
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Fake Fiancée

Jenna Sahara

New releases first — jennasahara.com/newsletter


The Fake Fiancée

Chapter 1 — The Deal

Chapter 2 — Playing The Part

Chapter 3 — Not Acting

Chapter 4 — Real

Chapter 5 — The Truth

Chapter 6 — For Real

Join the Newsletter


Chapter 1 — The Deal

The coffee shop was named “Grind,” which felt a little too on the nose for my current life situation. I clutched my lukewarm latte like a talisman, the paper sleeve damp under my fingers. Across the small, scarred wooden table, Nathan Cross looked like he’d been photoshopped into the shabby-chic surroundings. Crisp blue shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbows, exposing forearms that suggested he didn’t just push paper for a living. His watch probably cost more than my entire year’s rent.

His proposal hung between us, absurd and neon-bright.

“Let me get this straight,” I said, my voice thankfully steady. “Your grandfather’s will stipulates that to receive your share of… whatever empire he built, you need to be, and I quote, ‘settled and sincerely attached’ by your thirty-third birthday.”

“Which is in nine days,” Nathan supplied, taking a sip of his black coffee. He didn’t seem to taste it.

“And ‘sincerely attached’ means engaged.”

“Or married. An engagement, with a believable partner, for the family gathering at the estate next week, should suffice. The lawyers will be watching, but more importantly, my family will be. They need to believe it.”

I barked a laugh that drew a glance from a student in the corner. “And you picked me. Riley Hart. We’ve met exactly three times. Once when I spilled a tray of canapés on your shoes at the charity gala, once when I verbally eviscerated your friend Mark for hitting on my roommate, and once… well, I don’t actually remember the third time.”

“The third time was last month, at the gallery opening. You were arguing with a conceptual artist about the merit of a sculpture that was, I believe, a welded pile of shopping carts. You called it ‘late-stage capitalist debris masquerading as profundity.’ He cried.”

I felt a flush of pride, quickly smothered. “So you want to hire me for my sparkling personality and my way with men who work with shopping carts.”

“I want to hire you,” he said, leaning forward, his blue eyes intent, “because you look at me like I’m a slightly annoying piece of furniture. You’re not impressed. You’re not trying to get into my wallet or my bed. My family, and their lawyers, will smell desperation on a paid escort or a starry-eyed acquaintance from a mile away. They need to see someone who is… reluctantly charmed. Someone who tolerates me but is clearly there for me, not the money.”

“But I would be there for the money,” I pointed out.

“Twenty-five thousand dollars,” he said, the number dropping like a stone into the quiet hum of the cafe. “For one week. All expenses paid. You play the part of my adoring fiancée at the family estate in the Berkshires. We sell the act. At the end of the week, we have a quiet, amicable ‘break-up’ after you ‘realize the pressures of my world are too much.’ You walk away with the cash. I walk away with my inheritance.”

Twenty-five thousand dollars. It was a number that could erase my maxed-out credit cards, cover next semester’s tuition for the graphic design program I’d had to defer, and leave a buffer that didn’t involve eating ramen for every meal. It wouldn’t touch the bigger thing, the debt I never said out loud to anyone—but it would buy me air. It was also completely insane.

“Adoring,” I repeated, the word tasting foreign. “What does that entail, exactly? Holding hands? Starry-eyed gazes?”

“All of the above. Some staged affection. Kisses, when necessary for the audience.”

“Kisses.” My heart did a stupid, traitorous little thump. Nathan Cross was objectively beautiful. It would be a clinical fact, like noting a well-designed building. A strong jaw, a mouth that looked like it knew how to smile but often chose not to, that tousled dark hair that probably cost a hundred dollars to look that carelessly perfect. Kissing him would be… a job detail. Like data entry.

“Only in public, or when we have a reasonable expectation of being observed,” he said, as if reading from a contract. “The performance ends at the bedroom door.”

“And the bedroom setup?”

“The estate has many rooms. We’ll have separate ones.”

I studied him. There was a tightness around his eyes, a tension in his shoulders he carried even sitting down. This wasn’t just a whimsical scheme. He needed this. The money clearly didn’t matter to him in the same way, but the inheritance did. There was a story there, a history I didn’t know. For a second, I felt a pang of something that wasn’t just sarcasm. Then I remembered my bank balance.

“What’s the catch?” I asked. “There’s always a catch.”

“The catch is you can’t tell anyone. Not your roommate, not your mother, no one. Complete secrecy. You disappear for a week to a ‘romantic getaway’ with your new fiancé. If the truth gets out, the deal is void, and I will be litigious.” His tone was mild, but the warning was clear.

“And what about… physical boundaries? Beyond the staged stuff.”

He met my gaze squarely. “Nothing happens without explicit, verbal consent from both parties. This is a business arrangement, Riley. I’m not in the habit of coercing women, especially not ones I’m paying to help me.”

There it was. The ugliness of it, laid bare. Ones I’m paying. My pride, that brittle, fierce thing, reared up. I was broke, not desperate. But wasn’t I? Desperate enough to consider this?

“I need to think about it,” I said, standing up abruptly, my chair scraping loudly.

“You have until five o’clock today,” he said, not standing. He pulled a cream-colored business card from his wallet and slid it across the table. Just his name and a number. “The family arrives Saturday. We’d need to leave Friday to settle in and… rehearse.”

“Rehearse,” I muttered, snatching the card. It felt heavy. “Of course.”

I didn’t look back as I left the coffee shop. The late afternoon sun was harsh, and I felt exposed, as if everyone on the street knew I’d just been offered a small fortune to sell a week of my life as a romantic prop.



I spent the next three hours in a whirlwind of internal debate. I called my student loan servicer and listened to the robotic total. I checked my bank account. I looked at the email from the design program, gently reminding me of the upcoming deadline for the deferred payment plan.

At 4:58 PM, I stood outside a sleek downtown high-rise, Nathan’s business card crumpled in my damp hand. I’d texted the number an hour ago: I’m in. Terms need details. The reply was instantaneous: My office. 5 PM.

The lobby was all marble and muted light. The security guard called up, gave me a pass, and directed me to a private elevator. It opened directly into a penthouse office that was more minimalist living space than workspace. A vast window wall showcased the city skyline, bleeding into the oranges and purples of sunset. Nathan stood by the window, silhouetted, a glass of something amber in his hand.

“You’re late,” he said, without turning.

“It’s 5:02. I’m fashionably punctual.”

He turned, a faint smirk on his lips. “Sit.”

I didn’t want to sit. I wanted to pace, to touch the cold glass of the window, to do anything that felt like I had agency. But I sat on the edge of a severe-looking leather sofa. He took a seat in a chair opposite, setting his drink on a low table between us. A folder sat there too.

“The details,” he said, opening it. He handed me a single sheet. It was a contract. A real one. It outlined the payment, the timeframe (Saturday to the following Saturday), the confidentiality clause, and a section titled “Parameters of Performance.”

I read it aloud, my voice flat. “The Participant shall engage in acts of staged romantic affection, including but not limited to: hand-holding, linking of arms, hugging, kissing on the cheek and mouth, and seated or standing closeness, as deemed necessary by the Client to maintain the believability of the romantic attachment for the designated Audience.” I looked up. “‘The Participant.’ ‘The Client.’ ‘The Audience.’ This is the least romantic thing I’ve ever read.”

“It’s meant to be clear, not romantic,” he said. “Clause 4b: All such acts require the Participant’s prior verbal consent in the moment. You say ‘no,’ we don’t do it. We develop a non-verbal signal for when you’re uncomfortable—a tap on the wrist twice means ‘abort, I need space.’ We’ll have separate bedrooms at all times. Your personal space and bodily autonomy are not part of the deal.”

It was so cold. So thorough. It should have made me feel better. It just made my stomach churn. “And the money?”

“Half paid into an account of your choice upon our arrival at the estate. The other half paid upon our return and successful conclusion of the arrangement. The funds are yours regardless of the outcome of my inheritance situation, provided you uphold your side of the contract.”

I stared at the numbers on the page. They didn’t look real. “I need a backstory. We can’t have met three times, twice of which involved public altercations.”

He nodded, as if pleased I was thinking like a co-conspirator. “We met two months ago. At a bookstore. You were reaching for the same volume of Frank O’Hara poems. We had coffee. It was… easy. We’ve been dating quietly since. I proposed last week during a walk in the park. It was spontaneous. You said yes because you’re madly in love with me.” He said the last part with a complete lack of irony.

“Madly in love,” I echoed. “Right. And my job?”

“You’re a freelance graphic designer. Which is true. It gives you flexibility to take a week away.”

“My family?”

“Your mother is in Florida. You’re not close. You’ll tell her you’re on a work retreat. My family is the primary audience; they’re unlikely to dig into your background beyond surface questions. They’ll be too busy judging you.”

“Charming.”

“They are many things. Charming isn’t always one of them.” He leaned back. “Do you have questions?”

A million. The biggest one lodged in my throat. “What happens if… what happens if one of us can’t do it? If the act fails?”

“Then I lose several million dollars, and you lose twelve-five. And we both have a very awkward week.” He held my gaze. “I don’t intend to fail, Riley. I’m very good at getting what I want.”

There it was again—that magnetic, frustrating certainty. I looked down at the contract. My future, my debt, my deferred dreams, were on one side. One week of playing make-believe with a human statue was on the other.

I reached for the pen on the table. It was heavy, cool metal. “I need to add a clause.”

“Go ahead.”

I wrote in the margin, my handwriting messy. “The Client agrees that under no circumstances will he refer to the Participant as ‘kid,’ ‘sweetheart,’ ‘darling,’ or any other patronizing diminutive during the performance.”

A real smile, quick and bright, flashed across his face. It transformed him, softening the sharp edges. “Agreed.” He took the pen from my fingers, his hand brushing mine. A simple, accidental touch. My skin tingled. He initialed next to my addition. “Anything else?”

“Just the obvious. I’m doing this for the money. Don’t forget it.”

The smile vanished. “Believe me, I won’t.” He signed the bottom of the contract with a flourish. “Sign here, Participant.”

I took the pen back. It still felt warm from his hand. I signed my name next to his. Riley Hart. It looked small and defiant next to Nathan Cross.

“Welcome to the performance, Riley,” he said, standing. He extended his hand.

I stood and took it. His grip was firm, dry, encompassing. A business shake. But he held it a second too long, his eyes searching mine, as if looking for the first crack in my armor. “We leave Friday at ten AM. I’ll send a car. Pack for a week in the country. There will be dinners, a garden party, casual family time. Think… elegant but not fussy. I’ll handle the ring.”

“The ring.” The word felt like a stone in my mouth.

“A necessary prop. You can give it back at the end.”

I pulled my hand away. “Of course.”

He walked me to the elevator. As the doors slid open, he said, “One more thing. We should… practice.”

I froze, one foot in the elevator. “Practice what?”

“The fundamentals. A kiss. It should look like we mean it.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. This was part of the deal. I’d signed the paper. I’d agreed to “kissing on the mouth.” But here, now, in his sterile, beautiful office, with no audience but the setting sun, it felt like a line was being drawn in the sand.

“You said the performance ends at the bedroom door,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

“This isn’t the bedroom. This is rehearsal.” His tone was all reason, but his eyes had darkened. “If our first kiss is in front of my mother and it looks like two porcupines trying to mate, the jig is up.”

