
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Married For One Year

        

        
        
          Lamien Yérévabé Donald Kévin

        

        
          Published by Lamien Yérévabé Donald Kévin, 2026.

        

    


[image: ]

Married for One Year

A Contract. A Secret. A Love That Was Never Meant to Become Love.

✍️ Lamien Donald

Published by Plume & Pixel



"Some promises are signed with ink... others with the heart."

When a desperate young woman agrees to a one-year contract marriage with a powerful and mysterious billionaire, she believes it is only a business arrangement.

No love. No jealousy. No secrets.

But behind the luxury, the rules, and the perfect public image lies a dangerous truth capable of changing both their lives forever.

Filled with forbidden emotions, hidden motives, family secrets, and irresistible tension, Married for One Year is a captivating romance where every glance hides something... and every heartbeat becomes a risk.

✨ A compelling story featuring:

✔ Contract Marriage

✔ Billionaire Romance

✔ Family Secrets

✔ Emotional Tension

✔ Luxury, Power & Mystery

📖 Get ready to enter a world where love was never supposed to exist... but became impossible to avoid.
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Dedication
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To those who continue to love even after disappointment.

To the dreamers who still believe in second chances.

To every heart that has known pain, hope, and healing.

Blurb

Amara Bennett is out of options. With her younger brother’s life hanging by a thread and medical bills she can no longer outrun, she agrees to a one-year contract marriage with Damian Vale — a billionaire known for his cold control, ruthless intelligence, and dangerous secrets.

The rules are simple :

No love. No jealousy. No secrets.

But life inside Damian’s world is far from simple. Behind the polished image of luxury and power lies a hidden investigation connected to Amara’s family, a locked room Damian refuses to explain, and truths buried deep enough to destroy both of them.

As tension turns into attraction and suspicion becomes something far more dangerous, Amara realizes the man she married may not only be hiding secrets about her father... he may be hiding the truth about her entire past.

And the closer they become, the more impossible it is to remember this marriage was never supposed to be real.
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Chapter One: The Price of Desperation
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"There are things you do not for love, but because of it — and the difference matters less than you think."

The elevator at Vale Industries moved the way rich things always did smooth and silent, as if effort itself was beneath it. Amara kept her eyes on the brushed steel doors and told herself she wasn't afraid. She was practical. This was a practical decision.

She had written the numbers on the back of an Ethan's hospital invoice three nights ago. The surgery alone. The follow-up care. The specialist from Johns Hopkins who would fly in if they could afford it. She'd added it all up four times, and each time the total had the same indifferent cruelty of a death sentence. She wasn't afraid of Damian Vale. She was afraid of the alternative.

The doors opened onto the forty-second floor.

The assistant at the front desk was the sort of beautiful that only existed in proximity to money — polished, cool, designed to make you aware of your inadequacy before you'd said a word. She looked at Amara's off-brand coat and her sensible shoes and smiled with the warmth of a marble countertop.

"Ms. Bennett. Mr. Vale will see you now."

Amara had expected to wait. She'd prepared herself for waiting — for the power move of making her sit in a leather chair for forty minutes while she slowly lost her nerve. That Damian Vale saw her immediately told her two things: he'd already decided something, and she was already behind.

The office was all glass and restraint. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the city like a painting he owned. A single desk, dark wood, cleared except for a closed laptop and a manila folder. He stood at the window with his back to her, hands clasped behind him, and briefly she just looked.

She'd seen photographs. Photographs hadn't quite managed it.

Damian Vale was thirty-two years old and carried himself like someone who had decided at some formative age that every room he entered would conform to him, not the other way around. Dark suit. No tie. the sort of jaw that required a decision. He turned when he heard her, and his eyes — a grey so particular it almost looked like a choice — moved across her face with the efficiency of a document scan.

"You're on time," he said. Not a compliment. An observation.

"I try to be."

He gestured to the chair across from his desk. She sat. He didn't. He picked up the folder instead, opened it, and set it on the desk between them without looking at her. Inside: her financial records. Her brother's diagnosis. Her mother's life insurance payout — long exhausted. The number at the bottom of a loan application that had been denied twice.

Her face didn't change. She'd practiced that, too.

"You contacted my office twelve days ago," he said. "You've been persistent."

"I've been thorough," she corrected. "There's a difference."

