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Chapter One: The Ring He Wasn’t Supposed to Offer
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The town car idled at the curb like it had nowhere else to be.

Isla Monroe stood on the granite steps of Blackwood International, the late-afternoon sun caught in the glass tower behind her, turning the city into a fractured mirror. Taxis hissed by. A delivery truck groaned. New York moved on without noticing her pause, without caring that this building had once spit her back out with a polite press release and a closed-door smile.

She adjusted the strap of her laptop bag on her shoulder and checked her phone. No new messages. No last-minute reprieves. Just the calendar reminder blinking at her like an accusation.

BLACKWOOD INTERNATIONAL – 5:30 PM

She should have walked away then. Let the silence stand. Let pride, the last thing she still owned outright, do its job.

The revolving door turned anyway.

Inside, the lobby smelled faintly of citrus and money. Marble floors so polished they reflected her heels; security desks staffed by men in suits that cost more than her rent. Someone glanced up, recognized her name, frowned in a way that said oh.

“Ms. Monroe,” the receptionist said, already rising. “He’s expecting you.”

Of course he is.

The elevator ride was quiet, the kind of quiet that pressed against her ears. She watched the numbers climb, each floor another reminder of how far above the street this family operated. When the doors opened, the space beyond was all glass and steel and measured restraint.

No art on the walls. Just city views and quiet threat.

Adrian Blackwood stood with his back to her, phone at his ear, jacket draped over the back of his chair instead of worn. White shirt, sleeves rolled once. Not casual—intentional. He didn’t turn when she entered. Didn’t lower his voice.

“Tell the board I’m not interested in their opinions,” he said. “They hired me to make decisions, not crowdsource them.”

A pause. His jaw tightened just enough to be visible in the glass.

“Yes,” he added, calm as snowfall. “That includes my personal life.”

He ended the call and set the phone down with precision, like placing a chess piece. Only then did he turn.

Isla felt the impact where it always landed: square in the chest, sharp enough to draw blood she pretended wasn’t there.

Adrian Blackwood didn’t look like a scandal. He looked like control.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Dark hair combed back from a widow’s peak that gave his face a permanent edge. His eyes tracked her the way he probably tracked hostile takeovers—quietly, completely, already calculating.

“So,” he said. “You came.”

Her heels clicked once as she stepped fully into the office. “You said you had a job.”

“I said I had an offer.”

She let her gaze sweep the space with deliberate slowness, the desk, the skyline, the closed door behind her. “I don’t remember you ever offering me anything that didn’t come with strings.”

One corner of his mouth lifted. Not a smile. Recognition.

“Sit,” he said.

She didn’t.

Adrian leaned back against the desk instead, arms folding easily, like he had all the time in the world and she was already late. “You’re angry.”

“Careful,” she replied. “That would imply I care about your analysis.”

His eyes sharpened. Good. She still had that effect on him, then.

“You need this meeting,” he said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

Her fingers tightened on the strap of her bag. She made herself loosen them. “You don’t get to decide my motivations.”

“I don’t have to,” he said. “Your inbox did it for you.”

That landed. She felt it in her stomach, a brief hollowing-out.

He went on, merciless but polite. “Three firms turned you down this month. Two more didn’t bother responding. Someone is very carefully making sure your name stays radioactive.”

She lifted her chin. “And you called me here to gloat?”

“To solve a problem,” Adrian said. “Two of them, actually.”

He pushed off the desk and moved to his chair, sat, steepling his fingers. Power settled around him like a tailored suit.

“My board wants stability,” he continued. “My family wants reassurance. The press wants a narrative that doesn’t include yacht photos and speculation about my impulse control.”

“And somehow,” Isla said dryly, “I fit into this.”

“You do,” he said. “Perfectly.”

She laughed, short and humorless. “I’m your brother’s ex-girlfriend.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not a selling point.”

“It is,” Adrian said quietly, “to the people who matter.”

