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The lobby of Thornefire Industries smelled like regret and recently extinguished flames. Emma Carter paused just inside the towering glass doors, her grip tightening on her tote bag as her gaze flicked over the scorch marks streaking the marble floor. A receptionist with iridescent scales shimmering along her jawline gave her a weary smile. »You here for Kael?« Emma’s pulse jumped. Act cool. Do not show fear. »That’s the plan, assuming I survive past lunch.« The receptionist’s lips twitched. She tapped a claw against her tablet, scrolling. »You’re the new assistant.« It wasn’t a question. »Until he sets me on fire, yeah.« A dry chuckle. »Take the elevator to the forty-second floor. If you hear roaring, turn around.« Fantastic. Emma forced a grin. »Noted.« The elevator ride was thirty-seven seconds of silent panic. She checked her reflection in the polished metal—blonde hair smoothed into a high ponytail, blazer buttoned tight enough to feel like armor. Professional. Unfazed. Not at all like someone whose last job ended with "mutual separation" The doors slid open to an office that looked like a storm had passed through it. A shattered desk lay in pieces near the window, its edges blackened. And then there was him. Kael Thorne stood with his back to her, wings stretched wide—massive, leathery, the veins pulsing faintly with ember-light. His tail flicked once, knocking over a precarious stack of files. Emma cleared her throat. He turned, and oh hell. Tall enough that she’d need a step stool to meet his eyes. Broad shoulders under a tailored suit that barely contained the muscle beneath. Eyes like molten gold, slit-pupiled and unblinking. His horns curled back from his temples, the tips gleaming like polished obsidian. »Emma Carter?« His voice was a deep, rolling rumble. Breathe. »That’s me. Ready to assist. Or be eaten. Whichever comes first.« A beat of silence. His nostrils flared slightly—scenting her fear, probably. Then he gestured to the wreckage of the desk. »Your predecessor lasted eight hours.« Emma eyed the claw marks raked through what looked like a quarterly earnings report. »Did he cry?« »She did, yes.« »Well, I make no promises.« She forced a smirk, ignoring the sweat prickling her palms. Kael tilted his head, studying her. »You’re not running.« »Student loans don’t pay themselves.« A slow exhale—smoke curling from his nostrils. »We’ll see how long that lasts.« Emma squared her shoulders. »Challenge accepted, boss.« His lip curled, not quite a smile. Thrill and terror tangled in her chest. This was going to be a disaster. The obsidian paperweight sat at the edge of Kael's desk like an unspoken warning—smooth, gleaming, and his. Emma had barely touched it, just nudged it aside to make room for the stack of contracts she’d been ordered to organize. But the moment her fingertips brushed its surface, the air in the room shifted. A low, rumbling growl rolled through the office before she even saw him move. Kael was suddenly there, crowding her space, his massive frame blocking out the light from the floor-to-ceiling windows. His pupils narrowed into slits, golden irises burning. »Don’t. Touch. That.« Each word was a controlled snap, smoke curling from his nostrils. His claws—long, wicked, and very unsheathed—dug into the mahogany desk, scorching the wood where they made contact. The acrid scent of burning varnish stung her nose. Emma’s pulse hammered in her throat. Every survival instinct screamed run, run, run. But running meant unemployment, and unemployment meant eviction notices and ramen for six months straight. So, like any self-respecting woman with bills to pay, she went with option two: sarcasm as a defense mechanism. »Do I need to sign a waiver for fire hazards?« she asked, nodding at the smoldering claw marks. Silence. Kael’s nostrils flared again—inhaling her fear, probably. His wings flexed slightly, the leathery membrane stretching before settling against his back. Then, impossibly, the corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. Not quite not a smile. »You’re still standing,« he observed, voice rough. »Am I supposed to be impressed by that?« A beat. His tail flicked, knocking a pen off the desk. »Most people don’t talk back.« Emma shrugged, willing her hands not to shake. »Most people don’t have a landlord who texts them hourly about late rent.« His gaze dropped to the paperweight, then back to her. Slowly, deliberately, he retracted his claws. The desk groaned in relief. »Move it again, and I won’t stop at scorching the furniture,« he said. But there was something new in his tone—something almost amused. Emma exhaled. »Duly noted.