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Chapter One

Broken Crown, Borrowed Bride
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The Hart Industries boardroom smelled faintly of citrus polish and money that had never known risk.

Caspian Hart stood at the head of the table with his jacket unbuttoned, one hand braced flat against the glass surface. The skyline behind him stretched sharp and glittering, a view chosen decades ago to intimidate men who needed reminding where power lived. He let the silence settle—not because he needed time to think, but because silence made people speak carelessly.

Across from him, his uncle Lawrence cleared his throat.

“We’re not saying you’ve failed,” Lawrence began, folding his hands in a careful imitation of patience. “We’re saying the optics are... fragile.”

Caspian turned his head just enough to acknowledge him. “Fragile is another word for scared,” he said. His voice was even. Practiced. “Which one are you?”

A murmur moved around the table. Someone shifted a chair leg. Another board member glanced down at his tablet, pretending to read figures that had already been memorized.

“The market doesn’t respond to bravado,” Lawrence said. “It responds to stability. Predictability. You’re thirty in six months, Caspian. Unmarried. No heirs. No—”

“No wife,” Caspian finished for him. “You can say it.”

Lawrence’s smile tightened. “There’s a bylaw for a reason.”

Caspian straightened and buttoned his jacket, a small, deliberate movement. “There’s also a golden-vote clause that activates once shareholder confidence is secured. Which I would have mentioned earlier, if this meeting weren’t so transparently theatrical.”

“That clause,” Lawrence said, leaning forward now, “requires confidence. And confidence requires proof.”

“Proof of what?” Caspian asked, already knowing the answer.

“That you are not a risk,” another uncle cut in. “That Hart Industries is not run by a man who might wake up tomorrow and decide to sell it to spite his family.”

Caspian smiled then, slow and sharp. “If I wanted to spite you,” he said, “you’d already be unemployed.”

The meeting ended ten minutes later with nothing resolved and everything threatened.

By the time Caspian stepped into the private elevator, his jaw ached from holding itself in place.

He didn’t exhale until the doors slid shut.

His phone buzzed as the car descended.

JULIAN: You look like you’re about to kill someone.

JULIAN: Please say it’s not me.

Caspian loosened his tie with one tug.

CASPIAN: Drinks. Tonight.

Three dots appeared.

JULIAN: My place?

Caspian hesitated only a second before answering.

CASPIAN: Fine.

Julian Rivera’s apartment smelled like espresso and citrus cleaner, the windows thrown open despite the chill. It was the kind of place that looked lived in without being messy—nothing ornamental, everything deliberate.

Caspian recognized it as a reflection of his friend.

Julian handed him a glass without asking. “You didn’t even pretend to smile at the press downstairs.”

“I’m not in the mood to perform,” Caspian said, taking a swallow. The liquor burned clean. Necessary.

“That’s new.” Julian leaned back against the counter, watching him. “What happened?”

Caspian stared at the city through the window. “They’re laying groundwork.”

“For what?”

“For removing me.”

Julian went still. “They can’t.”

“They can if they convince shareholders I’m unstable,” Caspian said. “Or incomplete.”

Julian frowned. “Incomplete how?”

Caspian finally turned. “Guess.”

The realization hit slowly. Then Julian swore. “They’re not serious.”

“Oh, they are.” Caspian set the glass down untouched now. “They want a wife. A visible one. A reassuring one.”

Julian scrubbed a hand through his hair. “That’s insane. This isn’t the 1950s.”

“It is when money’s nervous.”

Silence stretched. Julian’s eyes dropped to the counter, then lifted again with something cautious in them.

“No,” he said flatly.

Caspian’s gaze sharpened. “I didn’t propose anything yet.”

“You don’t have to,” Julian replied. “Whatever plan you’re forming—I don’t like it.”

Caspian stepped closer, voice lowering. “I need someone unassailable. No history with the board. No ties they can twist. Someone who won’t panic under pressure.”

Julian’s shoulders tensed. “You are not dragging an innocent woman into this circus.”