The air shifted. She felt it, that old, unwelcome awareness humming low in her spine.

He leaned forward. “You’re untouchable,” he said. “Or you’re supposed to be. Which makes you ideal.”

Her pulse ticked harder. “I didn’t come here to be used as a symbol.”

“You came here because you need leverage,” he replied. “And I’m the only one offering it.”

Isla crossed her arms. “What exactly are you proposing?”

Adrian held her gaze. Didn’t blink.

“A fake engagement,” he said. “Six months. Public appearances. Controlled visibility. Black-tie events, family functions, a few interviews where you smile like I’m not insufferable.”

Her breath caught before she could stop it.

She stared at him. “Absolutely not.”

“You haven’t heard the compensation.”

“I don’t care.”

“You will,” he said, unruffled. “I’ll clear your name. Not quietly—publicly. You’ll leave this with a spotless professional reputation and a client list that won’t say no to you again.”

“That’s not your call.”

“It is when I make it so.”

She stepped closer to the desk before she realized she was moving. “You don’t get to rewrite what your family did to me.”

His jaw flexed. For the first time, something like restraint flickered there. “I’m not trying to,” he said. “I’m trying to fix what I didn’t stop.”

That stopped her.

The silence stretched, thick with things neither of them named.

“And Julian?” she asked finally.

Adrian’s eyes didn’t waver. “He knows.”

Something sharp twisted low in her stomach. “And he’s just... fine with this?”

“He understands necessity,” Adrian said. “You always underestimated how good my brother is at swallowing regret.”

Her laugh came out brittle. “You’re unbelievable.”

“You’re still here.”

She hated that he was right.

Adrian rose again, slow, deliberate, closing the distance until his presence filled her space. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t need to.

“Think of it as a contract,” he said. “Clear boundaries. Defined terms. No lies we don’t agree on.”

Her heartbeat thudded loud in her ears. “And after six months?”

“We burn it,” he said. “Publicly, if you want. Walk away clean.”

Isla looked at his hand, extended now, waiting. Strong fingers. Steady.

“Don’t,” she warned softly. “Don’t pretend you don’t know what this costs.”

His voice dropped, just enough to be dangerous. “I know exactly what it costs.”

Her gaze lifted to his, searching for something she could use against him—and finding, against her will, something else entirely.

She realized then, with a slow, sinking certainty, that he wasn’t the only one taking a risk.

Adrian’s thumb brushed her knuckles as she hesitated.

“Say yes,” he murmured, “and I’ll make sure no one ever makes you small again.”

Her fingers curled before she could stop them.

Outside, the city burned gold in the falling light, oblivious to the way her life was tipping off its axis.

She didn’t say yes.

But she didn’t pull her hand away either.

Her fingers were still wrapped around his when the decision finished settling in her chest, slow and heavy, like a closing door.

Isla loosened her grip first.

Adrian didn’t comment on it. He watched her step back, watched the way she put distance between them with practiced ease, as if proximity were a habit she’d trained herself out of years ago.

“This isn’t a romance,” she said.

“No,” he agreed. “It’s optics.”

“And you think I’d agree to stand beside you while half of Manhattan whispers that I traded up the family tree?”

“They’re already whispering,” he said. “I’d just be giving them a cleaner story.”

She scoffed and turned toward the window, needing the city’s noise, its indifference. Forty floors down, traffic crawled, horns blaring, lives intersecting and moving on without ceremony. She pressed her palm to the cool glass.

“You ruin people,” she said. “Not intentionally. You just... absorb everything around you and call it business.”

Adrian’s reflection appeared beside hers in the glass. He hadn’t moved close again, but he didn’t need to.

“You survived us,” he said. “That’s not the same thing.”

Her jaw clenched. Survived was such a neat word. It didn’t capture the panic of watching your name slip out of respectable rooms, or the humiliation of unanswered emails, or the way Julian’s silence had echoed louder than any betrayal.

