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PROLOGUE — “THE LOOK THATRUINED HER PEACE” ·

The lounge lighting was low enough to hide intentions but

bright enough to expose truth.

Amina Carter walked in with her usual armor—black heels,

steady posture, eyes that dared anyone to try her. She was

here

for one thing: a drink strong enough to erase the week, not a

conversation strong enough to unravel her.

But the moment she stepped inside, she felt it.

A gaze.

Slow. Unrushed. And bold enough to stop her mid-step.

Amina didn’t believe in “energies” the way her friends did,

but this—

this felt like the room shifted its weight to watch something

begin.

She found the source easily.

He sat alone in the corner, sleeves rolled up, wristwatch

glinting under the bar lights.

Not handsome in the loud, obvious way.

Handsome in the way that made you stare twice, wondering

why you suddenly forgot your own name.

He didn’t smile.

He didn’t look away.

He simply observed her like he was reading a language she

didn’t remember giving him permission to study.

Amina exhaled sharply and looked anywhere but at him.

Men stared at her all the time.

But this stare?

It felt like he’d already figured out the part of her she kept

chained behind her ribs.

She moved to the bar, ordered her drink, and reminded

herself that she didn’t do “intrigue.”

She didn’t do connection.

She didn’t do anything that involved another person getting

close enough to disappoint her.

But when she felt him approach—without looking, without

turning—her pulse betrayed her.

His voice was smooth, warm, but low enough to feel like a

secret shared only between them.

“Most people order that drink when they’re trying to forget

something,” he said.

Amina kept her eyes on the glass. “Or someone.”

He hummed softly, the hint of a knowing smile brushing his

tone.

“Fair enough. But you don’t strike me as the type who lets

anyone take that kind of power from you.”

She turned then—finally meeting the eyes that kept tugging

at her peace.

He wasn’t wrong.

And he wasn’t intimidated.

Dangerous combination.

“And you don’t strike me as the type who talks to strangers,”

she countered.

“I don’t.” His gaze held hers. “But something tells me you’re

not really a stranger.”

Her heartbeat betrayed her again.

She hated it.

Because she had spent years building walls thick enough to

echo.

And in thirty seconds, with nothing but a calm stare and a

quiet confidence...

this man cracked them.

Amina didn’t know his name.

Didn’t know his story.

Didn’t know why he looked at her like he was already inside

her head.

But she did know one thing:

If she wasn’t careful, he could become her favorite mistake.

CHAPTER ONE — “THE RULES SHE LIVED BY” ·

Amina Carter woke before her alarm, as usual.

Not because she was disciplined—though she was.

But because sleep had a habit of slipping away from people

who didn’t trust peace when they finally found it.

The city outside her high-rise window was barely awake, the

soft hum of early traffic drifting into her bedroom like a

reminder that life never really stopped... it only paused long

enough to catch its breath. She stretched, rolled her neck, and

stared at the ceiling for a moment longer than she liked.

Last night.

That man.

That look.

She shoved the thought away before it could grow roots.

Thoughts like that tended to bloom into something

messier—something she didn’t have time for.

Amina swung her legs out of bed and moved through her

condo with the same quiet precision she brought to

everything.

Her coffee brewed the way she liked it: strong, almost rude.

Her

music played low: soft neo-soul with just enough bass to

remind

her she was alive. And her reflection in the bathroom mirror

stared back with the same message she repeated every

morning:

We don’t need anybody.

It wasn’t arrogance. It was survival.

She tied her hair up, applied her makeup with a surgeon’s

steadiness, and slipped into a fitted dark-green dress that

made

her look like the kind of woman who didn’t bend, didn’t break,

didn’t wait.

Her phone buzzed.

Nyla:

Tell me you made it home without traumatizing any men.

Amina smirked and replied:

Amina:

I don’t traumatize men. I just teach them lessons they

weren’t ready for.

She set the phone down.

The lie tasted familiar.

Because for the first time in a long time, last night, she was

the one thrown off balance.

Not by a line.

Not by attention.

But by silence—his silence.

The way he saw through her like he had a map she didn’t

remember giving him.

She hated that.

She hated even more that she kept replaying that moment,

wondering why his voice still lingered in the back of her mind

like a song she didn’t realize she’d memorized.

A knock at her door broke her thoughts.

Amina rarely received morning visitors. No one had keys.

No one came unannounced. Her life was intentional—every

interaction scheduled, every boundary fortified.

She approached the door cautiously, heels clicking softly on

the hardwood floor.

When she opened it, a man in a navy suit stood

there—clean-cut, professional, holding a slim folder.

“Amina Carter?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I was asked to deliver this to you personally.”

He handed her the folder, nodded politely, and walked off

without waiting for anything else.