“She wouldn’t be innocent,” Caspian said. “She’d be compensated. Protected. And gone when it’s over.”

Julian laughed once, sharp and humorless. “You make it sound so clean.”

Caspian met his eyes. “It would be.”

Julian looked away first.

“Don’t,” he said quietly. “Don’t even think about her.”

Caspian’s expression didn’t change, but something inside him shifted—slow, heavy, undeniable.

“She’s back, isn’t she?” Caspian asked.

Julian froze.

That was answer enough.

Emma Rivera stood in the center of the ballroom with her clipboard tucked under her arm, mentally reorganizing a seating chart that refused to make sense.

“Move the Armitages two tables left,” she said into her headset. “They hate being near mirrors. And someone please tell catering that ‘light appetizers’ does not mean raw vegetables arranged like an apology.”

The junior coordinator nodded frantically and ran.

Emma exhaled through her nose and surveyed the room. Chandeliers. Gold accents. The kind of event she’d once dreamed of planning—before she’d learned how easily luxury could swallow you if you weren’t careful.

She adjusted the cuff of her blazer and forced her shoulders back. Confidence wasn’t something you waited for. It was something you wore until it stuck.

Her phone vibrated.

JULIAN: Are you busy?

She stared at the name longer than necessary before replying.

EMMA: Always. What’s wrong?

Three dots. Gone. Back again.

JULIAN: Where are you?

She hesitated, then typed the venue.

Ten minutes later, she was checking place cards when she felt it.

That subtle shift in the room. The pull of attention.

Emma looked up—and the world narrowed.

Caspian Hart stood just inside the ballroom doors, dark suit immaculate, expression unreadable. He hadn’t changed.

That was the problem.

Her grip tightened on the clipboard. Heat crawled up her neck, familiar and unwelcome.

“Emma.”

Julian’s voice was close now, tense.

She didn’t look at him. “You could have warned me.”

“I tried to stop him,” Julian said. “He wouldn’t listen.”

Caspian approached with unhurried certainty, eyes already on her. When he stopped a few feet away, he inclined his head slightly.

“Ms. Rivera,” he said. Polite. Distant. As if he’d never known the sound of her laughter.

Her mouth curved, sharp and controlled. “Mr. Hart. Are you lost, or are you about to disrupt my event?”

A flicker crossed his eyes—interest, perhaps. Or recognition.

“Neither,” he said. “I’m here to make you an offer.”

Her pulse jumped. She hated that it did.

Emma crossed her arms. “I don’t work for free.”

His gaze dropped to her hand—bare. Then back to her face.

“This one,” Caspian said calmly, “will change your life.”

Something cold settled in her chest.

She held his stare and didn’t blink.

“Then,” Emma replied, “you should probably start with the truth.”

Caspian’s lips curved—not into a smile, but something sharper.

“I intend to,” he said. “Over dinner. Tonight.”

The chandelier lights glinted off his cufflinks like a warning.

Emma realized, with sudden clarity, that whatever he was about to ask would not allow her to walk away untouched.

And worse—

Part of her already knew she wouldn’t say no.
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Chapter Two

The Shape Of A Deal
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The restaurant Caspian chose did not announce itself.

No sign. No velvet rope. Just a narrow door set into limestone and a man in a dark coat who glanced once at Caspian’s face before stepping aside. Emma noticed that—noted it the way she noted exits, power dynamics, the way women were spoken over in rooms like these.

She followed Caspian down a short corridor that opened into soft gold light and low conversation, the air warm with butter and wine and money that did not need to be loud.

“This place is discreet,” Emma said as they walked. “Which means whatever you’re about to say isn’t.”

Caspian didn’t slow. “You were always good at reading rooms.”

She stopped.

He took two more steps before realizing she wasn’t beside him anymore. When he turned, she was standing very straight, her expression locked down so tightly it almost hurt to look at.

“Don’t,” Emma said. “You don’t get to say things like that as if we’re old friends.”

