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Zara
Monroe tightened her faded denim jacket as the brisk autumn wind
howled through Ashwood Heights. The high-rise buildings loomed like
forgotten sentinels, their graffiti-covered walls bearing witness
to
decades of struggle and survival. For Zara, these streets weren’t
just her home; they were a battlefield where she’d fought to keep
her dreams alive despite the odds.
  



 






  

    
Her
mother, Lydia, sat on the tattered couch when Zara entered their
apartment, the air thick with the smell of cheap cigarettes and
stale
regret. The small space was cluttered with old magazines, takeout
containers, and the remnants of Lydia’s scattered life. The
television blared a daytime talk show, but Lydia’s attention was
fixed on the prescription bottle in her hands.
  



 





“

  
You’re
  late,” Lydia muttered, her voice slurred.



 






  

    
Zara
dropped her bag by the door and took a deep breath, fighting back
the
frustration bubbling inside her. “Class ran late. I had to finish a
project.”
  



 





“

  
You
  and your damn projects,” Lydia snapped, shaking the pill bottle.
  “Like that’s gonna pay the rent.”



 






  

    
Zara
bit her tongue, the familiar sting of her mother’s words cutting
deeper than she cared to admit. She had long since learned that
arguing was pointless. Lydia’s bitterness wasn’t personal; it was
born from years of disappointment, addiction, and broken
promises.
  



 






  

    
She
moved into the kitchen, avoiding the chaos of the living room. The
fridge was nearly empty, save for a carton of milk and a few
takeout
boxes. With a sigh, Zara grabbed a granola bar from her bag. Dinner
could wait.
  



 






  

    
Her
phone buzzed, and she pulled it out to see a message from Mia, her
best friend and the one person who kept her sane in this
madness.
  



 






  

    
Mia:
“Don’t forget we’re meeting at The Bean Spot at 6. I’m NOT
letting you flake this time.”
  



 






  

    
A
small smile tugged at Zara’s lips. Mia’s relentless optimism was
a lifeline in her otherwise chaotic world.
  



 





“

  
Zara!”
  Lydia’s voice snapped her back to reality.



 






  

    
She
turned to find her mother glaring at her, the empty pill bottle now
clutched in her hand. “You need to pick up my prescription
tomorrow. Don’t forget.”
  



 






  

    
Zara
nodded, swallowing the retort that threatened to escape. “Sure,
Mom.”
  



 






  

    
Lydia’s
expression softened for a moment, and Zara caught a glimpse of the
woman her mother used to be—the woman who sang her lullabies and
baked cookies on Sundays. But that version of Lydia was a ghost
now,
buried under years of pain and addiction.
  



 






  

    
As
Zara left the apartment, she felt a familiar mix of guilt and
relief.
Guilt for leaving her mother behind, and relief for escaping, even
if
only for a few hours.
  



 






  

    
The
Bean Spot was a small café tucked into the corner of Ashwood’s
main street, a rare oasis of warmth and light in a neighborhood
that
often felt cold and unforgiving. Zara spotted Mia immediately, her
friend’s bright red curls and infectious laugh standing out like a
beacon.
  



 





“

  
You’re
  late,” Mia teased as Zara slid into the seat across from
  her.



 





“

  
Sorry.
  Mom’s usual drama,” Zara replied, grabbing the menu. “What’s
  good today?”



 





“

  
The
  caramel macchiato is heaven,” Mia said, her eyes sparkling. “But
  spill—how’s the project going?”



 






  

    
Zara
shrugged. “Almost done. Professor Randall said my concept was
solid, but I need to refine the execution.”
  



 





“

  
You
  mean you need to stop being a perfectionist,” Mia quipped,
  nudging
  Zara’s arm. “Your designs are always amazing. You’re gonna kill
  it at the showcase.”



 






  

    
The
showcase. Zara’s heart fluttered at the thought. It was her chance
to present her designs to industry professionals, a
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that could launch her career. But
the
pressure was immense, and the fear of failure loomed like a shadow
over her every move.
  



 





“

  
Thanks,
  Mia,” Zara said, forcing a smile. “I just want everything to be
  perfect.”



 





“

  
It
  will be. Trust me.”



