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Chapter 1
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“Excuse me for a bit. I’ll be right back.”

Laura briefly shut her eyes, fighting for control as Ty leaned in to whisper in her ear, the faint smell of bourbon wafting up to her nostrils. A few tendrils of hair rose on the nape of her neck, and his hand on her elbow made her flinch—just slightly.

Ty noticed it. He narrowed his eyes, concern flickering. “Babe, are you okay?”

She looked at him intently—no longer charmed by the boyish, handsome features. He felt like a stranger now.

He was good. She had to give him that. He’d put on quite a show, but now the curtain had finally come down, like that old song she used to love.

She nodded and turned her face just enough to hide her expression.

Ty’s hand dropped to his side. “I know you hate these kinds of scenes. Just—something came up. Needs my immediate attention.”

Reaching for the glass of wine she’d been nursing; Laura took a sip and gave a casual shrug of her slender shoulders.

“Look, Tom’s still here—should I call him over to keep you company?” Ty offered.

“Don’t,” Laura whispered, facing him again. “Just go and do whatever you need to do.” I don’t care, her mind added.

She looked away again, casually swirling the last sip of wine in her glass before draining it.

She could feel his gaze linger on her—uneasy, tense. He must have sensed it. His golden goose was about to bolt, and he still had plans for it.

Ty sighed and finally walked away.

Placing her glass back on the table, Laura smoothed the cool, rich fabric of her evening dress with slightly trembling hands.

Be calm, she warned herself, watching Ty slip out of the hall where the party was in full swing.

Scarlett, her best friend and a senior lawyer at the firm, stood a few meters away chatting with two famous actresses—Lizzy Kendrick, the breakout star of Avenues, and Sapphire Jones, a seasoned legend.

Scarlett looked right at home between the two women: glamorous, confident, persuasive. Laura had no doubt she was mid-pitch about why signing with Spectra Law Firm would be the best decision they’d ever make.

She considered joining them—but just the thought of Scarlett’s sharp, probing questions made her stay put. Scarlett was infuriatingly perceptive, and Laura wasn’t in the mood to lie.

Her gaze drifted around the room—people chatting, laughing, some slow-dancing to the soulful band music. 

On the surface, everything looked picture perfect. To an untrained eye, Laura Tate looked like a glamorous woman with a hauteur attitude, aloof and unbothered, watching the world beneath her lashes. 

But that couldn’t be further from the truth. A cold, hard knot sat in her stomach, and she longed for her apartment. Her safe place. To curl up in a ball and sleep until doomsday. Anything to escape the mess she’d made of her life.

She flicked her fingers toward a passing waiter for a refill. He appeared promptly.

“Enjoying the party, Miss Tate?” he asked with a grin.

“I am, Mark. Thank you for asking. It’s a Fletcher party, after all.” She smiled, a beautiful smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“They sure know how to celebrate,” Mark replied, glancing around with appreciation.

Laura nodded. The chandeliers glittered overhead like crystals drenched in moonlight, and the low, warm lighting created a soft, almost dreamlike ambiance. The wait staff, dressed crisply in black and white, moved like clockwork. Everything was lush, tasteful, and extravagant.

The food? Mouthwatering. The setting? Opulent. Even though most guests had left, the hosts—as always—had provided in excess.

The A-listers who remained looked like gods and goddesses, descended to mingle with mere mortals. Including her boss.

Langton James—short, round, bald—laughed heartily at one end of the room in a designer suit that looked painfully off from the one the runway model had worn. The model had been tall and lean. Her boss? Not even close.

Her eyes shifted to one of the party’s hosts standing beside him—tall, handsome, and all charm. Gifford Fletcher whispered something to Langton that made him burst into laughter.

Gifford. Always the charmer. To men and women alike.

He was outrageously flirtatious, impossible to ignore. And when you met the whole Fletcher clan, you realized the charm ran deep.

“Hot and dreamy,” Mark whispered, nodding toward Gifford. “They sure churn them out in Harmony.”

Laura raised an eyebrow.

Mark laughed, clearly expecting her reaction. She was, after all, the unshakable one when it came to Gifford Fletcher.

When every other woman—and quite a few men—tripped over themselves to get his attention, Laura would narrow her eyes and turn away in irritation.

The unflappable Laura Tate. That’s what they called her at the firm. The only lawyer who’d worked with the Fletchers long enough without ever trying to seduce one of them. 

Reaching out to her glass of wine, she gulped it down—furious with herself.

For all her efforts to seem unaffected, to be that unflappable woman they thought her to be, the truth was: she wasn’t.

That’s why she was angry. Disappointed. A little hurt by Ty’s actions. Once again, Gifford Fletcher’s assumptions had been spot-on. The freedom she fought for was moot.

The ironclad contract still had her in its shackles, and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. 

