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The rain slicked down the glass like it was trying to wash the city away.

Sebastian Carrington didn’t look up from the file spread across his desk. His thirtieth-floor office was quiet, save for the rhythmic ticking of the antique clock behind him. The folder on his desk was worn, cheap cardstock with creased edges. Everything inside smelled of desperation - unpaid debts, foreclosure notices, hospital bills. And at the very center of it all: Fern Holloway.

He tapped a finger against the corner of her photograph. Blurry. Poor lighting. She wasn’t smiling. Her hair hung around her face like a curtain she was hiding behind.

Not conventionally beautiful. She still had baby fat and she was quite young. But there was something about her that made him want to see her in person. Something that made him feel protective, though he wasn’t sure what. Or why.

“The father offered to sell her to me in order for me to gain control of the property? He made the offer to ensure that I take care of his family debt and relocate them once I took over the land?” Sebastian asked without looking at his lawyer.

“Yes, that’s right,” Bennett replied. “The property passed to her when she turned eighteen. Her father had no legal right to take out the original loan without her co-signature. But the lender didn’t care.  Until the money dried up. Now the clause makes things... complicated.”

“Complicated,” he echoed, voice flat. “But it can work out for both of us. I need a wife to ensure my inheritance and I have enough money to take care of her family problems. It will be transactional.

The Holloway land was small but strategic. An ugly strip of forest clinging to the edge of a much larger development project he was about to finalize. Without that piece, permits were stalled. Investors got nervous. The project lost value. He wasn’t going to let that happen.

“And she won’t simply sell the property?”

“She refused.” Bennett hesitated. “Politely. She said it wasn’t hers to give away, even if the law said otherwise.”

Sebastian leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers together.

“She’ll have to marry me then.”

“She won’t like it.”

“Everyone has a price, perhaps her family’s well-being is hers.”

Bennett cleared his throat. “You can’t really be planning to marry a woman you have never met?”

“I’ll marry her. If not me, I am sure her father will find another man to sell her to. Better to have it be me,” Sebastian finished.

The silence was heavier this time.

“She’s poor,” he said, almost to himself. “No options. If she’s smart, she’ll see this for what it is - a way out. A chance to give her family some dignity. A chance to keep some of her dignity.”

He pushed away from the desk and stood, straightening his cuffs. His reflection stared back at him from the window - sharp suit, sharper eyes. No trace of uncertainty. That had been trained out of him years ago.

“I’ll offer terms. A contract marriage. Clean exit after the transfer. Six months. A year at most.”

“And if she says no?”

“She won’t. She needs this marriage as much as I do.”

He slipped the photo from the folder and tucked it into his coat pocket.

“She can hate me now,” he said. “But she’ll thank me later...”

He crossed the room, buttoning his jacket.

“Send the car,” he said to his secretary as he held the office door open for Bennett. “Let’s go meet my future bride.”
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“You did what?” Fern asked, horrified.

“Pumpkin, I had no choice. The bank was going to repossess everything and we would be homeless. This is the only way I could make things right.”

“So, you sold me to the highest bidder? Do you even know what kind of man he is?”

“He is a ruthless man, a businessman. He is rich and important and he doesn’t need to ask for anything. If he wants something he can just buy it. You could do worse, you know.”

“That is not the point and you know it. You sold me off like I was just some kind of livestock. How could you do that?”

“Well, Pumpkin, I was desperate. Your brothers still have a few years before they can leave school and start earning wages. You are nineteen now, old enough to marry. I figured you could marry someone rich who can take care of your needs and get us out of poverty at the same time. It’s the best thing that could happen to us.”

“Daddy, it’s my future.”

“Yes, Pumpkin. And it will be a brighter future with him than it will be with me. Please do this, for all of our sakes.”

“Do I even have a choice?”

“I already signed the contract with him and I can’t back out now.”

“So, no choice then. You keep doing this. Sign contracts that I end up having to find ways to fix. This is the last time it will happen. Do you hear me? No more debt, no more signing my life away. Do you understand?”

Her father nodded solemnly. She could see the desperation in his eyes. She could see the sadness for what he was asking her to do. She turned around and started to leave the room but her father spoke one last time.

“Pumpkin, you need to be ready. He will be here to fetch you in the morning.”

“Fine. I will ask Mom for help.”

She walked out of the room fast, before her father could see the tears that were threatening to spill from her eyes. She couldn’t think straight. Didn’t really know what to think, or how to feel. How could her father do this to her?

She headed to her bedroom and packed a small bag. She didn’t have much, so packing went fast. Once she was done, she sat down on the edge of her bed and finally let the first tears fall. What kind of father sold his only daughter?

A little while later there was a knock on the door.

Fern dried her eyes and said, “Come in.”

Her mother entered, looking pale. “Fern. Your father told me what he did.”

Fern couldn’t look her mother in the eye, so she stared at her hands, in her lap.

“What he did wasn’t right,” her mother said. “But you should try to make the most of it.”

“Make the most of it...” Fern repeated.

“Yes, Dear. Make the most of it. You are a brave girl. A tough girl. You will be fine.”

