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      They agreed to fake an engagement. Neither expected to fall in love. Especially with each other.

      Ryan Blackwood doesn’t follow rules. He breaks them—and occasionally blows them up on live podcasts. But when his rebellion threatens the family’s already-shaky public image, he’s forced into the one thing he swore he’d never do: get engaged to a woman he’s never met… for politics, power, and PR.

      Sophia Hartwell, daughter of a Supreme Court Justice, has lived her life under a microscope. She agrees to the fake engagement for one reason: freedom. It buys her time to finish the novel she’s been writing in secret—before her father locks her into a future she never chose.

      They’re supposed to play nice. Smile for the cameras. Stay emotionally distant.

      Instead, they share secrets. Linger too long. Kiss like it means everything.

      But when old wounds, leaked truths, and clashing ambitions threaten to expose more than just their arrangement, Ryan and Sophia must decide:

      Is love just another performance?

      Or is it the one tradition worth breaking every rule for?
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      Ryan

      Ryan Blackwood came home with red dust on his boots, a bruise darkening along his jaw, and exactly enough patience left to regret both facts before he made it through the front door.

      The Blackwood ranch house rose out of the late-March thaw like something built by men who believed stone should outlast apology. The long front elevation of timber, iron, and mountain-gray rock stood hard against a sky the color of hammered steel. Snow still clung in dirty drifts beneath the shadowed eaves and along the north wall, but spring had begun its annual invasion. Meltwater ran in silver seams down the drive. Mud showed through the white in raw bands. The cottonwoods below the house still looked winter-bare, though a faint haze at the tips of the branches hinted that the season had started turning whether the mountains approved or not.

      Ryan cut the engine and sat in the sudden quiet of the truck cab with both hands braced on the steering wheel.

      He had landed in Denver a little under three hours earlier after ten days in Mendoza and Buenos Aires, reviewing a land partnership that had taken too much diplomacy, too many steak dinners, and one spectacularly useless conference room full of men who loved the words legacy portfolio far more than they loved plain numbers. He had driven straight from the airport, unwilling to spend one extra night in the city when he already knew why his family wanted him home.

      The missed calls had started before he reached the interstate.

      Three from Garrett. Two from Jack. One from his mother.

      Nothing from Bill.

      That, more than the others, had told him exactly how bad things were.

      His father's silence was never neutral. It was a held position. A tactical pause. A warning flare launched without the indignity of noise.

      Ryan let his head fall back against the seat for one brief second and closed his eyes.

      Home had a way of making him feel sixteen and thirty-two at the same time.

      He could still remember tearing down this same drive in an old ranch truck the summer he was seventeen, one hand on the wheel, one arm out the window, dirt flying behind him while Bill stood on the front steps waiting to tell him that if he planned to inherit any piece of the Blackwood empire, he ought to start behaving like a Blackwood instead of a drifter. Ryan had looked at the spread of sky over the west pasture, the fences, the horses in the lower field, the mountains like a promise beyond them all, and thought with the entire arrogance of adolescence that if inheritance required obedience, he would rather be poor.

      He had not become poor.

      That was the trouble.

      He had become useful.

      Useful enough that his father could not dismiss him. Independent enough that Bill could not fully control him. Successful enough in the international land division that even his brothers—who trusted him with varying degrees of reluctance and affection—had learned not to confuse his resistance with incompetence.

      Which meant every family crisis circled back to him eventually. Not because he was easiest to manage.

      Because he was hardest to line up.

      His jaw ached when he clenched it. The bruise there had yellowed around the edges during the flight home, but the center was still tender. He touched it once and winced.

      The injury had come three nights ago in Mendoza, halfway through a storm that had rolled over the lower grazing fields after dark. The local ranch manager had wanted to leave the damaged fence until morning. Ryan had looked at the weather, looked at the mares in the lower section, and gone out with the crew instead. A snapped metal bar had come loose in the wind and caught him hard across the face before he could dodge it.

      The manager had laughed afterward, handed him a rag to hold against his jaw, and said in accented English, "Your father sends executives. You arrive like trouble."

      Ryan had grinned through the sting. "I've been called worse."

      The old rancher had looked at him for a long beat, then said, with the frankness of men who did not waste language, "No. I think your family probably has not called you better."

      Ryan had not asked how the man knew.

      He picked up his phone from the console now and glanced again at Garrett's last text.

      If you love me even a little, walk in here pretending to be civilized.

      Below that, another.

      Jack says don't antagonize Dad. Cole says that's unrealistic. Mother says to come straight in. Blake's driving up.

      Ryan let out a breath that might have been a laugh if he had possessed the energy for one.

      Even in crisis, his family maintained a certain variety.

      He shoved the phone into his jacket pocket, grabbed his duffel from the passenger seat, and climbed out into air cold enough to sting his lungs. The wind smelled of thawing earth, pine pitch, and horses. Somewhere beyond the barns, a gelding called low and impatient toward feeding time. Farther down the slope, a truck door slammed. Ranch hands were moving through the shift change, boots striking gravel, gates clanging, one dog barking twice before being shushed.

      Normally the sounds settled him.

      Today they only sharpened his sense that he was arriving in the middle of a campaign already underway.

      He had made it three steps toward the front walk when the front door opened.

      Maggie Blackwood stood framed by the entry's warm light, one hand still on the brass handle. At sixty-two, she had lost nothing of the beauty that made magazines in Denver and Aspen still ask for interviews she never gave. She wore cream wool slacks and a dark green cashmere sweater, pearls at her throat, her dark hair swept back from a face still fine-boned and watchful. Only the silver at her temples and the slight strain around her eyes betrayed the last few years.

      Relief softened her expression for one heartbeat.

      Then maternal assessment took over.

      "You look dreadful," she said.