Logic. It was always logic with him. I hated how it disarmed me. “Fine. A rehearsal.”

He stepped closer. The space between us vanished, filled with the clean, spicy scent of him—soap and something else, something inherently Nathan. My back was against the elevator door frame. He didn’t touch me anywhere else, just brought his hands up to cradle my face. His thumbs brushed my cheekbones, a shock of warmth.

“Okay?” he asked, his voice low.

It was the consent check. The contract in action. My mouth was dry. I nodded, unable to speak.

His head dipped slowly, giving me every chance to pull away, to tap his wrist, to say no. I didn’t. I closed my eyes.

His lips met mine.

It wasn’t a soft, exploratory kiss. It was firm. Assured. A statement. His mouth moved over mine with a practiced confidence that made my knees weak. A faint, helpless sound escaped my throat, and I felt him smile against my lips. His hands slid from my face into my hair, angling my head just so, and the kiss deepened. It was a performance, I told myself. A rehearsal. But my body wasn’t listening. Heat pooled low in my belly. My hands, which had been hanging uselessly at my sides, came up to clutch at the front of his shirt, the fine cotton crumpling in my fists. He tasted of coffee and that expensive whiskey, and a hint of mint.

He was the one who broke it, pulling back just an inch, our breaths mingling. His eyes were heavy-lidded, his pupils wide. For a second, the mask of the cool, collected client was completely gone. I saw surprise there. And heat. Real, un-staged heat.

Then he blinked, and it was gone, replaced by a look of professional appraisal. “That should work,” he said, his voice slightly rough. He released me, stepping back smoothly. “The car will pick you up at nine forty-five on Friday. Don’t be late.”

I stumbled into the elevator, my lips still burning. The doors closed on his impassive face.

In the descending silence, I pressed my fingers to my mouth. My heart was a wild drum against my ribs. It was a rehearsal, I screamed internally. A business transaction.

But as I walked out into the cool evening air, the ghost of his kiss still on my lips, the first traitorous thought whispered through my mind: What if it wasn’t?

And that was the most dangerous part of the deal. Not the fake kisses, or the shared lies, or the gilded family judging me. It was the part of me that had kissed him back not because I had to, but because I’d wanted to. That part had no place in a business arrangement. That part could ruin everything.


Chapter 2 — Playing The Part

The car was precisely on time. A sleek, black town car with a driver who held the door open for me without a word. My single suitcase, packed with everything semi-formal I owned, felt absurdly small as he placed it in the trunk. I slid onto the cool leather seat, my stomach a tight knot of nerves and something else—a simmering, unwelcome anticipation I’d spent two days trying to strangle.

It hadn’t worked. The memory of that kiss in his office kept replaying, a perfect, torturous loop. The feel of his mouth, the taste of him, the shocking heat in his eyes before he’d shuttered it away. A rehearsal, I’d told myself a hundred times. A business transaction.

But my body hadn’t gotten the memo.

The drive north took two hours, the city giving way to rolling hills and, eventually, a private road lined with towering oaks. At the end of it, the Cross family “estate” rose into view. It wasn’t a house. It was a statement. A sprawling, stone-and-timber manor that looked like it had been airlifted from the English countryside and settled into the Berkshires landscape. Gardens sprawled in precise, colorful patterns. A fountain burbled in a circular drive.

My throat went dry. I was Riley Hart, from a two-bedroom apartment over a laundromat, with student loan debt that kept me awake at night. I didn’t belong here. Nathan’s warning echoed in my head: My family is… attentive. And they have very specific expectations.

The car stopped. The driver opened my door, and I stepped out, feeling like an imposter in my simple sheath dress and low heels.

Nathan was waiting on the wide stone steps. He looked different. Still devastatingly handsome in dark jeans and a soft-looking grey sweater, but softer around the edges, less like the sharp-suited CEO and more like… a man at home. The sight of him sent a jolt through my system.

He descended the steps, a practiced, easy smile on his face. “Darling,” he said, his voice carrying warmth meant for any listening ears. He reached me, cupped my face with one hand, and kissed me.

It wasn’t the searing, exploratory kiss from his office. This was a sweet, closed-mouth press of lips, affectionate and brief. But the contact still sent a spark straight down my spine. He smelled like clean cotton and cedar.

“You made it,” he murmured against my lips before pulling back, his eyes scanning my face. The warmth in his gaze was for show, but the sharp attention was real, checking for my readiness.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I said, forcing a bright smile. My voice sounded steady. A minor miracle.

“Let’s get you inside.” He slid an arm around my waist, his hand settling on my hip. The touch was possessive, natural. My skin burned beneath the thin fabric of my dress. He guided me up the steps, his body a solid, warm line against my side.

The interior was worse. Soaring ceilings, antique rugs, art that looked like it belonged in a museum. The air smelled of lemon polish and old money. A woman in a crisp uniform appeared and took my suitcase with a quiet nod.

“Everyone’s out by the pool,” Nathan said, his hand still firmly on my hip as he led me through a labyrinth of hallways. “We’ll make the rounds, get the introductions over with.”

“Nathan,” I whispered, as we approached a set of French doors leading to a stone terrace.

“Yes?” He glanced down at me, his expression still that pleasant mask.

“My hand is sweating. Just thought you should know. For the performance.”

A flicker of genuine amusement crossed his face, so fast I almost missed it. “Noted. Just follow my lead. And for God’s sake, try to look like you’re madly in love with me.”

“Do I get a script for that?”

“Improvise.”

Then we were through the doors, into the golden afternoon light. A group of about ten people lounged on plush outdoor furniture around a glittering infinity pool. Conversations hushed as we appeared.

“Everyone,” Nathan said, his voice projecting easy confidence. “This is Riley.”

All eyes were on me. Assessing, curious, vaguely predatory. Nathan’s arm tightened around me.

“Riley, this is everyone.” He proceeded to point them out. His mother, Eleanor, a elegant woman with silver-blonde hair and Nathan’s cool blue eyes. His father, Charles, who looked up from his tablet with a distracted nod. His sister, Claudia, sharp-eyed and smiling a little too widely. Her husband, Mark. An uncle, an aunt, a few cousins whose names immediately blurred together.

I smiled until my cheeks ached, accepted a glass of sparkling water I didn’t want, and answered polite, probing questions about my “work” (freelance graphic design, which was true, if generously titled) and how Nathan and I met (“Through mutual friends,” Nathan interjected smoothly, his thumb stroking my hipbone through my dress. “I saw her across a crowded room and just knew.”).

The lie felt thick in my throat. But I leaned into him, resting my head against his shoulder, playing my part. His body was a solid anchor in the sea of strange faces.

The afternoon bled into evening. Drinks flowed. Dinner was served in a formal dining room under a crystal chandelier. Nathan’s hand was almost constantly on me—the small of my back, my shoulder, my thigh under the table. Each touch was a brand, a reminder of the strange, intimate performance we were staging. I found myself leaning into them, seeking the warmth, the solidity. For the audience, I told myself. It’s for the audience.

But when his fingers brushed the nape of my neck as he pulled out my chair, my breath hitched. When he leaned close to whisper a warning about his uncle’s boring stock market stories, his lips grazed my ear, and a shiver ran through me that had nothing to do with caution.

I watched him, this man who was my employer, my client. I watched him charm his mother, debate good-naturedly with his sister, deflect personal questions with skill. He was playing a role, too. The dutiful son, the successful heir, the blissfully engaged man. But I saw the slight tension in his jaw, the way his eyes would sometimes go distant for a second before he snapped back into the moment. He was guarding something. Himself, probably.

After dessert, Eleanor rose. “Nathan, darling, you’re in the Blue Room, of course. And Riley, we’ve put you in the Lavender Room, just down the hall. Marta will show you up.”

My eyes shot to Nathan. Separate rooms. Of course. That made sense. This was a fake engagement. We weren’t actually sleeping together.

But Nathan’s arm, which had been draped over the back of my chair, didn’t move. He gave his mother a warm, easy smile. “Actually, Mom, that won’t be necessary. Riley will be staying with me.”

A beat of silence. Eleanor’s perfectly sculpted eyebrows lifted a fraction. Claudia’s smirk deepened.

“Oh?” Eleanor said, her tone light but her eyes sharp. “Well, of course, if that’s what you both prefer. It’s just… we’re rather old-fashioned here, Nathan.”

“And I’m rather in love,” Nathan said, turning his head to look at me. The look in his eyes was so convincingly tender, so full of adoration, that my heart stuttered painfully against my ribs. He leaned in and kissed my temple, his lips lingering against my skin. “We’re adults, and we’re getting married. I think we can manage a little scandal under your roof.”

The table laughed, the tension broken. Eleanor conceded with a graceful nod.

My face was on fire. Nathan’s hand found mine under the table, lacing our fingers together. His palm was warm, his grip firm. It’s an act, I screamed at my pounding heart. It’s all an act.

Later, after more conversation and coffee, Nathan led me upstairs, his hand on the small of my back. We walked down a long, portrait-lined hallway. He stopped at a heavy oak door, pushed it open, and guided me inside.

The Blue Room. It was massive. A four-poster bed dominated the space, dressed in crisp white linens. A sitting area with a fireplace, a huge armoire, doors leading to what I assumed was a bathroom. My suitcase was already there, placed neatly on a luggage stand.

The door clicked shut behind us. The second it did, the air changed. The easy, affectionate energy he’d projected downstairs vanished, replaced by a palpable tension. He dropped his hand from my back and walked over to the window, looking out into the dark.

I stood frozen in the middle of the room, the silence swelling between us.

“Well,” he said, not turning around. “That went about as expected.”

“Your mother hates me,” I said, my voice sounding too loud in the quiet room.

“She doesn’t hate you. She’s suspicious of you. There’s a difference.” He turned then, leaning against the windowsill. The soft light from a table lamp carved shadows across his face. “You did well. Better than I expected.”

“Gee, thanks.”

A faint smile touched his lips. “You’re welcome.” He pushed off the sill and walked toward the bed, gesturing to it. “So. The sleeping situation.”

My stomach clenched. “Right.”

“The bed is king-sized. More than enough room for two people to share without ever touching.” He said it like he was stating a logistical fact. Which he was. “I’ll take the left side. You take the right. We’ll need to… establish a pattern. For the staff. They talk to my mother.”

“Establish a pattern,” I repeated, my mouth dry.

“Yes. Clothes on the same side of the closet. Your toiletries in the bathroom alongside mine. That sort of thing.” He walked to the armoire and opened it. Inside were a few of his shirts and sweaters, hung neatly. He made space on one side. “You can hang your things here.”

I moved robotically, unpacking my few dresses and blouses, hanging them next to his. The proximity of our clothes—my simple cotton dresses beside his fine linen shirts—felt more intimate than anything that had happened downstairs.

“Bathroom’s through there,” he said, nodding to a door. “You can use it first.”

I grabbed my toiletry bag and fled.

The bathroom was marble and chrome, enormous. I splashed cold water on my face and stared at my reflection. My cheeks were flushed, my eyes too wide. Get a grip, Hart. You’re being paid a small fortune for this. One week. You can share a bed with a handsome man for one week without losing your mind.

