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      It was only supposed to be a fake marriage. Until the feelings got real—and the lies came crashing down.

      Cole Blackwood is the financial genius of the Blackwood empire—cool, calculated, and completely in control. So when a family crisis threatens everything they’ve built, he does what he always does: makes a deal.

      The solution? A fake marriage to Isabella Montgomery, the sharp-tongued banking heiress who’s just as emotionally unavailable—and just as desperate to protect her family name.

      The plan is simple: public vows, private distance, mutual benefit. No feelings. No mess.

      Until late nights turn into real conversations.

      Until jealousy flares and trust starts to grow.

      Until a leaked contract turns their perfect arrangement into a national scandal.

      Now Cole must decide: protect his family’s legacy… or fight for the woman who made him feel something real for the first time in his life.

      Fake love never felt so risky. Or so right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Cole

      The numbers were wrong.

      Not wrong in the way most people meant it—no transposed digits, no formula errors, no missing decimals. The spreadsheet on Cole Blackwood's laptop was immaculate. Every column aligned. Every projection sourced and cross-referenced. The numbers themselves were perfect.

      That was the problem. Perfect numbers telling an ugly story.

      He sat in his corner office on the forty-second floor of the Republic Financial building in downtown Denver, jacket still on, coffee untouched beside his keyboard. January light came through the floor-to-ceiling windows at a low angle, sharp and white and thin—the kind of winter light that illuminated without warming, clinical as a lab lamp. It cut across the surface of his desk and turned the dust motes into bright, suspended points. Outside, the city went about its morning—traffic crawling along Seventeenth Street, pedestrians hunched against the cold on the Sixteenth Street Mall, a light rail train sliding silently toward Union Station. Normal life, observed from a distance.

      Cole pulled up the funding summary again. He'd reviewed it twice already, but he went back to it the way a surgeon goes back to an X-ray, looking for the thing he might have missed. He hadn't missed anything. The picture was clear.

      Their primary political partnership was gone.

      Jack's broken engagement with Senator Whitmore's daughter had ended more than a relationship. It had ended an informal shield—the kind that didn't appear in any contract but kept certain regulatory inquiries slow, certain media questions unanswered, certain doors quietly open. Senator Whitmore had pulled his support without a press release or a phone call. He'd simply stopped returning messages. In Washington, that was louder than a public statement.

      The effects were already showing. First Mountain Lending had paused a revolving credit facility, citing "portfolio review." Two institutional partners had requested updated risk disclosures. A real estate fund they co-managed with a Dallas group had quietly removed the Blackwood name from its next round of marketing materials.

      None of it was catastrophic on its own. Together, it formed a pattern Cole recognized. Confidence was draining, slowly, the way water seeps through a crack in a foundation. You didn't notice it until the floor started to buckle.

      He closed the funding summary and opened the legal file. Outside counsel had sent a confidential memo last Friday—a summary of the Sterling family's activity over the past six months. Three subpoenas. Two forensic accountants retained. A document request that reached back twenty-five years, all the way to the original land acquisitions that had built the Blackwood ranch into what it was today.

      Grace Sterling was digging. And she was getting closer to something.

      One date in the memo snagged his attention: October 1999. He'd been eleven. His father had been gone for three weeks that fall, and his mother had served dinner every night with a tightness around her mouth that none of the boys had been old enough to name. When Bill came back, he'd brought gifts—a new saddle for Jack, a set of binoculars for Cole—and never explained the absence. Cole had put the binoculars on his bookshelf and hadn't used them once. He didn't like looking at things he couldn't bring into focus.

      He didn't let himself follow the memory further. The memo was about financial exposure, not family history. He kept those in separate files, mentally and otherwise.

      Cole removed his glasses and pressed two fingers against the bridge of his nose. He held them there for three seconds, a habit he'd developed in graduate school during late nights with corporate valuation models. It didn't help. It never had. But the ritual of it steadied him, gave his hands something to do while his mind sorted through the architecture of the problem.