“You never spoke up,” she said, still staring out at the street. “Not once.”

“That’s not true.”

She turned sharply. “You let them believe I leaked information. You let your aunt imply I was opportunistic. You let the press erase me with polite phrasing.”

His voice stayed level, but something taut pulled beneath it. “I handled what I could.”

“What you could without inconvenience,” she shot back.

The words landed. He didn’t dodge them.

For a long second, the office held only the low hum of the building and the city’s distant roar.

“I was wrong,” Adrian said finally.

The admission didn’t come with drama. No apology. Just a fact, placed carefully between them.

It unsettled her more than anger would have.

“I’m not asking for forgiveness,” he went on. “I’m offering leverage.”

She laughed again, quieter this time. “You really don’t hear yourself.”

“I do,” he said. “And I know you won’t say yes because you like me. You’ll say yes because you need control, and this gives it back to you.”

She turned fully to face him now. “And you?”

He met her gaze without hesitation. “I need credibility.”

“That’s it?”

His mouth curved slightly. “You don’t want the longer answer.”

She didn’t, and the fact that part of her wondered what it was made her angry.

Adrian moved to the desk and opened a slim folder, sliding it toward her across the polished surface. She hesitated, then flipped it open.

There were bullet points. Dates. Clauses. Non-disclosure agreements thick enough to choke a lawyer.

Her name printed cleanly at the top, as if it belonged there.

Six months. Defined appearances. Compensation listed with surgical bluntness. A line item noting an apartment suite in his penthouse, labeled logistical necessity.

Her eyes snagged on that one.

“You expect me to live with you?”

“I expect the press to believe we’re engaged,” he said. “That doesn’t work if you’re photographed arriving separately every morning.”

“I have my own place.”

“Not one they won’t stake out.”

Her gaze lifted. “You planned this.”

“Yes.”

“How long?”

A pause. Just long enough to feel deliberate. “Longer than you think.”

She snapped the folder shut. “You’re asking me to share a home with a man who’s made a career out of turning women into headlines.”

“And you,” Adrian said calmly, “are asking me to put my reputation in the hands of someone who knows exactly how to dismantle it.”

That startled her into stillness.

He leaned forward, palms on the desk. “This only works if we trust each other not to flinch.”

Her pulse thudded. “Trust isn’t part of the contract.”

“No,” he agreed. “But discretion is.”

She exhaled slowly, anger bleeding into something more dangerous: consideration.

“You’ll control the narrative,” she said. “Interviews. Appearances. What we say, when we say it.”

“Yes.”

“And if I walk?”

Adrian didn’t hesitate. “Then you leave here exactly as you came in. Brilliant. Unemployed. And still blamed.”

The cruelty of the truth sat heavy between them.

Isla picked up the folder again, flipped to the final page.

Her signature line waited, blank.

“You don’t get to touch me,” she said. “Not for the cameras. Not in private. Not unless I say otherwise.”

A flicker crossed his eyes. Interest. Respect. Something darker.

“Agreed,” he said. “On paper, you’re untouchable.”

“And Julian?”

“You won’t be alone with him,” Adrian replied. “Ever.”

She swallowed. The building felt too quiet now, like it was waiting.

“When does this start?” she asked.

A slow, lethal smile curved his mouth.

“Tonight,” he said. “There’s a gala. Black-tie. Cameras everywhere.”

She looked at him, really looked — the ease with which he’d built this trap, the confidence that assumed her step was already half taken.

Her pen hovered over the page.

Somewhere deep in her chest, a warning bell rang.

She signed anyway.

Adrian closed the folder with finality.

“Congratulations, Isla,” he said. “You’re engaged.”

Her stomach dropped.

And as she followed him out of the office toward an elevator that would carry her straight into his world, she realized the most dangerous part wasn’t the lie they were about to sell.