When I emerged, wearing an old, worn t-shirt and a pair of shorts, Nathan was sitting in an armchair by the fireplace, scrolling through his phone. He’d changed into a pair of sweatpants and a plain white t-shirt. He looked… softer. Approachable. Devastating.

He glanced up. His eyes flickered over me, a quick, impersonal scan. “All yours.”

I scurried to the right side of the bed and climbed in, pulling the covers up to my chin. The mattress was impossibly comfortable. I lay rigidly on my back, staring at the dark canopy above.

He moved around the room, turning off lights, brushing his teeth. Finally, the other side of the bed dipped. He settled in, keeping to his edge. The space between us felt like a mile. And yet, I was hyper-aware of every sound he made—the rustle of the sheets, his steady breathing.

The room was plunged into darkness, save for the faint moonlight filtering through the windows.

Silence.

“Nathan?” I whispered into the dark.

“Yes, Riley?”

“Why did you do that? Insist I stay in here?”

He was quiet for a long moment. “Credibility. Separate rooms would have raised more eyebrows than us sharing one. My family may be old-fashioned, but they’re not stupid. A man madly in love wouldn’t let his fiancée sleep down the hall.”

“Right,” I said. Of course. It was all for the performance.

“Go to sleep, Riley. Big day tomorrow. Polo match.”

“Polo match,” I echoed faintly. Of course.

Minutes ticked by. My body slowly began to unclench. The exhaustion from the travel and the social performance started to pull me under. I was drifting, the edges of consciousness blurring, when I felt it.

A shift in the bed. A warmth against my back.

In his sleep, Nathan had moved. He wasn’t touching me, but he was close. So close I could feel the heat radiating from his body. I could hear his slow, even breaths. I could smell him—the clean scent of his soap, something uniquely male beneath it.

Every nerve ending I possessed went on high alert. I lay perfectly still, caught between the instinct to scoot away and a deeper, more treacherous urge to press back into that warmth.

I didn’t move. And neither did he.

I fell asleep like that, hyper-aware of the man lying inches away, a forbidden magnet in the dark.



The week became a strange, sun-drenched blur of performances.

Days were filled with “family activities.” The polo match, where I smiled and clapped and understood none of it. Long, elaborate lunches on the terrace. A tedious afternoon of croquet. Through it all, Nathan was the perfect, doting fiancé. His hand was always on me—guiding, possessive, affectionate. He’d kiss my cheek, my temple, my hand. He’d whisper jokes in my ear to make me laugh, his lips brushing my skin. He’d pull me into his lap during a casual afternoon drink, his arms loosely around my waist, his chin resting on my shoulder as he talked to his cousin.

And I played my part. I laughed at the right times. I asked polite questions. I leaned into his touches, rested my head against him, let my fingers trail over his arm. The line between performance and reality began to smudge, eroded by constant physical contact and the shared secret of our lie.

The nights were the hardest. The silent, dark intimacy of the shared bed. We’d established our pattern. We didn’t touch. We stayed rigidly on our respective sides. But every morning, I’d wake up to find the distance had somehow vanished. Sometimes it was just the back of his hand brushing mine on the sheets. One morning I woke with my face nearly pressed into the space between his shoulder blades, my body curled toward his warmth. I’d jolted back, my heart hammering, but he’d slept on, oblivious.

Or so I told myself.

On the third night, a storm rolled in. Thunder cracked loud enough to rattle the windows. I’d never liked storms. I flinched at a particularly violent peal, a small gasp escaping me.

From the other side of the bed, Nathan’s voice was rough with sleep. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I whispered. “Just… storms.”

Silence. Then the sheets rustled. He turned onto his back. “Come here.”

The words were low, simple. Not a command, but an offer.

My breath caught. “What?”

“You’re tense. You’ve been listening to it for an hour. Come here.”

I hesitated for a long moment, the war inside me brief but brutal. Then another crash of thunder decided it. I slid across the cool sheets, closing the vast space between us, stopping when I was a few inches away, lying on my back beside him.

He didn’t touch me. He just lay there, a solid, warm presence in the dark. “It’s just noise,” he said, his voice quiet. “It can’t hurt you.”

We lay like that, side by side, listening to the rain lash the windows. My heartbeat slowly calmed. The tension seeped from my muscles. In the quiet, with the storm raging outside, the space between us felt charged, but safe.

“Thank you,” I murmured into the darkness.

He didn’t reply. But a few minutes later, his hand found mine on the sheet. He didn’t lace our fingers. Just covered my hand with his, his palm warm and heavy. A simple, grounding weight.

I didn’t pull away. I let my hand relax beneath his. And for the first time all week, I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.



The crack in the wall became a chasm the next day.

It was late afternoon. We’d escaped the family for a walk in the extensive gardens, a “romantic stroll” for the benefit of anyone watching from the house. The air was thick with the scent of roses and damp earth.

We walked in silence for a while, his arm around my shoulders, my arm around his waist. The touch was now familiar, almost comfortable.

“You’re good at this,” I said finally, my voice quiet.

“At what?”

“The performance. The charming son. The loving fiancé.” I glanced up at him. “You never break character.”

He looked down at me, his blue eyes unreadable. “Don’t I?”

“No. You’re always ‘on.’ Even when it’s just us in the room. It’s impressive.”

He stopped walking, turning me to face him beside a trellis heavy with wisteria. The purple blooms created a kind of private bower around us, shielding us from the house. “What would you have me do, Riley? Break character? Drop the act?” His voice was low, his gaze intent on my face.

“I don’t know,” I said, my heart beginning to pound. “I just… I don’t know who you are. The real you.”

A slow, dangerous smile touched his lips. It wasn’t the practiced, charming smile. This was sharper, more real. “The real me is a man who made a business deal with a beautiful, sharp-tongued woman to get through a difficult week. The real me is counting the days until I can get back to my life.”

The words should have stung. They should have reminded me of the transactional nature of all this. But the way he was looking at me… his eyes had dropped to my mouth.

“And what about the real me?” I breathed, challenging him, daring him.

His hand came up, his fingers brushing a strand of hair from my cheek. The touch was electric. “The real you,” he said softly, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw, “kissed me back in my office like she meant it.”

My lips parted. I couldn’t breathe. “That was part of the deal.”

“Was it?” His thumb swept over my bottom lip. “Did the deal specify that you’d make a soft little sound in the back of your throat? Did it require you to clutch my shirt like you were drowning?”

I was trembling. The world had narrowed to the space between us, to the scent of him and wisteria, to the feel of his thumb on my lip. “Nathan…”

“We’re alone, Riley,” he murmured, his head dipping closer. “No one is watching. There’s no audience.”

It was the permission I didn’t know I was waiting for. The final shove off the cliff.

I rose onto my toes and kissed him.

It was nothing like the rehearsed kiss in his office, or the chaste pecks for the family. This was raw and hungry and real. My hands flew to his face, pulling him down to me. He made a low, rough sound against my mouth and his arms banded around me, crushing me against the hard wall of his chest. The careful distance we’d maintained evaporated.

His tongue swept into my mouth, claiming, demanding. I met him stroke for stroke, my fingers tangling in his hair. He tasted like the iced tea we’d had at lunch and something darker, more essential. His hands slid down my back, over the curve of my ass, gripping me, pulling me flush against him. I could feel the hard ridge of his erection pressing against my stomach, even through our clothes.

A moan escaped me, swallowed by his kiss. This was madness. This was crossing a line we could never uncross.

He broke the kiss, breathing harshly, his forehead resting against mine. His eyes were blazing, the cool blue swallowed by black. “Tell me to stop,” he rasped. “Tell me this isn’t part of the deal.”

I couldn’t. The words wouldn’t form. All I could do was shake my head, my body arching into his, seeking the friction, the heat.

That was all the answer he needed.

He kissed me again, deeper, hotter. One of his hands came up to cup my breast through my thin sundress. My nipple peaked instantly, aching against his palm. He teased it with his thumb, rolling the tight bud, and I cried out into his mouth.

“Quiet,” he growled, but it was a joke, his lips trailing down my jaw to my throat. He kissed the frantic pulse there, then sucked lightly. A mark. A claim.

His other hand slid under the hem of my dress, up the back of my thigh. His fingers were warm and sure against my skin. They traced higher, under the leg of my shorts, until his palm cupped my ass, bare except for my thin panties. He squeezed, groaning as he felt the give of my flesh.

“You have no idea,” he muttered against my skin, “how many times I’ve thought about this this week. Watching you walk ahead of me. Watching you laugh. Waking up with you curled toward me.”

His words were a fire in my blood. I was liquid heat, melting against him. “Nathan,” I panted. “Please.”

“Please what?” His fingers dipped lower, tracing the crease of my thigh, achingly close to where I ached for him.

“Touch me.” The words were a whisper, a confession.

He shifted his hand, sliding it around to the front, his fingers pressing against the damp cotton of my panties. I bucked against his hand, a sob catching in my throat. He rubbed me through the fabric, a slow, torturous circle over my clit. Pleasure, sharp and bright, shot through me.

“You’re so wet,” he murmured, his voice thick with awe. “All for me.”

I nodded, frantic, beyond words. He hooked his fingers in the waistband of my panties and shorts and tugged them down my hips in one swift motion. They pooled around my ankles. The cool garden air kissed my exposed skin, a shocking contrast to the heat between my legs.

He didn’t hesitate. His hand came back, his fingers sliding through my slick folds. He found my clit, swollen and throbbing, and circled it with a firm, perfect pressure. My knees buckled. He held me up, his arm strong around my waist, his mouth capturing my cry.

He worked me with his fingers, sliding one, then two inside me. I was tight, clenching around him, so ready it was almost painful. He curled his fingers, stroking a spot inside me that made my vision blur.

“Come for me, Riley,” he commanded, his voice a rough whisper in my ear. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

It was the permission, the sheer raw command in his voice, that pushed me over. The orgasm crashed through me, violent and shocking, wracking my body. I convulsed against his hand, his arm, my cries muffled against his shoulder as he held me through it, his fingers never stopping their relentless, perfect rhythm until the last tremor subsided.

I went boneless in his arms, my breath coming in ragged gasps. He gently withdrew his fingers, bringing them to his mouth. His eyes locked on mine as he slowly, deliberately, sucked them clean. The sight was so obscenely erotic, a fresh wave of heat pulsed through my spent body.

He lowered me until my feet found the ground, holding me steady as I swayed. He didn’t let go. He just held me, his breathing still uneven, his own need a hard, pressing line against my hip.

The reality of what we’d just done—where we were, the risk—came crashing back. My shorts and panties were around my ankles. I was exposed, vulnerable, sated in a way I’d never been.

He saw the shift in my eyes. He bent, picked up my clothing, and helped me step back into them, his movements gentle, almost reverent. When I was dressed again, he pulled me back into his arms, just holding me, his face buried in my hair.

“That,” he said, his voice muffled against my temple, “was not part of the deal.”

I couldn’t speak. I just clung to him, listening to the wild beat of his heart against my ear, knowing mine was matching it. The line was gone. Obliterated. And there was no going back.


Chapter 3 — Not Acting

I woke to the sound of rain.

It took me a moment to place myself. Not my narrow bed in my tiny apartment, with the leaky faucet and the traffic noise. This was Nathan’s guest room—our room—in the sprawling Cross family estate. The sheets were impossibly soft, the air smelled of old wood and lavender, and Nathan’s arm was a heavy, warm weight across my waist.

