’s not what the headlines say he is.

Maybe. Or maybe the lawyer was just trying to make me feel better about signing my life away.

I didn’t know Elias Ward. I didn’t know if he was a monster or a victim or something in between. All I knew was that in thirty days, I would have to decide whether to marry him or let my dreams burn.

And I hated my mother for making me choose.

I sat there in the dark for a long time, the folder resting on my lap, the weight of it far heavier than paper and ink should ever be.

Finally, I opened my laptop and typed his name into the search bar.

The first result was a tabloid article with a photo of Elias leaving a courthouse, his face turned away from the cameras, his shoulders hunched like he was trying to disappear.

The second was a society page from five years ago, showing a younger version of him in a tuxedo at some charity gala, smiling in a way that didn’t reach his eyes.

The third was a blog post titled “Whatever Happened to Elias Ward?”

I clicked on it.

The post was short, speculative, tinged with the kind of schadenfreude that the internet loved. It talked about his disappearance from public life, the rumors of isolation and reclusiveness, the whispers that he’d become a hermit in some massive estate on the coast. No recent photos. No interviews. Just silence.

The Broken Ward.

That’s what they called him.

I closed the laptop and leaned back against the couch, exhaustion settling into my bones.

Thirty days.

I had thirty days to decide if I could marry a man the world had already decided was broken beyond repair.

And as I sat there in the dim light of my tiny apartment, surrounded by the books I loved and the life I’d fought so hard to build, I realized something that made my chest ache.

I didn’t have a choice at all.

I never had.
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Elias POV

The boardroom smelled like leather, expensive cologne, and lies.

I sat at the far end of the long mahogany table, my fingers drummed once against the armrest of my chair before I forced myself to stop. Showing nerves was a mistake in this room. Showing anything was a mistake. My father had taught me that lesson early, and it was one of the few things he’d ever given me that I’d actually kept.

Six board members sat around the table, their faces ranging from mildly uncomfortable to openly hostile. My father—Richard Ward, CEO and resident tyrant—sat at the head like a king presiding over his court. His silver hair was perfectly styled, his suit custom-tailored, his expression carved from stone. He looked at me the way he always did: like I was a problem that needed solving.

Or disposing of.

“Elias,” he said, his voice smooth and cold, “thank you for joining us.”

As if I’d had a choice.

The summons had come this morning, delivered by his assistant with the kind of polite insistence that really meant be there or face consequences. I’d considered ignoring it. I’d spent the last three years ignoring most things—board meetings, family dinners, the endless stream of messages from lawyers and publicists trying to “rehabilitate” my image. But something about the tone of this particular summons had felt different.

Urgent.

Dangerous.

So here I was, back in the viper’s nest.

“Let’s skip the pleasantries,” I said flatly, leaning back in my chair. “What do you want?”

A muscle ticked in my father’s jaw. He hated when I didn’t play along with the corporate theater, but he recovered quickly, folding his hands on the table in front of him.

“We’ve called you here to discuss the future of Ward Industries,” he said. “Specifically, your role in it.”

I almost laughed. “I don’t have a role. You made that clear three years ago.”

“Circumstances change.”

“Do they?”

One of the board members—Gerald Something, a man whose name I’d never bothered to remember—cleared his throat. “Mr. Ward, the company has been facing… challenges. Public perception of the Ward family has declined significantly since the incident.”

The incident. That’s what they called it. Not the accident. Not the night that destroyed my life and ended someone else’s. Just the incident, sanitized and sterile, as though reducing it to two words could erase the blood and the screaming and the way I still woke up some nights with the taste of smoke in my mouth.

“Public perception,” I repeated, my voice dry. “And you think I can help with that?”

“We think,” my father said, his tone sharpening, “that it’s time you stopped hiding.”

The words hit harder than they should have. I kept my face neutral, but inside, something twisted. Hiding. That’s what he thought I’d been doing for the past three years—hiding in my cliffside estate, avoiding cameras, refusing interviews, turning down every attempt to drag me back into the spotlight.

He wasn’t entirely wrong.

But he also had no idea why.

“The Ward family name used to mean something,” my father continued. “Innovation. Integrity. Excellence. Now, when people hear our name, they think of scandal. Of recklessness. Of you.”

There it was. The real reason I was here.

I was the stain on the family legacy, the black mark they couldn’t erase. And now they wanted me to fix it.

“Let me guess,” I said, my voice flat. “You want me to do a press tour. Apologize again. Smile for the cameras and tell everyone I’ve ‘learned from my mistakes.’”

“No,” my father said, and the single word made me pause.

He reached for a folder on the table in front of him, the same kind of folder that had been sitting there untouched since I walked in. He slid it toward me, and I stared at it like it might explode.

“We want you to get married.”

For a moment, I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly.

“Married,” I repeated slowly.

“Yes.”

I looked around the table. The board members avoided my gaze, suddenly very interested in their notepads and coffee cups. My father, however, met my eyes without flinching.

“You’ve lost your mind,” I said.

“On the contrary, this is the most rational solution we have.” He gestured to the folder. “Open it.”

I didn’t move. “I’m not getting married to salvage your PR nightmare.”

“This isn’t about public relations, Elias. This is about control.”

That got my attention.

I leaned forward slightly, my eyes narrowing. “What are you talking about?”

