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Chapter 1: The Boardroom Storm
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The elevator doors slid open with the soft hiss of money, and Harper Reed stepped out like a woman who had already lost everything and therefore had nothing left to lose.

She was wearing the only blazer she still owned—the navy one with the frayed cuff she’d once thought made her look “professional.” Now it just looked like a cry for help. Her dark hair was yanked into a ponytail so tight it could’ve doubled as a weapon, and her sneakers squeaked against the marble floor of Kane Global’s executive level like they were personally offended by luxury.

Security had tried to stop her in the lobby. Two very large men in very nice suits. She’d smiled brightly, said, “I have an appointment with Mr. Kane,” and then bolted past them while they were still deciding whether tackling a five-foot-four woman in a chef’s clogs constituted excessive force.

Now she was here.

The boardroom doors were frosted glass etched with the Kane Global logo—a stylized K that looked like it had been designed by someone who hated joy. Harper didn’t knock. She kicked the doors open with enough force that one of them bounced off the wall and nearly decapitated a potted fiddle-leaf fig.

Twenty heads swiveled in perfect unison.

At the head of the thirty-foot obsidian table sat Roman Kane.

He didn’t flinch.

He didn’t even blink.

He simply lifted one dark eyebrow approximately one millimeter, the international billionaire code for, “You have precisely ten seconds before I have you removed.”

Harper marched straight to him, heels of her knockoff Louboutins (purchased during better days) clicking like gunfire. She slapped a manila folder onto the table so hard the crystal water glasses rattled.

“Congratulations,” she said, voice loud enough to bounce off the floor-to-ceiling windows. “You just turned my life’s dream into a parking lot. Hope the asphalt’s extra shiny.”

Silence.

The kind of silence that costs seven figures a year to maintain.

A gray-haired man in a three-thousand-dollar suit cleared his throat. “Miss, this is a private—”

“Private?” Harper laughed. It sounded a little manic even to her own ears. “Funny, because the foreclosure notice on my restaurant had your company’s name all over it. Kane Global. Nice logo, by the way. Very... evil overlord chic.”

She flipped open the folder and started dealing out papers like a very angry blackjack dealer.

“Exhibit A: Notice of default. Exhibit B: Acceleration clause invocation. Exhibit C: The charming little addendum that says my building is now scheduled for demolition to make room for—” she made air quotes with both hands “—‘ancillary parking facilities to support the new flagship hotel.’ Ancillary. That’s a fancy word for ‘we don’t care about your stupid little restaurant.’”

Roman Kane leaned back in his chair. The leather didn’t dare creak. His fingers drummed a restless rhythm on the polished table, eyes distant, brow furrowed in thought. His cufflinks caught the light—black diamonds, because of course they were.

Miss Reed,” he said. His voice was low, calm, expensive. The kind of voice that could fire people without raising its volume. “You’ve interrupted a thirty-million-dollar acquisition discussion.”

“Good,” Harper shot back. “I hope I ruined your vibe. You ruined my entire existence.”

Someone coughed. Someone else whispered, “Is this the chef?”

Harper pointed at Roman without looking away from him. “This man—or whatever corporate demon currently wears his skin—bought my loan from the bank, called it due, and then foreclosed. In thirty days. My restaurant. The one I built with my bare hands and approximately four hundred thousand dollars of credit-card debt. Gone. For. A. Parking. Lot.”

Roman’s gaze never wavered. If anything, it grew colder. More assessing. Like she was a mildly interesting stock that had just tanked.

“You’re upset,” he observed.

Harper barked a laugh. “Upset? I’m furious. I’m incandescent. I’m the human embodiment of a Google review titled ‘One Star – Would Not Recommend Breathing the Same Air As This Man.’”

A younger board member—a woman with a severe bob—leaned forward. “Mr. Kane, perhaps we should—”Roman raised one finger. The woman sat back like she’d been tased.

He studied Harper for another long beat. Then, very slowly, he rose.

Six feet three inches of tailored charcoal suit unfolded like a predator deciding the prey might be worth the calories.

He walked around the table. Each step deliberate. Measured. The kind of walk that made people instinctively back up.

Harper didn’t.

He stopped directly in front of her. Close enough that she could smell cedar and something darker, more expensive. Close enough that she had to tilt her head to meet his eyes.

They were gray. Not blue-gray. Not storm-gray. Just... gray. The color of winter skies and bad decisions.

“You want to know why?” he asked quietly.

“I already know why,” she snapped. “Profit. Greed. The sacred religion of people who think parking spaces are more valuable than human dreams.”

“No.” He shook his head once. “I didn’t buy your loan.”

Harper blinked. “Excuse me?”

“I acquired the entire debt portfolio your bank was selling. Yours was included. I could have let the foreclosure proceed quietly. I didn’t.”

She stared at him. “You’re saying you... saved me?”

“I’m saying I paused you.” He tilted his head. “For a better offer.”

The room was so quiet she could hear her own heartbeat trying to escape her ribcage.

Roman reached into his inside jacket pocket and withdrew a single sheet of paper. Thick. Cream. Embossed with the Kane crest.

