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To anyone fighting an invisible battle.


I see you.
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“It’s a crime to celebrate a day like today all by yourself,” Cal, my best friend and boss’s brother, interrupts me. Despite the rumpled state of his suit and dirty blond hair, he steals the attention of multiple waitresses who pass by our table.


I lock my phone and muster up a smile. “I’m not the one getting married.”


His eyes flicker over my face. “No, but you’re the puppet master who accomplished the impossible.”


“It wasn’t that bad.”


“Now I know something is wrong with you. Are you…sad Declan is getting married?” His voice drops lower than usual.


A laugh bursts out of me. “What? No.”


“Then what’s wrong?”


My head hangs, and a few spiral curls fall in front of my eyes. I run a hand down my dress to smooth out a few nonexistent wrinkles. The cheery lavender fabric stands out against my brown skin, making me seem far happier than I feel. “I just got an email telling me I didn’t get the job.”


“Shit. I’m sorry to hear that. I know how hard you worked on the interview presentation.”


After the months I spent working on a presentation for the Kane Company’s Human Resources department, they rejected my job transfer. It stings more than it should. While I wasn’t exactly shooting for the stars with an entry-level HR position, I had a good idea with a promising future. One that could benefit countless dyslexics stuck in a corporate rut. My plan could take the company to the next level, if only they’d give me a chance.


You can try again next time.


My smile wobbles. “I guess it wasn’t meant to be.”


“That’s some bullshit if you ask me.”


I laugh. “It’s true. At least Declan never found out. Could you imagine if I told him and then I didn’t even get the job? He would’ve never let me live it down.”


“He does tend to gloat.”


“Hence the party.” I point at the ginormous balloon arch with a massive grin.


Cal raises a brow at the flickering neon She Said Yes sign. “Understated. He’ll love it.”


I bat my lashes with faux sweetness. “I simply planned a party like he asked me to. He should have specified what kind of event he wanted.”


“Remind me to never piss you off.”


“I have a whole plan for the day that happens.”


Cal fake shudders. “Where is the wife-to-be?”


“Declan wanted to meet with her before the announcement.”


His eyes widen. “Why the hell would you let him do that?”


“Umm…because he hasn’t met her yet?”


“Exactly! That’s why it’s a terrible idea!” Cal runs his hands through his thick waves.


“You think he’s going to make her change her mind?”


“Knowing my brother, it wouldn’t take much convincing.”


“She signed a contract. It’s a done deal.”


“If you say so…” He shrugs.


“Maybe I should go check on them.” I turn toward the elevators.


Cal loops his arm in mine. “No. You’re taking the night off.”


“But—”


“You’re probably right. Declan wouldn’t risk losing it all now by doing something stupid. Even he knows when to hold back.”


“Now I know you’re lying.”


He chuckles. “Come on. Let’s go inside and wait for Declan. Just think about the way he will try so hard not to scowl and fail anyway. Hell, I don’t think I’ve seen him so much as look in someone’s direction without sneering since—” He cuts himself off.


“Since?”


He avoids looking me in the eyes. “Since forever. I’m pretty sure his dick is permanently chafed from jacking off every night.”


I smack his shoulder with a laugh. “Shut up! He’s my boss.”


“Doesn’t make it any less true. I’m surprised said appendage hasn’t fallen off from that kind of abuse.”


I let out another giggle.


“Callahan.” Declan’s voice booms.


A few stragglers scurry inside of the ballroom at the sound of Declan’s voice.


“He sure knows how to clear a room,” Cal says.


Whatever happiness I saw in Cal’s eyes dies the moment Declan stops by us with a frown. The air morphs into something cold, with Declan’s icy glare threatening to reverse climate change. His massive body blocks my view of the entire lobby. The spotlight behind him only highlights the sharpness in his features, bringing out the darkness in his eyes and the edges of his jaw.


Compared to Cal’s golden boy look of blond hair and blue eyes, Declan reminds me of the deepest part of the ocean—cold, dark, and unnervingly quiet. Like a monster lurking within reach, only a breath away from making someone his prey. From his dark hair to the permanent grimace etched into his face, he gives off a feeling that makes everyone turn in the opposite direction.


Well, everyone except me. Some might say he earned my loyalty through a paycheck, but that isn’t the case. We share a mutual respect for one another that has stood the test of time. While our first few months working together were rocky, my commitment to succeeding as his assistant helped pave the way to our relationship today.


Somehow we click although we’re opposites in almost every single way. I’m a Black woman. He’s a White male. I smile and he scowls. He wakes up early every morning to work out while I wouldn’t be caught dead at the gym unless it was to grab a smoothie at the café. We couldn’t be more different if we tried, yet we make it work. Or at least I do.


I step between the two brothers. “Declan, what are you doing out here? Is it time for the announcement already?”


Declan drags his eyes away from Cal and down toward me. Most people cower under his stare, but I straighten my spine and look at him head-on like my nana taught me.


“She quit.”


I blink. “Who quit? The wedding planner?”


“No. The wife. Belinda.”


“Bethany quit?!”


Cal dares to look smug.


Declan doesn’t bother looking away from my face as he detonates all my carefully laid plans. “Yes. Her.”


“This can’t be happening.” I refuse to believe that he ruined months of my hard work. Finding him a wife willing to marry him and have his child so he could become CEO and earn his inheritance was nearly impossible.


Refusing to believe it doesn’t change the facts.


“I hate to be the one to say I told you so…” Cal says.


“This is all your fault.” I glare at him.


Cal raises both of his hands up in the air. “No! It’s not my fault my brother’s attitude is bigger than his dick.”


Declan smacks the back of Cal’s head. I ignore their bickering as I pace across the carpet, circling around them.


“You should have eloped while you had the chance.” Cal drains his glass before stealing my half-finished flute.


“Speaking from personal experience?”


Cal’s nostrils flare. His fists ball up at his sides before he takes a deep breath and lets the anger melt off him. He turns his attention toward me. “That is why my grandpa made that inheritance clause in the first place. He knew Declan wasn’t ready to become CEO and thought a family might soften him up. I mean, how can someone like him inspire the masses when he always seeks to destroy everyone around him?”


Declan’s jaw clenches. Cal raises an eyebrow in a silent taunt.


I point at Cal. “Quit acting like a child and use that big brain of yours to help us out of this mess.” Declan’s eyes are already focused on me as I turn toward him. “And you stop taking your anger out on everyone else. Your screwing up has nothing to do with Cal and everything to do with you.”