      Ryan crossed the threshold and kissed her cheek. "Good to see you too, Mother."

      She stepped back to study his face properly. "What happened to your jaw?"

      "Fence latch. Argentina."

      "Mendoza is not in Argentina so much as a recurring excuse in this family."

      That surprised a laugh out of him.

      Maggie's fingers lifted, not quite touching the bruise, then dropped. "Did anyone at least offer you ice?"

      "A rancher gave me a bottle of whiskey and said character was expensive."

      "And?"

      "He seemed credible."

      The corners of her mouth moved, but worry still sat behind the expression. She closed the door against the cold and lowered her voice. "Your father has been in an intolerable mood for two days."

      Ryan handed his duffel to the nearest footman without looking. "That narrows it so little it may as well be weather commentary."

      "This is worse than usual."

      He took in the entry hall automatically as she spoke—the polished dark floors, the iron chandelier, the tall windows facing west, the arrangement of fresh white hellebores on the center table that meant either Maggie had needed something beautiful under her hands this morning or guests important enough to warrant the extra effort were expected. The answer, in this house, could easily be both.

      A maid crossed from the drawing room with folded linens. She dipped her head respectfully and vanished down the back corridor. Voices drifted from somewhere beyond the kitchen wing, then hushed.

      The whole house had the tautness of a theater before curtain.

      Ryan looked back at his mother. "Who have we offended this time?"

      Maggie held his gaze. "At present? Investors, two state-level allies, one Denver columnist, and your father most of all." She paused. "Though I suppose you might argue he is a standing condition rather than a fresh development."

      "I do love when you speak my language."

      "Someone in this house must." Her hand came to his sleeve, light but anchoring. "Ryan. Try not to bait him."

      He glanced toward the long hallway leading to Bill's study. The door at the far end stood shut. Even from here, he could feel the gravity of it—the expectation, the command, the old familial pull that had spent his entire life trying to sort each son into shape.

      "That depends," he said. "Is he planning to deserve it?"

      Maggie's expression tightened. "He is afraid."

      Ryan looked at her properly then.

      Most people would not have heard the distinction. Bill was powerful, strategic, immovable. Men like that were not supposed to be afraid. They were supposed to dominate events until fear belonged to somebody else.

      But Maggie knew all the small names of weather. She knew the difference between pressure and panic, anger and injury, control and desperation.

      Ryan lowered his voice. "Of what?"

      "Of losing ground." Her fingers tightened slightly on his arm. "Of the Sterlings. Of the press. Of the possibility that everything your father has spent thirty years building may be more vulnerable than he can admit aloud."

      Ryan looked away first.

      Beyond the front windows, snowmelt streaked the gravel in silver lines. Two ranch trucks were moving toward the equipment sheds. The mountains beyond the lower pastures sat under cloud, hard and remote.

      "And his answer," Ryan said, "is to gather all his sons in one room and start assigning us like board pieces."

      Maggie said nothing.

      She did not need to.

      He scrubbed one hand over his face. Travel exhaustion pulled at the edges of his patience, making every nerve a little rawer than usual. "Who's in there?"

      "Jack. Cole. Garrett. Blake is still on the road from Colorado Springs. Travis called in from the upper ridge and managed to avoid being drafted because the cell signal failed at a very convenient moment. Mason is in Bozeman and wisely staying there. Luke is pretending to study but is actually hovering near the kitchen hoping someone tells him the truth by accident."

      Ryan almost smiled. "Smart kid."

      "He learned from watching his brothers survive adolescence." Maggie released his sleeve and smoothed one invisible wrinkle from the front of his jacket. "You missed the first half hour."

      "Then I improved the meeting by being absent from it."

      "Ryan."

      He caught the warning under the name and softened, if only for her. "I know."

      Her gaze went briefly to the bruise again. "You haven't eaten, have you?"

      "Plane almonds. One coffee. And something in Buenos Aires masquerading as a sandwich."

      "Then you're already underprepared." She touched his cheek lightly at last, the motion swift and maternal and gone before it could embarrass him. "I would tell you to remember he's still your father. But in this house I suspect that is the problem more often than the solution."

      The line hit too close to truth to answer comfortably.

      He bent and kissed her temple instead. "You're making me sentimental."

      "No," Maggie said. "I am making you presentable. There is a difference."

      Voices rose faintly from the far study and then cut off again.

      Ryan squared his shoulders. The house seemed warmer than the air outside, but not kinder. "All right. Let him declare."

      "Do try not to overturn any furniture. The upholsterer comes next week and your father will call it symbolic."

      "Now who's baiting?"

      Maggie's smile, brief and tired, flashed like sunlight through clouds. "Go."

      Ryan headed down the long hall at an even pace, though every instinct in him pushed harder. Portraits of dead Blackwoods watched from paneled walls as he passed—the cattle barons and land men, the women who had turned marriages into empires and losses into polished family myths. The runners muted his steps. The sconces along the wall cast pools of amber light over old walnut and stone.

      He had grown up under those portraits.

      Some days he thought they were the reason Bill talked about legacy as if it were a chapel instead of a business model.

      The voices reached him before he touched the study door.

      Jack's low and controlled, the tone he reserved for problems large enough to make him quieter instead of louder.

      Cole's clipped and exact, words stacked like legal filings.

      Garrett in between them, trying for diplomacy and sounding increasingly unconvinced by it.

      And under all of them, Bill's voice—steady, carrying, built for command.

      Ryan did not bother knocking.

      He pushed through the door and the room fell still.

      Bill Blackwood stood behind the great walnut desk at the far end, one hand braced against a folder thick with papers. Age had silvered his hair and lined the corners of his eyes, but it had done nothing to diminish the force of him. He still looked like a man built for cold weather, hard decisions, and being obeyed the first time.