His gaze held hers. Something unreadable moved behind it. Then he inclined his head again, just slightly.

“You’re right,” he said. “That was careless.”

It wasn’t an apology. It was an adjustment.

They were seated at a corner table that felt deliberately shielded, the city visible through a wall of glass that dulled the outside world into abstraction. Caspian waited until water was poured, menus withdrawn, silence settled.

Emma folded her hands on the table. Her knuckles were white.

“You have ten minutes,” she said. “Then I’m going back to my event.”

“Eight,” Caspian replied. “You left early because the client’s wife was drunk and crying in the restroom. The rest of the night is damage control, not planning.”

Her fingers curled.

“Six,” she said coolly.

Caspian leaned back in his chair, unbothered. “I need a wife.”

There it was. No preamble. No softening.

Emma let out a short, incredulous laugh that carried more edge than humor. “You tracked me across the city to say that?”

“Yes.”

She pushed her chair back an inch. “I assume this is where I’m supposed to choke on my water.”

“You won’t,” he said. “You don’t like spectacle when it’s about you.”

Her jaw tightened. “You don’t know me.”

“I know enough,” Caspian replied. “I know you left this city because you were humiliated. I know you rebuilt yourself somewhere quieter. I know you came back with a business instead of an apology tour. And I know the board of Hart Industries would never expect me to choose you.”

The words landed carefully, like chess pieces.

Emma stared at him. “Congratulations,” she said. “You’ve been stalking me.”

“I’ve been paying attention,” he corrected. “There’s a difference.”

Her laugh this time was hollow. “And this—” she gestured between them “—is what? Charity?”

“No,” Caspian said. “It’s strategy.”

She stood.

The chair legs scraped softly against the floor. Nearby conversations continued, oblivious. Emma reached for her clutch with steady hands.

“I told you ten minutes,” she said. “You’ve used five, and somehow still managed to insult me twice.”

Caspian didn’t move. “Sit down.”

Her eyes flashed. “You don’t give me orders.”

He nodded once. “That’s fair.”

The waiter appeared with wine. Caspian accepted his glass without looking away from Emma. She hesitated—then sat again, sharply, as if daring him to say something else wrong.

“Finish,” she said.

Caspian leaned forward now, forearms resting on the table. The lighting caught the hard planes of his face, the faint shadow at his jaw. He looked tired. Controlled. Like a man holding a lid on something volatile.

“This would be a legal marriage,” he said. “Public. High visibility. Duration: one to two years. You would attend events. Present stability. In exchange—”

“In exchange,” Emma cut in, “I sell myself to your family so they’ll stop treating you like a liability.”

His mouth curved faintly. “You frame things dramatically when you’re angry. You always did.”

Her fingers dug into her palm. “You don’t get to remember things about me.”

“Too late,” he said.

The moment stretched.

“In exchange,” Caspian continued, “I invest in your agency. Not quietly. Publicly. I place you in rooms you’ve been locked out of. You gain clients you couldn’t access otherwise. Your debt—if any—disappears.”

Emma’s lips parted before she could stop them. She snapped them shut.

He saw it. Of course he did.

“You don’t know my finances,” she said.

“I know enough,” Caspian replied calmly. “Scaling costs money. Credibility costs leverage. You’ve been very good at making less look like more.”

She swallowed.

“That’s not love,” she said tightly. “That’s a transaction.”

“Yes,” he said, unflinching. “That’s the point.”

Her laugh was brittle. “You once rejected me at a party full of strangers and now you want me to play your wife on the same stage.”

Caspian’s expression darkened—not with guilt, but with focus.

“I was wrong that night,” he said.

Emma stilled.

“I was careful,” he continued. “And careless. You deserved privacy. I gave you distance instead.”

Her throat tightened despite herself. She forced a shrug. “Ancient history.”

“History tends to repeat itself when you pretend it didn’t happen,” Caspian said.

She pushed her wine away untouched. “Let’s be clear. You don’t want me. You want what I represent.”