He only stares at me with that blank gaze I hate more than anything.


Cal scoffs. “Of course he fucked this up. His latest software update didn’t include a manual on how to be a decent human being.”


“You’re both hopeless,” I grumble under my breath as I grab my phone and dial Bethany’s number. It rings twice before going straight to voicemail. I call again but this time the voicemail picks up right away. “Shit!”


“No answer?” Cal has the audacity to sound amused.


“What did you do?” I hiss in Declan’s direction.


Declan picks at a piece of invisible lint on the sleeve of his jacket as if this is the most boring conversation of his day. “She wasn’t cut out for the job.”


“And what would you like me to do with that information given the fact that we have a hundred people waiting to hear about your engagement to some mystery woman? I’m all ears.”


He stares at me with narrowed eyes, and I glare right back at him with my hands on my hips.


Cal makes a loud slurping sound as if to remind us of his presence. “I’m also interested in hearing how this will all pan out. Father will be just thrilled to hear about Declan’s failed engagement.”


Oh my God. While his father is unaware of Declan’s letter from Brady Kane detailing the requirements for his inheritance, he isn’t stupid. There’s a reason he is a successful businessman after all. I have no doubt if he catches the faintest hint that this engagement is false, he will go running to Brady’s lawyer. And if the lawyer believes him, Declan could lose everything.


Think, Iris. Think. I try Bethany’s number one more time, hoping a third time is a charm. The voicemail can be heard loud and clear through the tiny phone’s speaker.


Cal whistles before making an explosion noise. “That’s the sound of Declan’s future dying.”


“Don’t you have somewhere to be? A seedy bar perhaps?” Declan snaps.


“Why pay for alcohol when I can get it for free on your dime?” Cal grins as he dangles his champagne flute in the air.


I try to tune them out as I consider my options.


What can you do? Quit once and for all?


No. I refuse to give up now. Not when I’m so close to helping Declan achieve his goal.


You could call the backup option you have, but Declan made her cry—


“You know, Iris is single.” Cal’s smile turns sinister. “She could step into the role like a natural since no one knows you better than her.”


“No,” Declan snaps.


Wait.


Yes.


Me!


It’s not like I have much stopping me from stepping in as a substitute. With no boyfriend to speak of or prior commitments, I could easily replace Bethany.


Just because you can doesn’t mean you should.


Well, if not me, then who? We are out of time and suitable fiancées.


I open my mouth, only to be interrupted by a squeal from Tati, Declan’s wedding planner. “There you are! I was wondering where the husband-to-be snuck off to.” Tati’s high-pitched voice echoes.


“You can’t pay for this kind of entertainment.” Cal drains my glass before leaning against the table with a smile.


“Where is the fiancée I’ve heard so little about?” Tati waves her clipboard like a magic wand.


I’m glad I withheld Bethany’s identity just in case something like this happened.


You can’t be seriously thinking about marrying him. You don’t even love him.


I don’t need to love him. It’s a contract, not a love match.


Declan cuts off my thoughts, “Beatr—”


“Her name is Tati, dear.” I press my hand against his chest. His body goes rigid, and I give him another pat in a way that says act naturally.


His dark brows pull together as he stares down at my hand like he wants to rip it off finger by finger. “What are you doing?” His words come out sharp enough to stab straight through my perfectly crafted exterior.


“Saving you the trouble of having to introduce me and explain our story.” I shoot him the sweetest smile I can manage given the circumstance.


Are you really going to do this, Iris? the voice of reason speaks up.


I don’t see much of an option here.


This is marriage! It’s not something you can just back out of when you get scared.


I shut down every thought speaking out against my plan. It’s only a few years of my life.


What about having a child?!


Well, I always wanted to be a mother.


Yeah. In five years!


At least I can get started on my five-year plan a bit ahead of schedule.


I swallow the lump in my throat and turn my attention back toward Tati. I step out of Declan’s stiff embrace before grabbing his hand. The muscles underneath his suit bunch up, visibly tightening underneath the material of his jacket.


Great. We’ll have to work on his aversion to your touch later. “Tati, I wasn’t fully honest with you when we spoke over the phone.”


Her smile dims. “Oh.”


“I was a bit hesitant about introducing myself as anything but Declan’s assistant before meeting you in person. See, I’ve been working at the Kane Company for quite some time, and you know how easily gossip spreads.”


She bobs her head as she clutches her clipboard to her chest. “Of course. I get it.”


“I was so scared of what people would think about me dating my boss, but we can’t hide it anymore. We don’t want to hide it.” My voice hitches without me trying.


Declan’s only sign of distress is the way he blinks at me twice. I’ve never seen him blink twice. Not when a deal he had been working on for two years blew up and sure as hell not when his grandfather died.


It makes me…unsettled.


I steel my spine and turn back toward Tati. “We’re ready to move forward with our future. There’s no reason to keep our love a secret anymore.”


Cal gives me two thumbs-up behind Tati’s back. Oscar-worthy he mouths before prompting Declan to smile with his two middle fingers.


Tati’s whole face lights up as she takes in our hands. “Wow! Tonight must be such a big deal for you both then, for multiple reasons.” Her eyes drop to my naked ring finger.


“Oh, right. The ring!” I swing my gaze toward Declan’s face.


The tic in his jaw is present for everyone to see.


Sorry, Declan, I’m saving you from ruining your entire future, even though it might not seem like it right now.


Declan tugs his hand from my grasp. He pulls out a platinum band with a beautiful solitaire diamond from his pocket. I’m somewhat surprised by the elegant ring. It’s nothing like the ungodly monstrosity I chose for his future wife, which only confuses me. Did he pick up the wrong one at the store? I knew I shouldn’t have trusted him with something so important, but he insisted.


Tati raises a brow in silent question, yanking me back into the moment.


“I asked Declan to hold on to it since we need to get it resized. The damn thing flew off my finger the moment I threw myself into his arms after he proposed.”


“Oh no!” Tati pouts.


Cal slides into Tati’s eyesight. “I told my brother it was a bad idea to propose in the middle of a rainstorm, but he insisted it was the perfect moment because Iris loves them.”


“I’ve never seen anyone get down on their knees quicker than him.” I wink at Tati and her cheeks flush.


Declan’s frown becomes more pronounced, which only makes me laugh.


“The man nearly tore his Tom Ford slacks in half while chasing after that ring. My brother has never panicked like that before, so it’s a good thing he found it before it fell down a storm drain.” Cal wraps an arm around Declan’s shoulder, and Declan promptly shoves him off.