Something moved behind his eyes — not warmth, exactly, but a flicker of recalibration. Like she'd said the wrong thing in the right tone. He sat down.

"You understand what I'm proposing," he said.

"A contract marriage. One year." She kept her voice level. "You need someone who passes a very specific checklist to satisfy your board's concerns about your personal life. I need enough money to cover my brother's treatment, the specialist, and eighteen months of aftercare. I don't need to love you. I don't need you to love me. I need the funds transferred within seventy-two hours of signing."

The silence that followed was the kind that had texture. He watched her the way people rarely watched Amara — completely, without the social reflex to look away.

"Most people," he said slowly, "when they sit in that chair, spend the first ten minutes trying to convince me they're worth my time."

"I don't have ten minutes to spend on something that's either a yes or a no."

Another silence. Then, with the deliberate movement of someone accustomed to revealing nothing, he slid a second document across the desk. Thicker than the folder. Cream paper, dense text, little gold Vale Industries letterhead at the top. She didn't reach for it immediately.

"The terms," he said. "Three rules. Read them before you agree to anything."

She read.

Rule one : no love. The marriage would be a performance only. No emotional investment was to be developed or implied between parties.

Rule two : no jealousy. Each party retained social autonomy within the confines of maintaining public appearances. She would not question his associations. He would not question hers.

Rule three : no secrets. Each party would be transparent about their movements, associations, and any matter relevant to the other's safety or the success of the arrangement.

She looked up. "No secrets," she said. "From both of us."

"Correct."

"And what counts as relevant? "

"I'll know it when it's withheld."

It was a non-answer designed to make her feel surveilled. Probably because she would be. She let that sit briefly, weighed it against the number on the back of Ethan's invoice, and picked up the pen.

* * *
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She didn't call her father when she left the building. She stood on the pavement with the September wind pulling at her coat and thought about how, upstairs in that glass room, she'd just traded a year of her life for her brother's. And thought: she'd do it again. She'd do it a hundred times.

Her phone buzzed. The hospital. She answered before the second ring.

"Ms. Bennett? It's Dr. Osei. Your brother is asking for you. He's — he's had a better afternoon. The new medication seems to be — "

"I'll be there in twenty minutes," she said.

She found Ethan sitting up in bed with the television on low, too thin but with his eyes alert in the way she lived for — that particular brightness that meant he was still in there, still himself. He looked at her when she walked in and said, in the driest voice a twenty-year-old in a hospital gown could manage, "You look like you did something."

"I handled something."

"Is there a difference?"

She sat on the edge of his bed and took his hand, and briefly she let herself feel the weight of it — all of it — before she put it away again.

"You're going to get the surgery," she said. "And the specialist. And everything after."

Ethan watched her softly. He'd always been able to read her. Even sick, even exhausted, he had that quiet precision with her face that no one else did.

"What did you do, Amara?"

"What I had to," she said. "Get some rest."

* * *
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She didn't sleep that night. She lay in her apartment — soon to be vacated, a clause in the contract she hadn't let herself think about yet — and stared at the ceiling and ran through every variable. She was twenty-four years old. She was intelligent and controlled and she knew how to move through a world that wasn't designed for her. One year with Damian Vale. Fifty-two weeks. It was survivable.

She believed that right up until the moment her phone lit up with a message from a number she didn't recognize.

Three words. No name. No explanation. 

Ask him about your father.
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Chapter Two: The Glass House
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"You can know every room in a house and still not know the man who built it."

She told herself she'd packed light. She told herself that until she was standing in the lobby of Damian's building watching two members of his staff carry her boxes through glass doors that opened automatically, as if the building had been expecting her, and realized that light was a relative concept when your entire life fit into six cardboard boxes and a duffel bag.

The building was called The Sinclair. She hadn't known that until the car pulled up. It was the sort of building that didn't need a large sign — just the name etched discreetly into stone beside the entrance, confident in the knowledge that the people who needed to find it already would. Sixty stories of glass and dark steel. Doormen in charcoal. A lobby that smelled like fresh flowers and money, specifically the sort of money that never announced itself.

The elevator required a keycard she'd been mailed three days prior with a note in Damian's assistant's handwriting : Penthouse. 60th floor. Mr. Vale requests you arrive by ten a.m. No please. No welcome. A schedule.

She arrived at nine fifty-two.