      Jack sat near the windows in a denim shirt and dark vest, one elbow on the arm of the leather chair, expression settled into the grim patience of an eldest son who had spent too many years translating between duty and damage control.

      Cole occupied the long conference table in the center of the room, glasses on, legal pad open, pen aligned with mathematical precision along the edge of the paper. Even seated, he managed to look like a ruling waiting to happen.

      Garrett leaned against the built-in shelves by the fireplace, tie loosened, sleeves rolled, all diplomacy and frayed charm.

      Ryan tossed his duffel by the door.

      "Don't let me interrupt the joy," he said.

      Bill's gaze moved once over the bruise on Ryan's jaw, the wind-battered travel clothes, the unapologetic posture. "You already did."

      Ryan pulled out the empty chair opposite Cole and dropped into it. "Then let's call that my contribution."

      Jack's mouth flattened. Garrett exhaled through his nose like a man watching a bridge crack under load.

      Cole looked up from his notes. "You missed a briefing with communications, a call with Denver counsel, and a strategy discussion with Father."

      "Then I truly was busy elsewhere," Ryan said.

      Garrett pushed off the shelves. "How was Argentina?"

      "Windy. Productive. Better than this room."

      "Strong opening," Garrett muttered.

      Bill ignored that. "We were discussing your podcast interview."

      Ryan rested one ankle on his opposite knee. "Which one? I have apparently become very quotable."

      Cole glanced down at his notes. "The one in which you described legacy marriage alliances as 'a polished form of family blackmail dressed up in expensive tailoring.'"

      Ryan considered it. "Still a strong line."

      Jack closed his eyes briefly. Garrett looked toward the ceiling as if asking heaven to intervene on procedural grounds.

      Bill's face did not alter. That was never reassuring.

      "Do you understand the position this family is in?" he asked.

      Ryan leaned back in his chair and looked at him across the table. "Do you understand that every time you say this family, what you usually mean is your plan for this family? Because those are not always identical things."

      Silence dropped heavily into the room.

      Cole set down his pen. Jack went still in the way men did before a fence broke or a fist landed. Garrett straightened, his expression crossing the invisible line from amused to alert.

      Bill's voice turned dangerously calm. "The Blackwoods are under pressure on every front. The Sterlings are escalating. Legal exposure is widening. Our allies are skittish. Investors want reassurance. The press is circling. And while your brothers are trying to keep this family from bleeding out in public, you are out in the world turning private matters into entertainment."

      Ryan felt the bruise on his jaw begin to pulse in time with his heartbeat.

      He had expected anger. He had even expected disappointment. What he had not expected was the old accusation beneath both—that if he was not standing in formation, he must be undermining the family on purpose.

      "I wasn't entertaining anyone," he said. "I was telling the truth."

      Bill's expression held. "The truth is not always what serves survival."

      Ryan laughed once, without humor. "There it is. The family motto."

      Jack shifted. "Ryan."

      "No, let him finish." Ryan's gaze never left his father's face. "You didn't drag me home because you wanted a conversation. So let's not waste time pretending this is one."

      Bill turned one page in the folder on his desk with deliberate care. "Very well. Then listen carefully."

      Something in the room changed.

      Cole sat a little straighter. Garrett's expression tightened. Jack looked, for the first time since Ryan entered, almost sympathetic.

      Warning moved through Ryan cold and immediate.

      Bill took a cream-colored document from the folder and set it on the desk. Then he slid it across the polished wood toward the center of the room.

      The embossed heading at the top read Hartwell Chambers.

      Ryan did not touch it.

      Neither did anyone else.

      "Justice Robert Hartwell has agreed," Bill said, "to support the family through the coming legal complications. Quietly. Strategically. In return, his daughter will enter a formal engagement with a Blackwood son."

      Ryan stared at him.

      The clock on the mantel marked out one second, then another.

      Then Ryan smiled, because the alternative was overturning the table.

      "No."

      Bill did not blink. "The announcement will be made in two weeks."

      Ryan let his foot drop to the floor. "You seem to be confusing a delusion with a plan."

      Jack ran one hand over his mouth. Garrett muttered, "Here we go."

      Bill's gaze sharpened. "You are thirty-two years old. You oversee one of the most important divisions in this family enterprise, and you have spent the last five years behaving as if responsibility were an attack on your liberty. This is not a suggestion. It is an opportunity to prove you can place something above yourself."

      A memory flashed—wind over the Argentine plain, the clatter of broken fencing in the storm, the ranch manager shoving a flashlight into Ryan's hand and shouting over the rain, Pick a side of the line and hold it.

      At home, that line was always moving.

      "If you wanted to sell one of your sons," Ryan said softly, "you might have considered giving us warning before the auction."

      The words cut through the room like a crack through glass.

      Jack swore under his breath. Garrett said Ryan's name in a tone halfway between protest and prayer. Cole went very still.

      Bill's eyes hardened. "Watch yourself."

      "Why? Because I might embarrass the family? I think we've sailed past that concern."

      "This alliance gives us legal insulation, social stability, and access we need." Bill's hand flattened on the desk. "Hartwell's daughter is educated, discreet, and from a family that understands the value of legacy."

      Ryan was on his feet before he fully realized he had moved. His chair scraped back hard against the wood floor.

      "Then marry her yourself."

      No one breathed.

      For one dangerous second Ryan thought Bill might come around the desk and hit him. It would not have shocked him as much as it should have. Old power, old pride, old men cornered by public weakness—history had turned on less.

      Bill's face lost color, then regained it in a controlled flush.

      The study door opened.

      Maggie appeared behind Ryan, silent as a change in weather.

      "That is enough," she said.

      Her voice was not raised. It did not need to be.