My heart gave a frantic thump before my brain caught up. Right. The one bed. The only one bed. After last night in the garden, we’d come back inside, moving in a daze of spent nerves and unspoken words. We’d undressed for bed in the dark, backs to each other, the space between us humming. He’d gotten in first, lying rigid on his side. I’d slipped in after, keeping to the edge. At some point in the night, the distance had vanished.

Now, his bare chest was pressed against my back, his legs curled behind mine. I could feel the steady rise and fall of his breathing, the faint scratch of his morning stubble against the nape of my neck. And I could feel something else, firm and insistent against the curve of my ass.

Heat bloomed low in my belly, a reflexive, treacherous pull. The memory of his hand between my legs, his fingers inside me, his mouth on my neck—it flooded back, visceral and bright. My skin prickled where we touched.

“You’re awake,” his voice was gravel-rough with sleep, vibrating against my spine.

“The rain,” I whispered, as if that explained everything.

His arm tightened, just slightly, pulling me back flush against him. A soft sound escaped me, something between a gasp and a sigh. His erection pressed more firmly against me, and a shiver ran through my entire body.

“Riley.” My name was a question and an answer all at once.

I should have moved. I should have scrambled out of bed, made a joke, retreated behind the wall of our deal. But my body refused the command. It arched back into his warmth, seeking more.

He shifted, rolling me gently onto my back. The sheet fell away. I wore only a thin cotton tank top and my panties. He was in a pair of soft gray sweatpants, nothing else. The morning light was a muted gray, painting the room in soft shadows, catching the sharp planes of his face, the intensity in his dark eyes.

He braced himself on one elbow, looking down at me. His free hand came up, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw. The touch was so tender it made my throat ache.

“Last night,” he began.

“Wasn’t part of the deal,” I finished for him, my voice barely audible.

“No.” He leaned down, his lips hovering a breath from mine. “This isn’t either.”

Then he kissed me.

It wasn’t like the staged kisses for his family, all polite pressure and closed mouths. This was a claiming. His mouth was hot and demanding, his tongue sweeping past my lips to taste me. I moaned into him, my hands coming up to clutch at his shoulders, the solid muscle there. He tasted of sleep and mint and something uniquely Nathan—a dark, addictive spice.

His hand slid from my jaw, down my neck, over the slope of my shoulder. His palm was rough, calloused in a way I hadn’t expected, and the sensation was electric. He broke the kiss, his mouth trailing down my throat, licking, sucking at the pulse point he’d marked the night before.

“Nathan,” I breathed, my fingers tunneling into his hair.

“Tell me to stop,” he murmured against my skin, his breath hot. His hand moved lower, skimming over the thin cotton covering my breast. My nipple tightened instantly, pebbling against the fabric. “Say this isn’t what you want.”

I couldn’t. The lie wouldn’t form. All I could do was arch into his touch, a silent, desperate plea.

He took it as permission. His hand closed over my breast, his thumb brushing back and forth over the taut peak. Pleasure, sharp and sweet, shot straight to my core. I cried out, my hips lifting off the mattress.

He kissed me again, swallowing the sound. His knee nudged my thighs apart, settling between them. The pressure there, even through our clothes, was maddening. I could feel the hard length of him against my inner thigh, and I rocked against it, seeking friction.

“So greedy,” he whispered, but his voice was thick with approval. He tugged at the hem of my tank top. “Off. I need to see you.”

I sat up, pulling the shirt over my head in one swift motion. The cool morning air kissed my skin, raising goosebumps. His gaze dropped to my breasts, and his expression shifted—something raw and awestruck that stole the air from my lungs.

“Jesus, Riley,” he breathed. He didn’t touch me with his hands. Instead, he lowered his head and took one tight peak into his mouth.

The sensation was blinding. The wet heat, the gentle suction, the flick of his tongue. My back bowed, a strangled sob catching in my throat. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, until I was writhing beneath him, my fingers gripping the sheets for purchase.

His mouth left my skin with a soft pop. He sat back on his heels, looking down at me sprawled across the bed, my chest heaving, my skin flushed. His eyes were nearly black with desire.

“Your turn,” I managed to say, my voice shaky. “It’s not fair.”

A slow, devastating smile spread across his face. “No, it’s not.” He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his sweatpants and, holding my gaze, pushed them down and off.

My breath hitched.

I’d felt him against me, but seeing him was different. He was fully erect, thick and long, curving slightly upward. A bead of moisture glistened at the tip. He was beautiful, powerfully male, and the sight of him sent a fresh flood of warmth between my own legs.

He knelt there, letting me look, his own breathing uneven. “Still want this?” The question was serious now, stripped of all teasing. “I need you to say it.”

I pushed myself up onto my elbows. “I want this. I want you.” The words felt huge, true, and terrifying. “But… do you have…”

He leaned over, fumbling in the nightstand drawer, and pulled out a box of condoms. “Prep,” he said, a faint blush staining his cheekbones. “Part of the deal, remember? For appearances.”

A laugh bubbled out of me, nervous and real. “Right. Appearances.”

He tore open a foil packet, his movements sure. He sheathed himself, and the clinical act was somehow the most intimate thing I’d ever seen. My stomach tightened in anticipation.

He moved over me again, bracing his weight on his arms. His cock nudged against my stomach, hot and heavy. He kissed me, deeply, slowly, as his hand slid down my belly, past the waistband of my panties.

“These,” he said against my lips, “are in the way.”

I lifted my hips, and he peeled them down my legs, tossing them aside. Then his fingers were there, parting my folds, finding me wet and ready.

“Fuck,” he groaned, the word ragged. He stroked me, circling my clit with a touch that was both expert and reverent. My vision blurred. “You’re so ready for me.”

“Please,” I begged, the word torn from me. I was shaking, teetering on the edge already. “Nathan, please.”

He positioned himself, the broad head of his cock pressing against my entrance. He paused, his eyes searching my face. “Look at me.”

I forced my eyes open, meeting his gaze. In that moment, there was no deal, no fake engagement, no audience. There was just him, and me, and this terrifying, wonderful truth sparking between us.

He pushed inside.

The stretch was exquisite, a perfect, burning fullness. I gasped, my nails digging into his biceps. He was big, and it had been a long time for me, but my body welcomed him, easing around him as he sank deeper, deeper, until he was fully seated inside me.

We both went still, connected in the most fundamental way. His forehead dropped to mine, his breath coming in harsh pants. “Riley,” he choked out. “You feel… God, you feel incredible.”

I could only nod, overwhelmed by the sensation of him filling me, by the sheer rightness of it. I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking him to me.

He began to move.

It started slow, a deep, rolling thrust that dragged against every sensitive inch inside me. I cried out, my head falling back. He captured the sound with his mouth, his tongue tangling with mine. The pace built gradually, each stroke hitting a spot that made stars burst behind my eyelids.

The room filled with the sounds of us—skin slapping against skin, the creak of the bedsprings, my ragged moans, his guttural groans. The rain pattered against the window, a steady rhythm matching our own.

He shifted the angle, and suddenly he was hitting a place that made my entire body seize. A sharp, bright pleasure speared through me. I screamed, the sound muffled against his shoulder.

“There?” he gritted out, his thrusts becoming more precise, more relentless.

“Yes! Right there, please, don’t stop!” I was babbling, incoherent, my world narrowing to the point where our bodies joined.

One of his hands slid between us, his thumb finding my clit again. The dual stimulation was too much, not enough, everything. The coil inside me wound tighter and tighter, a spring about to snap.

“Come for me, Riley,” he commanded, his voice dark and rough. “Let me feel you come on my cock.”

It was the command, the filthy, perfect words, that shattered me. The orgasm ripped through me, violent and all-consuming. My body clamped around him, milking him, waves of pleasure so intense they were almost painful crashing over me again and again. My cries were raw, animal, completely unrestrained.

My climax triggered his. With a shout that was half my name, half a groan, he buried himself deep inside me, his body shuddering as he found his own release. I felt the pulse of him through the condom, the final, fierce thrusts as he rode out his pleasure.

Slowly, the world came back into focus. The rain. The gray light. The weight of him on me, still inside me, both of us slick with sweat and trembling.

He softened, slipping out of me. He collapsed beside me, pulling me instantly into his arms. My face found the hollow of his shoulder, and I breathed in his scent—sex and sweat and him. We lay there, tangled together, listening to the rain and the frantic beating of our hearts gradually slow.

His hand stroked up and down my back, a soothing, absent rhythm.

A thought, cold and unwelcome, crept into the warm haze. The deal. The week. The end.

As if he heard it, his arms tightened around me. He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Hey,” he said softly.

“Hey.”

“That…” he started, then let out a shaky breath. “That definitely wasn’t acting.”

I managed a weak laugh. “No. No, it wasn’t.”

We fell silent again. The reality of what we’d done was settling over us, heavy and complicated. It was one thing to lose control in the dark garden. It was another to wake up in a shared bed and choose each other in the cold light of day.

“What happens now?” I whispered the question into his skin.

He was quiet for a long time. His fingers traced the line of my spine. “Breakfast is in an hour,” he said finally, his voice pragmatic. “We have to go downstairs. Smile. Hold hands. Be the happy couple.”

The performance. The lie. It felt like a layer of grime over my skin.

“And after breakfast?” I asked, daring to lift my head and look at him.

His gaze was unreadable, a storm of emotions I couldn’t decipher. “After breakfast,” he said, his thumb brushing over my lower lip, “we have a tennis match with my uncle Charles. And then a tour of the wine cellar my aunt is insisting on.” A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “And tonight, there’s the family dinner. The big one. Where everyone expects the newly engaged lovebirds to be practically glowing.”

The schedule was a wall, rebuilding the world we had to inhabit. The fake world.

“Right,” I said, the word tasting like ash.

He saw it. He saw the disappointment, the fear, the confusion that must have been plain on my face. He cupped my cheek, his touch impossibly gentle. “But right now,” he said, his voice dropping to a low murmur, “right now, it’s just us. And the rain.”

He leaned in and kissed me again. It wasn’t the hungry, devouring kiss from before. It was slow, searching, tender. A kiss that asked questions I wasn’t ready to answer. A kiss that promised something I was terrified to hope for.

When he pulled back, he rested his forehead against mine. “We’ll figure it out,” he said, and it sounded like a vow.

I wanted to believe him. More than I’d wanted anything in a long, long time.

But the clock was ticking. The week was half over. And we had a role to play.

He eventually shifted, getting out of bed with a reluctant sigh. “Shower?” he asked, holding out a hand.

I took it, letting him pull me up. My body felt deliciously sore, used, alive in a new way. We showered together under a spray of hot water, washing each other with a quiet intimacy that felt more dangerous than the sex. He soaped my back, his hands sliding over my skin with a possessive care that made my breath catch. I returned the favor, tracing the muscles of his chest, the defined lines of his abdomen, learning the map of him.

We didn’t speak much. Words felt too fragile, too easily broken.

We dressed in the quiet room—him in tailored chinos and a simple navy polo that made his eyes look like a stormy sea, me in a simple sundress. We were the picture of the wholesome, wealthy, engaged couple.

He came up behind me as I was trying to fasten a necklace, his hands taking the clasp from my fumbling fingers. His lips brushed the side of my neck, right over the mark he’d left.