Amina closed the door slowly.

A personal delivery at seven-thirty in the morning?

Odd.

Specific.

Too direct to ignore.

She opened the folder.

Inside was a sleek, cream-colored envelope—handwritten.

No return address.

Her breath caught—not in fear, but in curiosity she

immediately resented.

She slid a manicured finger under the seal and unfolded the

single piece of thick paper inside.

One line.

No signature.

“You looked like you needed something real.”

Her heart kicked once, hard.

She stared at the handwriting—clean, steady, confident. The

same quiet dominance she felt last night.

A warning shot disguised as a compliment.

A message from a man who wasn’t supposed to know where

she lived...

...unless she wanted him to.

Amina’s pulse flicked hotter.

Irritation.

Intrigue.

Something in between.

She read the line again.

And again.

The strongest people fall the hardest—that’s what they say.

But this was different.

This felt like the beginning of something she didn’t ask for...

but wasn’t sure she wanted to stop.

She folded the note carefully and placed it on the counter.

For the first time in years, Amina Carter was off balance.

And the worst part?

She didn’t hate it.

CHAPTER TWO — “THE MAN WHO DIDN’T CHASE” ·

The morning rush inside Benton & Hale Consulting was a

symphony of footsteps, phone calls, and controlled

chaos—exactly how Lucas Hale liked it. He stood near the

floor-to-ceiling windows of his corner office, reviewing a list of

contracts with the same calm precision he brought to every

part

of his life.

Nothing rattled him.

Not deadlines.

Not competition.

Not conflict.

But last night...

that woman.

She wasn’t just beautiful.

She had presence.

Armor.

Edges made of silk and steel.

And Lucas had learned long ago:

people who hid behind confidence were the ones worth

paying attention to.

A soft knock broke his thoughts.

His assistant, Elise, peeked in. “Your eleven o’clock

canceled. Something about a family emergency.”

“Understood,” he said without looking up.

She hesitated. “You seem... distracted.”

Lucas finally lifted his eyes. “Do I?”

“Which is odd,” she said. “Because you’re never distracted.”

He didn’t answer. Elise had known him too long; she sensed

when something shifted. But she also knew when not to pry.

With a small smile, she backed out of the office and closed the

door.

Lucas exhaled through his nose.

Distracted wasn’t the right word.

Intrigued... that was better.

Amina.

He hadn’t planned to send the note. He wasn’t the type who

played games or left women guessing. But something about

her

silence last night—sharp, guarded, almost lonely—made him

want to hold up a mirror she didn’t ask for.

Most people hid behind words.

She hid behind the lack of them.

He respected that.

And he wanted to see what she did when someone noticed.

His phone buzzed.

Rico:

That the one from the lounge? You actually sent the note?

Lucas typed back with his usual brevity.

Lucas:

Yes.

Rico:

Bro... she’s gonna think you’re crazy.

Lucas:

Or she’ll think I’m paying attention.

Rico:

Same thing these days.

Lucas smirked.

People misunderstood confidence because they’d never seen

it done quietly.

He slipped on his suit jacket, checked his watch, and exited

his office. As he walked the hallway, two employees stepped

aside automatically. Not out of fear—out of respect. Lucas

carried the kind of steadiness that made people straighten

their

posture without thinking.

He walked into the elevator, hit the ground-floor button, and

let the silence settle.

He wasn’t chasing her.

He didn’t chase anyone.

He was simply... curious.

And curiosity had a way of becoming something far more

dangerous.

■

Across the city...

Amina sat in her car outside her office building, fingers

drumming against the steering wheel. She’d been sitting there

for three minutes—far too long for someone as put-together

as

she pretended to be.

The note lay open on the passenger seat like it was judging

her.

“You looked like you needed something real.”

Her chest tightened.

Her ex never said things like that.

No man she’d dated ever looked at her, only at what they

could get from her.

This?

This felt invasive and considerate at the same time—an

unsettling mix.

Her phone buzzed.

Nyla:

Are you bringing your fine, drama-avoiding self to lunch or

not?

Amina didn’t answer.

She couldn’t explain a feeling she barely understood.

She finally grabbed her bag, inhaled once, and stepped out of

the car. The elevator ride up felt longer than usual, her

heartbeat

a shade too quick, her mind replaying that one line again:

Something real.

She hated that her body reacted before her thoughts did.

She hated that her pulse warmed, that her breath softened,

that her guard slipped even for a second.

As soon as she stepped onto her office floor, she smoothed

her dress, fixed her expression, and snapped back into her

routine.

No one saw the woman from this morning.

They only saw the version she allowed.

She made it to her office, shut the door behind her, and

opened her laptop... only to freeze.