“Did you get all this on video? I’d love to show it to the guests!” Tati beams.


The back of my neck heats. “Oh no. Declan’s proposal was spur of the moment. It was so romantic—” I inhale as the devil grabs my left hand, and goosebumps break out across my skin. He traces them as he drags the ring up my finger.


“Oh, look! It fits after all!” Tati claps her hands. I swear she only has two volume settings—loud and ear-splitting.


“He must have found some time in his busy schedule to finally have it resized.” My cheeks heat.


Declan pulls at the band once, testing the snugness before tucking his hand into his pocket.


I trace the diamond with a finger before giving the ring a pull. The band doesn’t budge at all. I clear my throat and force a smile. “I think it’s stuck.”


Go figure that Bethany had a smaller finger than mine. Can I catch any breaks tonight?


“In more ways than one,” his voice drops low enough for only me to hear it. Something about the depth of his voice sends another chill across my body. He steps out of my proximity, and I take a deep breath.


He readjusts his jacket. “Time to get on with this show.”


A show. Nothing more, nothing less. A fake marriage meant to save my boss from losing everything he has worked toward his entire life.


The thought sends a fresh wave of panic through me, much stronger than ever before. I try to tell myself it is only a marriage on paper, but nothing seems to ease the rapid beat of my heart.


Declan’s gaze clashes into mine as if he can sense my growing anxiety. My reality sets in like a bad sunburn, and I find my ability to breathe becoming progressively more difficult with each second that passes.


I just signed myself up to help Declan—for better or for worse.


Till death do us part.
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“I’d like a moment to speak with my fiancée in private.” The words scrape against my tongue like sandpaper.


Iris’s eyes connect with mine. They widen before moving onto Cal in a silent plea for help. While her ability to read me like a polygraph machine makes her effective at her job, it is nothing but an inconvenience now.


Cal opens his mouth. Whatever look I send his way has him backing away slowly.


“See you both inside.” He gives Iris a half-assed salute before entering the ballroom.


The wedding planner checks the time on her watch. “I’ll be back in five minutes to grab you two. Don’t disappear on me again.” She winks before entering the kitchen.





My heart beats rapidly against my chest, and I attempt to take three deep breaths to slow the pace down.


You did tell her to find you anyone with an XX chromosome and the ability to procreate. You’re the only one to blame here.


I’m beyond the point of no return. Never did I think Iris would resort to this kind of plan without so much as asking me if I would agree. It’s a terrible idea that risks everything we have built together over the years.


Calm down.


One…two…


Fuck this.


“What the hell were you thinking?”


Iris doesn’t so much as bristle from my tone, although her full lips purse from distaste. “I’m saving your ass, that’s what.”


“I’m failing to see how that’s the case.”


“Would you like me to schedule you an eye exam? I hear vision gets worse with age.” Her usual joke about me being twelve years older than her falls flat.


My eyes narrow into slits. “Don’t test me.”


“And don’t you dare look at me that way.” She places a brown hand on her hip like a battle stance. The diamond on her finger stands out against her darker skin, drawing my attention to it. “If I didn’t step in then you would have had to explain to a room full of a hundred guests why there’s no blushing bride-to-be. What would you tell everyone? That she got lost in the mail?”


“No.” I grind my teeth together. “Although a mail-order bride seems like a better alternative at the moment.”


Her dark eyes damn near twinkle. “Face it. You’ve run out of time and options.”


“Clearly.” I give her a once-over glance.


Something flashes behind her eyes before disappearing. She lifts her chin ever so slightly in defiance while staring me straight in the eyes. “Way to make a girl feel special.”


“Special is the last word I would use to describe you.” It feels far too generic for someone like her.


She lets out a groan as she throws her hands in the air. “I don’t know why I thought this was a good idea.”


“That makes two of us. What exactly is your motive here?”


“I like you enough to want to save you from yourself. I’m sure it must be a chemical imbalance of some kind, so my therapist will be hearing all about this on Monday.”


I blink at her. “Don’t tell me you’re marrying me out of the goodness of your heart?”


Her dark brows pull together, and she stands taller. “So what if I am?”


“Cut the act. Those ideas only exist in Dreamland films.”


Her lips part. “I’m not acting, although your reaction makes me wish I was.”


Something about this whole thing isn’t sitting right. Why would Iris suddenly volunteer to be my wife after months of searching for a perfect candidate?


Because she didn’t want to see you marry someone else, the smallest voice in my head speaks up.


She couldn’t… No. There’s no way.


Or could it be?


That could explain her erratic behavior. I follow her gaze, finding her staring at the engagement ring. She traces the round edge of the diamond slowly. Dare I say reverently.


Oh fuck.


Attraction is one thing. Infatuation is a whole other deadly game I have no interest in playing anytime soon.


My molars smash together. “Are you doing all this because you’re secretly in love with me?” The words leave my mouth in a rush. My heart beats hard against my rib cage, fighting for a way out.


Her having strong feelings besides indifference for me isn’t something I considered. Hell, I never even wanted to think of it for a hundred reasons, but most of all because she’s the best assistant I’ve ever had. Losing her isn’t an option. Especially not when she is an essential part of my plan to take over my father’s position.


The idea is shattered into a thousand pieces as Iris curls over and lets out the most obnoxious laugh. In the three years I’ve spent in her presence, I’ve never seen a crack in her sanity. Who knew all it would take is my ring on her finger to trigger a complete breakdown?


She reaches out for stability, grabbing onto the first thing within arm’s length which happens to be me. Every muscle in my body locks up, and heat travels up my arm like I’m being consumed by flames. I stay ramrod straight as her laugh turns into some asthmatic wheeze.


Rather than feel relieved, I’m somewhat thrown off by her reaction. My stomach sours at her disdain toward loving me.


You’ll always be unlovable. My father’s voice slithers through my head at the most inconvenient moments, sending a chill across my skin.


I pluck her fingers off my bicep one by one. “Are you experiencing a kind of crisis?”


“No, you fool. And I’m not in love with you.” She laughs again, making the most god-awful wheezing sound every time she inhales. “I’m doing this because we’re friends.”


“I will never be your friend.” And I never want to be.


Her lips pull into a frown. “Liar. Friends help friends when they’re sick.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“Remember the time I had the flu?”


I cross my arms. “I’m still not entirely convinced that was the case.”


“So you do remember!” Her laugh turns into a raspy cough.


“Only because I had to hire a clean-up crew to ensure every square inch of the place was scrubbed down.”