      He'd spent a decade building protections around the Blackwood portfolio. Diversified revenue streams. Layered holding structures. Enough liquid capital to absorb external shocks without scrambling—the kind of financial shock absorbers that let you hit a wall at forty and walk away sore instead of broken. He'd done his job, and he'd done it well. But the pressure wasn't coming from the outside anymore. It was coming from within the family—from Jack's choices, from his father's history, from the old decisions that had been sealed away in filing cabinets and never explained to the sons who inherited their consequences. Cole could build all the financial walls he wanted. They didn't help much when the threat was already inside.

      His phone buzzed on the desk. He glanced at the screen.

      Dad: Board call at 2. Don't be late.

      Cole set the phone face-down. He hadn't been late to a board call in twelve years. His father knew that. The message wasn't a reminder. It was a leash-check.
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        * * *

      

      The call lasted ninety minutes and accomplished nothing useful.

      Cole took it from the small conference room adjoining his office, laptop open, camera on, his face set in the neutral expression he'd perfected over years of meetings where composure mattered more than agreement. His father led from the ranch—Bill Blackwood filling the screen with his broad shoulders and steady voice, steering the conversation the way he steered everything, with certainty that expected no challenge.

      The other board members listened and nodded. They always did. Bill had built the empire, and that history bought him a kind of permanent authority that bad news couldn't erode. Even now, with the ground shifting beneath them, the board treated his confidence as a strategy.

      Cole did not share that treatment.

      "We're exposed on three fronts," he said, when his father paused long enough. "The Whitmore withdrawal has already affected our lending relationships. The Sterling subpoenas are creating uncertainty among institutional partners. And the press coverage from Jack's situation is making our private operations less private."

      "Jack's situation is handled," Bill said.

      "Jack's situation made the front page of the Denver Post. Twice. That's not handled, Dad. That's exposure."

      He didn't add what he was thinking—that Jack's situation was also a person, his brother, who'd had his engagement disintegrate in public and was now living in the ranch house like a man convalescing from something nobody wanted to name. Cole had called him once, the week after the Denver Post ran the second piece. Jack had answered with the careful politeness of someone holding himself together with both hands. They'd talked for six minutes about nothing, and Cole had hung up feeling like he'd failed a test he hadn't studied for.

      Silence. Cole watched the small rectangles on his screen—the other board members shifting, adjusting their ties, looking anywhere but directly into their cameras. No one wanted to be the voice that agreed with him.

      "What are you suggesting?" Bill asked. His tone was level, but Cole had grown up reading his father's voice the way other people read weather forecasts. That particular brand of calm meant he was deciding whether to listen or push back.

      "We need a new alliance," Cole said. He'd prepared this part. Rehearsed it on the drive in that morning, trimming the words down until they were clean enough to survive his father's impatience. "Something visible. Something that tells the market—and the regulators—that the family is stable and backed by institutional confidence."

      "And where do we find that?"

      Cole paused. He had a name. He had a file. He had the beginning of a plan that was logical and clean and, if he was being honest, a little cold. But it wasn't ready for a board call. Not yet.

      "I'm working on it," he said.

      Bill studied him through the camera. Then he gave one nod—the short, clipped kind that meant he was granting time, not trust.

      "Work faster."

      The call ended. The other participants dropped off one by one—little rectangles blinking to black—until it was just Cole, alone in the conference room with the hum of the ventilation system and the muted sound of traffic forty-two floors below.

      He didn't close his laptop right away. He sat with his hands flat on the table and let the silence settle. This was how he processed things—not by talking, not by pacing, but by sitting still and letting the shape of the problem clarify in the quiet. His brothers burned off stress differently. Jack went to the stables. Blake hit the trails. Cole sat in rooms like this one and waited until his thinking was clean.

      Except it wouldn't come clean. The numbers kept tangling with the image of his father's face on the screen—that absolute certainty, unshaken by evidence—and underneath it, the older image: Bill Blackwood walking through the kitchen door in October 1999 with a saddle and a pair of binoculars and a smile that didn't quite reach the right muscles.