On her desk, placed neatly beside her keyboard, was a small,

matte-black business card.

Her breath stalled.

No one else had access to her office except three people.

She reached for the card slowly, her fingers brushing its

textured surface.

The front was blank.

The back had a single embossed line:

L.H.

Her stomach dropped—part shock, part thrill.

He didn’t chase.

But somehow...

he was already ahead of her.

Amina closed her eyes for a brief second, trying to regain

control of her thoughts, her heartbeat, her breathing.

She couldn’t tell if this was the beginning of something

irresistible...

or something she should’ve run from the moment he looked

at her.

But she knew one thing without question:

Whatever this was, it wasn’t going away.

And neither was he.

CHAPTER THREE — “THE FIRSTREAL CONVERSATION” ·

Amina spent the rest of the morning pretending the

matte-black card on her desk didn’t exist.

She buried herself in emails.

Meetings.

Schedules.

Anything that drowned out the quiet thrum of curiosity

pacing inside her chest.

But the card stayed where she’d placed it—face-down,

mocking her with the simplicity of those two letters.

L.H.

She told herself she wasn’t going to read into it.

She wasn’t the kind of woman who got flustered.

She was composed. Strategic. Unreachable.

So why, every time someone passed her office door, did her

pulse spike?

Why did she keep glancing at that card like it might change

if she stared long enough?

By noon, she’d convinced herself the note, the delivery, the

card—

all of it—

was simply a clever stunt from a confident man with too

much time and too much ego.

She refused to be impressed.

What she didn’t expect was the knock.

Soft.

Measured.

Familiar.

Her breath stilled.

No one knocked like that.

Slowly, she lifted her eyes—and froze when the door opened

halfway.

Him.

Lucas Hale stepped inside like the room already belonged to

him.

Tailored charcoal suit.

Rolled sleeves.

Calm energy wrapped in masculine heat.

That same unhurried confidence, like nothing in the world

could surprise him.

Amina straightened in her chair before she could stop

herself.

He closed the door gently behind him.

“I figured it was time we met properly,” he said.

His voice carried the same warmth she remembered—low,

steady, a little too intimate for a workplace hallway. He spoke

like he knew exactly which part of her mind he was lingering

in.

Amina kept her tone crisp. “You tracked down my office?”

“No,” he said simply. “I remembered it.”

Her brow lifted. “We didn’t talk long enough for you to

remember anything.”

He smiled—not wide, not flirtatious. Controlled.

“You’d be surprised what people reveal when they think

they’re guarded.”

Amina didn’t like how her stomach tightened.

He stepped closer—not invading, but closing the distance

enough that she caught the faint, expensive scent of his

cologne.

She masked her reaction. Barely.

“I’m not sure what you think you’re doing,” she said.

“I’m doing exactly what I said I’d do.” His eyes held hers.

“Giving you something real.”

Amina felt her heartbeat thud—once, twice—betraying her

composure.

“Was the note supposed to impress me?”

“No,” he replied. “It was supposed to get your attention.”

“Why?”

He didn’t rush his answer.

“Because you look like a woman who’s surrounded by noise,

but starving for clarity.”

Her breath caught.

God, she hated how accurate that felt.

Lucas watched her carefully, his gaze steady but never

aggressive.

“If I overstepped,” he said, “say so. I’ll walk out.”

Simple.

No pressure.

No games.

And somehow, that challenge was worse than anything else.

Amina forced her voice to stay cool. “You did overstep.”

He nodded once. “Then tell me to go.”

She opened her mouth.

Nothing came out.

Because she didn’t want him to leave.

She hated that truth more than anything.

Lucas saw the hesitation before she even realized she’d

shown it. His eyes softened, just slightly.

“I’m not here to bother you,” he said quietly. “I’m here

because something about you demands honesty.”

Her pulse flickered.

“What do you want, Lucas?” she asked.

“To understand why you’re trying so hard not to look at me.”

Her jaw clenched. “I’m not.”

“You are.”

She inhaled sharply.

His presence wasn’t overwhelming—just precise. Everything

he said felt intentional. Measured. Designed to make her

confront the part of herself she kept buried.

“I don’t play these kinds of games,” she said.

“I know.”

He took one more step toward her desk.

“And that’s exactly why I’m interested.”

Amina swallowed hard.

This wasn’t flirtation.

This wasn’t charm.

This was a man who saw past the walls she thought were

bulletproof.

And it terrified her.

Before she could respond, Lucas placed a small, folded paper

on her desk—right beside the business card.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Lunch.”

She frowned. “You brought me lunch?”

“No,” he said. “I brought you a question.”

Amina stared.

He nodded toward the folded paper. “Open it.”