“Yes,” he said. Then, after a beat, “And I want someone who won’t disappear when things turn ugly.”

That hit closer than she liked.

“And why me?” she demanded. “Why not some perfectly groomed socialite who’s trained for this circus?”

Caspian’s gaze held hers, steady and unyielding.

“Because they would enjoy it,” he said. “And you would survive it.”

Silence pressed in.

The city lights shimmered behind him. Emma’s pulse thudded in her ears, loud and traitorous.

“And the rules?” she asked finally.

He didn’t hesitate. “No humiliation. No affairs. No children. You keep creative control over any joint branding, appearances, or narrative management. If you say something makes you uncomfortable, we course-correct.”

“And when this ends?” she said.

“It ends cleanly,” Caspian replied. “You walk away with your reputation enhanced and your company intact.”

She searched his face, looking for the catch.

“And your board?” Emma asked. “They won’t tear me apart?”

Caspian’s jaw flexed. “I won’t allow it.”

“That’s not the same thing,” she said.

A flicker crossed his eyes. Something sharp and dark.

“I know,” he said quietly.

Emma leaned back, crossing her arms. Her mind raced—numbers, risks, nights she’d gone home exhausted and scared she’d never break through no matter how hard she worked.

“And the bed?” she asked suddenly.

His gaze snapped back to her, intent.

“What about it?”

“Do we share one?” she pressed. “Or do we perform separation for the cameras and distance for our sanity?”

Caspian studied her for a long moment. “We decide that together.”

That answer unsettled her more than any other.

She stood again, slower this time.

“I need time,” she said. “This isn’t something you spring on someone like a menu special.”

Caspian rose as well. He was taller than she remembered. Or maybe she was just more aware now.

“You have forty-eight hours,” he said. “After that, the board forces my hand.”

“And if I say no?”

His eyes locked on hers.

“Then I find someone else,” Caspian said. “And they won’t be as protected as you would be.”

That sounded less like a threat and more like a warning.

Emma turned and walked away without looking back, her heels steady even as her chest burned.

Behind her, Caspian watched her go, his fingers curling around the untouched stem of his wineglass.

For the first time since the board meeting, something like uncertainty settled under his ribs.

And for the first time in years, Emma Rivera walked into the night knowing that the life she had fought to build might hinge on a single, dangerous word.

Yes.
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Chapter Three

When Love Becomes A Clause
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Emma did not go home.

She walked.

Past storefronts already dark, past doormen who pretended not to see her pacing, past couples leaning into each other with the careless intimacy of people who did not measure every decision in consequences. The night air was cold enough to sting her cheeks, and she welcomed it. It gave her something physical to focus on besides the way Caspian Hart’s voice still echoed in her head—controlled, certain, as if the world rearranged itself to meet his expectations.

You would survive it.

He had said that like a compliment.

Her phone buzzed in her hand.

JULIAN: Where are you?

She stopped under a streetlight, the glow turning the pavement into dull gold.

EMMA: Walking.

Three dots appeared immediately.

JULIAN: Don’t do that thing where you disappear into your head.

JULIAN: Come upstairs.

She stared at the screen, then typed.

EMMA: Did you know?

The reply took longer.

JULIAN: I knew he was desperate.

JULIAN: I didn’t know he’d choose you.

That wasn’t an answer so much as an evasion. Emma exhaled hard and turned toward her brother’s building.

Julian’s apartment felt different now. Smaller. Less safe.

Emma kicked off her shoes and dropped onto the couch, curling her legs under herself as if she could make her body take up less space. Julian hovered near the kitchen, clearly torn between hovering and giving her room.

“Well?” he asked finally.

She tipped her head back against the cushion and stared at the ceiling. “He wants to marry me.”

Julian rubbed a hand over his face. “I tried to tell him it was a terrible idea.”

“That’s comforting,” she said dryly. “Did you explain to him exactly why it was terrible?”