      Cole pressed his palms harder against the table. Held them there until the wood's grain printed itself into his skin. Then he exhaled, opened his eyes, and went back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Back in his office, he stood at the window for a moment before sitting down. The afternoon light had shifted, pulling longer shadows across the carpet. On the corner of his desk sat a stack of files he'd assembled over the past week. Financial profiles. Family histories. Institutional connections. Six candidates, vetted with the same thoroughness he applied to everything.

      He'd gone through five of them that week. The tech heiress from San Francisco: strong institutional ties, but her family's media exposure made her a liability. The Dallas media executive's daughter: solid financials, wrong geography. A Colorado state senator's chief of staff: too close to the political world that had just burned them. A New York philanthropy director and a Wyoming energy magnate's daughter—each plausible on paper, each missing something he couldn't quite articulate but recognized by its absence.

      One name kept surfacing.

      He picked up the file and opened it. Isabella Montgomery. Thirty-one. MBA from Wharton. Currently VP of strategic development at Montgomery Capital—her father's private banking firm, the same firm that had managed a portion of the Blackwood portfolio for fifteen years. A profile in Colorado Business Journal had called her "brilliant, exacting, and disinclined to suffer fools."

      Cole read that line twice. The second time, something caught—a small flare of attention that didn't belong in a strategic analysis. Not attraction. Closer to recognition. The description fit a type of person he understood because he saw one in the mirror every morning, and the idea of sitting across a table from someone who operated the same way he did was⁠—

      He closed the file. Opened it again. Stuck to the data.

      The Montgomery name carried weight in Colorado finance. A public alliance between their families would signal stability to the markets, the regulators, and the press. It would say the Blackwoods had partners. That the foundation held.

      The idea forming in his mind was structured and rational and stripped of sentiment, and he recognized that about it. He also recognized that structured and rational was what had gotten the family this far. Sentiment was what had put them at risk.

      He set the file down and pulled his phone toward him. He typed a message, read it once, changed nothing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ms. Montgomery—I'd like to schedule a meeting to discuss a potential partnership between our families. Thursday, 10 a.m., Republic Financial. —Cole Blackwood

      

      

      

      

      

      He hit send. Then he picked up his cold coffee, took a sip, and set it back down with a slight grimace. The bitterness sat on his tongue—flat, metallic, the taste of something that had been good three hours ago and had gone wrong by standing still too long. He opened his laptop and went back to the scenario models—the three projections he'd built for what happened if the Sterling investigation gained traction.

      The third version was still open from that morning. The one that assumed a full public audit. He stared at the rows of figures, each one precise and accounted for, and tried to focus on what they meant for the portfolio.

      Instead, he kept thinking about the message he'd just sent. About how clean the logic was. About how simple it should be.

      His phone buzzed twenty minutes later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thursday works. 10 a.m. I'll be there. —IM

      

      

      

      

      

      Short. No warmth, no questions, no pleasantries.

      Cole set the phone down. He looked at the city below, the early evening light turning the glass towers amber, and told himself this was just another structure. Another arrangement of variables that, if he positioned them correctly, would hold.

      He closed the laptop and left the office at six fifteen, which was early for him. The parking garage was quiet. His footsteps echoed against concrete—each one precise in the cold, reverberant space, the sound bouncing off oil-stained floors and low ceilings before dying somewhere in the dark between the parked cars.

      The drive home took twelve minutes. He'd timed it once, and now the number lived in his head the way all numbers did—without effort, without invitation. His apartment in RiNo was dark when he walked in. He turned on the lamp by the couch, and the light caught the one piece of art he'd chosen himself—a small oil painting of the Front Range at dusk, bought at a gallery on Larimer Street three years ago because the colors were accurate. Not beautiful. Accurate. The mountains rendered in the precise blue-gray they actually turned at that hour, without the romantic exaggeration most artists couldn't resist.