Her fingers hesitated, then unfolded it slowly.

One handwritten sentence:

“Tell me one thing you don’t let anyone see.”

Amina’s throat tightened.

Lucas stepped back, giving her space, but still watching her

with that unnerving calm.

“That’s your answer for our next conversation,” he said.

“Our next—?”

“You didn’t tell me to leave,” he reminded her.

“So yes. There will be a next time.”

Speechless.

Amina Carter—always in control, always unshakable—was

speechless.

Lucas turned, hand on the door.

Just before he opened it, he looked back at her.

“And Amina,” he said softly, “whatever you write... don’t

lie.”

The door clicked shut behind him.

Amina’s breath came out in a shaky exhale.

She looked at the question on the paper again.

One thing you don’t let anyone see.

Her hands trembled—very slightly—but enough for her to

notice.

For the first time in a long time, Amina wasn’t sure if she

was protecting herself...

or being seen.

And she didn’t know which terrified her more.

CHAPTER FOUR — “THE SPACESHE COULDN’T

CONTROL” ·

Amina avoided her reflection for the rest of the afternoon.

It wasn’t vanity.

It was strategy.

Mirrors told the truth when she wasn’t ready to hear it.

And today, her truth looked suspiciously like a man with

calm eyes and steady confidence—

a man who walked into her office like he’d been invited by

her heartbeat instead of her words.

Ridiculous.

She wouldn’t give him that satisfaction.

She folded the lunch question and slipped it into her desk

drawer, buried under a stack of contracts. Out of sight. Out of

mind. Out of power.

Or at least, that’s what she told herself.

By four-thirty, she’d regained enough control to convince

herself the morning meant nothing.

Just an unexpected encounter with a man who thought he

was interesting.

She’d reset. Recentered. Reinforced every wall.

Until her phone buzzed.

Nyla:

Drinks tonight? I wanna see that “I don’t care but low-key I

care” face you get.

Amina rolled her eyes.

Amina:

I don’t have a face like that.

Nyla:

Girl. Yes you do. Bring it with you at 7.

Amina smirked despite herself. Nyla always saw through

her. Annoying. Necessary. But tonight, distraction might do

her

good.

She gathered her things and stepped out of her office—

—and stopped dead.

Lucas was there.

Leaning against the far wall.

One hand in his pocket.

The other holding a small black umbrella, like he already

knew it was going to rain tonight.

Her pulse betrayed her before her thoughts did.

Amina inhaled, straightened her spine, and masked the

surprise like she’d practiced her whole life.

“Waiting for someone?” she asked, voice crisp.

His eyes traveled over her once—slow enough to feel

intentional but not possessive. Just... aware.

“I was,” he said.

“For who?”

“You.”

Her breath tightened—not enough to show, but enough to

annoy her.

She locked her jaw. “Lucas, whatever this is, it’s not

happening. I don’t mix business and—”

“We’re not in business together,” he said calmly. “We work

in the same building, not the same world.”

She hated how smoothly he dismantled her defense.

“And,” he added, “you didn’t answer the question.”

“What question?”

“What you’re hiding.”

His gaze held hers. “You read the note, right?”

Her throat tightened.

She stepped closer—just enough to reclaim space—but

Lucas didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Didn’t give her the satisfaction

of rattling him.

“You need to stop assuming you know me,” she said.

“I’m not assuming.” His voice dropped just slightly. “I’m

observing.”

Her heartbeat thudded again.

Ugh. She hated this man.

“I don’t owe you an explanation.”

“Then don’t give me one,” he said. “Give yourself one.”

Her stomach flipped.

He wasn’t trying to charm her.

Wasn’t trying to seduce her.

He was trying to expose something she’d spent years

burying.

That made him more dangerous than any man she’d ever

met.

Amina crossed her arms. “What do you want, Lucas? Be

specific.”

His expression barely changed, but the temperature in the

hallway seemed to shift.

“I want a conversation,” he said. “A real one.”

“We had a real one.”

“No.” He stepped closer—slow, deliberate. “You deflected.

You dodged. You pretended you didn’t react.”

Her breath hitched.

“And here you are again,” he continued, “showing me a

reaction anyway.”

Heat sparked down her spine—anger, attraction, confusion

weaving too tightly to separate.

Amina broke eye contact first.

She hated that.

“I have plans,” she said. “I’m leaving.”

Lucas nodded once, almost like he already knew.

“Good,” he said. “But before you do...”

He reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out

something small.

A folded slip of paper.

Her eyes narrowed.

“What now?”

“This is for you to open later,” he said. “When you’re not

trying so hard to pretend you don’t care.”

Amina felt her breath catch again—because how the hell did

he read her that easily?