Fern let out a laugh that sounded more like a bark and then she burst into tears. Her mother rushed over to her and put her arms around her.

“Hush, Dear. Crying won’t help much. Let’s see if we can find you something nice to wear for tomorrow when your new husband comes to collect you.”

Fern nodded, trying desperately to wipe away the tears that wouldn’t seem to stop coming.

The two of them went up into the attic and started rummaging through the boxes up there. They eventually found a dress that wasn’t too moth-eaten. It was a little bit old-fashioned, but it would have to do. They took the dress downstairs and then they went into the kitchen.

“Your father says he doesn’t want to be here when the young man comes to fetch you tomorrow. He says he is going to make himself scarce.”

“Why?” Fern asked.

“I think he is scared of the young man. Seems to be worried about everything going badly.”

“Well, it’s a little late for that now, isn’t it?”

“Fern, please try to understand. Your father is trying to do right by you. By all of us.”

“No, Mom. He is just trying to get out of the hole he dug for himself. And he is doing everything without considering anyone else’s feelings, as usual.”

“Fern. Stop it. You know how bad things are at the moment. Your brothers need shoes. Surely you want to help them, even if you don’t want to do it for your father?”

Fern nodded, feeling guilty for not even thinking about the boys.

“I will do it. Not for Daddy. For them.”

“Good girl. Let’s have some tea.”

Fern sat at the kitchen table and her mother put the kettle on.
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The dress didn’t fit. 

It had once belonged to her aunt, and time had not been kind to it - or maybe the dress had simply never been kind to a body like hers. The seams pulled at her hips and refused to meet in the back. her mother had tried to pin it, but the fabric puckered in protest like it wanted to escape.

Fern stood still in front of the mirror above the fireplace, arms crossed over her middle, trying not to breathe too hard. The lining scratched her skin. One of the pins jabbed her side.

“Don’t fidget,” her mother said, voice tight. “You want to make a good impression.”

“I’m not sure I care what kind of impression I make,” Fern muttered.

Her mother’s hands paused at the hem.

There was no reply - just a silence so heavy it pressed down on Fern’s chest like a judgment. Her mother bent back to her task without meeting Fern’s eyes. The dress smelled like old cedar and mothballs, and Fern hated it almost as much as she hated the reason she was wearing it.

Outside, the sky hung low and gray, threatening more rain. The morning drizzle had turned their front yard into a patchwork of puddles and soggy grass. The porch sagged with age. The Holloway house had always leaned too far in every direction, like it wasn’t quite sure how to stand.

Fern shifted her weight, and the floorboards groaned beneath her feet.

She thought about running. About tearing off the dress and slipping out the back door in her boots and flannel. But where would she go? Even if she could outrun her mother’s voice and her father’s debts, the world didn’t have space for girls like her - girls with no money, no connections, and no armor.

The only thing she owned was the land under her feet. And soon, not even that.

A sharp knock at the door startled them both.

Fern’s mother flinched, then smoothed her apron. “He’s early.” She peaked through the curtains. Her mouth pressed into a line. “Black car. Looks expensive.”

“Of course it does,” Fern said softly. Her hands clenched in the folds of her dress. She didn’t know what she expected - a letter, a formal introduction, maybe even a choice. Instead, all she had was a name on a piece of paper her father had written in a desperate scrawl and the sick certainty that she was being traded like livestock.

She tried to picture him. Sebastian Carrington. The man who now held her future between his fingers.

Her father had said he was rich. Ruthless. Important. The kind of man who didn’t ask for things - he bought them. Controlled them. Claimed them.

And now, somehow, he owned her.

Another knock, firmer this time.

Fern’s mother turned to her, her voice low and urgent. “Whatever happens, keep your head down. Be respectful. Don’t make trouble.”

“Is that all you want from me?” Fern asked.

Her mother hesitated. Her face softened - just for a second. “No,” she said. “But right now, it’s all we can afford.”

Fern nodded. Her throat was dry. She reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, even though she knew it would fall again the moment she moved. her hands were trembling.

She crossed the room and reached for the doorknob.

Time felt thick. Slow.

The brass was cold beneath her fingers.

And then, she opened the door.

The man standing on the porch did not smile. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a coat that looked like it cost more than their entire house. His dark hair was rain-damp at the edges, but he didn’t seem to mind. His eyes were sharp, assessing - not cruel exactly, but not kind either. More like someone cataloguing her features the way he might inventory furniture: useful, outdated, in need of reupholstering.

Fern straightened despite herself.

“Miss Holloway?” he asked.

His voice was deeper than she expected. Polished. Distant.

She nodded, barely managing to keep her chin from dipping.

He offered a gloved hand. “Sebastian Carrington.”

She hesitated before placing her hand in his. His grip was firm but brief, like a contract being signed. She drew her fingers back as soon as it was polite to do so.

“I expected your father,” he said.

Fern felt heat rise to her cheeks. “He’s not... well.” She didn’t say what they both knew - that her father had disappeared the moment the ink dried on the agreement, leaving her to greet the man who had bought their family out of ruin with little more than a dress full of pins and a mother full of warnings.