It was how easily the truth might slip in underneath it.
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Chapter Two: Black-Tie Lies and Borrowed Heat
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The dress was not hers.

That was the first thing Isla noticed as the car eased away from the curb and merged into traffic, the city sliding past in a blur of light and steel. The fabric hugged her too well, skimmed her hips like it knew her, like it had been chosen with intent rather than rented from a discreet atelier two hours earlier.

Adrian sat beside her, one knee angled toward hers, dark tux immaculate, cufflinks catching the glow of the dashboard lights. He hadn’t looked at her since they’d left the penthouse garage. That, somehow, felt worse than staring.

The silence stretched.

“Your left hand,” he said at last.

She didn’t move. “What about it?”

“It’s turned inward,” he replied. “Like you’re hiding it.”

She glanced down despite herself. Her fingers were curled slightly, the engagement ring—the ring—a white-gold band with a stone that caught the light and scattered it—tilted away from view.

She forced her hand to relax, resting it on her thigh. The diamond flashed.

“There,” Adrian said. “That’s better.”

She shot him a look. “You’re already micromanaging me.”

“I’m preventing speculation,” he said, calm as ever. “You’ll thank me later.”

“I doubt it.”

His mouth curved faintly. “You always did underestimate how persuasive I can be.”

The words slid into her skin, unwelcome and intimate. She turned her gaze back to the window, counting intersections, grounding herself in the familiar rhythm of New York at night.

The car slowed. Cameras appeared before she even saw the building—flashes bursting like heat lightning against the dark.

Adrian shifted then, turning fully toward her. “Listen to me.”

She faced him.

“Once we step out,” he said, “I lead. You don’t pull away. You don’t apologize with your body. You don’t explain yourself to anyone.”

Her pulse jumped. “You sound practiced.”

“I am.”

“And if I don’t want you touching me?”

His eyes dropped, briefly, to the place where her arm brushed his sleeve. “You won’t have to wonder whether it’s necessary. I’ll tell you first.”

She held his gaze, searching for mockery, but found only resolve.

“Fine,” she said. “But if this turns into you parading me—”

“I don’t parade what I intend to protect,” he cut in softly.

The car stopped.

A valet opened the door, and sound rushed in—voices, laughter, the low swell of orchestral music spilling from somewhere inside. Adrian stepped out first, unhurried, offering his hand.

She hesitated a fraction of a second.

Then she took it.

His grip was firm, warm. Not possessive—anchoring. Cameras immediately swung toward them, shutters clicking fast and hungry.

Adrian didn’t look at them. He looked at her.

“This is where you smile,” he murmured, low enough that only she could hear.

She did, teeth tight, lips curved in something that felt like a weapon.

They moved together up the steps, her hand resting in the crook of his arm like it belonged there. The red carpet felt too short, the night too bright. Questions were shouted. Names were called.

“Mr. Blackwood—Adrian—who’s the lucky woman?”

He stopped.

Isla felt it instantly—the pause, the attention snapping into focus like a camera lens. Adrian turned slightly, angling her toward the press without releasing her.

“This,” he said, smooth and certain, “is Isla. My fiancée.”

The word hit harder than it had in the office.

Fiancée.

Her stomach dipped. Adrian’s hand slid to her lower back, fingers spreading just enough to steady her. The touch sent a sharp awareness through her, heat blooming where there should have been none.

Flashes intensified.

“How long have you been engaged?”

“When did you meet?”

“Is the wedding soon?”

Adrian smiled—not the sharp one, not the boardroom blade, but something curated, public, devastatingly charming.

“We’re keeping some things just for ourselves,” he said. “But we’re very happy.”

He glanced down at her, thumb brushing lightly against her spine in a gesture too practiced to be accidental.

She looked up at him on instinct, meeting his gaze, and for half a heartbeat forgot the cameras entirely.

The moment stretched.

Then he guided her forward again, into the building, into warmth and music and a room glittering with wealth.

