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  Chapter one
The Binding Contract


The Woodbrust estate rose from the manicured Connecticut hillside like a monument to ambition made stone. Bella Comey pressed her palm flat against the cool window of the town car, watching the iron gates swing open with mechanical precision that felt like a verdict. 
She had expected opulence. The Comey family knew opulence. But this was something else entirely. This was a fortress built by a man who had clawed his way up from nothing, and every granite block, every perfectly trimmed hedge, every security camera mounted in the shadows screamed the same message: I earned this. I control this. You do not belong here.
Her father had called it a merger. A beautiful merger of equals, he had said, his voice slick with the same false warmth he used when explaining why he had gambled away another chunk of the family fortune. Bella stopped believing her father's pretty words somewhere around her sixteenth birthday, when the trust fund she had been promised turned out to be nothing but smoke and mirrors.
The car pulled to a stop before the main entrance. A butler in a charcoal suit appeared before the driver could open her door, his face blank as a mask.
"Miss Comey. Mr. Woodbrust is expecting you in his study."
Bella smoothed the front of her cream silk blouse, a deliberate choice of armor. Professional. Untouchable. She had spent the better part of an hour selecting this outfit, rejecting anything that might suggest she was trying to impress him. She was here to sign a contract, not to seduce a businessman.
Keep telling yourself that, whispered a traitorous voice in the back of her mind.
She followed the butler through halls that smelled of old wood and fresh flowers, past paintings that probably cost more than her art gallery's annual budget. Her heels clicked against marble floors, each step a small act of defiance. She was walking toward her cage, but she would walk with her spine straight and her chin high.
The study doors were massive, dark oak carved with scenes of ships and storms. The butler pushed them open with practiced ease, and then he was gone, and Bella was alone with Carmine Woodbrust.
He stood behind a desk that could have served as a boardroom table, his back half turned to her as he studied something on his phone. The first thing she noticed was the sheer size of him. She had seen photographs in business magazines, but cameras had a way of diminishing him. In person, he was overwhelming. Broad shoulders that strained the seams of his charcoal jacket. A jaw that looked as though it had been carved from the same stone as the estate walls. Dark hair swept back from a forehead that suggested he spent a lot of time frowning.
He did not look up immediately. He let her stand there, let her take him in, let the silence stretch taut as a wire.
Bella refused to fidget. She stood perfectly still, her hands clasped loosely in front of her, and waited.
When he finally raised his head, his eyes hit her with the force of a physical blow. Gray, the color of storm clouds, the Atlantic in winter. They swept over her once, twice, cataloging every detail with an efficiency that made her skin prickle.
"Miss Comey." His voice was low, roughened at the edges. "You're early."
"I prefer punctuality." She stepped forward before he could invite her, claiming space. "I assumed a man of your reputation would appreciate that."
One corner of his mouth twitched. It was not quite a smile. "I appreciate efficiency. Have a seat."
She took the chair across from his desk, a leather monstrosity that swallowed her frame. He remained standing, and she recognized the power play for what it was. He wanted her looking up at him. She settled deeper into the chair and crossed her legs, letting her skirt ride up just enough to be deliberate.
Two could play this game.
"Your father sent over the revised terms this morning." Carmine picked up a document from his desk, the paper crisp and white. "I've got to admit, I was surprised by the number of amendments."
"My father is an optimist." Bella kept her voice light. "He believes in asking for the moon and settling for the stars."
"And what do you believe in, Miss Comey?"
The question caught her off guard. She recovered quickly, smoothing her expression into neutral pleasantness. "I believe in reading contracts before I sign them. May I?"
He handed her the document. Their fingers brushed, and Bella felt a jolt of heat travel up her arm. She snatched her hand back, hoping he hadn't noticed.
He had. Those storm-colored eyes tracked the movement, and a flicker of something passed through their depths. Interest. Amusement. She couldn't tell which, and she hated that she wanted to know.
She forced her attention to the contract. The language was dense, the legalese thick enough to choke on. But she had been raised in this world. She knew how to read between the lines.
"One year," she said, scanning the terms. "A marriage of convenience for one year, after which the merger becomes permanent and I retain access to my personal assets."
"Correct."
"And the shared living arrangement." She looked up at him. "This clause is non-negotiable?"
"Completely non-negotiable." He moved around the desk, and she tracked his progress with her eyes. "I don't trust your family, Miss Comey. I don't trust your father's promises or your uncle's schemes. If we're going to present a united front, we need to actually appear united. That means living together, attending events together, playing the part of a happy couple."
"And if I refuse?"
"Then the deal falls through, and your father's debt comes due." He said it flatly, without cruelty, but the words still cut. "I believe the figure is somewhere around forty-seven million dollars. With interest."
Bella's stomach dropped. She had known the numbers, had seen the spreadsheets her father tried to hide. But hearing them spoken aloud, in that cold, measured voice, made the reality of her situation crash over her in a wave of ice water.