Sebastian’s gaze flicked over her shoulder into the house. She imagined what he saw - peeling paint, threadbare furniture, a narrow hallway that led to too many people and too little space.

He looked back at her. “Are you ready?”

She wasn’t. Not even close.

But she nodded anyway.

He didn’t smile. “The car’s waiting.”

Fern turned once to look at her mother, who stood in the doorway wringing the hem of her apron. She didn’t move to hug her. Didn’t say goodbye.

She just whispered, “Be good,” like Fern was already gone.

Outside, the wind picked up. The air smelled like wet leaves and pavement. Fern followed Sebastian down the steps and toward the car. Each footstep felt heavier than the last.

She wondered, wildly, if this was how it felt to walk into your own cage. Quiet. Obedient. Hope clutched so tightly in your chest it couldn’t breathe.

The driver opened the back door. Sebastian didn’t look at her again until she was inside. And even then, he didn’t speak.

Not one word.

Not until the car pulled away, and Fern’s home vanished in the side mirror like it had never been hers at all.

*****
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Sebastian wasn’t sure what he expected, but it wasn’t her.

She hadn’t smiled when she opened the door. Hadn’t simpered or blinked up at him like a deer. She’d stood there in a dress that didn’t fit, shoulders square, eyes wary and watchful.

Not defiant. Not bold. Just... aware.

And more real than he was prepared for.

Now, seated beside her in the back of the car, he found the silence far more uncomfortable than it should have been. The air between them was stiff, too thick for two people who were meant to be married by the end of the day.

She hadn’t asked any questions. 

That was strange. Women always asked questions. About money. Lifestyle. Expectations. They wanted the terms spelled out. But not Fern Holloway.

She just sat there, hands in her lap, watching the rain streak across the window like someone trying to memorize the shape of her own goodbye.

Sebastian shifted slightly, resisting the urge to clear his throat.

Her profile was softer than he remembered from the file photograph. Still round with baby fat, but with a tension in the jaw that said she clenched her teeth when she slept. Her hair had come loose from its pins again, curling around her face in damp strands. She didn’t move to fix it.

She hadn’t spoken once since getting in the car.

He thought she would smell like old houses and regret, but she didn’t. She smelled faintly like lavender and something warm - bread, maybe. Or sugar.

He forced his attention out the window.

This wasn’t personal. It was a transaction. A temporary arrangement designed to facilitate a legal workaround. A signature wrapped in soft flesh and bright, modest eyes. Nothing more.

Still, something about her silence scratched at him. “I expected your father,” he said finally, just to break it.

She turned her head. “He didn’t have the courage to face you.”

Sebastian raised a brow. “You’re honest.”

“I’ve found it saves time.”

He wasn’t sure if that was sarcasm or sincerity. He wasn’t sure he cared. Except - he did. A little.

“You don’t talk like someone who’s about to marry a stranger,” he said.

“I’m not marrying you for conversation.”

That landed harder than he liked.

He let out a quiet breath through his nose. “We’ll need to formalize things quickly. My legal team is drawing up a contract - basic protections. You’ll be provided for, of course. Monthly allowance. Accommodations. You’ll have access to the property but not the accounts. There will be no expectation of -”

“I know what I’m being paid for,” she said, still looking out the window. “You don’t need to dress it up.”

That caught him off guard.

Sebastian wasn’t used to being interrupted. He wasn’t used to being seen, either - not beyond his reputation, his wealth, his last name.

He studied her.

Fern didn’t look back at him. She sat like she’d already built a wall between them and was prepared to live behind it quietly for as long as it took. There was a weight to her silence, but not passivity. It was something else. Something like dignity.

He wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Most people negotiated. Bartered. Flattered. Fern Holloway had done none of those things. She’d simply agreed, showed up, and offered him nothing beyond what was written in the contract.

And that unsettled him more than he wanted to admit. He couldn’t understand the girl. But something inside him wanted to.

“Why did you agree to it?” he asked.

Her voice was calm when she replied. “Because my little brothers need shoes.”

He blinked.

“I could’ve sent money,” he said.

“Yes. But you wouldn’t have.” She turned to face him now, eyes steady. “And even if you had, you would’ve expected something in return. This way, at least I know what the cost is.”

Sebastian found himself leaning back slightly as if she’d slapped him. Not because she was wrong - but because she was right. Bluntly, uncomfortably right.

He glanced at her again.

Not beautiful. Not in the conventional way. But not forgettable. And certainly not stupid. There was definitely something about her that appealed to him.

Maybe this wasn’t going to be as simple as he thought.

They drove the rest of the way in silence, passing from rain-slicked countryside to city streets lined with stone and steel. His large house came into view ahead of them - glass and concrete, three floors of power and privilege. It was a beautiful house. His home. He usually felt at ease there. In control.

But when the car stopped and the driver opened the door, Sebastian hesitated a half-second before stepping out.

He turned to offer Fern a hand.

She looked at it. Then at him. 
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