“Yes,” Julian snapped. Then softer, “Because he doesn’t love you. And because you once loved him enough to run away.”

Emma’s fingers curled into the fabric of the couch. “I didn’t run away because of him.”

Julian looked at her. “No?”

“I ran away because I realized I was invisible,” she said. “And I hated the version of myself that stayed quiet hoping someone like him would notice.”

Julian sat across from her. “And now?”

She laughed without humor. “Now he’s noticed. And it feels worse.”

Silence settled between them, heavy and familiar.

“He’s not wrong about the board,” Julian said eventually. “They’ll destroy anyone they see as leverage.”

“Then why does he want me anywhere near them?” Emma asked.

“Because he thinks he can control it,” Julian replied. “He always does.”

Emma closed her eyes. The image rose unbidden—Caspian leaning forward at that table, gaze steady, like chaos itself would bend if he stared long enough.

“And if he can’t?” she asked quietly.

Julian didn’t answer.

The contract arrived the next morning.

Not by email. By courier.

Emma stared at the thick envelope on her kitchen counter like it might explode. Heavy paper. Embossed seal. Hart Industries’ legal team did nothing halfway.

She poured herself coffee she didn’t want and slit the envelope open with the edge of a spoon.

The document was... thorough.

Term length. Appearances. Media obligations. Financial disclosures. A public narrative drafted in language that sounded warm while saying nothing at all. There were pages devoted to her agency alone—investment terms that made her throat tighten, protections she hadn’t known she could ask for.

And then there were the clauses that made her sit back in her chair.

No reproductive expectations.

Creative autonomy.

Mutual veto over public statements.

A line item that read: In the event of reputational threat to Party B, Party A assumes full legal and financial liability.

Emma read that one twice.

Her phone rang.

She didn’t need to look to know who it was.

“Yes,” she said.

“You received the contract,” Caspian said.

“That’s not a question.”

“No,” he agreed.

She turned a page. “Your lawyers are very confident.”

“They should be.”

“And you?” Emma asked. “Are you confident too?”

There was a pause. Not long. Barely a breath.

“Confident enough,” he said.

She scoffed. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s an honest one,” Caspian replied. “Which is more than you were given the first time you trusted me.”

Her grip tightened on the phone. “You don’t get to use that.”

“I get to acknowledge it,” he said. “I get to do better.”

Emma leaned against the counter, the cool stone grounding her. “Why is there a clause that shifts liability to you if I’m targeted?”

“Because if they come for you,” Caspian said calmly, “they’ll do it through me. And I won’t pretend otherwise.”

Her chest tightened.

“And if the threat is you?” she asked.

Silence.

Then, softly, “Then you’re protected from that too.”

She closed her eyes. “You can’t protect me from yourself.”

“No,” Caspian said. “But I can make sure the damage isn’t permanent.”

She laughed, breathless. “You hear yourself, right? This is insane.”

“Yes,” he said. “That’s why it works.”

Emma slid down into a chair, the contract spread before her like a map she didn’t want to follow.

“What happens if I fall in love with you again?” she asked before she could stop herself.

The silence this time stretched longer.

“That,” Caspian said finally, voice lower, “would complicate things.”

“That’s all?”

“For me,” he continued, “complications are dangerous.”

She swallowed. “And for me?”

“For you,” he said, “they might be devastating.”

Her pulse stuttered.

“That didn’t stop you from asking,” Emma said.

“No,” Caspian replied. “It didn’t.”

She traced the edge of the paper with her finger. Thought of the agency invoices stacked on her desk. Of years spent proving she could do this on her own. Of the way the room had shifted when Caspian walked in, as if some doors only opened for men like him.

“When do you need an answer?” she asked.

“I already told you,” he said. “Tonight.”

She let out a slow breath. “You’re assuming I’ll say yes.”

“I’m hoping you will,” Caspian corrected. “There’s a difference.”

“And if I don’t?” she pressed.

“Then,” he said evenly, “I’ll respect it.”