      Ryan drew a breath he did not want anyone to hear. Across the room, Garrett's shoulders loosened by a fraction. Jack looked down at the table. Cole removed his glasses and set them carefully beside his pad, which was somehow more ominous than if he had started arguing.

      Maggie stepped into the room and looked first at Bill, then at Ryan.

      "No one is making any announcements in two weeks," she said. "Not until Ryan meets Sophia Hartwell and decides for himself whether he is willing to consider the arrangement."

      Bill's attention cut to her. "Maggie⁠—"

      "You asked for my support," she said, all grace and steel. "You do not have it if you treat our son like inventory."

      The room held its breath.

      Ryan had seen governors back down under less.

      Bill's jaw flexed. "This family is under attack."

      "Then we will need each other," Maggie replied. "Not obedience purchased with humiliation."

      For a moment no one moved.

      Then Jack stood.

      The shift of him changed the room almost as much as Maggie had. He crossed to the sideboard, poured water into a crystal glass, and handed it to Ryan without commentary.

      Ryan stared at the glass, then at his eldest brother.

      Jack's voice stayed low. "Take it. You look like you might say something none of us can repair."

      Ryan nearly refused on principle. Then he took the water and drank half of it in one go. The flight, the drive, the adrenaline, the stale bitterness of coffee in his system—suddenly all of it made itself known.

      Cole leaned back in his chair and folded his hands. "If we're postponing the announcement," he said, sounding as if he were choosing each word with legal force, "then perhaps we should at least discuss the operational reality. Hartwell would not attach his name to this unless he believed the alliance valuable. Father would not force the conversation unless he believed it necessary. Which means the situation is worse than the rest of us have been told."

      Bill looked at him sharply. "That is not your concern."

      "It is absolutely my concern," Cole said. "If the legal exposure is large enough to warrant tying one of us to Hartwell's family, then I need to know what we are actually defending."

      Garrett rubbed a hand over his jaw. "Can we all just observe, for one beautiful moment, that forcing Ryan into a dynastic engagement two weeks after he publicly criticized dynastic engagements may not be our strongest communications strategy?"

      "That interview caused damage," Bill said.

      "The interview caused headlines," Garrett countered. "The silence afterward caused damage. People already assume we're either panicking or plotting. Probably both."

      Ryan lowered the glass to the table. "That's because both sound like us lately."

      Jack shot him a warning look. Ryan ignored it.

      Bill's gaze swept over all four sons in the room now, impatience tightening every line of his face. "We are not debating the nature of power like undergraduates around a fire. We are securing this family." He turned to Ryan again. "You will meet Sophia tomorrow night. You will behave like an adult. If, after that, you still believe you can afford to reject an alliance that shields every person in this house, then we will continue the discussion."

      Ryan laughed softly. "How gracious."

      Maggie stepped farther into the study, taking the seat Blake had not yet filled, and crossed one elegant leg over the other as if she had every intention of staying. "Bill. What precisely has Justice Hartwell been promised?"

      Ryan looked at her sharply.

      Bill's expression went flat. "Respect. Coordination. A future familial connection."

      "That is a speech, not an answer," Maggie said.

      Garrett, who knew when to disappear behind charm and when not to bother, muttered, "I should write that down."

      Cole ignored him. "Has a specific son been named?"

      The question lingered.

      Bill looked at Ryan. Only Ryan.

      Nothing in the room moved.

      Jack swore quietly. Garrett dropped his head back against the shelves as if the answer offended him aesthetically. Maggie went very still.

      Ryan set the half-empty glass down with care. "Of course."

      Bill did not deny it.

      That was denial enough.

      Something colder than anger moved through Ryan then. Not shock. He had known. Somewhere under the noise and pride and reflexive defiance, he had known the arrangement had never been general. It had always been for him.

      The difficult son.

      The visible one.

      The one with enough charm to sell a story and enough unpredictability to make the family crave a leash.

      "Why me?" he asked.

      Jack looked away first.

      Bill answered without hesitation. "Because you are the one who most needs the stabilizing effect of commitment."

      Ryan stared at him.

      Not because the line was new.

      Because it was not.

      All at once he was twelve years old again, standing in the barn aisle in muddy boots while Bill told him to stop sketching horses on feed invoices and learn to ride them properly if he wanted to be worth the trouble of raising. He was nineteen and back from a summer in Chile, sunburned and proud and ready to talk about irrigation models, only to hear that Jack had already handled the partnership while Ryan was off finding himself. He was twenty-seven, expanding the land division into markets no one else in the family understood, yet still being introduced at donor dinners as the adventurous one, as if competence had to be translated into family-approved language before it counted.

      Because you are the one who most needs the stabilizing effect of commitment.

      As though freedom in him were not conviction but flaw.

      Maggie stood. "We are done for today."

      Bill looked at her. "We are not."

      "We are," she said. "Unless you'd like your sons to leave this room believing your definition of leadership is indistinguishable from conscription."

      Jack rose too, slow and deliberate. The move carried the authority only eldest sons and men who had spent their entire lives carrying weight could manage. "Mother's right. No one is fixing this in the next ten minutes."

      Cole gathered his legal pad. "Nor are we improving it."

      Garrett straightened his tie with exaggerated resignation. "And I, for one, prefer crises that do not involve ceremonial sacrifice before supper."

      Bill's gaze moved from one face to another and found no surrender in any of them. That did not happen often in this room.

      At last he said, with clipped disgust, "Very well. Tomorrow night. Seven o'clock."

      Ryan did not answer.

      He picked up the Hartwell document from the table, not because he wanted it but because leaving it there felt too much like surrender, and turned for the door.

      Maggie caught his sleeve just before he crossed the threshold.

      "Ryan."

      He looked down at her.

      Some of the steel had left her face now. In its place sat the older, quieter ache that came whenever one of her sons was pushed toward a role before he was ready to name it for himself.