“Ready?” he asked, his voice close to my ear.

I met his eyes in the mirror. His gaze was steady, grounding. In them, I saw the man from this morning—the one who had looked at me with awe, who had made me come apart with his words and his touch. I also saw the man from the deal—the charming, guarded stranger who needed a prop for a week.

I didn’t know which one was real. I didn’t know which one I wanted to be real.

I took a deep breath, forcing a smile onto my face—the same smile I’d practiced in the mirror before we came here. The fiancée smile.

“Ready,” I said.

He took my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. His grip was firm, warm. A tether.

We walked out of the room together, leaving the rumpled bed, the scent of sex, the lingering truth of what we’d done behind the closed door. The hallway of the old estate stretched before us, long and polished, leading back to the performance.

His family was already gathered in the sunny breakfast room when we arrived. Nathan’s mother, Eleanor, looked up from her tea, her sharp eyes missing nothing as she took in our linked hands, my slightly flushed cheeks, the way Nathan’s thumb stroked the back of my hand.

“Good morning, you two,” she said, a knowing smile playing on her lips. “Sleep well?”

Nathan brought my hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. His eyes never left mine. “Never better,” he said, and his voice was so warm, so convincing, that for a heartbeat, even I believed him.

The act was back on. But the line was gone. And every touch, every shared look, every staged kiss for an audience now carried the electric memory of the real ones. It was a new kind of torture. A beautiful, terrifying freefall.

And I had no idea how, or if, we would ever land.


Chapter 4 — Real

The breakfast felt like the longest meal of my life.

Every clink of silverware against fine china was an accusation. Every innocent question from Nathan’s sister, Claudia, about how we met (“Oh, you know, at a gallery opening,” Nathan had smoothly interjected, his knee pressing reassuringly against mine under the table) felt like a landmine we were deftly avoiding. Eleanor’s watchful gaze was a constant, low-grade hum of exposure.

And Nathan… Nathan was a master. His hand stayed on the small of my back as we moved to the patio for coffee. He refilled my cup before I could ask, his fingers brushing mine as he handed it back. He laughed at his uncle’s tedious story about yacht club politics, the sound rich and genuine, and when he leaned over to murmur, “Hang in there, Hart,” his breath was warm against my ear, sending a shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with performance.

That was the problem. The performance was seamless, but the engine driving it had changed. Last night hadn’t been a fluke or a mistake. It had been a door flung open, and now we were both standing in the doorway, trying to pretend we hadn’t seen the new world on the other side. Every brush of his skin against mine was a live wire. Every look held the ghost of his mouth on my neck, his hands on my hips, the low groan he’d let out when he’d finally sunk into me.

The memory was so vivid I almost dropped my coffee cup.

“Easy,” Nathan said, his hand closing over mine to steady it. His touch was electric.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, pulling my hand away too quickly. I saw a flicker of something—hurt? Understanding?—in his eyes before the charming mask slid back into place.

The day was a gauntlet of family activities. A walk around the sprawling grounds. A painfully competitive game of croquet where Nathan and I were partners, his arms coming around me to ‘show me the proper stance,’ his chest solid against my back. A late afternoon where we were shepherded into the library for ‘a quiet moment’ that felt more like an interrogation chamber as Eleanor asked pointed questions about our ‘future plans.’

Through it all, the tension coiled tighter and tighter inside me. It was a mix of desire, pure and simple, and a growing, panicky sense of loss. This was day four. We had one day left. One more day until the curtain fell, the money hit my account, and Nathan Cross went back to being a charming, guarded stranger I’d once pretended to be engaged to.

The thought made my chest ache in a way that had nothing to do with pride.

By the time dinner was over—a formal, multi-course affair that stretched into the evening—I was strung so tight I thought I might snap. We made our excuses early, pleading tiredness from the day’s activities. The knowing looks from his family were almost unbearable.

The walk back to our room was silent, the only sound the echo of our footsteps on the hardwood floors. The air between us was thick, charged, like the moment before a storm breaks.

He opened the door for me, and I walked into the room that now felt irrevocably changed. The bed was neatly made, but all I could see was the memory of it rumpled, of us tangled in the sheets. The scent of him—clean soap and something uniquely Nathan—lingered in the air, mixed with my own perfume.

The door clicked shut behind him, a soft, final sound.

We stood there, just inside the room, neither of us moving. The performance was over. The audience was gone. It was just us, and the truth of last night, and the one day stretching ahead like a taunt.

I turned to face him. He was leaning against the door, watching me, his expression unreadable.

“That was…” I started, then trailed off, unable to find a word big enough.

“Agonizing,” he supplied, his voice low.

A surprised laugh bubbled out of me. “Yes.”

He pushed off the door and took a step toward me. Then another. He stopped a foot away, close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in his blue eyes, the faint stubble shadowing his jaw. “Riley.”

Just my name. But it sounded like a question, a plea, and a statement all at once.

“The deal,” I said, my voice barely a whisper. “We crossed a line.”

“We burned the line to ash,” he corrected, his gaze dropping to my mouth. “And I don’t want to rebuild it.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. “What do you want?”

“You.” The word was simple, stark, and utterly devastating. “Not for the week. Not for the show. You. Here. Now. Real.”

Every argument I’d rehearsed—about professionalism, about messiness, about the inevitable end—dissolved in the heat of his stare. The fear was still there, a cold knot in my stomach, but it was being drowned out by a louder, more insistent need. The need to feel his skin again. To hear him say my name without the pretense. To see if last night was a beautiful anomaly or the start of something that could, against all odds, be real.

“Nathan,” I breathed.

“Tell me what you want, Riley.” His voice was rough. “Look at me and tell me. No audience. No act. Just you.”

I did look at him. I saw the man who drove me crazy with his polished perfection and his hidden depths. The man who’d seen my sharp edges and hadn’t flinched. The man whose touch had unraveled me completely.

“I want you,” I said, the truth leaving me in a rush. “I want last night. I want… I want it to be real.”

A shudder went through him, as if he’d been holding his breath. Then he closed the distance between us, his hands coming up to cradle my face. His thumbs stroked my cheeks. “It is real,” he murmured, his eyes searching mine. “God, Riley, it’s been real for me since you walked into that coffee shop and called my proposal ‘pathetic.’”

I laughed, a watery, emotional sound. “Romantic.”

“It was,” he insisted, his own smile soft, real. “You were the only real thing in the whole stupid plan.”

And then he kissed me.

It wasn’t like the kisses from last night—desperate, hungry, born of a spark that had caught fire too fast. This was slower. Deeper. A deliberate claiming. His lips moved over mine with a tenderness that made my knees weak. His tongue swept into my mouth, and I met it with my own, tasting the faint hint of coffee and mint. I sank my hands into his hair, pulling him closer, wanting to erase any last inch of space between us.

He broke the kiss, resting his forehead against mine. His breath was uneven. “We need to be clear,” he said, his voice thick with want. “This isn’t part of the deal anymore. This is you and me. Whatever happens next, we do it because we both want to. Explicitly. Do you understand?”

I nodded, my forehead rubbing against his. “Yes.”

“I need to hear you say it.”

I pulled back just enough to look him in the eye. “I want this, Nathan. I consent to this. All of it. With you.”

A low groan escaped him, and he captured my mouth again in a kiss that was all heat and promise. His hands slid from my face, down my neck, over my shoulders, coming to rest at the zipper of my dress. He paused, his lips against the corner of my mouth.

“May I?”

“Yes,” I whispered against his skin.

He drew the zipper down slowly, the sound loud in the quiet room. The silk of my dress sighed open, and he pushed it off my shoulders, letting it pool at my feet. I stood before him in just my bra and panties, suddenly shy under the intensity of his gaze. He didn’t speak. He just looked, his eyes dark and worshipful as they traveled over my body.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, the words reverent. His hands came up to span my waist, his thumbs stroking the sensitive skin over my hip bones. “It hurt to look at you sometimes this week. Knowing I couldn’t touch you like this.”

His confession undid me. I reached for the buttons of his shirt, my fingers fumbling in my haste. He covered my hands with his, stilling them.

“Let me,” he said. He made quick work of the buttons, shrugging out of the shirt and letting it fall. His chest was broad, defined, with a light dusting of dark hair. I splayed my hands over the warm, solid muscle, feeling his heartbeat strong and fast under my palm.

I traced the lines of his torso, learning the map of him. He watched me, his jaw tight, his breath catching when my fingers brushed over a nipple. Emboldened, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to the same spot, tasting his skin. Salt and warmth. He hissed, his hands tangling in my hair.

“Riley,” he warned, but it was a plea.

I unfastened his trousers, pushing them and his briefs down in one motion. His cock sprang free, hard and thick, and a fresh wave of desire, hot and liquid, pooled low in my belly. I wrapped my hand around him, stroking slowly, feeling him pulse against my palm. He was velvet over steel, beautiful and demanding.

“Bed,” he gritted out. “Now.”

He guided me backward until my legs hit the mattress, and then he was laying me down, following me, covering my body with his. The weight of him was perfect. He braced himself on his elbows, looking down at me as he settled between my thighs. The thin barrier of my underwear was the only thing separating us.

He kissed me again, deep and languid, while his hands made quick work of my bra. He broke the kiss to pull it away, and then his mouth was on my breast, his tongue swirling around my nipple before drawing it deep. I cried out, arching into the sensation, my hands clutching at his shoulders.

His mouth was everywhere—suckling at my breasts, trailing hot, open-mouthed kisses down my stomach, nuzzling at the waistband of my panties. He hooked his fingers in the lace and drew them down my legs, tossing them aside. Then he was there, between my thighs, and there was no more pretending, no more audience, just his dark eyes looking up the length of my body, meeting mine.

“I need to taste you,” he said, his voice ragged. “I’ve dreamed about this.”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He lowered his mouth to my pussy, and the first flat stroke of his tongue over my clit made me jerk violently, a sharp cry tearing from my throat. It was too much and not enough. He held my hips down, his grip firm, and did it again. And again.

He was relentless. He licked and sucked, exploring every fold, delving inside me with his tongue before returning to circle my clit with a focused, maddening pressure. He used his fingers too, first one, then two, sliding into me with easy thrusts that matched the rhythm of his mouth. The room filled with the wet, obscene sounds of his ministrations and my ragged, pleading gasps.

“Nathan… please… I can’t…”

He understood. He redoubled his efforts, his mouth sealing over my clit as his fingers curled inside me, finding a spot that made stars explode behind my eyelids. The orgasm crashed over me without warning, a tidal wave of pure, shocking pleasure that clenched around his fingers and tore a long, broken moan from my chest. I bucked against his mouth, shuddering, as he gentled his touch, drawing out the last pulses of sensation until I was a boneless, gasping wreck on the sheets.

Before I could fully come down, he was moving up my body, kissing his way back to my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and intimate. He was poised at my entrance, the broad head of his cock nudging against me, slick with my arousal.

He paused, his body trembling with the effort of holding still. “Look at me,” he breathed.

I opened my eyes, blurry with pleasure. His face was a mask of raw need, his pupils blown wide.

“This is real,” he said, each word a vow. “You feel this? This is for us.”

Then he pushed inside.

It was a slow, inexorable invasion, a breathtaking fullness that made me gasp. He gave me time to adjust, his forehead pressed to mine, his breath mingling with mine. When he was fully seated, buried to the hilt, he stilled, letting me feel the complete, overwhelming reality of him.