She snatched the paper from his hand before he could say

anything else. “You really think you know me, don’t you?”

Lucas leaned in slightly—close enough for her to feel his

breath warm against her cheek, but never touching her.

“No,” he said quietly.

“I think you want someone who tries.”

Her knees threatened to weaken.

Her mind screamed at her to step back.

Her heart took one reckless step forward.

Amina forced herself to turn, heels clicking sharply against

the marble as she walked toward the elevator.

She didn’t look back.

But she could feel him watching her—

not like a man pursuing a woman...

...but like a man waiting for the moment she stopped

running from herself.

The elevator doors closed.

Only then did she unfold the slip of paper.

Six words, written in the same steady handwriting as before:

“You don’t intimidate me. You inspire me.”

Amina swallowed hard, her chest tight in ways she didn’t

trust.

The elevator reached the lobby.

The doors opened.

She stepped out with her chin lifted, walls raised...

...but her guard wasn’t nearly as impenetrable as it had been

this morning.

And that terrified her more than anything.

CHAPTER FIVE — “THE THINGSTHEY TOLD OTHER

PEOPLE” ·

Amina

The bar Nyla chose was warm, loud, and dim enough for

people to say things they’d pretend they didn’t mean in the

morning. Exactly Nyla’s vibe. Too human for Amina’s taste.

But

tonight, she needed noise to drown the thoughts she couldn’t

kick out of her mind.

Nyla spotted her instantly from across the room and waved

so dramatically Amina nearly walked back out.

“There she is,” Nyla said, sliding a cocktail over before

Amina even sat down. “My emotionally unavailable, gorgeous,

intimidating best friend. Drink.”

Amina took the glass. “You’re exhausting.”

“And you’re glowing,” Nyla said, narrowing her eyes. “Why

are you glowing?”

Amina glared. “I’m not glowing.”

“You’re glowing.”

“I am not—”

“Amina. You walked in looking like a woman who either

had sex or thought about having it.”

Amina choked on her first sip. “Nyla.”

“I’m not wrong,” she said. “Spill.”

Amina hesitated.

She didn’t hesitate with anyone.

She had rules.

She didn’t share feelings.

She didn’t admit weakness.

She didn’t let anyone close enough to hear her heartbeat

change.

But tonight... she felt unsettled.

Unbalanced.

Cracked open in a way she didn’t recognize.

“There’s this guy,” Amina finally said.

Nyla froze mid-sip.

“Ohhhh, we starting like that tonight?”

Amina rolled her eyes. “Don’t make this bigger than it is.”

“I already know it is.”

“It isn’t.”

“It is.” Nyla leaned in. “If you’re talking about a man before

I finish my first drink, it’s serious.”

Amina sighed and stared at the condensation on her glass.

“He... notices things.”

Nyla blinked. “Like what? Your shoes? Your lashes?”

“No.” Amina’s voice softened without permission. “Things I

don’t say.”

Nyla slowly set her drink down.

“Oh. One of those men.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Amina muttered.

“It means he sees you.” Nyla held her gaze. “That’s exactly

the type you run from.”

Amina didn’t respond, because the truth stung.

“He keeps showing up,” she said quietly.

“Do you want him to?” Nyla asked.

Amina opened her mouth.

Nothing came out.

Her silence was answer enough.

Nyla smirked knowingly. “You’re in trouble.”

Amina exhaled sharply and took a bigger sip. “No. I’m not. I

just... don’t like surprises.”

“Sweetheart,” Nyla said gently, “sometimes surprises are the

only things that shake loose what you’ve been pretending not

to

feel.”

Amina’s stomach flipped.

She wasn’t ready to admit anything.

Not yet.

Not out loud.

Not when her heart was warming to the exact type of man

she swore she’d never trust.

■

Lucas

Lucas hit the gym after work the way some men hit therapy.

No music.

No distractions.

Just breath, sweat, and the heavy repetition of bringing his

mind back into focus.

The punching bag swung hard under each hit, echoing

through the empty training room. Lucas kept his strikes clean,

controlled—rage had never been his problem.

Focus was.

And since last night, since this morning, since the moment

he’d stepped into her office...

He hadn’t been able to think about anything except the way

she held herself like a fortress and flinched like a woman who

forgot what softness felt like.

Amina Carter.

Beautiful without trying.

Guarded without apology.

Honest even in her defiance.

Lucas wiped sweat from his jawline and stepped back, chest

rising in slow, deliberate breaths.

Rico’s voice echoed in his head from earlier.

You’re doing too much over a woman you barely know.

But Lucas knew better.

It wasn’t about knowing her.

It was about recognizing her.

People spent their whole lives hiding their true selves behind

noise. Amina hid behind silence. That made her rare.