      "Go wash your face," she said softly. "Then eat something. Whatever happens tomorrow, I would prefer you not meet the girl on airport coffee and wounded pride."

      That almost made him smile.

      Almost.

      He bent and kissed her cheek again. "You're assuming there's a difference."

      "There is always a difference." Her eyes searched his. "Meet her before you hate the arrangement more than the person."

      He wanted to say that he did not hate women he had never met, only men who used them as treaty language.

      Instead he nodded once and stepped into the hall.

      By the time he reached the corridor, his pulse was pounding hard enough to sharpen the edges of his vision.

      He kept walking, past the portrait gallery, past the staircase, past a startled housemaid carrying fresh towels, until he reached the mudroom off the back hall and shoved open the exterior door.

      Cold air hit him full in the face.

      The yard behind the main house sloped toward the stables in wet brown ribbons and stubborn patches of snow. The sky had lowered further while he was inside, cloud pressing over the mountains in layered gray. From the lower paddock came the rattle of a gate chain and the warm, living scent of horses.

      Ryan crossed the yard without quite deciding to.

      The barn had always been the one place in the house's orbit that felt honest. Hay smelled like hay. Horses kicked when annoyed, leaned when affectionate, bit when they meant it. Men swore under their breath, fixed what broke, and did not speak of legacy unless it involved bloodlines with four legs and practical outcomes.

      Inside the center aisle, light fell in long bars through the high windows. A stable hand in a navy Blackwood vest looked up from filling grain tubs and nodded. "Mr. Ryan."

      "Eli."

      "Heard you were back."

      Ryan glanced at the line of stalls, the heads lifting over half-doors, the soft snorts, the rustle of straw. "Apparently so did everyone else."

      Eli grinned and went back to work. That was another reason Ryan preferred the barns. Men here understood when a person wanted company without conversation.

      He stopped at the stall of a bay mare named Mercy who had disliked almost everyone when she'd first been brought in as a half-broken three-year-old and now tolerated only five humans with anything resembling grace. Ryan was one of them, mostly because he had spent three weeks working with her in freezing rain after the trainer gave up and called her temperamental.

      "Story of my life," he murmured, reaching through the bars to scratch her neck.

      Mercy huffed warm breath against his sleeve.

      He unfolded the Hartwell paper with one hand and looked down at it again.

      There was very little on the front page besides discreet legal stationery, a time for the dinner, and the kind of polished introduction wealthy families used when they were trying to make coercion sound like opportunity.

      Miss Sophia Hartwell.

      No photograph.

      That annoyed him irrationally.

      He wanted something to resent specifically. A face he could attach to the arrangement. Some polished expression that would confirm what he'd already decided—that Justice Hartwell's daughter would be as controlled, careful, and impossible as the alliance itself.

      Instead he had only a name and the description Bill had offered like inventory specifications.

      Educated. Discreet. From a family that understands the value of legacy.

      Ryan folded the paper again, more sharply than necessary.

      He could already imagine her.

      A woman who had never once had to argue for the right to belong to herself.

      A woman who would step into a room like the study and never think to set it on fire.

      A woman who would know how to stand at his father's side and make the arrangement look graceful.

      The mare nudged his arm harder. Ryan looked up.

      "Yes, all right," he muttered. "You're judging me."

      Mercy snorted.

      Bootsteps sounded at the far end of the aisle.

      Garrett appeared a moment later, coat still on, tie gone now, one hand wrapped around two mugs of coffee he had somehow charmed out of the kitchen after Maggie's ban on further caffeine in family crises.

      He held one up. "Peace offering."

      Ryan took the mug. It was hot enough to burn his palm. "From you or from the staff who assume I survive on this?"

      "Both. Also Mother said if you vanished completely before dinner she'd be forced to defend you in two directions, and she'd prefer not to spend the evening doing that in heels."

      Ryan drank. The coffee was dark, bitter, and exactly what he needed.

      Garrett leaned against the next stall door and watched him over the rim of his own mug. "You know Jack agrees with you, right?"

      Ryan let out a short laugh. "Jack agrees with responsibility."

      "Yes, but he'd prefer responsibility not come in the shape of feudal bargaining. Cole too, though he expresses human concern like a deposition transcript." Garrett glanced at the folded Hartwell page in Ryan's hand. "For what it's worth, I think Father chose you because you scare him most."

      Ryan looked at him.

      "That is a terrible attempt at comfort."

      "I didn't say it comfortingly." Garrett shrugged. "You are the son he can't fully predict. Jack will carry burden if he thinks it's necessary. Cole will analyze it until he can structure it. Blake will protect first and ask questions later. But you? You make choices from somewhere he can't manage."

      The barn hummed quietly around them—horses shifting, grain sliding into tubs, a radio playing low in the tack room. Ryan looked down into his coffee.

      "How inspirational," he said. "Apparently I'm a governance defect."

      Garrett's smile faded. "You're the only one who says out loud what the rest of us are still trying to phrase politely. That matters." He paused. "Even when it makes my job horrifying."

      Ryan leaned one shoulder against Mercy's stall. "And what exactly is your job this week?"

      Garrett's expression turned dry. "Convincing three newspapers, one podcast host, and half the Denver donor circuit that the family is stable enough not to combust in public before Easter."

      "Ambitious."

      "You mocked dynastic marriage on a podcast less than a month before Father apparently arranged one. So yes. Ambitious."

      Ryan took another swallow of coffee. Outside, the wind rose and rattled something loose along the side wall.

      "Do you know anything about her?" he asked before he could decide not to.

      Garrett's brows lifted very slightly.

      Ryan rolled his eyes. "Don't do that."

      "Do what?"

      "Look pleased that I asked."