« Kael turned away, his wings brushing against the ceiling as he stalked back to his destroyed desk. The moment his back was to her, Emma discreetly wiped her damp palms on her skirt. This job was going to kill her. Emma spent the next hour rearranging Kael’s demonic mountain of paperwork, careful not to so much as glance at the obsidian paperweight. Every time she shifted a file, she half-expected another growl, another flash of claws, but the office remained eerily quiet save for the occasional rustle of leathery wings when Kael adjusted his posture. She risked a glance at him from beneath her lashes. He was massive, even sitting down—broad shoulders barely contained by the tailored suit jacket that had to be custom-made. His horns curled back from his temples, sharp enough to gut a man, yet he held a fountain pen with surprising delicacy, his talons retracted into something resembling human nails when he wrote. And then he paused. Emma froze mid-reach for another stack of files. Kael tilted his head, nostrils flaring slightly, like he could smell her hesitation. »Your breathing is distracting,« he muttered, not looking up. Emma blinked. »Should I... stop?« A snort—smoky, derisive. »The opposite. You’re holding it. Like you’re afraid exhaling will summon a hellbeast.« »Isn’t that a possibility in here?« His lips twitched again. The almost-smile was becoming a pattern. She exhaled—slowly, deliberately—and forced herself to keep sorting the contracts. Then, disaster struck. Her elbow nudged his coffee mug. The ceramic teetered. Emma lunged, heart in her throat, but Kael’s hand snapped out before the cup could spill, his claws fully extended, pinning it to the desk in a single motion. Black liquid sloshed dangerously close to the rim but didn’t spill. Oh, fuck. She braced for fury. For fire. For unemployment. But Kael just... stared at the mug. Then at her. »You drink it black,« Emma blurted. His brow arched. »I—I noticed earlier,« she added lamely. Shut up, shut up, shut up. Kael pulled the mug back, flicking a stray drop of coffee off his claw. »And?« »No ‘and. ’ Just an observation.« He studied her for a long moment, then pushed the mug to the exact center of his desk—precisely three inches from the edge. Emma filed that away. When she placed the next contract in front of him, she adjusted the angle until the top-right corner aligned perfectly with the edge of the desk. Kael’s claw twitched. She held her breath. Then, without a word, he picked up his pen and signed the damn thing. Huh. Maybe—maybe—she could survive this. And then Kael spoke again, low and graveled. »You hummed earlier.« Emma’s stomach dropped. She had. Just a soft, absentminded tune while working. Something her mother used to sing. »Was that against the rules too?« Kael’s claws flexed against the desk—once, twice—then retracted entirely, smoothing back into something almost human. »No,« he said finally. And for the first time since stepping into this office, Emma thought she saw something flicker in those molten-gold eyes. Something like curiosity. Then the intercom buzzed. His secretary’s voice crackled through. »Mr. Varek? Your three o’clock is here.« Kael exhaled through his nose, a thin wisp of smoke curling in the air. Emma took that as her cue to bolt. She gathered the signed contracts, careful not to touch anything that wasn’t hers, and turned to leave. »Carter.« She stiffened. Kael hadn’t moved, still seated behind his ruined desk, wings half-spread. But his voice wrapped around her like a command. »Tomorrow,« he said. »Eight sharp. And bring your own damn coffee.« Emma swallowed. Her lips curled. »Looking forward to it, boss.« And for the first time—just maybe—she meant it.
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The alarm blared, and Emma’s hand shot out, slapping the snooze button hard enough to send it skittering off the nightstand. She groaned into her pillow, already dreading the day. Eight sharp. Kael’s voice echoed in her skull, rough and uncompromising. She rolled out of bed, her bare feet hitting cold floorboards. The mirror across the room reflected a woman with dark circles under her eyes, hair a disaster, wearing a threadbare t-shirt that had technically been clean three days ago. Dragon CEO’s new assistant, everyone. Emma dragged a brush through her tangled hair, wincing at the knots. She’d spent half the night replaying yesterday—the way his claws had flexed against the desk, the way smoke had curled from his nostrils when he was irritated. She wasn’t sure if he was terrifying