      He stood at the kitchen counter and loosened his collar. The apartment was silent. He'd chosen it for the distance from the ranch, from his brothers' noise, from the steady pull of a family that never seemed to stop generating crises that needed managing.

      He opened the refrigerator. The light inside was harsh and white, and the shelves held what they always held: a carton of eggs, a block of cheese with one corner cut off, two bottles of sparkling water aligned label-forward. The cold air pressed against his face. He closed the door.

      On the counter, his phone glowed with Isabella Montgomery's two-line reply. He read it one more time, then set the phone face-down, the same way he'd set it after his father's text that morning.

      Different message. Same gesture. He noticed that, and didn't particularly like what it suggested.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace

      The television in Grace Sterling's kitchen was tuned to CNBC, the volume low enough that the anchors' voices blurred into background noise. She wasn't really watching. She was standing at the counter with a cup of black tea and a legal pad filled with notes in her own precise handwriting, reviewing a timeline she'd been building for the past four months.

      The kitchen smelled like the tea and the lemon she'd squeezed into it and the faint, permanent woodsmoke that lived in the walls of the old bungalow in Golden, the house she'd bought six years ago because it was close to the foothills and far from everything else. Midday light came through the window above the sink, pale and flat, turning the countertops the color of bone.

      Then his face appeared on the screen.

      Grace went still. The pen stopped moving. Her eyes lifted before her head did — the automatic alertness of a body registering something it had trained itself to watch for.

      She reached for the remote and turned the volume higher.

      Cole Blackwood sat across from a financial reporter in what appeared to be a studio segment — one of those midday market roundtables where analysts and executives discussed quarterly trends and pretended the audience understood what they were talking about. He wore a charcoal suit and a white shirt with no tie. His glasses caught the studio lights. He looked calm, composed, and thoroughly in command of every word that came out of his mouth.

      The anchor asked him about market volatility in the energy sector. Cole answered with three sentences — clear, measured, completely devoid of filler. He cited two data points, referenced a regulatory shift from the previous quarter, and pivoted to a broader observation about capital allocation in the Mountain West. The anchor nodded along like a student taking notes from a professor.

      Grace set down her tea.

      She'd studied all of them. Every Blackwood brother, from Jack down to Luke. She had files on each of them — public records, press clippings, business filings, social media footprints. She knew their patterns, their habits, their weak spots. Jack was the visible one, the heir, the face of the family. He operated on instinct and charm, which made him effective in a room and vulnerable outside of it. His broken engagement had proven that.

      But Cole was different.

      She watched him answer another question — something about private equity trends in Colorado — and noticed the way he paused before responding. Not because he didn't know the answer. Because he was choosing which version of the answer to give. Every word was selected. Every silence was intentional. He gave the audience exactly enough information to seem transparent while revealing nothing that mattered.

      Grace recognized the technique. She'd seen it before, in courtrooms and depositions and boardrooms where powerful men sat across from her and smiled while they lied. The difference with Cole was that he probably wasn't lying. He was simply editing. Trimming the truth down to the parts that served him, discarding the rest with surgical precision.

      That was what made him dangerous.

      She picked up her pen and wrote a single line at the bottom of her legal pad: C. Blackwood — financial broadcast, Jan 14. Confident. Controlled. No tells.

      She paused on those last two words. No tells. Everyone had tells. She just hadn't found his yet.

      The segment continued. Cole discussed the Blackwood family's philanthropic initiatives — a scholarship fund, a land conservation partnership, something about sustainable ranching practices that Grace suspected was more PR than policy. The anchor asked about the family's recent "transitions," a polite euphemism for Jack's public mess, and Cole handled it without a flinch.

      "Every family goes through periods of change," he said. "Ours is no different. What matters is the strength of the foundation."

      Grace almost admired the delivery. Almost. He'd taken a question designed to make him uncomfortable and turned it into a statement of reassurance, all without raising his voice or shifting in his chair.

      She turned the volume down again and looked at her timeline.