“Okay?” he whispered.

I could only nod, wrapping my legs around his waist to pull him closer. He took that as his cue.

He began to move, withdrawing almost completely before sliding back in with a deep, rolling thrust that stole my breath. This wasn’t the frantic, glorious friction of last night. This was something else. Something deeper. Every stroke was deliberate, measured, designed to drag every possible sensation from both of us.

He shifted the angle slightly, and on the next thrust, he hit a spot that made me see white. A choked scream caught in my throat.

“There?” he rasped, doing it again.

“Yes,” I sobbed, my nails digging into his back. “Right there.”

He found a rhythm, deep and steady, each thrust punctuated by a soft grunt from his throat, a gasp from mine. The world narrowed to this room, this bed, the joining of our bodies. The slide of his skin against mine, the smell of sex and sweat, the sound of the headboard gently knocking against the wall. He was everywhere—in me, around me, his name the only prayer on my lips.

I felt another climax building, a tighter, sharper coil than the first. He felt it too. His pace faltered, his control fraying.

“Come with me,” he demanded, his voice guttural. “Riley, come with me.”

He reached between us, his thumb finding my clit, and pressed. It was the final key turning. My orgasm shattered through me, a blinding, convulsing wave that clamped down around his cock. With a raw, broken shout, he followed me over the edge, his hips driving into me one last, deep time as he spilled himself inside me.

The aftermath was a slow, heavy drift back to earth. He collapsed beside me, pulling me into his arms so my head rested on his chest. Our hearts hammered a frantic, slowing rhythm against each other. Sweat cooled on our skin. The room smelled of us, of sex, of truth.

For a long time, neither of us spoke. His fingers traced idle patterns on my shoulder.

“So,” I finally said, my voice hoarse. “That happened.”

A laugh rumbled in his chest beneath my ear. “Yeah. It did.”

I propped myself up on an elbow to look at him. His hair was mussed, his face relaxed in a way I’d never seen it. He looked younger. He looked… happy.

“The deal’s officially void, isn’t it?” I asked.

He reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “The deal was void the second you agreed to share this bed with me. This…” He gestured between our naked bodies. “This is a new contract. Terms to be negotiated.”

“What are your terms?” I asked, my heart doing a funny little flip.

He pulled me down for a soft, lingering kiss. “You. For as long as you’ll have me. Starting with the one day we have left here. No pretending. Just… this.”

It was terrifying. It was the most terrifying thing he could have said. Because it meant he wanted more than the week. It meant he saw something past the expiration date we’d both agreed to.

“And after?” I whispered, the fear creeping back in.

He cupped my face, his thumb stroking my cheekbone. “We figure it out. Together. One day at a time.” He searched my eyes. “Is that something you want? To try?”

I looked at him—really looked at him. At the man who’d seen through my armor, who’d matched my snark, who’d just wrecked me and put me back together in the most exquisite way. The man who was asking for a chance.

The fear was still there, a cold, sharp stone in my gut. But looking at him, feeling the steady beat of his heart under my hand, the warmth of his skin against mine, the stone felt smaller. Lighter.

“Yes,” I said, and the word felt like a leap into the unknown. Like a beginning. “I want to try.”

A smile spread across his face, a real, unguarded, brilliant smile that lit up his whole being. He kissed me again, slow and sweet. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

We lay tangled together as the last of the twilight faded from the sky, painting the room in deep blues. The world outside—the family, the estate, the ticking clock—felt very far away. For the first time since I’d agreed to this mad scheme, I wasn’t playing a part. I was just Riley, in bed with Nathan, and it was enough.

Eventually, he stirred. “We should shower,” he murmured into my hair. “Before we’re missed for the rest of the night and my mother sends a search party.”

The idea of moving seemed impossible. But he was right. Reluctantly, I untangled myself from him. The cool air hit my skin, raising goosebumps. He got out of bed, gloriously naked and unselfconscious, and held out a hand to me.

The shower was spacious, with a rainhead and sleek gray tiles. He turned on the water, testing the temperature before leading me under the spray. The hot water was a blessing on my sore muscles. He took a bar of soap and began to wash me, his hands moving over my body with a new, intimate familiarity. He washed my hair, his fingers massaging my scalp, and I did the same for him, the simple act feeling more binding than any contract.

We dried off with thick, fluffy towels. He wrapped one around his waist and handed me another. Back in the bedroom, we dressed in silence—soft pajamas, not the performative silk I’d worn before. When we slid back into the bed, it felt different. The space between us was one we chose to cross, not one we were forced to share.

He turned off the light and gathered me against him, my back to his front, his arm a solid weight around my waist.

“Nathan?” I whispered into the darkness.

“Hmm?”

“What happens tomorrow? With them?”

He sighed, his breath warm against my neck. “We go downstairs. We hold hands if we want to. We kiss if we feel like it. We don’t do anything for their benefit anymore.” He tightened his arm around me. “We just… be.”

It sounded simple. And impossibly complicated. But for tonight, wrapped in his arms, with the scent of his skin on mine, I believed it could be that simple. I believed in the ‘we.’

I closed my eyes, and for the first time in a long time, I fell asleep feeling not just safe, but wanted. Not for a part I was playing, but for who I was. It was a fragile, new feeling. And as I drifted off, I held onto it, hoping it would survive the dawn.


Chapter 5 — The Truth

I woke up tangled in Nathan, his body curved around mine like a protective shell. The early morning light was pale and soft, filtering through the gauzy curtains. For a few suspended seconds, everything was perfect. The solid warmth of him, the steady rhythm of his breath against my shoulder, the quiet. Then the memories of the night before cascaded in—the bath, the washing, the way he’d looked at me—not like I was a prop, but like I was a revelation. And his words: We don’t do anything for their benefit anymore.

My heart gave a traitorous lurch. It was everything I’d wanted to hear, and it was terrifying. Because today was the last full day of the charade. The family gala was tonight. Tomorrow, his family would disperse, and our deal… our deal would be over. The money would hit my account. I’d go back to my tiny apartment, my precarious life. He’d go back to his world.

The thought was a physical ache, a cold stone settling in my gut. I tried to ease away, to give myself space to think, but his arm tightened around my waist, pulling me back flush against him. I felt him, hard and warm against the small of my back, even through the soft cotton of his pajama pants. A shiver ran through me, equal parts desire and a deep, yearning sadness.

“Morning,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep. He nuzzled the sensitive spot below my ear, and I couldn’t stop the soft gasp that escaped me.

“Morning.”

“You’re thinking too loud,” he said, his hand smoothing over my stomach. “I can hear it.”

“It’s a curse.”

He turned me gently onto my back, hovering over me. His hair was tousled, his eyes still heavy-lidded, and he looked so disarmingly real. Not Nathan Cross, polished heir. Just Nathan. My Nathan. The thought was a dangerous one.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked, brushing a strand of hair from my forehead.

You. This. How I’m supposed to walk away from this. I couldn’t say it. The deal was the deal. I’d been the one to insist on its terms, its expiration date. I’d been the one so sure I could remain detached.

“The gala,” I lied. “Do I have to wear something… constricting?”

A slow smile spread across his face. “Constricting is optional. But looking stunning is mandatory. I have a dress for you.”

“You bought me a dress?”

“Had it delivered. A peace offering for the week.” His thumb traced my lower lip. “And because I wanted to see you in it.”

He kissed me then, slow and deep and tasting of sleep and mint. It wasn’t a staged kiss. It wasn’t for an audience. It was a good morning kiss, an I want you kiss, and it melted every one of my defenses. My hands came up to cup his face, holding him to me. When he finally pulled back, we were both breathing a little harder.

“See?” he said, his voice low. “We hold hands if we want to. We kiss if we feel like it.” He dipped his head and kissed the hollow of my throat. “What do you feel like doing now?”

Desire was a live wire under my skin. “I feel like…” I shifted beneath him, hooking a leg around his hip. “I feel like you’re wearing too many clothes.”

The groan that rumbled from his chest was all the answer I needed. He kissed me again, harder this time, his tongue sweeping into my mouth as his hands slid under the hem of my sleep shirt. He pushed it up, over my head, and tossed it aside. His own shirt followed. The feeling of his bare chest against mine, skin to skin, was electric.

He kissed down my neck, over my collarbone, his mouth closing over one nipple through the thin fabric of my camisole. I arched into him, a sharp cry catching in my throat. He teased me through the cotton, his tongue flicking, his teeth grazing, until the material was damp and I was writhing beneath him.

“Nathan, please.”

He hooked his fingers in the waistband of my pajama pants and my underwear, pulling them down my legs in one swift motion. The cool morning air hit my skin, followed immediately by the heat of his gaze. He sat back on his heels, his eyes dark as they traveled the length of my body. I should have felt exposed, vulnerable. But the way he looked at me—with pure, unadulterated hunger—made me feel powerful.

“So beautiful,” he whispered, almost to himself.

He leaned down and kissed my stomach, his hands sliding up the outside of my thighs, pushing them apart. He settled between them, and I held my breath. Last night had been a blur of passion and discovery. This was slow, deliberate, worshipful.

He didn’t go straight for my core. He kissed the inside of one thigh, then the other, his stubble scraping softly, making me tremble. He nipped lightly, and I jolted. “Nathan…”

“I’m right here,” he murmured against my skin, his breath hot. “I’ve got you.”

Finally, finally, he pressed a soft, open-mouthed kiss to my pussy. My hips came off the bed. He held me down with gentle hands on my stomach as he licked a slow, firm stripe through my folds. The sensation was so intense, so direct, I cried out, my fingers fisting in the sheets.

He did it again, slower, savoring. He found my clit with the tip of his tongue and circled it, his rhythm maddeningly perfect. He alternated between broad strokes and focused, flicking attention, reading my body’s responses like a map. The coil of pleasure tightened deep within me, sharp and urgent. I was babbling, half-formed pleas and his name, over and over.

“That’s it, Riley,” he said, his voice thick. “Let go for me.”

He added a finger, sliding one, then two inside me, curling them just right. The dual sensation of his tongue on my clit and his fingers filling me pushed me over the edge. The orgasm crashed through me, blinding and total, wringing a ragged shout from my lungs. He rode it out with me, his mouth gentle now, his fingers still moving inside me, prolonging the waves until I was boneless and gasping.

Before I could fully come down, he was moving up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat. He was still in his pajama pants, the hard length of his cock pressing insistently against my hip. I reached for him, fumbling with the drawstring.

“Let me,” I breathed.

I pushed the pants down over his hips, freeing him. He was thick and hard, the head flushed dark. I wrapped my hand around him, stroking once, twice. He hissed, his forehead dropping to my shoulder.

“Condom,” he gritted out. “Nightstand.”

I leaned over, my body sliding against his, and fumbled in the drawer. I found the box, tore a packet open. My hands were shaking. He took it from me, sheathing himself with quick, efficient movements. Then he was over me again, bracing himself on his forearms, his eyes locked on mine.

“Look at me,” he said, his voice raw.

I did. He positioned himself at my entrance, and with one slow, relentless push, he filled me. The stretch, the perfect, aching fullness, made me gasp. He paused, buried to the hilt, letting me adjust, letting us both feel it.