“Fine. What about the time I helped you when you got drunk on a business trip?”


“I never wanted your assistance.”


“You were tripping over your own feet and asking me to introduce you to my twin you didn’t know about.”


My tolerance for vodka is right up there with my tolerance toward people—nonexistent.


“Drunk you is so much nicer. You asked me to tuck you into bed and sing you a lullaby.”


“Now I know you’re lying. You’re one of the worst singers I know.” My lips threaten to curve into a smile, but I settle on a grimace instead.


She throws her hands in the air. “Okay, fine. I lied. But I wouldn’t have said no if you asked! Because friends help other friends.”


I’m tempted to pay any price for the word friends to be erased from dictionaries everywhere. I don’t have them. I don’t want them. And I don’t want to be them, especially not hers.


Her raspy laugh turns into a fit of coughs. Before I can stop myself, I grab her tiny purse from the table and shove it into her hands. “Fix that god-awful sound.”


She sifts through her bag to find her inhaler. “Concerned about my well-being?”


“Solely for a self-serving purpose.”


“Of course. How could I forget.” She smiles around the opening of the dispenser before breathing in the medication.


“Let’s get a few things straight.”


Her brows pull together, and her mouth opens, but I silence her. “Any kindness I showed to you in the past is strictly out of respect for you as my assistant. I don’t waste my time on something as pointless as friendship, so if you believe there was anything platonic between us, that falls on you, not me.”


Unlike most women who weep in my presence, Iris only shrugs from my harshness. “Silly me for believing you actually could possess any feelings besides disdain toward anyone else. I can assure you it won’t happen again.”


“I don’t feel anything besides a burning desire to achieve my end goal.”


She sighs. “There’s more to life than destroying your father.”


I ignore her as I check my watch, noting we’re running out of time. “I need to set some ground rules now.”


“Rules.” Her eyes widen to their limits.


“Every look.” The unsteady beat of my heart floods my ears. Her breath catches in her throat as I cup her cheek. My thumb strokes her soft skin, rubbing back and forth like I could brand my name with touch alone. “Every touch.”


Her eyes shut. Every cell of my body burns to retract myself. To put some distance between us because I shouldn’t touch her like this. It blurs too many lines. But I’m useless as I breathe in her coconut scent, and my lungs protest the invasion. “Every single kiss…is nothing but a lie.” My lips brush over the corner of her mouth, and my body feels as if it has been struck with jumper cables.


Her eyes snap open as I pull away, a storm clearly brewing in her head. I pocket my hands, appearing unfazed while her chest rises and falls with each ragged breath she releases.


“You—I—wha—” Her speech is as jumbled as her thoughts. I should feel flattered at my ability to incapacitate her, but it throws me off more than anything. My touch shouldn’t cause that kind of reaction. Not if she was honest when she said she was only doing this because she considers me a friend.


I seek to gain control over the situation again. To throw up some semblance of a barrier around myself. “There is nothing I won’t do to earn my inheritance. Remember that when you forget this is only a game to me.”


Her mouth opens, but she’s cut off by that shrill voice that will haunt me forever.


“All right, you two. The guests are getting antsy to meet the future Mr. and Mrs.” The wedding planner interrupts us. She points her clipboard toward the entrance to the ballroom like a military commander.


“Are you ready?” Iris latches onto my hand. Her smile is a watered-down version of the one she offered Cal earlier.


I remain silent, knowing anything that comes out of my mouth will only be a lie.
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“Everyone, please put your hands together for the future Mr. and Mrs. Kane.”


My eyes widen at the DJ’s announcement.


So this is how we’re going to do it? Just like that?


You’re the one who planned it that way. I mentally kick myself for the obnoxious engagement party. If I had known I would be the one at the center of everyone’s attention, I would have gone with a simple social media announcement.


My knees wobble as I scan the audience. I straighten my legs together to stop myself from falling over. The number of designer clothes all packed into one room is ungodly, and the fake smiles on their faces have my skin itching.


Declan’s eyes collide with mine. It’s reflexive at this point, with a single look sharing a hundred words.


“Deep breath.” He grabs my left hand, and the heat of his palm seeps into my skin. It’s unsettling how he can tell I’m anxious without me ever expressing it.


You’ve been working for him for three years. Of course he can tell when you’re nervous.


“Iris and I are getting married at the end of the month.”


The end of the month? That’s in two weeks!


The music stops. Someone coughs. A waiter drops their tray.


We’re surrounded by an array of reactions, each one more shocked than the next. I don’t blame them. I thought Declan and I had a month to sort out our engagement, but now we only have two weeks.


The silence is deafening. My stomach threatens to dump its contents on the shiny marble floor, but somehow, I swallow back the acid crawling up my throat.


You got this.


“Surprise!” I beam, hoping to counteract Declan’s less than exciting display. I rip my hand out of his and throw it up so everyone can see my engagement ring. A million colors bounce off the diamond, drawing everyone’s attention toward the symbol of my impending doom.


“Welcome to the family, Iris.” Rowan, Declan’s youngest brother steps out from the crowd. While most people think he looks like Declan with his brown hair and dark gaze, I find them distinctly different. Because where Rowan has some hints of humanity peeking through, Declan lacks the same compassion.


Cal breaks through the crowd and raises his drink in the air. “Family therapy is on Thursday nights. Don’t be late!”


A few people laugh, and somehow the tension eases enough to make breathing bearable again.


“One hour and we’re leaving,” Declan huffs under his breath, low so only I can hear him.


“I was going to suggest thirty minutes, but if you insist.”


He doesn’t smile, but his eyes light up as they land on me. His chuff of air is practically a belly laugh. We both know we will never make it out of here in half an hour. Not when Declan is the first Kane to get married since Seth over thirty years ago. This kind of announcement is right up there with the prince of England having a child, and everyone is going to want a few minutes with him.


Whatever response Declan has is snuffed out as his father, Seth Kane, parts the crowd like Moses. The intensity of his displeasure could make a lesser man crumble to his knees.


Mine lock into place. I’ve spent enough time around him to learn he feeds off people’s weaknesses.


Declan feigns indifference except for the tiny tic in his jaw. He’s a master of hiding his emotions, but every now and then, one appears. A small clench of his jaw. The quick flex of his hand. A narrowing of his eyes before returning to his cool gaze.


“Relax.” I lean into him and rub my hand over his pounding heart.


You’re not the only one who is nervous. Looks like Declan is more human than I thought.