      It stretched across three pages of the legal pad, starting twenty-five years ago with the original Blackwood land acquisition — the deal that had transformed Bill Blackwood from a successful rancher into something closer to an empire builder. The deal that had also, according to Grace's research, involved her father.

      Thomas Sterling had been Bill Blackwood's business partner in those early years. They'd worked the same land, shared the same ambitions, built something together.

      And then Thomas Sterling had died — a ranch accident, the official report said, a fall from a horse on a trail he'd ridden a thousand times — and the Blackwoods had ended up with everything, and Grace's family had ended up with questions that no one would answer.

      She'd spent two decades not asking those questions. She'd gone to law school, built a practice, made a life that had nothing to do with ranch land or old grudges. Her mother had wanted it that way. Margaret Sterling had closed the door on the Blackwoods the year after the funeral and never opened it again, and Grace had respected that silence the way a daughter respects a wound she's too young to treat — by not touching it. By pretending the scar tissue was the same as healing.

      But three years ago, she'd found a box of her father's papers in her mother's attic — letters, contracts, a journal. The journal entries stopped abruptly six weeks before his death. The last one was dated August 12th, 1999. Half a page. Her father's handwriting, which had been steady and angular throughout the rest of the journal, had gone tight and slanted, the letters pressed hard enough to score the page beneath.

      She'd read that entry eleven times. She could still feel the texture of the paper under her fingertips, the brittleness of it, the way the ink had faded to a brown that was almost the color of dried blood. And the questions had come back — harder and sharper than before, with the weight of twenty years of silence behind them.

      The timeline on her legal pad was the result. Every document she'd found, every record she'd subpoenaed, every connection she'd traced between the Blackwood empire and her father's unfinished business. The picture wasn't complete yet. There were gaps — periods where the paperwork didn't add up, transactions that seemed to appear from nowhere, signatures on documents that raised more questions than they answered.

      But the picture was getting clearer. And the clearest part of it, the part that Grace kept coming back to, was that the entire structure — the ranch, the holdings, the funds, the subsidiaries — all of it ran through one person.

      Not Bill. Bill was the founder, the patriarch, the name on the door. But Bill operated on force of personality and handshake deals and the kind of authority that came from being the biggest voice in the room. He was the face.

      Cole was the spine.

      Grace had traced it carefully. Every major financial restructuring the Blackwoods had done in the past decade had Cole's fingerprints on it. The diversification into energy partnerships. The creation of the holding company that shielded the ranch assets from direct liability. The quiet repositioning of capital after the 2020 downturn that had left the family not just intact but stronger. All of it was Cole's work.

      She looked back at the television. The segment had ended. The screen showed a market ticker scrolling green and red numbers across the bottom. Cole Blackwood's face was gone, replaced by a car commercial.

      Grace tore the top sheet off her legal pad and pinned it to the cork-board above her desk, next to the other documents she'd collected — a copy of a twenty-year-old land deed, a printout of the Blackwood Holdings corporate structure with Cole's name highlighted in yellow, and a photograph.

      The photograph stopped her, the way it always did. Her father standing next to Bill Blackwood in front of a fence line. Both men squinting against the sun, both in work shirts with the sleeves rolled up. Her father's hand rested on the top rail of the fence, and he was smiling — the easy, open smile she remembered from before, the one that lived in her body more than her mind now, less a visual memory than a physical one. The feeling of being lifted onto his shoulders. The smell of his jacket — leather and hay and the pine soap he used. The sound of his laugh carrying across a field.

      She made herself look away. She'd learned to do that — to visit the grief and then leave it, the way you visit a room in a house you no longer live in. You could stand in the doorway. You couldn't stay.

      She stepped back and looked at the board. It was covered nearly edge to edge now — documents overlapping, arrows drawn in red marker connecting dates and names and dollar amounts, sticky notes filling the gaps where the paperwork ran out. In the center, a yellow sticky note in her own handwriting: What happened between Aug 12 and Sept 28? The six-week gap. The silence in the journal. The question that held everything else together.