She heard what he didn’t say.

He would still burn.

Emma looked down at the final page of the contract, at the blank line waiting for her signature.

“I’m not doing this to save you,” she said quietly.

“I wouldn’t let you,” Caspian replied.

“Then why am I doing it?” she asked.

His voice, when it came, was steady but stripped of something essential.

“Because part of you wants to see what happens if you don’t run this time.”

Emma closed her eyes.

When she opened them, the decision was already settling into her bones, heavy and unavoidable.

“Send your car,” she said. “I want to see where I’d be living.”

Caspian exhaled. She heard it clearly.

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

The call ended.

Emma stared at her name on the contract, at the empty space waiting to redefine her life.

For the first time since she’d left this city, she felt the ground shift under her feet.

And somewhere high above the streets, Caspian Hart stood at a penthouse window, phone still in his hand, knowing he had just crossed a line he’d sworn never to approach again.

Because this time, the risk wasn’t the company.

It was her.
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Chapter Four

The Penthouse
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The elevator rose without a sound.

Emma stood with her back straight and her hands folded in front of her, resisting the urge to fidget. The car was all glass and brushed metal, the kind of space designed to make silence feel intentional rather than awkward. Caspian leaned against the opposite wall, one ankle crossed over the other, jacket buttoned, posture relaxed in a way that felt strategic.

He hadn’t asked if she wanted a drink.

He hadn’t filled the space with reassurance.

He was letting her observe.

“This building has its own elevator bank,” Emma said, breaking the quiet. “Security downstairs already ran my name twice.”

“Yes.”

“Paranoid?”

“Prepared,” Caspian replied. “You’ll get used to it.”

She glanced at him. “That’s not comforting.”

“It’s not meant to be.”

The elevator slowed. The doors slid open onto a private landing that felt more like an art gallery than a residence. Pale stone floors. Abstract sculptures placed with deliberate restraint. Floor-to-ceiling windows at the far end revealing the city laid out in a glittering grid.

Emma stepped out and stopped short.

“Oh,” she said before she could stop herself.

Caspian watched her carefully. “You don’t like it.”

“I didn’t say that,” she replied. “I said ‘oh.’”

“That’s not an endorsement.”

“It’s... a lot,” she admitted, walking forward slowly. Her heels clicked too loudly against the stone, and she hated that she noticed. “This isn’t a home. It’s a statement.”

“Yes,” Caspian said evenly. “That was the point.”

She turned toward him. “About what?”

“About permanence,” he said. “About control.”

Emma laughed quietly. “You live like a man expecting a siege.”

Caspian’s gaze sharpened. “Because I am.”

He motioned her deeper into the space. The layout was open but intentional—zones rather than rooms. A living area that faced the skyline. A dining table that could seat twelve. A kitchen too pristine to trust.

And beyond a partial wall—

Emma stopped again.

“One bedroom?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Her stomach dipped, sharp and sudden.

“I thought we were still deciding that,” she said.

“We are,” Caspian replied. “But you should see the options before you set boundaries.”

“Options,” she repeated dryly.

He walked past her and into the bedroom. She followed, reluctant and unavoidably curious.

The room was quiet in a way the rest of the penthouse wasn’t. Softer lighting. Textured walls. The bed was large, low, immaculately made—unused, somehow, despite the obvious luxury.

Emma’s attention snagged on a second door.

“That leads where?” she asked.

“To a private sitting room,” Caspian said. “It can be closed off. If you want space, you’ll have it.”

She looked at him. Really looked.

“You planned for my discomfort,” she said.

“I planned for your autonomy,” he corrected.

She walked to the windows, arms folding as she took in the height, the city far below. A strange vertigo swept through her—not from the view, but from the realization that this was real. That if she agreed, she would wake up here. Every day.

“Rules,” Emma said. “Before we go any further.”

Caspian nodded once. “Name them.”

“I keep my agency name. I don’t dissolve into ‘Mrs. Hart.’”

“Agreed.”