“Son.” Seth doesn’t bother acknowledging my presence, as per usual. Since I serve no purpose for him, I cease to exist. Simple as that.


“Father.” Declan tips his chin.


They both look eerily similar with their brown hair and empty, dark stares. But that’s where their likeness ends. I’m sure Seth was handsome at one point in his life, but his misuse of alcohol has aged him in a way that Botox can’t fix.


“I figure some congratulations are in order.” Seth smiles at me for the first time ever. The fakeness pouring off him makes me nauseous. “My son is lucky to have you in his life.”


Yeah, right. The man knows nothing about me. Even after three years, he still calls me Irene whenever he needs to get patched through to Declan’s phone line.


“Save your display for the cameras.” Declan wraps his arm around me. While his gesture comes off robotic, I appreciate his ability to try to make this look legitimate. Try being the key word. He’s stiffer than my nana’s cocktails, and those suckers can get anyone drunk from a single cup.


“Fine advice from someone putting on quite the show right now.”


Declan’s hand grips onto my waist with punishing force. “Just because you’re bitter about love doesn’t mean the rest of us feel the same way.”


He scoffs. “You don’t know the first thing about love.”


“They say you can learn a lot from others’ mistakes, so thanks for that.”


There’s a crack in Seth’s wolfish smile. It’s so brief, I almost miss it, but the pain etched into his eyes throws me off.


Don’t fall for it. It’s not real.


“You know nothing about what your mother and I went through, and I hope you never have to experience something like that during your marriage.” Seth turns on his heel and exits the ballroom without paying mind to anyone around him.


So much for appearing like a united, happy family to the public.


Not many things can get under Seth’s skin, but the mention of his wife always does it. It’s hard not to feel bad for the man who lost his spouse to cancer. But then I remember how much of a dick he was to his sons, and all my pity is wiped away.


Someone new enters our vicinity and calls out Declan’s name.


“Let’s get this over with,” Declan mutters under his breath.


“I never thought I’d see the day when Declan Kane got engaged—” The man completely overlooks me as he slaps Declan on the shoulder and whispers into his ear.


Guest after guest comes up to us to offer their congratulations. Each one overlooks me while kissing up to Declan, which adds to the acid growing in the pit of my stomach. My only source of entertainment tonight is watching Declan fake his way through every encounter, but even that loses its novelty after an hour.


You might as well be invisible.
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THE DJ ANNOUNCES for everyone to clear the dance floor as a slow melody begins to stream from the speakers. I instantly know I’m in trouble.


Declan must pick up on it too because our eyes connect across the room. Usually I would laugh at the tiny tic in his jaw, but seeing as I’m a part of this torture, I can barely find it in me to smile. He walks across the room and grabs my hand.


“Do you know how to dance?” I ask low enough for only him to hear.


“Of course I know how to dance.” Although Declan’s face remains blank as a white canvas, the way his hand grasps onto mine in a chokehold reveals exactly how he feels about all this.


He hates the attention as much as you.


My whole body feels as if someone set me on fire. A hundred pairs of eyes pierce my carefully crafted exterior, and my anxiety only grows as Declan tugs me toward his body. One of his hands snakes around my back while the other holds on to my trembling hand with enough force to cut off my circulation.


The tips of his fingers skate across the top of my ass. Sparks shoot off my skin from the contact, and I suck in a breath.


“Stop doing that,” I say through my forced smile.


“Doing what?”


“Touching me like that.”


“You’re my fiancée,” he replies like that explains everything.


His hand retreats, and I release a sigh, only to startle when he yanks me forward so there isn’t an inch of space left between us. Breathing is officially optional at this point.


“What kind of slow dancing is this?”


“The kind that has everyone filming us.”


My entire face feels molten as I look around the room. “Oh God.”


His face nuzzles the top of my head, and I swear I’m practically levitating at this point. For someone who has no interest in being in a relationship, he is doing a great job faking it. It has me questioning everything about us up until this point because where has this man been? And more importantly, why does he keep him hidden?


Why does it matter? This isn’t even real.


The thought sobers me, and my stomach sinks with disappointment. This is nothing but an act for everyone else’s benefit. I might have gotten caught up in it for a moment, but I need to remember why I agreed to this. This isn’t a real relationship. No amount of forehead kisses or intimate touches will change that.


Stick to the program and you won’t get hurt.


I repeat the motto over and over again while Declan moves us around to the song. By the end of our dance, I feel stronger than before and ready to separate fact from fiction.


Bring it on.
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IT TAKES ME another thirty minutes of silently standing by Declan’s side before I can finally make it to the bathroom.


I cup some of the cold water from the tap and press it against my cheeks. “You got this, Iris. Don’t let them get to you.”


Easier said than done. While no one spoke to me besides a quick greeting, they were quick to assess me like a lab rat. The number of women checking out what drink I was sipping and whether my bloated stomach was due to pregnancy or pasta was astounding. I’ve never been self-conscious about my figure, but the way they were analyzing me had my skin growing hot under my silk scarf.


They don’t matter. I roll my shoulders back and touch up my lipstick before exiting the bathroom.


I take a step toward the ballroom before I’m taken off balance by someone grabbing onto my elbow.


“How much is he paying you?” Declan’s father turns me around so I can face him.


I tug my arm from his grasp. “I have no idea who or what you’re talking about.”


“I’m willing to pay you double whatever he offered to make this engagement cease to exist.”


My eyes widen. “Excuse me?”


“You can’t be this dense.”


“Make sure to speak plainly since I struggle to keep up with high concepts.”


“Obviously Declan must have been desperate if he chose you of all people.”


The audacity of this man. “I’m a lucky woman. Marrying your son is like a Dreamland story brought to life.”


He makes a noise in the back of his throat. “Don’t flatter yourself. Declan is only marrying you for his inheritance.”


“He’s what?” I hitch my voice at the perfect time.


“You didn’t know.” His brows pull together.


I’ve got him right where I want him. “What are you talking about? He never mentioned anything about an inheritance.” I will my bottom lip to tremble, and the results are miraculous.


“The only reason he put a ring on your finger is because he wants my position. Without you, he has no chance at becoming CEO.”


I blink twice. “What?”


His bitter laugh makes me want to recoil. “You can’t actually think he wants to marry you for love?”


“If not love, then what for?” My hand presses against my chest, clawing at the material of my dress as if I want to rip my heart out. If Cal were here, I imagine he would hand me a golden trophy for my performance. Maybe Declan would even give me a raise.


“What else? An inheritance. Without a wife and a child, he has no way of becoming CEO.”