She was being sold. Traded like a piece of real estate, like a shipping route, one of the assets her family had squandered.
"Your reputation precedes you, Mr. Woodbrust." She kept her voice steady through sheer force of will. "They say you're ruthless. That you crush your opponents without mercy and leave nothing behind but dust."
"They say a lot of things." He leaned against the front of his desk, close enough that she could smell his cologne. Cedar and something darker. Smoke, maybe. Or heat. "But I've never broken a promise. If you sign this contract, I'll protect you. I'll provide for you. I'll treat you with the respect you deserve."
"And in return?"
"You play the part. You attend the events. You smile for the cameras and convince the world that this marriage is real." He paused, and his voice dropped, becoming something almost intimate. "And at the end of the year, if you want to walk away, I'll let you go. No strings. No penalties."
Bella studied his face, searching for the lie. She found none. His expression was unreadable, a mask as carefully constructed as her own.
But there was a heat in his eyes. A heat that made her pulse quicken and her mouth go dry.
This is a mistake, she thought. This is the worst decision I will ever make.
"What about the physical aspects of the arrangement?" The words came out before she could stop them, and she felt warmth rise to her cheeks. "The contract doesn't specify."
"It doesn't." He held her gaze. "That will be entirely up to you. I won't touch you without your consent, Bella. I won't pressure you or manipulate you. What happens between us in private is your choice."
Her name in his mouth. He had said it deliberately, she was sure of it. A test. A provocation.
She should have been angry. Instead, she felt a flutter in her chest, dangerous and warm.
"The pen," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I need a pen."
He produced one from his jacket pocket, a sleek black fountain pen that must have cost more than her favorite pair of heels. She took it from him, her fingers trembling slightly despite her efforts to stay calm.
The contract lay before her. Forty-seven million dollars. One year of her life. A marriage to a stranger who looked at her as though she were a puzzle he was determined to solve.
She signed her name with a flourish. Bella Rose Comey. The letters curved across the page, elegant and final.
Carmine took the pen from her hand and signed his own name beneath hers. Carmine Alexander Woodbrust. His handwriting was sharp, angular, every stroke deliberate.
He looked up at her, and for a moment, the mask slipped. She saw rawness beneath the surface. Hunger. Want. A loneliness that mirrored her own.
"It's done," he said. "We're married."
"Not yet." Bella stood, smoothing her skirt. "There's still the ceremony. The party. The performance."
"True." He stood as well, and she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. "But the contract is binding. From this moment forward, you and I are partners."
"Partners." She tasted the word, found it bitter on her tongue. "Is that what we are?"
"It's what we'll become." He stepped closer, and she didn't back away. "If you let it."
Her heart hammered against her ribs. Every instinct screamed at her to retreat, to rebuild the walls she had let crumble. But there was a pull about him, magnetic and relentless, drawing her toward him despite every rational thought in her head.
"I should go," she said. "I have arrangements to make."
"The wedding is in three weeks. My team will handle the logistics. You just need to show up."
"Show up and smile."
"Exactly." His lips curved into that not-quite-smile again. "You're very good at that, I suspect. Smiling when you don't mean it."
Bella felt the barb land. She forced her own smile wider, brighter, until it felt like a grimace. "I've had years of practice, Mr. Woodbrust. You'll find I'm an excellent actress."
"I don't doubt it." He moved to the door, holding it open for her. "But I hope, in time, you won't need to act around me."
She walked past him, close enough to catch another whiff of that intoxicating scent. Her skin tingled where she had almost brushed against him.
At the threshold, she paused. "Carmine."
"Yes?"
"I want you to know something." She turned to face him, her chin raised, her eyes blazing. "I didn't sign this contract because I was forced. I signed it because I choose to. Because I refuse to let my father's mistakes destroy everything my mother built. But I'm not your property. I'm not your trophy. And if you try to control me, I'll make your life a living hell."
His smile widened, and for the first time, it reached his eyes. "I'd expect nothing less, Bella. A woman who fights for her freedom is a woman worth keeping."
She left before he could see the effect his words had on her. Before the warmth in her cheeks could betray her. Before she could do anything foolish, like stay.
The butler appeared to guide her back to the car. She followed in a daze, her mind racing with a thousand thoughts, a thousand fears.
She had signed her name. She had bound herself to a stranger. She had walked into a gilded cage and closed the door behind her.
But as the car pulled away from the Woodbrust estate, Bella pressed her hand to her chest and felt her heart pounding. It was not the frantic beat of fear.
It was anticipation.
This is a mistake, she told herself again. This is the worst decision I will ever make.
But some small, treacherous part of her whispered back: Or the best.
She closed her eyes and let the estate disappear behind her. Three weeks until the wedding. Three weeks to prepare for a life she had never wanted.
Three weeks to figure out why, when she thought of Carmine Woodbrust's gray eyes and that not-quite-smile, she felt anything but trapped.
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