“I don’t smile for photos I didn’t approve.”

“You won’t be asked to.”

“I don’t explain myself to your family.”

“You won’t need to.”

She turned. “And the bed?”

He met her gaze without flinching. “We share it when you’re ready. Not before.”

Her chest tightened, a confusing mix of relief and something sharper.

“And if I’m never ready?”

Caspian considered her, eyes intent. “Then the performance adjusts.”

“You won’t touch me,” she said.

“No,” he agreed.

The quiet settled again, heavier now.

Emma stepped closer, stopping just short of him. “This isn’t attraction to you,” she said carefully. “If I agree. It’s not some old fantasy resurfacing.”

“I wouldn’t accept it if it were,” Caspian replied.

“Good,” she said. “Because I won’t be grateful.”

His mouth curved faintly. “I don’t want gratitude.”

“What do you want?” she asked.

Caspian’s gaze dropped briefly—to her mouth, her throat—before returning to her eyes.

“Competence,” he said. “Honesty. And someone who doesn’t pretend this is smaller than it is.”

Emma’s pulse stuttered.

She turned away first, walking back into the main living space. The city lights glittered, unbothered by the decisions being made above them.

“How do we announce it?” she asked.

“Engagement first,” Caspian said. “Public. Controlled. We’ll leak it before we confirm it.”

She grimaced. “I hate leaks.”

“I know,” he said. “You prefer intention.”

She glanced back at him. “You’ve done your homework.”

“Yes.”

A silence settled that felt like an edge.

“And your family?” Emma asked.

Caspian’s jaw tightened. “They’ll accept it.”

“That’s not the same as approve,” she said.

“No,” he agreed. “It isn’t.”

She took a breath. Felt it in her ribs.

“Okay,” Emma said. “I’ll do it.”

His posture didn’t change, but something in his eyes did—something dark and focused, like a lock clicking into place.

“Say it precisely,” Caspian said.

She lifted her chin. “I agree to the marriage. Under the terms of the contract. With revisions if needed.”

“Good,” he said. “There will be revisions.”

Her heart thudded. “Such as?”

Caspian stepped closer now, invading her space just enough to be felt.

“Such as the narrative,” he said. “Once this begins, there will be moments you’re tested. Provoked. Pushed.”

“And when that happens?” she asked.

“You look at me,” Caspian said quietly. “And you let me handle it.”

Her instincts flared. “I don’t need a handler.”

“No,” he said. “But you will have an ally.”

The word settled between them—ally, not owner, not savior.

Emma nodded once.

“Then we’re engaged,” she said.

Caspian inclined his head, formal and final. “Then we are.”

Outside, the city continued its indifferent glow.

Inside, Emma felt the click of the last door closing behind her.

And neither of them said what both were already beginning to understand:

That pretending would be the easiest part.

The silence after the agreement did not feel settled. It felt held.

Emma became aware of the small details her body had ignored until now—the faint hum of the building’s systems, the muted city noise pressed flat against the glass, the way Caspian’s presence occupied space without movement. He hadn’t stepped back. He hadn’t stepped closer either. He was waiting.

“For the record,” Emma said, breaking first, “this isn’t romantic.”

“No,” Caspian replied. “It’s operational.”

She snorted despite herself. “God. You really do speak like a hostile memo.”

“It keeps emotions from muddying outcomes.”

Her gaze cut to him. “You think emotions are optional.”

“I think,” he said calmly, “that pretending they don’t exist is a mistake. I simply don’t let them dictate timing.”

Emma considered that. Then: “Do you schedule your breakdowns too?”

His mouth twitched. “Only the private ones.”

She shook her head and walked toward the kitchen, more to reclaim control of her legs than because she wanted anything there. The counters gleamed, untouched, like a showroom.

“You don’t cook,” she said.

“I eat,” Caspian replied. “There’s a difference.”

She opened a cabinet, then another, finding exactly what she expected—order, minimalism, nothing spontaneous. No clutter. No softness.
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