My father’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in his eyes—satisfaction, maybe, at finally hooking my interest. “When your grandfather established the family trust, he included a provision. In order for any member of the Ward family to hold more than thirty percent voting control of the company, they must be married.”

I felt the words land like stones in my chest.

“You never mentioned that before.”

“You never cared about control before.”

He was right. Three years ago, I wouldn’t have cared. Three years ago, I’d been content to let him run the company into the ground while I drank myself into oblivion and pretended I didn’t exist. But three years was a long time. Long enough to sober up. Long enough to realize that my father wasn’t just ruining the company—he was ruining lives. Laying off employees to pad profit margins. Cutting corners on safety regulations. Selling off divisions that had been in the family for generations just to appease shareholders.

Long enough to decide that maybe I didn’t want to let him destroy everything my grandfather had built.

“You currently hold twenty-eight percent,” my father continued. “Your sister holds fifteen. I hold thirty-five. If you were to marry, your share would increase to forty percent, giving you majority control.”

I stared at him, my mind racing.

Forty percent.

Enough to override him. Enough to take the company out of his hands and actually do something with it. Enough to protect the people he was so eager to sacrifice.

But there was a catch. There was always a catch.

“Why would you agree to this?” I asked. “You’d be giving up control.”

“Because the alternative is worse,” he said simply. “The board is losing confidence. Shareholders are getting nervous. If something doesn’t change soon, we’ll face a hostile takeover. At least this way, control stays within the family.”

“And you think marrying me off is going to fix that?”

“I think,” my father said, his voice dropping to something almost dangerous, “that a stable, married heir is better optics than a reclusive scandal waiting to explode. And I think you’re smart enough to see the opportunity in front of you.”

I hated that he was right.

I hated that he knew exactly which buttons to push, exactly how to dangle something I wanted just out of reach and make me fight for it.

But most of all, I hated that I was actually considering it.

“Who?” I asked.

My father’s lips curved into something that might have been a smile if it had contained any warmth. “That’s the best part. The contract is already in place.”

“What contract?”

He gestured again to the folder. “Open it.”

This time, I did.

The first page was a legal document, dense with text and dated over two decades ago. I skimmed it quickly, my jaw tightening with every line.

A marriage contract. Arranged when I was sixteen years old by my father and some woman I’d never heard of. A promise that I would marry her daughter when the time came.

“You can’t be serious,” I said, my voice low.

“It’s perfectly legal. Both parties signed. The contract is still valid.”

“I never signed anything.”

“Your legal guardian did. That’s all that’s required.”

I slammed the folder shut, anger surging hot and sharp through my chest. “You sold me like cattle.”

“I secured your future,” my father corrected. “And now, that future is the key to taking control of this company. Unless, of course, you’d prefer to let me continue running things.”

The bastard knew he had me.

I wanted to walk out. I wanted to tell him to go to hell and take his marriage contract with him. But the numbers didn’t lie. Forty percent. Majority control. The ability to stop him from dismantling everything my grandfather had built.

The ability to finally do something right.

“Who is she?” I asked, my voice tight.

My father pulled another sheet of paper from his jacket pocket and slid it across the table.

“Her name is Nora Hayes. Twenty-six years old. Runs a small bookshop in Brooklyn. Her mother passed recently, and she’s the sole heir to the Hayes family trust—provided she fulfills the terms of the contract.”

I stared at the paper but didn’t pick it up. “She agreed to this?”

“She will.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Her financial situation is… precarious,” my father said, and I caught the faint edge of satisfaction in his voice. “She needs this marriage as much as you do. Perhaps more.”

Of course. This wasn’t about love or compatibility or anything remotely human. This was a transaction. Two people shackled together by contracts and circumstances, forced to play house for the sake of money and power.

It was the most Ward family thing I’d ever heard.

“I need time to think,” I said.

“You have twenty-four hours,” my father replied. “After that, I’ll pursue other options.”

Other options. Meaning he’d find another way to keep control, and I’d lose my only chance to stop him.

I stood abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor. The board members flinched, but my father didn’t move. He just watched me with those cold, calculating eyes, waiting to see what I would do.

“I’ll let you know,” I said, and walked out before anyone could respond.

The estate was an hour’s drive north of the city, perched on a cliff overlooking the ocean.

It was too big, too empty, and too quiet—exactly the way I liked it. No neighbors. No reporters. No one to ask questions or offer pity or remind me of the man I used to be.

Just me, the staff I barely interacted with, and the ghosts I couldn’t escape.

I went straight to my office when I got home, poured two fingers of whiskey, and stared at the folder I’d taken from the boardroom.

I hadn’t opened it again. I didn’t need to. I already knew what was inside: a contract that would change my life and a woman I’d never met who was about to become my wife.

If I said yes.

The whiskey burned going down, but it didn’t help. Nothing ever did.

I thought about what my father had said. Control. That’s what this was really about. Not love, not family, not even legacy. Just control. The ability to shape the company, to protect the people my father was so eager to sacrifice, to prove that I was more than the headlines and the scandal and the scar that marked me as broken.

But at what cost?

I set the glass down and opened the folder.

The legal documents were still on top, but beneath them was a second page—a brief biography of Nora Hayes. Twenty-six. Brooklyn. Bookshop owner. No criminal record, no scandals, no skeletons in her closet. Just a normal woman living a normal life, about to have it upended by a contract she’d never asked for.

And beneath the biography was a photograph.

I
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