“Are you serious? What is wrong with you people?” My pitch rises like I might break out into tears at any moment.


He tucks his hands in his pockets. “Unfortunately.”


“How did you find all this out?”


His brows pull together. “How I found out doesn’t matter.”


I withhold the bodily urge to roll my eyes. “Do you have proof? You can’t believe I’m dumb enough to take your word over my fiancé’s?”


His eyes narrow ever so slightly as if to tell me yes, he thought I was that dumb. At least his assumptions about me make this whole conversation that much more victorious.


“He and I had a discussion about all of this when he sought out my advice. I tried to warn him to not go through with this, but he didn’t listen.”


Boom. I catch him right where I want him. There is no way Declan would ever speak to his father about his inheritance, which means all of Seth Kane’s assumptions are based solely on speculation. I almost laugh at my discovery, but I’m not ready to break character yet. I’m having all too much fun playing with Chicago’s biggest asshole.


I dab at the corners of my eyes. “Excuse me. I’m just feeling so overwhelmed suddenly.”


Mr. Kane shakes his head as if he is truly disgusted by Declan’s life choices. He doesn’t have two legs to stand on given his history, but he puts on a good show. One almost better than mine. “My son should know better than to play with an innocent woman’s feelings. I thought I taught him better than that.”


I don’t even know where to start with that comment.


Don’t let him get to you. He’s only trying to scare you into calling off the marriage.


I steel my spine. “There’s only one person playing with my feelings, and I’m staring straight at him. Thanks for all the information though. I’m sure Declan will be interested in hearing all about your attempt to ruin our engagement.”


His face morphs into something straight out of a child’s nightmare. “You think you’re clever?”


“Oh, I know I am.”


“I was trying to save you from a loveless marriage, but it seems as if you two deserve each other.”


“I sure hope so, seeing as we’re getting married.”


“He will never love you. He is incapable of it.”


“If I wanted some fatherly advice from a deadbeat dad, I’d call my own father.” My dig is meant for him and all the shit he put his children through.


His jaw clenches. “This isn’t over.”


I offer him a beaming smile as a few guests walk past. “I sure hope not. I thoroughly enjoy watching you make a fool of yourself.”


I leave Declan’s father behind, stewing in the shitstorm he created.
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“YOUR FATHER KNOWS,” is the first thing I say as Declan enters the car. Harrison, Declan’s chauffeur, shuts the door before entering the private driver’s cabin.


His head tilts. “What do you mean ‘he knows’?”


“Let’s just say he and I had a heart-to-heart after he cornered me near the bathroom.”


His look of disgust mirrors mine. “Tell me exactly what he said.”


I break down the entire conversation, from the assumptions his father made to the way he offered to pay me double to call off the engagement. Declan remains tight-lipped throughout the whole thing until I finish.


“He has no evidence.”


I twist my hands on my lap. “Doesn’t mean he won’t stop until he finds some.”


“Then we will give everyone a show they so desperately want.”


“But aren’t you worried he might do something irrational?”


His eyes light up with challenge. “I’d like to see him try. There is nothing I’d like more than to tear him down once and for all.”


A shiver skates down my spine. “So what’s our plan then?”


“Our plan?”


I flash my ring finger at him. “This automatically makes you a team player.”


The muscles in his jaw clench. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into with this one.”


“If Cal’s stories are anything to go off of, I think I have a good idea.”


“Whatever Cal told you is a watered-down version of the truth.”


My brows tug together. “What do you mean?”


Declan’s lips smash together, and the silence grows between us as he remains tight-lipped on the matter.


I roll my eyes. “Well, then. While I appreciate your concern, your father doesn’t scare me, so your cautionary tales are a wasted effort.”


“You must have a death wish. There’s no explanation for your irrational behavior.”


I laugh. “Obviously, or else I would have never agreed to marry you.”
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“You’re what?!” Mom’s dark eyes go wide. She clasps her hands together to prevent herself from running them through her spiral curls.


“She said she’s engaged,” Nana replies loudly before slurping on her coffee. Her graying Senegalese twists shift as she readjusts her position on the wicker chair across from me.


“How? Where? To whom? Last time I checked, you said you were single!” The brown skin around my mother’s eyes wrinkles.


“It’s complicated.” Well, that’s one way to put it.


Maybe I wasn’t prepared after all for this kind of conversation the day after my engagement party from hell.


“Well don’t leave us waiting here. I don’t know how long I’ll have on this earth, and with the way you’re stammering, you’ll be hosting a funeral before a wedding,” Nana adds with a serious face. She’s probably the reason I could fake an engagement in front of a room full of strangers for as long as I did.


“There’s not much to plan since I’m eloping.”


“Excuse me?!” Mom’s ragged breathing has my smile falling. “No, you are not. You’re my one and only baby and I will not let you have some wedding in a back room of a courthouse.”


“What’s wrong with that? That’s the way I got married.” Nana actually sounds offended.


“Exactly my point, Mother,” Mom says.


“The location was convenient. I took my newlywed ass to Bourbon Street, and your father and I made a night of it.”


“I’m well aware of the day I was conceived. No need to rehash that story.”


I’m not sure how these two live under the same roof without me mediating anymore. “Do you both want to hear my story or are you more interested in scarring me for life?”


“Story,” they both reply.


I go off, telling them about how Declan and I realized our true feelings during a dangerously turbulent flight to Tokyo. Of how I was crying about dying in a plane crash and how Declan kissed me to make it stop. The hardest part of my lie was saying how I kept our relationship a secret for a year because I wasn’t sure how things would turn out.


It’s funny how that lie is the most believable of all given my track record with men.


“You’re trying to tell me that you’re engaged to Declan Kane? Willingly?” My mother wheezes.


“Is it so hard to believe?”


Mom stops her pacing to look over at me. “No. Not really, to be honest.”


My jaw drops. “What?”


Grandma laughs. “Oh, come on. You skipped Christmas last year to spend time with him in Tokyo.”


“I was working.”


Nana laughs. “Right. We all like to work, darling. Some more than others. And preferably more than once a day.”


I choke on my coffee. “I thought libidos decrease with age.”


“I’ve got memories to last me a lifetime.”


Mom groans. “By all means, feel free to take them to your grave.”


Nana howls with laughter.


Mom takes a seat beside me and tugs my left hand into hers. She assesses my ring from all angles. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”


I nod. “Of course.”


You’re going to hell for lying to your own mother.


At least Declan and you can remain together in the afterlife.