      "I am not pleased. I am astonished. Different emotion." Garrett shifted, warming to the topic because of course he did. "Very little. Yale Law. Hartwell's youngest. Supposedly brilliant. Very private. Avoids interviews. Rumor says she turned down two appellate placements already, which her father likely treats as personal betrayal."

      Ryan frowned. That did not fit the image he'd built as neatly as he preferred.

      "Turned them down for what?"

      Garrett lifted one shoulder. "No idea. Maybe she enjoys disappointing influential men on principle. If so, you may have more in common than is strategically useful."

      Ryan looked away before Garrett could see that the line had struck.

      He did not want common ground with this woman.

      He wanted clarity. Distance. An easy reason to reject the whole thing the moment she walked through the front door.

      Instead he was left with uncertainty, which was always more dangerous.

      Garrett finished his coffee and set the empty mug on the stall ledge. "Come to dinner. Eat like a person with blood sugar. Try not to start another civil war before dessert tomorrow."

      "No promises."

      "I know." Garrett pushed off the stall and headed back down the aisle, then paused. "Ryan?"

      "What?"

      Garrett looked back over his shoulder. "Sometimes the strongest rebel is the one who chooses to stay."

      Ryan stared at him. "Did you practice that in the mirror?"

      Garrett's grin flashed. "Twice."

      Then he disappeared toward the house, leaving Ryan in the barn with the mare, the coffee, and a sentence he did not like because it sounded too much like a truth he was not ready to admit.

      Ryan looked down at the folded Hartwell page one last time.

      Tomorrow night, apparently, he was meeting the woman his father thought could be folded into the Blackwood family like another line item in a survival strategy.

      He still imagined polished obedience. Cool intelligence. A perfect legacy daughter with no interest in rebellion and even less in him.

      A woman who would enter the house already trained in the art of making impossible arrangements look elegant.

      He did not yet know that he was wrong about almost everything.
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      Sophia

      Sophia Hartwell's apartment overlooked a stretch of downtown Denver that looked more expensive than intimate.

      The windows were tall, the floors pale oak, the furniture curated into tasteful neutrality by a designer her mother had once recommended and Sophia had been too tired to refuse. On paper, it was exactly the sort of place a woman in her position ought to have wanted—secure building, elegant lines, enough square footage to host literary dinners if she had ever been the kind of woman invited to literary dinners.

      In practice, it felt like a very beautiful waiting room.

      The city spread below in bands of late-afternoon light and traffic. Glass towers caught the lowering sun. Farther west, beyond the clean geometry of downtown, the mountains stood in blue-gray silhouette as if another life were visible from here but not quite reachable.

      Sophia sat at her dining table with her laptop open to a chapter she had been trying to revise for three hours.

      The cursor blinked after the sentence She had been trained to confuse usefulness with love, which would have been more satisfying if Sophia had not immediately heard her father's voice objecting that the line was melodramatic, imprecise, and strategically unhelpful.

      She deleted trained.

      Replaced it with taught.

      Deleted that too.

      The phone on the table lit up with her father's name.

      Sophia closed her eyes.

      Then she answered. "Hello, Dad."

      "Sophia." Robert Hartwell's voice carried its usual judicial calm, a tone that suggested every conversation had already been weighed, organized, and filed before she entered it. "I trust I'm not interrupting."

      Which in his language did not mean I hope this is a good time.

      It meant I have decided this is the time.

      "I'm working," she said.

      "On the manuscript?" He said the word with enough neutrality to qualify as support if one did not know how carefully he rationed approval.

      "Yes."

      A pause. Papers shifting somewhere on his end of the line. Sophia pictured him in his study despite the hour—jacket still on, legal pads squared to the edge of the desk, lamp angled exactly so, the whole room arranged around the premise that feelings were more manageable when made to sit upright.

      "You are expected here tomorrow night," he said. "Seven o'clock. The Blackwoods will be joining us."

      Sophia stared at the screen in front of her without seeing it. "Expected?"

      "Yes.”

      "That isn't usually how invitations work."

      "This isn't social."

      She leaned back in her chair. The apartment's hush pressed in around her. Outside, a siren rose faintly and disappeared.

      "Then maybe start with the truth," she said.

      Another pause.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Longer this time.

      Her father did not often hesitate. When he did, the effect was more unsettling than if he had raised his voice.

      "The Blackwoods require stabilization," he said at last. "There are developing vulnerabilities in several areas. A familial connection would create useful alignment."

      Sophia laughed once in pure disbelief. "A familial connection. Is that what we're calling it now?"

      "Do not be theatrical."

      "I am not being theatrical. I am being alarmed. There's a difference."

      Robert exhaled softly, the sound controlled enough to qualify as censure. "You are thirty. Intelligent. Well educated. You understand how these circles function."

      "These circles," she repeated. "You mean the ones where daughters get folded into strategy and everyone calls it prudence?"

      Her father's silence answered too much.

      Sophia stood and crossed to the window, bare feet silent against the floor. The mountains in the distance had gone deeper blue now, dusk beginning to gather around their edges. She pressed one hand to the cool glass.

      "Which son?" she asked.

      "Ryan Blackwood."

      The name landed with unexpected weight.

      Not because she knew him personally.

      Because she knew of him.

      Everybody in their world did.

      Ryan Blackwood, the unruly son. The charming liability. The one who said what other men in powerful families learned never to say in public. The one photographed more often with dirt on his boots than at charity galas. The one her father had once referred to, with deep disapproval, as a man who mistakes noncompliance for depth.

      Sophia had privately thought that sounded a great deal like interest disguised as contempt.

      She turned from the window. "You're serious."

      "Obviously."

      "About arranging an engagement with a man I've never met?"

      "About asking you to consider a constructive alliance. Yes."

      Sophia shut the laptop with more force than necessary. "That is not a constructive alliance. That is a merger with nicer lighting."