He wasn’t chasing her.

He wasn’t trying to claim her.

He simply wanted one thing:

To see what she looked like without the armor.

And if he was being honest with himself...

He wanted to be the one she trusted enough to take it off.

Lucas rested his hands on his hips, exhaled, and reached for

his water bottle.

His phone buzzed.

Elise:

Reminder: You have the charity gala tomorrow evening.

Right.

The event he hadn’t wanted to attend.

But now?

He smiled faintly.

Maybe tomorrow wouldn’t be a waste.

■

Later That Night

After two drinks, a shared appetizer, and Nyla’s relentless

interrogation disguised as girl talk, Amina left the bar feeling

lighter than when she arrived.

The night air was crisp, carrying hints of rain and the electric

hum of the city settling into its late rhythm. Amina walked

toward her car, heels tapping against the pavement.

She felt...

almost normal.

Until she noticed someone leaning against her car.

Her stomach dipped.

Her steps slowed.

And then her breath caught.

Lucas.

Hands in his pockets.

Suit jacket gone, white dress shirt sleeves rolled to his

forearms.

The streetlights cut a warm glow across his skin, shadowing

his jaw, making him look even more composed than he had

earlier.

He wasn’t smirking.

He wasn’t posing.

He was just there—calm, steady, waiting like he had every

right to.

Amina swallowed, pulse quickening.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded, trying to keep

her voice even.

Lucas straightened. “Making sure you got home safe.”

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“I didn’t say you did.”

His gaze held hers.

“I said I wanted to.”

Amina’s chest tightened.

He wasn’t asking.

He wasn’t pushing.

He wasn’t doing anything inappropriate.

He was simply choosing her...

in the smallest, gentlest way.

That terrified her more than anything else.

She folded her arms. “You can’t keep showing up like this.”

“I disagree.”

“You don’t even know me.”

Lucas stepped closer—not close enough to touch, but close

enough to pull the breath from her lungs.

“Amina,” he said quietly, “I know exactly who you are.”

Her body warmed against her will.

“You’re afraid of wanting something real,” he continued.

“Not because you’re weak... but because you’re used to being

strong.”

Her throat tightened.

“And trust me,” he added, voice lower now, “strong people

feel the most when they finally let go.”

Amina blinked, shaken.

She hated how much truth lived in his words.

She hated how her heart answered them.

He stepped back just enough to give her space.

Just enough to say: your move.

Amina breathed slowly, gathering herself.

Then she did something she hadn’t planned—

maybe the first honest thing she’d done all week.

She whispered, “Why me?”

Lucas didn’t hesitate.

“Because you look like the one thing I don’t want to

misjudge.”

Her breath hitched.

He held her gaze, steady and unafraid.

“I’m not here to take anything from you,” he said softly.

“I’m here to meet you where you are.”

Amina’s heart thudded painfully.

She wasn’t ready for him.

But God...

something in her wanted to be.

■

CHAPTER SIX — “THE GALA THATCHANGED

EVERYTHING” ·

Amina didn’t consider herself the “gala type,” but tonight

she looked like she owned the entire event.

The dress was an accident—Nyla’s doing.

A deep, midnight-colored gown with a slit sharp enough to

be considered a warning.

Elegant. Seductive. Controlled.

Just like Amina—except this dress revealed a softness she

didn’t allow often.

She stood in front of her full-length mirror, adjusting the thin

strap on her shoulder, ignoring the flutter in her chest.

“Nyla should be shot for picking this,” she muttered.

Nyla, lounging on the bed behind her, sipped wine and

grinned.

“Oh, absolutely. Shot, jailed, maybe even sainted. Because

you look lethal. This man is not ready.”

Amina rolled her eyes. “It’s not about him.”

“Mm-hmm.” Nyla stretched out. “It’s about the way your

pulse has been doing backflips for two days. You really gonna

pretend?”

Amina gave one last glance in the mirror then grabbed her

clutch.

“I’m going,” she said. “Don’t wait up.”

“I better get details,” Nyla called after her. “REAL details!”

Amina shut the door before she could respond.

She didn’t owe anyone details.

She didn’t even owe herself an explanation for why her heart

felt too big and too small at the same time.

■

At the Gala

The ballroom glittered with chandeliers and discreet wealth.

Soft jazz played.

Laughter floated through the air.

Amina ignored all of it.

Until she saw him.

Lucas stood near the center of the room, talking to

someone—his posture straight, shoulders squared beneath a

perfectly tailored black suit. His hair was cleanly cut, his tie

undone just enough to look dangerously relaxed.

And the moment he sensed her presence—

he turned.

His eyes found her instantly.

And everything inside her froze.

He didn’t blink.