Inside, the gala unfolded like a dream designed by someone with too much money and too little restraint. Crystal chandeliers. Candlelit tables. Black fabric, pale skin, diamonds everywhere. People turned as they entered—subtle at first, then openly curious.

Whispers followed.

Adrian navigated the space easily, exchanging greetings, names, light touches on shoulders. Isla matched his pace, nodded, smiled when required. Her cheek began to ache with the effort.

“She’s stunning,” someone murmured as they passed.

“Who is she?”

“She’s—wait—wasn’t she with—”

Adrian’s hand tightened on her back. Just slightly. A warning. A shield.

They stopped near the bar. A waiter offered champagne. Adrian accepted two glasses, handing one to her without asking.

“Drink,” he said.

She raised a brow. “Is that an order?”

“It’s advice.”

She took a sip. The bubbles bit sharply, grounding her.

“So,” she murmured, eyes scanning the room, “how convincing am I on a scale of one to tabloid?”

His gaze lingered on her a second too long. “You’re doing fine.”

That fine carried weight.

They stood there, close enough that her arm brushed his chest when she shifted. She could feel him breathe. Steady. Controlled.

Then the air changed.

She sensed it before she saw him—an awareness sliding into place, old and familiar and unwelcome.

Julian Blackwood stood across the room, frozen mid-conversation, a glass forgotten in his hand.

His eyes were on them. On her. On Adrian’s hand at her back.

Color drained from his face.

Isla’s breath caught.

Adrian felt it instantly. His posture adjusted, subtle but unmistakable, drawing her fractionally closer, his presence closing ranks.

Julian excused himself, moving toward them with slow, stunned steps.

Isla’s pulse roared in her ears. “Adrian,” she whispered.

“I see him,” he said quietly. “You don’t have to say anything.”

Julian stopped in front of them. Up close, the shock was worse—his eyes flicking from her face to the ring to Adrian’s grip, as if trying to piece together a puzzle with missing edges.

“Isla?” he said. “What—”

“She’s with me,” Adrian said smoothly.

Julian’s jaw tightened. “I was talking to her.”

Adrian didn’t move. Didn’t raise his voice. “You are now.”

The tension coiled tight and hot, wrapping around her ribs.

Julian looked at her then, really looked, hurt flashing across his face. “Is this... real?”

Isla opened her mouth.

Adrian spoke first.

“It is,” he said, and his hand slid from her back to her waist, resting there with deliberate familiarity. “And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t interrogate my fiancée in public.”

Fiancée.

Julian flinched.

Silence stretched, heavy and crackling. Around them, conversation resumed, oblivious, cruelly normal.

Julian swallowed. “I didn’t know.”

Adrian’s smile was thin. “You weren’t meant to.”

Julian looked at Isla again, something wounded and unresolved flickering there. “I hope you’re happy.”

The lie hovered on her tongue.

Adrian’s thumb brushed her hip, grounding, decisive.

“She is,” he said.

Julian stepped back, nodding once, then turned away, disappearing into the crowd.

The moment he was gone, Isla exhaled shakily.

“You didn’t warn me,” she said under her breath.

Adrian leaned down, his mouth close to her ear. “If I had, you would’ve flinched.”

His breath warmed her skin. Her stomach twisted.

“Next time,” she hissed, “you let me answer my own past.”

He straightened slowly, his gaze unreadable. “You didn’t look like you wanted to.”

Before she could reply, someone clapped Adrian on the shoulder. More greetings. More smiles. More lies.

But as the evening wore on and the distance between real and fake narrowed to a single, dangerous thread, Isla became acutely aware of one thing she hadn’t anticipated—

Adrian’s hand never left her waist.

And worse—

Her body had stopped counting the seconds until it did.

Adrian’s hand stayed where it was as if it had always belonged there.

Not gripping. Not claiming. Just present—an unspoken line drawn between her and everyone else in the room. Isla hated how quickly her body adjusted to it, how the initial jolt of awareness softened into something dangerously close to expectation.