      "Sophia."

      There it was.

      The warning built into her name.

      As a child it had sent her instantly upright in her seat, hands folded, opinions hidden. As an adult it still retained the power to strike old reflexes loose in her spine before she could stop them.

      She hated that.

      "No," she said, quieter now. "You don't get to use that tone and make this sound reasonable."

      On the other end of the line, Robert's voice changed—less judicial, more tired. More dangerous for that very reason.

      "I am trying to secure a future in which both families remain intact through a period of public volatility."

      Sophia laughed again, but sorrow lived under this one. "And what exactly am I in that future? Counsel? Currency? Decorative proof of shared values?"

      "You are my daughter."

      The answer should have comforted her.

      Instead it went through her like cold weather.

      Because in her father's vocabulary, daughter had never been a soft word.

      It had always meant representative.

      Extension.

      Responsibility.

      Sophia moved back to the table and put one hand on the closed laptop. The chapter inside it waited unfinished, full of a heroine she kept trying to make braver than she felt.

      "Do I have a choice?" she asked.

      Robert did not answer quickly enough.

      That was answer enough too.

      At last he said, "You have the opportunity to behave with maturity."

      Sophia closed her eyes.

      There it was. The old family translation.

      Maturity meant cooperation.

      Grace meant silence.

      Love meant usefulness under pressure.

      When she opened her eyes again, the apartment looked the same as it had ten minutes earlier—tasteful, controlled, expensive, empty.

      But something inside her had tipped.

      "I'll come to dinner," she said.

      Relief moved subtly through her father's next breath. "Good."

      "That isn't agreement."

      "No," he said. "Not yet."

      After he hung up, Sophia stood still in the center of the apartment for a long time.

      Then she opened the laptop again.

      The unfinished line still blinked at her from the screen.

      She had been trained to confuse usefulness with love.

      Slowly, deliberately, Sophia changed it.

      She had spent so many years being useful that she no longer knew what to do when her own longing entered the room and asked to be named.

      This time she did not delete it.

      She saved the chapter, rose, and crossed to the bookshelf in the living room where a row of hardcovers concealed the one thing in the apartment that was entirely hers: a narrow leather notebook filled with fragments no one else had ever read.

      She took it down and opened to the back pages.

      Without allowing herself time to reconsider, she wrote:

      If they send me into another family's story, I will not disappear inside it.

      Her hand trembled slightly on the final word.

      Outside the window, Denver's lights came up one building at a time. Far beyond them, the mountains waited—dark, watchful, and impossible to soften into anything smaller than themselves.

      Sophia looked west and thought, with a clarity that frightened her, that whatever happened next could not be survived by obedience alone.

      The clerk's office on the fourteenth floor smelled faintly of old paper, polished wood, and the sort of control wealthy institutions mistook for virtue.

      Sophia stood alone for one suspended moment in the outer conference room of her father's Denver chambers, one hand resting on the back of a leather chair, the other holding the printed clerkship packet she had not yet agreed to discuss and certainly had not agreed to accept.

      Outside the long windows, the city lay under a pale spring haze, the mountains distant and blue beyond the towers. Down below, traffic moved in ribbons of silver and brake-light red, every driver headed somewhere urgent enough to call necessity. Inside these rooms, urgency wore quieter clothes. It arrived on embossed stationery, under private recommendation, in the measured tone of men who assumed the future was theirs to assign.

      Sophia slid the packet back into her folio.

      The name on the offer still seemed to pulse at her even through the paper.

      Federal appellate clerkship. One year. New York. Career-making. Impeccable.

      Everything her father believed should matter most.

      Everything respectable enough to make refusal look irrational.

      The conference room door opened.

      Robert Hartwell entered with his cane in one hand and his reading glasses in the other. He had removed his robe after court, but some part of the bench still traveled with him, settling over his shoulders in the cut of the suit, the economy of expression, the faint expectation that any room worth entering would quiet itself when he did.

      "You're ready," he said.

      It was not a question.

      Sophia looked at him. "For the drive?"

      "For perspective."

      She had been speaking his language too long to miss the distinction.

      "I've had perspective all week," she said. "Most of it delivered as if I were fortunate not to have to form my own."

      Robert set his glasses on the polished table and regarded her with the composed disappointment that had done more work in her life than most fathers' shouting.

      "This is not caprice, Sophia. The Sterling situation is widening. The Blackwoods need credibility. We need range. The alignment is temporary, controlled, and beneficial. There are far worse uses of one season than strengthening a family position while deciding your next professional step."

      A family position.

      As if she were a document to be filed or a witness to be moved before testimony.

      Sophia kept her face still because stillness was one of the few rebellions no one could openly punish in her father's world.

      "And my next professional step would be easier to decide," she said, "if I were not being loaned out as a strategic adjective."

      That earned the smallest change in his expression.

      Not anger.

      Mild surprise that she had been sharp enough to draw blood.

      "You are oversimplifying."

      "No." Sophia tucked the folio more firmly under her arm. "I am translating."

      For one breathless second the room held the possibility of a real argument.

      Then Robert, as always, stepped away from conflict not by yielding but by standing higher than it.

      "Someday," he said, "you will understand that adulthood requires more than personal preference."

      The old sting landed precisely where it always had.

      As if she were not already adult enough to carry every expectation in the room.

      As if obedience were the only mature form of sacrifice.

      Sophia reached for her coat from the chair and slipped into it with calm she did not feel.

      "Perhaps," she said. "And someday you may understand that usefulness is not the same thing as calling."

      His hand tightened on the head of the cane.

      The words had landed. She knew it because her father almost never looked surprised anymore.

      But before he could answer, the assistant knocked lightly at the door and announced that the car was ready.

      Sophia lifted her chin, took her folio, and walked out ahead of him.