He placed it on top of her foreclosure papers.

Harper looked down.

It was a contract.

The first line read: Marriage Agreement – Temporary.

Her mouth went dry.

“Six months,” Roman said. “You marry me. Publicly. Convincingly. In exchange, I will pay off every debt associated with Reed & Co. Restaurant—principal, interest, late fees, the works. I will cover one hundred percent of your brother Milo’s medical expenses, current and projected through the next five years. And I will fund, build, and gift to you a new flagship restaurant of your design, location of your choosing, no strings attached after the six months are complete.”

Harper stared at the paper like it might bite her.

The board members were now openly gaping.

Roman continued, unruffled. “Refuse, and I release the foreclosure process back to the open market. No one will touch your name again. Not a single investor. Not a single bank. You’ll be blacklisted so thoroughly you’ll be lucky to get a job flipping burgers at a gas station.”

Harper’s laugh this time was pure disbelief. “You’re blackmailing me into marriage.”

“I’m offering you a lifeline with very specific terms.”

“You’re insane.”

“Perhaps.” He shrugged, the smallest movement of shoulders under perfect tailoring. “But I’m also the man who can make your brother’s next MRI happen tomorrow instead of next quarter.”

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

She ignored it.

It buzzed again.

And again.

She pulled it out with shaking fingers.

Memorial Hospital Billing Department

FINAL NOTICE – Past Due: $18,472.89

Payment required within 48 hours to avoid interruption of care.

The room tilted.

Harper looked back up at Roman Kane.

He hadn’t moved. Hadn’t smiled. Hadn’t gloated.

He simply waited.

Like he already knew her answer.

Her throat closed. Her vision blurred at the edges.

She hated him.

She hated this room.

She hated the way her hands were trembling so badly the phone screen kept sliding out of focus.

But most of all, she hated that some tiny, terrified part of her was already calculating how many days Milo had left if this bill didn’t get paid.

She looked down at the contract again.

Then back at Roman.

“You’re a monster,” she whispered.

“Possibly,” he said. “But I’m also your best remaining option.”

Her phone buzzed one more time.

She didn’t look at it.

She didn’t need to.

She already knew what it would say.

Harper Reed closed her eyes for one long second.

When she opened them, she met Roman Kane’s winter gaze head-on.

“You bastard,” she said, voice barely above a breath.

Then, softer—almost broken:

“What’s the catch?”
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Chapter 2: The Desperate Yes

[image: ]




The fluorescent lights in Memorial Hospital’s pediatric wing buzzed like dying insects, the kind that refuse to quit even after you’ve smacked them a dozen times. Harper sat on the edge of Milo’s bed, one hand wrapped around his thin wrist, the other clutching the crumpled FINAL NOTICE printout she’d folded into a tiny, angry square. Milo was asleep, oxygen mask fogging gently with each shallow breath, his twelve-year-old face still round with baby fat despite everything the doctors had thrown at it.

She watched the numbers on the monitor tick upward—heart rate steady, oxygen sat 94%, holding. Holding. Like everything else in her life right now.

Her phone sat face-down on the blanket beside her thigh. The screen had lit up twice since she’d arrived: once with a reminder from the billing department (as if she could forget), once with an unknown number that she was pretty sure belonged to Roman Kane’s assistant. She hadn’t answered either.

Pride was a luxury she could no longer afford, but it still tasted bitter on the back of her tongue.

Milo stirred, eyes fluttering open. They were the same hazel as hers, only softer, less likely to set things on fire with a single glare.

“Hey, chef,” he croaked, voice muffled by the mask. “You look like you just lost a fight with a food processor.”

Harper forced a smile that felt like lifting weights. “Nah. Just the usual Tuesday. How’s the room service?”

“Jell-O again. They’re trying to kill me with wobble.” He coughed once, weak but wet. “You okay?”

She squeezed his wrist. “I’m always okay.”

“Liar.” His gaze dropped to the paper in her other hand. “Is that the bill again?”

Harper unfolded it slowly, as if the act of smoothing the creases might magically reduce the number. $18,472.89. The decimal point looked smug.

“Yeah,” she said. “But I’ve got... options.”

Milo’s eyebrows lifted. “Like what? Selling a kidney? Because I already called dibs on mine.”

She laughed—short, startled, real. Then the laugh cracked in the middle. “Something like that.”

He studied her for a long moment, the way only little brothers can when they know you’re full of shit but love you anyway. “Don’t do anything stupid for me, Harp.”

“Too late,” she whispered.

She stayed until visiting hours ended, until the nurse gently but firmly suggested she go home and get some rest. Harper kissed Milo’s forehead—warm, slightly sweaty—and promised she’d be back tomorrow with better news.

She didn’t tell him what the better news might cost.

The private conference room on the forty-second floor of Kane Global smelled like fresh coffee, new leather, and the faint metallic tang of money changing hands. Roman Kane sat at one end of a glass table that probably cost more than Harper’s old apartment. His lawyer—a woman in a charcoal skirt suit so sharp it could draw blood—sat to his right, a tablet open and glowing.
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