She must have let out a distressed, choking sound, because Mark turned to her, his attention shifting from the host.

“You okay?”

She gulped more wine, waving a dismissive hand. “Umm... good. Very good. Just the usual party nerves.”

Thumping the empty glass on a tray, she worried her lip—embarrassed by her brief emotional crack. Reaching for another, she yelped when Mark flicked her wrist.

“Ouch! What was that for?”

“For your own good. Gifford said I should keep you away from the booze.”

Laura rolled her eyes. “Ha. Ha. Very funny. No, he didn’t.”

“Oh, he did. He worries about you, you know.”

“Well, if that’s true, poor old Gifford shouldn’t bother. I never asked him to. He should be monitoring his own alcohol intake. Did you see the glass of whiskey in his hand? You, loyal employee of the year, should be wrestling that from him instead of targeting sober, sensible me—because that’s exactly what I am. Perfectly sober.”

Mark chuckled. “You’re terrible at lying. How many fingers am I holding up?”

Laura ignored the question and stood with hands on hips. “I’m not lying. It was just one time my drinking got out of hand. And I was nervous. Gifford had dragged me to one of his soirées and we were forced to share a room... You know what?” She let out a long, dramatic sigh and flapped her arms. “Just go away with your tray of cheap wine.”

“Funny how no one realizes how charming you can be,” Mark said as he walked off, unbothered.

She huffed, stomped her feet, and glared at him—and at the wine she still desperately needed.

Jeez. Total buzzkill.

Her eyes flicked to him—the culprit. Still deep in conversation with her boss and his friend.

She narrowed her eyes. How she longed to peel Gifford’s skin off—figuratively speaking—like she did 99% of the time.

When you find a good man, that’s when I’ll set you free. The words he had once flung at her in anger rang in her ears. Not to be outdone, she had screamed right back at him. Their shared nights were also off the table—even if he paid her a million bucks.

She scoffed at the memory, furiously twisting the cap off a water bottle and downing it. How she always got livid just thinking about it. The amused, disbelieving look he’d given her after that little declaration still haunted her. 

He knew she wasn’t reckless.

That legal document—their damn marriage contract—was a leash around her throat, same as her pride. So, he could live freely. And she? She would starve from affection, because she refused to crawl.

Earlier tonight, she had managed to leave him stunned. The moment she walked in with Ty on her arm, she’d seen that dangerous glint in his eyes. It didn’t bode well—and yet, it exhilarated her. It was like a junkie’s first hit of their favorite drug. A pure, rushing high that knocked her breathless.

But she should’ve known: highs never lasted. The crash came quickly. Instead of a good man, she had landed herself a manipulative, sleazy opportunist. Ty had only gotten involved with her for her client list. 

Despite being a bookworm and an introvert, Laura had powerful connections. 

She was still stunned by what she’d overheard an hour ago—Ty telling his friend Tom about his plan to propose to her tonight. A grand, showy proposal, the kind to make everyone envious.

And while she, foolish and romantic, dreamed of white dresses and fairy tales, she would unknowingly be handing over her clients to her fiancé.

Domesticity was what he thought was “good” for her. Not her high-powered, male-dominated career.

Catching sight of Ty now—back from “the office,” speaking to one of the waitresses—Laura froze.

The woman was short and curvy, her dark slacks hugging her body in ways Ty clearly appreciated. He leaned in, whispered something, and the waitress threw back her head in laughter. Then, minutes later, she followed him out.

It was a punch to the gut.

A huge blow to her pride.

Fury surged as Laura twisted the now-empty water bottle in her hands. She wanted to scream, to throw something, to claw the stupidity off her own skin.

“The cheating bastard,” she muttered, mangling the plastic bottle.

Another waiter approached, and she waved him over.

“Just place the tray on the table,” she advised coolly. “Other guests might come by for a drink.”

The waiter hesitated, clearly uncertain. Laura held his gaze. If he had been told not to serve her either, she was ready for war. Whatever he saw in her eyes made him relent.

He nodded and obeyed, leaving the tray behind.

A man—medium height, dimpled smile—caught her eye and looked ready to approach. She shot him a glare. The Gifford Fletcher glare. He stopped mid-step, offered a sheepish smile, and turned away. Guess some skills were transferable. Small talk was the last thing Laura needed.

***
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GIFFORD THREW BACK his head in laughter at something Langton James said. Langton and Howard Spencer had built Spectra Law into a legal powerhouse over the past thirty years.

Specializing in high-profile cases for celebrities, influencers, and public figures, Spectra thrived on its reputation for fierce protection and absolute discretion. No one listening to Langton’s jokes would guess he was the brain behind it all.

Gifford and Gordon had hired Spectra because their lives—like everyone else in their family—were open books. Messy, public, and often scandalous. Spectra had become their armor.
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