Didn’t look away.

Didn’t hide a single reaction.

Because Lucas Hale was actually stunned.

Slowly, he excused himself from the group and walked

toward her. Each step deliberate. Controlled. Like a man

approaching something he didn’t want to startle.

When he finally reached her, he stopped just inches away.

“Amina...”

His voice dropped lower than she’d ever heard it.

“You look—” He exhaled softly, trying again.

“—unbelievable.”

For once, Amina didn’t have a ready answer.

Her lips parted, but nothing came out.

Lucas’s gaze drifted over her face, her collarbone, the curve

of the dress.

Not objectifying.

Not hungry.

Just... reverent.

He leaned closer and whispered, “You can tell me to stop

staring anytime.”

“I didn’t say you could stare,” she managed.

“You didn’t say I couldn’t.”

Euphoria and irritation collided inside her.

She straightened. “I’m here for work connections.”

“And I’m here for honesty,” he said.

“You can’t always say the first thing that comes to your

mind.”

“Then why does the truth make you look away?”

Her breath tightened.

God, this man...

“I’m not doing this with you,” she said.

Lucas didn’t touch her.

Didn’t reach for her.

Didn’t trap her.

He simply offered his arm.

“Walk with me.”

The way he said it—calm, confident, waiting for her to

decide—sent a quiet shiver through her.

Amina hesitated.

Then, for reasons she still didn’t understand, she slipped her

hand into the crook of his arm.

His muscles tightened under her touch—barely, but enough

for her to feel it.

Lucas inhaled once, controlled.

And they walked.

Through crowds.

Past glittering tables.

Past people who glanced at them with curiosity they both

ignored.

Because suddenly the noise didn’t matter.

Only the heat between them did.

■

The Balcony

Lucas guided her toward the terrace—open air, quiet,

moonlight spilling across marble.

Amina stepped out first, grateful for the cold breeze against

her warm skin.

Lucas stayed back a moment, watching her.

She could feel it.

Finally, he spoke.

“You’re doing something,” he said.

She turned slightly. “Doing what?”

“Pretending you aren’t affected.”

Amina stiffened. “I am not—”

“You are.”

Her jaw clenched. “You’re so sure of yourself.”

“No,” he said. “I’m sure of you.”

Her pulse jumped.

She hated how much he saw.

She hated how much she wanted to listen.

She faced him fully. “What do you want from me, Lucas?”

He stepped closer—slow, patient, giving her time to move

away.

She didn’t.

He lifted his hand.

Not touching her—just close enough that she felt its warmth

near her cheek.

“I don’t want to break your walls,” he said.

“I want to understand why you built them.”

Amina’s breath caught.

She wasn’t prepared for that.

No one ever asked about her walls.

Men tried to climb them.

Kick them down.

Ignore them.

Lucas wanted to understand.

Her voice came out softer than she intended.

“Why? What do you get out of this?”

He lowered his hand to his side—but didn’t step back.

“You think someone like you isn’t worth understanding?”

Her heart pounded.

“You think I’m difficult,” she said.

“I think you’re layered.”

“You think I’m guarded.”

“I think you’re careful.”

“You think I’m complicated.”

Lucas’s eyes dropped briefly to her lips.

“I think,” he murmured, “you’re worth the effort.”

Amina’s breath shook.

For the first time in years, she didn’t know what to say.

Didn’t know how to protect herself.

Didn’t know if she wanted to.

Lucas held her gaze, his voice low, steady, honest:

“Tell me if this is too much,” he said.

She swallowed hard.

“It’s not,” she whispered.

“Good,” he said softly.

And then—

very slowly—

he placed two fingers under her chin...

and lifted her face toward his.

Not touching.

Not kissing.

Just holding her there...

...like the moment itself was intimate enough.

Amina’s knees weakened.

Lucas’s thumb grazed her jawline—so lightly she didn’t

know if it was him or the wind.

And when her breath hitched—just slightly—

Lucas exhaled in quiet victory.

“Now,” he whispered, “tell me again you’re not affected.”

Amina couldn’t.

Not tonight.

Not with the world falling away around them.

Not with this man standing so close she could feel the truth

in every word he didn’t say.

She closed her eyes.

Just once.

Just long enough for him to know—

she was falling.

Just a little.

But enough.

■

CHAPTER SEVEN — “THE PULL AND THE PUSH” ·

Amina wasn’t sure who broke first.

Maybe it was her breath hitching.

Maybe it was the way Lucas’s fingers rested under her chin

like he was holding something fragile without ever asking for

permission.

Maybe it was the quiet, dangerous truth simmering between

them.

But something snapped.

She stepped back.

Not harshly.

Not dramatically.