or fascinating. Maybe both. Probably both. She dug through her closet for something not torn. There was a casualty pile in the corner—blazers shredded by an overzealous wing incident last week. She grimaced. Note to self: Stay out of wing range. Finally, she settled on a black pencil skirt and a blouse with enough buttons to keep things professional. For now. -—The office was quiet when she arrived, the kind of quiet that made her skin prickle. Like something was watching. Emma hesitated outside her cubicle. The faint, acrid scent of something burnt lingered in the air. She rounded the corner and stopped dead. Her stapler was half-melted. The metal casing drooped like candle wax, warped beyond recognition. A thin curl of smoke still rose from it. Emma blinked. What the hell? She touched the warped metal—still warm—then yanked her fingers back with a hiss. Dragonfire. Her gaze flicked to the locker behind her desk. The combination lock was still in place, but when she tugged it open, something rattled inside. Gemstones. Dozens of them—rubies, emeralds, sapphires—piled at the bottom like a goddamn treasure hoard. Emma exhaled through her nose. Oh. Oh, you have got to be kidding me. She pinched the bridge of her nose. Is this... A shadow fell over her. »Problem?« Emma didn’t jump, but it was a near thing. She turned to find Kael looming in the doorway of his office, arms crossed, golden eyes glinting. She gestured to the stapler. »Did you—« »No,« he said, too quickly. Emma arched a brow. Kael exhaled through his nose, a tendril of smoke escaping. His claws flexed against his forearm. »I didn’t mean to,« he muttered. Emma stared at him. He shifted, wings rustling behind him. »It was an accident.« A dragon. Apologizing for arson. She should have been terrified. But instead, something warm curled in her chest. »Uh-huh,« she said, fighting the smirk. »And the gems?« Kael’s jaw tightened. »Irrelevant.« Emma plucked a ruby from the pile, rolling it between her fingers. »You know HR technically doesn’t classify these as standard office supplies, right?« Kael’s nostrils flared. »They’re not for you.« »Then why are they in my locker?« His gaze darkened, something possessive flashing in those molten eyes. »Because they’re mine.« Emma swallowed. Her pulse jumped. Oh. Oh, shit. That wasn’t just territorial. That was claiming. Kael took a slow step forward, wings flaring slightly. The air thickened with heat. Emma’s lips parted, but no words came out. Then— The intercom buzzed. »Mr. Varek? Your nine o’clock is here.« Kael’s growl vibrated through the floor. He exhaled sharply, smoke curling from his lips, then turned on his heel. Emma let out a shaky breath. Note to self: Don’t touch the dragon’s gems. And maybe... don’t want to. Because the way he’d looked at her— That wasn’t just instinct. That was something hungry. The office lights flickered, the hum of the HVAC system the only sound in the otherwise vacant space. Emma rubbed her temples, the glow of her computer screen burning into her retinas. Midnight oil, meet my eyeballs. She stretched, cracking her knuckles before diving back into the spreadsheet. Then she heard it. A low, rumbling exhale—like distant thunder. She stilled. Kael’s office door was cracked open, the dim glow of his desk lamp spilling into the hallway. Emma hesitated. She should leave. Pretend she hadn’t noticed. But curiosity was a merciless bitch. She nudged the door wider with her hip. Kael was slumped over his desk, wings half-spread behind him, the membranes lax and almost translucent in the low light. His face, usually sharp with predatory focus, was softened in sleep, his ridged brow relaxed, lips slightly parted. A strand of dark hair had fallen over his forehead. Emma’s breath caught. She’d seen him irritated. Annoyed. Even—briefly—flustered. But never like this. Never vulnerable. Her fingers twitched. The urge to brush that stray hair away was stupid. Dangerous. But gods, he looked... Human. A dragon. Asleep at his desk. She should wake him. Tell him to go home. But something about the quiet rise and fall of his shoulders, the way his wings flexed minutely in his sleep, made her hesitate. Then she noticed the papers beneath his forearm. Her reports. Marked in red ink. Corrections. Suggestions. He stayed to finish them. Her chest tightened. She reached out—instinct, not thought—and her fingers hovered just above his shoulder. His wing twitched. Emma snatched her hand back, pulse rocketing. Kael’s eyes snapped open, molten gold locking onto her. Silence. Emma swallowed. »You’re drooling on my quarterly projections.