“Okay?” he whispered.

I nodded, unable to speak. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper.

He began to move. It wasn’t frantic or desperate like the first time. It was deep, measured strokes, a rhythm that felt less like fucking and more like a conversation. Our bodies spoke a language of skin and sweat and shared breath. He kissed me, swallowing my moans. I raked my nails down his back, feeling the muscles flex under my hands.

The pace gradually increased, the bedframe giving a soft, rhythmic creak. The sound was obscenely loud in the quiet morning. He shifted angle, hitting a spot inside me that made stars burst behind my eyelids. I cried out, and he covered my mouth with his, kissing me through the pleasure.

“Come for me again,” he commanded against my lips, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. “I need to feel it.”

I was already close, the tension coiling impossibly tight again. The friction, the weight of him, the smell of his skin, the sound of his ragged breathing in my ear—it all fused into a single point of white-hot need. I shattered, my body convulsing around him, my internal muscles clenching his cock in pulsating waves. My scream was muffled against his shoulder.

The feeling of my climax triggered his. With a guttural groan, he thrust deep and held, his own release shuddering through him. I felt every pulse of him inside me through the latex.

He collapsed onto me, his weight a welcome anchor. We lay there, hearts hammering against each other, slick with sweat, trying to catch our breath. He pressed a kiss to my sweat-damp temple.

After a long moment, he rolled off, disposing of the condom before gathering me back into his arms. We lay in silence, the only sound our slowing breaths.

The reality of the day began to seep back in, cold and unwelcome, around the edges of our warm cocoon. The gala. The end.

“Nathan,” I said softly, my face buried in his chest. “What time do we have to be downstairs?”

“Not for a while,” he said, his fingers tracing patterns on my arm. “The gala’s at seven. The day’s ours.”

Ours. The word was a sweet poison. I wanted the day to last forever. I wanted to hide in this room with him, in this bed, and pretend the outside world didn’t exist.

We eventually got up, showered together—a slower, less urgent version of the night before—and dressed casually. The dress he’d bought for me hung in a garment bag in the closet—a silent promise of the evening to come.

Breakfast was a subdued affair in the sunny morning room. Nathan’s mother, Eleanor, was there, sipping tea and reading a tablet. She looked up and smiled, a genuine, warm smile that reached her eyes.

“Good morning, you two. Sleep well?”

“Very,” Nathan said, his hand finding mine under the table. He gave it a squeeze. It wasn’t for show. It was for me.

“The florists and the caterers will be descending like locusts this afternoon,” Eleanor said with a sigh. “I suggest you enjoy the calm before the storm. The gardens are lovely this morning.”

We took her advice. We walked through the meticulously manicured grounds, hand in hand. We didn’t talk much. We didn’t need to. The comfortable silence between us was a new, fragile thing. I leaned my head against his shoulder as we looked out over a koi pond, and he pressed a kiss to my hair.

It was perfect. And it was killing me.

The afternoon was a blur of preparations. The house transformed around us. Flowers appeared in every room. Crystal glittered. The low hum of hired staff filled the halls. Nathan was pulled into a dozen logistical conversations. I retreated to our room, feeling like a ghost in my own life.

At five, I unzipped the garment bag. The dress took my breath away. It was a deep emerald green, the exact color of my eyes, Nathan had said when he’d shown it to me. It was silk, simple in cut but devastating in effect—a sleeveless column with a neckline that plunged in a deep V in the back. It would be backless. It was elegant, understated, and the most expensive thing I’d ever touched.

I put it on. It fit as if it had been made for me. I looked… different. Not like Riley Hart, broke freelancer. Like someone who belonged in this world. Like someone who belonged with Nathan.

He came into the bedroom as I was staring at my reflection, unsure of the woman looking back. He’d changed into a tuxedo. He looked like a movie star, all broad shoulders and sharp lines. He stopped dead when he saw me.

For a long moment, he just stared. Then he crossed the room in three strides, cupped my face, and kissed me, deep and possessive.

“You,” he said, pulling back, his voice husky, “are going to ruin me tonight. In the best possible way.”

He produced a small velvet box. Inside was a necklace—a simple, stunning teardrop emerald on a delicate gold chain. It matched the dress perfectly.

“Nathan, I can’t—”

“You can,” he said, turning me to face the mirror. He fastened the clasp, his fingers brushing the nape of my neck. The stone settled cool against my skin. In the reflection, we looked like a unit. A real couple. The fake fiancée and her billionaire. The ache in my chest intensified.

The gala was a fairy tale. The grand ballroom was lit by a thousand tiny lights. Music floated through the air. Nathan never left my side. His hand was always on the small of my back, his fingers laced with mine, his arm around my shoulders. He introduced me to people I’d missed earlier in the week—business associates, distant relatives. He called me “my fiancée” without a hint of irony. He looked at me with such open affection that even I started to believe it.

We danced. He held me close, our bodies moving as one to the slow music. I rested my head on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart.

“Riley,” he murmured into my hair.

“Hmm?”

“I need to tell you something.”

My own heart stuttered. “Okay.”

He pulled back just enough to look into my eyes. The music, the crowd, it all faded into a dull roar. It was just him and me, in the center of the dance floor.

“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said, his voice low, intense. “You were supposed to be a means to an end. A smart, sharp-tongued solution to a problem.”

I couldn’t breathe. “And now?”

“Now you’re the problem.” He swallowed. “Because I can’t imagine you walking out of here tomorrow. I can’t imagine waking up without you in my bed. I can’t imagine a future where you’re not driving me insane on a daily basis.”

Tears pricked my eyes. “Nathan…”

“The deal is over,” he said, his grip on my hand tightening. “As of right now. You’ve more than earned the money. It’s yours. No strings.”

The words were a gut-punch. This was it. The polite dismissal. The contract fulfilled. I’d gotten what I wanted. Why did it feel like my world was crumbling?

He continued, his gaze never leaving mine. “But I’m asking you for a new deal. No money. No pretending. Just you and me. For real. Stay. With me.”

The air left my lungs. He wasn’t letting me go. He was asking me to stay.

Joy, pure and effervescent, bubbled up inside me. It was immediately followed by a cold, sickening wave of dread. He was asking me. Riley Hart. But he didn’t know me. Not really. He knew the version of me that had existed for this week, in this bubble. He didn’t know the debt, the desperation, the sheer, ugly mess of my real life. He was offering forever based on a fantasy.

And I had lied to him. From the very beginning. Not just about being his fiancée. About why I needed the money.

The music swelled around us. Everyone was watching the handsome heir and his beautiful date, thinking it was a perfect romantic moment. They had no idea.

I saw the hope in his eyes, so bright and vulnerable it shattered me.

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t let him tie himself to my chaos. He deserved his perfect, orderly world. Not mine.

And I couldn’t start whatever this was with a lie between us.

The tears that had been gathering spilled over. I saw his face fall, confusion replacing hope.

“Riley?”

I pulled my hands from his. The physical separation felt like tearing my own skin. “I can’t.”

His expression shut down, the vulnerability vanishing behind a wall of polished stone. “I see.”

“No, you don’t.” My voice was a broken whisper. “The money… I didn’t just need it. I’m drowning in it. Medical debt. From my mom. Before she died. It’s not just ‘broke.’ It’s a black hole. I took your deal because I was desperate. I’m still desperate. And you… you don’t need my mess. This…” I gestured between us, at the beautiful illusion around us. “This isn’t real. It’s a beautiful vacation from my life. But my life is still there. Waiting.”

He was silent for a long moment, his face unreadable. “So that’s it? You’re going to walk away because your life is messy? You think I care about debt?”

“You should!” I hissed, trying to keep my voice down. “It’s not a little mess, Nathan. It’s crushing. It’s shameful. And I lied to you about the extent of it. I can’t… I won’t be your charity case for real.”

The word ‘charity’ hit him like a slap. He flinched. “Is that what you think this is?”

“What else could it be?” The words tasted like ash.

He stared at me, his eyes searching mine. The love I’d seen there moments before was gone, replaced by something harder. Hurt. Betrayal. “You think a week is enough time for me to fall for someone? You think I’m that shallow?” He shook his head, a bitter laugh escaping him. “You have no idea, Riley. You have no idea how real this is for me.”

“And you have no idea how impossible it is for me!” The tears were streaming down my face now, ruining my makeup, spotting the silk of my beautiful dress. “I’m not from this world. I don’t belong here. Last night, this morning… that was a goodbye. I just didn’t know it yet.”

He took a step back, putting formal, careful distance between us. The Nathan from this morning, from the bath, from our bed, was gone. In his place was the man I’d met a week ago—polite, guarded, closed off.

“If that’s your decision,” he said, his voice cold and flat, “then I won’t keep you. The funds are transferred. Your obligation is complete.” He gave a short, stiff nod. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

He turned and walked away, melting into the crowd without a backward glance.

I stood alone in the middle of the dance floor, the beautiful, backless dress feeling like a costume I had no right to wear. The emerald around my neck felt like a chain. The fairy tale was over. The clock had struck midnight.

And I had broken both our hearts to save him from the ugliness of my reality.

I fled the ballroom, the music and laughter now sounding like mockery. I didn’t stop until I was back in our room. I tore the necklace off, letting it drop to the carpet. I peeled the beautiful dress from my body, leaving it in a heap. I put on my own clothes—jeans, a simple t-shirt, my worn sneakers. They felt like a sackcloth, a return to who I really was.

I packed my small bag with trembling hands. I was leaving the borrowed silk pajamas, the expensive toiletries. I was taking only what was mine.

I paused in the doorway, looking back at the room. The rumpled bed where we’d made love just that morning. The towels from our shower still damp on the rack. It smelled like him, like us.

A sob ripped from my throat. I closed the door.

I didn’t see Nathan as I walked through the quiet, back hallways of the estate. I didn’t see anyone. It was as if I’d already been erased.

I called a ride from my phone, waiting at the end of the long, dark driveway. When the car arrived, I got in without looking back.

As we pulled away, my phone buzzed. A notification from my bank. The full, agreed-upon amount was in my account. A fortune. It would clear the debt. It would give me a fresh start.

It felt like blood money.

I turned my phone off and stared out the window at the passing darkness, the sobs finally, fully overtaking me. I had gotten exactly what I wanted. And I had never felt so utterly, completely bankrupt.


Chapter 6 — For Real

The car dropped me at my apartment building, a stark, gray block against the city’s predawn gloom. I climbed the three flights on legs that felt like lead. My keys felt foreign in my hand. Inside, the silence was absolute, broken only by the hum of my ancient refrigerator.

I’d done it. I’d gotten exactly what I’d asked for. The money was a cold, hard fact in my bank account. The debt was gone. I was free.

I was also shattered.

For three days, I moved through my own life like a ghost. I sat at my desk and pushed pixels around on autopilot, the glow of the monitor and the click of my mouse drowning out the memory of his laugh. I came home. I stared at the walls. I slept in fits and starts on my narrow bed, which now felt cavernously empty. The scent of him was gone from my skin, replaced by the smell of cheap detergent and loneliness.

The physical ache was a constant, hollow throb. I missed his weight beside me. I missed the heat of his body, the way his breath would stir my hair in sleep. I missed the stupid, smug look he’d get when he won an argument. I missed the vulnerability in his eyes when he thought I wasn’t looking.