“This seems so…” Mom struggles.


“Out of the blue?”


“Yes.”


“It’s…special. I really do love him.” It takes all my willpower to say the words with a straight face.


She tilts her head. My mother has always gotten the truth out of me, one way or another. I bite down on my lip to stop myself from saying something stupid.


Like the truth?


Oh, shut up. I force my guilty conscience to take a back seat.


“He’s your boss.”


“I know.”


“He’s much older than you.”


“Is that supposed to be a bad thing because I only see the positives,” Nana asks.


I don’t miss a beat. “We can’t help who we fall in love with.”


Mom sighs. “No. We can’t.”


A twinge of guilt tightens around my heart like a lasso. She is the poster child of falling in love with someone she shouldn’t have, and I was the unexpected result.


She gives my hand a reassuring squeeze. “As long as you’re happy, then I’m happy for you.”


I nod my head because I’m afraid of what might come out of my mouth instead. If my mother knew the truth behind my engagement, I’m not sure she would be as supportive. She’s a worrier. I have no doubt she would be concerned about me tying myself to a man who barely likes me and a baby he doesn’t want. She would want more for me than to follow in her footsteps.


My anxious thoughts are intensified as Nana opens her mouth and asks, “So, when do we get to meet him?”
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I OPEN MY front door to find Cal leaning against the frame.


“You’ve been avoiding me,” he says.


“More like I’ve been dealing with the fallout of my actions.” I give Cal some room to enter my apartment. He instantly makes the space feel ten times smaller. While my apartment isn’t much, it’s all mine after years of hard work and people doubting me.


He navigates through the minefield of potted plants before dropping onto my worn leather couch. “Why did you do it?”


I take a seat across from him and tuck my knees against my chest. “Because I’m stupid.”


“How did you go from breaking up with every boyfriend you had before things got ‘too real’ to agreeing to marry my brother?”


“When you put it that way, it does sound a bit out of character.”


He laughs. “What happened to swearing off men forever?”


“Well, forever does seem like a long time when you think about it…”


“Says the woman who thought an ex-boyfriend buying her a spare toothbrush was ‘moving too fast.’”


“This is different.” Sure, my relationship history isn’t the prettiest. I’m always the one to bow out before things get real because fear makes me act first and have regrets later. My patterns aren’t the healthiest, but they’ve prevented me from ever turning into my mother. Because while I love her, growing up witnessing her abusive marriage to my father turned me off from ever putting myself in that position. To love means to lose more than I’m willing to part with.


Cal yanks me out of my head. “Oh, it’s different all right. You’re getting married. And having a baby. As in you are going to make me an uncle.”


My stomach rolls. “I know it sounds crazy—”


“That’s because it is crazy.”


I throw my hands up. “Then why did you encourage it?”


“Because I didn’t think you would actually go through with it!”


My jaw drops open, but no words make it out.


He sighs. “My brother is the last kind of man you should marry.”


A tightness in my chest grows. “Why?”


“Because he will hurt you. It’s second nature for him, and it’s only a matter of time before you get caught up in the crosswinds.”


“It’s sweet of you to worry, except our relationship is nothing but a contractual agreement. There won’t be an opportunity for him to hurt me.”


That’s why I agreed to this whole idea in the first place. If I was worried about risking my heart, I would have never said yes. But with Declan’s lack of interest in relationships and my fear of commitment, we are a perfect fit.


“You could fall in love with him.”


I laugh until tears spring to my eyes. “Declan and I could be the last two people on Earth and I would still choose my vibrator over him.”


Cal’s lip curls with disgust. “TMI.”


“It’s true!”


“Then how do you plan on having a child together?”


“With the help of someone in a white coat.” While I haven’t reviewed the contract Declan developed, I’m familiar with his expectations for in vitro fertilization.


“Having a child together creates a connection between two people that can never be severed.” A dark look passes over his face, and the ache in my chest intensifies.


I swallow the lump in my throat. “I know that.”


“I hope you know what you’re doing.”


I don’t. Not in the slightest. But instead of letting the anxiety swallow me whole, I roll my shoulders back and face my reality.


“Marriage might be hard, but I’m willing to give it my all.”


I can only hope that I don’t look back at this moment and regret all my choices.
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I spent the weekend after our engagement party drafting the paperwork, ensuring there was no way for Iris to back out of our deal.


I throw the freshly printed contract against my wood desk. The pastel pink colored pages seem out of place against the other documents strewn on the surface.


Iris looks up at me. “What’s this?”


“Our marriage contract.”


“Why is it pink?”


One would think I asked for her to sacrifice her precious shoe collection based on her facial expression.


“Someone else left it loaded in the copy machine and I didn’t know how to change it.”





A laugh bubbles out of her. “I don’t know what you would do without me.”


“Your inflated sense of self-worth is concerning.”


“You don’t have to pretend to dislike me so much.”


“Your first mistake is thinking I’m pretending.”


She only grins at the barb. “They say there’s a thin line between love and hate.”


“Not thin enough,” I grumble under my breath.


She laughs some more as she grabs the pink contract.


“Initial at the bottom of each page once you’re done reading it.” I pass her a pen.


“This contract is about as thick as the Bible.” She stares at the stack of pages with a contorted expression.


I remain silent as I lean against my desk and cross my arms. “Is that a problem?”


Her brows draw together for the briefest moment before she recovers. “No, but I’ll need to spend my lunch break reading over it.”


“Take whatever time you need but that contract isn’t leaving this office.” There is no way I would risk someone catching a glimpse of our arrangement.


She traces the front page with one finger. “Fine. But I plan on reviewing each page three times just to make sure you’re not up to anything suspicious, so don’t get annoyed because I’m eating into your precious alone time.” Her response flows past her lips without a breath of hesitation.


And she accuses you of lying.


“Spare me the play-by-play and get on with it. I have other things to do.” I take a seat in my chair, and it groans under my weight.


“If you pack on any more muscle, that thing is going to split in half one day.”


My muscles flex under my suit as I unbutton the front of my jacket. “I’m sure you’d like that.”


“Only if I catch it on camera.”


I ignore her and unlock my computer. It only takes a few email replies before Iris lets out a noise of protest.


“Is this some kind of sick joke?” Her voice cracks.


“What?”


Her eyes widen to a concerning degree. “You plan on giving me full custody of our child?”


“Is that a problem?”


“Yes! A big problem!”


“I suppose now is the time I mention that the contract is non-negotiable.”


Her chin lifts in defiance. “Then make it negotiable.”