« His nostrils flared. She pointed to the papers. »That’s my sweat and tears you’re wrinkling.« Kael straightened, rolling his shoulders as his wings stretched to their full span—nearly brushing the walls. He blinked once, slow, like a predator assessing prey. »You’re here late.« »Astute observation.« »You shouldn’t be.« His voice was rough with sleep, deeper than usual. It did things to her spine. Emma crossed her arms. »Pot, meet kettle.« A pause. Then—his lips twitched. Just once. Almost unnoticeable. She exhaled sharply through her nose. »Look, just—go home. I’ll finish up.« Kael’s gaze flicked to the darkened windows, then back to her. »Alone?« »I’ve survived worse than office ghosts.« He didn’t move. Emma sighed. »I promise not to steal your gems.« His eyes flashed. Not anger. Something hotter. Her stomach flipped. Then Kael stood, wings flexing as he rolled the stiffness from his shoulders. He towered over her, heat radiating off him in waves. »I’ll walk you out.« Not a request. Emma opened her mouth to argue— Kael stepped closer. The scent of smoke and something darker, wilder, curled around her. Her protest died in her throat. Because the way he was looking at her— That wasn’t just protective. That was possessive. And that should not make her heart trip like this. She swallowed. »Fine.« Kael’s claws flexed at his sides. Emma turned before he could see the flush creeping up her neck. Note to self: Dragons don’t share. And apparently, neither do I. Because the thought of him walking anyone else home? That burned worse than dragonfire. The morning light cut through the office blinds, painting warm stripes across Emma’s desk. She rolled her stiff neck, blinking against the exhaustion still clinging to her. The scent of scorched coffee grounds hung in the air, a staple of the office’s ancient machine. She frowned. Something was different. The oppressive, swampy heat that usually choked the dragon-run office was... gone. The air was crisp. Almost pleasant. Her fingers paused over her keyboard, then drifted toward the vent beneath her desk. A steady, cool stream of air whispered against her skin. Emma’s chest tightened. She twisted in her chair, glancing toward the glass-walled office at the far end of the room. Kael sat rigid behind his desk, wings tucked tight against his back, talons tapping an impatient rhythm against his keyboard. As if sensing her gaze, his head lifted. Golden eyes locked onto hers. Her mouth went dry. »You adjusted the thermostat,« she said. Not a question. An accusation. His nostrils flared. »I don’t know what you’re talking about.« Emma arched a brow. »Right. And I suppose the office spontaneously decided to stop feeling like a sauna overnight.« Kael’s jaw tightened. His claws flexed against the desk, leaving faint scratches in the polished wood. »If it’s too cold, you can put on a sweater.« The corner of her mouth twitched. Liar. She could have pressed. Could have called him out, made him admit that he’d noticed, that he’d cared enough to do something about it. But the way his wings twitched—just slightly, like he was bracing for an argument—made her hesitate. So she let it go. Turned back to her screen. »Thanks,« she muttered. Silence. Then— »For what?« His voice was gruff. Deliberately indifferent. Emma exhaled through her nose. »For nothing, I guess.« A pause. The hum of the air conditioning filled the space between them. Then, from the corner of her eye, she saw it—the slightest tilt of his mouth. Not a smile. Just... something. Something warm. Her pulse stuttered. A knock at the office door broke the moment. One of the interns shuffled in, balancing a stack of files. »Morning reports, Mr. Veythar.« Kael’s expression shuttered instantly. »Leave them.« The intern scurried out. Emma swallowed hard, forcing her attention back to her work. But the cool air on her skin, the silent admission hanging between them—it stuck. Dragons didn’t adjust thermostats. And Kael Veythar didn’t do favors. But he had. For her. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling. And then—her phone buzzed. A notification. Final Notice: Rent Overdue. The warmth in her chest vanished. Reality crashed back in. Because no matter how much the temperature had changed, one thing hadn’t She was still broke. And he was still her boss. Emma exhaled sharply, fingers tightening around her phone. This was dangerous. She couldn’t afford distractions. Couldn’t afford... this. Whatever this was. But when she glanced up again, Kael was watching her. His gaze burned. And for the first time, she didn’t look away.
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