      Not victorious.

      Not free.

      But with fourteen printed pages of her hidden manuscript tucked inside her legal notes like a pulse no one else had yet succeeded in regulating.

      Sophia Hartwell had spent most of her life learning how to look calm while other people arranged the architecture of her future around her.

      By twenty-five, she was very good at it.

      The final miles to the ranch passed in a silence so polished it felt curated.

      Robert Hartwell reviewed a folder of briefing notes as if the landscape outside were incidental and not the reason men like Bill Blackwood believed themselves unmovable. The driver kept his eyes forward. Sophia sat opposite her father with her folio in her lap and the absurd awareness that she had somehow become a passenger in negotiations concerning her own future.

      Outside, the road narrowed and curved through stands of pine and aspen. Ranch gates came and went behind long runs of fencing. A creek flashed silver between rocks dark with snowmelt. The mountains lifted higher with every mile, stripping the world down to weather, timber, stone, and the kind of scale that made human ambition seem briefly ridiculous.

      Sophia preferred the mountains for exactly that reason.

      They did not care who chaired what board.

      They did not care how many editorials Robert Hartwell could neutralize with a phone call.

      They did not care how elegantly one family tried to solve its trouble by attaching itself to another.

      "You are being quiet," her father said at last without looking up.

      Sophia kept her gaze on the window. "I assumed reflection would be more welcome than dissent."

      He turned a page in the folder. "Dissent is useful when supported by practical alternatives."

      "And what alternative would you have accepted?"

      "One that accounted for reality."

      She almost smiled.

      That had always been the family word for compliance.

      Reality was the version of events already blessed by men in expensive offices.

      Everything else was indulgence.

      Sophia tightened her hand around the folio. Inside it, between notes on charitable endowments and a page of background on the Blackwood family history, lay three pages of her manuscript she had printed that morning and then almost left behind.

      A private defiance.

      Paper thin.

      Still hers.

      "You think I am impractical," she said.

      This time Robert did look up. His expression did not soften, but something in it shifted away from pure strategy into a harder-to-bear form of certainty.

      "I think," he said, "that you have been protected long enough to mistake preference for principle."

      The words landed cleanly because they had been designed to.

      Sophia turned from the window and met his eyes.

      "Protected," she repeated. "Is that what we're calling it when every major decision in my life arrives pre-approved?"

      A faint line appeared between his brows.

      "No one has prevented you from accomplishment."

      "Only from authorship."

      The silence that followed was immediate and complete.

      Even the driver seemed to breathe more carefully.

      Robert removed his glasses. "This again."

      Sophia heard, beneath the restraint, the old impatience with anything he could not quantify into prestige. Her writing had never offended him because it was poor. He had never read enough of it to know. It offended him because it could not be measured into the kind of future he respected.

      "Yes," she said quietly. "This again. Because it keeps being true."

      He looked at her for a long moment, and in that moment she saw not only the judge and father and architect of outcomes, but the tired man underneath—the one terrified of disorder, of public failure, of anything that might expose the limits of his control.

      The recognition did not soften her.

      It saddened her.

      "You are asking me to stand in a room tonight and behave as if I am an adult participant in this arrangement," she said. "Then hear me as one. I will not be traded with gratitude."

      Robert's jaw tightened.

      "Mind your language."

      "Mind your meaning."

      The car rounded one final bend.

      The ranch appeared all at once.

      Stone, timber, height, and legacy spread against the mountain backdrop with enough confidence to border on provocation. The main house rose above terraced lawns and old cottonwoods still bare from winter. Barn roofs and equipment sheds sat farther downslope. Horses moved like dark brushstrokes in the lower pasture. The long drive curved toward a front entrance designed to tell guests, without the vulgarity of saying it aloud, that power had lived here comfortably for generations.

      Sophia drew in one slow breath.

      Beautiful, she thought unwillingly.

      And defended.

      "You need not enjoy this," Robert said, settling his glasses back into place. "You only need to conduct yourself well."

      Sophia looked at the house, then at the mountains beyond it, and felt the old double pull inside her—one part obedience, one part refusal.

      "That depends," she said. "On whether anyone else intends to."

      The driver brought the car to a smooth halt before the front steps.

      A man in a dark coat approached from the entrance to open her door.

      Before the latch clicked, Sophia slipped one hand into her folio, touched the top page of her manuscript, and anchored herself with the rough edge of the paper.

      Then she lifted her chin and stepped into the mountain air as if she had not been summoned there to become part of someone else's solution.

      The town car climbed the final switchback toward the Blackwood ranch with the quiet, insulated glide of old money trying not to announce itself too loudly. Outside the tinted window, the Colorado mountains rose in long bands of stone and pine under a sky washed pale by late afternoon. Snow still lingered in the shadows and along the northern slopes, but the lower ground had begun to break open. Meltwater flashed in the ditches beside the road. Dark seams of earth showed through the thaw. Fence lines appeared and disappeared between stands of spruce like sentences only half revealed.

      Spring, Sophia thought, always looked messier than people admitted.

      Everyone liked to speak of renewal as if it arrived gracefully. They rarely mentioned the mud.

      She sat in the rear passenger seat with one gloved hand resting on the leather folio in her lap and the other curled lightly around the edge of the seat beside her. Her posture was perfect. Her expression, reflected dimly in the glass, was serene enough that most people would have mistaken it for peace.

      Robert Hartwell did not make that mistake.

      Her father sat opposite her in the car's facing-seat arrangement, one hand resting on the polished head of his cane. He used the cane less out of necessity now than habit after last year's knee surgery, though Sophia suspected he appreciated the visual grammar of it. It made him appear stately rather than aging, deliberate rather than slowed. Very little about Robert Hartwell was accidental. Even discomfort, when visible, looked curated.
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