“No.”


“Then I’ll walk.”


I don’t look away from the computer screen as I reply, “I’d like to see you try.”


She rises, throws the contract on my desk, and grabs her purse off the floor. “If you can’t be a responsible father, then I am no longer interested in helping you.”


“You can’t be serious.”


“Want to test that theory?”


Fuck. The rules of the game continue to shift without my consent, all because Iris doesn’t play fair.


She never has.


“You’re going to walk away from a hundred million dollars because of a custody agreement?”


“Money isn’t the problem. Your decision is.” She turns on her heel and gives me her back.


My control slips with each step she takes away from me. “I’ll give you two hundred million.”


She keeps walking toward the door, completely ignoring me. The sway of her hips is a silent taunt to grab her. To do something other than let her walk away from me and our agreement.


“Three hundred million.” Her step falters but she doesn’t stop until her hand grips the knob. I press the round button underneath my desk, and the door’s locking mechanism clicks into place.


She grunts under her breath. “Open the damn door.”


“Not until you sit your ass down and sign the contract.”


“No.” She jangles the knob, but it’s a wasted effort. While the safe-style locks are meant to keep intrusive people out, they’re proving themselves quite convenient at keeping my assistant in.


I sit and wait for her to tire out. While Iris might have a strong will, mine is ironclad. And with so much on the line, her giving up is not an option, no matter how much she might hate me for it.


She rests her forehead against the door. “What about what I want?”


“You forfeited your rights the moment you became my fiancée.”


“Careful, Declan. Your misogyny is showing.”


The corner of my lip lifts. “You have no leverage here.”


“Consider this my bargaining chip.” She flips me off with her ring finger.


“Cute,” I reply dryly.


“Either you listen to my conditions, or I’ll call the first reporter on my list and announce our split.”


My eyes narrow. “Are you threatening me?”


“Me? Never.” She bats her lashes. “I prefer the term motivating.”


Her brand of crazy happens to draw mine out. “You’re a pain in my ass.”


“Nope. That’s just the same old stick acting up again.”


To think I pay her more than any assistant in this building for this kind of treatment.


Because you both know her worth.


I release a disinterested sigh. “Go ahead and list your conditions.”


Her heels drag across the carpet before she drops back into her usual chair. The leather is discolored from all the years of her abuse. “I want shared custody—take it or leave it. You’re going to be a parent for fifty percent of the time whether you think you want to or not.”


“If this is your attempt at trying to use our child to get more out of me, it’s not going to work.”


Her nostrils flare. “I know this is a difficult concept to wrap your head around given the lengths people go to make you happy, but the world doesn’t revolve around you.”


“Next you’re going to tell me that Earth isn’t flat.”


Her nose twitches. “I hate when you try to be funny.”


“Why?”


“Because I like you better without a personality.” Her eyes are bright, always serving as a mirror straight into her heart.


Her stupid, bleeding heart.


“This is important to me. Like really important.” Her voice drops so low, I need to lean forward to catch her next words. “I don’t want any child to grow up thinking their parents didn’t love them.”


My fist balls up against my thigh. You had to go and tie yourself to someone with more daddy issues than you.


Her gaze shifts away from me and off into the distance as if a memory took hold. “I know what it’s like to not be wanted by a parent. That kind of feeling isn’t one I would wish on my worst enemy, let alone my own child.”


As if I could ever be a waste of space like him. I’ve heard enough about Iris’s father from Cal to know I’m nothing like him, but the way she looks up at me threatens my perfectly laid plans. I was never supposed to be contending for father of the year. I’ve learned through first-hand experience that businessmen don’t make good family men, no matter how much they might fake it for publicity reasons.


What’s the worst thing that can happen if you agree? You hire a nanny to help raise your child?


My neck grows damp as I consider the consequences of giving into Iris’s demand. I know how this works. One contingency turns into two, and the next thing I know, she will only need to threaten me with leaving to get her way. I expected it from everyone but her, yet I’m not shocked at her ability to use my weakness against me.


Disappointing to say the least.


“One weekend every month,” I speak up before I have the chance to stop myself.


She clears her throat. “That’s a good start…”


“It’s settled then—”


“But no.”


“For fuck’s sake.”


Her eyes widen at my outburst.


Rein it in.


She carries on as if I didn’t show a rare burst of emotion. “I don’t want to be stuck with all the boring stuff like homework and chores.”


“Then hire a housekeeper and a tutor. You can afford it.”


She shakes her head. “That’s not my point. We should switch off every other week so we can provide a more consistent and stable home. That way we can both be the fun parent.”


“I can assure you that I will never be described as the ‘fun parent.’”


She rolls her eyes. “Kids are simple. As long as you feed them, play with them, and memorize all their favorite cartoon characters by TV show, then you’re instantly the coolest person in the room.”


“That sounds like absolute hell.”


“At least you’ll feel right at home.”


I return my gaze to my computer. “Fine. We will swap the child every other week.”


“See, I knew you could compromise if given the chance.”


“Blackmail works wonders.”


She grins. “You would know. It’s your go-to tactic.”


If only you knew. While Iris is aware of my ability to obtain information about people, she isn’t aware of the lengths I’ll go to manipulate situations for my benefit. I always get what I want. Iris commanding this negotiation will serve me better in the long run, regardless of her current upper hand.


She lifts a finger. “One more thing.”


I don’t have a chance to object before she continues. “My mother wants a traditional church wedding.”


“No.”


“But—”


I cut her off. “We’re eloping.”


“No, we can’t. At least not anymore.”


“Let me guess, you’ll back out of our arrangement if I don’t go along with your plan.” Predictable yet effective at getting me to yield.


“What? No. But I’d really appreciate it if you work with me on this. Please.” The way her bottom lip trembles makes me regret ever going along with her crazy idea to get engaged.


I hide my surprise. “So, this is a request.”


“A big one given your view on weddings, but I wouldn’t ask you unless it was absolutely necessary.”


“You owe me one.”


Her eyes glint as she flaunts her ring in my face. “Consider us even.”


A noise of disgust gets trapped in my throat. “Sign the contract and get out of here before I change my mind.”


She slides the papers toward me. “Sure. Once you make the appropriate changes, including upping the initial payment to three hundred million dollars, then I’ll go ahead and sign it.”


You little… “You think you’re clever.”


Her smile only adds to the heat surging through my veins. “I never asked for an increased paycheck, but since you so generously offered…”


Dammit. I cover my small smile with the back of my fist. “Well played.”
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