* * *
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The penthouse was not what she'd expected, which said something about how thoroughly she'd failed to imagine it. She had pictured cold — chrome and sharp angles and the austere minimalism of a man who had decided comfort was inefficient. What she walked into was something more unsettling than that: it was beautiful. Genuinely, softly beautiful. High ceilings crossed by exposed steel beams softened with warm wood panels. Bookshelves that ran floor-to-ceiling on the east wall, filled — actually filled, not staged — with books that had been opened. A kitchen of pale stone and unlacquered brass. Windows everywhere, the city spread below like something he'd inherited.

She stood in the entrance and made herself not react.

Damian appeared from a corridor to the left. He was in a white shirt, collar open, sleeves rolled to the elbows — the most casual she had yet seen him, which was still more formal than most men at their most deliberate. He looked at her, then at her boxes being carried in behind her, and something in his expression shifted through what might have been assessment and landed on something unreadable.

"You're early," he said.

"Eight minutes," she said. "I can wait in the lobby if it's inconvenient."

The faintest pause. "That won't be necessary." He turned and she followed him, because that was apparently how this worked — she followed and he didn't check that she was keeping up. "I'll show you the apartment. There are things you need to understand before tonight."

"Tonight?"

"We have dinner. The Whitmore Group. Four of my board members and their partners." He didn't look back. "It will be the first time you're seen. I need it to be convincing."

She kept her voice even. "Define convincing."

Now he glanced back. Just briefly. "Like you chose me."

* * *
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The tour was efficient and impersonal, which she suspected was intentional. He showed her the living room, the kitchen, the study — his study, she noted, which had the only closed door on the main floor. He opened it briefly so she could see inside: a desk, a second laptop, framed architectural prints. Clean. Curated. Then he closed it again without comment.

Her room was on the left side of the apartment. His was on the right. The master suite. Between them: a shared sitting room, a small library nook, and enough distance that the arrangement could almost feel deliberate in the other direction — designed to give the appearance of intimacy without requiring any.

Her room was larger than her entire previous apartment. She did not say this.

"Staff come Mondays and Thursdays," he said. "Clara manages the household. She's discreet. You don't need to perform for her — she knows the situation."

"How many people know?"

"Three. My attorney, who drafted the contract. My personal assistant, Marcus. And Clara." He turned to face her properly for the first time since they'd left the entrance. "That number doesn't grow."

"Agreed."

Something about her immediate agreement seemed to unsettle him. She watched him recalibrate — that same micro-adjustment she'd noticed in his office when she'd corrected his word choice. Damian Vale was a man accustomed to resistance, and she was denying him the satisfaction of it. She filed that away.

"The rules," he said.

"I've memorized them."

"Then let me add context." He moved to the window and stood with his hands in his pockets, the city behind him like a prop he was bored of. "No love is not merely a prohibition on sentiment. It means you don't develop expectations of me. You don't interpret attention as affection. You don't mistake proximity for interest. We will spend time together — that is unavoidable. You will not read into it."

She met his eyes. "I'm not in the habit of reading into things that aren't there."

"No jealousy applies equally. I have a life. Associates. Previous relationships that did not end cleanly. You will encounter them and you will behave as a woman who is secure in her position."

"Because I am."

"Because you appear to be," he said, with an emphasis so slight she almost missed it. "There is a difference."

He was trying to unsettle her. She recognized it now — this slow, precise pressure, like testing the structure of a building before committing weight to it. She let the silence sit for a beat, then two.

"And the third rule," she said. "No secrets. Is that a reassurance you're offering me, or a requirement you're placing on me?"

The quiet that followed was a different quality from the ones before it. This one had weight.

"Both," he said.

* * *
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Clara arrived at noon. She was sixty, Burundian, and had the manner of a woman who had worked for difficult men long enough that she had simply stopped registering their difficulty. She showed Amara where things were kept — the pantry, the linen closet, the medicine cabinet — with the brisk warmth of someone who had decided without consultation that Amara was worth the warmth.

"He doesn't eat breakfast," Clara said, as if imparting something Amara would need to survive. "He drinks too much coffee and pretends he doesn't notice when I thin it out. Let him believe the lie — it keeps the peace."

"Noted," Amara said.

"You," Clara said, studying her with frank appraisal, "eat properly. You have the look of someone who forgets."

"I've been busy."