Just enough to reclaim the space she suddenly felt guilty for

giving.

Lucas’s hand dropped immediately.

No frustration.

No disappointment.

Just patience.

Too much patience.

Amina’s voice came out tight. “I shouldn’t... we shouldn’t...

that was—”

“What we both felt?” he asked softly.

Her chest tightened.

God, she hated how simple he made things.

“No,” she said quickly. “It was a moment. That’s all.”

Lucas studied her with that unreadable steadiness that made

her feel both protected and exposed.

“A moment,” he repeated. “Right.”

Amina crossed her arms, pulling her walls back up so fast

she practically felt the bricks forming.

“I have boundaries,” she said.

“I haven’t asked you to lower them.”

“But you keep getting close.”

“I’m matching your steps, Amina,” he said calmly. “You

move forward, I move forward. You step back, I stop.”

Her breath caught.

Because that was true.

And it made him more dangerous than any man who’d ever

pursued her.

Amina looked away, needing distance from his eyes.

“You’re too confident,” she muttered.

Lucas tilted his head. “You say that like it’s something you

don’t want.”

“I don’t.”

He smiled faintly. “Then why are you shaking?”

She froze.

Her eyes snapped to his—angry, embarrassed, exposed.

“I’m not shaking.”

“Amina.”

His voice wasn’t teasing.

Not manipulative.

Just honest.

Quietly honest.

She swallowed hard, realizing her fingers trembled slightly

around her clutch.

Damn him.

She took a step back toward the ballroom doors.

“This was a mistake,” she whispered.

Lucas didn’t move to block her path.

Didn’t reach for her.

Didn’t try to pull her back into the gravity he’d created.

He simply said:

“Then tell me you didn’t feel anything.”

Amina’s throat closed.

“Tell me,” he repeated gently, “that absolutely nothing

happened just now.”

She opened her mouth.

Her heartbeat thudded too loud.

Lucas waited... patiently.

Too patient.

Patient in a way that made her feel like he already knew the

truth.

When she couldn’t say the lie, she hated herself for it.

Amina tore her eyes away. “I need air.”

“You’re already outside,” he said softly.

Her breath stuttered.

And she turned—walking fast, heels clicking a frantic

rhythm across the marble, her pulse drumming a chaotic beat

she

couldn’t control.

■

Inside the Ballroom

Amina slipped into the crowd, the noise swallowing her

whole.

She needed distraction.

Distance.

Anything to drown out the memory of his fingers under her

chin, the way his voice wrapped around her name like it was

something he’d waited years to say.

She moved through small-talk conversations without hearing

a word.

People complimented her dress, her work, her poise—none

of it landed.

Her mind was still on that terrace.

That breath.

That almost.

Her chest ached with something unfamiliar.

Not fear.

Not desire.

Both.

She hated both.

“Hey, you okay?” a coworker asked.

Amina stiffened. “Fine.”

He nodded and wandered off.

Amina exhaled through her teeth, forcing her heartbeat to

settle.

She was fine.

She’d always been fine.

Until tonight.

Until him.

■

Back on the Terrace

Lucas stayed exactly where she’d left him.

He put his hands in his pockets, tipped his head back, and

exhaled slowly into the cool night air.

He hadn’t expected her to fall into him.

He hadn’t expected anything, honestly.

He just... wanted to understand her.

And now he understood one thing clearly:

Amina ran when something mattered.

Which meant he mattered.

Lucas closed his eyes, replaying the way she’d

softened—just for a second—when he touched her jaw. The

way

her breath caught like she wasn’t sure what her body wanted.

He could still feel the warm ghost of her skin under his

fingertips.

But he respected her boundary.

More than she’d ever admit she needed.

He whispered to the empty balcony,

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Not a threat.

Not a promise.

Just truth.

■

Across the ballroom

Amina stood near a corner table, trying to slow her breath.

Trying to forget the way Lucas said her name like he was

peeling layers off her without using his hands.

She closed her eyes for one second.

Just one.

And whispered something she’d never say out loud—not to

Nyla, not to Lucas, not even to herself in daylight:

“I’m scared.”

The fear wasn’t about him.

It was about the fact that for the first time in years...

she wasn’t sure she wanted to run.

CHAPTER EIGHT — “THEDISTANCE THAT HURT

MORETHAN CLOSENESS” ·

Amina didn’t see Lucas again for the rest of the gala.

At first, she told herself it was a relief.

Space was good.

Distance meant control.

Her heartbeat could return to its normal rhythm.

Except it didn’t.

Every time she scanned the room, her chest tightened with a

quiet disappointment she refused to name.

Where is he?

She masked the thought instantly.

She didn’t search for men.

Men searched for her.

And Lucas?
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