      The Blackwood empire was large and complicated and protected by layers of legal and financial insulation that would take years to peel back one at a time. Grace didn't have years. She had momentum, and she had the element of partial surprise, and she had the knowledge that the family was already off-balance from Jack's situation.

      But none of that mattered if the financial architecture held. And the financial architecture was Cole.

      She wasn't after money. The Sterlings had enough. She was after the record — the truth, documented and undeniable, about what had happened to her father and what the Blackwoods had built on top of it. The truth, once public, would do what lawsuits and settlements couldn't. It would make the name mean something different.

      She sat down at her desk and opened her laptop. She had a call with her forensic accountant in an hour — a review of the latest document production from the Blackwood legal team. Twelve boxes of records, most of them routine, but Grace had learned that the interesting things were always buried in the routine. That was where people got careless. That was where the seams showed.

      She pulled up her notes from the last call and began reviewing them, pen in hand, tea cooling beside her. On the cork-board, Cole Blackwood's name sat in its yellow highlight, centered in the web of lines and arrows that connected the Blackwood empire to her father's memory.

      Grace reached for her tea, took a sip — deliberately this time, eyes on the board, the cup held in both hands the way her father used to hold his morning coffee on the porch — and went back to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Cole

      Cole arrived at the Republic Financial building at nine fifteen on Thursday morning, forty-five minutes before the meeting. He used the time the way he used most empty minutes — reviewing materials he'd already memorized, checking for details he might have missed, running through contingencies he hoped he wouldn't need.

      The conference room on the forty-second floor was reserved under a generic project name. He'd arranged it that way deliberately. No assistants briefed, no calendar entries with the Montgomery name attached. If this meeting went nowhere, there would be no trail to explain.

      He set two leather folios on the table — one for him, one for her — and aligned them with the edge. Poured water into two glasses from the carafe on the sideboard and placed them at equal distances from each folio. Adjusted the blinds until the January light came through evenly, without glare. Through the glass, the city stretched south toward the mountains — Coors Field's brick curve visible a few blocks north, the gold dome of the Capitol catching the morning sun to the east, and beyond it all, the Front Range sitting in its permanent arrangement against the sky, indifferent to whatever was about to happen on the forty-second floor.

      At nine fifty-two, his phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Front desk: Ms. Montgomery is here.

      

      

      

      

      

      Cole straightened his tie — he'd worn one today, a deliberate choice — and walked to the lobby to meet her himself. No assistant escort. No waiting game. If he was going to propose what he planned to propose, the least he could do was open the door.

      She was standing near the reception desk when he came around the corner, and his first thought was that the photograph in her file hadn't done a particularly good job.

      The photo had shown a composed professional headshot — dark hair, sharp features, a corporate smile that conveyed competence without warmth. Standard executive portrait. What it hadn't captured was the way she held herself in person. She stood with her weight centered, her shoulders back but not stiff, a black wool coat folded over one arm and a slim briefcase in the opposite hand. She wore a navy suit that fit precisely and no jewelry except a watch with a leather band. Her dark hair was pulled back, and she was looking around the lobby with the kind of quiet assessment that suggested she was already forming opinions about the building, the firm, and the man who'd invited her here.

      Her eyes found him before he reached her. Dark brown, direct, unhurried.

      "Ms. Montgomery." He extended his hand. "Cole Blackwood. Thank you for coming."

      Her handshake was firm and brief — cool fingers, decisive grip, released a half-second before he was ready. "You said partnership. That's a word that covers a lot of ground."

      "It does," he agreed. "I thought it was better to be vague in a text message than specific."

      "Vague and specific are both strategic choices. I just like to know which one I'm dealing with."

      She said it evenly, without hostility, but Cole registered the point. She was letting him know, before they'd even sat down, that she recognized maneuvering when she saw it.

      He led her down the hall to the conference room. Their footsteps fell into an unplanned rhythm on the carpet — his longer stride adjusting, without his deciding to, to match her pace. She walked beside him without filling the silence with small talk, which he appreciated. Most people treated quiet hallways as a problem to be solved with pleasantries. Isabella Montgomery seemed to treat them as information — a chance to observe without distraction.