"Everyone here is busy. Busy is not a reason." She moved toward the kitchen with the authority of someone who had decided the conversation was over on her terms. "Lunch is at one. You'll eat it."

Amara found she didn't argue. Clara was, she suspected, the only person in this building who said exactly what she meant, and there was a strange relief in it.

* * *
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She unpacked while Damian was in his study. The sounds of the apartment settled around her — the low hum of the city far below, the occasional soft percussion of him moving behind his closed door. She arranged her books on a shelf and tried not to notice that three of the titles on the shelves already in the room were books she owned. She did not make anything of this.

At six she dressed for dinner. She'd been told the dress code by Marcus in a brief, correct email: Black tie adjacent. Conservative. She had one dress that qualified — deep burgundy crepe, long sleeves, nothing dramatic. She stood in front of the mirror and thought about the text message she'd received the night she signed the contract. She'd reported it to no one. She'd deleted it. She had spent two days deciding whether to decide what it meant.

Ask him about your father.

She didn't know who had sent it. She didn't know what they knew, or what they wanted her to do with it. But she knew that she'd walked into a contract with a man who had surveillance photographs of her family in his locked study — she didn't know this yet, not for certain, but the text message had planted the suspicion like a seed in dark soil, and the locked door at the end of the corridor wasn't helping.

She was still looking at herself in the mirror when Damian knocked twice and opened the door three inches.

"We leave in twenty minutes."

She turned. He was in a black dinner jacket, no tie, dark shirt. He looked like someone who had decided formality was a thing he would do on his own terms or not at all, and the world had long since agreed to let him.

His eyes moved over her — not slowly, not obviously, just that same document-scan efficiency — and then back to her face.

"You'll do," he said.

"I'll try not to let the compliment go to my head," she said.

Something crossed his face too quickly to name. He pulled the door to and she heard his footsteps move away down the corridor.

* * *
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The dinner was exactly what it needed to be. She smiled at the right moments and laughed softly at things that were almost funny and asked Arthur Whitmore's wife about her renovation project in the Algarve with the precise level of interest that communicated both attention and grace. Damian sat beside her and was, she had to admit, a flawless performer. His hand found the small of her back when they were introduced, and the touch was light and entirely assured — the touch of a man who had done this before, or who had decided he was the sort of man who did this, which amounted to the same thing.

Once, when a board member named Gerard said something dismissive about a legal dispute Amara happened to know the details of, she said, simply: "I think you'll find the Ninth Circuit precedent runs the other way." And then she picked up her wine glass and said nothing else.

Gerard blinked. Someone down the table suppressed a smile.

Damian did not look at her. But she felt, in the precise inch of space between their chairs, something shift.

* * *
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They were home by eleven. The apartment was quiet and dim, Clara long gone. Amara stepped out of her heels in the entrance hall and carried them by the straps down the corridor, because her feet hurt and there was no one left to perform for. She was halfway to her room when she registered, at the far end of the hall — past the study, past the linen closet, in the short corridor that curved toward the building's north side — a door.

Not the study. A different door. Dark wood, no handle visible, set flush into the wall in a way that you would miss if you weren't looking for it. There was a keypad beside it. Small. Backlit.

She stood and looked at it for three seconds. Then she turned and went to her room.

She lay in the dark and listened to the city forty floors below and thought about locked rooms and contract clauses and a text message from an unknown number and a father who had sounded, on the last call she'd taken from him, like a man trying very hard not to sound afraid.

In the morning, she decided, she would be strategic. She would be patient. She would not go looking for things she wasn't ready to find.

She woke at three a.m. to the sound of Damian's voice, low and clipped, coming from the corridor. She couldn't make out words — just the cadence of a man who was very controlled and very angry, which she was learning were not the same thing with him. Then silence. Then, in the quiet, the sound of the keypad at the end of the hall beeping once. A door opening. A door closing. He'd gone into the locked room at three in the morning. Whatever was in there couldn't wait until daylight. That meant it was urgent. And urgency, in a man like Damian Vale, meant it was about something he couldn't afford to lose.
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Chapter Three: The Performance
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"The most dangerous thing about pretending is how naturally it begins to feel like the truth."

The dress arrived by courier at four in the afternoon — a flat black box, no card, the Vale Industries address embossed on the seal. Amara opened it on her bed and looked at the contents for a long moment before she touched them.
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