 






  

    
They
spent the next hour catching up, their laughter a welcome reprieve
from the heaviness that often surrounded Zara. Mia’s unwavering
support was a reminder that she wasn’t entirely alone, even when it
felt like the weight of the world was on her shoulders.
  



 






  

    
As
Zara walked home, the streets were quiet, the usual bustle of
Ashwood
Heights replaced by the hum of streetlights and the occasional bark
of a distant dog. She pulled her jacket tighter, her thoughts
drifting to Jace.
  



 






  

    
It
had been four years since he left, but the memory of their last
conversation still stung. They had been inseparable once, two kids
with big dreams trying to escape the confines of their reality. But
when Jace got his scholarship and left for university, everything
changed.
  



 





“

  
I’ll
  come back for you,” he had promised, his voice full of
  conviction.



 






  

    
But
he didn’t.
  



 






  

    
Zara
shook her head, pushing the thoughts away. She couldn’t afford to
dwell on the past. Not now, when her future was finally within
reach.
  



 






  

    
As
she rounded the corner to her building, a sleek black car pulled up
to the curb. Zara froze, her heart pounding as the tinted window
rolled down.
  



 






  

    
A
man leaned out, his sharp suit and piercing blue eyes a stark
contrast to the gritty surroundings. He looked out of place here,
like a character from a different story.
  



 





“

  
Zara
  Monroe?” he asked, his voice smooth and commanding.



 






  

    
She
hesitated, every instinct screaming caution. “Who’s asking?”
  



 





“

  
My
  name is Adrian Blackwell,” he said, his gaze unwavering. “I have
  a proposition for you.”



 






  

    
Zara’s
breath caught. She didn’t know what he wanted, but the weight of
his words sent a shiver down her spine. For better or worse, she
knew
her life was about to change.
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The
next morning, Zara sat on the edge of her lumpy twin bed, staring
at
the business card Adrian Blackwell had given her the night before.
The thick cardstock felt expensive between her fingers, embossed
with
his name and a phone number that looked too personal for someone
like
him to give out so easily.
  



 






  

    
She
hadn’t slept much, her mind a storm of curiosity, doubt, and the
lingering unease of his sudden appearance. Who was this man, and
what
could he possibly want with her?
  



 





“

  
You’re
  overthinking this,” she muttered to herself, tossing the card
  onto
  the small desk crammed into the corner of her room.



 






  

    
Her
gaze shifted to the corkboard above the desk, pinned with sketches,
fabric swatches, and her schedule for the Solara Arts Academy
senior
showcase. The showcase was less than a week away, and she had no
time
for distractions—especially not mysterious billionaires who showed
up unannounced.
  



 






  

    
By
mid-morning, Zara was at the academy, her hands smudged with
charcoal
as she put the finishing touches on her latest design sketch. The
hum
of sewing machines and the chatter of her classmates filled the
air,
but Zara was lost in her own world.
  



 





“

  
Zara,
  that’s incredible,” her classmate and occasional rival, Janelle,
  said, peering over her shoulder.



 






  

    
Zara
glanced up, offering a tight smile. “Thanks. Still needs some
adjustments.”
  



 





“

  
You’re
  being modest,” Janelle replied, rolling her eyes. “That’s going
  to steal the show.”



 






  

    
Zara
didn’t respond, focusing instead on the intricate details of her
gown’s bodice. It was a bold design—one that combined classic
elegance with modern flair—but Zara knew it was risky. The industry
judges expected innovation, and this was her shot to prove she
belonged among the best.
  



 






  

    
As
the hours slipped by, Zara felt a flicker of pride as she stepped
back to admire her work. The mannequin in front of her was draped
in
rich, crimson fabric that seemed to shimmer under the fluorescent
lights. The dress was bold, powerful, and unapologetic—everything
she wanted to be.
  



 






  

    
After
class, Zara met Mia at their favorite food truck near campus. The
aroma of grilled cheese and tomato soup wafted through the air as
they claimed a spot at one of the nearby picnic tables.
  



 





“

  
So,”
  Mia began, raising an eyebrow. “Who was that guy in the fancy car
  last night?”



 






  

    
Zara
nearly choked on her bite of sandwich. “How do you know about
that?”
  