      He held the door open. She walked in, set her briefcase on the table, and took the chair across from his without waiting to be directed. She glanced at the two folios, the aligned water glasses, the adjusted blinds.

      "You've been here awhile," she said.

      It wasn't a question. Cole sat down across from her and opened his folio.

      "I'll get to the point," he said. "Our families have a fifteen-year banking relationship. Montgomery Capital manages a significant portion of the Blackwood portfolio. That relationship has been productive and discreet, and I value both of those qualities."

      "So do I." She said it without emphasis, the way a person confirms something obvious. The sky is blue. Water is wet.

      "Good. Because what I'm about to propose will test both."

      Isabella folded her hands on the table. She didn't lean forward or pull back. She simply waited, her expression neutral and attentive, like a chess player watching the board before the first move.

      "The Blackwood family is facing a credibility problem," he said. "I won't bore you with details you can probably infer from the press coverage. The short version is that we've lost political alliances, we're under increasing legal scrutiny, and our institutional partners are getting nervous. The financials are sound. But soundness and perception aren't the same thing, and right now, perception is winning."

      Isabella nodded once. She didn't interrupt.

      "What we need is a visible signal of stability. Something that tells the market, the regulators, and our partners that the Blackwood family isn't unraveling. That we have strong institutional backing and a unified front."

      "And you think a partnership with Montgomery Capital provides that signal."

      "I think an alliance between our families provides that signal. Something more personal than a banking relationship. More visible."

      A pause. Isabella's eyes stayed on his. He watched her processing — not with confusion, but with the sharp, rapid calculation of someone who was already three steps ahead and waiting for him to catch up.

      "Define 'more personal,'" she said.

      Cole held her gaze. This was the part he'd rehearsed the most and liked the least. Not because the logic was flawed — the logic was airtight — but because saying it out loud required crossing a line between business strategy and something that felt uncomfortably close to manipulation. He'd made his peace with it on the drive in. Mostly. But mostly wasn't entirely, and the gap between those two words sat in his chest like a stone he couldn't quite swallow.

      "A marriage," he said. His voice held. He made sure of that. "Public. Visible. Strategically timed."

      Isabella didn't blink. She didn't flinch. She didn't laugh. She sat perfectly still for a count of three, and then she picked up her water glass, took a slow sip, and set it back down with a precision that matched the placement he'd arranged earlier.

      "A fake marriage," she said.

      "A structured alliance with a public-facing marital component."

      "That's a very elegant way to say fake marriage."

      Cole allowed himself the smallest hint of a smile. "I prefer 'structured.'"

      "I'm sure you do." She leaned back in her chair — the first shift in her posture since she'd sat down. She crossed one leg over the other and studied him with an expression he couldn't quite read. Not offended. Not intrigued. Something more careful than either.

      "Why me?" she asked.

      He'd prepared for this question. "Your family name carries institutional weight. You're accomplished in your own right. You understand finance and discretion. And our families already have a relationship that makes a public union plausible without raising questions about timing."

      "That's a list of qualifications. I asked why me."

      The distinction landed. Cole paused. She was right — he'd answered with a résumé summary, not a reason. The honest answer was that she was the strongest candidate on a list of six, and he'd chosen her the way he chose investment vehicles: based on risk-adjusted return. But saying that out loud seemed unlikely to advance the conversation, and the fact that it seemed unlikely — that he was already editing the truth for a woman who'd told him two minutes ago that she recognized maneuvering — left a taste he didn't like. Not bitter, exactly. More like the awareness of a door he was choosing not to open.

      "Because I reviewed every viable option," he said. "And you were the one I kept coming back to."

      Isabella held his gaze for a long moment. Something shifted in her expression — not softening, exactly, but a slight loosening of the controlled neutrality she'd maintained since walking in.

      "I appreciate the honesty," she said. "Even if it's the calculated kind."