They moved again, pulled into the current of the gala. Conversations opened and closed around them like doors in a long corridor. Names blurred. Compliments stacked up. People smiled at her with a particular brightness, the kind reserved for women newly folded into power.

“So good to finally meet you.”

“You’re absolutely radiant.”

“We’ve heard so much about you.”

Each comment slid over her skin, leaving a residue she couldn’t shake. Adrian answered most of the questions for her, his voice calm and authoritative, dropping just enough personal detail to feel intimate without offering anything real. Every so often he glanced down at her, checking alignment the way a pilot might check instruments.

She wondered if anyone noticed how carefully he managed space—how he always angled her toward him, how his body subtly blocked others from edging too close.

“Relax your shoulders,” he murmured at one point as they paused near a column draped in white orchids.

She shot him a look. “I am relaxed.”

“You’re braced,” he corrected. “Like you’re expecting impact.”

She took a slow breath, letting it out through her nose. “Maybe I am.”

“Not tonight,” he said, and for the first time there was something like promise in it.

They were announced before she realized what was happening.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the emcee called from the stage, tapping the microphone. “If I may steal a moment—”

The room’s chatter lowered to a polite hush.

Adrian stilled beside her.

“Our host for the evening, Mr. Adrian Blackwood, would like to say a few words.”

Isla’s heart stumbled.

“What?” she whispered.

Adrian didn’t look at her. “This is where you smile again.”

He guided her forward, his hand firm at her waist now, steering them toward the stage. Applause rose, neat and enthusiastic. She felt heat creep up her neck as they climbed the steps, the sea of faces blurring together.

Adrian took the microphone. Adjusted it. Waited.

Silence fell.

“Thank you,” he said. “For being here, for supporting a cause that actually deserves the attention it gets.”

A ripple of laughter.

“This foundation matters to my family,” he went on smoothly. “And to me. Especially now.”

His arm slipped around Isla’s back. Not full contact. Just enough that she could feel the heat through the thin satin of her dress.

“There are moments,” Adrian continued, gaze sweeping the room, “when stability isn’t just a corporate concept. It’s personal.”

Her pulse thudded in her ears.

“I’m not known for sharing much,” he said. “But tonight, I want to share this.”

He looked down at her then.

Not the public smile. Not the polished CEO expression.

Something quieter. Intent.

“This woman,” he said, “is the best decision I’ve made in years.”

The words hit harder than any accusation ever had.

Applause surged. Cameras flashed. Isla’s vision tunneled as she turned her face toward him, instinctively playing her role. She felt the ring grow heavy on her hand, felt something inside her slip dangerously out of place.

He leaned in as the clapping peaked, lips brushing close to her ear.

“You’re doing beautifully,” he murmured.

“Was that necessary?” she asked softly, smiling for the room.

“Yes,” he said. “And you didn’t flinch.”

They stepped down from the stage to congratulations and handshakes and an undercurrent of buzz that followed them like static. Isla’s champagne glass reappeared in her hand. She took a long sip this time.

“You said no speeches,” she muttered.

“I said no surprises,” Adrian corrected. “That was planned.”

She shot him a look. “You didn’t tell me what you were going to say.”

“I told the truth,” he said, unapologetic.

That made her pause.

Before she could unpack that dangerous little sentence, a familiar voice cut through the hum.

“Adrian.”

Vivienne Blackwood stood a few feet away, immaculate in silver, eyes sharp and curious as they flicked between Isla’s face and the ring.

“Aunt Vivienne,” Adrian said, pleasant but guarded.

“I’d heard rumors,” she said. “I didn’t expect confirmation to look like this.”

Her gaze settled on Isla, assessing, weighing. The moment stretched.

“You clean up well,” Vivienne said. “And you’re braver than you look.”

Isla met her stare. “I’ve learned the difference between bravery and necessity.”
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