 





“

  
I
  was leaving my cousin’s place down the block. Saw you talking to
  him,” Mia said, her eyes sparkling with curiosity. “And don’t
  even think about dodging the question.”



 






  

    
Zara
sighed, setting her sandwich down. “His name’s Adrian Blackwell.
He showed up out of nowhere, said he had a proposition for me, and
handed me his card.”
  



 






  

    
Mia’s
eyebrows shot up. “Adrian Blackwell? As in the billionaire? What
kind of proposition?”
  



 





“

  
I
  don’t know,” Zara admitted, her frustration bubbling to the
  surface. “I didn’t ask. I just… walked away.”



 






  

    
Mia
leaned closer, her voice low. “Girl, this could be huge. I mean,
what if he’s offering you a job or something? You have to call
him.”
  



 






  

    
Zara
hesitated, the weight of Mia’s words sinking in. She hated to admit
it, but her friend was right. Opportunities like this didn’t just
fall into her lap, especially not in a place like Ashwood
Heights.
  



 





“

  
I’ll
  think about it,” Zara said finally, though she wasn’t entirely
  sure if she meant it.



 






  

    
That
evening, Zara found herself back at her desk, staring at Adrian’s
card once again. The bold, black lettering seemed to taunt her,
daring her to take a chance.
  



 






  

    
Before
she could talk herself out of it, she picked up her phone and
dialed
the number.
  



 





“

  
Blackwell,”
  a deep, familiar voice answered after the second ring.



 






  

    
Zara’s
heart skipped a beat. “Um, hi. This is Zara Monroe. You…
approached me last night.”
  



 





“

  
Zara,”
  Adrian said smoothly, his tone warm but professional. “I’m glad
  you called. I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”



 





“

  
No,
  it’s fine,” she replied, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.
  “I just… I was curious about what you wanted.”



 






  

    
There
was a brief pause before Adrian spoke again. “I’d like to discuss
it in person. Are you free tomorrow evening?”
  



 






  

    
Zara’s
stomach twisted with a mix of nerves and excitement. “I guess I
could be.”
  



 





“

  
Good.
  I’ll send a car to pick you up at 6 p.m. Does that work?”



 






  

    
She
hesitated for only a moment before agreeing. “Sure.”
  



 





“

  
Excellent.
  I’ll see you then.”



 






  

    
As
the call ended, Zara set her phone down and stared at it, her mind
racing. What had she just agreed to?
  



 






  

    
The
following day was a blur of activity as Zara threw herself into her
work, hoping to distract herself from the looming meeting with
Adrian. By the time 6 p.m. rolled around, she was standing outside
her apartment building, her breath visible in the crisp evening
air.
  



 






  

    
A
sleek black sedan pulled up to the curb, and the driver stepped out
to open the door for her. Zara hesitated briefly before climbing
in,
her nerves jangling with every mile they traveled away from Ashwood
Heights.
  



 






  

    
The
car eventually stopped in front of a towering glass building in the
heart of the city. The driver escorted Zara inside, where a woman
in
a sharp suit greeted her and led her to an elevator.
  



 






  

    
When
the elevator doors opened, Zara found herself in a sprawling office
with floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a breathtaking view of
the
city skyline. Adrian stood by the window, his hands in his pockets
as
he turned to greet her.
  



 





“

  
Zara,”
  he said, his lips curving into a faint smile. “Thank you for
  coming.”



 






  

    
She
crossed her arms, trying to mask her unease. “So, what’s this
about?”
  



 






  

    
Adrian
gestured for her to sit, his demeanor calm and composed. “I won’t
waste your time. My wife, Celeste, and I are looking for a
surrogate.
We’ve done extensive research, and you’re exactly what we’re
looking for.”
  



 






  

    
Zara
blinked, the weight of his words sinking in. Of all the things she
had imagined, this was not one of them.
  



 





“

  
A
  surrogate?” she repeated, her voice barely above a
  whisper.



 





“

  
Yes,”
  Adrian said, his gaze steady. “And we’re willing to offer you a
  substantial compensation—enough to change your life.”



 






  

    
Zara
stared at him, her mind racing. She had no idea how to respond, but
one thing was certain: her life would never be the same after this
conversation.
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