      She uncrossed her legs and pulled her briefcase toward her. For a moment, Cole thought she was about to leave. Instead, she opened it and took out a single sheet of paper — a typed list, from what he could see, though she kept it angled toward herself.

      "I had a feeling this meeting wasn't about a fund restructure," she said. "So I did my own preparation."

      Cole's hand stilled on his folio. His breathing held — a single beat of suspension before his lungs remembered their job.

      "If — and I want to be clear that this is a very large 'if' — I were to consider something like this, here's what I would need." She glanced at her paper, though Cole suspected she had the list memorized and the paper was a prop. He recognized the technique because it was one he used himself.

      "Full autonomy over my professional life. No Blackwood interference with Montgomery Capital operations. PR approval rights on any joint public statement, appearance, or media engagement. A defined timeline with a clean exit clause. Legal protections for my family's assets that are completely independent of whatever happens to the Blackwood portfolio."

      She paused. "And one more thing."

      "Go ahead."

      "Fifty-one percent control of the narrative."

      Cole raised an eyebrow. "Meaning?"

      "Meaning if we do this, I'm not a supporting character in a Blackwood redemption story. I have majority say in how we're presented, what we say publicly, and how the arrangement is framed to the press. If my name is going on this, I control how it's used."

      The room was quiet. The January light lay flat across the conference table between them. Cole looked at the woman sitting four feet away from him — composed, precise, not even slightly intimidated — and felt something he hadn't expected.

      Respect. Clean and unambiguous.

      He'd expected negotiation. Resistance, skepticism, the polite deflection that powerful people used when they needed time to think. What he hadn't expected was someone who'd anticipated his play, prepared her own, and was now sitting across from him with a counteroffer that was, by any objective measure, better structured than his opening position. He'd spent a decade in rooms like this one, across from people who were smart and prepared and operating at the top of their field. None of them had made him feel outmaneuvered by someone playing his exact game. The novelty of it sat in his chest alongside the respect, and he didn't entirely know what to do with either.

      "Fifty-one percent," he repeated.

      "Non-negotiable."

      He looked at her list — the paper she'd set on the table between them, angled now so he could see it. The items were numbered. The font was clean. There were no bullet points, just clear declarative conditions, each one specific and enforceable.

      It was, Cole realized, exactly the kind of document he would have written.

      "I'll need time to review the terms," he said.

      "Of course."

      "And I'll want to propose a few additions of my own."

      "I'd be disappointed if you didn't."

      She stood. He stood. They were closer now than they had been at any point during the meeting — maybe three feet apart, on the same side of the table where they'd both moved without quite meaning to. He could see a faint line of tension along her jaw, the only sign that this conversation had cost her anything at all.

      "I'll have my attorney draft a preliminary framework," she said. "You'll have it by Monday."

      "Monday works."

      She picked up her coat and briefcase. At the door, she paused and looked back at him.

      "For the record," she said, "I've had three men propose business arrangements to me in the past two years. All three assumed I'd be grateful." Her voice was steady and matter-of-fact. "I wasn't."

      "I'm not proposing flattery," Cole said. "I'm proposing a deal."

      "Good. Because flattery doesn't survive due diligence." She held his gaze for one more beat. "I'll see you Monday, Mr. Blackwood."

      She left. Her footsteps were even and unhurried down the hallway, and then the elevator chimed and she was gone.

      Cole stood alone in the conference room. The two water glasses sat on the table, hers half empty, his untouched. Her chair was pushed in neatly. The folio he'd prepared for her sat unopened — she hadn't needed it.

      He picked it up and looked at it for a moment. Twelve pages of background materials, financial summaries, and talking points he'd assembled to guide the conversation. She'd walked in with a single sheet of paper and had controlled the room more effectively than anything in his folio could have managed.

      He set it back down, straightened his tie, and sat in the chair she'd just left.

      It was still warm. The warmth registered against the backs of his thighs, specific and unmistakable — the residual heat of another person's body in a space he was now occupying.

      He noticed that, and then immediately wished he hadn't.
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