But more than that, I missed me—the version of myself I’d been with him. The one who was brave enough to be soft. The one who wasn’t just surviving, but living.

On the fourth morning, my phone buzzed on the counter. A new email notification. My heart did a stupid, hopeful lurch before I could stop it.

It wasn’t from Nathan. It was from the law firm handling his grandfather’s estate. A request for a final signature from me, as a witness to some document Nathan had filed. The attached cover note was formal, cold. It felt like the period at the end of a sentence I never meant to write.

I was about to delete it when the doorbell rang.

I wasn’t expecting anyone. I wasn’t ready for anyone. I padded to the door in my ratty sweatpants and a t-shirt, peering through the peephole.

Nathan stood on the other side.

He looked… wrecked. His usually impeccable shirt was wrinkled, the top button undone. His hair was a mess, like he’d been running his hands through it for days. Shadows bruised the skin beneath his eyes. He held a simple paper bag in one hand.

My breath caught. Every instinct screamed to yank the door open. Every other instinct screamed to slide the deadbolt home and never come out.

I opened the door.

We stared at each other across the threshold. The air between us crackled, thick with everything unsaid.

“Riley,” he said, his voice rough.

“Nathan.” My own voice was barely a whisper. “What are you doing here?”

“You left.” He said it like an accusation, a fact, a wound.

“The deal was over. You got what you needed. I got what I needed.” The words tasted like ash.

He flinched. “Is that all it was? A deal?”

“Wasn’t it?”

“No.” The word was definitive, solid. He took a step closer. I didn’t move back. “It stopped being a deal the first time I kissed you and felt my world tilt off its axis. It stopped being a deal when I woke up with you in my arms and wanted that to be every morning for the rest of my life. It stopped being a deal when I saw you walk away from me and realized I’d just let the only real thing I’ve ever had walk out the door.”

Tears blurred my vision. “You didn’t come after me.”

“I was a coward. I thought… I thought I was setting you free. From my mess, from my family’s expectations, from a contract you never wanted. I thought the money was the cleanest thing I could give you.” He ran a hand over his face. “I was an idiot. The cleanest thing I could have given you was me. Just me. No inheritance, no fake backstory, no performance. And I was too scared you wouldn’t want him.”

The sob I’d been holding back broke free. “I do want him. I want the you who steals the last piece of bacon. The you who argues about classic movies. The you who holds me like I’m something precious. I don’t want your money, Nathan. I never did. I wanted you.”

He closed the distance between us then, his hands coming up to cradle my face. His thumbs wiped away my tears. “You have me. You have all of me. For real. No pretending. No expiration date.”

He kissed me then, and it was nothing like our staged, audience-ready kisses. It was desperate and deep and full of apology and promise. It tasted like salt and hope. I melted into him, my hands fisting in his wrinkled shirt, pulling him inside my apartment, kicking the door shut behind him.

We stumbled through the tiny living area, a tangle of limbs and hungry mouths, not breaking the kiss until the back of my knees hit the edge of my bed. We fell onto it together, the old springs groaning in protest.

He pulled back just enough to look down at me, his eyes searching mine. “I need you to know something. I told them. My family. I told them everything. The fake engagement, the deal, all of it.”

My heart stuttered. “What? Why?”

“Because I couldn’t build a life with you on a lie. Because you deserve to be chosen in the light, not hidden in the shadows of some scheme. Because I love you, Riley Hart, and I want to stand in front of everyone I know and claim you as mine. For real.”

The words washed over me, healing cracks I thought would never close. “You love me.”

“I love you. So much it terrifies me.”

“I love you, too.” Saying it felt like unlocking a door inside myself. “So much it’s the only thing that makes sense.”

He kissed me again, slower now, pouring every ounce of that love into the press of his lips. His hands slid under my t-shirt, skimming up my ribs. I arched into his touch, my skin humming. I pulled his shirt over his head, my fingers tracing the familiar planes of his chest, the dusting of hair, the strong beat of his heart beneath my palm.

“I missed you,” I whispered against his skin. “I missed this.”

“Every second,” he vowed, his mouth finding the sensitive spot beneath my ear. He made quick work of my sweatpants, peeling them down my legs along with my panties. The cool air of the apartment hit my skin, followed immediately by the heat of his gaze. He knelt on the floor beside the bed, his hands sliding up my thighs, pushing them apart.

He didn’t speak. He just looked at me, his eyes dark with reverence and desire. Then he lowered his head and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the inside of my thigh. I gasped, my fingers threading into his hair. He kissed his way inward, slow, deliberate, until his breath was hot against my pussy.

“Nathan,” I breathed.

His tongue found my clit in one long, slow lick. My back bowed off the bed. It had been days, and the sensation was almost too much—a direct line to every nerve ending, amplified by the emotional storm between us. He laved me with broad strokes, then zeroed in with tight, focused circles. His hands held my hips down, his grip firm, possessive. I was completely at his mercy, and I’d never felt more safe, more claimed.

The orgasm built quickly, a tight coil in my belly. “I’m… I’m close,” I panted.

He groaned against me, the vibration pushing me higher. He slipped two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a spot that made me cry out. His mouth never left my clit. The dual sensation was overwhelming. I came apart with a sharp cry, my vision whiting out, my body convulsing under his relentless mouth until I was limp and boneless.

He kissed his way up my body, settling his weight over me. His cock, hard and thick, pressed against my thigh through his trousers. I reached for his belt buckle, my hands shaking.

“Let me,” he said, his voice thick. He stood just long enough to shed the rest of his clothes. Then he was back, skin to skin, his body blanketing mine. I wrapped my legs around his hips, drawing him closer.

He reached between us, guiding himself to my entrance. “Look at me,” he said.

I opened my eyes. His gaze was locked on mine, intense, unwavering.

“This is real,” he said, and pushed inside.

I cried out, a sound of pure relief and homecoming. He filled me completely, stretching me in the most perfect way. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, letting me adjust, letting us both feel the profound rightness of it.

“I love you,” he whispered, and began to move.

It wasn’t like before. There was no performative heat, no audience to convince. This was raw, unfiltered, and devastatingly intimate. Every stroke was a vow, every gasp a prayer. He moved inside me with a deep, steady rhythm that quickly unraveled my sanity all over again. I met every thrust, my nails digging into the muscles of his back, my mouth seeking his.

The friction built, a glorious, aching pressure. I could feel his control fraying, his thrusts becoming more urgent, deeper.

“Come with me,” he growled into my ear. “I need to feel you come around me.”

His hand slipped between our bodies, his thumb finding my clit again. That was all it took. My second climax tore through me, violent and sweet, my inner muscles clenching around him in rhythmic pulses. He shouted my name, his own release following, his body shuddering as he spilled himself deep inside me.

He collapsed onto me, his weight a welcome anchor. We lay there, slick with sweat, hearts hammering against each other, breathing in ragged sync. He didn’t pull out. He just held me, his face buried in my neck.

After a long while, he shifted to his side, taking me with him, keeping us joined. He brushed the hair from my damp forehead.

“So,” he said, a ghost of his old smirk touching his lips. “My place is bigger. And it has a better bed.”

I laughed, the sound watery but real. “Are you asking me to move in with you?”

“I’m telling you I’m not leaving without you. The bed here is terrible. I have standards.”

“Your standards include fake-dating broke freelancers.”

“My standards,” he said, kissing my nose, then my lips, “are you. Only you. Forever.”

We spent the rest of the day in that small bed, talking, touching, relearning each other without any pretense. He told me about the fallout with his family—the initial shock, the disappointment, his mother’s surprising quiet understanding. He told me he’d walked away from the inheritance tied to the marriage clause. “I have my own company. We’ll be fine. More than fine. We’ll be free.”

I told him about my mother’s debt being cleared, about the strange, empty relief of it. “I want to pay you back,” I started, but he silenced me with a kiss.

“You already have,” he murmured. “You gave me back to myself.”

As evening painted the sky in shades of orange and purple, we finally got up. I packed a bag—not the small one from the estate, but a real one, filled with the things that mattered. My favorite books. A single framed photo of my mom. My good jeans. He watched me, leaning against the doorframe, his eyes soft.

“Ready?” he asked, holding out his hand.

I looked around the apartment that had been my entire world—a world of scarcity and struggle and survival. Then I looked at him, at the promise in his eyes, the love in his open palm.

I took his hand. “Ready.”

We didn’t go to his sleek, modern penthouse. Instead, he drove us to a quiet, tree-lined street and stopped in front of a brownstone with a tiny, overgrown garden out front.

“What is this?” I asked.

“Our place,” he said simply. “If you like it. I bought it last week. It’s not a showpiece. It’s… a home. Somewhere we can paint the walls whatever color we want. Somewhere we can be loud. Somewhere we can build something real.”

Tears pricked my eyes again. I was getting tired of crying, but these were different. These were pure, unadulterated joy.

We walked inside. It was empty, smelled of fresh paint and potential. Sunlight streamed through the windows, landing in golden pools on the hardwood floors.

In the middle of the living room, Nathan stopped and pulled me into his arms. He wasn’t wearing a suit. I wasn’t wearing a designer dress. There was no audience, no performance, no script.

Just us.

He kissed me, slow and deep, under the setting sun in a house full of nothing but possibility.

“Welcome home, Riley,” he whispered against my lips.

And I was. Finally, devastatingly, beautifully home.



Epilogue — One Year Later

The garden is no longer overgrown. I’m kneeling in the dirt, my hands covered in soil, planting the last of the lavender. Nathan said I could hire someone to do this, but I love it. The smell of the earth, the promise of things growing.

I hear the front door open and close. Footsteps approach across the flagstone path.

“There you are.”

I look up, shading my eyes against the late afternoon sun. Nathan stands there, tie loosened, a soft smile on his face. He’s holding a small, flat box.

“What’s that?” I ask, wiping my hands on my jeans.

He kneels in the grass beside me, heedless of his expensive trousers. “Something for you.”

I open the box. Inside, on a bed of velvet, is a simple, beautiful key. Not a car key. A house key.

I look at him, confused. “I have a key.”

“Not to this house,” he says, his voice quiet, steady. He takes the key from the box and holds it up. The sunlight glints off it. Engraved on the bow is a single word: Always.

My breath catches.

“Riley Hart,” he says, his eyes holding mine with an intensity that makes my heart stop. “This is the key to my life. My heart. My future. Every door I have, or will ever have, is yours. I don’t have a script for this. I don’t have a deal to offer. All I have is me. And I am asking you, for real this time, with no audience and no end date, to marry me. To build a real life with me. To let me love you every single day until the very last one.”

Tears are streaming down my face, mixing with the garden dirt on my cheeks. I don’t even try to stop them.

“Yes,” I say, the word bursting from me. “A thousand times, yes.”

He slides the key onto the chain around my neck, next to the simple pendant he gave me on our real six-month anniversary. Then he kisses me, there in the dirt and the lavender, under the wide-open sky.

Later, we make love in our bed, in our room, in our home. It’s slow and sweet and fierce. He enters me with a reverence that still makes me weep, and we move together in a rhythm that is now as familiar as our own breath. Afterward, as we lie tangled in the sheets, his hand splayed possessively over my stomach, I look at the key resting against my chest.

It started as a fake. A performance. A means to an end.

It became the only thing that was ever real.

And it was just the beginning.
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